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Chapter 1: The Inheritance

The map gave up on Gosling Green twice before I got there.

The first time, the little blue dot that was supposed to be me slid off the road entirely and sat in the middle of a green field, blinking, like it had decided the field was a better idea than wherever I was going. I pulled over, let the engine idle, and waited for it to find itself. It didn’t. The second time, the screen just went pale and said searching for route in that flat way machines have when they’ve stopped trying. The road ahead of me ran on, two lanes of cracked blacktop between hedgerows gone shaggy with late-summer growth, and there was nothing on it to suggest a town had ever existed in that direction or ever would.

I turned the phone face-down on the seat and drove the route my uncle’s lawyer had told me to take. Past the dead gas station. Left at the split oak. Keep going when you think you’ve gone too far, because you haven’t.

He’d said it like a joke. It wasn’t.

The truck was loaded like always, which is to say I could’ve built a house out of the back of it if somebody handed me the lumber. Toolboxes, the good compressor, two coils of wire, a sawhorse folded flat, a milk crate of fittings I’d never thrown out because the day you throw out a fitting is the day you need it. Everything I owned that mattered rode in that bed, and everything that didn’t matter I’d left in a storage unit in the city I was driving away from with no particular plan to drive back.

Divorce does that. Cleans a man out to the studs. You stand in what used to be your life and you see all of it at once, the load-bearing walls and the cosmetic trim, and you find out fast which was which.

I’d been good at exactly one thing through all of it. I’d kept working. Hands busy, head quiet. A man can outrun a lot if he keeps a wrench in his fist.

So when the letter came saying my great-uncle Silas Wells had died and left me a roadside inn in a town I’d never heard of, I didn’t feel grief, because you can’t grieve a man you met twice before you were ten. I felt what I always feel looking at a busted job: a low, steady itch to assess it, fix what’s cheap to fix, sell what’s left, and move on.

That was the plan. Assess. Fix. Sell. Leave. Feel nothing the whole time, which was the only part I was confident about.

The welcome sign came up on the right when I’d just about decided the lawyer was a liar. WELCOME TO GOSLING GREEN, it would have said, if you could’ve read it. Ivy had eaten most of it, a thick green muscle of the stuff swallowing the post and curling over the top of the board so that all I got was COME and GREEN and, low in one corner where the leaves hadn’t reached yet, a faded painting of a goose. The paint under the ivy was bright, though. Not weathered. Like the sign had been new not long ago and the ivy had grown over it in a single hungry season.

I slowed down. The town arrived around me like a place that doesn’t want to be a destination, just a thing the road passes through. A short main street. A general store with a hand-lettered window and a single gas pump out front, the analog kind with the spinning numbers. A diner with one long counter visible through the glass. A green in the middle with a war memorial and a bench, and three old men on the bench who all turned their heads to watch my truck go by, slow, in unison, the way cattle watch a car.

It should have felt unfriendly. It didn’t. It felt like a place that had learned the hard way that most things passing through weren’t going to stop, and had stopped getting its hopes up.

I didn’t stop either. Not yet. I wanted to see the inn before the light went, so I’d know in the morning how bad it was.

The Owl and Lantern sat a mile past the far edge of town where the road curved and the trees crowded in, a two-story building set back behind a gravel lot gone half to weeds. There was a sign on a post out front, a wooden owl perched over a swinging lantern, and below it, in iron letters bolted to a board, NO VACANCY. The board hung crooked. The whole place hung crooked, honestly, like old buildings do when the ground underneath them has had a hundred years to make up its mind.

The lot had been gravel once and was half weeds now, and there were no other vehicles in it, no sign anyone had pulled in for a long time, and yet the weeds in one stretch by the porch were beaten down flat, a track worn from the lot to the door and around the side toward the back, as if somebody crossed that ground regular, came and went on a route, in a building that had been empty three weeks. I noticed it, filed it, didn’t like it, and told myself a deer trail, and didn’t believe that either.

I parked, killed the engine, and sat for a second listening to the tick of it cooling and the absolute nothing of the place. No traffic. No dog. Just wind in the trees and, under that, something I couldn’t name, a low pressure in the back of my jaw, the kind you get before weather.

I’d done this before, more times than I could count, pulled up to a property at dusk to size it up, and there’s a feeling a place gives you in the first ten seconds that’s usually right, before you’ve read a single board, the gut read, and most places read as work, or as money, or as somebody else’s sadness you were getting paid to haul away. This one read as none of those. This one read as occupied, which made no sense, a dead man’s empty inn reading occupied, and I sat in my truck a minute longer than I needed to, arguing with my own gut, and lost.

Then I got out and went to work, because that’s what I do.

The porch was the first thing trying to kill somebody. I went up the three steps and the middle one gave under my boot with a wet crack, the rot under the paint soft as cake, and I caught the rail on the way down and the rail came with me, the whole top section pulling free of the post in a shower of orange dust. I stood there holding two feet of rotten railing like an idiot, one foot through a hole in the step, and I said, out loud, to nobody, “Right.”

Not great. Not the worst. Cosmetic-bad, mostly. Enough to scare a buyer and cost an afternoon.

I stood there a second holding the rail and ran the tally in my head, the running estimate a tradesman keeps going the whole time his eyes are working, and the tally said: porch, two days. Paint, a week and a sprayer. Whatever’s under the porch, unknown, and unknown is the word that empties a man’s wallet. I have a whole internal language for buildings and most of it is curses with numbers attached. This one was running a tab before I’d gotten through the front door, which is how it goes with every place anybody ever leaves you, the loved ones and the buildings both. They wait until you’re committed to start showing you the damage.

I set the broken rail down on the porch boards, careful, like a piece you might use again, and stepped over the hole, and walked the rest of it the way you walk any job before you bid it. You don’t look at a building. You read it. You start low and you read up, because water always tells the truth and water always goes down.

The foundation was fieldstone, which was good, stone outlasts everything, but the mortar between the courses had crumbled to sugar in a long stretch under the porch, and the sill plate above it had gone soft and dark, and I pressed a thumb into it and the wood gave like a sponge. Sill rot. That’s not cosmetic. That’s what you find behind a wall and then keep finding for a week. I made the note in my head where I make them and kept reading. The clapboards needed paint, needed it years ago, the south face scoured down to bare gray wood by a couple decades of weather. A gutter hung off the eave by one strap, swinging a little in the wind, and under where it had failed there was a brown stain running down the wall like the building had been crying out of one eye for a long time and nobody had come.

But the bones were good, to be fair to the place. The frame was square enough, the roofline didn’t sag in the middle, the chimney stood true. Somebody had built it to last and somebody had loved it for a long time and then, three weeks ago, somebody had stopped, and you could see the exact line where the loving stopped, like a tide had gone out and not come back.

That was the part that got under my skin a little, walking the dark exterior with the work light. Not the damage. I’m easy with damage. It was the recentness of the neglect: everything wrong with the place was three weeks old or twenty years old and nothing in between, like the building had been held together by one man’s hands right up until the day those hands quit, and the second they did, all twenty years of held-off ruin had come due at once.

I came back around to the front door. It was solid oak under a hundred years of paint, swollen tight in a frame that had shifted, and I had to put a shoulder into it before it let go with a groan and swung in on a dark that smelled like dust and cold ash and old wood and, faintly, somewhere under all of it, bread.

The lawyer had given me the key. I hadn’t needed it. The door had been unlocked.

Inside was the taproom, and it was a good room under the neglect, I’ll give the old man that. Low beamed ceiling, a long bar down one side, a stone hearth at the end big enough to roast a hog in, scarred tables, mismatched chairs, the kind of floor that’s been swept by ten thousand boots into a shine no finish can buy. Dust lay over all of it like the place had exhaled once after Silas died and then held its breath. Cobwebs in the corners. A clock on the mantel, stopped. A row of bottles behind the bar wearing little gray caps of dust.

Dead wiring, was my next thought, because that’s the order my head goes in. I found the switch by the door and flipped it and nothing happened, which I’d expected, because the power company’s letter in the lawyer’s packet said service had been cut three weeks back, the day after the date on the death certificate. I clicked on the work light I’d carried in instead, a hard white LED on a hook, and swung it around the room, and that was when the order of things in my head got interrupted.

There was a lamp on the bar. An oil lamp, brass, the glass chimney smoked gray. And it was lit.

A small flame stood up inside the glass, steady, no flicker, sipping at a wick. Lit. In a building with the power cut three weeks ago, on a lamp nobody had been alive to fill or trim or light in all that time.

I don’t jump at things. I went over and looked at it. The brass was warm. The oil in the base was low but not dry. The flame burned clean and even, and when I cupped my hand near the glass the heat off it was real heat, the heat of fire, not some trick of the failing light.

“Somebody’s been in here,” I said, to the room.

The room didn’t argue, but it didn’t agree either. There was no smell of cigarettes, no boot prints in the dust but mine, no second set of tire tracks in the weedy lot I’d parked in. A squatter would’ve left a mark. A kid messing around would’ve left a mark. The dust was perfect and undisturbed right up to the base of the lamp, like the flame had been there longer than the dust hadn’t.

I told myself the lawyer had a caretaker. I told myself somebody from the town came by to keep an eye on the place. I told myself a dozen reasonable things while the back of my neck told me, quietly and firmly, that not one of them was true.

I left the lamp burning. It seemed wrong to put it out, and I couldn’t have said why.

The kitchen was through a swinging door behind the bar, and the kitchen made it worse.

It was a working kitchen, a real one, copper pots on a rack and a big iron range and a long scrubbed worktable and shelves of jars, and it had the same held-breath stillness as the taproom, dust on everything, until I got to the range. There was a kettle on the back burner. A heavy black kettle, the old kind, and I put the work light on it and saw a thread of steam rising off the spout, thin and curling and unmistakable, and I crossed the room and laid the flat of my hand against the side of it.

Warm. Not lukewarm. Hot. Hot like it had been pulled off a boil ten minutes ago.

The burner under it was cold. I checked. Stone cold, the gas valve shut, and when I tried the valve nothing came, no hiss, because the line was off same as the power. There was no fire under that kettle and there was no fire that had been under it, and the kettle was hot, and the steam went on rising off the spout in a thin patient line like it had all the time in the world.

I took my hand back. I stood in a dead man’s kitchen in a dying town in the last of the light and I felt the pressure in my jaw turn into something with weight to it.

“Okay,” I said.

I’m not proud of how long I stood there. A long minute, maybe two, with my heart going harder than the situation strictly called for, while the rational part of me ran through gas lines and residual heat and thermal mass and got nowhere, because a kettle does not stay at a boil for three weeks on its own, and I knew it, and the knowing sat in me cold and heavy and I couldn’t put it down.

I checked the things a man checks. I ran a hand along the back of the range looking for a second line, a propane feed somebody had run on the sly, off-book plumbing of the sort you find in old buildings where a previous owner got clever. There wasn’t one. I looked for a hot plate hidden under, a heat lamp, a trick, something a person rigs to mess with the next person, and there was nothing, just an old kettle on a cold burner steaming gently to itself in a kitchen nobody had cooked in for three weeks. I even, and I’ll own this, picked the kettle up and looked under it, like the answer might be written on the bottom, and the bottom said only that it was a good heavy kettle that had boiled a great many times over a great many years, which I already knew.

Then I did the only thing I know how to do with a problem I can’t solve. I left it and went to look at the next one.

I walked the rest of the ground floor with the work light. A pantry, full, jars of things and sacks of flour gone hard. A small parlor with a settee and a shelf of cracked-spine books. A back hall with a door that let out onto a yard I’d look at tomorrow, and another door, narrow, set into the wall under the stairs, that I took for a closet until I opened it and found steps going down into a black that had its own weather. Cold came up out of it. Not basement-cold, the even cool of stone and earth. A draft, a slow steady exhale of cold air against my face, rising up the stairs out of the dark like the cellar was breathing, in and out, patient and wrong, and under the cold there was a smell I knew and couldn’t place, a wet mineral smell, water in stone, and beneath that something sweeter and worse, like fruit going over. I held the work light down the stairwell and it showed me three steps and then gave up, the dark below swallowing the beam the way deep water swallows a dropped coin. I shut the door. Cellars in the dark are how men break ankles, and besides, I didn’t like how the cold had felt against my face, how it had seemed, for just a second, to pause when I opened the door, like a sleeping thing when a light comes on. Tomorrow. At the foot of the main stairs, a sign on a brass stand: GUESTS, with an arrow up. And up the stairs, a landing, and off the landing a corridor of doors, and the corridor was sealed.

Not locked. Sealed. There was a folding gate across the mouth of it, the accordion kind, drawn shut and pinned with a padlock, and behind the gate the hall ran back into a dark my light didn’t want to reach. Three doors a side, maybe four. The guest wing. Closed off, like a wing you stop heating to save money, except Silas had run an inn, and an inn with the rooms sealed isn’t an inn, it’s just a big sad house with a bar in it.

I rattled the gate. The padlock held. I’d cut it tomorrow with the grinder and see what was rotting behind it.

I put the light down the hall through the gate, though, while I was there, and that was its own small wrongness, because the hall behind the gate was colder than the landing I stood on, a dead-air cold, the cold of rooms shut up and unheated, and yet the dust didn’t lie right in it. A sealed wing should have an even gray fur of dust over everything, undisturbed, years of it. This had that, mostly, but here and there along the hall the floor showed clean, a swept patch by one door, a clear track down the middle as if something small walked it regular, and a guest inn with its rooms padlocked off and its owner three weeks dead should have had no clean tracks in it at all. Rats, I figured. A draft funneling through somewhere. I’d been figuring a lot of things since I came up the porch, and I was running low on the kind I believed.

There was one more door up there, at the end of the landing, not behind the gate. Silas’s own room, I figured, and I was right.

It was the only room in the building that wasn’t waiting. The taproom and the kitchen had that quality of a held breath, of rooms gone still around an absence. Silas’s room was just a room a man had walked out of. The bed was made but slept-in-the-night-before unmade, the covers turned down on one side. A pair of reading glasses folded on the nightstand. A book face-down, holding its place. A cardigan over the back of a chair. And on the little table by the window, a cup of tea, and in the cup, an inch of tea gone to a skin, and beside it a plate with half a piece of toast, and the toast had not molded. Three weeks. It should have been a science experiment. It was just stale.

There were things in that room that worked on me whether I let them or not. A row of pipes in a rack on the dresser, the smoking kind, all of them clean and none of them recent. A photograph in a frame, black and white, of a younger Silas in front of the inn with the sign new and straight behind him and a porch full of people I didn’t know, women mostly, all of them laughing at something off to the side of the camera, the whole picture so full of light it was hard to square with the dust I was standing in. And a chair by the window, a good chair, worn into the exact shape of one man’s back over what must have been forty years of sitting in it and looking out at the dark yard, and I knew that shape, I’d worn chairs like it, the chair of a man who keeps a watch he doesn’t talk about.

I didn’t like that room. I’ll say it plain. I didn’t like standing in it. It felt less like the room of a dead man and more like the room of a man who’d stepped out to fix something and meant to be right back.

On the writing desk under the window there was a ledger. A real one, cloth-bound, the pages soft with handling, and I opened it because that’s the part of a man’s affairs that’s actually mine to deal with, the money, and I wanted to know what kind of books the old man had kept.

Bad ones, was the answer. Or strange ones.

It was a guest register, going back years, and it was full. Page after page of arrivals and departures in a cramped, careful hand. Names, all women’s names as far as I flipped, first names only, and dates, and a column that should have held a room rate and held instead a single word that changed line to line. Stuck. Or Leaking. Or, more than once, Burning, underlined. And then beside it another date, the departure, and in that column a different set of words. Settled. Or Right. Or, often, just a small drawn symbol, a circle with a line through it that I didn’t understand and didn’t like.

No money. Not a dollar, not a rate, not a total, nothing. An inn that took guests for years and never wrote down a price.

I’m a tradesman. I know what it means when the numbers don’t add up, and what it usually means is that the real business was something other than the business on the sign.

There was a note tucked into the back of the ledger, a single sheet folded twice, the paper soft. The same cramped hand, but rushed, the letters bigger, like he’d written it fast and meant me to find it.

Gabriel, it said, which nobody had called me since my mother. 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 and don’t gift the hob clothes. They’ll come. They always come. The well is the thing. Keep it clear.

That was all. No signature. No explanation of what a hob was, or a well, or who they were or why they always came.

I read it twice. I’d met the man maybe twice in my life, both times before I was ten, and what I remembered was a tall quiet old fellow with gray hair and big careful hands who’d let me follow him around his workshop and hadn’t talked down to me, and who my mother had spoken of with a fondness she didn’t waste on much of the family. He’d left the inn to me, the lawyer said, because there wasn’t anyone else, the Wells line run down to a handful of distant cousins and one great-nephew who happened, the lawyer had noted with mild interest, to work with his hands. I’d thought nothing of that at the time. I thought something of it now, standing in the dead man’s room with a note in his hand that said they’ll come and a column in his ledger where the money should be and a kettle downstairs that wouldn’t quit. There wasn’t anyone else, the lawyer had said, and I’d heard it as nobody to fight me for it. I was starting to hear it differently. There wasn’t anyone else who could do the thing this place needed doing. There was only the one with the hands.

Then I folded the note back up and put it in my shirt pocket, annoyed, because it was the kind of thing a man leaves to mess with you from beyond, full of weight and short on facts, and I’d come here to do a clean job and leave, and the note had just made the job dirty.

Keep the well clear. I didn’t even know there was a well. There’d been a low stone ring out back, I thought, half-glimpsed in the yard when I’d come past the door. A wellhead, maybe. Or a flowerbed. Tomorrow.

It was full dark by then. The work light threw my shadow up the wall taller than me and twice as steady. I went back down to the truck and got my sleeping bag and a pillow and the camp stove and made coffee on the porch because I wasn’t sleeping in that house the first night, and that’s not fear, that’s the instinct of somebody who’s slept in a hundred job sites and learned which ones to sleep in. You learn to listen to the part of you that goes quiet and wary before your head has caught up. Mine did not want to be inside those walls in the dark.

I sat on the one porch step that wasn’t trying to eat me and drank coffee and watched the tree line, and that was when I heard it.

A snuffling. Off in the dark past the gravel lot, in the black wall of trees where the yard ended. A wet, snorting, rooting sound, like a hog working a fence line, except it was too high up. Too high off the ground for a hog. Then a scratching, slow, deliberate, claw on bark, and a pause, and the snuffling again, closer to the open ground, and a low sound under it that wasn’t a growl and wasn’t a voice and made the coffee go cold in my hand without my noticing it cool.

I’d spent enough nights on enough job sites to know the ordinary sounds of the dark, the ones that mean nothing, raccoon and possum and the settling of a house giving up the day’s heat, the deer that crash off through the brush the second they wind you. This wasn’t any of those. The ordinary night animals do their business and move on, indifferent to you, busy with their own lives. This thing wasn’t busy. It wasn’t passing through. It had come to the edge of the open ground and stopped, and it was working the dark in one place, patient, the way a man works a problem, and that patience was the part that put the cold in me.

Too big for a fox. Too big for a dog. I sat very still on the step and I watched the place the sound came from, and the sound watched me back. I’m sure of that part even now. It knew I was there. It wasn’t afraid of the light. It just stayed in the trees, snuffling and scratching, sizing me up the way the old men on the bench had, like the whole of Gosling Green had been holding off on a verdict until it saw what kind of Wells had come back.

I went inside. I put my shoulder to the swollen front door and shut it and threw the iron bolt, which was the one thing in the building that worked like it was built yesterday, oiled and smooth, and I stood in the dark taproom with the work light off and the brass lamp still burning its small impossible flame on the bar, and I listened.

The snuffling came up to the edge of the gravel. Stopped. A long, long pause. And then, slow, it went back into the trees, and the night closed up behind it.

I did not sleep in the dead man’s bed. I went out the back, fast, to the truck, and I climbed in the cab and locked the doors and lay across the bench seat with a hammer on the floorboard where I could reach it, and I told myself, with the part of me that’s good at lying to the rest of me, that it was a coyote, that the kettle had a tank somewhere, that the lamp ran on something, that the note was an old man’s nonsense, that in the morning I’d see the place in daylight and it would be exactly what the lawyer said it was, a tired building worth less than the land.

Through the windshield I could see the inn. Dark, except for one window. The taproom window, low and gold, the brass lamp’s small flame steady in the glass, burning for nobody, keeping its little circle of light against all that pressing dark.

I watched it until I fell asleep. It didn’t look like a flame somebody had forgotten to put out. It looked like one somebody had left on for a guest who hadn’t come yet.


Chapter 2: Gosling Green

Morning made the inn smaller and the truck stiffer and the whole previous night about half as strange.

I woke with a crick in my neck from the bench seat and a fine dew on the inside of the windshield and the trees standing there in gray first light, perfectly ordinary, no snuffling, no scratching, just a couple of crows arguing about something in the high branches. I got out and stretched until my spine made its noises and went and looked at the tree line in daylight, because you should look at the place that scared you once you can see it.

There were marks in the soft ground at the edge of the trees. I crouched over them. Not paw prints, not clean ones, the dirt too churned to read, but something had stood there a long while, shifting its weight, and a young birch at the edge had its bark raked off in four parallel lines about chest height. Chest height on me, I mean. Whatever had made them had reached up to do it.

There’s always a reasonable explanation. A deer rubbing velvet off its antlers, I decided, and knew even as I decided it that no deer reached that high, and I went and made coffee on the camp stove and decided that the most useful thing I could do with a head full of questions was go into town and buy what I needed to start work, and ask the kind of questions you can ask without sounding like you slept in your truck because the dark scared you.

So I drove back into Gosling Green in the daylight, and the town let me see it properly.

It was dying the slow way. Not the dramatic way, no boarded windows or burned-out storefronts, just the quiet erosion of a place the world had stopped routing through. Half the shopfronts on the main street were empty, swept clean and dark behind the glass, FOR LEASE signs gone yellow in the windows. The ones still open had that doubled-down tidiness of the last holdouts, paint kept fresh on the doors, flowers in the window boxes, a defiance in it. The diner’s neon was off but its lights were on. The general store had its door propped with a brick and a hand-chalked board out front that said FEED SEED HARDWARE POST and, under that, in smaller letters, COFFEE IF YOU’RE DECENT.

I’d seen towns like it all over, working towns the highway had bypassed a generation back, left to dry out slow in the sun. They usually wore the same look, a hollowed-out main street and a church and a bar and not much in between, the young gone and the old staying because where would they go. Gosling Green had that look. But it had something else under it, something I couldn’t put a name to from the truck, a held quality, the same held breath the inn had, like the whole town was waiting on something to come back. The flowers in the window boxes were the tell. You don’t keep flowers in the boxes of a place that’s quit. Somebody was still tending it, pouring care into ground that should by rights be done. I didn’t have it in those words yet. I just felt the town watching me back and decided I liked it more than I meant to, and that I’d best do my business and clear out before I liked it any worse.

The green in the middle had a granite war memorial with a list of names too long for a town this size, and a bench with three old men on it, and a flagpole flying no flag, and a goose. A real one, big and gray-and-white, standing one-legged by the memorial like it held the deed, which, the town being named what it was, maybe it did. It swung its head and fixed me with one flat orange eye, unhurried and proprietary, and I had the stupid distinct feeling it was going to file a report on me with somebody who’d want to know.

I parked in front of the store. There was one other vehicle on the whole street, a long-haul rig pulled up cockeyed by the diner, a faded green cab with a sleeper and a flatbed trailer empty behind it, a truck that had been somebody’s whole life.

The store smelled like coffee and creosote and old paper, which is one of the better smells there is. It was deeper than it looked from the street, shelves running back into dimness, hardware on the left and groceries on the right and a long counter at the back with a cash register that predated me and a post-office window beside it with a brass grille. A woman stood behind the counter, and she had been watching the door before I came through it, which is to say she’d been watching me park.

She was somewhere in her late fifties and built like a fence post that had opinions, short and broad and planted, iron-gray hair in a braid down her back and a flannel shirt rolled to the forearms over hands that had clearly done forty years of real work. Reading glasses hung on a chain on her chest. Her eyes were a pale washed-out blue and they did not miss anything, and right now they were doing arithmetic on me, taking the measure of my boots and my hands and my unshaved face and the dust of the inn that was probably still on me, and arriving at a number she did not appear to love.

“Morning,” I said.

“You’ll be the Wells boy,” she said.

It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t answer it like one. “Gabe,” I said. “Gabe Wells. Silas was my great-uncle.”

“I know whose you are.” She said it flat. “You’ve got his hands.” She nodded at them, and I looked down at my own hands like they might’ve changed, scarred and grease-creased and big-knuckled, a tradesman’s hands, and I didn’t know what to do with the fact that she’d looked at them first thing, when most people go straight for a man’s face. “Out at the inn, then. You sleep there?”

“In the truck.”

Her eyes did a quick new sum on me, there and gone before I could read it. “Smart,” she said, which was not what I’d expected, and went back to being a wall. “What do you need.”

I gave her my list. Romex, fourteen and twelve gauge, a couple boxes of receptacles, lag bolts, exterior screws, a quart of wood hardener and a tube of two-part epoxy for the sill, a gallon of bleach, work gloves, and the pressure-treated lumber I’d want for a porch step, which she didn’t have but said she could get by Thursday off the truck. She moved around the store pulling it all without writing any of it down, fast and sure, and I followed because there was nothing else to do, and somewhere in there I made the mistake of liking the place.

That’s the trouble with old stores. They’re built to a human scale. The wire was on wooden spools you cranked out by the foot, and the bolts were in little drawers with the sizes inked on the front in a hand that had to be hers, and there was a cat asleep in the window in a square of sun, and the whole thing smelled like every good hardware store I’d ever loved, and I felt the pang before I could stop it, the small unwelcome warmth of a place I could see myself in. I shut it down. I was here to sell a building, not to fall for a town.

The cat opened one eye while I was reaching past it for the gloves, gave me a flat unhurried appraisal, and closed it again, unimpressed. “He bite?” I asked, because it seemed like the thing to say.

“Only people he doesn’t like,” Maren said, not looking up from the spool she was cranking. “So far he hasn’t moved, which is the warmest welcome you’ll get out of this town for a while, so I’d take it.” I took it. The cat went back to sleep with the supreme confidence of a creature that had decided I wasn’t worth the trouble of biting, and I decided I respected that, and that was the second thing in Gosling Green I liked against my own advice, the first being the smell of the place.

“You planning to run it?” she asked, ringing me up, and there it was, the real question under all the others.

“Fix it and sell it,” I said.

Her hands paused on the register. Just a beat. Then they kept going. “Course you are,” she said, and there was a whole history packed into those three words that I didn’t have the key to, and I didn’t ask, because I’d come for wire, not for whatever the town thought it was owed.

She gave me my total, which was fair, fairer than fair, and I paid in cash, and she bagged it all up in those brown paper sacks nobody uses anymore, and while she was doing it she did the thing I didn’t notice until later. She reached under the counter and brought up a small cloth pouch, drawstring, about the size of a plum, and she dropped it into my bag on top of the gloves, quick, like she was sliding a man a tip he hadn’t earned.

“What’s that,” I said.

“Salt,” she said.

“I’ve got salt.”

“Not this kind.” She closed the bag and pushed it across the counter at me and looked at me over the reading glasses she wasn’t wearing, just out of habit, the way you’d look over glasses to make a point. “Run a line of it on your doorsteps. Front and back. Cellar door too if there is one. Tonight, before dark, and every night the line gets thin.”

I stood there with the bag. “Why?”

“Because your uncle did it every night of his life,” she said, “and the one night he didn’t, he died.” She let that sit. “I’m not asking you to believe anything. I’m telling you to do it. Salt’s cheap. Humor an old woman, Wells boy. Salt the doorsteps.”

There is a way that practical people talk to each other that has nothing to do with belief and everything to do with respect for a man’s neck. I’d heard it on a hundred sites. The old hand who tells you to brace something you don’t think needs bracing, and you brace it, not because you agree, but because he’s been right longer than you’ve been alive. Maren Pickett, whose name I learned off the post-office window, was talking to me in exactly that voice, and the part of me that had been right about the cellar and right about sleeping in the truck told me to listen.

“All right,” I said.

“All right,” she agreed, and that was the closest thing to warmth I got out of her, that flat little echo, and somehow it landed.

I asked her about Silas while I was there, because it was the only chance I’d get and because I had a folded note in my shirt pocket that wanted explaining. What kind of man was he. What kind of inn did he run. Did anybody actually stay there. Did he have help, a caretaker, somebody who might’ve been by since.

She gave me nothing. Not coldly, exactly. Just a wall with a door in it she had no intention of opening. He was a good man, she said. He kept to himself and he kept the inn. He had guests. No, she didn’t know who’d been by since, hadn’t been herself, she’d say that much, which I noticed she’d troubled to say. When I asked, careful, casual, about the well out back, her face closed up entirely, like a hand making a fist.

“You keep the well clear,” she said, “and you’ll be fine,” which was the note, near enough word for word, out of the mouth of a woman who hadn’t read it, and that was the moment I stopped being able to pretend the note was nonsense, because now two people knew about a well I’d barely seen, and one of them had been dead three weeks.

“What’s in the well,” I said.

“Nothing’s in the well.” She said it too fast. “That’s the point. You keep it clear so nothing gets in it and nothing comes out. That’s all. Go fix your steps, Wells boy.”

I should have left it. I’m a stubborn man, though, the kind that pushes a stuck bolt one more turn after he knows it’ll strip, and so I said, “My uncle left a note. Said keep the well clear, they’ll come. Same words you just used, near enough. Two people telling me the same thing about a well I’ve barely seen, and one of them’s dead. You want to tell me what I’m actually being warned about, or do I get to find out the hard way, in the dark, by myself?”

For a second her jaw worked under that flat surface, and what came up wasn’t anger, it was closer to grief, and closer than that to fear. She held my eye a long beat, weighing me, weighing how much a man who’d come to sell could be trusted with, and deciding, I think, that the answer was not yet, not nearly.

“You’ll find out what you need to find out when you need to find it out,” she said finally, which was no answer and was also, I’d come to understand, the truest thing she could give me, “and not one day before, because the kind of man who can hear it before he’s ready is exactly the kind who bolts, and you’ve got the look of a runner about you, Wells boy, under the good hands. So. Salt your steps. Keep the lamp lit. We’ll talk again when you’ve earned the rest of it, or when it comes for you, whichever’s first, and I’d bet on second.” And she went back to shelving cans, done with me, and that was the end of it.

I went and got coffee.

The diner was across the green and it was warm inside in the bone-deep sense that has nothing to do with the thermostat, a long counter and a row of stools and a short-order window and a smell of bacon and burnt coffee that hit me in the stomach and reminded me I’d had nothing but camp-stove coffee in twenty hours. There were a few people in there. An old couple in a booth. A man at the counter reading a paper that had to be days old.

And there was the trucker, the one whose rig was parked outside, and he turned on his stool when the bell over the door went, and his whole big soft face opened up like I was somebody he’d been waiting on.

“Well, now,” he said. “Look at that. Look at that face. You’re a Wells.”

I was getting used to it. “Gabe,” I said. “Silas was my uncle.”

“Knew it. Knew it the second you walked in. You’ve got the look.” He stuck out a hand the size of a catcher’s mitt and I shook it and he pumped it like a well handle. “Dell Crews. Dell. I been stopping at that inn since before you were born, son, since Silas’s hair was still black, which I’ll have you know it never was, the man went gray at thirty, family curse I expect, you watch yourself.” He laughed at his own joke, a big easy rolling laugh, and waved me onto the stool beside him, and I sat, because some men you sit down next to and that’s just how it is.

A waitress brought me coffee without my asking and I held the cup in both hands and let it warm me through and Dell told me about my uncle.

He talked the way road men talk, in loops and switchbacks, a story that started about Silas and detoured through a blizzard in ’94 and a transmission he’d lost outside Gosling Green and how the inn had been the only place with a light on, and how Silas had taken him in, no questions, no charge worth mentioning, a hot meal and a warm room and the best night’s sleep he’d had in twenty years on the road, and how he’d been stopping ever since, every run, for thirty years, because there was no place like it.

“Always had a room,” Dell said. “Always. Place’d look full up, sign out front saying NO VACANCY, and you’d go in cold and tired and the old man’d look at you and say, well, I’ve always got a room for you, Dell, and there’d be a room. Warmest place I ever slept. You’d sleep like the dead and wake up feeling, I don’t know.” He turned his coffee cup on the counter. “Better. Lighter. Like something’d been took off you in the night. Couldn’t tell you what. The food, maybe. The food was something.”

He told me about the food a while, in detail, which is a knack road men have, holding forth on a meal they ate in 1988 like it’s scripture. There’d been a bread Silas made, he said, or somebody at the inn made, that you’d think about for days after, that you’d dream about out on a run in Nebraska. Stews that stuck to your ribs through a whole night’s driving. And once, the time he had the bad flu and pulled in half-dead and shaking, somebody’d brought him a bowl of broth up to the room, and he’d been right as rain by morning, right enough to drive, and his doctor back home hadn’t believed it. “Twenty-four-hour flu, he said. Wasn’t any twenty-four-hour flu. It was that broth.” Dell shook his head. “There’s medicine and there’s medicine, you know what I mean. Some places just put you back together. That inn was one of ’em.”

He told me about the regulars, the ones who’d thinned out over the years, names that meant nothing to me, a man called Hollis who’d hauled livestock and could whistle any song you named, and the Aldous sisters who ran a flower stall two counties over and always stopped on their way to market, and a fiddle player who’d come through twice a year and play the taproom till dawn for nothing but a bed and a breakfast. “Place’d be full of music some nights,” Dell said, and his eyes went somewhere far off and fond. “Full of music and full of light and the old man behind the bar pretending he didn’t love every minute of it. He had a face he made. Like he was put-upon. Wasn’t put-upon a day in his life, that man. He’d have paid you to keep coming, only he wouldn’t have known how to say it, so he just kept the room warm instead.”

He told me about the winter the bridge washed out and the inn took in a whole stranded busload, and Silas feeding all forty of them for three days out of a kitchen that should’ve run dry by lunch the first day and somehow never did, and he told me about the time he’d seen the northern lights from the inn’s back yard a thousand miles too far south for them, green and rose washing up the sky over the trees, and Silas standing out there watching with a face like a man at church. “I asked him about it, the lights,” Dell said. “He just smiled and said, the house is happy tonight, Dell, and went in. The house is happy. Old coot.” He laughed, but it caught a little at the end, the laugh of a man missing his friend. “Anyhow. You’d sleep like a baby and wake up new. That’s all I can tell you. Best nights of my life, half of ’em, were in that crooked old building, and I’ve slept in forty states.”

“Who else stayed there?” I asked, and I tried to make it sound like nothing.

Dell’s face did an interesting thing then. The easy openness stayed, but a shutter came down quiet behind his eyes, the careful stillness of a man who’d decided long ago there were things he wasn’t going to ask and wasn’t going to say.

“Guests,” he said. “His kind of guests.” He drank his coffee. “Ladies, mostly, you want to know the truth. Come in looking poorly and leave looking like a million dollars. I never asked. You learn, on the road, there’s places you don’t ask the why of, you just thank God they’re there.” He set his cup down and looked at me, and the fond crinkle came back. “He was the right kind of man for the right kind of guests, your uncle. I don’t know how to say it better than that. You staying on? Running it?”

“Fixing it to sell,” I said, for the third time that morning, and for the third time I watched a person’s face do something complicated and decide not to argue with me.

“Sure,” Dell said softly. “Sure. Well. You get it running, even for a bit, you keep a light on for me. I’ll stop. Habit’s a habit.” And he meant it, and it landed somewhere I wasn’t ready for it to land, this stranger telling me he’d keep coming to a building I was planning to be rid of by autumn.

That was when the woman down the counter knocked the glass off the bar without touching it.

I’d half noticed her when I came in and then forgotten her in Dell’s flood of talk. She was at the far end, alone, a young woman with a lot of honey-colored hair coming loose from a knot, in a thin summer dress, and she’d been sitting hunched over a cup with both hands wrapped around it like she was cold, except the day wasn’t cold, and even from down the counter I could see she was flushed, a high bright fever-flush up her throat and across her chest, and that her hands were shaking, a fine continuous tremor, the cup chattering faintly against the saucer.

The glass was a water glass, sitting six inches from her, and it slid. I watched it slide. It went across the counter on its own, no hand near it, no tilt to the counter, a smooth deliberate inch and then off the edge, and it shattered on the floor, and the woman flinched like she’d been slapped and pressed both hands flat to the counter and shut her eyes, and the whole length of the room the saltshaker and the napkin holder and the sugar caddy all rattled at once, a little chorus of glass and metal trembling on the counter like a train was going by, except no train was going by.

And then it stopped. She got it back, whatever it was, hauled it back into herself with a visible effort, her shoulders coming up around her ears, and the room went still, and the waitress came out from behind the counter with a broom and a face that said this had happened before and wasn’t to be discussed.

I was already half off my stool. I don’t know exactly what I meant to do. Help her up. Get her water. Whatever you do for somebody who’s clearly sick and clearly scared and clearly alone in a diner where nobody would meet her eye. It’s the same instinct that makes me reach for a falling ladder. You don’t decide. The hand’s already out.

A hand closed on my arm above the elbow. Maren. She’d come across the green and into the diner without my hearing the bell, fast and quiet for a planted old woman, and her grip was iron, and she pulled me back down onto the stool with a strength that surprised me and put her mouth near my ear.

“Not yours to fix,” she said. Low. Hard. “You hear me, Wells boy? Not that one. Not now. You don’t know what you’re doing yet and you’ll make it worse. Drink your coffee and look at me.”

I looked at her. Her pale eyes were dead serious and, under the hardness, scared, and that’s the thing that stopped me, the fear in a woman I’d already pegged as fearless. Down the counter the honey-haired woman got herself up, leaving money on the counter, not meeting anyone’s eyes, and went out fast into the daylight with her arms wrapped around herself, and through the window I watched her cross the green and get into a beat-up little car with out-of-county plates and out-of-county dust on it, and sit there a moment with her hands on the wheel, shaking, before she pulled out and drove off the way I’d come, toward the edge of town, toward nothing, toward the road that ran past the inn.

“Who is she,” I said.

“Nobody you know.” Maren let go of my arm. “Eat something. You look like death.” She straightened up and went and said a quiet word to the waitress and put money on the counter that wasn’t hers to put, and the broken glass got swept up, and the diner went back to being a diner, and Dell, who had watched all of it with his easy face gone still, picked his coffee back up and said, to nobody, “Poor thing,” and let it go at that.

It cost me something to sit back down, the first time in this whole account that I did the thing Maren told me instead of the thing my own hands wanted, and the hands wanted to go to that shaking woman so badly it was a physical ache to deny them. That’s how I’m built. It’s not virtue, it’s wiring, the same reflex that had me grabbing for that ladder years back, and Maren had just put her iron grip on the wiring and told it no, and the no went against everything in me, and I sat there with it humming and unspent and hated it.

But I sat. Because the fear in her eyes had been real, and a woman that hard didn’t scare easy, and when a hard person who knows a place tells you you’ll make it worse, the smart move and the humble move are the same move, which is to believe them and sit down, even when your hands are screaming.

I ate, because a man does what Maren Pickett tells him, I was finding that out. Eggs and bacon and toast, ordinary diner good, and the eating settled me, gave my hands something to do that wasn’t reaching for a stranger in trouble. But I kept seeing it. The glass sliding on its own. The shudder that ran the length of the counter. The high fever-flush on the woman’s throat and how she’d hauled it all back into herself with her shoulders up around her ears, like a person holding a door shut against a pressure on the far side. I’d seen people sick. I’d seen people scared. I had never once seen a glass move six inches across a flat counter with no hand on it, and the part of me that fixes things, that needs to know how a thing works before it’ll let the thing alone, was up on its feet and pacing, and Maren had sat right down next to it and told it to stay.

“She’ll be all right?” I asked Dell, low, when Maren had stepped out.

Dell took a long time answering, which wasn’t like him. “She’ll get where she’s going,” he said finally, which wasn’t an answer, and turned his cup, and didn’t say the rest of whatever he was thinking, and I understood that Dell knew more than he let on about Silas’s kind of guests, and had decided thirty years ago that knowing and not saying was how you stayed a friend to a place like that, and I let it go.

I thanked him and shook his big hand again and he made me promise the light, made me say it out loud, you keep a light on for me, and I said it, and meant it more than I expected to, and I went back out into the bright ordinary morning with my arms full of a town’s worth of small kindnesses I hadn’t asked for and didn’t know what to do with.

I loaded the truck. And then, instead of driving straight back, I stood there a minute in the empty street with my hand on the warm hood and I let the pieces sit next to each other for the first time without telling them to behave.

A salt pouch a woman puts in my bag and tells me to line on my doorsteps, like a dead man did every night of his life. A note from that dead man telling me to keep a well clear, they’ll come. A trucker who slept like the dead at an inn whose guests came in poorly and left like a million dollars. A young woman shaking apart in a diner, moving glass without touching it, and an old woman pulling me back by the arm with fear in her eyes, not yours to fix, not yet, you’ll make it worse. Marks raked into a birch at chest height. A kettle that stays hot. A lamp that won’t go out. A cellar that breathes.

It made a shape. I could feel it making a shape, the way you can feel a wall going out of plumb before you put the level on it, a wrongness your body knows before your eyes will sign off on it.

I did what I do with shapes I’m not ready to see. I got in the truck and drove back toward the inn, the road empty ahead of me between the shaggy hedges, and put my head down into the work, lumber and sill rot and the cleanest order to chase the wiring in.

The pouch sat in the paper bag on the seat beside me the whole way. It was small and it was heavy for its size and every time the truck went over a seam in the blacktop it slid an inch toward me across the brown paper, working its way closer to hand, like it knew it was going to be needed before dark.


Chapter 3: The Hob in the Walls

I salted the doorsteps before dark, and I felt like a fool doing it, and I did it anyway.

Front step, what was left of it. Back step, off the kitchen, onto the weedy yard. I poured Maren’s salt in a thin white line across each threshold like a bead of caulk, careful and continuous, and the salt was strange close up, coarse and gray, not table salt, with a smell to it I couldn’t place, brackish and a little like a struck match, and where I poured it the hair on my arms lifted and a thin cold breathed up off the line, like the air right at the doorstep was a half-degree colder than the air anywhere else.

I had enough left in the pouch for one more night, maybe two. I made a note to ask her where a man buys gray salt that smells like a match, and I knew before I’d finished the thought that she’d tell me to humor an old woman and sell me more without a word about where it came from.

Then I went to work, because that was the point of being there, and work is the one place my head shuts up.

I started with the front door, since I’d nearly dislocated my shoulder on it. I planed the swollen edge until it swung free, eased the hinges, set new screws into solid wood behind the stripped ones. Re-hung the parlor door, which had been hanging on one hinge like a drunk on a lamppost. Pulled the dead cover plates off the taproom outlets and found exactly what I expected behind them, cloth-wrapped wiring from before the war, brittle as old toast, a fire waiting for an excuse. That was a gut job, the whole circuit, and I spent the better part of the day on my back under the bar pulling the old runs and chasing new fourteen-gauge through the walls, swearing at the framers of a century ago, who had run their studs to no plan a sane man could find.

There’s a satisfaction in that kind of work that I’ve never found anywhere else, and never tried very hard to explain to anybody, because the people who get it don’t need it explained and the people who don’t never will. You take a thing that’s broken and you make it work. That’s all. It’s the cleanest transaction there is. A door that won’t close, closes. A circuit that’s dead, lives. There’s no negotiation in it, no feelings to read wrong, no slow erosion you can’t put your finger on until it’s too late to fix. A wire is hot or it isn’t. A joint is square or it isn’t. I’d spent two years watching a business and a marriage come apart in ways I couldn’t get a wrench on, couldn’t even name half the time, and there’s a reason I’d ended up here with everything I owned in a truck bed, doing the one thing in the world that still answered to me straight. The inn was a wreck. But it was an honest wreck. It told me what was wrong with it and let me fix it, and after the last couple of years that felt less like work and more like being forgiven.

There was good steel in the place, too, the kind you clock without meaning to. Whoever had built the Owl and Lantern had built it to last and whoever had kept it, Silas, the Wells men before him, had kept it the right way, which is to say they’d fixed the bones and let the cosmetics go, the exact opposite of how most people do it, slapping paint over rot to fool a buyer. The clapboards were peeling but the frame was true. The wiring was a fire hazard but the joinery underneath was the work of men who cared. You learn to read a building’s whole history in its repairs, the eras of it, the good hands and the lazy ones, and the Owl and Lantern read, all the way down, like a place loved by people who knew what loving a building actually costs, which is not money and not paint but attention, year on year, the same hands coming back to the same problems before they got big. I’d walked onto a hundred sites where the opposite was true, where every layer was a cheaper lie over an older one, and I knew the difference in my hands, and the difference put a strange ache in me, working that house, the ache of being handed something cared for by a man I’d barely known and being, suddenly, the next set of hands on a job that had never once been about money.

So I worked, and the house helped me. That’s the only way I know to say it. The house helped me, and I didn’t notice it helping until I’d been helped about six times.

The first thing was the coffee. I’d made a pot on the camp stove that morning out on the porch and gone in to work, and around ten I came back to the kitchen for a refill and there was coffee in the percolator on the cold range. Hot coffee. I had not made it. I stood there with my mug and I drank it because it was good coffee, and I told myself I’d made it and forgotten, which is what tired men do, and I almost believed me.

The second thing was the window. There was a window over the kitchen sink painted shut for what looked like decades, the sash welded to the frame with layer on layer of latex, and I’d put my back into it twice that morning and given up, meaning to score it with a knife later. After lunch it was open. Four inches, propped on its own, a warm afternoon breeze coming through, and the paint seal around it broken clean as if somebody had run a blade around it.

The third thing was the tools.

I keep a toolbox a certain way. Every man who works with his hands does. It’s not a system somebody could write down, it’s the system, the one your hands know in the dark, screwdrivers here, pliers there, the things you reach for most where you reach for them most. I’d left the box open on the bar with everything thrown in any old way, like you do when you’re moving fast through a job. When I came back to it the tools were sorted. Not just sorted. Sorted right. Flatheads with flatheads, Phillips with Phillips, graduated by size, the pliers nested, the loose screws swept into the little tray that I keep loose screws in, the tape measure clipped to the side, where I clip it, where I’d never once clipped it in front of anybody, because no one had ever watched me work that closely.

I stood and looked at my own toolbox arranged by a stranger who knew exactly how I liked it, better than I’d ever bothered to keep it myself, and the skin drew tight between my shoulder blades, and I said, out loud, in the empty taproom, “All right. I see you.”

Nothing answered. But the lamp on the bar, the one that wouldn’t go out, brightened. Just a little. A small leaning-in of the flame, like a dog that’s been caught and isn’t sure if it’s in trouble.

Practical problem, so I set a practical trap. I swept a patch of the dusty floor at the foot of the cellar stairs clean with my hand, a smooth gray rectangle in the grime, and in the middle of it I set a quarter, heads up, and I went back to my wiring and made a lot of noise about it and kept one ear open.

It took an hour. I was under the bar with my arms over my head and a wire stripper in my teeth when I heard it, the lightest possible scuff, a sound like a leaf dragged across a floor, and then a fast small patter, claws or bare feet moving quick, and I came out from under that bar faster than I’ve moved in a year and around the end of it in time to see it.

Not much. A shape. Knee-high, maybe a little less, dark and low and quick, bolting from the cleaned patch toward the cellar door with a flow that wasn’t quite running and wasn’t quite scuttling, a wrongness in the joints of it, and a wild tuft of something on top that might have been hair, and then it was through the gap of the cellar door, which I had left shut, and gone, and the door swung once on its hinge and went still.

The quarter was gone. In its place, dead center of the swept patch, sat a brass button. Old, tarnished, with an anchor stamped on it, the kind that comes off a peacoat. A trade. It had taken my coin and left me a button, fair and square, like you’d leave payment, and the part of me that had stopped being able to pretend just gave up the ghost entirely and sat down.

I picked up the button. It was warm, like the kettle, like the lamp’s brass, warm with the leftover heat of a hand that wasn’t there, and I turned it over in my fingers and made my peace with the fact that I had a roommate I couldn’t see who kept my toolbox better than I did and paid for things he borrowed. There are worse roommates. I’d had worse roommates. At least this one cleaned.

I tested the arrangement over the next hour like you test a new working relationship, which is to say I deliberately put something back wrong to see what would happen. I left a screwdriver in with the pliers, on purpose, and went back to the wiring, and when I came back it was where it belonged, and there was, balanced on the handle, a single dead spider, laid out neat. Not a threat, I decided. A correction with a citation. The dead spider was the footnote. I moved the screwdriver wrong one more time, because I needed to know the rules of the place I was living in, and that time my coffee, which had been hot, was stone cold, and there was a faint dry sound from inside the wall that I can only describe as a creature sighing at me. I left the screwdriver alone after that. You learn to read the senior man on a site, and the senior man on this site was knee-high and lived in the plaster and had opinions about tool storage that he was prepared to escalate, and I had, it turned out, no leverage whatsoever, since he could sour my coffee and I couldn’t even see him to argue.

“Fine,” I said, to the room, and the lamp leaned its flame at me, sheepish or pleased, hard to say. “Fine. You keep the toolbox like that, we’ll get along. You’ve got a better hand for it than me.” It was true, and saying it out loud felt like the right toll to pay, an acknowledgment, and the flame stood up a little straighter after, prouder, and I understood I was learning the manners of a creature whose entire economy ran on respect and milk.

“Okay,” I said. To the cellar door. “Okay.”

I’d been not-going into the cellar for two days. The cold draft, the dark that ate my light, the smell. But the small dark thing had gone down there like it was home, and the help around the house was kindly, not cruel, and a man can only be a coward in his own building for so long. I got the good headlamp and a proper lantern off the truck, the big LED that throws a wall of light, and I opened the cellar door, and the cold came up to meet me as it had before, slow and patient, and I went down.

The stairs were stone, worn dished in the middle by a couple hundred years of feet. The cellar opened out bigger than the footprint of the house above it, or felt like it, the lantern showing me a low vaulted space of fieldstone and packed earth, racks where wine or preserves had once been, the dark hulks of old casks. Cool, dry mostly, the ordinary good cellar of an old inn. Except for the far end.

The far end was where the cold lived.

There was a section of floor down there that wasn’t earth and wasn’t laid stone, a circle maybe ten feet across of older work, flat slabs fitted tight, and they ringed a foundation, a thick stone curb rising a few inches out of the floor, and I understood, looking at it, that I was looking at the well from below, or the foot of it, the base of the same stone ring I’d half-seen out in the yard. The well went down through the house. The house had been built around it, or over it, the well first and the inn second, like old places grow up around the one thing that mattered, a spring, a hearth, a grave.

And across the slabs, running through the ringed floor and into the curb of the well, there was a seam.

A crack in the world is the only way I can put it, though it was small, a hairline fissure no wider than a pencil running across the fitted stones, and it should have been nothing, a settling crack, the kind I patch in basements every week of my life. It was not nothing. The cold came out of it. I put my hand near it, like I’d put it near the kettle, and the cold that breathed up out of that hairline was not the cold of stone and earth, it was a wrong cold, a cold with a pulse in it, a slow steady throb like something very large breathing very slow a very long way down, and on each exhale came the smell I’d half-caught at the top of the stairs, that sweetish rotting-fruit smell laid over wet mineral water, the smell of something good going bad.

It read to me like two things at once, and both of them were my trade. It read like a foundation crack with water finding its way through, a drainage problem, a structural fault, something leaking where nothing should leak. And it read like rot, like the soft dark sponge of the sill upstairs, like a thing that had been sound and was now going over from the inside. A leak and a rot. I didn’t have words for what was leaking or what was rotting. But my hands knew the shape of both, and what they were telling me was that whatever this was, it was getting worse, slow, like these things always get worse, and that the note in my pocket, keep the well clear, was not about a bucket and a rope.

I crouched there a long time with the lantern, reading it like I’d read the soft sill upstairs. The slabs around the seam were old, older than the inn upstairs by a good margin, the tool marks on them not made by any tool I’d recognize. Whoever had laid this floor had laid it with care, fitted the stones tight and true around the well’s foot, and then ringed the whole thing, the careful work of people who knew the seam was there and meant to keep it shut, generation on generation of them, a job handed down. I’d come into the trade through other men’s unfinished work my whole life. This was a building somebody had cared about for a very long time, all the way down to its cold stone heart, and I was the next man on the job whether I’d signed for it or not, and the seam had widened the day the last man’s hands quit, same as the sill, same as everything. Three weeks of nobody watching it. But I knew the look of work that needs doing, and this needed doing, and there was nobody else left to do it but me.

Set into the stones around the well there were stones of another kind. Five of them, spaced even around the ring, dark rounded river stones each the size of a loaf, and each one had marks cut into it, deep old carving worn soft, lines and circles and angles, runes I had no name for. They were dim. I don’t know how I knew they were dim, since I’d never seen them lit, but I knew it the way you know a banked fire is nearly out, a feel of almost-no-warmth, of a thing that used to glow and didn’t anymore. One of them had a faint pulse to it, the ghost of a light coming and going under the stone, weak, struggling, in time with the cold breath out of the seam, like the stones and the seam were fighting and the stones were losing.

I crouched and looked at the five of them the only way I knew how, which was as a system. Five points, evenly spaced, all wired somehow to the one point in the middle, and four of them dark and one of them limping. I didn’t have a name for what they did, but I knew the shape of it, because it’s the shape of every system man ever built to hold a dangerous thing in check, a panel with breakers, a dam with sluices, a set of guy-wires holding a tower up against a wind that never stops. You design it with redundancy because you know one will fail, and then one fails and the load goes to the others, and the others carry it a while, longer than they should, like good work always does, and then a second one fails, and the math gets bad fast, because four was carrying five’s load and now three is carrying five’s load, and somewhere down that road is the day the last one goes and the whole thing comes down at once. I was looking at a containment array three weeks into exactly that failure, and I didn’t have the first idea how to re-light a stone, but I knew a structure shedding load when I saw one, and this one was shedding load.

And in the wall by the foot of the stairs, low down, there was a niche. A little arched hollow cut into the stone, soot-darkened, sized for a hand, and in it sat a saucer. An ordinary chipped saucer, and on it a crust, a dried ring of something gone to a yellow rind, old milk, weeks old, the last that anyone had poured.

I didn’t decide to do it. My hands decided. There was the saucer and there was the niche and there was a knowing in my fingers that came from nowhere I could name, the same place the toolbox came from, a memory that wasn’t mine, and I went back up the stairs and got the last of my milk from the cooler in the truck, the little carton I’d bought for coffee, and I came back down and I poured the saucer full to the brim and set it in the niche, and I felt, doing it, the foolish and absolute rightness of it, like finally tightening the bolt that was the whole problem all along.

“There,” I said, to the cellar. “There you go.”

The struggling rune-stone pulsed, once, a little stronger. The cold breath off the seam paused, like the cellar had cocked its head. And up the stairs, far off in the kitchen, the cold iron range ticked, once, twice, the small sound metal makes coming up to a heat that isn’t there.

I didn’t sleep in the truck that night, and that cost me something. I made up a bed on the settee in the parlor instead, near the warm taproom, near the lamp that wouldn’t go out, with the salted doorsteps between me and the dark, and I told myself it was because the truck was killing my neck, and it was, partly.

I was nearly under when the scratching started.

Closer than the first night. Not at the tree line this time. On the gravel. The snuffling, wet and snorting and too high off the ground, and then a slow drag of claws across the boards of the porch, the front porch, ten feet from where I lay, and the low sound that wasn’t a growl, a kind of wanting sound, a hunger with no bottom to it, and then a hiss, sharp, and a smell rolled in under the front door, the rotting-sweet smell out of the seam, the exact same smell, here, on my doorstep.

I was up with the wrecking bar in my fist before I’d decided to be. I went to the front door in the dark and I looked down and the salt line was smoking.

It was. A thin gray smoke rose off the white line across the threshold, curling, where something on the other side of the door was pressing against it, testing it, and the salt was burning the way a fuse burns, eaten from the dark side inward, and through the old oak I could feel the cold of it, the wrong cold, the seam-cold, right there, leaning on my door.

I’m not a brave man. I’m good in a crisis that has a clear job in it, a falling ladder, a fire, a man pinned under a beam. I am no good at all at the slow ones, the ones that won’t hold still long enough to be fixed, and most of life is the slow ones. That’s how I’d lost everything that mattered, the business and the marriage both, worn down a degree at a time until one day there was nothing left to save and no single thing I could point to that had done it.

But there is a particular thing that happens in me when something comes at a place I’m responsible for, fast and clear and with a clear job in it, a thing older and dumber and steadier than courage, and it happened then, standing in my dead uncle’s hallway with a wrecking bar in my hand and a line of burning salt between me and a hunger out of the dark. This was the crisis I was built for. Something was at the door. The door was mine to hold. There was nothing slow about it, nothing to read wrong, nothing that would erode away while I wasn’t looking. Just a thing on one side and me on the other.

I put my hand flat on the door. The cold bit at my palm through the wood.

“Not tonight,” I said.

I didn’t shout it. I said it like I’d say it to a load that’s slipping, low and level, a thing you state because stating it is half of making it true. Not tonight. And I leaned my weight into the door, all of it, my shoulder and my hip and my heels dug into the floor, and I held it, and on the other side the cold pressed back, and the salt smoked, and the wanting sound rose, and I held.

And then it eased. The pressure went off the door all at once, like a held breath let go. The smoking salt stopped smoking. The cold drew back off the wood and I heard, outside, the drag of it retreating across the porch and the gravel, the snuffling fading toward the trees, slow, unhurried, a thing that had decided, not a thing that had been beaten. It went back into the dark like it had the first night, on its own time, and the night closed up, and I stood there with my hand on the door and my heart going and the wrecking bar slick in my grip until I was sure.

And here is something I didn’t expect, standing there in the dark with my pulse slowing: I felt good. Not safe, the thing was still out there, and not brave, I’d been scared the whole time. But good, the clean specific good of standing between a danger and a door and holding, win or lose, of being, for once, exactly the right tool for the exact job in front of me. It was a small, strange thing to feel proud of, holding a door against a snuffling dark in a dead man’s inn, and I felt it anyway, and I should have known then that I was in trouble, because feeling that good about holding a line for a place is the surest sign there is that you’ve already, somewhere under your own notice, decided to stay and defend it.

I re-laid the salt line, thick this time, banked it in the corners where it had eaten itself thinnest, and I went back through the whole ground floor with the lantern checking the other thresholds, the back step, the cellar door, topping each one off. My hands were steady doing it. That surprised me. By any reasonable accounting I should have been calling somebody, the police, the lawyer, a priest, anybody, sitting in a dark inn with a hungry thing in the yard and a button that ran warm and a kettle that wouldn’t quit. Instead I was walking my building, securing my thresholds, topping each line as I went. My hands were steady doing it, and that steadiness was its own kind of answer. The thing wanted in. The salt kept it out. The salt got thin. I made the salt thick. That was a job. I could do a job all night.

Somewhere in the walls, as I worked, I heard the small dry patter of the hob keeping pace with me, threshold to threshold, the senior partner doing his rounds alongside the junior one, and once, at the cellar door, the lantern caught two lamp-bright eyes low in the dark, watching me top off the line, and they blinked at me, slow, and were gone, and I understood I wasn’t keeping the watch alone, and hadn’t been since I got here.

I did not sleep much. Toward dawn I dozed on the settee with the bar across my chest, and I dreamed, I think, of the well, of a slow cold breathing in the dark of it, and of a small warm light somewhere going around lighting lamps against it, one and then the next, the way you’d light a house room by room ahead of a coming guest.

I woke to gray morning and the smell of coffee I hadn’t made.

I went down to the cellar first, before anything, in my socks. The saucer in the niche was empty. Licked clean, the old rind gone with it, the dish bright as if it had been scrubbed. The struggling rune-stone, the one that had pulsed for me, glowed now with a steady low light, faint but sure, a coal that had caught. And the cold breath off the seam, when I held my hand to it, was a fraction warmer than it had been. A fraction. But I’d spent my life with my hands on failing things, and I know the difference between a thing getting worse and a thing, for the first time, holding.

I went back up. The taproom lamp burned its small flame, and beside it, on the bar, exactly where I’d find it, sat the quarter. My quarter. Returned. The trade undone, or upgraded, the button kept and the coin given back, which in the economy of small dark things in walls I took to mean something like a handshake.

And up the stairs, off the landing, behind the folding gate I had padlocked shut and not yet cut, the first door on the left stood open.

The padlock hung on the gate, still locked. The gate was still drawn. But behind it, in the sealed wing, in the dark hall my light hadn’t wanted to reach, the first guest-room door had swung itself wide on its hinges in the night, and out of that open door, faint and warm and impossible, came a thin curl of light, as if somebody had lit the lamp in there too.

A room. Opened from the inside. Aired and lit and ready.

I went up and looked. The padlocked gate was still drawn and locked, so I worked the catch and squeezed past it and went down the dark hall to the open door, and the room beyond it was the only one in the wing that wasn’t waiting under dust. The bed was made up with linens that smelled of nothing at all, not age, not mildew, just clean. The lamp on the nightstand was trimmed and lit and burning that same small steady flame. There was a glass of water on the windowsill, full, the surface trembling faintly with my footsteps, and it had no dust on it though everything around it did. The room was warm. The hall behind me was cold, the dead-air cold of a sealed wing, and this one room was warm as a held hand, and it had readied itself in the night, aired and lit and warmed, for a guest the house apparently knew was coming.

I stood in the doorway a long time. I believe what my hands tell me, and my hands told me the room was real and warm and ready, and there was nothing to fix in it, nothing for me to do, which was its own kind of unsettling, a room that had taken care of itself. I backed out and let it be.

I went down to the foot of the stairs with my empty quarter warm in my hand and looked up at the readied room, and I thought about the note. They’ll come. They always come.

“Who’s it for,” I said.

The kettle, in the kitchen, began very quietly to sing.


Chapter 4: Doorstep

The room stayed ready for four days, and nobody came.

I worked those four days harder than I’d worked in a year, partly because there was that much to do and partly because work was the only thing that kept me from going up the stairs every hour to look at the open door. The rest of the sealed wing was exactly what I’d expected once I cut the gate and walked it, six rooms gone to dust and damp and dead air, peeling paper, mattresses I wouldn’t put a dog on, work for a whole season. Only the first room on the left stayed different, the one that had readied itself, holding its warmth and its trimmed lamp and its undusty glass of water through all four days while I told myself I wasn’t checking on it. I left it alone. Using it felt like sitting in a chair somebody had set for a guest who hadn’t arrived, and the longer it stayed empty the more the wrongness of an empty ready room pressed on me, a place laid for someone late.

I rebuilt the front steps with the lumber that came off Dell’s kind of truck, pressure-treated, solid, steps that wouldn’t eat a man. I dug out the rotten sill and packed it with hardener and epoxy until it rang like wood again. I got the taproom circuit live and stood there like an idiot grinning when the lights came up, real electric light, the first the place had had in three weeks, and the lamp on the bar dimmed its small flame down low and polite, like a man steps back when the boss arrives, and then came right back up when I shut the lights off again to test them.

I salted the doorsteps every night. The line never smoked again those four nights, but the snuffling came every one of them, out at the tree line, circling, patient, a thing that had learned the salt held and was waiting for it to stop. I kept the wrecking bar by the settee. I slept in the parlor with one ear open and got used to the steady press of being watched from the dark, which is something you can get used to, God help me, like you get used to anything that doesn’t kill you the first week.

On the fourth day the weather turned.

I felt it coming all afternoon, the pressure dropping, the light going green-gray, the trees turning the pale undersides of their leaves up like they do before a real blow. By dusk the sky in the west was the color of a bruise and the first fat drops came down hard and warm, and by full dark it was a downpour, a late-summer storm with no manners to it, rain coming sideways and thunder walking up the valley and the lights flickering as the wind worried at the line.

There’s a particular charge to a building before a storm, an old building especially, all that dry wood and iron taking the pressure drop personally. The inn felt it. The lamp on the bar guttered low and uneasy, and the boards ticked and settled, and twice I heard, far off in the walls, the quick patter of the hob moving from window to window, checking his house like I’d check it, and once a small worried creak that I’d swear was him at the cellar door, fretting over the seam. The salt lines I’d laid at dusk seemed to me to hum, very faintly, a tension at the thresholds like a guitar string tuned too high, and I felt the pitch of it more than heard it, a fine strung wrongness I’d quit calling weather, because I knew better now, and I’d stopped pretending otherwise.

I had a fire going in the big hearth and a pot of chili on the camp stove and the doors salted, and I was telling myself I’d ride it out fine, like a man tells himself things, when the power went and the dark fell on the inn like a dropped curtain.

Everything but the lamp. The brass lamp on the bar burned on, steady, indifferent to the storm, and by its small light I found the lantern and got it lit, and I was crossing to the window to watch the trees throw themselves around when I saw the headlights on the road.

They came up the road from town, two cones of light through the sheeting rain, fast, too fast for the conditions, weaving, and I watched them slow and swing toward the inn’s lot, and then, twenty feet short of the gravel, both headlights died at once. Not dimmed. Died, like a switch. The shape of the car coasted dark into the lot and stopped crooked and sat there in the storm, and nobody got out, and a cold pressed flat against my breastbone, the same wrong seam-cold that lived down in the cellar, out here now on the open road.

For a long moment nothing happened, just the dark car sitting crooked in the storm, the rain hammering its roof, and I stood at the window with the lantern and felt my whole body go to the kind of alert it goes to right before something falls. Whoever was in that car was in trouble. I knew it like I’d known about the diner woman, the same pull, the hand already half out. And I knew, too, with a colder certainty, that the snuffling thing from my tree line was somewhere out there in the dark behind those dead headlights, because the wrong-cold pressure that had been sitting in my teeth had gone from an ache to a vise.

Then the car door opened and she fell out into the rain.

I had the front door open and was down the new steps in one stride, careful even then to clear the salt line, some animal part of me minding the one defense I had, and out into the downpour, and she was on her hands and knees in the gravel in the headlight-less dark, and I got an arm under her and hauled her up, and even then, even soaked to the skin and shaking and barely able to stand, the heat coming off her stopped me for half a second, a fever-heat, a furnace-heat, like holding onto a radiator, and a smell came off her through the rain that had no business in a storm, green and sweet and growing, cut grass and warm earth and something blooming, the smell of a greenhouse in July, here, in the cold rain, in the dark.

It was the woman from the diner. The honey-haired woman, and she was worse, much worse, her face gray-pale under the flush, her eyes gone glassy and unfocused, her lips moving.

“Please,” she was saying. “Please, I saw the light, please, I can’t, I can’t hold it, please tell me there’s a room, please, I’ve been driving, I can’t stop it anymore, please.”

“There’s a room,” I said. “There’s a room. Come on. Up. I’ve got you.”

And as I got her to her feet and turned her toward the steps, the dead window-box under the taproom window, the one full of nothing but cracked dirt and dead stalks I’d meant to rip out, erupted. There’s no other word. Green shot up out of it all at once, fast enough to see, stems unrolling and leaves opening and buds swelling and bursting into flower in the space of three seconds, a riot of blossom spilling over the edge of the box and down the wall, and the ivy on the porch post surged up the column toward the eave, and where her bare feet touched the new step a fan of moss bloomed green across the wood, and she sobbed when she saw it, an awful hopeless sound.

“See,” she said. “See, I can’t, it just comes out, I can’t make it stop, it’s going to turn, I can feel it going to turn this time, please.”

And behind her, at the edge of the gravel where the headlights had died, the dark moved.

It came out of the rain low and wrong, and I finally saw the thing that had been snuffling at my tree line for a week, and I wish I hadn’t. It was the size of a big dog and it was put together like no dog, too many joints in the legs, the legs bending the wrong ways, a long low body that seemed half-made of the dark and half-made of something worse, a wet matted hide that drank the lantern light, and where a face should have been there was just a wrongness, a snuffling rooting hunger of a head, and it moved toward her, toward the green smell pouring off her, with a terrible patient eagerness, and the rotting-sweet stink of the seam rolled off it across the lot.

“Inside,” I said. “Now.”

I got her up the steps and through the door and I turned in the doorway with her half-collapsed against me, and the creature came on, across the gravel, fast now, and hit the salt line at the threshold like it hit a wall.

The salt smoked, roared up in a sheet of gray smoke, and the thing screamed, a sound I felt in my fillings, and recoiled, and circled, snapping at the line, testing it left and right, and the line held, smoking, eating itself, and I knew it wouldn’t hold long, not against this, not like it had against the testing of other nights, because the thing wasn’t testing now, it wanted what was in my arms and it wanted it bad.

I hauled her back from the threshold and kicked the door shut and threw the iron bolt, and the bolt slammed home smooth and certain, the one thing in the building that always worked, and the thing on the far side hit the wood once, hard, and the whole frame shuddered, and then there was just the salt between us and it, smoking, holding.

“Salt,” she gasped against me, clutching my shirt, her eyes rolling toward the door, toward the smoking line and the thing battering it. “The salt, keep the salt, it can’t, as long as the salt, oh God, it’s been on me for days, every night, it just wants, it wants what’s in me, it wants to eat what’s in me, don’t let it, please, I’m so tired, I can’t run anymore, please.”

“It’s not getting in,” I said, and I got her down onto the settee and crouched in front of her and made her look at me instead of the door. “Look at me. Not the door. Me. It is not getting in. You hear? You’re done running. You’re inside, you’re behind the salt, you’re behind me, and that thing is going to spend the night in the rain wanting things it doesn’t get. Okay? Okay.” She nodded, fast, her teeth chattering, and for one second the terror eased in her face, the relief of being told, of having somebody put a wall up between her and the dark and mean it.

And that was when the inside went wrong.

Her leak spiked. I could feel it, the heat off her doubling, the green smell going thick and turning at the edges, sweet curdling toward rot, and the taproom warped around us. The fruit in the bowl on the bar, old shriveled apples I hadn’t thrown out, swelled and went glossy and ripe and then, in the same breath, blackened and caved and ran with rot, ripe and rotten at once, and a flush of mold raced up the wall behind the bar and flowers, real flowers, forced themselves up between the floorboards and bloomed and died, and the lamp flame stretched tall and thin and frightened.

The whole room had gone wrong in a way that flooded the back of my throat, the low pressure in my teeth ratcheted past anything I’d known, the air gone heavy and green and sweet-rotten enough to press on my chest, and everywhere I looked things grew and died in the same breath, a vine surging up a table leg and blackening before it reached the top, pale grass pushing through the floorboards and withering as it rose, abundance and ruin pouring out of her at once because the power had nowhere to go but out and out was killing her on the way through. I’d watched a man take a seizure on a job site once, the awful machinery of a body turned against itself, and this was that and worse, a whole craft turned against the woman who carried it, and I had nothing for it, no spell, no salt, no thirty-three years of fixing things that reached this.

She arched on the settee with her hands clawed and her head back and her eyes rolled white, and she made a sound, low, rising, the sound of something about to give way.

“Hey,” I said. “Hey. Look at me.”

She couldn’t. She was past it, gone into whatever was happening to her, the power building in her with nowhere to go and turning, I understood that much, turning on her, like Maren’s voice had said it in my head, magic turning on the caster, and I had no spell and no salt and no idea, just two hands, which are the only thing I’ve ever had.

So I used them. I took her hands.

I caught both her wrists and pulled her hands into mine and held them, hard, the way you grab a man going off a roof, and I don’t know what I expected, maybe just to keep her from clawing herself, but what happened was the floor dropped out of the world.

The leak found me.

All that wild building power roaring around in her with nowhere to go, it found somewhere to go, it found me, and it poured down her arms and out through her hands into mine and into me, a flood, a green river, more than I could hold and exactly what I was made to hold, both at once. I want to get this right, because I only ever got the one first pass at it, and I don’t want to flatten it in the telling. It didn’t feel like being shocked or struck or filled up against my will. It felt like something that had been backed up and straining for years finally finding the pipe it was built to run through. It felt, and I’m aware how this sounds, like relief. Hers, pouring into me. And mine, that I hadn’t known I was carrying, some lifelong low ache of being for no clear purpose, easing all at once as the purpose arrived through my two hands and ran down my arms and asked everything of me and found I had it to give.

It went through me and down, down through my chest and my belly and out the soles of my feet into the floor, into the house, down into the cold breathing dark of the cellar and the seam and the well, the way water finds the drain and lightning finds the ground. I was the ground. I was the way out. The pressure that had been killing her went through me like I was a pipe sized exactly for it, like I was the thing the whole flood had been looking for, and it didn’t hurt, it didn’t drain me, it filled me, every cell, warm and bright and right, the most alive I had felt since before the city, since before the marriage went, since maybe ever, and across from me she gasped and her eyes came back into focus and locked on mine, wide and green and astonished, and she stopped shaking.

The important part, the part the whole rest of it grew out of, is that it wasn’t taking. That’s what I’d have braced for, if I’d known to brace for anything, the idea of a man who feeds on a woman’s power, and I’d have hated myself for it. This was the opposite. It was being a channel for a thing that had nowhere to go, being the low ground a flood could finally run to instead of building up and up against a wall until the wall broke and took the woman with it. She wasn’t being emptied into me. She was being relieved through me, the dangerous excess of her finding a path down and out and away into the deep cold dark of the cellar where it could do no harm, and the path was me, and being the path didn’t cost me anything, it gave me something, the way a dry riverbed doesn’t lose by the river running through it, it becomes more itself, deeper, carved truer by the water it carries. I didn’t have the word wellspring yet. I wouldn’t have it until Maren said it across her counter the next day. But I had the feeling of it, complete, in those two seconds, the whole shape of what I was, learned in my body before it was ever named to my head.

One second. Maybe two. Her hands in mine and the flood running through me into the floor and both of us staring at each other in the lamplight in absolute shock, breathing the same breath.

The seam in the cellar drank it. I felt that too, felt the cold breath down there pause and ease and the struggling rune-stones flare, and through the floor and up the walls the whole inn brightened, the lamp standing up tall and gold, every shadow pulling back, and outside the creature at the door shrieked, a different shriek, frustrated and afraid, as the inn flared bright as a struck flare around it, fed faintly through me, through what was pouring through me, and I heard it break off the door, heard the gravel spray, heard it flee, snuffling and screaming, back into the storm and the trees, driven off not by the salt but by the light.

And then it was over. The flood eased to a trickle and stopped. Her hands went slack in mine. The green smell settled, clean now, sweet without the rot, and the flowers between the floorboards stood up bright and stayed, and the rotted fruit was just rotted fruit, and she sagged back against the settee, drained and steady, the gray gone out of her face, the flush gone soft and warm, and she looked at me with those wide green eyes full of tears and wonder and said, in a voice gone slow and sweet and almost drunk with relief:

“Oh. Oh, that’s better. That’s so much better.” She blinked at me, slow. Her gaze drifted down, unhurried, to where my hands still held her wrists, to my forearms, bare, sleeves shoved up, scarred and corded and slick with rain, and her mouth curved, dreamy and shameless, like a woman remarking on the weather. “You’ve got really good arms,” she said. “Has anybody told you that? You should be told that.” And then her eyes rolled gently shut and she was out, gone limp and warm and breathing easy, asleep on a stranger’s settee in the middle of the worst night of her life like a woman who’d finally been told she could put something down.

I knelt there on the floor of the taproom in the storm, soaked through, my heart going like a hammer, my whole body ringing with the green light that had gone through it, and I held the wrists of an unconscious woman I’d met eleven minutes ago, and I had no earthly idea what I had just done.

But my hands knew. That was it. The same hands that had filled the saucer, that had reached for the falling glass in the diner, that had taken her wrists without my say-so. They had known exactly what to do, the same way they knew the toolbox, the same way they’d known the niche, a knowing that came up out of the floor of the house and into me, out of the well, out of the name I carried. Whatever Silas had been. Whatever a Wells man was. I’d just done it. I’d grounded a flood that would have killed her into the ground that was, somehow, me, and it had saved her and fed me and quieted the dark thing all at once, and I understood none of it and felt all of it, and I knelt there shaking, not from cold.

After a while I got up. There was a woman asleep in front of my fire and a room upstairs that had been waiting four days for her and a storm outside and a hungry thing in the trees. You don’t solve the whole job standing in the doorway looking at it. So I started on the parts I could reach.

I built up the fire, fed it until it roared, until the warmth of it pushed back the storm-dark to the corners of the room. I put the kettle on, and it took, the gas was off and the power was out but the kettle took anyway, like it does in this house, singing up to a boil over a cold dead burner like that was the most natural thing in the world, and I’d stopped, somewhere in the last ten minutes, being a man who found that strange. The kettle worked. Good. I needed the kettle. I made tea I wasn’t sure she’d want, strong, with sugar, like you make it for shock, and set it by the settee in case. The whole inn had brightened after the flood went through it, I noticed, the lamp tall and gold, the wards humming faint at the windows where before there’d been nothing, and the hob was out, fully out, perched on the mantel watching the sleeping woman with his big eyes, not wary now, almost tender, like you’d watch over someone the house had decided to keep. I got a blanket out of Silas’s room, the one off the back of his chair, and I tucked it around her, and asleep she turned into it and made a small content sound and pulled it to her chin, and a single fresh flower, a little white thing, pushed up through the upholstery of the settee by her cheek and bloomed, slow and gentle, and stayed.

I got her wet shoes off, because you don’t let somebody sleep in wet shoes, and set them by the fire to dry, and they were cheap canvas things worn through at the heel, the shoes of a woman who’d been on the road too long with too little, and there was something about those worn-through shoes that got to me worse than the storm or the thing in the yard, the small ordinary evidence of a person at the absolute end of her means. I found a pair of Silas’s wool socks in the dresser upstairs and worked them onto her cold feet, gentle, and she made a small sound and pulled the blanket higher and slept on, and I sat back on my heels and looked at a stranger sleeping in dead men’s socks in front of my fire and understood, all at once, that I was the only warm thing for miles, the porch light somebody steers for, and I didn’t have words for it yet but I felt it land.

She was easier to look at, asleep and safe and not dying, and I’m a man, and I looked, once, before I caught myself: the honey hair dried wild around a soft pretty face, the freckles scattered across the tops of her shoulders and her chest where the wet dress had pulled down, the lush warm shape of her under the blanket, generous, a lot of woman, the kind of woman a thin dress gives up on trying to contain. I looked once and then I made myself stop, because she was a person who’d nearly died on my floor and not a thing to look at, and because there’d be time, maybe, to find out who she was, when she wasn’t unconscious.

It had been a long time since there’d been a woman in any room I was in, longer since one I’d wanted to look at, and I noticed the want like a muscle you haven’t used in a while, a small surprised ache, and I set it aside, firmly, because a man who lets that get loose around a half-dead stranger he’s just hauled out of a storm is not a man I’d want to be, and because I had no idea yet what she was, or what I was, or what the thing between our hands had been. All I knew was that she was breathing easy now, and the house was warm around her, and the dark thing was out beyond the salt, and the next thing, the only thing, was to keep it that way until morning.

I carried her upstairs.

She weighed almost nothing in my arms, soft and warm and limp, the green smell rising off her, and she didn’t wake, just curled into my chest, and I took her up to the guest wing and through the open door of the room that had been ready for four days, and the lamp on the nightstand came up warm and gold as I crossed the threshold, lit itself, like the bar lamp does, and the cold of the rest of the wing didn’t follow us in. The room was warm. The room had been warm the whole time, waiting. I laid her down on the made bed and she sighed and settled and the white flower from the settee was somehow there too, on the pillow by her head, and I drew the cover over her and stood a moment in the lamplight, looking at her sleeping in the room the house had kept ready, and the rightness of it settled in me deeper than I was prepared for, like a level bubble drifting at last to dead center.

She belonged in that room. I didn’t know her name yet. But the house had known she was coming before I did, and now she was here, and the room had what it had been waiting for, and the wrongness of an empty ready room had gone out of the wing entirely, the door at last seated true in its frame.

Out in the yard, on my way back down, I’d looked through the streaming taproom window once, into the dark and the rain, and seen it. The thing. Out past the gravel at the edge of the trees, low and wrong and patient, a deeper black in the black, and it had been looking at the house, at the lit window, at the room above where I’d just laid her down, and I’d felt it know that what it wanted was inside now, behind the salt, behind the light, behind me. It didn’t rush the door again. It just settled in the trees to wait, like it had waited every night since I came, and somehow the waiting was worse than the rush.

I shut her door soft and got the wrecking bar and a chair, and I set the chair in the hall outside her room, and I sat down in it with the bar across my knees, soaked and ringing and wide awake, and I kept watch the rest of that night while the storm wore itself out and the thing snuffled and circled out beyond the salt and did not come close again. I should have been exhausted. I’d been awake the better part of two days, and what had gone through my hands should by rights have flattened me. But I wasn’t tired. That was the strangest thing of a strange night. I sat that vigil clear-eyed and steady and humming with the green light that had passed through me, more rested than sleep had left me in a year, like the flood that had nearly killed her had topped me off going by. Maren’s words, when I finally heard them, would make sense of it. A well she drinks from, and the more she drinks the more there is. But I didn’t have the words yet. I just had the feeling, sitting in a dark hall with a wrecking bar, of being, for the first time in a long time, exactly enough.

The storm wore itself out around two, the rain easing to a drip off the eaves and then to nothing. In the new quiet I could hear the thing better, out past the salt. I sat in the hall with the bar across my knees and listened to it like a fire you’ve banked but don’t trust, ready to be up the second it changed its mind. It circled twice, a slow heavy drag around the perimeter of the gravel, testing the line at the back step and finding it held. Once it came up close to the front again and put its weight against the door, and the salt took up its low hiss, and I stood. I didn’t even reach the foot of the stairs before it eased off. Like it had only wanted to see whether I’d come. I had, and that was answer enough for one night. After that it settled in the trees and just watched. I kept the watch too, in the dark hall outside the door of a woman I’d known for an evening, and somewhere below me in the cellar a saucer of milk I hadn’t poured got drunk, the small dry sounds of the hob moving through the walls keeping pace with the long hours. The two of us, the man and the hob, minding a sleeping house against a hungry dark. It was, against every reasonable expectation, not a bad way to spend a night.

Toward morning I heard her, through the door, talking in her sleep, slow and sweet and untroubled, and I couldn’t make out the words, just the warmth of them, and once, clear, a small contented laugh, the laugh of a woman who, after a very long time, has finally found somewhere safe to sleep.

I sat in the hall and listened to a stranger laugh in her sleep in a room my dead uncle’s house had kept warm for her, and I did not think about selling the inn, not once, the whole rest of that night.


Chapter 5: What the Wells Men Are

She woke up hungry enough to eat the furniture, and she told me her name with her mouth full.

I’d dozed in the chair toward dawn and come awake stiff and sore to gray light through the hall window and the storm blown out and the smell, drifting up the stairs, of cooking. I went down fast, bar in hand, half sure I’d find the dark thing in my kitchen, and found instead the honey-haired woman, up, awake, draped in Silas’s cardigan over a dress still damp at the hem, standing barefoot at my cold range with a fire somehow going under a pan, scrambling eggs I didn’t know I had, frying the last of my bacon, with three more things going besides, and the kitchen around her had changed.

The dead jars on the shelves had filled. I swear it. Empty crocks I’d noticed dusty and bare two days ago were full now, of flour, of grain, of something green and pickled, and a string of onions hung where no onions had hung, and the dead herb pots on the windowsill had come up lush and fragrant, and she stood in the middle of it humming, flushed and warm and easy, a flower tucked behind her ear that she plainly didn’t know was there, and she turned when I came in and smiled at me with her whole face.

“Oh good, you’re up,” she said. “I’m making breakfast. I hope that’s all right. I woke up and I was just so hungry, I get like this after, like I could eat the world, and your kitchen wanted to help, it’s a good kitchen, it’s been so sad and empty, did you know that? It missed having somebody in it.” She slid eggs onto a plate, an enormous plate, and put it on the worktable and sat down and started eating like she hadn’t eaten in days, which, I’d learn, was true. “Sit,” she said, around a forkful. “Eat. You held me last night. You don’t hold a girl through that and not eat her eggs, it’s only manners. I’m Goldie, by the way. Goldie Day. What’s your name? You never said. I’d remember. I remember the arms but not the name.”

“Gabe,” I said, and sat, because there was nothing else to do in the face of her. “Gabe Wells.”

“Wells.” She paused with the fork halfway up, and her whole open face lit and then crumpled at the edges, recognition and relief and something close to awe all of it right there for anyone to read, and then she just nodded, slow, and went back to eating, but gentler now, watching me. “Wells. Of course you are. I drove four days looking for a Wells and didn’t even know I was looking for a name.” She pushed the plate of eggs toward me. “Eat, Gabe Wells. You’re gray. Whatever you did for me last night, it cost you, even if you don’t feel it yet. Eat.”

I ate. The eggs were the best eggs I’d had in my life, and I don’t say that lightly, eggs are eggs, but these tasted like something more, like a hot meal felt rather than tasted, like being looked after, and I understood in some animal way that I was eating her craft, that the warmth going into me with the food was hers, and I ate two helpings and felt the gray lift out of me, felt steadier, and across the table she watched me eat with a satisfaction so plain and so deep it was almost hard to look at.

“You eat like a man who forgets to,” she observed, refilling my coffee from a pot I was fairly sure I hadn’t made and she hadn’t either, which meant the hob, which meant the kitchen had three cooks in it now and I’d met one. “Fast. Shoulders up. Like somebody might take it away.” She said it without judgment, as she said everything, just naming the world as it came to her. “Nobody’s taking it away. There’s more eggs than there are eggs, in this kitchen, I checked. The hens are very motivated.” I asked what hens, since I’d noticed no hens, and she said, “The ones I’m going to grow you,” like that was a perfectly ordinary thing to say over breakfast, and went on buttering bread, and I let it go, because a man can only chase down so many impossible sentences before noon.

There was a saucer on the floor by the cold range, I noticed, licked clean, that hadn’t been there when I came down, and when Goldie caught me looking at it she smiled. “Oh, your little fellow,” she said, fond, like she’d known him years. “He came out while I was cooking. Stood right there and watched me the whole time, very serious, like an inspector. I gave him the first egg, because you always give the house-spirit the first of anything, that’s just manners, my grandmother taught me. He took it and bowed. Did you know you had a hob? You’ve got a hob. He likes the bacon. We’re going to get along, him and me.” And down in the wall something made a small pleased dry sound, agreeing with her, and I sat in a dead man’s kitchen and watched a woman I’d met the night before talk to my building like it was family, and the strange thing was how little strange it felt.

She ate twice what I did and kept going. I’d never seen anything like it, this slight, soft, pretty woman putting away food like a field hand at harvest, and not daintily either, with real appetite, real pleasure, sopping the plate, going back for more, and catching me watching and not minding at all.

“I know,” she said, mouth full, cheerful. “It’s a lot. It’s always a lot, but it’s worse after, after the leaking, I burn through everything. My mother used to say I ate like the whole orchard was inside me wanting to grow. Green-witches run hot. The power’s got to come from somewhere and mostly it comes from here,” she patted her stomach, unselfconscious, “so I eat, and I cook, because cooking’s the closest I get to feeling like the power’s doing what it’s supposed to instead of just spilling out the sides of me.” She buttered a piece of bread that hadn’t been on the table a minute ago. “You’ll learn to feed me. Everybody who keeps me learns to feed me. It’s the price of having me around, and I’m worth it, I promise, I’m very useful and I’m cheerful in the mornings and I’ll make this sad kitchen the best room in the county if you let me stay. Are you going to let me stay?” She asked it lightly, but I heard the thing under it, the fear of being too much for one more place, and I didn’t have an answer yet, so I just told her to eat, and her face did something grateful at that, like not-being-told-no was answer enough for now.

And between mouthfuls, hers and mine, she told me about herself, with no filter at all, holding nothing back.

She was a green-witch. Kitchen and garden and growing things, life and abundance, the magic of making things flourish. She’d grown up on an orchard homestead a long way west, a little failing farm she’d loved more than anything, and she’d kept it alive on her power long past when it should have died, pouring more of herself into it every year, the trees and the soil and the animals, holding off the ruin with her own two hands and her own craft, which, it occurred to me, was just what I’d spent a week watching this house do.

“That’s how it goes with us, though,” she said, and for a second the sunniness dimmed and the real grief under it showed through, fast, and was covered. “We hit a wall. Every witch does. You get to a place where you can’t get any stronger, no matter what you do, and you just, you plateau, and then the magic starts to cost more than it gives back, it starts curdling on you if you push it, turning sour, turning on you, and you spend the rest of your life white-knuckling it, just trying not to let it kill you. I hit mine years ago. I never told anybody. I just kept pouring it into the farm, because if I was using it on something I loved then at least it wasn’t going bad inside me, you know?” She ate a strip of bacon. “Except it was. It was going bad the whole time. Just slow.”

She told me about the homestead like you’d tell about a person, not a place, and I understood it had been both to her, the only family she’d had left by the end. Her grandmother’s land, and her grandmother’s grandmother’s, a hill of old apple trees and a cider press and a kitchen garden and a few animals, the whole of it kept alive past its natural time on a green-witch’s love because there was nobody else and nowhere else and letting it die would have meant letting the last of them die with it. “I knew it was wrong,” she said, quiet, turning her cup. “Keeping a thing alive that wants to go. My grandmother told me, even, before she passed, she said, Goldie, you can’t love a thing into living forever, that’s not love, that’s just being scared of the quiet after. And I did it anyway. For years. Half my life, near enough. I’m twenty-eight and I’ve been holding that hill up since I was a girl too small to reach the high branches, and I poured myself into that ground every spring like I could outrun the reckoning, and every year there was a little less of me to pour, and a little more of the leaking, the going-bad, and I told myself the leaking was just the cost of keeping it, when really the leaking was the land telling me it was time and me not listening.”

The farm had finally died last week, she said. Some things you can’t hold up forever no matter how much of yourself you feed them, and the orchard had finally gone under all at once, in a single bad night, the trees going gray and the soil going dead between one dusk and one dawn, and the death of all that forced life, all that abundance she’d held alive on her own power for a decade, it had done something. Something had come out of the wreckage. Out of the death of all that growing. A thing made of the leftover hunger, the rot, the dark echo of what she’d been leaking into that ground for years.

“It came up out of the dead orchard,” she said, quiet now, not eating, “and it came after me. After my power. Because it’s made of my power gone wrong, I think, it’s like, it’s the opposite of me, it’s all the hunger with none of the giving. I ran. I’ve been running for four days, west to here, leaking the whole way, getting worse, feeling it behind me, and I didn’t know where I was going except.” She looked at me. “Witches talk. There’s a grapevine. And what they say, what they’ve always said, when you’re stuck and dying and there’s nowhere left, what they whisper is, there’s a place out east, a little inn in a town nobody can find, the Owl and Lantern, and if you can get there, you can get right. That’s the word for it. Getting right. I didn’t believe it. I came anyway, because believing it was the only thing keeping me on the road.” Her eyes filled. “And then last night you held my hands and I got right. For a second. I haven’t been that, I haven’t felt like that, like the floor was solid, in years. What did you do? What are you?”

I told her I didn’t know. Which was true. And I told her I was going to go find out, and I left her there in the warm kitchen she’d half-resurrected, eating, with the wrecking bar I made her promise to keep by the door and the salt I made her promise to leave alone, and I drove into town to make a hard old woman tell me the truth.

Maren was behind her counter when I came in, like she’d never left it, and she took one look at my face and set down the can she was shelving and said, “She made it to you, then.”

“You knew,” I said.

“I knew somebody would. They always come.” She came around the counter and turned the sign in the door to CLOSED, which she had not done for any other customer, and that told me more than anything, that this was a conversation she meant to have all the way through. “Sit,” she said, and there was a stool, and I sat, and she leaned against the counter with her arms folded and her flinty face set, and she told me what the Wells men are.

“Wellsprings,” she said. “That’s the word. It’s rare, rarer than clean water, maybe one in a few hundred thousand men, and it doesn’t run reliable in a line but it ran in yours, your uncle had it and his father before him and now, God help us all, you’ve got it, I felt it on you the day you walked in here with his hands. A wellspring.” She watched me take it. “You know what a witch’s ceiling is. She told you, I expect, she’s not one to hold anything back. Every witch hits it. Plateaus. And after that, pushing past it alone, on her own, it can’t be done, not safe, you push your ceiling alone and your magic curdles and turns and burns you out, and burnout’s not a figure of speech, Wells boy, it’s a death, an ugly one, your own power eating you from the inside.”

“How rare,” I said. “The burning out. How often does it actually happen.”

“Often enough that every witch alive is afraid of it, and rare enough that most of them think they’ll be the one who beats it.” Maren’s mouth went flat. “They don’t beat it. Nobody beats their ceiling alone, not for keeps. You hold it off. You make do. You take a lesser partner, another witch, a ritual, you bleed a little of it off so it doesn’t build to the turn, and it works, after a fashion, for years sometimes, the way taking aspirin works on a bad tooth. It manages. It never fixes. And every year the ceiling presses a little harder and the making-do costs a little more, and you watch the strong ones go brittle and the brittle ones go to powder, and one bad day, one working too many, one moment they reach past where they can reach, and it turns.” She looked at her own hands a second. “I’ve held mine off thirty years. I know exactly what I’m talking about. So does she, that girl at your inn. So does every woman who’s ever come up that road. That’s the dark every one of them lives under. That’s what your uncle’s bed could lift.”

“And a wellspring,” I said.

“A wellspring is the one thing that breaks the ceiling without breaking the witch.” Her voice didn’t change, flat and dry as a county road, laying it out like she was telling me how to wire a junction box, and I was grateful for that, because if she’d softened it I don’t think I could have heard it. “A witch who beds a wellspring, of her own choosing, in his bed, under his roof, her ceiling breaks. The plateau’s gone. Her power floods back, more than she’s ever held, clean. The burnout, if she’s burning, it clears. And her craft jumps, a whole tier, all at once, a thing she’s spent her life unable to do, suddenly she can do it, easy, and the next jump comes easier after, because there’s a bond now, between the two of you, that grows.” She paused. “And it doesn’t drain you. That’s the part nobody believes till they see it. A succubus takes. A wellspring gives, and the giving feeds him, makes him stronger, deeper. You’re not a battery she runs down. You’re a well she drinks from, and the more she drinks the more there is. That’s what your uncle was. That’s what you are. The only one for a hundred miles, now he’s gone.”

I sat with that. The eggs. The flood through my hands. The light flaring through the house. The lit-up, scoured-clean feeling it had left in me, and her steadying across from me, both at once. It fit. God help me, every piece of it dropped into place like tumblers falling true in a lock.

“So if I want to help her,” I said, slow, “the way to actually fix it. Permanently. Is to sleep with her.”

“It’s the only way that truly levels her, yes.” And then Maren came off the counter and stood in front of me and stuck a thick finger near my chest and her flat voice got an edge in it like a struck flint, and this was the part, I understood later, that she’d closed the shop to say. “And you listen to me now, Gabe Wells, because this is the whole of it, this is the line, and I have buried witches over the wrong side of it. It has to be her choice. Her choice and her wanting, freely, every single time, because she wants you and wants to live, not because she’s scared, not because she’ll die otherwise, not because you let her think it’s the only door. The bond doesn’t make her want you. Hear me. It can’t and it doesn’t and a man who tells himself otherwise is lying to do an evil thing. The magic only answers a wanting that’s already there. It rewards a choice she’s already made. It never makes the choice for her.”

“And if a man,” I started.

“And if a man pushes,” she said, “if a man trades her safety for her body, makes her feel she has to spread her legs to keep from burning, uses what she needs against her, then he’s not a wellspring anymore, he’s the other thing, and what he makes of a witch is worse than burnout. Worse than dying. I’ve seen it once. I’ll not describe it to you. You’ll never let me have a reason to.” Her pale eyes held mine, hard, and under the hardness was that fear again, old and deep. “Your uncle never crossed it. Not once in sixty years, and he had every chance, every desperate woman in three counties at his door, and he never once made it a price. That’s why they trusted him. That’s why they came. You’ll be tempted to be the hero, to think saving her means bedding her. Don’t you dare make her need into a leash. You give her the truth and you give her the door and you let her walk through it or not, and you mean it either way. Or you sell the inn and you leave today and you let me bury the ones that come after, because a bad wellspring is worse than none.”

“I won’t,” I said. And I meant it, all the way down, in the place where I keep the few things I’m sure of. “I won’t be the reason she chooses. I’ll tell her what I am and I’ll tell her nothing has to happen. That’s all.”

Maren looked at me a long moment, and her face thawed about one degree, the flint setting down for a second. “Huh,” she said. “You might be his after all.” Then she turned away and started putting the can back on the shelf, done with feelings, and gave me the rest of it over her shoulder, the bad news, in the same flat voice.

The region was souring. That was the word, the same word the grapevine used for the thing that had killed her own ceiling thirty years back, except worse now, regional, spreading. With Silas dead, something he’d held settled wasn’t settled anymore. The seam under the inn, she said, the crack I’d found in the cellar floor by the well, that was the heart of it, an old wound in the world that the Owl and Lantern had been built over to tend, and a wellspring kept it settled just by being there, by what he was, like I’d felt the flood pour down through me into the floor and quiet it last night. Silas had kept it settled for sixty years. He’d been dead three weeks. And in three weeks the seam had started to leak, and the leak was souring the magic for miles around, and that was why witches in range were destabilizing, going stuck and leaking and curdling like Goldie, every one of them straining at a ceiling that wouldn’t give, and that was why feral things were drawn to the inn, things made of the rot, like the one made out of Goldie’s dead farm, drawn to the richest leaking power left in the whole souring county, which was, now, increasingly, my house.

“How long,” I asked. “Since it started souring. How long have I got before it’s, what, unfixable.”

“You’re asking me for a number.” Maren snorted. “You’re his blood all right, the man wanted everything in numbers too, drove me half mad. I don’t have a number. I’ve got a feel, and the feel says weeks, not months, and worse weeks the longer it runs, because a thing like this doesn’t sour at an even pace, it sours faster the sourer it gets, the way rot spreads faster the more rot there is to spread from. Three weeks ago it was a crack. Now it’s a leak. Give it long enough and it’s not a leak anymore, it’s a wound standing open, and a wound that size open in the world ends a county, not just an inn.” She fixed me with the pale eyes. “So no, I can’t give you a date. I can tell you the clock’s running and it speeds up, and that’s the worst kind of clock there is, the kind that lies to you early and then takes everything at the end.”

“So they’ll keep coming,” I said. “The witches. And the things.”

“Both,” she said. “Until that seam’s settled. And settling it for good isn’t something even your uncle did alone, at the end. It’s a bigger working than one man.” She turned and looked at me, and there it was, the point she’d been working up to under all the warnings, the size of what I’d inherited. “You didn’t inherit an inn, Wells boy. You inherited a post. The well, and the watch on it, and every stuck witch in the region knowing where to come. That’s what Silas left you. That’s what you were planning to sell.” She let that land. Then, an inch softer, almost gentle, almost: “It’s not fair, what’s been put on you. You never asked for it and you don’t know the first thing. I’ll grant you that. But it’s yours now, and there’s a girl at your inn who’ll level or die, and you’re the only door, and the only thing standing between her and the worst of it is whether you’re the kind of man who can be that without taking the easy thing. So. Are you?”

I didn’t answer her. The honest answer was I didn’t know, and you don’t tell Maren Pickett a thing you don’t know for true. I bought more salt instead, two pouches, paid for it, and asked her, on the way out, the question I’d come in with three days too late, where a man buys gray salt that smells like a struck match, and she said, “He doesn’t. It’s made, not bought, and I’ll teach you the making when you’ve earned it and not before,” and turned the sign back to OPEN, and that was the end of the lesson.

I drove back to the inn with my head full of more than it had ever held, turning it over the entire drive. That I could really save her, all the way, not just for a night, that what my hands had done on the porch hadn’t been a fluke or a kindness but a function, a thing I was for. That I’d never asked to be the one every desperate woman in the county needed, and that the asking didn’t matter, it was true whether I’d asked or not, like the sill was rotten whether I’d wanted to find it or not. That there was a line drawn in the floor of all of it that I would rather die than cross, and that the drawing of it had felt, when I said I won’t be the reason she chooses, like the first solid thing I’d stood on in two years. And under all of it, quiet and shameful and true, the memory of the green flood pouring through me and the strange charged clarity it had left behind, and how much, separate from helping her, separate from anything noble or owed, I had wanted, the second she woke up and beamed at me bright and unguarded, to be wanted back. That last one I didn’t look at directly. A man can hold a line clean and still know exactly what’s on the other side of it, and want it, and not cross. Maybe that’s the only way the line means anything.

I found Goldie in the garden out back, of all places, the dead garden, standing barefoot in the wet morning grass with her face up to the sun. She’d found one of Silas’s old shirts somewhere and knotted it over her dress and she had dirt on her knees like she’d been kneeling in the beds, and the dead garden wasn’t dead where she stood, a small clean circle of green woken around her feet, careful, held, not leaking, three little tomato seedlings standing up bright and impossible in ground that had been hardpan and weeds an hour ago. She was practicing, I realized. Testing what she could hold now that I’d grounded her, like I’d test a repaired circuit one outlet at a time, and the difference between this and the warping horror of the night before was the difference between a flood and a faucet.

I stood at the edge of the dead beds a moment and watched her before she knew I was there, and it was a sight worth watching, a person doing carefully what they’d only ever been able to do dangerously. She’d reach a hand toward a patch of dead ground and pause, gauging it, giving it only a little, only as much as she could call back, and a few green shoots would feel up out of the hardpan toward her palm, and she’d hold them there, steady, not letting them surge, not letting them rot, and then ease off, and the shoots would settle into being just shoots, ordinary, alive, held. There was a wonder on her face doing it, the specific wonder of a person finding out something they’d been told would always be too big for them was suddenly, after years, the right size in their hands. I knew that wonder. I’d felt it the night before, a flood pouring through my palms and finding I had the size for it, and watching her have it too did something to me I wasn’t ready for and set carefully aside.

She turned when she heard me and the held green held, didn’t slip, didn’t curdle, and she smiled, but watchful now, careful, like she’d guessed I’d come back changed and was bracing for what the change had cost.

I told her. All of it, flat, like Maren had told me, because she deserved it straight and not dressed up. What a wellspring was. What I was. That bedding me, by her own choice, would break her ceiling for good, flood her power back, clear the curdling, level her craft. And then the rest, the part that mattered most, before she could say anything, before her face could even finish lighting up.

“And nothing has to happen,” I said. “I mean that, Goldie. You hear me? Nothing has to happen. You can stay here as long as you want, safe, and I’ll keep the salt down and stand in the doorway every night, and we’ll figure out another way, there’s other ways, Maren said there’s other ways, and I will never once make this a thing you have to do to be safe under my roof. That’s not the deal. There’s no deal. You’re safe here whatever you choose. I just, you deserve to know the truth, and the truth is the choice is yours, all of it, and I won’t be the reason.”

It cost me something to say it that way, all the doors first and the want held back behind them, because the want was real and I’m not a saint, I’m a man who’d held a beautiful woman steady through the worst night of her life and felt her relief pour into me like the best thing I’d ever felt, and there was a coward’s version of this where I let the magic and the danger and her gratitude do the asking for me and told myself afterward she’d chosen freely. I knew that version was available. I could feel it sitting there, easy, just to my left. Maren had named it for exactly what it was and I’d told her I wouldn’t, and meaning it in her store with her finger near my chest was one thing and meaning it here in the morning sun with Goldie looking at me like that was another, harder thing, and I found, a little to my own surprise, that I meant it just as hard out here. The line held. It turned out the line was load-bearing, in me. It turned out I’d needed something to be sure of, and this was it.

She stood there in her circle of woken green with the sun on her honey hair and the flower behind her ear, and she looked at me for a long, long moment, and her eyes were wet, and her mouth was soft, and when she finally spoke it wasn’t to answer, not yet.

“Silas,” she said quietly, “would’ve been proud of you, I think. Saying that. Before anything.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and laughed, shaky. “Most men would’ve led with the other part.”

“I’m not most men,” I said. “And there’s something in the trees that isn’t gone. So whatever you decide, decide it inside, behind the salt. Come on.”

She came. She walked back to the house through the wet grass, and where her bare feet fell, small flowers opened and stayed, a trail of them across the dead garden behind her, clean and bright and held, all the way to the door.


Chapter 6: Her Choice

The day after the garden, I gave Goldie the kitchen and kept myself scarce.

That seemed the decent thing. I’d told her the truth and given her the door, and a man who does that and then hovers in the threshold of it isn’t really giving her anything. So I worked. I had plenty to work on. I got up on the roof and re-strapped the gutter and cleared the eave, and I tore out the dead window-box and rebuilt it, except it wasn’t dead anymore, the flowers that had erupted the night she came were still going strong, so I just rebuilt the box around the bloom. I chased the kitchen circuit. I oiled hinges. I kept my hands busy and my head down and let her be.

But I could feel her in the house all day, the way you feel a stove going in the next room. The kitchen half-woke around her. I’d pass through for a tool and the place would be warmer than the day called for, the herb pots fuller, a smell of bread and something sweet and green hanging in the air, and her in the middle of it, humming, kneading, stirring, tending. It steadied her, the cooking. She’d told me that, the first morning. The kitchen’s the one place I don’t leak so bad. And she didn’t, mostly, in there. The garden out the window even started coming back at the edges, a few green shoots feeling up out of the dead beds toward the light pouring off her.

I worked the day deliberately, like you work a day you’re trying not to think your way through. I cleaned the chimney flue, which was a filthy job and a good one, no thinking required, just a brush and a tarp and an hour of soot. I rehung the taproom door that the storm had wracked. I went up on the roof in the afternoon sun and found three slates cracked and replaced them off a stack of spares I found, neatly, in the loft, the old man’s spares, sized and waiting, like he’d known a man would come along someday needing exactly three slates. Everywhere I worked the house had left me what I needed. A coil of the right wire. A jar of the right screws. The spares in the loft. It had been keeping house for the next set of hands for twenty years, and the next set of hands had turned out to be mine, and I tried not to think about that either, up on the warm roof with the woke garden below me and the honey-haired woman moving through her kitchen, and I mostly failed.

Because the truth was I’d already decided, somewhere I wasn’t ready to admit it. Not about her, that was hers to decide and I meant it. About the inn. About staying long enough to see this through, whatever this turned out to be. A man flipping a building does the cheap fixes and lets the rest ride. I’d spent the afternoon up on a warm roof setting a dead man’s spare slates true, one at a time, like I meant them to outlive me, and a part of me had noticed that and gone very quiet about what it meant.

But it slipped. I saw it slip twice. Once a working she was holding, some braid of light over a rising bowl of dough, came apart in her hands, fizzled and went sour-smelling, and she made a small frustrated sound and started over. And once, late afternoon, I came in for coffee and found her gone gray and still at the worktable with both hands flat on the wood, riding something out, the herb pots trembling, a flush of mold running up the wall and stopping, and I crossed the room without a word and put my hand flat on her back, not grabbing, just there, and the gray eased and the mold stopped spreading and she let out a long breath and the moment passed.

“It’s still going to turn,” she said, not looking at me, her voice gone small. “I can feel it. Yesterday on the porch it almost turned all the way. The whole way, Gabe. It almost ate me. And it’s going to keep almost, every day, getting closer, until one day it doesn’t almost.” She turned her head and looked up at me, and there was no sunniness in her face now, just a clear-eyed grown woman looking at the thing that was going to kill her. “I’m not scared of you. I want you to know that. Whatever I decide tonight, it’s got nothing to do with being scared of you. The thing I’m scared of is dying stuck. Spending whatever I’ve got left white-knuckling it and then it killing me anyway. That’s the scared. Not you. Never you.”

“Okay,” I said.

“I just wanted you to know that. Before.” She straightened up. Squared her shoulders. Went back to her dough. “Go on. I’ve got dinner to make. I think better with my hands going. You’d understand that.”

I did. I went.

She fed the whole inn that night, which was to say me and her and, I’m fairly sure, the small dark thing in the walls, because I caught the saucer in the cellar full of cream I hadn’t poured and the brass button back on the bar in trade for the milk. We ate at the worktable, and she’d cooked enough for ten, a whole roast chicken and potatoes and three kinds of vegetables out of a garden that had been dead a week ago and a pie, an actual pie, and she ate most of it herself, unembarrassed, glowing, telling me about the orchard, the good parts.

She talked about it like a person talks about someone they’ve lost and decided to remember happy. The spring when the whole hillside went to blossom at once and the bees came from three counties. The cider press her grandfather built that she’d kept running on spit and magic for years past when its bones should have given out. A goat named Pemberton who ate a tablecloth and a library book and, once, memorably, part of a wedding dress, and who she’d loved past all reason. She made me laugh twice, which I noticed because I hadn’t done it in months, a real laugh, surprised out of me, and each time she lit up at having done it, filing it away, a woman learning what made a quiet man laugh so she could do it again.

She got me talking, too, which was a harder trick and one she pulled without seeming to try. I told her about the business, the one that folded, more than I’d told anyone, the slow ugly years of it, how you can do good work and still watch a thing die because the bones of it were rotten before you ever got there, and how I’d kept showing up to a job site every morning long past when a smarter man would have walked, because the work was the only thing that still answered me straight. And I told her, because she asked, and because asking Goldie a thing back felt safe in a way it hadn’t with anyone in a long time, a little about the marriage, not the details, just the shape, how it had gone, not in a fight but in a long quiet, two people in the same house getting further apart in silences I couldn’t get a wrench on. She didn’t fix it or pity it or tell me it wasn’t my fault, which is what people do, she just listened, and nodded, and put another piece of something in front of me, and said, when I was done, “That’s why your hands are so sure and the rest of you’s so careful. You learned the hands can’t be lied to and people can. I get that. I trusted an orchard more than a person for ten years, for about the same reason.” And that landed truer than any comfort, two people who’d loved a thing they could work with because the things they couldn’t work with had hurt them, recognizing each other across a worktable.

And under the warmth of it was the grief, when she got to the end, to the orchard dying, and she didn’t dress that part up. “It just got too tired,” she said simply. “Everything does, if you make it live too long past its time. I kept it going on love and it died of love, if that makes sense, I loved it to death, I poured so much of myself into keeping it alive that there wasn’t any of me left over to live my own, and then it died anyway and made that thing in the trees out of all the leftover wanting, and here I am.” She put another piece of pie on my plate I hadn’t asked for. “So that’s the whole sad story. I’ll stop. You didn’t ask to hear a girl mourn an orchard over dinner.” But I had asked, in a way, just by listening, and she knew it, and outside the dusk came down and the thing began, faintly, far off, to snuffle at the tree line, and neither of us mentioned it.

Then she put down her fork, and folded her hands, and looked at me across the table, and she wasn’t smiling, but she wasn’t grave either. She just looked sure.

“I’ve decided,” Goldie said. “And I want to say it plain, because you said it plain to me, and that mattered, you have no idea how much that mattered.” She took a breath. “I want you. I’ve wanted you since the porch, since you got an arm under me in the rain and told me there was a room and I believed you, which I haven’t believed about anything in a year. I want to stop drowning. And I want you, those are two things and they’re both true, and I’d want you if you were a plumber with no magic in you at all, I want you to know that, because I don’t want you thinking I only chose you because you’re the door. You’re not the door. You’re the man I’d pick standing in front of the door.” She unfolded her hands and laid them flat on the table, palms up, like she was offering something. “So. Yes. That’s my choice. I’m choosing it. Will you take me upstairs?”

I’d promised myself I’d make her mean it, and I did, even then, even with my pulse going and the want in me that had been there since she said you’ve got really good arms.

“Say it again,” I said, low. “Not the part about drowning. The other part. Tell me you want this because you want it, not because you’re afraid of the thing that’s coming.”

She didn’t flinch. She held my eyes. “I want you because I want you, Gabe Wells,” she said, slow and warm and certain, “and the thing that’s coming can wait its turn, because right now there is nothing in this whole world I want more than to find out what those arms can do when you finally stop being so careful with me. That plain enough?”

It was plain enough.

I stood up and went around the table and held out my hand, and she put hers in it and rose, soft and warm and certain, and outside the snuffling had stopped, like it sometimes did when the inn brightened, as if even the thing in the trees knew to hold its breath. The lamp on the bar in the next room stood up tall and gold. The hob, somewhere in the walls, went still and respectful. The whole house seemed to gather itself, waiting, as it had waited four days for her to come up the road, holding her room warm before either of us knew she’d need it.

“The house knows,” Goldie murmured, wondering, looking around at it, feeling what I felt. “It’s been waiting for this. Not just me. This. A Wells choosing to be what a Wells is, and a witch choosing him back.” She squeezed my hand. “Take me upstairs, Gabe Wells. Let’s wake it all the way up.”

I took her upstairs.

Her room was warm and gold in the lamplight, the dead garden a square of dusk-blue through the window, and she came into my arms the second the door shut, all of her warm and overflowing against me, the heavy give of her breasts crushed to my chest, her mouth finding mine, and she kissed generous and unhurried and without an ounce of guile, a hum of pure want in her throat, her hands already pushing my shirt up over the forearms she liked.

“Easy,” I said against her mouth. “We’ve got all night. I’m not going to rush you.”

“I don’t want easy,” she said. “I want.” But she let me set the pace, sighed and softened and let me, because there was already, even now, a thing in her that wanted to be told, and I read it, and I took the lead, and she gave it over with a relief that was almost as deep as the wanting.

I undressed her slow, and she let me, watching my face the whole time, soft and open, and the dress came down off her shoulders and pooled at her feet and the rest of her came free, and God, the abundance of her. All that lush golden bounty in the lamplight, the heavy soft breasts spilling free as the dress dropped, full and warm and crowned with dark stiff nipples, the freckles scattered across the tops of them and down into the deep valley between, the wide generous hips, the deep curve of her waist, the soft full thighs, all of it warm-toned and dewy and already flushing rose down her throat and across her chest as I looked at her. I took my time looking. She wanted to be looked at, I could feel it, in how her breath came quicker the longer my eyes stayed on her, in how she lifted her chin and let me look, proud and a little shy at once, and the smell of her came up warm and sweet-green between us, her arousal and her craft the same rising green, sap and skin and cut grass after rain.

I ran my hands down her, slow, both palms learning the warm give of her, the heft of her breasts, the soft swell of her belly, the plush of her thighs, and back up, learning how every inch of her was made to be held, and she watched me do it with her breath coming quicker, lifting into my hands, glorying in being looked at like she’d glory in feeding someone, the same generosity pointed at herself. The flush had spread now, rose going down her throat and over the freckled tops of her breasts, and her nipples stood dark and stiff, and all that warm dewy fullness of her in the gold light was, plainly, the most woman I’d ever had my hands on, and I told her so, low, and watched it land on her like sun.

“You look at me like I’m a whole meal,” she breathed, and there was wonder in it, and want. “Do you have any idea, nobody ever, they look at the parts, they get greedy and grabby, you’re just, you’re taking it all in like you’ve got all night and you mean to eat every course.” She shivered. “Keep doing that. Oh, keep doing that.”

I put my mouth to her throat, to the racing pulse there, and followed it down, slow, my hands cupping the heavy warm heft of her breasts, thumbing the hard nipples, and she gasped and arched into it and her hands came up to cradle the back of my head and hold me there.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, there, I love that, I love being looked at like that, like you’re hungry.” She laughed, breathless, shameless. “You can be hungry, Gabe. I’ve got plenty. I’m all plenty. That’s the whole trouble with me, ask anybody, too much of everything.” Her nipples were hard, dark and stiff against my tongue, and she moaned when I drew one into my mouth and worked it, a long unselfconscious sound, the flush spreading down her chest, and the herb-and-flower smell of her went heady, and through the floor I felt the green of her stir, woken, leaning toward us both.

She got me out of my clothes with eager hands, no shyness in her at all, and when she fisted my cock free of my jeans her eyes went wide and dark and her tongue came out to wet her lips. “Oh,” she said, her hand closing around the thick of me, not nearly able to, her fingers not quite meeting, and she gave a slow squeeze that pulled a grunt out of me. “Oh, look at you. That’s, mm. That’s a lot of man. That might be too much and I don’t even care, I want it anyway. Come here, let me.” And she pushed me back against the headboard and knelt up over me and did the thing that was hers, her signature, gathering those heavy soft breasts up in both hands, hefting their warm weight, and folding them around my cock, pressing the slick valley of them tight around the shaft, swallowing me into the deep soft heat between them with a low pleased sound like she was feeding me, like giving was the whole point.

“There,” she sighed, working me slow between them, pressing all that soft heavy flesh together around my cock with both hands so the head dragged up through the tight wet seam of her cleavage and out the top, her own arousal climbing just from the giving of it, the flush spreading down her chest. “Let me give you something, you’ve done nothing but take care of everybody since I got here, let me, I want to, I love this, I love being used like this, look how good you fit, tell me it’s good.” She dipped her head and licked the fat head of my cock where it pushed up out of her cleavage, wet and warm, her tongue flat and slow across the slit, and then again, lapping the bead of precum off it and humming at the taste, and squeezed those heavy soft breasts tighter around me, slick now, working me up through them slow, looking up at me through her lashes with those wide green eyes.

She gathered a thick string of spit on her tongue and let it fall, watching it spool down and slick the head of me, and worked it down into the valley between her breasts with the flat of her palm until the slide of my cock through them went easy and wet and loud, a slick obscene sound on every pass, and she set a rhythm with her whole upper body, rocking, lifting, dropping, swallowing the head of me into the wet heat of her mouth every time I crested the top of that deep soft valley and letting it slip free on the down stroke with a wet pop, a slow filthy generous rhythm she clearly loved being in charge of. Her nipples dragged hard against my thighs each time she sank, gone stiff as river stones, and she moaned around me, mouth full, and the moan was about her own pleasure as much as mine, the giving lighting her up from the inside, her thighs squeezing together where she knelt, and the green of her thickened in the air, vines crawling visibly now up the bedpost toward the warm spill of us. “You taste good too,” she said, dreamy and shameless, dragging her tongue over her wet lips, a thread of spit and me bridging from her mouth to the head of my cock. “Everything about you, I want all of it, every part, I want to feel you spill right here between my tits, I could do this all night, I could feed off you just giving you this,” and she did it again, deeper, taking me to the back of her throat on the upstroke, mouth and hands and the heavy warm crush of her breasts all working me at once, until I had a fist in her hair to slow her down before she finished it too soon.

“It’s good,” I said, and closed a fist gently in her wild honey hair, and she moaned around me, the sound humming all the way up through my cock. “It’s so good. Look at you. You give like it’s breathing.” I held her there and let her work me, slow and unhurried and generous, fucking the warm soft valley of her tits while she licked the head every time it surfaced and swallowed it down when she could, her hips rocking against nothing, grinding on air, getting off on the giving of it, the green smell of her thick enough to taste, the lamp gone tall and gold, vines waking at the window. I let it build until the pull at the base of my spine went sharp, and then I tightened my hand in her hair and eased her off before she could finish me that way.

“Up here,” I said. “I want to be inside you when it happens. I want to feel it.”

She came up over me, flushed and beaming and trembling now, straddling my hips, and I held her by the soft flare of them and reached down between us and ran two fingers through her, and she was soaked, slick and swollen and dripping down the inside of her thighs, so wet from the giving that my fingers came away gleaming. “Look how ready you are,” I said, and dragged the head of my cock through that wet heat, up and back, bumping her clit, and she shuddered and bore down toward it. I lined her up and she sank down onto me slow, inch by inch, her slick pussy stretching open around me, swallowing me up into a tight wet grip that pulled a groan out of us both, her head falling back, her mouth dropping open, all that warm honeyed weight of her taking me in, and she gasped, “Oh, that’s, oh, that’s too much and then it’s exactly right, oh Gabe, you’re splitting me open,” and when she’d worked herself all the way down and taken every inch she went still for a second, seated full, stuffed, both of us breathing, the room holding its breath, and then she started to move.

Body-led, earthy, slow, a deep rolling rhythm that came up out of her hips, her whole soft golden body working over me, that wet heat sliding up and down my cock in long slick drags, her heavy breasts swaying and bouncing with it, and I held her hips and guided her, set the pace deeper, slower, dragged her down to the root on every stroke so she felt every inch grinding into her, and she rode it, hands braced on my chest, head bowed, that honey hair falling around us, her wetness slicking us both, the wet smack of her hips meeting mine on every drop, saying things, a low filthy stream of them in her sweet drawl with no shame in it at all.

I let her ride me her own way a while, watched her take her pleasure with that bottomless unhurried appetite, her belly and thighs and breasts all moving with it, and then I took over, because she wanted to be taken over, I could feel it in how her rhythm kept reaching for something just past where she could carry it on her own. I got both hands on the wide soft swell of her hips, sank my fingers into the give of her, held her still, and drove up into her from below, snapping my hips up to bury my cock in her on every stroke, slow and deep and merciless, taking the rhythm off her and making it mine, and she cried out and let it go gladly, her hands going slack on my chest, her head falling forward, surrendering the pace, surrendering all of it. “There you go,” I said, low, gripping her, fucking up into her hard enough to jolt a sound out of her on every thrust. “I’ve got it. You just feel it. That’s all you have to do.” And she sobbed yes and braced and took it, her heavy breasts swaying and jumping with every thrust, the flush gone all the way down her chest now, dewy and red and beautiful, and I reached up and filled both hands with that soft spilling weight, rolled the hard nipples under my thumbs, and she keened and ground her clit down against me to meet every drive, and the green roared up around us, the whole room leaning toward the bed.

“That’s it, that’s so deep, you fill me right up, I’ve never, oh, I’ve never been this full, fuck, Gabe, I can feel all of you up inside me, give it to me, give me all of it, fill me up.” Her rhythm climbed, faltered, her pussy clenching tight around my cock in fluttering pulses, her breath going ragged, the green smell roaring up sweet and clean and the shoots out in the dead garden surging toward the window, and I felt the power building in her, the same building that had nearly killed her on the porch, except this time it had somewhere to go, this time I was under her and around her and buried to the root inside her, and I held her hips and drove up into her hard and steady and said, “Let go. Right now. Give it to me. All of it. Come on my cock. I’ve got you.”

She came apart.

She seized over me. Threw her head back. Cried out. Her pussy clamped down and rippled around me, gushing wet, soaking us both where we were joined, and the power broke with it. It broke clean. The leak that had been curdling and turning for years reversed all at once into a flood of pure green light, pouring out of her and into me as she came, down through me into the floor.

The room bloomed around us. Buds burst up through the floorboards and opened. Vines woke along the windowsill, crawled, blossomed. Out the window the dead garden surged up green and alive in the dark. The whole room flowered at the exact moment she came undone, the magic and the orgasm one single event, and she shook and clenched around me, drenched and clutching, sobbing my name, her cunt milking me in waves.

The sheer clean force of it took the floor out from under what was left of my control. I bottomed out in her and let go. Spilled hot and deep into the warm milking clutch of her while that green tide hauled me down alongside her, my whole body emptying, both of us soaked and shuddering and joined in a room coming back to life.

She collapsed onto my chest, boneless, breathing hard, her heart slamming against mine, and for a long time neither of us said anything, just lay there in the blooming room, her soft weight over me, my arms around her, the green light fading slow to lamplight, flowers nodding everywhere, a smell of turned earth and blossom thick in the air. The window-box outside had erupted again, ivy on the porch post climbing toward the eave in the dark, the dead garden gone to a soft glowing green I could see through the glass, and a few late buds were still opening here and there around the bed, slow, gentle, the aftershocks of her pleasure made visible, blooming and settling, blooming and settling, until they stilled.

Then she lifted her head, and her face, God, her face. The gray was gone. The fever-flush was gone. The frantic edge that had been on her since the diner, the leaking, the about-to-turn, all of it gone, and in its place a clear steady glowing warmth, a woman at the center of herself for the first time in years.

“It’s quiet,” she whispered. “Gabe. It’s quiet. In here.” She touched her own chest. “It’s been so loud for so long, it’s never quiet, and it’s quiet.” Tears ran down into her smile. “I’m not going to turn. I can feel it. It’s not going to turn. You did it. I did it. Oh.”

She held up one hand, lazy, and made a small gesture, and out in the woken garden a vine climbed the wall to the window and put a single ripe peach against the glass, golden, perfect, out of season, out of nothing, and the window swung open and the vine laid the peach in her palm, gentle as a handshake, and she held a working steady to do it without a flicker, effortless, a thing she could not have done that morning.

“Past the leaf,” she said, wondering at her own hand. “I could only ever do leaf. Coax a thing along. I can hold a bloom now. I can make a thing fruit.” She bit the peach, and the juice ran down her chin, and she laughed, and then she held it to my mouth. “Here. You fed me. Let me feed you. That’s the deal, that’s the only deal there is with me, you’ll learn.” I bit it where she’d bitten it, and it was the best thing I have ever put in my mouth, sweet and warm and impossibly ripe, her craft made into fruit and fed to me by her own hand, and she watched me eat it with that bottomless satisfaction, and then she settled back down against my chest with a sigh that came all the way up from the floor of her.

“I’m home,” she said. Simple. Certain. Not a question, not a hope, a fact she was informing me of. “This is home. I knew it on the porch and I know it now. I’m not leaving, Gabe Wells. You’re stuck with me. I’ll cook and I’ll keep your garden and I’ll keep you fed and I’ll keep choosing you, and this is home, and that’s that.”

I should have felt cornered. A week ago I’d been a man whose whole plan was to stay nowhere long enough to be disappointed again, and here was a woman in my bed announcing she was permanent, and the strange thing, the thing I turned over a long time after, was that I didn’t feel cornered at all. I felt let in. Like I’d been standing on the doorstep of my own life for years, hand on the latch, and somebody had finally swung it wide and told me to come in and sit down by the fire. “Okay,” I said, which was a small word for what it was, and she heard everything I didn’t say in it, like she always did, and she beamed and burrowed deeper into me and that was the conversation, the biggest decision of my life made in two syllables in a blooming room, and it settled into me clean and certain, the surest yes I’d given anything in two flat gray years.

I lay there with a woman blooming the room around her, asleep on my chest, and felt the other half of it settle in, the part Maren had sworn by. I was stronger. Not tired, not drained, but lit from the inside, sharper and warmer and more here than I’d been in years, like a lamp turned up, like a well topped off. Nothing taken from her, the strength of a good tool broken in by hard use rather than worn down. She lay beside me not emptier but full, the both of us more than we’d been, and the bond Maren had named lay warm and new and humming in my chest like a banked coal, hers and mine, the current running both ways.

And under the bed, under the floor, all the way down in the cellar dark, I felt the cold breath off the seam, and it was quieter. A little. The smallest fraction. But quieter, eased by what had poured down through me into it, and the rune-stones I couldn’t see were warmer, and the whole house around us had taken a long slow contented breath. I lay there feeling it, the house and the seam and the woman and the bond, and knew I was going to have to get a great deal stronger before the thing in the trees and the wound in the cellar were anybody’s to fix.

The peach pit lay on the nightstand. The garden glowed faintly through the open window, and the white flower from the settee, from the night she came, was somehow on the pillow again, by her head, fresh.


Chapter 7: Reasons to Stay

I went to bed the third night with bare empty raised beds in the new greenhouse, and I woke to a jungle.

That was the rhythm we fell into, and I won’t pretend it wasn’t the best three days I’d had in longer than I could account for. I’d work, she’d cook, and the work and the cooking braided together until I couldn’t always tell where the inn’s healing left off and ours began. I cleared the old greenhouse footprint out back, a tumble of rotten sash and shattered glass that had been somebody’s pride once, and I poured a couple of footings and framed it up new, cedar and salvaged glass and a ridge beam I sweated over for an afternoon.

She’d done it overnight. Walked out there at moonrise, she told me, because she couldn’t sleep for the wanting-to, and put her hands in the new soil, and let a little of the new steady power out of her on purpose, and by morning the greenhouse was green wall to wall, tomatoes already heavy on the vine, beans climbing the strings I’d hung, a fig tree in the corner that had no business being there, herbs and flowers and a row of squash with blossoms the size of my hand. She stood in it barefoot in her nightdress in the early light, beaming, dirt to the elbows, and she looked at me looking at it and said, “I might have got carried away. I get carried away. You’ll have to tell me when it’s too much, I never know.”

“It’s not too much,” I said. It wasn’t. It was the best thing I’d had a hand in building in a long time, even if I’d only built the box and she’d built the miracle, and that was the kind of partnership I could get used to fast.

And it suited me, the work of it, the dailiness, in a way I hadn’t expected and didn’t examine too closely while it was happening, because some good things stop the second you look straight at them. There’s a particular quiet to working alongside someone who doesn’t need managing, who’s good at her own end of it and lets you be good at yours, and I’d never had it, not in the marriage, where toward the end every plain thing between us had to be managed and weighed and walked around like a wet patch of floor, not in the business, where everyone wanted something from my hands and nobody wanted the hands themselves. Goldie wanted the hands. She’d watch me work with frank pleasure, hand me the tool before I asked, bring me food and water without making it a fuss, and then go do her own impossible thing and let me watch her with the same frank pleasure, and at the end of a day we’d stand and look at what the two of us had made that hadn’t existed at dawn, the bones and the bloom, and neither of us would say much, because there wasn’t much to say that the standing-there didn’t say.

That was the shape of all of it, those days. I’d make the bones and she’d make them live. I rebuilt a planter and she filled it. I ran a new water line out to the garden and the second the water came on, the whole bed downstream of it greened in a wave I could watch travel. I’d hang a door and she’d hang a curtain and somehow the curtain mattered more, made the room a room instead of a space with walls. I’d spent my working life building things for other people to live in and then driving away, and here was a woman moving into everything I touched the moment I touched it, filling it up behind me, and there’s no describing what that does to a man who’s spent two years building nothing that lasted and living nowhere that was his.

And the chickens turned out to be real chickens.

I’d let the line about growing me hens go by at that first breakfast like you let a tired person’s nonsense go by, and then on the third morning there were four hens and a disgruntled rooster scratching in the yard, fat brown birds that had not been there at dusk, and Goldie was out among them barefoot in her nightdress scattering grain and talking to them, and she’d named them, of course she had, the rooster was Pemberton, after the tablecloth-eating goat, and the hens were named for weather, Tuesday and Drizzle and Overcast and one she just called Big Sally, and when I asked her where exactly four hens had come from overnight she looked at me like I’d asked where the sun came from and said, “I grew them, silly, I told you I would, well, I grew the eggs and the eggs did the rest, they only needed a little encouragement,” and went back to her birds, and I went back to my coffee, and that was the morning I stopped asking Goldie how, because the how was always the same answer and the answer was always her, smiling, like the world was the easiest thing in the world.

The kitchen started feeding people. That happened on its own, like things at the inn happened on their own. A farmer hauling a stock trailer broke down at the bottom of the hill and walked up to ask about a phone, and Goldie fed him before he could get the question out, and he left fixed, his truck and himself both, because I’d looked at his alternator while she’d looked at the rest of him, and word travels in a county even slower than ours. By the third day there were two more, a road crew patching the blacktop who smelled the bread, and a woman from town with a baby who Maren must have sent, and Goldie fed them all, glowing, in her element, and not one of them paid and not one of them left the same as they came. She’d send them off with bread wrapped in cloth and a jar of something and a peach in the hand of every child, and the children always looked at the peach like it was lit from inside, which, knowing Goldie, it half was, and she’d stand on the porch and wave them down the hill with both arms like she was sending family off, every time, strangers she’d met an hour before, and mean it every time.

And Cobb showed himself.

He’d been a shape and a help and a saucer-of-milk for a week, and then on the fourth morning I came down before light and he was just there, sitting on the end of the bar by the lamp, looking at me, deciding, and I had the sense to stop where I was and let him.

He was knee-high and gnarled and brown as a walnut, all wiry limbs and long clever fingers and a wild tuft of hair, with a face like a dried apple and a pair of eyes too big for it, lamp-bright, catching the flame and throwing it back gold. He wore rag-scraps, scavenged bits of cloth knotted any old how, and he held himself like Maren did, planted, proud, sizing me up. We looked at each other a good while.

“Cobb,” I said, because the name had been in the back of my head all week like the toolbox had, a knowing out of the floor. “That’s you. Cobb.”

He made a sound like a dry hinge, which I took for yes, and hopped down off the bar and went and stood pointedly by the saucer, which was empty, and looked at me, and I poured it full, and he drank it with enormous dignity, and that was that. We were partners. He’d kept the last lamp lit and the kettle hot since Silas died, kept the place from dying all the way while it starved on a cold empty house, and now the house was waking and getting fed, and Cobb was getting fed with it, and over those days I watched him fatten and brighten, his rag-scraps somehow less ragged, his step quicker, the inn’s health reading right on him like a gauge.

He adopted Goldie on sight. The two of them were thick as thieves inside an hour, her talking to him like family while she cooked, leaving him cream and the best of whatever she made, naming him things and asking his opinion on the soup and getting, somehow, answers, a tilt of the big lamp-eyes that she read as easy as speech. He trailed her around the kitchen and groomed the place into order behind her, and where Goldie went, the inn brightened a half-step further, as if the hob were lighting her path room to room.

He still tested me, though. We were partners but he was the senior partner and meant me to know it. The one time I made the mistake of moving a stack of clean pots back where I wanted them instead of where he’d put them, he reorganized them in the night, correctly, his way, and left a single dead beetle on top of the stack, which I chose to read as a warning. The next morning I moved them back, just to see, and woke to find my boots had migrated to opposite ends of the house and one of them had a pinecone in it. I left the pots where he wanted them after that. A man knows when he’s been out-negotiated. Goldie thought the whole campaign was the funniest thing she’d ever seen.

“He likes you,” she said. “The beetle means he likes you. If he didn’t like you he’d have put it in your boot.”

“That’s a low bar,” I said.

“It’s a hob,” she said, like that settled it, and it did.

In the middle of all of it I called the buyer.

I’d had a man half-lined-up before I ever came east, a developer the lawyer knew who flipped rural property, and I’d told him I’d have a number for him by the end of the month. I stood out by the well in the bright morning with the phone, the low stone ring at my back, and I called him, and I meant to give him a number, I did. And what came out of my mouth instead was that the place was in worse shape than I’d thought, structural, the sill, the wiring, the well, that I needed more time to assess before I could price it honestly, that I’d be in touch.

“How much more time,” he said.

“A few weeks,” I said. “Maybe more. I want to do it right.”

There was a pause on the line, the pause of a man who’s flipped enough houses to know what it sounds like when somebody’s about to keep one. “Sure,” he said, easy, and I could hear him crossing me off a list. “Take your time. Place like that, you want to be sure. Though I’ll be honest with you, Wells, the land out there’s worth more than the building either way, you’d do better to knock it down than fix it. Roadside inn in a town nobody can find? There’s no business in that. Never was. Whatever your uncle was doing out there, it wasn’t running an inn, the numbers don’t work.” He laughed. “Anyway. Call me when you’re ready to deal.”

And he hung up, and I stood there by the well with the phone in my hand, and what had risen in me when he said knock it down was not the calm calculation of a man weighing land value against build cost. It was something hot and fast and territorial, a flat no that came up out of the ground, out of the well at my back, and I stood there with it and let it settle and understood it for what it was. I wasn’t going to knock it down. I wasn’t going to sell it. I’d known it for days, like I’d known about the slates, and now I’d had it said out loud by a stranger, knock it down, there’s no business in that, and the saying of it had finally made me say the other thing to myself, plain: I’m keeping it.

The strange part was how little it felt like a decision, which is how I knew it was a real one. The decisions I’d agonized over in my life had mostly been wrong, or hadn’t mattered, or had been made for me already by the time I sat down to make them. The true ones came as this one came, from somewhere below the thinking, from the hands. Mine had been making this one for two weeks, in three carefully replaced slates and a rebuilt window-box and a greenhouse frame sweated over for an afternoon. You don’t build a thing that careful for a place you mean to sell. The rest of me was only now standing by a well in the morning sun, admitting out loud what the work had already settled.

I called it the price, doing it right, not leaving money on the table, and the well at my back said nothing, because it didn’t have to. I knew. I’d known the moment Goldie said I’m home like she was telling me the time.

I moved my tools into Silas’s workshop that afternoon. It was off the back hall, a real shop, a workbench worn smooth as a riverstone and a wall of hand tools hung on pegs and a vise and a small forge, the shop of a man who could fix anything, and it had been waiting same as the room had. His tools were good ones, kept, oiled, the wooden handles dark with decades of palm-sweat, and a few of them were tools I’d never seen, odd shapes with no clear job, a wooden mallet carved with the same runes as the cellar stones, a set of iron pins, a thing like a tuning fork as long as my arm. The tools of the other trade, I figured. The well-tending trade. I left those where they hung. I wasn’t ready for those.

But the ordinary tools, the chisels and planes and saws, those I knew like family, and I hung my own beside them on the empty pegs, my newer steel next to his worn iron, and it felt less like moving in and more like coming back, which was a strange thing to feel about a place I’d slept in my truck to avoid a week before. There was a leather apron on a hook, his, cracked and soft, and I put it on without quite deciding to, and it fit, more or less, the way the work and the name fit, and I stood in a dead man’s shop in a dead man’s apron and felt, for the first time since the city, like a man with a place to stand. I told myself I was just setting up to work efficiently. Cobb came and sat on the end of the bench while I hung the last chisel, watching me with those big lamp-eyes, and when I was done he made his dry-hinge sound, the one I’d started to be able to read, and this one landed somewhere close to about time. I didn’t argue with him. You don’t argue with a hob about whether you’ve moved in.

Goldie, steady now, started to be able to read things she couldn’t read before.

It came on her gradually as the leveling settled in, this new clarity, and it scared her more than the leaking ever had, because now she could feel the shape of what was wrong. She’d stop in the middle of a thing, a stir, a step, and go still and far-off, listening to something I couldn’t hear, and then come back troubled.

“The seam,” she said one evening, the two of us on the back step watching the dusk come down over the woken garden. “The one in the cellar. By the well. It’s leaking wrong, Gabe. I can feel it now that I’m not drowning in my own noise. It’s like, you know how you can smell a gas leak before you can find it? It’s like that, but it’s everywhere, it’s in the ground, it’s in the air for miles, this thin sour wrongness coming up out of that crack and spreading, and it’s getting worse. Slow. But worse.” She wrapped her arms around her knees. “And there’s others. Out there. Witches. Stuck ones, like I was. I can feel them in range, caught in the souring like it caught me, all of them leaking and curdling and not knowing why, like, like a whole shelf of kettles about to scream, all at once, getting louder.” She looked at me. “They’re going to come, Gabe. Same as I did. They’re going to feel the inn, like I felt it, the one place that’s not souring, and they’re going to come here. More of them. Soon.”

“How many,” I said.

“I don’t know. A few. The closest ones first, the ones already in range, already getting bad. It’s like, you know how a lighthouse works? Before, when Silas was alive, the whole coast was lit, every harbor safe, nobody had to find any one light because the whole shore was warm. Now the shore’s gone dark and there’s one light left, this one, you, burning brighter every night we wake another room, and everybody out there in the dark and the souring is going to steer for it because it’s the only light there is.” She turned her face up to me. “That’s a wonderful thing and a terrible thing at the same time. Wonderful because you can save them. Terrible because everything else out there that steers by light is going to come too. The ones who need saving and the ones who do the eating, all of them, all pointed at one little inn on a hill.” She leaned her head on my shoulder. “I’m not sorry. Is that bad? They need help and you can help them and I’m not sorry there’ll be more. I just thought you should know it’s coming. You’ve got that look you get, where you think it’s all handled and you can fix it with the one project. It’s bigger than the one project.”

Maren came out two days later, unannounced, drove up the hill in a truck older than me and got out and stood in the lot and looked at the place, and I watched her look at it. The new steps, the painted box full of flowers, the lamp she could probably feel from the road, the greenhouse blazing green out back, Goldie crossing the yard barefoot with a basket of eggs from the chickens she’d somehow acquired. And Maren’s flinty face did something it hurt a little to watch, relief and old grief and a kind of bracing, all at once.

“Here we go again,” she said, mostly to herself, when I came out to meet her. Then, to me, gruff: “She steady?”

“She’s steady.”

“The garden’s blooming and the lamp’s up from the county road and there’s a hob fat enough to roll.” She squinted at me. “You settled the seam any?”

“It’s quieter. Since.” I didn’t say since what. She didn’t need me to.

“Quieter’s not settled.” She came up onto the porch, tested the new step with her weight, grunted at it, which from Maren was a rave review, and sat down heavy in one of the chairs, and Goldie, bless her, came over and put a cup of something hot in her hands without being asked, and Maren took it and drank it and her shoulders came down an inch and she got, for a minute, almost human.

“There used to be a coven here,” she said, looking out at the garden. “You should know that, since you’re keeping it, which you are, don’t bother lying to me, I can see it on you same as I saw it on Silas. Used to be half a dozen witches at a time, getting right at this inn, and not all of them moved on. Some stayed. There was a whole working coven ran out of the Owl and Lantern in my mother’s day and into mine, women who’d come stuck and dying and got right and stayed and made a life and tended the well and the town together. It was a good thing. The best thing this county had.” She drank. “It scattered when Silas got old. He could still take them in, level them, but he was one tired old man holding a seam that wanted more than one man could give, and the working coven thinned out and drifted off, and the ones who were left, like me, we made do, and the town started forgetting itself, and the map started losing us, and then he died.” She looked at me, hard and clear. “That’s what this place is. Not an inn. Not a man and his guests. A coven-house. A well with a watch on it and a family around the well. It’s bigger than one woman in your bed, Wells boy, whatever you’ve gone and let yourself feel. You’d best know the size of what you’re standing in before you decide to stand in it.”

“What happened to them,” I asked. “The old coven. The ones who scattered.”

Maren was quiet a moment, looking out at the garden, and when she spoke there was old grief under the flint. “The lucky ones found bigger covens that could carry the load between them. But a couple, the strong ones, the proud ones, they pushed too hard on their own once the inn went cold, and.” She stopped. “Burned out. I went to the funerals. There weren’t bodies to bury, exactly, by the end, with that kind of dying, but we buried what there was.” She looked at me hard. “That’s what a dead wellspring does to a county, given enough years. It scatters the ones it kept together and it kills the ones too proud to leave. So when I tell you this is bigger than your feelings, I’m not being unkind. I’m telling you I’ve buried the cost of the last time the Owl and Lantern went dark, and I’d rather not do it again, and you’re the only thing standing between this county and a repeat. That’s the size of it.”

“I’m starting to,” I said.

“Mm.” She finished the cup. Stood. Handed it back to Goldie with something that was almost, almost a softening. “Good,” she told her. “The drink. You’ve got the touch, I’ll give you that. Eases the joints.” And she clumped down the steps and got in her old truck and drove off without a goodbye, which I was learning was just her way of leaving a place she didn’t want to admit she liked.

The tracks were in the garden the next morning.

I found them at dawn, doing my walk-around with coffee, and my gut dropped. They came in from the tree line and crossed the whole yard, the wrong-jointed prints pressed deep in the soft turned earth of the new beds, right up to the greenhouse glass, where there was a smear, a long ugly streak where it had pressed its face to the glass and looked in at all that blooming life, and a single pane was cracked, a star of cracks where it had pushed, testing, and not broken through. And then the tracks turned and went back to the trees. It had come all the way onto the grounds, in the night, past the salt, walked through Goldie’s garden, looked in at the green, cracked the glass, and left.

Not driven off. Not stopped. It had come and gone on its own time, bolder than the night it fled the flare of light, closer, surer, and I crouched over the deep prints in my new beds with the cold coffee in my hand, and I understood that the brighter the inn burned, the better it could see us, and that whatever it was, the souring was feeding it, fattening it, the same way the souring was calling the witches, and that it wasn’t going away. The job had quietly changed shape under me over those three good days. It wasn’t a building to patch and hand off anymore. It was a building I was going to have to defend.

I followed the tracks the whole way myself first, before I called her out, reading the ground like a job. It had come down out of the trees on the north side where the cover was thickest, then crossed open ground it would have avoided a week ago, which told me it was getting bolder or hungrier or both. It had paused at the salt line I’d run around the greenhouse and circled the whole perimeter, patient, looking for a thin spot, and found none, and only then gone to the glass. That was the part that sat wrong with me, crouched there reading the prints. Not the cracked pane. The circling. The thing had a method now, a patience to it, and it had spent that patience learning the shape of what I’d built to keep it out. Not stopped. Just not yet.

Goldie came out and saw me crouched there and saw the tracks and went still, and then she said, very quietly, in a voice with no sunshine in it at all, “That’s it. That’s the thing from the farm. It found me.” And her hand crept to her mouth. “I brought it here, Gabe. To you. To all this. It followed me and I brought it right to your door, I’m so sorry, I should never have, I should leave, if I leave it’ll follow me and leave you alone.”

I stood up and took her by the shoulders and turned her to face me.

“You’re not going anywhere,” I said, and I made my voice the low, level thing it had been at the front door that first night, not tonight. “Listen to me. You didn’t bring it. The souring brought it, the same thing that nearly killed you brought it, and that’s on the man who died and left a hole, not on the woman who got caught in the hole. You hear me? You don’t carry this. We’ll deal with the thing. That’s a problem with a fix in it somewhere, and I’m good at those, and you’re not running off to die on a road to spare me a cracked pane of glass. You’re home. You said so yourself. Home is where you stay and fight for the glass.”

She looked at me a long moment, and then she leaned her forehead against my chest and let out a shaky breath, and out at the edge of the cracked beds a few flowers opened, small and bright and steady, no leak in them at all, just feeling.

“Okay,” she said into my shirt. “Okay. We’ll fight for the glass.” She pulled back and wiped her face, and then she went oddly still, not distant the way she’d gone on the porch but strung tight, like a wire wound a turn past where it wanted to be, and she shook her hands out at the wrists like they’d gone to pins and needles, and laughed, surprised out of herself. “Ow. Okay, that’s new.” She pressed a flat hand to her own sternum. “Somebody’s coming, Gabe. I can feel her from here, buzzing up through the soles of my feet, like standing too close to a speaker turned all the way up.”

“Coming here?”

“Coming here.” Her mouth twitched toward a grin despite the morning. “She’s loud. Not her mouth, though I’d put money on that too. Her power. Pink. She feels pink, isn’t that a funny thing to feel, and bright, and she is going to be a great deal.” A flower by her bare foot popped open, then another along the cracked bed, the garden catching her sudden lift of mood, and she wiped her eyes again and almost laughed for real. “You’d best air out a couple of those rooms. The road’s about to get interesting.”


Chapter 8: The Pink Comet

We heard her before we saw her, and we saw her before she stopped, and she hadn’t stopped talking once in between.

I was up a ladder on the second floor that afternoon, working on the second room on the right, the one the house had unlocked itself in the night just like the first, aired and warmed and ready before I’d touched it, so all I had to do was the things the house couldn’t, the cracked plaster, a sticky window, a light fixture. Goldie was below me in the garden. And up the road from town came a sound like a sewing machine being murdered, a high abused two-stroke whine, and then a voice over the top of it, bright and carrying and going a mile a minute, and then around the bend came the source of it: a scooter, an honest-to-God scooter, lime green and held together with what looked like hope and duct tape, ridden by a small person who was a smear of hot pink, weaving up the hill at a speed the machine plainly resented, with a backpack and a guitar case and a tied-on duffel and a road’s worth of luggage strapped to every surface, and the rider was talking, to the scooter or to herself or to the world, the whole way up the hill.

I’d known she was coming for two days, like Goldie had said. Pink and loud. Goldie had felt her on the road like weather coming, getting closer, getting brighter, and we’d readied the room the house had unlocked and laid in extra food and I’d told myself I was prepared. I was not prepared. There is no preparing for Riley Flint. You can be told a hurricane is coming and still not be ready for the hurricane.

She came into the lot too fast, killed the engine, dropped both feet, and the scooter died with a final wet cough and a small puff of blue smoke, and she sat there a second in the sudden quiet, and then she looked up at the inn, at the lamp, at the green spilling out of the greenhouse and the flowers and the woke garden, and her whole face lit, and she said, to nobody, loud enough for the county:

“Oh, thank fuck, it’s real.”

Then she was off the scooter and into motion, all of her at once, and there was a lot of motion for not much person. She was twenty-five and tiny, five-two if she stretched, slim and tight and quick, all coiled wire and nerves, and she was dressed to be looked at and knew it: a cropped top cut high over a flat tan stomach with no bra under it, the small high shape of her breasts and the hard points of her nipples plain through the thin fabric, tiny shorts over fishnets that ran down into scuffed boots, a sleeve of small bright tattoos on one arm, stars and a little flame and a moth, too many rings, and the pink hair, the real headline, a vivid choppy hot-pink shag she shoved out of her face with a ringed hand, dark at the roots, electric. Her eyes were a bright lined blue, winged liner, a little glitter, and they were already on me, already working, already performing, the second she clocked a man on a ladder with his sleeves shoved up.

“Hi,” she said, drawing it out, a slow wicked thing she did with the one syllable, planting herself at the foot of my ladder and looking up with her hip cocked and her chin tipped. “Hi. You’re him, aren’t you. You’re the wellspring. Oh my God, you’re real and you’re, okay, wow, nobody mentioned the arms, the grapevine really buried the lede on the arms. I’m Riley. Riley Flint. I came a long way to find you and I have to tell you, the destination is exceeding the marketing, which never happens.” She held up a hand, and I thought she was offering a handshake, and then she snapped her fingers and a little shower of pink and gold sparks fountained off them, fizzing, glittering, pretty, useless, fading before they hit the ground. “Ta-da. That’s me. That’s the act. Want to see more? I do a lot more. I do all kinds of things. I bet I could make your whole night up there fun in about ninety seconds if you came down off that ladder.”

She talked the whole time I came down the ladder, and I’d learn this was just how she ran, a constant bright commentary on the world and herself and you, like a radio left on, like silence was something she’d decided early was dangerous and had committed her life to never letting happen. There was a craft to it, even: she’d told me three things about herself and asked me nothing, the patter never left a gap for a person to get a question into, and it all pointed at her, kept all the eyes on her, a wall of words exactly as much a defense as a salt line. I read it like I read a building. Loud-bright surface, scared-quiet structure. I’d seen it before, in men on job sites who never stopped joking because the second they stopped you might see how close to the edge they were.

“Riley,” I said, and came down off the ladder, because you don’t conduct a conversation looking down at someone, “I’m Gabe. Welcome. There’s a room ready for you, second one on the right, it’s warm, and there’s food whenever you want it. Goldie’s in the garden, she’ll get you fed.”

That stopped her for about half a second. The bright eyes flickered, recalculating, like she’d had a whole opening planned and I’d skipped past it. “Cool, cool, food’s great, very practical, I respect a man with priorities,” she said, recovering instantly, ramping right back up, and she stepped in closer, into my space, tipped her face up, dropped her voice into a purr, laid one ringed hand flat on my chest. “But I was thinking we could get the important stuff out of the way first. You know what I am, you know what you are, you know what fixes me. I’m a sure thing, handsome. I’m easy and I’m fun and I level up loud, and I figure why wait, why do the whole dance, let’s just go upstairs and you can fix me right now and we’ll have a great time doing it, no strings, no fuss, that’s my favorite kind of cure.” She walked her fingers up my chest. “I’m very, very good. Ask anyone. Actually don’t ask anyone, just find out. Come on.”

And there it was. Night one. The stunt. Maren’s voice in the back of my head, and under that voice my own read of the situation, which was faster and surer than I’d have credited a week ago, the wellspring part of me maybe, or just thirty-odd years of sizing people up fast.

Because here was the catch: none of it reached her eyes.

The mouth was all confidence, all heat, a girl who’d done this a hundred times and knew exactly how it went. But the eyes were scared. Under the winged liner and the glitter, they were the eyes of somebody bracing for a no and prepared to laugh it off, somebody who’d learned that you keep from being seen by putting on a show so big nobody looks past it, and who was, right now, terrified that the show was the only thing she had. The sparks she’d snapped off her fingers had fizzled. Flash with no substance. She knew it. She got loud about it the same as anyone gets loud over what they can’t stand to be quiet enough to hear.

So I took her wrist, gentle, and I lifted her hand off my chest, and I held it a second so it didn’t read as a rejection, and I said, easy, dry, no heat in it and no cold either:

“No.”

Her face did three things very fast. Surprise. A flash of real hurt, there and gone. And then the act slamming back up, the smirk, the toss of the hair. “Wow. Okay. Brutal. You could buy a girl a drink fir-”

“Not because I don’t want to,” I said, and watched that land, watched it knock her off the rails again. “Because you don’t. Not really. Not how you’re selling it.” I let go of her wrist. “You came up that road scared half to death and you got off that scooter and the second you saw a man you put on a show, because that’s what you do, that’s the move, you get loud and you get easy before anybody can get a look at you. And I’m not going to take you upstairs on a stunt, because a stunt isn’t a yes, it’s a performance of a yes, and I don’t do performances. That’s not me being noble. I just don’t want the show. I want the person under it, when she actually wants it, for real, and means it. The door’s open for that. It’s open whenever you mean it. It’s not open for a party trick.”

The lot went very quiet. Even the scooter had the decency to stop ticking. Riley stood there, small and pink and furious and exposed, and I watched her try to find the laugh, the deflection, the next line, and not find it, because nobody, I understood, watching her face come apart and try to put itself back together, nobody had ever once in her life declined the act. They took the show every time. The show always worked. It was the one thing she could count on, the one currency she was sure of, and I’d just handed it back and asked for something she wasn’t sure she had.

Here’s the part most men get wrong, the part Maren had drilled into me with a finger near my chest: I wasn’t being noble at her, and I wasn’t playing a longer game to get the same thing slower. I’d have been glad to take her up the stairs. She was gorgeous and she was offering and a weaker read would have called it a yes and felt good about it. But I’d watched her eyes the whole time her mouth was selling, and her eyes weren’t in it, her eyes were braced, and a yes the eyes aren’t in isn’t a yes, it’s a flinch with a smile painted on, and I’d just spent a week learning from a dead man’s note and a flinty old woman that the difference between what I was and the worst thing a man could be ran exactly along that line. So I said no, and meant it kindly, and held the line, and the holding of it was the most attractive thing I could possibly have done to a woman who’d never once been seen, and I knew that, too, and still didn’t do it for that reason.

“That’s,” she started, and her voice cracked, just slightly, and she covered it with a brittle little laugh and a shrug, “that’s a weird sales pitch, but okay, sure, whatever, I’ll, food, you said there’s food?” And she turned away fast, blinking, and that was when Goldie arrived and saved us both.

“Oh, there you are,” Goldie said, sweeping up from the garden in a flour-dusted apron with her arms already opening, like she’d been expecting Riley her whole life, “I felt you coming for two days, you loud bright thing, come here, you look like you’ve been eating gas station food for a week, that’s no good, that’s no good at all, come inside, I made too much of everything, I always make too much, what do you like, do you like sweet things? You look like you like sweet things.” And she folded Riley into a hug, this small bristling stranger, without an ounce of hesitation, and Riley went stiff, and then, slowly, melted, her face crumpling against Goldie’s shoulder for one unguarded second before she pulled it back together, and over Riley’s pink head Goldie met my eyes and gave me a look that said, plain as speech, well done, and also, leave the rest to me.

Riley let herself be steered inside, and the inn took her like it had taken Goldie, like it had, I was beginning to understand, taken every stuck witch who’d ever made it up the road. The lamps warmed as she passed under them. The taproom, which had been a quiet two-person room with a fire in it, went bright and full just from her being in it, her noise filling the corners, and Cobb, somewhere in the walls, made an outraged sound at the volume of her and was studiously ignored. She walked the ground floor like she was casing it, touching everything, narrating, this is nice, this is very nice, who lit all these, are these real flowers, in here, in the wall, that’s not normal, I love it, and stopped dead in the doorway of the woke kitchen with its full jars and its hanging herbs and its blooming windowsill and said, quietly, for the first time quietly, “Oh,” like she’d walked into a church.

It was the first time the volume went all the way down, and I watched it happen, the patter just stopping, the live wire going still for a second in front of a warm full kitchen, and her face did a thing it hadn’t done in the lot or on the scooter or at any point in the loud arrival, it went open, and young, and hungry in a way that had nothing to do with food. Somebody had spent her whole life telling her places like this weren’t for her, I’d have put money on it, and here she was standing square in the middle of one, not sure yet that she was allowed. “I’ve stayed in a lot of places,” she said, low, almost to herself. “Coven houses, mostly. Couches. I’m good at making myself welcome, I’m a professional at it, I can be welcome anywhere for about three weeks.” She touched the doorframe. “I’ve never walked into one that felt like this. Like it was already, like there was already a spot.” And then she heard how bare it had come out, and you could see her reach for the bright cover to smooth it over, but Goldie put a plate in her hands before she could get it all the way back up, and the reaching just quietly stopped, and that was that.

By dinner they were finishing each other’s sentences. It happened that fast. Warm chaos and warm calm, and they fit like they’d been cut from the same cloth, Goldie’s bottomless unbothered affection and Riley’s live-wire energy feeding each other across the worktable, Riley making Goldie shriek with laughter telling stories about the road, Goldie feeding Riley plate after plate and watching her eat with that same deep satisfaction she watched me with.

“Okay, but who’s the gremlin,” Riley demanded, around a mouthful, jerking her thumb at the wall where Cobb had retreated to sulk. “Tell me everything about the gremlin. I want his whole deal.”

“He’s a hob,” Goldie said serenely, sliding more potatoes onto Riley’s plate. “He keeps the house. You have to leave him milk and you must never, ever give him clothes.”

“What happens if you give him clothes?”

“He leaves forever and the house goes cold and dies.” Goldie said it sunny and flat, like she was giving a recipe. “So don’t. Even if it’s cold out and you feel sorry for him. Especially then.”

Riley turned and looked at the wall with naked fascination. “He’s wearing rags, though. He’s clearly cold. This is going to be very hard for me, I have a lot of scarves.” From the wall came a sound like a furious dry hinge, and Riley grinned at it, delighted, and Goldie said, “He heard you, he likes being talked about, don’t tell him I said so,” and Riley said, “Oh, we’re going to be best friends, him and me,” and Goldie said, “You’re going to torment that poor creature to the edge of his sanity,” and Riley said, “Like I said. Best friends,” and reached for the bread.

It was good to watch, and not only because it was funny, which it was. Goldie was the first person in a long time, maybe ever, who’d taken Riley at the warm full volume she came at the world and just turned the same volume back, no flinch, no please-be-quieter, no managing. Where I’d looked through Riley’s act, Goldie didn’t bother looking through it at all, she just loved the whole package, act and all, the frightened quiet underneath and the dazzle on top together, and you could see that land on Riley harder than my no had, this big golden woman feeding her and laughing at her jokes and not needing her to be anything but exactly the too-much she was. By the second helping Riley had stopped performing for Goldie entirely and started just talking to her, which I suspected was a rarer thing in Riley’s life than it should have been.

And the inn lit up with Riley in it. Literally, a little, the lamps seeming to burn brighter where she passed, her useless sparks catching warm in the corners of the rooms, but mostly just the feel of the place, the half-dead taproom suddenly loud and full and alive in a way that two quiet people and a hob had never managed. The house liked her. I could feel it liking her, the boards warming, the lamps leaning toward her bright noise like plants toward a window, and I understood that whatever the inn was, whatever a coven-house was for, it ran on exactly this, on a room full of women who were too much for everywhere else being not too much here.

Cobb hated her immediately.

That became the running comedy of the evening. Riley spotted him within an hour, which nobody usually did unless he chose, and was instantly, gleefully obsessed, cooing at him, trying to feed him sparks, calling him little guy and Mister Walnut and her dusty little gremlin, and Cobb, who had not been called names by a tall person in his entire long life, was scandalized to his core. He made his dry-hinge sound at her, furious. He moved her luggage. He tied her bootlaces together while she ate. When she conjured a little glamour-moth to flutter at him he batted it out of the air and stamped on it and gave her a look of such withering offense that Riley laughed until she cried, which only made it worse, because nothing infuriates a proud old hob like being found delightful.

“He loves me,” Riley announced. “Look at him. He’s obsessed with me.”

“He left a beetle in your bag,” Goldie said.

“See? A gift.”

“It’s a warning.”

“A gift.”

It escalated all evening, the war between them, and it was the funniest thing the inn had seen in a long time, maybe ever, because Cobb had spent his whole long life being a thing people didn’t see unless he chose, a dignity built on being mysterious, and Riley had looked straight at him within the hour and decided he was the most adorable creature in existence and treated him accordingly, which was the one weapon he had no defense against. He could move her luggage; she’d find it and coo at how strong he was. He could sour her milk; she’d thank him for the lesson and drink it anyway out of spite. When she finally tracked him to his hidey-hole behind the cellar stairs and left him a saucer of milk with, she insisted, extra love in it, he was so scandalized at being courted on his own home turf that he refused to come out for two hours, and when he did, he left, balanced precisely on the toe of her boot, a single pinecone. Riley held it up to the room like a trophy.

“He’s proposing,” she announced.

“He’s telling you to leave,” said Goldie.

“Same thing, in his language. I’m fluent now. We have a connection.” From the wall came a sound like a furious dry hinge, and Riley blew a kiss at it, and somewhere a cupboard slammed.

Dell rolled in that night on his run, saw the lights, stopped like he’d promised, and Riley charmed him stupid inside ten minutes, perched on the bar telling him outrageous lies about being a touring magician who’d played for crowned heads and a cruise ship and once, briefly, a cult, doing little tricks for him, pulling a glamour-dove out of his ball cap, lighting his cigarette off her fingertip, and Dell ate it up, laughing his big rolling laugh until he had to wipe his eyes.

“You remind me of the old days,” he told her, going soft and fond. “Place used to be just like this. Full up. Loud. Lights on and a fire going and a table full of, well.” He glanced at me, careful as ever. “Of good company. Hadn’t seen it like this since Silas. I about turned around at the bottom of the hill when I saw all the windows lit. Thought I had the wrong road.”

“Tell me a Silas story,” Riley demanded, perched on the bar with her chin in her hands, and Dell, who needed no encouragement and would have told one anyway, settled in with his thermos and obliged, a long looping tale about the night Silas talked a tornado into going around the inn, which Dell swore he’d witnessed with his own eyes, the funnel coming up the valley and the old man going out on the porch and just looking at it, the way you’d look at a dog about to do something it shouldn’t, and the funnel, Dell swore, thinking better of it and lifting back up into the cloud, and Riley said that was obviously a tall tale and Dell said most of the true things were, and Goldie said she didn’t doubt it for a second, a house this loved would talk a tornado out of it, and Dell pointed at her like she’d won a prize and said that was exactly right, that was the whole secret of the place, it was loved, and you could feel it the second you came in off a cold road, the loved-ness of it, like walking into a hug.

He looked around the warm bright taproom, at the two women, at the fire, and his big face went wet and happy and a little sad. “He’d be glad,” he said, to me, quiet, under Riley’s chatter. “Your uncle. Seeing it lit up again. He hated it dark at the end. Hated being one tired old man rattling around it. He’d be glad you came.”

Goldie caught my eye across the room when he said it, and I knew we were both thinking about what Maren had said. A coven-house. Loud and bright and full. The way it used to be. The way it was supposed to be, before one man got too old to hold it all alone.

Later, when Riley had finally run down enough to be steered up to her room, swaying and laughing, leaning on Goldie, I caught the other thing in her, the part under all the noise. At the foot of the stairs she stopped and looked back at the warm full taproom, the fire, the lamps, the cleared table, and for just a second the act dropped all the way off her face and she looked at it like a hungry person at a lit window, and then she caught me catching her and the performance flicked back on like a thrown switch. She said something bright and filthy and climbed the stairs, and I understood that whatever I’d done to her in the lot, the door I’d left open, she was going to spend a while pretending she wasn’t standing right outside it.

It was a good night. The best the place had had in years, probably. And underneath the good of it, Goldie and I both felt the other thing, and didn’t say it until the house was asleep and we were on the back step in the dark with the door salted behind us.

“She’s so loud,” Goldie said quietly. “Not her mouth, I mean. Her power. She leaks worse than I did, almost, she just doesn’t curdle the same way, hers is all flash, it goes nowhere, but it goes everywhere, you know? She’s a flare. A signal flare, going off all the time, never landing.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “The souring’s going to feel her from a long way off. The thing’s going to feel her. We just got a lot brighter, Gabe. A lot louder. We just turned the porch light up to high with the bugs already at the screen.”

Out in the dark, past the salt, past the woke garden, the snuffling started, and there was something different in it tonight, an eagerness, a relish, the sound of a thing that has noticed the house has gotten richer.

“I know,” I said.

“It’s worse than me, almost. Did I say that? It is. I curdled, I went bad and dangerous, but at least my power was trying to do something, it was pointed at the orchard even when it was killing me. Hers isn’t pointed at anything. It just sprays out of her in every direction all the time, all flash, all signal, no aim. Years of that, with nobody to point her anywhere, and the souring’s going to read her from the next county. That’s its own kind of dying, you know. Slower than mine looked, and a whole lot louder, but it’s the same road. Burning yourself up because nobody ever taught you how to burn on purpose.” Goldie pulled her knees up. “She doesn’t even know how loud she is. That’s the saddest part. She thinks the loud is the only thing keeping anybody looking at her, and the loud is exactly the thing that’s killing her.”

“What do we do?”

“One thing at a time.” I looked out at the dark where the sound was, and ran the job in my head like I ran every job, the order of operations, what depended on what. “Same as always. We do what’s in reach and we get ready for what isn’t.”

“And what’s in reach?”

“Getting her steady, when she’s ready, on her own terms, like you were. Not before, and not because the thing’s at the door, that’s not how this works and I won’t let it be. But leveled, steady, she stops being a flare that points the thing at us and starts being a witch who can throw light, and from how that thing ran from the flare the first night, light might be exactly what we need when it comes.” I rubbed my jaw. “And meanwhile I harden the house, top the salt, fix what’s in reach. That’s the part I can do tonight.”

“And what isn’t in reach?”

“The cellar. The well. The source.” I thought about the rune-stones, the dim ones, the seam breathing its cold breath, the throughput none of us had. “Quieting it a little with a leveling isn’t fixing it, you said so yourself, it’s bailing a boat with a hole still in it. The real fix is down there in the stones, and it’s not a green problem and it’s not a light problem, it’s something else, somebody who can read the seam like you read soil. We don’t have her. We’re going to need her. Maren keeps saying it’s a bigger working than one of anything, and I’m starting to believe her.”

Goldie tipped her head, like she did when she was feeling the road, but only for a second this time, like the answer came easy now.

“There’s another one out there,” she said. “Coming. Not loud like Riley, no, the quietest thing, she feels, mm, she feels like a closed book. Quiet. Cool. All buttoned up.” She frowned, working it out. “Not stuck like we were, leaking, dying. Stuck like a full reservoir with the gate jammed shut. So much in there and none of it getting out.” Then the half-smile came back. “And she’s not coming because she’s drowning. She’s coming because she’s curious. She wants to figure us out.” She leaned her head on my shoulder. “She’s going to be exactly what you just said you needed, Gabe Wells. The one who can read the stones.”

Behind us, in the dark of the sleeping house, a latch eased back. Up the stairs, down the hall past the other two woken rooms, the third door had swung itself open on the dark, and Cobb’s dry tired creak was already fading toward the linen press: a hob who’d heard her coming before either of us and gone to make up a bed for a guest we hadn’t met.


Chapter 9: Kitchen Heat

The boiler was the kind of dead that takes a man’s whole morning and most of his vocabulary, and Goldie kept me fed through every minute of it.

It lived in a cramped closet off the back hall, a cast-iron monster older than anyone living, and it had given up entirely sometime around the Silas administration, which was a problem now that the inn had a full house and the nights were starting to carry a first thin edge of autumn. I’d had it half-apart for two days. The morning I finally got into the guts of it, the house was loud and warm around me, Riley up impossibly early for someone who claimed she never woke before noon, perched on a counter narrating her own breakfast, Cobb stealing bacon off the back of the stove with the offended dignity of a creature who considered all bacon his by right, and Goldie at the center of it, in her apron, flour to the elbows, running a kitchen that ran half on her hands and half on her craft, and keeping a plate going to me in the boiler closet every time I surfaced cursing.

“You have to eat or you’ll get stupid,” she said, the fourth time, holding a fork to my mouth while I had both hands inside a seized circulator pump. “You get a look. You’re getting the look now. Eat.”

I ate. She was right. I always got smarter after she fed me, which I was beginning to understand wasn’t a figure of speech in this house.

The mornings had a shape to them now, and I’d come to love the shape without admitting I loved it, like I did most things. Goldie up first, the kitchen already warm and going by the time I came down, the smell of it reaching up the stairs to pull a man out of bed better than any alarm. Riley down second, against all her own claims about never seeing a morning, drawn by the noise and the food and the audience of us, perched somewhere high with coffee, narrating. Cobb working the edges of the room, tidying, stealing, sitting on the warmest surface he could find with the air of a landlord inspecting a tenant who was, grudgingly, working out. And me in the middle of it with a tool in my hand and a plate appearing at my elbow whenever I surfaced, fixing the bones of a house while the house filled up around me with warmth and racket, and if you’d told the man who drove up that forgetting road that this was where he’d land, he’d have laughed at you, and he’d have been wrong, and the wrongness of him was the best thing that had ever happened to me.

“He’s doing it again,” Riley said one morning, watching Cobb relocate the salt cellar two inches to the left of where Goldie had set it. “He moved the salt. Goldie, he moved your salt.”

“He likes it there,” Goldie said, not turning around.

“It was fine where it was.”

“It’s finer where he put it. He can feel the room. We can’t. You let the house keep house, that’s the whole arrangement.” And Cobb, vindicated, climbed up and sat directly on the relocated salt cellar like a small smug monument, and Riley declared the entire situation an outrage and ate four more pieces of bacon about it.

The boiler fought me for two solid days and most of a third. It was a good machine under the neglect, like the inn was a good building under it, cast-iron and overbuilt and meant to outlive everyone who’d ever banked it, but three weeks cold after sixty years hot had seized half its moving parts, and the circulator pump was the worst of it, frozen solid with scale and rust. I’d freed the easy stuff, the valves and the pilot assembly, and then spent a full morning on the pump with penetrating oil and patience and, toward the end, language I won’t write down, with Riley supplying unhelpful commentary from her perch and Cobb watching from a shelf with the offended interest of a creature who could probably have fixed it by sulking at it but wasn’t going to volunteer.

“You could ask him,” Riley said, nodding at Cobb. “Bet he knows how it works. Bet he’s been listening to it run for a hundred years.”

“He’s not going to fix my boiler.”

“Mister Walnut,” Riley said sweetly, “would you fix the nice man’s boiler?” Cobb gave her a look of such profound contempt that she fell off the counter laughing, and the pump, as if shamed into it by the indignity of the whole scene, chose that moment to break free under my wrench with a crack and a gush of black water, and I’d take a win however it comes.

The black water went everywhere, which is how black water goes, fifty years of scale and rust let loose all at once across the floor and up my arm and, somehow, into my own face, and I came out from under the boiler looking like I’d lost a fight with a chimney, and Riley took one look and lost it entirely, sliding down the wall, and even Cobb made a sound I’d never heard from him, a dry rattling wheeze that I realized, slowly, was a hob laughing, the first time, at me, which scandalized me more than it should have, a building that had been keeping my toolbox and minding my salt lines turning out to have a sense of humor and it being entirely at my expense. Goldie wiped my face with a dish towel, beaming, and said, “There he is, the handsomest man in three counties, covered in fifty years of pipe sludge,” and kissed me anyway, sludge and all, which I took as the highest compliment available, and the radiators began, behind us, to tick and groan toward life, and the whole filthy victory of it was, I thought, about as good as a morning gets.

Riley watched her do it from her perch, watched Goldie tuck a bite into my mouth and steal a kiss while she was there and go back to her stove humming, and there was something working behind Riley’s bright restless face all morning, something quieter than her mouth, and I clocked it and let it be. She’d come down off the stunt over the last couple of days, mostly. Still loud, still performing, but every now and then I’d catch her watching the easy way Goldie and I moved around each other, the ordinary domestic intimacy of it, how Goldie would hand me a tool before I asked or I’d reach past her for the salt and rest a hand on her hip without thinking, and Riley’s face would go strange and wistful before she covered it with a joke.

She’d taken to the inn like she’d taken to Goldie, fast and whole. She’d re-dyed her hair brighter the second day, which Goldie told me was a thing Riley did when she was settling in somewhere, marking territory. She’d claimed the best chair by the fire and the windowsill with the best light and a corner of the taproom she’d started calling her stage. She fought with Cobb constantly and adored him helplessly. She charmed every road-regular who came through, and they came through more and more now, the word spreading. She was, in three days, woven into the place like she’d been there years, and the only thing she hadn’t done was the thing I’d left her the door for, and she circled that door all day every day, loud, pretending it wasn’t there.

By midmorning the house emptied out around us, like it does. Riley took her coffee and her endless chatter out to torment Cobb in the garden, Dell’s rig was long gone, and it was just Goldie and me in the warm kitchen with the early light coming sideways through the windows and the smell of bread and the boiler finally, blessedly, breathing again behind me, the pilot caught and the water knocking through the old pipes as the whole inn started, room by room, to warm.

I bled the lines and watched the old radiators tick and groan to life one by one through the ground floor, the heat pushing out into rooms that had been cold so long the warmth felt like a color, and Cobb made a sound from his shelf that I’d never heard before, a low pleased rumble, almost a purr, the inn warming through to its bones, the first real heat in it since Silas died, doing visible good to the creature who was its gauge. He hopped down and went and sat on the warmest radiator like a cat and refused to move for the rest of the day.

“There,” I said, wiping my hands on a rag, standing back. “Hot water and heat. That’s the last of the big dead systems I can fix with a wrench.”

Goldie turned from the worktable where she’d been kneading, flushed and warm and pleased, and she looked at me like she looks at a finished thing, like it’s the best thing anyone ever did, and then she looked at me a different way, and set down the dough, and wiped her hands slow on her apron.

“I want to push it,” she said. “The craft. I can feel the next bit of it, right there, just past where I am, and I’ve been able to feel it for days and I can’t quite reach it on my own, and I do everything best in here, and I do everything best close to you.” She came around the worktable. The morning light caught the freckles on her chest, the strain of the too-small dress, the dewy flush already coming up on her throat. “And the house is empty for once. And I want you. Those are all true at the same time, which is my favorite way for things to be.” She put her flour-dusted hands flat on my chest. “Take me over the table, Gabe. I’ve been thinking about it all morning. I want to feel you while I reach for it. Help me get to the next one.”

There was nothing to make her mean, this time. She meant everything, all the time, plain as bread. I set the rag down and crossed to her and got a hand in her hair and tipped her face up and kissed her, deep and unhurried, and felt her melt into it with that low hum, her whole warm weight leaning into me, the flour-dust of her dress, the warmth coming off her, the smell of bread and her own sweet green underneath. She got her hands up under my shirt, onto the stomach and the forearms she’d loved since the porch, kneading, greedy, and I let her, and I walked her backward until her hips hit the worktable, and I kept kissing her until she was breathless and the green smell rose around us, woken, eager, the herbs on the sill straining her way, a flush already climbing her throat.

“Over the table,” I said against her mouth, and she shivered at the order, that thing in her that loved being told. “Now.”

I turned her by the hips and bent her over the worktable, and she went, beautifully, with a gasp and a laugh, bracing her forearms in the flour, arching her back, presenting all that plush golden swell to me without a shred of shyness, looking back at me over her shoulder with her honey hair falling and her eyes already gone heavy and dark.

“Like this,” she breathed against the wood, her cheek turned into the flour, her voice already gone thick. “Just like this, I love this, I love when you just take me, I don’t have to think, I just get to feel.”

I pushed the dress up over the broad warm curve of her hips and her ass, full and round and heavy under my hands, and spread her with my thumbs to look at her, the slick pink of her already glistening, swollen and dripping for me, and she shuddered and pushed back into my hands. I freed my cock and ran the head through that slick heat, through the wet folds of her, already soaked, already wanting, gathering her wetness on me until she was loud about it. “Don’t tease, I’m not, oh, I’m so ready, just, please, put it in me.” I gripped her hip with one hand and the back of her neck gentle with the other and I drove into her in one long stroke, burying myself in her soft wet clutch until my hips met the plush give of her ass, and she cried out and her whole soft body shook with it and the jars on the shelf rattled.

It wasn’t the careful discovery of the first time. This was bonded, familiar, hungry, the two of us who knew each other now, who’d learned each other’s tells, and I took her hard and deep over the worktable in the morning light, the heavy clap of my hips driving into that soft full ass ringing off the copper pots, the old wood creaking, the flour clouding up around her bracing arms, her heavy breasts swaying and dragging across the boards under her with every thrust, her pussy gripping me slick and tight on every drive, and she met every one of them, pushing back, taking me to the root, loud and shameless and sweet. The bond between us was a live thing now, a week settled, and I could feel her pleasure through it, doubled, the green warmth of her rising to meet mine, the two currents braiding like they had on the porch except joyful now instead of desperate.

There’s something that happens with a woman you’ve learned, that the first time can’t give you, the ease of knowing exactly where her breath catches and what makes her swear and how to take her from wanting to ruined without a wasted motion, and I had Goldie that way now, knew the exact angle that made her keen, knew that gripping the back of her neck gentle made her go boneless and pliant, knew she liked to be told. So I told her. “Look at you,” I said, low, driving into her, watching the flour-dusted spread of her over my worktable, the warm golden plenty of her taking everything I gave. “Bent over your own kitchen table, taking it, with bread rising not three feet away. There’s not a thing about you that isn’t built for this, you know that? Built to feed and built to be fed. Now feed me what I want, which is you coming all over my cock.” And she made a sound that wasn’t a word, the sweet flat drawl of her gone to pure sensation, and pushed back harder onto me, greedy for it.

“That’s it, that’s it, harder, I can feel it growing, you’re making the whole room wake up, fuck, Gabe, right there,” she babbled, and I read the climb in her, the power gathering, reaching, and I felt her straining for the next tier like you strain at a stuck bolt, so close, so close, the jars on the shelves beginning to tremble, the herb pots stirring. I dug in and gave her a harder rhythm, deep and merciless and steady, my hand splayed wide on the small of her back holding her exactly where I wanted her, and she sobbed with it, her cheek pressed to the flour-dusted wood. I leaned over her and got my arm under her and around to take the soft fullness of one heavy breast in my hand, kneading, rolling the hard nipple between my fingers like she loved, and I put my mouth to her ear.

“Reach for it,” I told her, low and steady, driving into her in a hard even rhythm. “I’ve got you. You’re not going to fall. Take it. It’s yours. Come for me and take it.”

She broke. She came with a long rising cry, her pussy fluttering and clenching tight around me in waves, slickness running hot down the inside of her thighs. Her whole golden body seized and pushed back hard onto my cock to take all of me as it took her. And she reached, and the kitchen answered. The empty jars on the shelves filled, flour and sugar and grain pouring up into them out of nowhere; the dough on the table surged and rose under her elbows, doubling, tripling, spilling soft over the edge of its bowl; the herb pots on the sill burst into new growth, reaching for her; a string of garlic and onions appeared on the hook by the range where none had hung; the whole woken kitchen seemed to inhale and then breathe out, a warm green exhale that rolled through the room and out the window into the garden, where I’d find later the yield had doubled overnight, the tomatoes heavy, the squash gone huge. Her pleasure and the kitchen’s answer were a single rolling thing, the coming and the leveling braided into one long green pulse, and the feel of it surging down through me into the floor and the seam took the last of me with it. I buried myself to the root one final time and let go, emptying into her in long warm pulses, my forehead dropping to the sweat-damp skin between her shoulder blades, both of us shaking over the flour-dusted wood.

For a moment we just breathed, her cheek on the table, me draped over her back, the kitchen settling warm and golden around us.

“Harvest,” she said, dreamy, muffled, smiling. “That’s the word for it. Past bloom. Harvest.” She wiggled, pleased, and I eased back and she turned over and hopped up to sit on the worktable, flushed and glowing, and held up one hand and made a small gesture, and a clay cup slid across the table into it and filled itself with something warm that hadn’t been there. She drank, watching me over the rim, then held it out. “Here. Try.”

I drank. It was broth, rich and clean and somehow more than broth, and I felt it go into me warm and settling, and I felt, distinctly, a cut on my knuckle from the boiler work, a fresh one I’d half-noticed and ignored, close itself, the sting going out of it, the skin knitting.

“Healing-food,” Goldie said softly, watching my face, and there was something serious in her now, the witch under the warmth. “I couldn’t do that yesterday. Not really do it. I could make food that made you feel better. This is, this mends. This is what my grandmother could do, the real green-witch thing, food that fixes hurts, food that holds a body together.” She looked at her own hand like it belonged to someone braver, turned it over, flexed the fingers, and the woke kitchen leaned toward her, the herbs on the sill straining her way. “She used to feed it to the whole valley, my grandmother. There was a flu came through when I was small and she just, she cooked, for days, didn’t sleep, and people who should have died didn’t. I watched her do it and I never could, I always hit the wall before I got there, I could grow a thing twice its size but I couldn’t put that into food, the mending, it was always just past where I could reach.” Her voice went thick. “And now I can reach it. You put it in reach.”

She gathered herself, the witch coming back up over the feeling, practical now. “I could ease Maren’s joints with this. Really ease them, not just for an afternoon, mend them, like grandmother would have. And I think.” She paused, working it out. “I think if another one of us was leaking, curdling, the way I was on the porch, I think I could steady her with this. Hold her. Not fix her, not like you fix us, that’s yours and it’s different, but slow the curdling, buy her time, keep her from turning all the way while we figured the rest out.” She met my eyes, and there was steel in her now under the warmth, the green-witch who’d kept a dying orchard alive for ten years by sheer stubborn love. “My kitchen’s not just a kitchen now, Gabe. It’s a thing that can hold people together. That matters. If more are coming. If somebody gets hurt. If somebody comes in the door like I did.” She looked toward the window, toward the road. “I want to be the thing that catches them. I wasn’t caught, you know. Not till here. I want to be the catch for the next one.”

I looked at her sitting on the worktable, flushed and powerful and a little awed at herself, and I felt how right it sat, the room-reward of it, a system woken into something that could fight, the same way I’d feel a circuit come live or a foundation settle true. She wasn’t a refugee I’d taken in. She was an asset, a partner, a green-witch with a kitchen that could mend and hold and stabilize, and she knew it now, and I watched her know it, and that was its own kind of leveling.

It hit me, watching her say it, the size of what she was now. The woman I’d thought I was rescuing had turned out to be a powerful witch with a kitchen that could mend a body and hold a dying one together and feed a county, a green-witch coming into the craft her grandmother had carried, and she’d done it through me but not because of me, the work and the choice and the power all hers. She stood there in a flour-dusted apron with a working balanced effortless in her hand, more herself than she’d ever been, and I felt it settle in my chest alongside the bond, warm and certain. This was the job. Not the wiring, not the boiler. This.

There was a small sound at the kitchen door. Riley, in the doorway, two empty coffee mugs forgotten in her hands, and she’d clearly been there a moment, and her face wasn’t what I’d have braced for. Not hurt. Not jealous. She was flushed, her bright eyes dark and a little wide, and she was looking at the two of us with naked open want, and under the want something almost shy, almost frightened, the wistfulness from earlier gone raw.

“Sorry,” she said, and for once it came out small. “Sorry, I just, the coffee, I’ll.” She didn’t move. “That looked.” She stopped. Started again, and her voice cracked like it had in the lot, the show gone for a second. “Nobody ever looks at me like that. After. Like she’s still the best thing in the room after, not just during. I do the whole, the loud thing, the show, and it works, it always works, and then after they don’t, they don’t look at me like that.” She blinked hard. “How do you get looked at like that?”

Goldie hopped down off the table, unbothered, glowing, and crossed to her and took the mugs out of her hands and set them down and took both of Riley’s hands instead.

“You stop performing the yes,” Goldie said gently, “and you let somebody see the real one. That’s the whole trick, sweetheart. He told you the door’s open when you mean it. He meant it. You don’t have to earn it loud. You just have to mean it quiet.” She smiled, and tucked a strand of pink hair behind Riley’s ear like she tucked flowers behind her own. “And nobody’s making you do anything, ever, and you can sit with that as long as you need. But you asked how. That’s how.”

Riley looked from Goldie to me and back, and the bravado just fell off her, no joke quick enough to catch it this time, the scared girl underneath right there in the open, hungry and almost ready. She didn’t say anything. She nodded once, took the mugs back out of Goldie’s hands like she needed something to hold, and went up the stairs slower than I’d ever seen her move, one hand trailing the rail. We waited for the music. That was her tell, the wall of sound she threw up over her own thinking, and I’d half-braced for it the second she turned for the stairs. It didn’t come. Her door clicked shut, soft, and the house stayed quiet, and that quiet said more than any slammed door and any blasted speaker could have.

Goldie watched the stairs with a fond look I was learning to read, her head tipped, listening to the silence overhead like she listened to the road. “Hear that?” she said softly. “No music. First time since she got here.” She smiled. “She’s close, poor loud thing. So close. She’s finding out it’s safe to be quiet for one second, and it’s scaring her half to death, which is exactly how you know it’s working.” She went back to wiping down the worktable, and then added, lightly, not looking at me, “You’re good at this, you know. The waiting. The not-pushing. Most men can’t. They think a door left open is the same as a door not walked through and they get to nudging.” She glanced up, warm. “It’s not nudging she needs. It’s the door staying open without anybody standing in it watching to see if she’ll use it. You’ve got that exactly right. I noticed. She noticed too, even if she won’t say.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that, so I drank my coffee, and Goldie smiled like she’d won something, and went back to her kitchen.

We made the list over fresh coffee, the two of us at the worktable, like I’d map any job. The big dead systems I could reach with a wrench were done, boiler, wiring, structure, the steps, the greenhouse. The kitchen and garden were woke and were Goldie’s, and were a system now, food and growth and healing. But the list of what we couldn’t touch was the part that mattered, and I wrote it on the back of a feed receipt in my carpenter’s pencil.

The upstairs wing, the rooms still sealed and dead past the three that had opened themselves. The cellar ward-stones, dim, dying, the wards on the house running on fumes, the salt doing the work magic should have done. And the seam itself, the well, the leaking source of all of it, the cold pulse in the dark, getting worse by Goldie’s reckoning even with the small quieting my levelings gave it.

We’d gone down to the cellar together earlier in the week so she could read it, and she’d stood over the seam a long time with her hand out, frowning, and come away frustrated. Now I drew it for her on the back of the receipt like I’d draw any system for a client, the well in the center, the ringed slabs, the five rune-stones spaced around it, the hairline seam running through and into the well’s foot, the wards on the house running off those stones, the salt doing the work the wards should do.

“I can feel the cellar,” Goldie said, looking at the drawing. “But I can’t do anything with it. It’s not my kind of magic. The garden’s life, growing, my hands know that, it’s like breathing to me. The cellar’s the other thing, runes, wards, binding, holding. It’s all written down there in those stones and I can’t read a word of it, it’s a foreign language. I can feel that the stones are dying and the seam’s getting worse and that’s about as far as I get, like standing in front of a machine that’s broken and knowing it’s broken and not knowing one part from another.” She tapped the receipt where I’d sketched the stones. “It’s hers. The closed book. The quiet one who’s coming. The one who reads. I’d bet the greenhouse on it.” She looked up at me, and her face was serious. “We can’t fix the well, Gabe. Not you and me and Riley. Your levelings quiet it a little, I can feel that, every time, it eases off, but a little quieter isn’t fixed, it’s like cutting a weed back without pulling the root, it’s green again by morning. We can hold the line. We can fight, when it comes to fighting. But we can’t fix the thing that’s making the fight, the source, the leak itself. Not without the one who can read the stones. And we’d better hope she gets here before the root takes the whole bed.”

That night I went down to the cellar before bed and crouched over the seam with my hand out. The cold off it came slow and patient and a hair stronger than the week before, like a leak always is, and the one limping rune-stone guttered like a candle in a draft. I topped off the saucer in the niche, and as I turned for the stairs the guttering stone went dark altogether, a full breath of nothing, and then caught again, weaker than before.

Four stones holding now, near enough. I went up and oiled the grinder for morning and did not sleep much.


Chapter 10: Watch Me

She figured out her own trick on a Thursday night, in front of a full taproom.

It had become a thing, the evenings. Word had gotten around the county in that slow way it does that the Owl and Lantern had a light on and a kitchen running, and the regulars came back, the ones who’d stopped coming when Silas died, two old farmers named Pratt and Olsen who’d been coming for forty years, the road crew off the county job, Dell when his runs lined up, and a handful of townsfolk Maren had quietly vouched for, which I understood was its own kind of endorsement, Maren deciding the inn was safe enough to send people to. Goldie fed them all and wouldn’t take a dime, though they left things anyway, a sack of apples, a side of bacon, a jug of cider, the old economy of a place that ran on something other than money, the same blank money-column I’d found in Silas’s ledger. The hearth roared. The taproom that had been dust and held breath three weeks ago was a warm loud full room again most nights, and I’d tend bar and fix the odd thing and watch it and feel, against all my plans, like a man who had somewhere.

Pratt and Olsen had a standing argument about a fence line that went back to the Carter administration, and they’d brought it to the inn like men bring an old fight somewhere comfortable to keep having it, and they’d argue it slow over Goldie’s stew with no heat in it and no resolution wanted, and the road crew foreman, a big quiet man named Ruiz, had started bringing his whole crew on Fridays, and they’d eat like they hadn’t eaten all week, which Goldie took as the highest compliment a person could pay her and rewarded with second helpings nobody could finish. Maren came twice that week, sat in the corner with her reading glasses on a chain and a cup of something Goldie kept full, and said she was only there to keep an eye on things, and stayed three hours both times, and that was Maren telling the town the inn was safe in the only language she had, which was showing up and pretending she’d rather not.

And Riley, who could not be in a room without owning it, performed.

She’d do little tricks. Glamour-light, mostly, the showy useless stuff, fountains of sparks and floating colored lights and small bright illusions, a butterfly of fire, a hand of cards that dealt themselves in midair, a glamour-mouse that ran up old Pratt’s sleeve and made him yelp and then dissolved into petals. The taproom loved it, the old farmers slapping the table, Dell roaring, the townsfolk Maren had sent leaning in, and Riley up on the hearthstone in her crop top and fishnets ate it up, feeding on the eyes, brighter and brighter the more they watched. It was, I understood now, the only place she’d ever felt safe, a stage, the one situation where being looked at was the point instead of the danger, and you could see how a girl who’d been the disposable loud one in every room would build a whole self out of the one room where loud was wanted. I’d been a different kind of broke and a different kind of running, but I knew the shape of building your whole self around the one thing you were sure of, and I watched her work the room with something past appreciation, something closer to recognition.

And I noticed the thing before she did, sitting back with a beer at the end of the bar.

Her magic held longer when they watched.

The sparks that fizzled to nothing when she’d snapped them at me in the lot, those same sparks held, in front of the crowd, hung in the air a beat longer, glowed a shade truer. The floating lights that should have guttered out kept burning while a dozen pairs of eyes were on them. And then, the big one, she threw up a glamour of the whole night sky across the taproom ceiling, stars wheeling, a thing she clearly meant as a finale, a flash before it died, and it didn’t die. It held. The whole room went silent and tipped its head back at a ceiling full of stars, and the longer they stared the brighter it burned, and Riley stood under it with her arms still up and her face changing, the performance draining out of it, replaced by something raw and astonished, because she’d felt it too, felt the thing hold for once, felt where the holding came from.

It came from the eyes. From being seen. The audience wasn’t watching her trick. The audience was the trick.

The glamour faded slow when the crowd broke into applause and looked at each other instead of the ceiling, and I watched it fade exactly as the eyes left it, the light dying the moment it stopped being seen, and I understood the whole machine of her in that one beat, like you understand a circuit when you finally find the panel. Her power didn’t come from inside her, not like Goldie’s did. It came from the eyes on her. She was a thing that ran on being witnessed, a lamp that only lit when somebody looked, and she’d spent her whole life being told that made her shallow, a show-off, a girl who needed an audience to exist, when the truth was simpler and sadder and not shameful at all: that was just how she was made. And nobody had ever told her there was nothing wrong with it.

Riley stood there on the hearthstone in the cheering room, lit up and shaken, and across all those heads her eyes found mine, and I just looked back at her, steady, and I watched her understand that I’d seen it, all of it, the trick and the truth under the trick, and that I’d known before she did.

She didn’t perform the rest of the night. That was the tell, more than anything. Riley not performing was like the inn going dark. She sat by Goldie and was quiet, for Riley, helped clear plates, said goodnight to old Pratt and Olsen by name, and a couple of times I caught her watching the lamps, the warm full room, the easy way the regulars treated the place like theirs, with that same hungry-through-a-window look from the bottom of the stairs the other night. She was doing arithmetic, I thought. Working out whether the thing I’d offered in the lot was real, whether a door left open stays open, whether a place like this could possibly be for somebody like her, who’d been the disposable loud one in every room she’d ever been in.

When the last of the regulars rolled out into the dark and Dell’s taillights swung down the hill and the inn went quiet, she found me in the taproom banking the fire, and Goldie drifted to the doorway with a dish towel and didn’t leave, and the three of us were the only ones awake in a warm full house, the lamp on the bar burning low, the fire ticking down to coals.

“It’s the watching,” Riley said. No preamble. No purr. Her voice was flat and small and real, the act stripped all the way off, the most honest I’d heard her. “That’s my trick. That’s the whole thing. I level when people look at me. I run hot when I’m seen. I’ve always known it, kind of, I just never, I always thought it meant I was, you know. Shallow. A show-off. A girl who needs everybody to look at her or she’s nothing, that’s what my old coven called me, that’s what everybody, and I leaned into it because if I’m going to be the loud easy one I might as well be the best at it.” She wrapped her arms around herself, small and pink and brave. “But it’s not shallow, is it. It’s just how my magic works. It’s just what I am.” She looked up at me. “You said the door’s open when I mean it. I mean it. Not as a trick. I’m asking, for real, and I’m scared, which is how you’ll know it’s real, because I’m never scared, I just pretend to be brave so well it counts.” She wet her lips. “I want it. I want you. I want to stop being a flare that goes nowhere. Will you?”

I crossed the room and stood in front of her, and I didn’t make her say it again. With Goldie I’d needed the words doubled, the fear of the monster talked back out of the yes. Riley ran the other way entirely. The words were never the tell with a woman who’d performed every feeling she’d ever had; the fear was. And she’d just laid the one feeling she couldn’t fake on the bar between us like a key on a counter. That was the yes. Plainer than anything she could repeat.

“You’re scared,” I said, and took her chin in two fingers, gentle, and held her eyes. “Good. That’s how I know it’s real, you said so yourself. So you don’t have to prove it to me twice. I heard you the first time.”

“I want it.” Steady. Real. Her chin came up against my fingers. “And I want, God, okay, here’s the real one, the part I never say out loud. I want to be watched while you do it. That’s the part. That’s what gets me there, that’s always been what gets me there, somebody seeing me, and I’m so tired of being ashamed of it.” Her eyes flicked, once, to Goldie in the doorway, and away, and color came up her fair skin. “I want it to be okay to want that.”

“It’s okay to want that,” I said, and I said it plain and sure, not a kindness, a fact, the way you tell a man the beam will hold. “There’s nothing wrong with how you’re wired, Riley. You hear me? Nothing. You run on being seen. That’s not shallow. That’s just your current. A green-witch grows things, a spark-witch shines, and you, you shine brightest when there’s eyes on you, and the only thing wrong with it all this time is that nobody ever told you that was allowed.” Her face crumpled and held. “It’s allowed. It’s more than allowed. It’s going to be the thing that levels you, the thing nobody could do for you because they were all too busy being ashamed of it on your behalf. So no, you don’t have to hide it. Not here. Here you get to be exactly as bright as you are.”

And I looked at Goldie, and Goldie, leaning in the doorway with her dish towel and her bottomless ease, just smiled and shrugged one shoulder, generous as ever, the easy warmth of a woman who’d told me herself the first morning that a wellspring shared was a wellspring everybody got to keep, and meant it down to the floor.

“I’m happy to stay,” Goldie said simply, to Riley, not to me, making it hers to decide. “I’ll just sit. I’m not going to do anything, I’ll just be here, if that’s what you want, if it helps. I think it’s lovely, what you are. I’ve got no shame in me about much of anything, you’ll have noticed, and I think being looked at is a beautiful thing to need. So. Your call, sweetheart. I can go or I can stay.”

Riley looked at her, and the relief that broke across her face, the sheer naked gratitude of being told the thing she’d been ashamed of her whole life was lovely, it was almost hard to watch.

“Stay,” Riley whispered. “Please stay.”

So we went up to Riley’s room, the three of us, and Goldie settled into the chair by the window with her towel still in her lap, easy and warm and unbothered, and Riley stood in the lamplight by the bed, and I took control of the room like she needed me to, as I’d read off her in the lot a week ago, before she’d ever said a word of it out loud.

“Door open,” I told her, and she got it instantly, her breath catching, and went and pushed her own door wide to the warm hall, the deliberate exposure, the maybe-seen, and came back to me bright-eyed and trembling.

“Now,” I said, low, settling onto the edge of the bed, “you’ve got an audience. Two. And tonight the only eyes that matter are mine, you understand me? You perform for me. You move when I tell you. Show me what you’ve got. Slow.”

It changed her, the frame, instantly. The fear went out of her and the performer came up, but a truer one, not the brittle deflecting show from the lot, something hungrier and realer, lit from inside. This was the thing she’d been built for and never been allowed to want out loud, and you could see it settle over her like a costume that finally fit, the shaking turning to a different kind of trembling, anticipation, not dread.

She started to move. She gave me the whole show, slow, deliberate, peeling the crop top up over her head an inch at a time, baring the flat tan stomach with its little tattoos, then the small high firm breasts with their hard pink nipples, and she paused there with the top half-off and her arms up, displayed, letting me look, letting Goldie look, her chest rising and falling fast. She ran her own ringed hands up her stomach to cup those small perfect breasts, offering them to the room, pinching her own nipples and gasping at it, performing her own pleasure, and the longer the eyes stayed on her the more real the pleasure got, the line between show and truth gone in her entirely. Her fair skin flushed pink down her throat and across her chest, the blush she always pretended she didn’t have, and her breath went shallow, and faint, sparks began to lift off her bare shoulders, drifting up into the lamplight, more of them than the useless fizz she’d snapped at me in the lot, brighter, lasting.

“Look at you,” I said. “Keep going. The shorts. Slow.”

“You like watching me,” she breathed, and it wasn’t a question, it was the engine of her, theatrical, climbing, her voice gone bright and dirty as she skimmed the tiny shorts down over the fishnets, the small tight curve of her ass, kicking them off, standing there in nothing but the fishnets and boots and the rings, lit and proud and shaking with want. “You like the show. Both of you. God, I can feel you both looking, I can feel it on my skin, it’s, that’s it, that’s the thing, keep looking.” More sparks now, lifting off her in earnest, pink and gold, glowing brighter, catching, holding like they had downstairs.

I took her by the hips and pulled her down across my lap and she came eager and weightless, all that coiled energy, straddling me, grinding down against me through what was left of her clothes, narrating it the whole time, look at me, look how bad I want it, both of you, look. I got a hand in her bright hair and tipped her face up and kissed her hard, the first time, swallowing her chatter, and she melted into it for one stunned second, the performance dropping, just a girl being kissed, and then she came back up gasping and brighter than ever. I put my hand between her thighs and found her soaked through the fishnets, the thin mesh wet against my palm, and I tore them open at the seam with one pull, baring the smooth bare slit of her, and she cried out and bucked into my hand as I found her bare and slick and swollen, her little clit stiff under my thumb. I sank two fingers into her tight wet heat and she clenched around them, and I worked her with my fingers, slow and certain, curling them, dragging my thumb over her clit, watching her come apart by degrees, her wetness running down my wrist. She performed every reaction, the gasps, the arched back, the helpless roll of her hips, but the reactions were real, that was the whole revelation of her, the show and the truth were the same thing, there was no faking and nothing under the faking, it was all true all the way down. “Tell me what you want,” I said against her throat, two fingers deep in her, my thumb on her clit, and she gasped it out, loud, theatrical, aimed half at me and half at the room.

“I want you to fuck me while they watch, I want to be seen, oh God, I want everyone to see how good you make me, watch me, both of you watch me come apart, please, I need it, I need the eyes.”

I turned her, set her facing the window, facing Goldie in the chair, and I pulled her back into my lap, notched the head of my cock against her slick little entrance, and pulled her down onto me, sinking into her from behind in one long stroke, and she was tight and small and burning hot, her tight cunt stretching to take me, gripping me so hard I felt every flutter, and she screamed with it, head falling back against my shoulder, and I held her there, thighs spread wide over mine, open, displayed, stuffed full, facing her audience, and I drove up into her hard, watching where she stretched around me.

“There,” I said in her ear, steady, in command, my hand splayed on her flat stomach holding her right where I wanted her. “They’re watching. She’s watching you take it. So show them. Don’t you dare go quiet now. Let them see all of it.”

And she did. She put on the performance of her life and meant every second of it, loud and shameless and blazing, riding my cock with her whole small body, slamming herself down to take all of me and bouncing in my lap with her head thrown back, the slick of her smearing down both our thighs, her small firm tits jolting with every drop, her hard nipples flushed dark, her face open and ecstatic, no act left in it and somehow more of a show than ever, narrating it to the room in a bright filthy stream. Watch me take him, watch how deep he gets, don’t you dare blink, I want it burned into you, both of you, every second of it. I kept my hand splayed on her flat stomach, holding her open and displayed and upright, facing her audience, and I drove up into her in a hard even rhythm, and every time she tried to curl forward, to hide, to close, I held her open. “No,” I told her, low. “Eyes on them. You wanted to be seen. Be seen. Don’t you hide an inch of it from her.” And she sobbed and obeyed and put it all on display, and the sparks pouring off her now turned to light, real light, the cheap glitter deepening and brightening and gathering in the air, the lamplight swelling, the whole room filling up gold and rose as she climbed, the eyes feeding her, the being-seen breaking her open like nothing else ever had.

“That’s it,” I growled, feeling her start to clench, feeling the power gather in her with somewhere finally to go. “Come for me. Light it up. Show them everything. Now.”

“Now,” she sobbed, “now, now, keep your eyes on me, both of you, I want to come where you can see every inch of it, witness it, see what he does to me, see me, finally see me,” and that was the whole of her, the engine of her, the need to be seen all the way down to the bottom and not abandoned there, and I held her open to her audience and drove up into her hard and steady and told her she was seen, she was beautiful, she was the brightest thing in the county, and she went up like a struck flare.

She came with a scream that rattled the window, and the room ignited.

Light burst out of her. Real light, controlled and brilliant, the room flooding bright as noon, brighter, a glamour blazing off her skin in waves. She shook. Her tight little cunt gripped and pulsed around me in fast electric flutters, her whole small body bowing taut and shaking apart on my cock. And it held. It held. The thing she could never do. It didn’t fizzle, it blazed, fire-bright and true, her ceiling breaking in a flare of pure light that lit the whole upstairs wing gold through the open door.

The fast electric clutch of her wrung the control right out of me. I snapped my hips up and finished deep inside her, pouring into her in hard jolts, holding her upright and open and on display through every one, both of us shuddering in a room turned to daylight.

She hung there in my arms, panting, glowing, and then, when she’d caught a fraction of her breath, she lifted one trembling hand and snapped her fingers, and the blaze died. All at once. Clean. Snuffed on command, the room dropping back to soft lamplight, and she’d done it on purpose, killed her own light with a flick, controlled, and she started to laugh, breathless and amazed and giddy.

“I held it,” she gasped. “Did you see? I held it and then I, I put it out, I chose, I’ve never, it always just goes, and I held it.” She lit a small flame on her fingertip, a perfect cold glamour-flame, steady, no fizzle, and turned it in the lamplight, marveling. “Dazzle,” she said, like she was tasting the word. “That’s past flare. That’s real. I’m real.” And then, because she was Riley, she tossed the little flame across the room, and it skittered along the floor like a live thing, and from somewhere in the wall Cobb appeared and pounced on it and chased it under the bed, scandalized and delighted at once, and Riley shrieked with laughter, and Goldie laughed from her chair, and the whole inn, every lamp in it, came up warm and gold at once, the lighting waking with her, a layer of something settling over the windows and doors like a film of light, glamour-wards, a system woken, the house lit and warded by a pink-haired girl who’d just found out she wasn’t shallow after all.

“You held it and you put it out and you held it again,” I said, and pulled her back against my chest, and she came, boneless and glowing and grinning like a fool. “That’s control. That’s not a flare anymore. That’s yours now.”

“It’s mine,” she repeated, dazed, delighted, turning the little flame on her fingertip again. “I’m not a one-trick witch. I’m not shallow. I just needed somebody to look.” She laughed, wet, and twisted to look at me, and for once there was no performance in her face at all, just the scared real girl I’d told to mean it, seen all the way through and not flinched from. “You looked,” she said quietly. “You both looked and you didn’t, nobody got bored, nobody, it didn’t end the second I, you’re still here.” She seemed to find that the most astonishing thing of the whole astonishing night, that the audience hadn’t left when the show was over.

“I keep waiting for it to get awkward,” Riley said, dazed, her gaze ticking from me to Goldie and back. “This is the part where it gets awkward, where everybody remembers what just happened and gets weird and somebody leaves. That’s how it goes. That’s how it always goes.” She waited. Nobody got weird. Nobody left. Goldie smiled at her from the chair like she’d done something wonderful, which she had, and I lay there easy with a hand on her flat stomach, and the awkward didn’t come, and you could watch Riley not know what to do with that, a woman who’d built a whole life around the moment the warmth runs out, lying in a bed where it didn’t.

Goldie got up from her chair and came and folded herself onto the bed with us, all easy warmth, and gathered Riley into a hug, and Riley clung to her, glowing, and the two of them folded right back into each other, Goldie murmuring lovely, see, I told you it was lovely, sweetheart, and Riley laughing and crying a little at once. “I don’t get jealous, in case you’re wondering,” Goldie told her, matter-of-fact, smoothing the pink hair. “I know that’s the thing people expect, with this kind of arrangement, somebody’s supposed to be eaten up about it. But there’s enough of him to go around and more besides, and besides, I like you. I’d rather have you in the bed than out of it. So don’t go inventing a problem we don’t have, you’ll only tire yourself out.” And Riley laughed, wet, and said that was the sanest thing anyone had ever said to her about anything, and meant it. I lay back with both of them, and the second bond settled into me, and it landed nothing like the first. Goldie’s had banked itself low and slow, a coal in the chest you could warm your hands at. Riley’s came in bright and fast and a little reckless, more like a match held to a dry wick, and the two of them caught and burned side by side without crowding each other, separate and distinct, and I was steadier for carrying both, like a room with two lamps going, not only brighter but surer of its own corners. Far under the floor the cold off the seam had pulled back another grudging inch, and this time I didn’t go counting stones in my head, I just felt the whole inn resettle around the new shape of us, the way a building does when one more dead circuit comes back live and the load it had been carrying alone finally has somewhere else to go.

Brighter. That was the word that stayed with me, lying there in the warm glow with both of them, Cobb still skidding around after the chased light. The inn was so much brighter now. Two woken witches, a lit warded house, a beacon you could probably see from the county road if you knew how to look.

And out in the dark, past the salt, past the glamour-wards still settling gold across the windows, the snuffling stopped.

Then it screamed. Close. Closer than it had ever been, right at the edge of the woke garden, a long furious hungry shriek at the bright impossible house that had just gotten brighter, and the three of us went still in the warm bed, and Cobb froze under it with the glamour-flame guttering in his fist, and the sound went on and on, and then cut off, and the dark out there was full and listening and very, very awake.

“It can see us now,” Goldie said quietly, into the silence. “Can’t it. We just lit ourselves up like a fair.”

“Yeah,” I said, and got up, and reached for the wrecking bar I now kept by every bed in the house. “It can.”

Riley sat up in the bed, the glow going out of her, the cold reality of it landing. “That’s, wait, that’s because of me? The light, the leveling, that made it, I made us a target?” The new pride in her wavered, and I crossed back and put a hand on the side of her face and made her look at me.

“You made us stronger,” I said. “That’s not the same as making us a target. The thing was already coming. It’s been coming since before you got here. All you did tonight was stop being a flare that gives it something to track and start being a weapon that can put it down. You hear me? That light you can throw now, that you can hold and snuff on command, that’s going to matter when it comes. You didn’t make us prey. You made yourself dangerous. There’s a difference, and it’s the one that matters.”

She searched my face for the lie and didn’t find one, and the pride came back, steadier now, banked behind her eyes like a coal that had finally caught. “Dangerous,” she repeated, and tried it on, and liked it. “Yeah. Okay.” She summoned the little flame to her fingertip again, and this time she let it grow, brighter, brighter, until it was a small sun in her cupped hands lighting the whole room white, and then she closed her fist and snuffed it clean, controlled, deliberate, and grinned at the dark where the thing had screamed. “Come on, then,” she said to it, soft and fierce. “Come see what I can do now.”

I went and walked the house and topped off every salt line, the wrecking bar in my fist, while behind me two woke witches kept each other warm in a bright bed. The seam in the cellar breathed easier than it had in weeks, eased again by what had poured through me when Riley broke her ceiling, and when I went down to look, a second stone glowed where there’d been one, the array catching the way the wiring had caught, one circuit at a time.

Down at the front threshold I crouched to bank the salt, and the line had stopped smoking, the cold pressure off the wood after days of it, and out past the gravel the snuffling had gone quiet.

I straightened and looked out at the dark where it had gone quiet, and the quiet was the worse of the two. In the soft mud just shy of the salt, a single fresh print had pressed deep and slow since I’d cut that line at noon, wider across than both my hands laid flat, deeper than last week’s by half, and it was aimed square at the lit house. It had walked right up to look, and gone back to the trees to wait, and taken its unhurried time about both.


Chapter 11: Tracks in the Garden

It left a kill in the garden. After that, I stopped waiting on it.

I’d gone out at first light, coffee in hand, to do my walk-around, which had become a real habit by then, a perimeter check, salt lines and ward-stones and the cracked greenhouse pane I still hadn’t replaced, and I came around the corner of the greenhouse and there it was, laid out on the new beds where I’d find it, where I couldn’t miss it.

A deer. A young buck, or what was left of one, dragged in off the road or out of the woods and pulled halfway across Goldie’s garden to the salt line and left there, half-eaten, except eaten isn’t the word, because the creature hadn’t eaten it like a wolf eats. It had drained it. The carcass was wrong, caved and grayed and dry, not bloody, not torn so much as withered, the green gone out of the grass under it in a spreading brown stain, the abundance pulled out of it like the souring pulled the abundance out of everything, and it had been laid there deliberate, dragged to the exact edge of the salt and arranged with its dull dead eyes toward the house. A message. A creature that doesn’t talk, leaving the only kind of word it has.

I stood over it a long time with my cold coffee. I was angry, which I noticed because I hadn’t been properly angry in a long time, the anger sanded off me by two flat gray years, and here it was back, clean and hot, a man’s anger at a creature that had come onto his ground and killed and laid the killing at his door to taunt him. Goldie’s ground. The garden she’d built out of nothing in a night, the first living thing either of us had made here, and it had walked through it and salted the earth with a corpse.

And it had gotten in clean, that was the other piece that bothered me, crouched there over the prints in the cold. The salt held the thresholds but the salt was a line at the doors, not a fence around the grounds, and it had simply walked the open yard in the dark and done its work and gone, and I’d had no warning, no way to know it was even there until I found the body at dawn. That was a gap. You don’t just lock the building and call it secure; you light the lot and you watch the approaches, anybody who’s spent years on sites learns that in the bones, and I’d been so busy holding doors I’d left the whole dark perimeter unwatched. I crouched there revising my estimate of what we were up against sharply upward, the way you revise a bid when you open a wall and find the real damage, and I started, even angry, even before the coffee was cold, making a list of what I’d change.

I did not bolt the door and wait for night. I’d done that long enough. A man can hold a doorway against a thing for only so many nights before he understands that all he’s really doing is buying time he can’t pay back, and I was done buying time. I buried the deer, deep, off in the woods, because Goldie shouldn’t have to see it, and I cleaned the brown stain off the beds as best I could, and Goldie came out and put her hands in the killed ground and coaxed the green back, grim-faced, silent, the sunshine gone out of her, and then I got in the truck and drove into town to make Maren give me a real answer, because I was tired of fighting a thing I didn’t have a name for.

She was behind her counter, and she took one look at my face and set down what she was holding.

“It killed something,” she said. “In the garden. Left it for you.”

“A deer. Drained it. Laid it on the salt line facing the house.” I put my hands flat on her counter. “I’m done not knowing what it is, Maren. I’ve got two women under my roof and a thing in my yard that’s getting bolder every night, and I need to know what I’m fighting, all of it, no humoring the old woman, no come-back-when-you’ve-earned-it. What is it. Tell me how to kill it.”

Maren looked at me a long moment, and whatever she saw, she decided I’d earned this one. She came around the counter and turned the sign to CLOSED, like she had the day she told me what I was, and she sat me down on the stool and she told me.

“It’s a blight-familiar,” she said. “I hoped I was wrong, when you first told me about the snuffling. I’m not. They’re rare, thank God, you have to work to make one, and the girl didn’t mean to, they never do.” She folded her arms. “I’ve only seen one before, in my whole long life, when I was a girl, before you were born. A green-witch two valleys over lost a homestead like yours did, and a thing came up out of it, and it took the strongest witches in that valley a full season to put it down, and they lost two of their own doing it.” She let that land. “So when I tell you to take this seriously, Wells boy, understand I’m not an old woman fretting. I watched men I respected die fighting one of these, and that was a young one, fresh, with no souring to fatten it. Yours has had weeks at a leaking seam. Yours is something worse.”

She let me sit with that a moment, and then she went on, lower, like you explain something you wish you didn’t have to.

“You know what she is. A green-witch. Life and growth and abundance, the most generous craft there is, and the most dangerous to its caster, because a green-witch loves things into living past their time. She told you about her farm? Kept it alive ten years past its death on her own power?” I nodded. “That’s the making of it, right there. When a green-witch pours that much of herself into a thing for that long, holding back a death that wants to come, and then the thing finally dies anyway, all at once, all that forced abundance has to go somewhere. It doesn’t just stop. It curdles. It turns inside out. All the loving and the feeding and the growing, flipped over into the exact opposite, into pure hunger, pure taking, pure rot. The dark echo of her. Her power, gone wrong, given a body out of the death of everything she fed.” Maren’s voice was flat and grim. “That’s a blight-familiar. It’s made of her, of the worst inversion of her, and it’s bonded to her power-scent the way a hound’s bonded to a trail, and it will follow her to the ends of the earth because she is, in the most literal way, what it’s hungry for. It’s hungry for what it used to be.”

I sat with that. The thing was Goldie. The thing was Goldie turned inside out, made of the death of the orchard she’d loved past saving. No wonder she carried the guilt of it. No wonder it laid its kills at her garden.

“So how do I kill it,” I said.

“You mostly don’t,” Maren said, and held up a hand before I could argue. “Hear me out, because this is the part that matters. You can hurt it. Light hurts it, real light, abundance hurts it, fire hurts it, the salt holds it, all of that buys you time and standing. But you can’t outrun it, because it’s bonded to her scent and she lives in your house now. And you can’t easily kill it, stab it, burn it, drive it off for good, because here’s the trouble, it isn’t only made of her dead farm anymore. It’s been here weeks. And all those weeks it’s been feeding on the souring.”

“The leak,” I said. “From the seam.”

“From the seam. The soured magic leaking out of your well is exactly its food, it’s the same stuff it’s made of, hunger and rot and abundance gone wrong, and it’s been gorging on it every night since it got here, and it’s bigger now than whatever came up out of her orchard, a lot bigger, you’ve seen the tracks getting deeper. As long as that seam leaks, it’s got a bottomless larder, and you cannot kill a thing faster than the souring can feed it. Every night you hold the door is a night it eats and grows. That’s the trap you’re in. That’s why it’s getting bolder. It’s not getting braver. It’s getting bigger, and it knows it, and it’s started to think your house is just a shell it’s going to be strong enough to crack open soon.”

The clock on her wall ticked. Outside, the goose was yelling at something.

“Then the answer isn’t the thing,” I said slowly, working it like I’d work any job where you keep treating a symptom and the symptom keeps coming back. “It’s the leak. You don’t bail the boat. You fix the hole. I settle the seam, the leak stops, the larder closes, and then the thing’s just a thing again, made of one dead orchard, no bottomless feed behind it. Then it’s killable.”

Maren looked at me with something that was almost approval. “Now you’re thinking like Silas,” she said. “Yes. Settle the seam and you starve it back down to what it was, and a blight-familiar with no souring behind it is a hard ugly fight but a fight you can win. That’s the only real fix. Heal the well, and the thing it made comes undone.”

“So how do I settle the seam.”

And there it was, the wall I’d known was coming. Maren’s face closed up. She was quiet a moment, weighing how much to hand me, and then she gave me a piece I hadn’t had. “There’s something I should tell you, since you’re set on it,” she said. “I felt it, the day the array failed all the way over. Three weeks back, the night your uncle died, the whole county shuddered. Every witch in range felt the keystone go. I’ve felt the drift souring worse every week since, and I’ll tell you the truth I haven’t said to anybody, I’m holding my own ceiling by my fingernails in it, the souring presses on a stuck witch like a thumb on a bruise, and I’m fifty-eight and I’ve been stuck thirty years and I don’t know how many more weeks of this I’ve got in me before I push wrong and go like the proud ones did.” She said it flat, no plea in it, just data, and I understood she’d just told me she was in danger too, in her own gruff way, and trusted me with it. “So when I tell you to settle that seam, I’m not only thinking of your inn. I’m thinking of every witch this county’s got left, me included. There’s a clock on all of us, not just on your monster.”

“Then tell me how.”

“That,” she said, “you can’t do yet. Not alone, not as you are now. Your uncle settled it for sixty years just by being what he was, the well drank off him slow and steady, but it took everything he had at the end, and even he couldn’t have settled it from this sour, this far gone, alone. It needs a working. A real one, a full coven in concert, every craft pulling together, powered by the wellspring.” She held my eyes. “And you don’t have a full coven. You’ve got two witches, one of them brand new to her power, and a seam none of them can even read. You need more. You need a witch who can read the stones and build the working, a runework witch, a binder, and you don’t have one, and until you do, the best you can manage is what you’ve been managing, holding the door and quieting the seam a hair at a time, while the thing in your yard eats and grows.”

I thought about the third room, unlocked in the night. The closed book on the road. The quiet one Goldie had felt coming, the one who’d be exactly what I needed.

“She’s coming,” I said. “The one who reads. Goldie felt her two days ago. She’s on the road.”

Maren went very still. “Is she,” she said, and for the first time since I’d met her there was something in her face like hope, quickly hidden. “Then you’d best pray she’s quick, and you’d best be ready to make her welcome and not push her, because a binder’s the rarest of the lot and the proudest, and if she’s stuck she’ll be stuck the worst way, all that knowing and none of the doing, and she will not thank you for being her last hope. Do not make her your tool. Make her welcome and let her come to it. You hear me?”

“I hear you.”

“And one more,” she said, as I was leaving, and her voice changed, went almost careful. “The working it’ll take. The full coven settling the seam in concert, powered by you. You’ll need to be a great deal stronger than you are. The wellspring doesn’t just stand there for that, you’re the center, you hold the whole working open by what you are, and what you are grows with every bond, every witch you level. Silas at his strongest could near settle it alone. You’re three weeks new and you’ve got two bonds. You’re nowhere near strong enough yet, and the only way to get there is more, deeper, the coven whole and bonded and you at the center of it.” She fixed me with her pale eyes. “Which is one more reason to let the binder come to it on her own feet. A binding driven by a witch who was leaned into it cracks at the worst moment, and a cracked binding on a wound that size doesn’t fail quiet. Whole, or don’t do the working at all.”

She sent me home with three more pouches of salt and a jar of something that smelled like tar and rosemary that she said to paint on the doorframes under the salt, an old reinforcement, and a grudging “you’re doing all right, Wells boy” that landed harder than a medal would have, and I drove back to the inn turning the whole shape of it over, and the shape didn’t scare me anymore, because it was, finally, a job. A job with parts. Symptom, source, fix, and a missing piece I now knew the shape of.

I told Goldie and Riley everything that afternoon, at the worktable, flat and complete, because they were partners and partners get the whole picture. I watched Goldie’s face when I said the word, blight-familiar, when I told her it was made of her, of her orchard, of her power gone wrong. She’d half-known. You could see she’d half-known. But hearing it laid out plain, that the creature killing things in her garden was the inside-out ghost of everything she’d loved, it broke something in her, and her hands came up to her face, and she said, muffled, “I made it. I really made it. All those kills, that’s me, that’s my power, the inside-out of it, walking around out there with teeth.” She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “You already settled the leaving part. On the porch. I heard you, I’m not going to do that again, I know running just feeds it.” Her voice cracked. “It’s that it’s me, Gabe. It’s the worst of me given a body, and I have to look at it across a salt line every night and know it came out of the part of me that loved something.”

I came around the table and sat down next to her, close, not crouching, not reaching for her wrists, because we’d done that on the porch, and she’d decided to stay weeks ago, and I wasn’t going to insult that by arguing it again.

“I’m not going to tell you it isn’t yours,” I said, and she looked up, braced for comfort and getting something else. “It is. It came out of you, out of the best thing you ever did, ten years of loving a dying thing past its time, and that’s a cruelty I can’t talk you out of, so I won’t try.” She blinked at me. “But here’s the part that matters. A thing you made is a thing you get a say in unmaking. Maren told me how the seam settles. A working, a whole coven pulling together, and your green’s the heart of it. The same abundance that thing is the rot of, turned right way round, pointed at the wound instead of leaking into it. You don’t end this by leaving and you don’t end it by drowning in whose fault it is. You end it by being the biggest, greenest, most stubbornly thriving thing on this hill, on purpose, with a crew at your back. That’s the cure. And it’s got your name on it.”

She cried, then, the real grief of it, the orchard and the road and the year of being too much for everywhere she went, and Riley came and sat on her other side and held her, no jokes, just there, and I stayed close, and after a while it passed, like it does.

“I used to think,” Goldie said, when the worst of it had gone through her, her voice thick but steadying, “that the worst thing about me was that I’m too much. Too much power, too much wanting, too much everything, and that’s why things broke under me, the orchard, every place I tried to land. And then I got here and I leveled and I stopped leaking and I thought, oh, good, I’m fixed, I’m not too much anymore.” She wiped her face. “But that thing out there is made of my too-much. The part of me I poured into that farm for ten years, gone wrong, given teeth. So it’s not gone. It’s never going to be gone, it’s just outside now instead of inside, walking around my garden killing things.” She looked at me, raw and clear. “How do you live with a thing like that. The worst of yourself, out there, with teeth.”

“You don’t outrun it and you don’t pretend it isn’t yours,” I said. “You stop it. With help. That’s the only way I’ve ever found to live with the worst of myself, and I’ve got a fair bit of it. You don’t get to be a person who never made a monster. Nobody does. You only get to be a person who stood and dealt with the one they made instead of running from it and leaving it for the next person.” I held her eyes. “And you’re not dealing with it alone. That’s the part that’s different now. The orchard, you held alone, ten years, that’s what broke you. This you hold with a crew. That’s what’s different now, and it’s everything.”

And Goldie wiped her face and took a breath and came back up, and there was steel in it now under the wet.

“Okay,” she said. “Then we fix the seam. Tell me what you need from me. The garden, the green, whatever it is, I’ll be the biggest part of it you’ve ever seen, I’ll grow this whole hill into a fortress if it’ll help. I’m done being sorry. Tell me the job.”

That was the turn, right there, the moment she stopped being the woman the thing had hunted and became part of the thing that was going to end it, and I felt the household change shape around it, the three of us at the worktable not victims and a handyman anymore but a crew with a job.

So I gave them the job, the parts of it I could give, and drew it on the back of the feed receipt: the seam at the center, and around it the crew it would take to settle it. Me in the middle. Goldie’s green, leveled and steady. Riley’s light, when she was ready, on her own terms. And one empty space off to the side where the keystone went, the binder who could read the stones and wake the cellar wards, the dead and dimming ones the whole house’s defenses ran off of.

“That’s the next big system,” I told them, tapping the empty space. “Wake the cellar wards and we’ve got the frame the whole settling-working hangs on, the spine that holds when the monster comes hard. And not one of us can touch it. It’s runework. We don’t have a binder.” I sat back. “So everything waits on one witch we haven’t met, out on that road right now, who I’m not allowed to lean on, who has to come to it herself. I hate it. I want to fix it today. But that’s the job. Harden the house, hold the line, get stronger, and wait for the book.”

So I went to work on the part I could work on, which was the house.

If I couldn’t fix the leak yet and I couldn’t kill the creature yet, I could at least make the inn a harder thing to crack, and that was a job with a hundred parts in it, and I threw myself at it. The big problem, the seam, the working, the missing binder, was something I could do nothing about but wait, and waiting has never been a tool I owned. So I worked the parts I could.

I re-cut every salt line, thick and continuous, and painted Maren’s tar-and-rosemary along the doorframes under them, a black reeking line that made my eyes water and the wrong-cold pressure ease back wherever I painted it. I walked the whole perimeter of the grounds and laid a salt line clear around the inn and the garden both, a wide ring, and topped the greenhouse line, and finally replaced the cracked pane the thing had starred with its face, fitting new glass and bedding it tight, a small repair that felt, after weeks of looking at that crack, like getting a tooth fixed. I went up on the roof and checked the lines of sight from every upstairs window, where I could see and where I couldn’t, the blind quarters, like I’d plan the camera placement on a job site that kept losing material to thieves, and I worked out where a man with a wrecking bar and a woman with a handful of light would want to be standing for each approach. Then I walked it until I had it memorized, which window for which quarter, the geometry of defending a building, a skill I’d never had cause to learn and found, grimly, that I had a head for.

Then I did the one move a tradesman makes that a witch wouldn’t think of: I rigged early warning. The creature came every night and I was tired of not knowing where along the line. So I ran trip-lines, fishing line strung low across the approaches at the tree line and the lot and the back of the garden, each one tied off to a tin can of bolts hung in the eave, cheap and stupid and exactly the kind of thing that works. If it crossed a line in the dark, a can of bolts would rattle, and I’d know which quarter it had come from before it ever reached the salt. Goldie watched me string the last one and laughed, the first real laugh she’d had since the kill, and said, “You’re going to fight a monster made of cursed grief with fishing line and a soup can,” and I said, “I’m going to know which window to be standing at, which is half of any fight,” and she stopped laughing and looked at me a beat and said, “Silas used to say things like that. Practical things. About magic.” And neither of us said anything for a second after that, because it was the best thing either of us could have said.

Riley, who had appeared partway through the trip-line project to offer commentary, examined the can of bolts hanging in the eave with deep skepticism. “So your big plan against the apocalypse monster is, it trips on a string and a can goes off, and then what.”

“And then I’m at the right window with the right tool before it gets to the door,” I said. “Early warning. You don’t fight a thing you can’t see coming.”

“It’s so low-tech. It’s so depressingly low-tech.” She tilted her head, reconsidering. “I kind of love it, though. It’s like the inn has a doorbell now. A doorbell for the monster.” She brightened, fear turning to mischief in real time. “Can I be the one who answers it? When it rings? I want to answer the monster doorbell. I’ll bring the light.” And I told her she could absolutely be the one to answer the monster doorbell, and she went off satisfied, and I understood that this was how Riley carried a thing too heavy to carry straight, by making it small enough to joke about, the same trick I worked with a wrench, and that the two of us were more alike than either of us would say.

I went down to the cellar, too, and looked at the dying ward-stones like I’d look at a failed circuit, and I couldn’t read the runes and I couldn’t wake them, but I could see which of the five was deadest and which was hanging on, and I could clean the soot and grime off them, and re-set the one that had shifted loose in its bed, and shore up the cracked slab beside the seam with a steel plate and lag bolts, brute mundane reinforcement under the magic that was failing, the same as sistering a joist that’s pulling away. It wasn’t a fix. Alexis would tell me later it bought us maybe days. But days were days, and bolting steel to the foot of a wound in the world while the cold pouring off it washed over my hands felt, somehow, like the most useful thing I’d done all week, a man doing the part of the job that was his to do while the rest waited on a witch who hadn’t decided yet.

Riley, who had been quiet a long time for Riley, turned the little glamour-flame on her fingertip, brighter than it had been a week ago, and looked at it, and looked at me.

“You said light hurts it,” she said. “Maren said. Real light.”

“She did.”

“Then I want to get strong enough that I’m not just a beacon that brings it. I want to be the thing that puts it down.” She closed her fist on the flame. Her bright eyes had gone serious, the act all the way off. “When I’m ready. On my terms. You keep saying that and I keep hearing it and I’m starting to believe you mean it, which is, honestly, what’s making me ready.” She stood up, restless, electric. “Not today. But soon. I want in on the job too.”

I looked at the two of them, Goldie steady and Riley restless beside her, and out the window at the woke garden where a dead buck had lain that morning, and down, through the floor, toward the cellar dark where the seam leaked its slow patient cold and the wards guttered and a thing made of a dead orchard grew fatter every night, and I felt, for once, less like a man holding a door and more like a man building something to win.

“Soon,” I agreed. “We’ve all got a job. Now we wait for the last of the crew.”

Outside, in the bright afternoon, where it had no business being in daylight at all, the blight-familiar screamed once from the deep trees, raw and ragged in a way it had never let us hear before. Goldie came and stood in the doorway with a wooden spoon still in her hand and looked toward the trees, and she didn’t flinch. “Let it grow,” she said, after a moment. “We’re growing faster.” Then she went back to her stove, and I went and walked the trip-lines one more time before the light went.


Chapter 12: The Scholar at the Door

The last of the crew arrived in a sensible gray sedan, parked it dead straight in the lot, and got out reading.

That was the first thing I saw of Alexis Garland, through the workshop window, and it told me most of what I needed to know before she’d said a word. Where Goldie had fallen onto the porch in a storm and Riley had blown in on a dying scooter trailing pink and noise, this one rolled up the hill at a careful speed, parked between two lines that weren’t even painted on the gravel, and got out of the car with an open notebook in one hand, already writing, glancing up at the inn and then back down at the page, taking notes on my house before her boots had touched the ground.

She was composed and self-contained, late twenties, and she was dressed like a thundercloud, black on black on black, a high-necked sweater despite the warm afternoon, a long dark skirt, boots, and the whole severe arrangement was clearly meant to be read as buttoned-up and untouchable and mostly succeeded, except that the skirt was a pencil skirt and the woman wearing it had a backside the skirt had clearly given up arguing with, a full, heavy, round curve of hip and ass that the prim black fabric strained over and could not for all its severity pretend wasn’t there. The eye snagged on it. My eye snagged on it, and I made myself move along, up past the trim waist and the sweater that hid more than it admitted to the sleek jet-black hair scraped up into a twist with a pen through it and the pale, cool, porcelain face and the slate-gray eyes behind black-framed glasses, eyes that were, at that exact moment, lifting from her notebook to the workshop window, to me, and cataloguing me with the same brisk assessing efficiency she’d given the building.

I went out to meet her. She watched me come the whole way, not warm, not cold, just reading.

“You’re the wellspring,” she said, before I could speak. Her voice was low and dry and precise, every word set down exactly where she meant it. “Don’t look surprised, it’s not a difficult deduction. The leaking-power signature off this building is the strongest for a hundred miles, the local thaumic drift bends toward it like iron filings, and you’re a man in his thirties with a tradesman’s hands standing in the door of an inn that all the dying witches in the county can apparently feel. I’d have to be incompetent to miss it.” She closed her notebook on her finger to mark the place. “Alexis Garland. I’d like a room, and I should tell you up front, I’m not here to get cured. I’m here to find out what’s actually happening to this county, and the data points here, so here I am. I’m not stuck like you probably think and I’m extremely skeptical of the entire folk framework around what you supposedly are, so let’s not waste each other’s time with seduction or sales. Do you have a room or not.”

It was, I’d realize later, a test, the whole speech, a wall thrown up before I could get close to it, the same move Riley made with her noise except built out of cold competence instead of heat. She expected me to do one of two things. Bristle, or charm. Push back on her skepticism, or turn the warmth on, try to be the man the grapevine promised, the one who fixes you in his bed. She’d braced for both. I could see her braced.

I did neither.

“There’s a room,” I said. “Third on the right, it’s warm, it unlocked itself about a week ago, which I’ve given up explaining. There’s food whenever you want it, and you don’t have to want anything else, ever, that’s not how this works no matter what you’ve heard. And if you’re here to find out what’s wrong with the county, then you’re the most useful person who’s walked up that road since I got here, because I’ve got a problem in my cellar none of us can read and a thing in my woods none of us can kill and I’d take a real diagnosis over a folk framework any day of the week.” I picked up her bag from where she’d set it, before she could stop me, just took it, like you take a guest’s bag. “You’re not a guest I’m trying to cure, Ms. Garland. You’re an expert I’d be glad to have look at my problem. Come see the cellar when you’ve settled in. I think you’re going to want to.”

She blinked. Once. It was a small tell, but I’d spent my life learning to read a defense by where it cracks, and that single blink was the sound of a carefully built one finding nothing to push against and rocking on its base. She’d come armored for a man who’d want something from her, and gotten one who wanted her opinion, and that, I’d learn, was the one approach she had no wall for, because nobody had ever wanted the opinion first.

“Huh,” she said, which was, I was finding, what the smart ones in this county said when you surprised them. She took her notebook back out and made a note, on me, about me, I could see her writing wellspring, and then some words after it I couldn’t read, and then she followed me inside.

I’d had three weeks now of learning that every witch who came up that road came with a wall built to a different blueprint, and Alexis Garland’s was the most impressive one yet, a wall of pure competence and cold deflection, and the trouble with a wall like that is it’s built by someone who’s been used. You don’t armor yourself in I’m-not-here-to-be-cured and let’s-not-waste-time-with-seduction unless somebody, somewhere, wasted your time with seduction, unless somebody saw a stuck witch and saw an opportunity. Maren’s warning was loud in my head walking her in. The proudest of the lot. A binder’s the rarest. Don’t make her your tool. And under the warning my own read, which agreed: this was a woman who’d been treated as a means to an end so many times she’d decided to get ahead of it by announcing she knew the game, and the only thing in the world that would actually reach her was being treated, plainly and without angle, as the most interesting person in the room. Which, conveniently, she was. I didn’t have to fake a thing.

She did not soften over the afternoon, and softening wasn’t the point; pushing for it would have been the mistake. She stayed dry, contained, skeptical, deadpan to the bone. But she came alive over a problem like some people come alive over a song.

Goldie tried to feed her and Alexis accepted exactly one cup of tea and one piece of bread with a precise “thank you, this is genuinely excellent, your craft is the cleanest channeling I’ve felt in years” that made Goldie glow, and then declined the rest, and Goldie, reading her instantly like Goldie read everyone, didn’t push, just left a plate near her that Alexis ignored for an hour and then absently ate every crumb of while reading. Goldie caught me watching this happen and gave me a small satisfied look across the kitchen, smug as a cat in a sunbeam, because she’d told me the moment Alexis stepped out of the gray sedan, that one’s going to say she’s not hungry and eat everything you put within reach of her hand if you just stop watching her do it, and she’d been exactly right, the green-witch who couldn’t follow a conversation half the time and never once misread a heart.

Riley took one look at her and made it her personal mission. “Oh my God,” Riley said, delighted, circling her like a moth. “Oh, you’re so serious. Look at you, all the black, the little glasses, the pen in the hair, are you a librarian? Are you going to shush me? Please shush me, nobody’s ever shushed me, I’d love it.” And Alexis looked up from her notebook, took Riley in over the top of her glasses with one slow assessing sweep, and said, flat and even, not unkind, “You re-dye your hair when you’re anxious, you’ve done it recently, the roots are still raw, which means you’ve leveled lately and you’re overcompensating because you don’t trust it yet. The volume is a wall. I have one too, mine’s just quieter. We’re going to get along fine once you stop performing at me, which will take you, I’d estimate, four days.” And Riley’s mouth fell open, and then she shrieked with laughter and declared, to the room, “I love her, she’s perfect, she sees through me too, this house is full of people who see through me, what is happening,” and from that moment the two of them were locked in exactly the friction-comedy Goldie had been before, noise and quiet circling each other, and it was clear inside the hour that under the bickering they belonged to the house same as the rest of us.

The friction between Riley and Alexis ran all afternoon and it was the best entertainment the inn had had since Riley met Cobb. Riley could not leave her alone, drawn to the stillness like she was to anything she didn’t understand, and Alexis met every sally with a flat precise dissection that should have been cruel and somehow wasn’t, because it was always exactly true and Riley, under all the noise, respected nothing on earth so much as being seen accurately. Riley would say something outrageous and Alexis would level a flat gray look at her and explain, in that precise unbothered way of hers, what insecurity it was covering, and Riley would gasp and clutch her chest and declare herself attacked and demand to be attacked again. At one point Riley conjured a glamour-version of Alexis, prim and severe and scowling, and made it lecture the room in a tiny pompous voice, and Alexis watched it for a moment and then said, “The glasses are wrong, I’d never wear that frame, and you’ve made the posture too stiff, I’m not actually uncomfortable in my body, I just dress like this on purpose, there’s a difference,” and Riley laughed so hard the glamour fell apart, and Goldie laughed watching Riley laugh, and even Alexis’s mouth twitched at one corner, the closest she came all afternoon to letting it show, and the household had, in the space of an afternoon, grown a third corner.

“You’re not going to be one of those quiet ones who’s secretly the wildest, are you,” Riley said later, narrowing her eyes at Alexis over a plate, with the air of a woman who’d cracked a code. “Because I know the type. The black and the glasses and the deadpan, that’s a whole genre, that’s a costume, there’s always a, there’s a whole other person under there, I can smell it.”

“You can’t smell it,” Alexis said, not looking up from her notebook.

“I absolutely can. It’s a gift. I’m never wrong about this.” Riley pointed a fork at her. “You’re going to turn out to be the most interesting one in the house and you’re going to pretend you’re not the whole time, and it’s going to drive me insane, and I’m going to love it.”

Alexis turned a page, perfectly composed, and said, “If I were the type you’re describing, which I’m declining to confirm, the worst possible thing you could do to draw it out would be to announce loudly at dinner that you’d detected it, because that type, hypothetically, guards it precisely because loud people keep trying to pry it open like a clam.” She made a note. “Hypothetically.”

Riley stared at her, delighted and defeated at once. “That was so many words to tell me to shut up and I respect it enormously,” she said, and Goldie laughed, and Alexis allowed herself, very briefly, the almost-smile, and I understood the two of them were going to be exactly this for as long as they both lived, the clam and the crowbar, and that under it, already, was something neither of them would call friendship for weeks and that already plainly was.

Cobb liked her immediately, which surprised me, because Cobb hated noise and Alexis wasn’t noisy but he hated most new things on principle. He came out of the wall within the hour, fully out, and sat on the end of the worktable near her and watched her work with his big lamp-eyes, quiet, kindred, two contained creatures recognizing each other, and at some point he left at her elbow, balanced just so, a small green-tarnished coin he’d scavenged from somewhere in the walls, old and worn, a rune stamped faint on its face, and Alexis picked it up and went very still and turned it over and said, softly, to the hob, “That’s a binding-coin. A real one. Where did you, this is two hundred years old, this is from the original warding of the house,” and Cobb made a pleased dry sound and she actually smiled, a small real smile, the first one, gone in a second, and pocketed the coin like it mattered, and I saw Cobb had read her right, like he read everyone. She was one of his. He’d known before I did.

Then I took her down to the cellar, and she stopped being skeptical of the problem, even if she stayed skeptical of me.

I’d half expected her to want a tour, an introduction, the slow circle a guest takes of a new place. She wanted the cellar. The moment I mentioned a problem none of us could read, the deflection dropped a notch and the scholar came up, and she said, “Show me,” before I’d finished the sentence, and she was at the cellar door with the lantern I handed her before I’d decided which way to take her, and I understood that whatever wall Alexis Garland had built, there was one door in it that never closed, and it was the one marked a problem worth solving. That was the way to her. Not flattery, not heat. A good hard problem and the respect to hand it over whole.

She went down the stairs with the lantern and her notebook and stopped dead three steps from the bottom, the way I had, when the cold off the seam hit her, and she stood there a moment with her head tilted, reading the air, her glasses catching the lantern light, and then she went straight to the well, to the ringed slabs, to the hairline seam, and she crouched over it with her notebook forgotten in her hand and her glasses sliding down her nose, and her whole sharp face changed, the careful blankness dropping into pure focused intelligence, a scholar in front of the thing she’d crossed a county to find. She looked, crouched there over the seam, more alive than she’d been all day, the armor forgotten, the real woman showing through, the one who loved this, who’d given her whole life to this, and I marked it like you mark a measurement you don’t want to lose: that the way to reach her, all the way, would always run through the work.

“Oh,” she said, and there was real awe in it, and real fear. “Oh, that’s not a crack. That’s a seam. That’s an actual anchor-seam.” She looked up at me, and for the first time she looked at me like a person instead of a data point. “Do you have any idea what this is? This is a wound in the world. A real one, a structural fault in the, the substrate, the place where the everyday and the deep press together too thin, and somebody has been holding it closed for,” she touched the slabs, the tool marks, ” for generations. Centuries. This whole building is a, a dressing on a wound. The inn was built here to tend this. The well is this. And it’s open. It’s leaking.” She stood, fast, walking the ring, pointing at the rune-stones one by one, reading them off like a woman reading a gauge. “These are the holding-stones. Five of them, a proper containment array, and they’re dying, look, this one’s nearly cold, this one’s running on fumes, the whole array’s failing and dropping the load onto, onto nothing, onto salt and luck, which is why the drift’s souring for miles, the seam’s bleeding raw deep-magic into the county and curdling everything it touches. That’s your souring. That’s what’s turning the witches. A leak, plain as a burst pipe, running since whoever held this stopped holding it.” She rounded on me. “When did the wellspring before you die?”

“Three weeks ago. My uncle. He held it just by being here, near as I can tell.”

“Three weeks.” She did arithmetic, fast, her lips moving. “That tracks. Three weeks of bleed is exactly the souring curve I mapped coming in. He was the keystone. He’s gone, the array’s failing without him, the seam’s open, the county’s souring, and every stuck witch in range is destabilizing in the drift and steering here by your beacon.” She tapped her pen twice against the notebook. “And there’s a feral thing. You said. Made of the souring.”

“A blight-familiar. It feeds on the leak. Gets bigger every night.”

“Of course it does. It would. The leak’s a bottomless larder for exactly that kind of thing.” She looked at the seam, the stones, the well, the whole failing system, and I watched her arrive at the answer, the same answer I’d arrived at, except she got there in an afternoon with certainty where I’d gotten there in weeks on instinct. “Then there’s only one fix. You re-settle the seam. You can’t fight the familiar, you starve it, you close the leak it feeds on. And to close the leak you have to wake this array back up, all five stones, and re-lay the containment, which is a binding-working, a big one, the biggest I’ve ever seen written, and it would need,” she stopped.

She stopped, and her face changed again, the focus cracking, something underneath it showing through, something I recognized, because I’d seen it on Goldie in the diner and Riley in the lot, the look of a person running straight into the wall of their own stuck-ness.

“It would need a binder,” she said, flatter now. “A runework witch who can wake the stones and channel the containment and hold the whole array open while the working runs. Real throughput. A lot of it. And it would need the wellspring anchoring it, holding the whole of it steady from the center while the witches feed their crafts in, you, that’s your part, that part you can apparently do just by being what you are.” She crouched again and traced one of the dead stones with a pale finger, not touching it quite, reading the carving. “The array’s elegant, actually. Whoever built it was very good. It’s a five-point containment with a living component, see, this stone’s keyed to life-magic, growth, that’s how they held a wound this size, they didn’t just bind it dead, they fed it, kept it, like you tend a thing instead of killing it. A green-witch would have stood here. There’d have been a green-witch in the old coven, holding this stone, and a light-witch on this one, and a binder, here, in the center, with the wellspring, holding it all open.” She went very still, hearing herself. “You have a green-witch. And a light-witch.”

“I do.”

“And a wellspring.” She didn’t look up. “You have everything for this working except the binder in the center. You have a whole coven’s worth of the cure and a hole in the middle of it exactly the shape of the one thing I can read and can’t do.” She closed her notebook. “Which is, of course, the joke. The cosmic joke. You found a scholar who can read every line of this and tell you exactly what it needs, and what it needs is the one thing I can’t do, and which is the precise shape of the hole I’ve had in the middle of myself my entire life.”

The cellar was quiet except for the slow cold pulse off the seam.

“You’re stuck,” I said, gently.

“I’m the most learned runework witch of my generation,” Alexis said, and there was no pride in it, only a long old bitterness worn smooth. “I can read any sigil ever carved. I can design a binding-array on paper that would make the witches who built this one weep. I know more theory than anyone alive, and I can channel almost none of it. All map, no engine. I trace a rune perfectly and it stays dead under my hand because I hit my ceiling years ago and I’ve never gotten past it and I have spent my entire adult life watching lesser witches do, easily, things I understand ten times better than they ever will and cannot make happen.”

She said it like a line you’ve repeated to yourself ten thousand times in the dark, smooth and flat and rehearsed, the grief sanded off the words by sheer repetition. “Do you know what they call a witch like me, in the covens? A librarian. It’s not a compliment. You’re the one they send for when something’s gone wrong and nobody knows the theory, and you tell them exactly what’s wrong and exactly how to fix it, and then you stand back and watch some twenty-year-old with half your learning and twice your throughput actually do it, and they thank her, and they thank you like you thank the manual. Fifteen years of being the manual.” She turned a page she wasn’t reading. “I stopped going to the covens. I work alone now, tracking things, mapping things, writing papers nobody powerful enough to use reads. I came here because the souring was the most interesting problem I’d seen in years and because, if I’m honest, which I try to be, working alone in the dark with a problem is the only thing left that doesn’t hurt. And now the problem turns out to have my name written in the empty space at the center of it, and I find that’s the cruelest thing this county could have done to me, handing me, at last, a working worthy of everything I know, and making the only missing piece the one thing I’ve never been able to be.” She pushed her glasses up, a tell, I’d learn, the thing she did when the wall cracked. “So. There’s your diagnosis, and the joke buried in it: the one binder who walked up your road can write the cure and can’t perform it. You’re welcome. I’ll be in the third room.”

She started for the stairs, brisk, armored, retreating, and I let her get two steps before I said the thing she’d never once come up the hill braced to hear.

“Thank you,” I said.

She stopped. Looked back.

“I mean it,” I said. “I’ve been holding a door against a thing I didn’t understand for three weeks, watching my house fail one system at a time, and you just walked down here and told me exactly what’s wrong and exactly what fixes it inside of an hour. That’s the most useful thing anybody’s done for me since I got here. Whatever you can or can’t channel, you just gave us the map, and we didn’t have a map. So. Thank you.” I held her gaze, level, no heat in it, no angle, just a man thanking an expert for expert work. “And nothing else has to happen, ever. You heard me say it and I meant it. You want to study the seam, study the seam, you’ve got a room and a kitchen and a cellar full of two-hundred-year-old runework and a hob who likes you, which I’ve never seen happen this fast. Stay as long as you want and never owe anybody a thing.”

She looked at me a long moment in the lantern light, the cool gray eyes behind the glasses doing their arithmetic, and whatever number she came to this time, it wasn’t the one she’d come up the hill braced for. A small flush came up her pale throat, there and gone, the kind that shows vivid on a woman that fair, and she covered it by looking away, back at the seam.

“The only way to wake those stones,” she said quietly, not to me exactly, to the problem, “is to break my own ceiling. You understand that. The diagnosis includes that. The cure for this house is me getting past the wall I’ve been stuck behind my whole life, and the only thing that’s ever broken a ceiling for keeps is,” she gestured, vaguely, not looking at me, “is your end of the folk framework I told you I didn’t believe in. Which I came here specifically not to test. Because if I test it and it works, then I’ll have spent fifteen years stuck for nothing, fifteen years telling myself it couldn’t be done, and I’ll have to grieve all of it, and if I test it and it doesn’t work, then I really am just broken, permanently, and at least right now I don’t know that for certain.” She finally looked at me, and the composure was thin over something raw. “So you’ll forgive me if I’m not in a hurry. I can write your working. I’m not at all sure I can be the one to power it. And I have no idea, none, whether I can choose to find out.”

“For what it’s worth,” I said, “and you can throw it out, you’re the scholar, not me. But I fix things for a living. And the number of times I’ve heard a man say a job can’t be done because he tried it once, fifteen years ago, with the wrong tools, in the wrong order, and decided that was that. You can know everything about how a machine’s supposed to run and still be wrong about whether it’ll run, because the only way to actually know is to put it under load and see. You don’t know what a thing can do till you put it to work. That’s not me being hopeful at you. That’s just how machines work, and I’ve never known one to lie about it.”

She looked at me for a moment, her pen gone still over the page and the cool gray eyes recalculating behind the lenses, surprised maybe that the tradesman had handed her a thought she hadn’t already had and filed and dismissed. “That’s annoyingly reasonable,” she said. “I came here braced for a charlatan and a come-on. I did not budget for carpentry as epistemology.” But she made a note, I saw her make it, three quick words in the margin, and she didn’t cross them out.

“You don’t have to know it today,” I said. “You don’t have to know it ever, if it’s not yours to want. The door stays open. That’s all. No clock from me.”

There was a clock, of course. The thing in the woods was the clock, growing fatter every night the seam leaked, and we both knew it, and I didn’t say it. I wasn’t going to turn her need into a leash, not even to save my house.

Alexis studied me one more long moment, and then she nodded, slowly, like she was revising an entry, and went up the cellar stairs, brisk and composed, and at the top, without turning around, she said, “The bread really was the best I’ve had. Tell the green-witch.” And was gone.

Upstairs, the third room was warm and waiting, the lamp lit, the bed made, and somewhere in the walls Cobb was already, I had no doubt, arranging her things just so. I found out later he’d done more than that. He’d taken her notebook, the one she’d been writing in since she got out of the car, and moved it precisely six inches to square it with the edge of the desk, and laid her pen beside it parallel to the spine, and Alexis, who alphabetized her own grief, found this not unsettling but deeply correct, and the two of them, the contained scholar and the contained house-spirit, reached an understanding that night that the rest of us were never fully let in on, a private alliance of two creatures that liked to be left tidy, and from then on her room was the only one Cobb tended without being asked and without complaint, because it was the only one already kept to his standard.

I stood in the cellar a while longer, alone, looking at the seam and the dying stones and the cure that had just been handed to me in full and made impossible in the same breath, the whole working laid out and the one woman who could run it standing two steps back from her own life, terrified of finding out who she’d always been.

The seam pushed its slow cold up into the room. Up the stairs, faint, I heard Riley say something and Alexis answer, dry, and Riley laugh. The last of the crew was in the house, and the cure was in her, walled off behind the one wall I wasn’t allowed to touch. I left the seam to its cold and went up toward the warm noise of them.


Chapter 13: Two of a Kind

The house knit itself together over the next few days the way a frame does once you’ve got the corners square and the rest is just hanging plumb off true lines. That part came first, and it had to, because the night Riley reorganized my understanding of what the household was only makes sense standing on top of it.

We were a crew now. That was the change. Three weeks before I’d been a man eating cold beans over a sink in a dead building, telling a buyer on the phone that I’d have an answer for him soon, meaning never. Now I came down most mornings to a kitchen already warm, Goldie barefoot at the stove with her sleeves shoved up and dusted white past the elbow and a curl of mint tucked behind her ear she’d forgotten she’d put there, Riley sprawled in a chair stealing bacon and narrating her dreams, Cobb sulking in the rafters over some slight, and Alexis in the corner with her notebook and a cup of tea she let go cold while she filled pages, and the four of us would eat and bicker and split off into the day’s work and come back together at dark, and it had the rhythm of a thing that had always been, which is the strangest feeling a house can give you, when a new arrangement settles into the bones of a place like it was waiting there the whole time for somebody to find it.

I worked. There was always work. I got the upstairs hall plumbing to stop hammering, which took most of a morning and a word I won’t repeat in front of the goose. I rebuilt the rotted sill under the taproom’s big window, fit new oak, bedded it, and the inn rewarded me like it had started doing, the window deciding overnight to open and shut clean, something it hadn’t done once since I’d come, like a man stretching a joint that’s finally been set. I patched the porch step that had bitten me my first night, and Cobb, who I’d swear has opinions about my carpentry, came out and inspected the repair and then, while I watched, pried up one of my screws and re-set it a quarter turn tighter, and looked at me, and I said, “Fine,” and he made his dry creak of satisfaction and went back in the wall.

Breakfast became its own daily theater. Riley had started a long campaign to teach the goose a trick, any trick, and the goose had started a longer campaign to bite Riley, and the score, by Riley’s own scrupulous accounting, was goose eleven, Riley zero, which she insisted was a moral victory because she’d gotten it to almost sit once, which Alexis pointed out was the goose lowering itself to lunge, not sitting, and Riley said that was a matter of interpretation, and Alexis said it was a matter of ornithology, and Goldie settled it by feeding the goose under the table so it would leave Riley alone, which Riley declared a betrayal and Goldie declared good management, and through all of it Cobb watched from the rafters with the expression of a creature who considered the entire household beneath his dignity and would not have traded it for anything in the world.

And Alexis watched all of it.

That was what I clocked, those days, under the bickering and the bread and the comedy of a hob who thought he was the building inspector. Alexis Garland watched the house like I’d watched it my first week, looking for the catch, for the lie under the warm thing, and she didn’t find one, and it was visibly rearranging her. She’d come up the hill braced for a man running a sex cult out of an inn, and what she got was a green-witch who fed her without being asked and never pushed a second plate, a spark-witch who needled her all day and would have walked through fire for her by the third afternoon, a hob who’d given her a two-hundred-year-old coin and adopted her on sight, and a wellspring who kept handing her problems and thanking her for the answers and never once turned the warmth on her like a tool. She kept waiting for the price. I watched her keep waiting for it. And every day it didn’t come she got a fraction less armored, not warmer exactly, Alexis didn’t do warmer, but a fraction more like a woman who’d set down a bag she’d been carrying so long she’d forgotten it had a weight.

“You’re all genuinely like this,” she said to me on the third evening, flatly, almost an accusation, watching Goldie feed Cobb a saucer of cream and Riley try to teach the goose a trick. “This isn’t a performance for the new arrival. You’re like this when no one’s grading you.”

“This is the house,” I said. “Take it or leave it. Nobody’s grading anybody.”

“That’s the part I can’t model,” she said, and made a note, and didn’t explain what she’d written, and I let her keep it.

The slow burn of her was real by then and I knew it for what it was, the same way I’d known Riley’s wiring before Riley did. Alexis Garland was twenty-nine years old and had spent fifteen of those years deciding she was a mind with an inconvenient body attached, and she was watching three people be wanted and chosen and easy in their skins under one warm roof, and somewhere under all the black wool a woman who’d told herself she didn’t need this was finding out, in the worst possible way, exactly how much she did. I didn’t push it. Maren had buried witches over pushing it. I just let the house do what the house did, which was be warm at her until the cold made less sense than the warmth.

Which brings me to Riley.

She’d come into her leveling like a woman coming into money, spending it everywhere, lighting the lamps with a flick just to watch them come up gold, throwing cold glamour-flames for Cobb to chase, dazzling the regulars every night and holding it now, really holding it, the stars on the taproom ceiling staying lit a full hour after she’d thrown them up. And she’d gotten bigger in herself like leveled witches did, prouder, surer, the brittle thing under the noise sanded down to something steadier. So I wasn’t surprised, exactly, when she cornered me in the workshop on the fourth night, after close, vibrating with an idea, because Riley always had an idea and most of them ended with Cobb scandalized. I was surprised by the idea.

“Okay,” she said, hopping up to sit on my workbench, kicking her boots, all kinetic energy and bright eyes. “So. I’ve been thinking. Which, I know, dangerous. But hear me out.” She took a breath, and for once the purr wasn’t pure performance, there was a real ask under it, a little nervous, which from Riley was the sure tell she meant it. “The other night. With Goldie there. Watching.” Color came up her fair throat, the blush she pretended she didn’t have. “That was the best, Gabe. That wasn’t just the leveling, I know what the leveling feels like now, that was, having her there, having somebody who looked and didn’t get bored and didn’t leave and thought it was lovely instead of, that did something to me. And I want, okay, here’s the dirty part of it, I don’t want her just watching.” She looked at me, chin up, brave like she got when she was scared. “I want her in it. With me. Both of us, with you. And I already know she’s not going to be weird about it because she’s Goldie and she’s never been weird about anything in her life, but I’m not going to just spring it on her, so I’m telling you first, because you’re the one who sets the, you do the frame thing, and I want it to be your call too, and Goldie’s, and, yeah. That’s the idea. Tell me I’m not insane.”

I set down the chisel I’d been honing and looked at her, this small pink live wire of a woman who’d spent her whole life being told her wanting was too much, asking for the thing she wanted plainly, scared and brave together, and I felt the warmth of the house move through me, and a good deal of heat besides.

“You’re not insane,” I said. “Go ask Goldie. Her body, her call, not mine and not yours. If she’s in, I’m in. And Riley.” She looked back. “That you asked first, instead of springing it, that’s the leveled version of you. The old you would’ve made it a stunt. This one made it a question. I noticed.”

She glowed, actual faint sparks lifting off her shoulders, and she hopped down and went to find Goldie, and I heard the conversation start in the kitchen, Riley’s bright rush of words, and then Goldie’s slow warm drawl, and then both of them laughing, and Goldie’s voice carrying back clear and unbothered as church, “Oh, sweetheart, of course, that sounds lovely, I love a thing where everybody gets fed,” which was so exactly Goldie that I laughed alone in the workshop, and that was that.

We went up to Riley’s room, the three of us, and the door stayed open to the warm hall like Riley needed it, and Riley threw a glamour over the lamp that turned the whole room soft gold and rose, lit like the inside of a held breath, and the night reorganized me.

I took control of it from the doorway, because that was the frame Riley ran on and the thing Goldie liked to be given, and because two very different women came undone two very different ways and somebody had to be the still point they organized around, and that was mine to be. “Goldie,” I said, settling onto the edge of the bed. “On the bed. Riley, you put on the show, like you do, but tonight you’re not performing for the room. You’re performing for her. Make her want you. Goldie, you let her, and then you give her what you give, all of it. I’ll tell you both when.”

Goldie climbed onto the bed and shrugged out of the sundress in one easy motion, no ceremony, all that sunlit abundance let loose at once, her breasts dropping full and heavy and swaying, the freckles dusted over them, the nipples already dark and stiff, the generous dip and swell of waist to hip, and she lay back into the pillows warm and unselfconscious and beaming, already greening faintly at the edges, a tendril of ivy nosing in over the windowsill toward her. Riley’s breath snagged at the sight of her, real, and that was when I understood the genius of what Riley had asked for, because Riley got off on being watched, and now she had an audience that was also Goldie, who met a naked body in her bed the same openhanded, hungry, delighted way she met a loaded table, and the two lanes weren’t going to compete, they were going to feed each other.

Riley put on the show, and it was for Goldie, and it was real. She peeled the crop top off slow, baring the small pert breasts she was so proud of, skimmed her ringed hands down the flat stomach inked with its little stars and moth, then turned and shimmied the tiny shorts down to show Goldie the neat athletic curve of her behind, fresh fishnets pulled taut over it, and glanced back bright-eyed to be sure she was being watched, and Goldie watched her with frank delighted hunger and said, in her flat sweet drawl, “Oh, you’re so pretty, come here, let me,” and held out her arms, and Riley went, and the two of them came together on the bed, petite pink against lush gold, and I sat back and watched two women I’d leveled find each other, and directed it with a word here and there, and burned.

“Goldie,” I said. “Use your mouth on her. Riley, you keep your eyes open. You watch her do it. That’s the show now. You’re the show watching itself.”

Goldie went down Riley’s small body with that generous appetite of hers, kissing the flat tummy, the hipbones, and settled between Riley’s thighs and spread the small slick lips of her with her thumbs and licked into her with the same unhurried pleasure she brought to a ripe peach, broad flat strokes of her tongue dragging up through Riley’s pink and circling her clit, humming with it, lapping at her, and Riley arched up off the bed and cried out and kept her eyes open like I’d told her, watching the honey hair between her legs, the wet work of Goldie’s mouth, narrating it in a bright broken stream, oh my God, look at her, look at her tongue, she’s so, I can feel everyone, watch me, watch her eat me, and the sparks started lifting off her fair skin, and the ivy came in thicker over the sill toward Goldie, and the room began, faintly, to brighten and bloom at once, two crafts waking together.

I let it climb, and then I moved, because the still point has to move when it’s time. I took Goldie by the hips and turned her so she was on her hands and knees over Riley, her heavy breasts swaying down into Riley’s face, her soft ass up for me, and I gripped my cock and ran the head through the soaked heat of her, watching her pussy part around it, and eased into Goldie from behind in one slow stroke, sinking into her soft wet heat until my hips met the give of her ass, and she moaned around her own pleasure, her body clenching warm around me, pushing back greedy for more, and I set a slow earthy rhythm into her while she kept her mouth on Riley, and Riley reached up and filled her hands with the heavy sway of Goldie’s breasts and pulled the hard nipples to her mouth, sucking, and the three of us locked into one moving thing, and I ran it.

It was a thing to behold and a harder thing to conduct, two women who came undone in opposite directions, and I kept my hands and my voice on both of them at once, reading the climb in each. Every stroke I drove into Goldie rocked her down into Riley, so the rhythm I set ran through all three of us, my pace becoming Goldie’s mouth becoming Riley’s pleasure, one current. Goldie gave herself over to it completely, boneless and generous, taking me deep and pushing back for more, her whole soft golden body working, and the sounds she made were muffled against Riley and shameless even muffled. And Riley arched and bucked and kept her eyes open like I’d taught her, watching the two of us over the soft slope of Goldie’s breasts, narrating it broken and bright, oh my God, look at you both, I can feel everything, this is the best, watch, somebody watch, and I told her I was watching, that I had eyes on her the whole time, that she was the brightest thing in the room, and the light poured off her harder every time I said it.

“Harder,” Goldie gasped, lifting her mouth from Riley just long enough to demand it, pushing back into me. “Don’t be gentle, I’m not made of glass, I’m made of, oh, give it to me, drive it through me and make me give it all to her.” And I gripped that soft wide ass in both hands and gave her exactly what she asked for, deep and hard and steady, and she sobbed and went back to Riley with renewed appetite, and the two crafts in the room thickened toward a single thing, vine and light reaching for each other in the air over the bed.

“There it is,” I said, low, gripping Goldie’s hips, driving into her steady, watching Riley work Goldie’s tits and Goldie work Riley and the whole tangle of gold and pink lit up under the glamour. “Riley, tell me what you see.”

“I see you fucking her,” Riley gasped, theatrical, climbing, eyes huge and bright. “I see her loving it, look at her, she’s, God, her tits in my hands, she’s so soft, I want, do it harder, let me watch you do it harder, both of you, I can feel it on my skin, the looking, it’s, I’m so close just from watching, that’s the, that’s never, oh.” Her sparks turned to light, real light, gathering in the air.

“Then come watching,” I told her. “Goldie, give it to her. Now.”

Goldie redoubled her mouth on Riley, tongue working her clit, and Riley went over the edge with her eyes open and fixed on the two of us, exactly like she needed, seen and not abandoned. Her thighs clamped around Goldie’s head as she came on her tongue. Her glamour ignited. The room flooded gold and rose and held.

The light of her climax washed over Goldie and tipped her. Goldie’s slow build crested all at once, her pussy seizing around my cock in deep wet pulls, and she came with her whole lush body, clenching and milking me. The green flooded out of her clean, and growth erupted across the room, ivy bursting thick across the sill and down the wall, the window-box outside erupting. The two magics met in the air over the bed and braided, Riley’s light pouring into Goldie’s green, and a living canopy wove itself over us, vines and warm blazing light twined into one impossible glowing bower.

I held Goldie through it, and the wet pull of her milking me under that braided canopy finished me. I drove home one last time and spilled deep into her, emptying in long shudders while the bower of light and leaf glowed overhead, the three of us tangled beneath a roof neither of them could have made alone.

We came down tangled, the canopy fading slow to a soft glow and a few drifting petals, Riley wrung out and giggling and bright, Goldie soft and beaming and dewy, the two of them folding into each other and into me, Goldie pressing a lazy kiss to Riley’s bare shoulder and Riley humming into it, the easy after-tangle of three people who liked each other very much and had nothing in them that needed sorting out about who got what.

“That,” Riley announced to the ceiling, “is the best idea I have ever had. I want it on my tombstone. Here lies Riley, she had one good idea.”

“You’ve had two,” Goldie said sleepily, into Riley’s hair. “The thing with the goose was also good.”

“The thing with the goose was a triumph and nobody appreciates it.”

And I lay there with both of them, and what came this time wasn’t only the warm bank of a new bond, though that was there too, Riley’s craft notched up another degree, steadier and brighter, Goldie’s deepened underneath it. It was reach. Three cords braided in me now, and tonight’s joining had thickened the whole of it, and the strength had a distance to it that hadn’t been there before. I put my attention, idly, down through the floor of the inn, the way you reach a hand into the dark for a wall you know is there, and I found the cellar, and the seam, and the cold slow breath of the wound under the house, and I pressed on it, not with my hands, from here, from the bed, with whatever the wellspring was, and the cold pulse eased. Hitched. Quieted, for a moment, like a thumb laid on a struck nerve, and then I lost the grip and it came back, but I’d done it. From up here. With nothing but what I was.

I lay very still with that.

“You went somewhere,” Goldie murmured, reading me even half-asleep, like only she ever could.

“The seam,” I said. “I just quieted it. From up here. Didn’t touch it.” I looked at the canopy’s last fading light on the ceiling. “Couldn’t have done that a week ago. Couldn’t have done it before tonight.”

Goldie lifted her head, suddenly less sleepy. “From all the way up here?”

“For a second. Then it slipped.” I sat up against the headboard, both of them shifting warm against me, and talked it through, out loud, to my crew. “Maren said the working needs me a lot stronger than I am. Said I get stronger with every bond, deeper. And I just felt it. Two of you, and tonight, and I can reach the thing now without going down there. It’s not enough to settle it. Not close. But it’s more than yesterday.” I looked down at the two of them. “Every time, I can do a little more. That’s the math. That’s the clock running the other way, for once, in our favor instead of the thing’s.”

“So we get you stronger,” Riley said, propping up on an elbow, the strategist surfacing under the afterglow, “and you get strong enough to do the working, and the working fixes the leak, and the leak stops feeding the monster.”

“And the working needs the binder,” Goldie said quietly, and we all three looked, without meaning to, toward the open door and the warm hall and the third room down it where Alexis Garland was, and was not asleep, and the warmth in the bed cooled a degree with the size of the thing still missing.

And that was when I saw her.

Down the hall, where the upstairs landing met the dark mouth of the cellar stairs, past the glow of Riley’s room, Alexis stood in her black sleep-things with her notebook open in the crook of one arm and her pen gone still on the page. She’d come out to study us, I understood, like she studied everything, drawn by the light and the sound the way moths and scholars both are, and somewhere in the watching the pen had stopped moving, because there was no notation for what she was looking at, no margin you could file the easy tangle of three people laughing about a goose into. Her face in the shadow had lost the flat remove and the composure both: the look of a woman who has read every book about a country and stood her whole life at its border, watching other people cross, and just understood that the gate had never been locked to anyone but her.

She saw me see her.

For one held second the slate-gray eyes met mine across the dark hall, no deadpan in them at all, just the want and the fear of it, a woman who lived entirely in her head caught in the act of her body and her heart building a case she couldn’t out-argue. And then she did the most Alexis thing there was: she looked down, deliberately, and wrote one short line, filing the whole moment where she filed everything she couldn’t yet let herself feel, and closed the notebook over it, and went back down the hall to her room, composed, and the door clicked shut, soft, a scholar shelving a book she wasn’t ready to read.

Goldie had felt it too, the whole house felt it, and she said, into the quiet, not unkindly, with the bottomless gentleness she had for everyone, “She wants in so bad. And she’s so scared of wanting it. Poor thing.” She settled back down against me. “She’ll come to it. You can’t pull a person through that door. They have to walk it.”

“I know,” I said.

“You do, though.” Goldie traced a lazy circle on my chest, sleepy and certain. “You’re going to leave that door open for her and not stand in it watching, and it’s going to take her longer than it took anyone else, because she’s got more wall than anyone else, and you’re going to let it.” She yawned. “She’ll get there. Don’t go helping. The helping’s what wrecks it.” And she was asleep before I could answer, which was probably for the best, because I didn’t have one.

“No,” I agreed quietly, to the dark, looking at the closed door down the hall, the keystone of the whole job two steps back from her own life.

But I lay awake a long time after the two of them had drifted off warm against me, the canopy gone dark overhead, listening to the house, and far down through the floor the seam pushed its cold up through the house, slower than it had been at dusk because I’d touched it from a bed two floors up. Down the hall a light came on under Alexis’s door, and stayed on, hour after hour, the scholar awake with her notebook in the dark.


Chapter 14: The Day the Milk Wouldn’t Keep

The souring went after the town the day the milk wouldn’t keep.

I knew it was bad before I knew what it was, the way you know a job’s gone wrong before you’ve found the leak, by the smell of it, and the smell that morning was the green-sweet rot I’d come to hate, faint on the air all the way down the hill, where it had no business being, because the inn was the brightest thing for a hundred miles and the souring should have been thinning around us, not thickening. Goldie came out onto the porch with a jug of yesterday’s milk and poured it down the drain with her face gone tight, and it came out curdled and gray, and she said, “That was sweet last night. That was good milk last night,” and looked down toward Gosling Green with her witch-sense reaching, and went pale under the gold of her, and said, “It’s worse in town. Gabe, it’s a lot worse in town. The drift’s gone hard down there. It feels coiled, like a spring wound one turn past where it wants to go, right before it slips.”

We didn’t even finish breakfast. I’d learned by then that when Goldie’s face went like that you moved, and we moved, all four of us in the truck inside ten minutes, Goldie in the middle reading the drift like a woman reading a rising river, Riley jammed against the door with sparks lifting off her nerves, Alexis in the bed of the truck because she said she could feel the runework of the town’s old wards better with nothing between her and the air, which I’d have argued with if there’d been time.

Gosling Green looked wrong. Not dramatic. Worse than dramatic, like real trouble usually is, just slightly off, the color sucked a half-shade out of everything, the green of the town green gone gray-tinged, a faucet running brown into the gutter outside the diner where a pipe had backed up, a dog barking and barking at nothing across the square, two of Maren’s weather-wards, the little carved posts at the corners of the green that I’d never thought twice about, listing and dark, their charge gone out of them. The handful of people out were moving slow and rubbing their heads like the pressure of a coming storm, except there was no storm, just a clear hard morning souring at the edges.

It was the inversion of everything I’d watched happen at the inn, and seeing it laid out over a whole town put a cold dread in me that the inn’s slow healing had let me forget. At the Owl and Lantern the color had been coming back, the milk keeping sweeter, the air going clean, week by week, room by room, as we woke the place. Here was the same process run backward and faster, a town three weeks into the souring with no wellspring at its heart to push back, and I understood for the first time, looking at the gray-tinged green and the brown water and the listing wards, exactly what Maren had meant about the clock that speeds up at the end. The inn was an island of warm in a county going cold, and the cold was rising, and the island was the only high ground left, and an island only stays an island so long while the water keeps coming up.

Even the goose by the war memorial was wrong, hunched and silent on the gray grass, not yelling at anything, and a silent goose in Gosling Green was as bad a sign as I knew how to read.

And Maren’s store, when we pulled up, had its lights off and its sign turned to CLOSED at ten in the morning, which I knew in my gut Maren Pickett had never once done in thirty years.

“She’s in there,” Goldie said, already out of the truck, already moving, the sweetness gone and the fierceness up. “Gabe, she’s in there and she’s, oh no, she’s burning, I can feel her burning, that’s what the coiled feeling was, it’s her, it’s been pressing on her hardest of anybody because she’s the most stuck and she’s the closest to it, come on, come on.”

The door was locked. I put my shoulder to it twice and on the third the old frame gave, and we went in through the smell, the cold copper-and-singed-dust reek of magic gone wrong, and found Maren Pickett in the back room on her knees on the floorboards inside a circle of her own carved stones, and she was burning out, and I will tell you it was the most frightening thing I had seen since I came to that county, worse than the thing in the woods, because the thing in the woods was a monster and this was a person.

She’d been doing a working. A simple one, she told us after, a weather-ward, the kind she’d done ten thousand times, except the soured drift had gotten into it like water into a sealed thing, and the working had curdled in her hands and turned, and now it was running backward into her, her own magic gone wrong and feeding on its caster, and I could see it, you didn’t need to be a witch to see it, the air around her bending and crawling, a sick light running under her weathered skin in branching lines like a current finding ground, her iron-gray braid lifting off her neck, her eyes rolled white and her broad strong hands clenched and shaking on the floor, and the carved stones of her circle cracking one by one with little sounds like teeth breaking as they failed to hold what she’d raised.

“It’s eating her,” Alexis said, and she was already down on the floor at the edge of the circle, notebook out, reading the cracking stones and the crawling air with a speed that took my breath, the dry remove gone, pure terrible focus. “It’s a feedback cascade, the working’s curdled and it’s drawing off her own reserve to sustain itself, it’ll pull her dry and then it’ll pull her, it’ll keep pulling, this is the fatal version, this is real burnout, she has minutes, maybe less.”

And here is the part that matters most, and I’ll say it plain because it weighs more than anything else I’ll set down. In that room, with Maren Pickett dying on her own floor and the obvious answer sitting right there in the shape of what I was, I did not think it, not for one second. I am a wellspring. Bedding one breaks a witch’s ceiling, floods her power, clears a burnout. Maren was burning out. The math was right there, ugly and simple, the kind of math a worse man, a hollow man, would have reached for, sleep with me and live, choose now. I never thought it. I didn’t decline it. There was nothing to decline, because it wasn’t a door in my head at all. Maren had told me thirty years of no, told me she would not need a man wellspring or otherwise, and that no was hers, and a no doesn’t expire because the woman who said it is in trouble. You do not make a person’s worst hour the moment you finally get the yes. That’s not a wellspring. That’s the other thing. So I never thought it, and the not-thinking-it was the easiest thing I ever did, because the right line, when you’ve actually got one, isn’t hard to hold. It just holds.

What I thought was: this is a job, and I have a crew.

“Alexis,” I said, kneeling at the circle’s edge. “You said you can’t channel. But you can read it. You’re reading it right now. Tell us what to do and we’ll do it. You direct. We’re your hands.”

She looked up at me, and I watched her get it, watched the whole shape of her own usefulness reframe in a heartbeat, the woman who’d spent fifteen years grieving that she could read everything and channel none of it realizing the reading was the thing the room needed and she was the only one who had it. “Yes,” she said. “Yes. All right. Goldie, the cascade’s pulling off her life-reserve, her own vitality, that’s what it’s burning, you’re a green-witch, you’re life and growth, you can pour into her faster than it can pull, not to fix it, to outrun it, to buy us time, get your hands on her and feed her, flood her, do not let it get ahead of you. Riley, light hurts curdled workings like it hurts the familiar, real light, controlled, I need you to wash the circle, steady, not a flare, a constant pressure of clean light to keep the working from spreading off her, can you hold that?”

“I can hold it,” Riley said, and she did, no act in her at all, both hands up and a steady white glow pouring off them across the cracking circle, jaw set, holding it level like she’d learned to hold a thing instead of flaring it out.

“Gabe,” Alexis said, and turned to me, and here was the part none of us had a name for yet. “You ground destabilizing magic. Goldie told me. On the porch, her first night, you took it into yourself and steadied her by hand without, without the rest of it. Non-sexually. You drained off the spike and held her.” She swallowed. “I don’t know if you can do it to a curdled working in another witch. I don’t know if it’ll work or if it’ll just pour her poison into you. But it’s the only piece I don’t have a craft for, and the thing eating her is wild magic with nowhere to go, and you’re a thing wild magic can pour into safely. So. Can you take it? Into you? While Goldie feeds her and Riley holds the line and I unwind the working from the outside?”

“Tell me where to put my hands,” I said.

“Her hands. Both of yours over both of hers, skin to skin, and then, I don’t know, do what you did on the porch. Open. Be the place it goes.”

I knelt and put my scarred hands over Maren’s clenched ones, both of them, skin to skin on the floor inside her broken circle, and I opened like I’d opened on the porch without knowing what I was doing, as I’d opened to Goldie’s leak, and I made myself the low place, the drain, the well, and the curdled magic burning Maren Pickett alive found a place to go that wasn’t her.

It poured into me, and it was foul, the difference between Goldie’s sweet green leak and this was the difference between rain and sewage, a cold rotten flood of magic gone wrong, and it hurt, a deep bone-cold ache running up my arms and into my chest, worse than anything I’d taken before, because Goldie’s leak had been life gone wild and this was a working actively trying to kill its caster, and it fought me, it didn’t want to leave her, it had its teeth in her and I had to pull it loose by being a deeper, lower, emptier place than the old woman it was eating, and I made myself that, I opened all the way down and became the drain, the well, the thing wild magic falls into because falling is what wild magic does, and it came, slow and vile and clawing, and I held my hands over hers and took it and did not let go.

Because I wasn’t alone. That was the thing the inn had made of us. Goldie was on Maren’s other side with both hands pressed to the old woman’s chest pouring warm green life into her as fast as she could, racing the drain, life going in one side as fast as the rot came out the other, and the branching sick light under Maren’s skin had to fight a flood now, not a fading reserve. And Riley was on her feet at the edge of the broken circle washing it white and steady, no flare, no show, just a clean constant pressure of light pinning the curdled working in place so it couldn’t spread off Maren into the room or into the rest of us, her jaw set, her arms shaking with the effort of holding a thing level instead of throwing it. And Alexis was kneeling at the edge with her notebook discarded and both hands moving in the air over the working, not channeling, directing, the binder who couldn’t bind reading the whole catastrophe in real time and turning it into orders, talking us through it in a low fast steady stream, more into Goldie now, the left side, it’s pulling harder there, Riley wider on the third stone, hold the line don’t push it, Gabe hold, just hold, keep being the floor, you’re the floor, it falls into you, let it fall, that’s it, it’s losing ground, it’s losing ground.

And it was. The crawling light under Maren’s skin slowed, then stopped branching, then began, line by line, to drain, the working with nowhere to feed pulled apart from three sides at once, Goldie outrunning it with life, Riley starving it with light, me draining it into a well that didn’t burn, and Alexis pulling the threads of it loose with nothing but her voice and her terrible clear understanding, until between one breath and the next the foul cold flood into my hands guttered and died, and the air in the room went slack, and Maren Pickett pitched forward off her knees and I caught her, and she was breathing, ragged and shallow and gray and alive.

For a moment nobody said anything. Riley’s light winked out and she sat down hard. Goldie kept her hands on Maren’s chest, green and warm, easing her. I knelt there with the cold ache draining slowly out of my own arms and an old woman’s weight against my chest and the rot of what I’d taken into me settling and dispersing, the wellspring of me dealing with it like a well deals with a thrown stone, swallowing it, going still again.

“You took it into yourself,” Alexis said, very quietly, looking at me with her notebook forgotten and an expression I hadn’t seen on her, something close to reverence and close to fear. “You steadied a burning witch at range. Non-sexually. You just, you grounded a fatal cascade through your own, that’s not in anything I’ve read. That’s not how the folk framework, the wellspring is supposed to only, the bond is supposed to be the only, but you just did it without, you didn’t,” she stopped, shook her head once, hard. “That’s costly, isn’t it. Look at you. You’re gray. That cost you.”

“It cost,” I admitted. The ache was real, a wrung-out bone-tiredness like I’d held a beam over my head for an hour. “I couldn’t do that twice in a day. I couldn’t have done it for longer. It’s something I can do in an emergency, hard, once, and pay for it after.” I looked down at Maren. “But I can do it. That’s worth knowing.”

Maren stirred against my chest, and her eyes came back, the pale flinty eyes, focusing slow, and she took in the four of us kneeling around her on her own floor in the wreck of her own circle, and the first thing Maren Pickett did, having been pulled back from a death that wanted her, was scowl.

“You broke my door,” she rasped.

“I’ll fix your door,” I said.

“Damn right you will.” She tried to sit up, failed, let Goldie ease her against the wall instead, and she sat there gray and shaking and furious and alive, and looked at the cracked stones of her circle, and then at the four of us, and I watched something go through her that was harder for her than the burnout had been, which was being saved, by people, openly, when she’d spent thirty years making sure she’d never need it.

“You didn’t,” she said, to me, and stopped, and made herself say it. “You could have. There at the start. The easy fix. You know the easy fix. I was three minutes from gone and you could have named the price and I’d have, a person’ll agree to anything three minutes from gone, that’s the whole evil of it, that’s why your kind is dangerous, that’s why I’ve been watching you sideways since you came.” She held my eyes, the flint gone soft and wet at the edges. “You didn’t even offer it. You didn’t even think it. I watched your face. You went straight to the girls. You never once made my dying into your yes.”

“It’s not a door I have,” I said. “Your no was a no before you were on the floor. It stayed a no on the floor. There wasn’t anything to offer.”

Maren Pickett looked at me a long moment, and then she did the thing that I think cost her more than anything, she reached out one shaking broad old hand and gripped my forearm, hard, and said, gruff and final, “Then you’re not your kind. You’re better than your kind, and I’ve been wrong about you since the day you drove in, and I’m too old and too tired to pretend I wasn’t. Silas would be,” she stopped, and her jaw worked, and she let it go unfinished, but I heard the whole of it, and so did the room.

Goldie made tea on Maren’s own little stove, and we got some bread and broth into her, the healing-food, Goldie’s woke kitchen-craft reaching even here, and color came back into the old woman by degrees, and the town outside, I noticed through the window, had eased too, the worst of the held-breath pressure gone slack when the cascade broke, the brown water in the gutter running clearer, the dog finally quiet. Cutting the working hadn’t fixed the souring, the souring went on leaking from my cellar, but it had let the pressure off the town for a day, the way bleeding a line lets the hammer out of the pipes.

Maren watched Goldie work over her with the broth, watched the green-witch ease something in her joints that thirty years of white-knuckling had locked tight, and her flinty face did a complicated thing, the face of a fiercely independent woman being looked after and finding she didn’t entirely hate it, which for Maren was a revolution. “That’s good,” she admitted, grudging, of the broth, which from her was a sonnet, and then, lower, to Goldie, “You’ve got your grandmother’s hand. I knew her, a little, back when. She came through here, before your time, before Silas got old. She’d have been proud of what you can do now.” And Goldie’s eyes filled, because she hadn’t known anyone living who’d known her grandmother, and Maren, embarrassed by the feeling she’d caused, scowled and drank her broth, and the two of them, the old hedge-witch and the young green-witch, reached across fifty years and a dead woman they’d both loved, and that was its own kind of healing, the kind that doesn’t show on a body.

And I watched Riley, who’d held a clean line of light for ten minutes with a woman dying in front of her and not once flared or fizzled, sit down hard against the wall when it was over and put her face in her hands, not from weakness, from the size of what she’d just been part of, and Alexis go to her without a word and sit beside her, the noise and the quiet leaning together in the wreck of a saved woman’s circle, and I understood we’d stopped being a man and three guests somewhere in the last hour, that we’d become, in the doing of a hard thing together, a crew, a coven, a thing that the inn had been trying to make of us since the first room unlocked itself.

And when Maren was steady enough, sitting up against her own wall with a cup of Goldie’s tea in both hands, she told me the last piece, the one she’d been holding, because she’d decided, I think, lying there on the floor having been saved by a man who wouldn’t trade for it, that she didn’t have a reason to hold anything from me anymore.

“You want to settle the seam,” she said. “I’ll tell you how Silas did it, the once I saw it, fifty years back, when the seam went sour the last time, before he could just hold it by being there.” She drank, gathering it. “It’s a coven working. The full array, every holding-stone woken and manned, every craft pulling at once, life on the life-stone, light on the light-stone, the binder in the center holding the array open and re-laying the containment, and the wellspring under all of it, the anchor-point, holding the whole working open by what he is so the rest of you don’t burn out like I just nearly did. Each of you is a leg of it. Pull one and it all comes down.” She looked at me hard. “And here’s the part you’ll hate, because I hated it watching it. To settle a seam this sour, you don’t ease it closed. You can’t. It’s bled too long, the rot’s too deep in it. You have to open it. All the way. Open the wound full, let it pour, let the raw deep-magic flood out, and then close it clean in one working with everything you’ve got, the bad pulled out with the closing. Like,” she searched for it, ” like you’d cut a wound open to clean it before you stitch it, instead of sewing the rot inside. That’s the working. Open it, clean it, close it, all at once, all of you, powered by you.”

“And when we open it full,” Alexis said slowly, having already gotten there, like she got everywhere first, “we flood the whole area with raw power. The brightest beacon this county’s ever seen, all at once.”

“Aye,” Maren said grimly. “You’ll ring the dinner bell. Every feral thing in fifty miles’ll feel it, and you’ve got one in particular sitting in your woods that’ll feel it loudest, because that’s exactly what it eats, and it’ll come for the open seam to gorge on it the second you crack it. You’ll be doing the working and fighting the thing at the same time, on the same ground, and you’d better have planned for both, because the working can’t stop once it’s started or the wound stays open and you’re all dead, and the thing won’t wait politely while you finish.” She set down the tea. “That’s why it took the whole old coven, last time, and a wellspring at his strongest, and they still nearly didn’t. And you’ve got three witches, one of them not even,” she looked at Alexis, and didn’t finish, and didn’t have to.

The room was quiet. We all knew the shape of it now, every piece on the table, and one piece missing, and the missing piece sitting right there in black wool with her notebook in her lap, gone very still.

“I can write it,” Alexis said, finally, into the quiet, to her own hands. “The working. I can design the whole of it, every stone, every sequence, perfectly. I just watched myself save a woman’s life by being the only one who could read the map.” She looked up, and the deadpan was paper-thin over something enormous. “And I still can’t be the binder in the center. Because the binder has to channel, has to hold the array open under the worst load there is, and I have all map and no engine, and the working dies the second the center can’t hold, and the center is me, and I,” she stopped, and her composure cracked clean down the middle. “I have to choose the thing I came here specifically not to choose. Don’t I. There’s no other way to read it. I have to break my own ceiling or you all die at that seam.”

“You don’t have to do anything,” I said, flat, immediate, before it could settle on her wrong. “Hear me. The working only works if the binder’s whole and willing, Maren said it herself, a binding driven by a witch who got leaned into it cracks at the worst moment, and a cracked binding on a wound that size doesn’t fail quiet. So if it’s not yours to want, it’s not the working, and we’ll find another way, we’ll fight the thing the hard way, we’ll do something else, I don’t know what, but I am not taking a scared yes off you because the clock’s running and I happen to need a binder. Not for the house. Not for any of it. That’s the same line I held on Maren’s floor twenty minutes ago, and it doesn’t move because you’re the keystone instead of the refusal. You choose it or you don’t. Both are allowed.”

Alexis looked at me, and Maren looked at me, and I saw the old woman’s face do a complicated thing, watching me say it again, the line held twice in one morning, and Alexis was quiet a long moment, and then she said, low, “You really do mean that. Even now. Even like this.”

“Even now,” I said. “Especially now.”

She closed her notebook, slow, and held it against her chest, and she didn’t say yes and she didn’t say no, and I didn’t ask her to, and we packed Maren’s broth and fixed her broken door, mostly, enough to lock, and drove back up the hill in a truck full of a silence that wasn’t empty, that was full of a woman doing arithmetic in the back of it with the wind in her ink-black hair, working a problem with only one answer and her whole self standing in the way of it.

That night I painted Maren’s tar-and-rosemary thicker on every frame, and I checked my trip-lines twice, and I stood a long while at the back door looking at the dark woods where the thing was getting bigger. Sometime past midnight I heard Alexis’s door ease open down the hall, her quiet tread on the stairs, the scrape of the cellar door: she’d taken her lantern down to the seam alone. I let her go, because a problem was the only thing that could ever pull Alexis out into the dark, and she had finally, I thought, started turning that clear hard attention on herself instead of on the wound, and that was something a person had to do alone in the dark with a problem they loved, and there was nothing I could fix by following her down.


Chapter 15: The Brighter It Burns

The trouble with making something beautiful is that everything in the dark can see beauty too.

The inn was glorious now, that was the plain truth of it, and the plain trouble. Two woke witches and a man getting stronger every night had turned a dead building into the brightest, warmest, most alive thing for a long way in every direction, and where a witch felt that as comfort and a townsperson felt it as a place worth driving to, the thing in the woods felt it as a feast laid out on a table it hadn’t been invited to. It had stopped circling. That was the change that mattered. For weeks it had snuffled the perimeter, tested a salt line, dragged a kill to the edge and slunk off. Now, every single night, it came up out of the deep trees and walked the dark grounds and put itself against my hardened wards and pushed, methodical, patient, a little stronger each time, looking for the weak seam the way I’d look for the weak joist, and every morning I read the ground and found where it had leaned and how hard, and every morning the answer was harder than the night before.

My trip-lines earned their keep. That stupid fishing line and those cans of bolts woke me three nights running, a sudden rattle from the north eave or the back of the garden, and I’d be at the right window with the wrecking bar and the lights coming up before the thing had crossed half the yard, and twice Riley threw a flare from the upstairs window that sent it scrambling back to the trees, and once Goldie made the whole garden hedge surge up in a thorned wall in its path, growth weaponized, and the thing screamed and went around. We were holding. But holding is what you call losing when you say it nice, and I knew it, and the days until I’d have to actually fix the thing were running down toward a number I couldn’t see the bottom of, because the bottom of it was Alexis, and Alexis had gone quiet.

Not cold. Quiet. She spent those days in the cellar more than out of it, down there with her lantern and her notebook and the dead stones for hours, and when she came up she was further into the problem and further into herself both at once, frustrated in a way I recognized, the specific misery of a person who can see the fix and can’t reach it, like a man with the part in his hand and no way to get at the bolt. She’d wake the stones, she told me once, flat, over coffee, if she could touch them with current like she could with her mind, she could have the whole array singing in an afternoon, she knew exactly what each one wanted, she’d designed the re-laying in her head three times over, and it was all useless, every bit of it knowing with nothing to channel it through, the cruelest version of stuck there was, and she said it without self-pity, which was somehow worse than if she’d wept.

Riley, meanwhile, was getting reckless, and I should have seen where that was headed, because reckless was Riley’s whole way of metabolizing fear, and there was plenty of fear to go around with a monster at the wards every night.

“I want to do a thing,” she announced to me, the fifth evening, finding me out in the lantern-lit yard where I was re-seating a fence post the thing had loosened, the dark close around the warm circle of the porch lamps, the night full of crickets and the far-off feel of the woods. “A thing for the cause. I’ve been thinking about it tactically.” She said tactically like it was a delicious word. “Maren said light hurts it. Real light. And I can throw light now, I can hold it, but I want to know how bright I can go, how much I can push it, because if it comes hard and we need a weapon, I don’t want to find out my ceiling in the middle of the fight, I want to find it now, where it’s safe, where I can break past it.” She rocked up onto her toes and back down, a quick restless bounce, and the showmanship fell away, and the real ask came up under it, bright and a little breathless. “And I level by being watched. And I level harder the bigger the risk, the more it could go wrong, the more there’s a chance somebody might, you know. See.” Her eyes went to the dark road, where, I happened to know, Dell’s rig was due within the hour on his Tuesday run. “Out here. Where Dell could pull up any minute and the lanterns are on and the whole world’s right there.” She grinned, fear and want and pure Riley mischief all at once. “Push my ceiling on purpose. For the cause. Tell me that’s not tactical.”

I looked at this small reckless pink woman proposing we test the limits of her power against a deadline with a monster in the woods and a trucker due, and I should have been the responsible one, and the responsible one in me weighed it for about two seconds, and then the rest of me, which had been keyed up and grim for five hard nights and had a woman in front of it who turned fear into fire on purpose, set down the post.

“His rig’s due in under an hour,” I said.

“I know,” she breathed, lighting up. “That’s the whole point.”

“Then you’d better make it quick,” I said, and took her by the wrist and pulled her back into the deep shadow at the corner of the porch where the lantern light didn’t quite reach, against the rail, the open dark yard and the empty road right there. “And you do what I say, and you keep it quiet, and the second I say stop, you stop and we’re two people fixing a fence. Those are the terms. You want the risk, I hold the rail. Agreed?”

“Agreed, God, yes, agreed,” and she was already up against me, already grinding, already lit, the danger of it pouring fuel on her like nothing else did.

The charge of it for her was never the rest of us. It was the maybe. It was the open road and the lantern light and the world that could turn its head, and I gave her that and held the safety of it in my own hands, which is the only way you give a person a thing like that, with both hands on the rail.

I bent her over the porch rail in the lantern-light, facing the dark road, and I shoved the tiny shorts and fishnets down together over the tight curve of her ass in one rough yank, no patience for seams tonight, baring her bare and slick beneath, and she gasped and pushed back greedy, and I reached around and rubbed two fingers hard and fast over her clit, front to back through the soaked heat of her, until she was shaking and slick to the inside of her thighs, and then I lined my cock up against her wet little entrance and took her from behind in one stroke, filling her tight little body until I was seated flush against the soft of her ass, a hand fisted in her bright hair to keep her face up toward the road, toward the maybe-seen dark, and she keened and I clapped my other hand over her mouth, low at her ear, “Quiet, you wanted the risk, then you keep it quiet, anybody could come up that road right now and see exactly what a mess you are, full of my cock over the porch rail, that’s what you want, isn’t it, that’s the whole game,” and she sobbed against my palm and nodded and clenched around me so hard I felt it in my teeth.

I drove into her hard and steady against the rail, the sharp crack of my hips against her tight little ass loud in the dark, her small body taking all of it, her tight cunt gripping me on every stroke, her hands white-knuckled on the wood and her eyes fixed wide on the lantern-lit road, and she was climbing fast, faster than she ever did inside, the danger ratcheting her up two steps at a time, sparks pouring off her bare shoulders into the dark, more and more, gathering, and that was the thing I was watching for, the light building, because we were both, under the heat of it, doing the tactical thing, finding her ceiling, and I could feel her hit it, the place where it always fizzled, and I took my hand off her mouth and got it in her hair and pulled her head back and put my mouth at her ear and gave her the only order that mattered.

“Don’t fizzle. Not tonight. You’re not a flare, you’re a weapon, so when you come you don’t let it die, you push it, you push past the place it always quits, you give me everything, bright as you can go, brighter than that, do you understand me, all the way through the ceiling, now, come now and blow the top off it.”

And she went, with a strangled cry she couldn’t keep quiet, her cunt pulsing tight and fast around me, her whole small body snapping taut and then convulsing over the rail. And instead of the light fizzling out at her peak like it always had, it caught. It held. It erupted. A burst of light off her skin so sudden and so bright the whole yard went white as noon, whiter, a flash like a struck flare blooming off her in a wave that lit the trees and the road and the underside of the clouds. She screamed, and the fast clutch of her finished me, my hips snapping flush to her ass as I emptied into her while that white blaze scoured the dark. The light was so bright I had to shut my eyes against it even from behind her. And from the deep dark woods came a shriek, the creature, caught full in the edge of it, recoiling, hurt by a flash thrown a hundred yards off by a woman bent over a porch rail.

She killed it fast, smothered it on instinct, plunging the yard back into lantern dark, both of us blinking spots, panting, tangled and undone against the rail, and into the sudden dark came headlights swinging up the bottom of the hill, Dell’s rig, right on schedule, and we had about forty seconds.

What followed was not dignified. Riley got the giggles, the wild post-leveling giggles, while trying to find her shorts, and I had her shorts, and the fishnets were a lost cause, and Dell’s rig was downshifting up the grade, and that was when Cobb saved us, because Cobb, who hated Riley’s noise above all things, apparently drew the line at his house being embarrassed in front of Dell, and a series of crashes erupted from inside the taproom, a deliberate clatter of dropped pans, that had Dell, when he climbed down from the cab a minute later, calling out “Everything all right in there?” toward the lit kitchen window where the noise was, his back to the dark porch where a wellspring and a half-dressed witch were getting decent, and by the time he came around to the porch, thermos in hand, mustache and ball cap and easy grin, Riley was sitting on the steps in my flannel shirt with her bare legs crossed primly, and I was, with great focus, re-seating a fence post.

“Evening, Dell.”

“Evening, Gabe. Riley.” Dell settled onto the step with the contentment of a man arriving somewhere he loved. “Saw the strangest thing comin’ up the hill. Big old flash of light off your place, lit up the whole sky for a second. Heat lightning, I figure. You get heat lightning out here.” He said it slow and untroubled and pointedly incurious, the way Dell half-knew everything about the inn and asked about none of it, and Riley made a sound trying not to laugh that she turned into a cough, and Dell, kind oblivious Dell, went on, “You comin’ down with something, hon? Goldie’ll fix you up. That girl could cure the dead,” and Riley said, weakly, “I bet she could,” and lost the fight and laughed, and Dell laughed because Riley laughed, and the night put itself back together warm and absurd.

Cobb, I found out later, had not done it for us. He made that very clear over the following days, sulking and clattering and leaving a pointed pinecone in my boot, the message being that he had not rescued two fools caught half-dressed on his porch out of any affection for the fools, he had simply refused to let his house be embarrassed in front of Dell, who was the closest thing the inn had to family that wasn’t witch or wellspring, and there was a line, apparently, even for a hob who tormented Riley daily, and the line was Dell. Riley took this as further proof that Cobb adored her. Cobb took a week to forgive her for being grateful. The two of them were, I’d long since concluded, exactly as bad as each other and would be best friends until one of them died, which, hobs being what they are, would be Riley, in about sixty years, still arguing.

And that was the inn, all of it, the monster and the heat and the comedy stacked one on top of the other in the same ten minutes, and I wouldn’t have traded a second of it.

Later, after Dell had gone in for Goldie’s late plate and the house had gone quiet, I found Alexis where I’d known I’d find her, in the cellar, alone, sitting on the bottom step with the lantern beside her and her notebook closed in her lap, just looking at the dead stones and the breathing seam, and she’d seen the flash, everyone had seen the flash, and she knew what it meant, that Riley had broken past another ceiling out in the dark on a dare while she sat down here unable to break past her one.

I sat down on the step beside her. I didn’t say anything for a while. The seam exhaled its slow chill into the dark. Down here it was easier to feel the size of the thing we were up against, the wound, the dying array, the leak that fed a monster.

“She did it out in the yard,” Alexis said finally, flat, not looking at me. “On a dare. Half-public, you and her, I’m not an idiot. And she broke her ceiling doing it, just, casually, for the cause, and now her light’s a weapon, and she’ll do it again next week and find another one and break that too, because it’s easy for her, because she just lets herself want the thing and the wanting is the key.” She turned the closed notebook over in her hands. “And I’ve been sitting in a cellar for a week with the entire solution written out in my own hand, knowing exactly what I need to do, and I can’t make myself walk up the stairs and do it, because I am, apparently, a coward, which is not a word I have ever once applied to myself, and I find I don’t care for it.”

“You’re not a coward,” I said.

“Then what am I.”

“Scared,” I said. “Which isn’t the same thing. Riley told me herself, she’s never not scared, she just pretends to be brave so well it counts. The brave ones are all scared. Coward’s a person who lets the scared make the call. You’re a person taking a long time to make the call. Those aren’t the same animal, whatever it feels like from the inside.” I looked at the stones. “And I’ll tell you something about myself, since we’re down here in the dark being honest, which is not a thing I do, ask anyone. I’m a runner. That’s my ceiling. The second a thing gets good enough that losing it would actually cost me something, I leave. And I haven’t told a soul this but you: I’m scared every single day that I’m going to wake up one morning and the running’s going to win and I’ll be gone down that road before any of you are up. I know exactly how to stay and I have spent thirty-three years not being able to make myself do it.” I let that sit. “So I’m not standing over you. I’m sitting next to you. I’m doing the same arithmetic you are, every day, on whether I’m brave enough to want the thing that could hurt me. We just call our ceilings different names.”

She was quiet a long moment. The lantern hissed.

“The fear isn’t the sex,” she said, finally, very low, with no performance left in it at all. “I want you to understand that, because I think you might think it’s the sex, and it isn’t, I’m not, I’ve had, that’s not the wall. The fear is what’s on the other side of breaking it. If I do it and it works, if my ceiling breaks and the throughput floods and I can suddenly do everything I’ve understood for fifteen years and couldn’t touch, then I have to grieve those fifteen years. I have to look at every easy thing every lesser witch did in front of me while I stood there frozen, and know I could have done it the whole time, that the only thing in my way was a door I was too scared to walk through, and that’s, that’s a grief I don’t know if I can carry, finding out I was never broken, only stuck, only afraid, and I wasted half my,” she stopped, and pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, steadying. “And if I do it and it doesn’t work, if I’m the one witch the wellspring can’t unstick, then I really am broken, permanently, no more telling myself it might be otherwise, and I’ll have found that out in the most humiliating way there is. So both doors are terrible. One’s grief and one’s ruin. And I’d genuinely rather sit on this step in the dark not knowing than walk through either one.” Her voice had gone thin. She finally looked at me, and the dry composure was gone entirely, just the raw scared brilliant woman under it. “That’s the truth of it. That’s the actual shape of the thing. I’m not coy and I’m not playing hard to get and I’m certainly not waiting to be wooed. I’m a person standing between two unbearable certainties, choosing not to know, and the clock is making me, and I hate it, I hate that it’s coming whether I choose or not.”

I thought about how to answer her, and I gave her the only true thing I had, which was a tradesman’s thing, because that’s the only kind of true thing I’ve got.

“You won’t know what those fifteen years were until you put yourself under load,” I said. “Same thing I told you the first day. You’re modeling two doors, grief and ruin, on a cellar step, and you of all people know a model isn’t a measurement.”

She was quiet a moment, and then she did the thing only she could do, which was finish my own thought better than I’d have managed it. “And a model with an untested variable at the center of it is only a hypothesis wearing a result’s clothes,” she said slowly, almost to herself. “I’ve treated my own ceiling as a known value for fifteen years. I never once actually ran the test.” She huffed something that wasn’t quite a laugh. “I hate that that’s correct.”

“Maybe you break it and the grief comes and turns out survivable, like grief mostly is,” I said, “and on the other side you’re the witch you were always meant to be, and the fifteen years stop being wasted the second they’re the thing that made you ready. Or maybe not. You don’t know. That’s the whole point.” I stood, and offered her nothing, no hand, no push, just the open dark and the choice. “Whatever you choose, you choose it whole, on your own terms, nobody leaning on it, not me and not the clock.”

She looked up at me for a long moment in the lantern light, the stones breathing cold behind her, and she didn’t say yes, and she didn’t say no, but something had settled in her, I could see it, the arithmetic resolving toward a number, slow, and she said, quietly, “Go to bed, Gabe. I want to sit with it a while longer. By myself.”

So I went up, and I left her down there in the dark with the wound and her notebook and her two terrible doors, and I lay awake listening, and around two in the morning I heard her come up the cellar stairs, slow, and stop on the landing, and stand there a long time outside my room in the dark, and I did not get up, because the door had to be hers to open, and after a while I heard her go back to her own room, her own door clicking shut soft, and I thought, that’s not no. A person who stops outside your door at two in the morning and stands there isn’t a person who’s chosen no. A person like that is one good reason away from yes, and they’re down to looking for the reason.

I almost slept.

Then the can of bolts on the north eave rattled, hard, and a second one, the back of the garden, both at once, two quarters of the perimeter breached in the same instant, which it had never done, the creature coming at the outer salt line in two places to split us, and I was up and down the stairs with the wrecking bar before the second can stopped swinging, bellowing the house awake, and the night turned into a fight.

It came over the outer ring in the dark by the greenhouse, and it was huge, far bigger than the too-many-jointed shape I’d glimpsed weeks ago, a low rotten hungry mass of a thing that the grass died under as it came, and it hit the outer salt line and the salt smoked and held for one second and then it pushed through, through, scattering the line, onto the grounds proper.

I was at the right window before it cleared the line, because the cans had told me which quarter, because that stupid fishing line and those soup cans of bolts had done exactly the job I’d built them for, and I was down the stairs and out the kitchen door with the wrecking bar before it reached the garden, planting myself between it and the house like I’d planted myself in the doorway that first night, not tonight, except this was a thing the size of a truck and a wrecking bar was going to be about as much use as a stern word, and I knew it, and I planted myself anyway, because that’s the job, you put your body where the line is and you trust your crew to make it matter.

And they made it matter. Goldie came out the kitchen door in her nightdress with both hands up and the whole garden answered her, the thorned hedge surging up in a living wall across its path, and where the hedge met it she made the kitchen-fire leap from the hearth out across the yard in a roaring arc, life and flame at once, and the creature screamed and recoiled from the fire and the green. It checked, and turned, looking for a way around the living wall, and there wasn’t one, because she’d grown it wall to wall, and in the half-second it hung there baffled, Riley came out on the upstairs landing and threw her new weapon, the real one, the blinding flash she’d found over a porch rail an hour of the world ago, and the whole yard went white as a struck sun, and the thing took it full in whatever it had for a face and shrieked and reeled back, blinded, smoking, and I got two good swings of the bar into the rotten mass of it while it was blind, which did about as much as I’d feared and felt, even so, like something, like a man getting to land a hand on the thing that had been circling his home for weeks, and then it broke off, and fled back over the scattered outer line into the dark, hurt, beaten, gone.

For now.

We stood in the lantern-light afterward, the four of us, because Alexis had come out too, in her black sleep-things with the rune-coin Cobb had given her clenched in her fist, and watched the whole thing from the porch, watched Goldie’s fire and Riley’s blaze drive the monster off the grounds, watched what a leveled coven could do, and watched, too, the thing none of us said out loud as we stood there in the wreckage of the outer salt line catching our breath: that it had taken everything Goldie and Riley had, kitchen-fire and a blinding flash, to drive it off for one night, and it had still gotten through the outer ring, and it was bigger than it had been yesterday, and it would be bigger tomorrow, and the woke crafts were weapons now, real weapons, and they still weren’t enough. Not close. Not without the wards woken and the working run and the binder who could do both.

Alexis looked at the scorched scattered salt and the dying grass where the creature had stood and the two witches breathing hard in the lantern light, and she looked down at the rune-coin in her fist, and she looked at me.

“Get the cellar ready,” she said. Flat, the scholar’s voice, but something underneath it that wasn’t analysis at all. She turned the rune-coin over and over in her fingers. “I’ll draw the whole working out tonight, every stone, every sequence. And tomorrow night you’ll have the cellar ready, and I’ll come down, and I’ll try.” She stopped. Looked at the scorched salt, the two spent witches, the dark where the thing had fled. “I’m not promising it works. I’m not even promising I’ll be able to make myself do it when the moment’s in front of me, I’ve frozen on that step more nights than I’ll admit.” The flat voice thinned. “But I just watched what finding out looks like, out there in the yard. Goldie throwing fire. Riley a whole sun. And I’m done letting the being-scared make my choices for me by default, which is exactly what it’s done for fifteen years while I called it caution. That much I’ve decided.” She wrapped her arms around herself, the rune-coin closed tight in one fist. “I don’t have my reason yet, though. Not a clean one. Not one that’s mine, instead of the clock’s, or the house’s, or everyone needing the binder badly enough that I become the tool again. I’m still looking for it. But I’ve stopped being willing to not look. Let me get that far, Gabe, and we’ll see if I can find the rest.”


Chapter 16: All Map, No Engine

She’d said tomorrow night, and then she’d spent the whole of the day trying not to think about the night by burying herself so deep in the work that there wasn’t room in her for anything else, which I understood completely, because it’s exactly what I do, and watching Alexis Garland do it was like watching a version of myself who’d gone to graduate school.

She was up before me, which never happened, and when I came down she had the long taproom table covered. Not with breakfast. With the working. She’d been at it for hours, you could see, the cold tea and the three guttered candles and the spread of paper, and she’d drawn the whole of it out, the entire settling-working, in a hand so precise it looked printed, the five-point array of the cellar laid out to scale, each holding-stone keyed and labeled, the sequence of the binding mapped in nested rings of runework that meant nothing to me and clearly meant everything, all of it annotated in her tight dry marginalia, and in the center of it all, where the binder stood, she’d drawn a small careful circle and left it empty, and beside the empty circle she’d written, in letters smaller than the rest, me.

“It’s elegant,” she said, before I’d said anything, not looking up, pure scholar, the night safely walled off behind the work. “I’ll grant the witches who built this that. It’s a containment that doesn’t fight the seam, it feeds it, holds it like you’d hold a difficult thing instead of crushing it, which is why it lasted centuries and why it needs a green-witch on the life-stone and not just raw binding. Whoever designed it understood that you can’t bully a wound in the world shut, you have to make it want to stay closed, and that’s, frankly, the most sophisticated piece of working I’ve ever read, and it’s been sitting under a roadside inn that loses tourists, which tells you something about where the real craft hides.” She tapped the empty center circle. “Here’s the working. I’ve checked it four times. It’s correct. It requires exactly what we have, life, light, binding, anchored by the wellspring, which would be a remarkable coincidence if the inn weren’t, almost certainly, drawing each of us here precisely because it needs each of us, which is a thought I’ve been avoiding because it makes me feel like a tool the building summoned, and I’d like to keep feeling like a person who chose to come, so we’ll set that aside.”

“You chose to come,” I said. “Goldie got hauled here half-dead. You parked between two lines that weren’t painted on and got out reading. Nobody summoned that.”

“That’s a surprisingly comforting distinction. Thank you.” She tipped her head, conceding it. “Sit down, I need to walk you through your part, because your part is the part that gets everyone killed if you misunderstand it.”

So I sat, and she walked me through it, and the next several hours, the two of us over those diagrams while the house moved around us, were a kind of intimacy I hadn’t expected and didn’t have a word for and have thought about a great deal since. Because here is the truth about Alexis Garland that the black wool and the deadpan were built to hide: when she was deep in a problem with someone who could keep up, she was the most alive and the most beautiful and the most undefended she ever got, and I could keep up. Not on the runework, I couldn’t read a sigil from a grocery list. But on the shape of a job, the load paths, what holds what and what fails first and where the weak point is and what happens when you put the whole thing under stress all at once, that I’d been reading my entire life, just in steel and timber instead of runes, and it turned out a binding-array under load and a roof truss under load want the same questions asked of them, and I asked them, and she answered. And somewhere in the second hour she stopped explaining down to me and started thinking out loud with me, which she said she’d never done with anyone, and the table between us got smaller and smaller until we were both leaning over the same diagram with our heads close and her pen and my finger tracing the same line. And the work was the foreplay, that was the plain fact of it, the meeting of how we each saw the bones of a problem was the most charged either of us had been with our clothes on.

She drew as she thought, fast and exact, and I learned to read her shorthand over the hours, the nested rings, the little marginal notes, how she’d score a line through and rewrite it a hair different and you could watch her mind move in the corrections. And I gave her back the only thing I had, the carpenter’s eye, the question nobody had asked her diagrams yet, and it wasn’t is it correct, she’d checked correct four times, but what happens when it’s tired. Where does it bear when the load comes on all at once and stays. Which part fails first when, not if. She’d lean in over a section and I’d say, that ring’s carrying everything for that half-second when the seam’s full open, what holds it while you re-lay the next one, and she’d go still, and then she’d say, nothing, nothing holds it, that’s the gap, I never, and she’d start drawing again, faster, and once she muttered, mostly to herself, fifteen years and a man who builds porches just found a structural flaw in the foundational warding of the eastern tradition, I’m going to have to publish this and credit a tool belt.

“You’ve got the working,” I told her, “you’ve had the working since the cellar. What you didn’t have was somebody to stress-test it, and that’s not a runework problem, that’s a load problem, and load’s the same in steel or stone or runes, you just never had a builder in the room before.”

“I never had anyone in the room before,” she said, not looking up, and there was a whole life in how she said it, and then she caught what she’d said and bent back over the diagram, hard.

“There,” she said, a moment later, when I’d put my finger on the spot in her sequence where I’d have braced a temporary support before opening the seam, the weak moment, the instant between full-open and the binding catching, “exactly there, that’s the failure point, that’s the half-second the whole working can come down, and nobody’s ever, you just found in ninety seconds the thing it took me three reads to,” and she stopped, and looked up, and our faces were very close over the diagram, and the air between us went tight and singing, like a wire pulled to its limit, and her slate-gray eyes dropped to my mouth and came back up, and a flush ran up her pale throat that she didn’t, for once, push her glasses up to hide.

I didn’t move. I let it be hers.

And it almost was. Her breath changed, and she swayed in half an inch, and her hand came up off the diagram toward my jaw, and I held still and steady and let the choice sit entirely in her, and then she stopped, with her fingertips an inch from my face, and closed her eyes, and pulled back, slow, deliberate, getting control of it by main force.

“No,” she said, low, mostly to herself. “Not like this. Not over a diagram in the afternoon because the work got us, that’s, that’s a reaction, that’s the same reflex that’s gotten me through every other,” she opened her eyes, and she was steady again, the wall back up but a window left open in it, looking at me with a new respect. “I want it to be a choice. A clear one. Tonight, on purpose, with my eyes open, knowing exactly what I’m doing and why, not something that happened because we were leaning over the same page and the lighting was good. Do you understand? If I’m going to break fifteen years over it I’m going to do it on purpose, sober, chosen, mine. Not because I got swept.”

“Then we don’t get swept,” I said, and pulled back too, easy, no push, no disappointment shown, just agreement, and I watched that land on her harder than any kiss would have, the man pulling back the instant she asked, the second proof in two days that the door was hers and the leaning would always stop the moment she said stop. “Tonight, then, when it’s clear and it’s yours. The work’s the work. We’ll keep it the work.”

“You’re going to keep doing that, aren’t you,” she said. “Pulling back the second I ask, like the door’s mine to close any hour of the day I want. It’s deeply unfair. I came here braced for a man who’d push.” She made a frustrated gesture and let it fall. “And you’re not even doing it as a tactic. That’s the worst part. It’s just who you are.”

“It’s just who I am,” I agreed, and got up to make coffee, because we both needed the table to get bigger again.

The setback came in the early afternoon, and it came from below.

Cobb found it first. He came scrambling up out of the cellar in a state I’d never seen him in, all his usual dry composure gone, chittering and tugging at my sleeve and pointing back down the stairs, agitated in a way that meant something was wrong with the house, his house, and we went down, all of us, and Alexis got to the deadest stone and made a sound like she’d been hit.

It was cracked. The fifth stone, the one she’d told me was nearly cold, running on fumes, the weakest of the five, had a fresh fracture running clean through its face, the worn old rune split in two, and the chill pouring off the seam was noticeably stronger in the cellar than it had been that morning, a draft of wrongness where before it had been a slow pulse.

“It reached it,” Alexis said, crouched over the broken stone, her voice tight. “The familiar. It can’t get into the cellar, the salt and the wards hold, but it doesn’t have to, it’s been pushing against the array from outside every night and the array’s been failing and last night, when it breached the outer line, when it got close, it leaned on the weakest point hard enough to,” she touched the crack, “it cracked the stone. Dropped the load onto the other four. They’re carrying a five-stone wound on four stones now and one of those four is the next-weakest and it’s,” she stood up fast, doing the arithmetic, and the arithmetic was bad, I could see it on her. “This accelerates everything. The whole array’s degradation curve just steepened. The seam’s going to leak faster, which feeds the familiar faster, which means it gets stronger faster and pushes harder, which cracks the next stone sooner, it’s a runaway, it’s the exact feedback that nearly killed Maren but slow and structural instead of fast and personal.” She looked at me, and the scholar’s distance was gone, replaced by something that was almost relief, terrible relief, the relief of a person whose last excuse has just been taken away. “We don’t have a week. I said a week last night. We don’t have a week. If we don’t wake these stones and re-lay the containment in the next day or two the array fails completely and the seam goes wide open on its own, no working, no control, just a wound in the world tearing itself the rest of the way open and a county full of witches and a monster in the woods, and that’s, that’s not a thing we survive.”

She stood there in the cellar with the cracked stone at her feet and the wrong-cold draft on her face, and I watched her stop being a woman frozen between two terrible certainties and become a woman who’d had the choice made into the only choice there was, which I’d worried about, because Maren’s warning ran loud, a binder leaned into the working cracks at the worst moment, and a working forced by a clock was a kind of leaning.

So I said it again, because it had to be true even now, especially now.

“This doesn’t change it,” I said. “I know how it looks. The clock just got worse, so now you have to. But you don’t.” I crouched and met her eyes over the broken stone. “The house is wood and stone. You’re a person. If your answer is no, we put everyone in the truck tonight and drive out of the blast radius and let the inn go, and I won’t say one word of blame. I’m not going to let a cracked rock do my pushing for me. The clock’s real, and it still isn’t a reason.”

Alexis looked at me for a long moment in the cellar dark, the lantern catching her glasses, and then she did something she’d never done, she laughed, a short real disbelieving laugh, and pressed the heel of her hand to one eye under the glasses.

“You’d actually do it,” she said. “You’d let the inn fall. You’d let the monster have it. You’d put three leveled witches and a hob in a truck and drive away from the only wellspring’s-nest in a hundred miles, give up all of it, rather than let me choose this for the wrong reason.” She shook her head. “Do you have any idea how rare that is? Do you understand that in the entire history of my craft, the binder is the tool, the binder is the thing you need, every coven I’ve ever read about treated the binder as a resource to be deployed, and you just told me, with a cracked anchor-stone at your feet and a day on the clock, that you’d rather lose everything than deploy me.” She lowered her hand, and her eyes were wet and clear and entirely unguarded. “That’s the reason. Right there. That’s what I needed and didn’t know I was waiting for. Not the clock. You. A man who’d let it all burn rather than make me his instrument. I can choose it now. I couldn’t choose it for the house, or for the clock, or to be the keystone, those were all just other people needing the tool. But I can choose it because the one man who could have made me a tool refused to, and that, finally, makes it mine.”

She bent and picked up the two halves of the cracked stone, and held them, and looked at them, the broken weakest piece of an ancient array, and she said, quietly, “Set the cellar tonight. I’ll wake them. All five, this one too, I can re-lay a cracked stone if the throughput’s there, and tonight the throughput’s going to be there.” She looked at me. “On my terms. Eyes open. Chosen. The way you keep insisting, until I finally understood why you were insisting.” A breath. “I’m going to go upstairs and prepare the array, and I’m going to need the afternoon, and then I’m going to come find you tonight, on purpose, and you’re going to put me under load, and we’re going to find out who I’ve been this whole time.”

I didn’t say anything for a second, because there wasn’t anything to say that wouldn’t make it smaller, and because I’d learned by then that the right response to a person choosing the hardest thing of their life is not encouragement, which puts your thumb on the scale, but witness, which doesn’t. So I just nodded, and held her eyes, and let her see that I’d heard her and that I believed she could do it and that I’d be there and that none of those were the same as pushing. And something in her settled under that, the last of the bracing going out of her, because I think she’d half expected me to be glad, to let the relief show, the inn saved, the keystone in place, and the fact that I wasn’t glad, that I was just steady, just there, was the final proof that she’d read me right, that the man asking her to break fifteen years open wasn’t asking for himself or the house but only standing where she could find him when she came. “Tonight,” I said, which was all of it. “I’ll have the cellar ready.” And she nodded back, once, and the thing was decided, the way the realest things get decided, quietly, between two people who’d stopped needing to perform anything for each other a while ago.

We went up. And Cobb, who’d been watching all of it from the stairs with his big lamp-eyes, did a thing then that finished it, because Cobb always knew before the rest of us. He’d gathered them, sometime in the last weeks, a small hoard, and he’d been holding them, and now he climbed up onto the worktable where Alexis set down her diagrams, and he laid them out for her one by one, a little row of treasures, three more of the old green-tarnished binding-coins from somewhere deep in the walls, and a worn iron key to nothing, and a smooth river stone, and a tarnished thimble, the whole of a hob’s regard offered up in scavenged metal, and he looked at her, and made his dry pleased creak, the hob committing fully on the eve of the working, adopting his binder all the way, and Alexis looked at the little hoard of gifts laid out for her by a house-spirit who’d decided she was his, and the deadpan didn’t crack so much as dissolve, and she sat down at the table and picked up each gift in turn and thanked him for it gravely, by name, and Cobb sat with her while she set up the working, the two contained creatures keeping each other company, and I left them to it, because some things you don’t supervise.

The house knew, all of it, that something was coming. I’d learned the inn’s moods by then like I’d learned Cobb’s, like I’d learned Goldie’s face, and all afternoon it had the held quality it had worn the very first night I drove up, the quality of a thing waiting on a guest it knew was coming, except the guest this time was a choice, and the choice was Alexis’s, and the whole house seemed to bank itself low and respectful around her like it had banked itself the night Goldie chose. The lamps stayed gentle. Cobb kept the kettle warm and didn’t torment anyone. Goldie and Riley, who’d felt the shift like the rest of us had, kept a careful warm distance, no questions, no teasing, just a plate left here and a lamp lit there, the household giving one of its own the room to walk up to the biggest door of her life on her own feet. Even the goose was quiet. It was the kind of waiting a house does well when it’s finally a home, and I moved through it doing my small sure tasks and felt, under the dread of tomorrow’s working, the particular peace of a place that had become exactly what it was for.

I spent the afternoon on my own part, which was the only part I knew how to be sure of. I primed the cellar. I cleaned every stone, swept the floor around the seam, set the lantern and the salt and the things Alexis told me to set where she told me to set them, down to the inch, because she’d handed me a diagram of the cellar floor with marks on it and I’d worked off other people’s marks my whole life. While I worked I checked my rigs, the deadfall I’d been quietly building over the lane and the old cellar mechanism I’d been freeing from fifty years of seize, because I’d started planning for the working night already, the tradesman’s half of it, the part that ran on stone and counterweights instead of craft, and there’s a comfort in that kind of work the night before a frightening thing, the comfort of a job you can finish with your hands and check twice and know it’s done.

I went over the whole shell of the place like I’d go over any job I meant to stake my neck on. I shot two more lag bolts into the cellar door frame and hung a second iron bar in brackets let into the stone, so that if the wards failed the door would still be a door and not a suggestion. I greased every exterior hinge so nothing would shriek at the wrong second, ran a fresh thick line of Maren’s salt across all four thresholds, and laid a spare bag of it at the foot of the cellar stairs where Alexis could reach it without looking. I tested the counterweight on the old mechanism a dozen times, dry, filing a burr off the pawl until it dropped clean and bit every time. I topped the lamps and stacked the cut salt, the spare ward-chalk, the wrecking bar, and the long pry where I’d want them in the dark, by feel. None of it was magic. All of it was mine to be sure of, and being sure of it was the only steadiness I had to give the house, so I gave it twice.

Cobb worked alongside me the whole afternoon, which he’d never done, the senior partner come down to inspect the junior one’s preparations for the defense of his house, and he tested every salt line I laid and re-set two stones I’d set fractionally off true, and once, when I’d cleaned the last of the array and stood back, he climbed up onto the curb of the well and looked down at the seam a long moment with his big lamp-eyes, and made a sound I’d never heard him make, low and grave, a hob looking at the wound his house had been built to tend, and I understood it was the most serious thing in his long life, and I crouched down beside him and we looked at it together, the man and the hob, and I said, “We’ll close it tomorrow,” and he creaked, once, and that was the two of us agreeing to bet the house.

Then I went up and looked at the whole house, the whole job, the working tomorrow and the monster every night and the seam under everything, and I felt the size of what we were about to do, open a wound in the world on purpose with a thing in the woods that ate exactly that. There was a moment, standing there, when the old reflex stirred, the one that had always picked this precise instant to leave, the instant something got real and close and there was too much to lose. I stood in the warm taproom of a house full of people I’d somehow come to belong to, and I planted my feet, on purpose, eyes open, the same choice I’d spent two days asking Alexis to make, and I made it too.

The keys to the truck hung on their hook by the door, and I didn’t so much as glance at them.

Upstairs, as the light went gold and then dim, I heard Alexis moving in her room, getting it ready, the scholar setting her stage, and the house went quiet and waiting around her, every lamp banked low, Cobb gone still in the walls, Goldie and Riley keeping a warm careful distance because they knew what tonight was and whose it was, and I sat in the dark taproom with a cold coffee and waited, not pushing, door open, for a woman to walk through it, finally, on her own.

The stairs creaked.


Chapter 17: The Unraveling

She came down the stairs deliberate and composed, in control, and the control was the whole point of what came apart after.

She’d dressed for it, which I understood was its own kind of statement from a woman who armored herself in black wool, because she came into the dark taproom in the black, the high-necked sweater and the pencil skirt and the glasses, the full severe arrangement she wore like a closed door, and she stood in the low lamplight with her chin up and her notebook nowhere in sight, and she said, “I’ve set the array. The stones are primed to catch the surge, the runework’s laid in my room and chalked down to the cellar, so when it comes, if it comes, it has somewhere to go and it won’t burn the house down or me with it. I’ve thought through the containment. I’ve thought through everything.” A breath. “I’ve thought through it so thoroughly that there’s nothing left to think through, which I believe was the point, and now I’m here, on purpose, having walked down every step of it clear-headed and certain, choosing it, and I’d like you to stop me thinking entirely, because thinking is the wall, and I’m tired of being on the wrong side of my own wall.”

I didn’t make her say it again. She’d walked down her own stairs and laid the whole choice out in order, every step shown, like a proof she’d checked twice before she brought it to me. A woman who’d spent fifteen years measuring every word she let out of her mouth didn’t need me prying one more loose to be sure of it. The asking was hers. It was always going to be hers, and pulling at it now would only have handed her back the wall I was supposed to be taking down.

“Then stop thinking,” I said, low, giving her back her own word, and stepped in close, and let her say the rest of it to my face.

“I want you,” Alexis said, low and precise and stripped of every wall, the most undefended I’d ever heard her, and a flush coming up her pale throat that she let me see. “I want this, for myself, because I want you and because I want to find out who I am under the wall, and because I have wanted it since the cellar the first day and have been too afraid to say so, and I’m saying so now, sober and chosen and mine. I’ve had partners. I’m not fragile and I’m not innocent and I don’t want you gentle because you think I’m either. What I want,” and here the precise voice dropped, and went rough, and the wall finally cracked and the filth underneath showed through, shocking even her, I watched it shock her, “what I want is to stop being the one in control. That’s it. That’s the whole secret, that’s what’s under fifteen years of black wool, I am so tired of being the one in control of everything, my craft, my voice, my body, my face, every single thing I have ever done has been me white-knuckling control, and I want, just once, to give it to someone who’ll actually take it, all of it, and I think you’re the only man I’ve ever met who could take it and not break it. So take it. Please. Take all of it.”

I crossed the room and put my hand on the side of her face and tipped her chin up and kissed her, slow and certain, and she made a sound into it she clearly hadn’t planned to make, and I felt the control start to go out of her in that first kiss, slow at first and then all at once, the way water goes when a held gate finally lifts.

What followed was the slowest, deepest detonation of a woman I have ever been part of, and I’ll set it down whole, because she earned every degree of it and so did the waiting.

I took it slow, because her caution deserved slow even though her mouth wanted fast, and I unwrapped her like something built to stay closed, deliberate, savoring, and every layer that came off took a layer of the wall with it. I peeled the high-necked sweater up over her head and found, underneath, the quiet surprise the severity hid, neat soft breasts, paler than pale, with sensitive pink nipples that pebbled the instant the air touched them and made her gasp before anything else did, her body betraying her composure before her voice could, exactly as I’d been told it would. I took the glasses off her, careful, folded them, set them on the dresser, and she blinked at me without them, undefended, and I took the pen out of her bun and let the sleek ink-black hair fall down around her pale shoulders, and the scholar disappeared into a woman, and the woman was, under all that black, a bombshell, and I told her so.

“Look at you,” I said, low, turning her by the hips toward the lamplight, taking her in, and I unzipped the pencil skirt and peeled it down off the thing it had been straining against all week, the full heavy round curve of her ass and wide pale hips coming free, the headline her prim wardrobe had spent every day failing to hide, and I peeled the dark tights and the plain black underwear down with it, baring all of it, and I got my hands on it, both hands, finally, all that heavy pale softness, kneading, spreading the round cheeks apart and watching her flush at being looked at there, and squeezed, and she shuddered and braced her hands on the dresser and dropped her head. “All this. Under all that black, all this time. You’ve been walking around my house buttoned up to the throat with this underneath and pretending you didn’t know I could see it straining that skirt. You knew. Say you knew.”

“I knew,” she gasped, and it wrasped out of her, the precise voice gone, “God, I knew, I dress like that on purpose, I dress like that so people look at my mind instead of my, and you, you’ve been looking at both the whole time, you never stopped seeing either one, and I,” she pushed back into my hands, shameless, the wall in ruins, “I wanted you to. That’s the awful thing. The whole time I was lecturing you about not wasting time on seduction I wanted you to look at me exactly like you’re looking at me right now.”

I bent her over the dresser and worshipped that ass with my hands and then my mouth, slow, kneading the heavy cheeks apart and dragging my tongue down the cleft of her, over the tight pucker and lower to the soaked swollen lips of her cunt, and she came apart by degrees like I’d known she would, the deadpan scholar dissolving into the filthiest, most shameless want in the house, her precise vocabulary cracking into a stream of broken explicit pleading that visibly astonished her even as she said it, every word another piece of the wall coming down. I worked two fingers into her dripping cunt from behind, slow and deep, my thumb pressing slick circles against her asshole, until she was soaking and shaking and begging, pushing that thick pale ass back onto my hand, and the begging was the thing, because Alexis Garland did not beg, Alexis Garland delivered diagnoses in complete sentences, and here she was bent over my dresser with all that pale weight bared and my fingers buried in her reduced to please and more and a string of filth that would have made the woman in the gray sedan walk into traffic, and every word of it was another stone out of the wall, and I told her so, told her how good it was to hear that precise voice finally come apart, told her I’d been waiting weeks to hear what was under all that black wool, and she sobbed that she had too, that she’d wanted this since the cellar and hated wanting it and was done hating it.

Then I turned her and laid her back across the bed and notched the head of my cock against her soaked entrance and pushed into her slow first, face to face, working in inch by inch as her body yielded around me, watching the control leave her eyes entirely as she stretched to take me, watching the woman who lived in her head get driven all the way down into her body, and she gasped at the fullness of it and wrapped those full pale thighs around me and pulled me deep and stopped, for the first time in fifteen years, thinking. I kept it slow and deep and unrelenting, grinding into her to the root on every stroke, in no hurry at all, my forehead against hers, watching her, and she watched me back, undefended, no glasses, no wall, just the raw brilliant woman, her cunt clenching slick around me, and the runes chalked around the room caught the first faint light at the edges as the throughput in her began, far down, to stir.

“More,” she gasped, ragged, undone. “I told you what I want, don’t make me, I’m not going to be able to ask twice, I’m barely, how badly I want to give it up, all of it, the thing I never let anyone,” she reached back and grabbed her own ass, spread herself, an act so far past the buttoned-up scholar of that afternoon that the contrast of it went through me like a current, “this. I want this. The whole surrender. I’ve never given it to anyone because giving it means giving up control completely and I never trusted anyone enough to, and I trust you, God help me, I trust you, so take it, take the last of it, take the part I’ve never let go of.”

So I gave her what she asked for, carefully, as it has to be done, fully in command and in no hurry at all, because the whole point of the thing was the patience, the proof that giving up control to me meant being handled and not rushed. I turned her over and put her where I wanted her, on her knees with her face down in the pillow and that full pale ass up in the lamplight, the headline her wool had hidden all those weeks finally bared and offered, and I took my time with it, both hands on it, kneading, spreading those heavy cheeks wide and watching the tight pucker of her flex under my eyes, looking my fill while she trembled and waited and didn’t dare move because I hadn’t told her to. I dragged my tongue down over her asshole, slow and wet, circling it, working it loose, and she made a sound into the pillow she’d plainly never made in her life, scandalized at her own body, and I licked her there until she was pushing back onto my mouth, and then I worked a slick finger into that tight ring while my other hand stayed buried in her cunt, opening her on both, and I felt the last of the scholar’s composure come apart against my tongue and my fingers.

“You said you’d never given this to anyone,” I said, low, working her with my fingers, slick and slow, watching her open by degrees. “Why me.”

“Because you’d take it and not break it,” she gasped into the pillow, ragged, every word costing her the wall it came through. “Because you never once made me a tool, and the only person I could ever give up control to is one who’d never, oh God, who’d never use it against me, please, I’ve been holding onto this my whole life, I want you to be the one who takes it, take it, I’m ready, I’ve been ready since the cellar, take it.”

I slicked my cock with her own wet, gathered thick from her dripping cunt, and pressed the head against that tight ring I’d worked open, and I took her there, easing the broad head of me past the resistance until it gave and she opened around me with a wrecked gasp. I worked her open by patient degrees, more of her own wet, more pressure, sinking deeper a careful inch at a time, reading every breath, going at exactly the pace she could take and not a hair faster, my free hand splayed flat on the small of her back, holding her steady and grounded like I’d held her steady at everything, two fingers of my other hand sliding back into her cunt to fill her there too, and I told her how to breathe and she breathed it, and I told her to push back into it when she was ready and she pushed, taking me deeper into that impossibly tight grip, and she gave it up, the last of it, the control she’d held her whole life, handed it over to me inch by inch with her face buried in the pillow and her hands fisted in the sheets and a stream of broken filthy disbelieving sounds spilling out of the woman who in all the weeks I’d known her had never once let a word leave her mouth she hadn’t measured first. “That’s it,” I told her, steady, in command, easing into her ass by careful inches. “There’s nothing left to hold onto now. Good. You’re doing so well. Take all of it. Give me the rest of it.” And when I was finally seated deep in her, buried to the root in that tight clenching heat, she went utterly still and then made a sound I’d never heard her make, a long broken wrecked sound of pure surrender, the scholar gone, the wall gone, just a woman who’d finally given the last thing away.

“There it is,” I said, low, gripping her hips, holding still, letting her feel the whole of it, the whole of giving it up. “That’s all of it now. There’s nothing left to hold onto. You gave it all to me. How does it feel, finally not being in control of anything?”

“It feels,” she sobbed into the pillow, “oh God, it feels like I can finally breathe, I’ve been holding my breath for fifteen years, just, please, move, I gave it to you, so use it, use me, I want you to, I want to stop being careful, I’ve been careful my whole life, fuck the careful out of me, please.”

And I did. I took her ass like she’d begged to be taken, slow at first and then not, drawing nearly all the way out and driving back deep, in command of every inch of her, one hand fisted in the sleek black hair and the other gripping the soft heavy curve of her hip, my thumb working her clit so she felt it everywhere at once, and she came apart completely, the clipped precision gone to ragged filthy pleading, telling me how it felt, how full she was, telling me what she’d never told anyone. I built the rhythm up by degrees, reading her, the tight ring of her clenching around my cock on every stroke, giving her more only when she’d taken what she had and begged for it, and she begged beautifully, the most articulate woman I’d ever met reduced to a single broken word repeated, more, more, and I gave it, harder, deeper, exactly like she’d asked to be used, the slap of my hips against that thick pale ass filling the room, and the contrast of it ran through me like a current, the buttoned-up scholar of that afternoon now wrecked and shameless and stuffed full under my hands, her glasses across the room, her composure in ruins, taking everything and pleading for the rest.

“Tell me whose this is,” I said, low, working into her steady, and she sobbed it out, yours, it’s yours, I’m yours, all of it, and I told her good, that she’d been carrying it alone too long, that she didn’t have to hold a single thing now, and she fell apart further at that, at the permission as much as the act, harder, like that, I gave it all up, I’m yours, I’m completely yours, don’t stop, don’t ever, a brilliant controlled woman finally and totally undone. And I felt it building in her then, the throughput, the dammed thing, fifteen years of magic she’d never been able to channel rising up the same as her climax rose, the two becoming one event like they always did, and the chalked runework around the room began, faintly, to glow.

“It’s coming,” she gasped, frantic, brilliant even now, feeling it like only she could, “the throughput, it’s, the wall’s breaking, both walls, oh God, they were the same wall the whole time, the same wall, of course they were, when I come it’s going to, hold me, don’t let go, whatever happens don’t let go of me,” and I got an arm around her and held her tight against me and drove into her hard and steady and told her to let go, all of it, both walls, now, and she let go of everything at once.

She came with a scream that had no precision left in it at all. Her ass clenched tight around my cock, her cunt contracting around my fingers in long deep waves, her whole thick pale body wrung taut and shaking. And the throughput she’d dammed for fifteen years tore open all at once with her ceiling.

The room ignited. Not with light like Riley’s. With runes. The chalked runework blazed up white-hot all around us, and through her, down through the chalk lines she’d laid to the cellar, the surge poured. Far below I felt it hit the array, all five stones, the dead ones and the dying one and the cracked one. They caught. They woke. They blazed alive at last through her as she came, the inn’s whole containment snapping awake in one wave I felt run through the entire house like a struck bell, runes lighting up the walls of the cellar and up through the floors and across every threshold, the wards I’d been holding together with salt and tar and luck snapping to full true strength. The house went from a thing held together to a thing genuinely, finally defended, and Alexis blazed in the center of it, the binder, lit up with the power she was always meant to channel.

The tight clutch of her wrung me out with her. I sank deep into her ass and held there, locked still and buried to the root as I spilled into her, the blaze of waking runes washing white over us both, the whole inn ringing with light.

She came down slow, in waves, aftershock after aftershock, and the runes faded gently to a soft true glow, the chalk lines settled, and below us I could feel the array humming, alive, holding, the cold breath off the seam cut to almost nothing at last, and Alexis lay wrecked and glowing and remade in my arms, her sleek hair wild, her glasses across the room, her composure in beautiful ruins, and she started, after a moment, to laugh, dazed and wet and disbelieving.

“It worked,” she said, to the ceiling, to herself, to fifteen years. “It worked. I felt it, I channeled it, I woke all five stones, the cracked one too, I held the whole array open while I was, while you were, I did it, I can do it, I could always,” and her voice caught, and the grief came, exactly the grief she’d been afraid of, the fifteen years, and I held her through that too, while she wept it out, the wasted time and the fear that wasn’t broken-ness, only fear, the whole long ruin of it pouring out of her, and I didn’t fix it, because you can’t fix that, you can only hold a person while it passes, and it passed, like it does, and when it had she was quiet a long while, and then she sat up, naked and undone and glowing faintly, and reached over and traced a single rune in the air with one pale finger, idle, the way Riley lit a flame, and it lit, it held, it blazed and steadied at her command, a thing she could never have touched a day ago, and she looked at it turning in the dark, and the grief was still there in her face but under it, rising, was something I hadn’t seen on her at all, and it was wonder.

“I was never broken,” she said softly, watching the rune. “I was only stuck. And being stuck was just being scared. And you,” she looked at me, and the deadpan tried to come back and couldn’t find its footing, “you put me under load, exactly like you said, and the machine ran. It ran beautifully. Fifteen years and the only thing wrong with me was that nobody ever, that I never let anybody,” she stopped, and shook her head, and she almost smiled, and then, for the first time I’d seen, let it become a real one, all the way. “I’m going to have to recalibrate my entire understanding of myself, which is a great deal of work, and I find I’m looking forward to it, which is also new.”

We didn’t stay in the bed. Alexis Garland, twenty minutes after the biggest event of her life, wanted to go look at her wards, and I loved her a little for that, the scholar surfacing through the afterglow, and so we wrapped up and went down to the cellar half-dressed, the two of us, and stood over the array, and it was awake, all five stones glowing true, even the cracked one, which she’d re-laid in the surge, the fracture sealed under a fresh-blazing rune, and the seam between the ringed slabs lay quiet, the cold breath cut to a whisper, the wound, after three weeks of bleeding, held.

She crouched over the cracked stone and touched the seam she’d laid across its fracture, the repair she’d done while coming apart in my bed two floors up, and she laughed, soft and disbelieving, running her fingers over her own impossible work. “I sealed a fractured anchor-stone mid-cascade while I was,” she stopped, and a flush ran up her pale throat, and she looked back down at her own impossible work to cover it. “The standard texts say a cracked anchor can’t be re-laid in situ, it has to be removed and re-cut cold, six weeks minimum, I told you that myself a day ago. And I just did it in the middle of an orgasm because I had more throughput than I knew what to do with.” She looked up at me, and the wonder and the grief were both there, braided, like they’d be for a while. “Fifteen years, Gabe. Fifteen years I told myself the work was the only thing that didn’t hurt because the work was the only thing I couldn’t actually do. And it turns out I could do all of it. I could always do all of it.” She stood, and ran a hand down the woke wall of light, the runes trailing warm under her fingers, and she was, standing there in the cellar half-dressed with her hair down and her glasses fogged at the edges, the most powerful and the most undefended I’d ever see her, and she knew it, and for once she didn’t reach for a wall to put between us and it. “I’m going to be insufferable about this for years,” she said. “I want you to be prepared.” And I told her I was counting on it.

“It’s not settled,” she said, crouching over the seam, all business, half-dressed and luminous and entirely herself. “Don’t mistake this for settled. The array’s awake and it’s holding the leak down to a trickle, which buys us, properly buys us, real time, not days, weeks, maybe. But the wound’s still there. The array contains it, it doesn’t heal it. For that we still need the full working, the whole coven pulling at once, powered by you. This just means we get to choose when we do that instead of having it forced on us by a collapsing array.” She looked up at me, and the wonder was still there under the scholar. “I can build the working now. Really build it. I have the throughput to be the center. Every piece is here.” She stood, and dusted her hands, and pushed her hair back, and for a second she looked, despite everything, almost shy. “We have everything, Gabe. The coven’s whole. Whenever you’re strong enough, we can fix this. And,” she pushed her glasses, which she wasn’t wearing, an old reflex on empty air, and caught herself, and almost laughed, “and I’d like to stay. After. I should say that, since I came here announcing I wasn’t here to be cured and I’m leaving the cellar very much cured. I’d like to stay. I think this might be the first place I’ve ever been that wanted the whole of me, the mind and the,” she gestured at herself, the body the wool had hidden, “and the rest. So. I’d like to stay.”

“Then stay,” I said. “Third room’s yours. It’s been yours since it unlocked itself the day you got here. The house knew before you did.”

What came with her was different in kind, not just in size. Goldie’s bond was a banked warmth and Riley’s a quick bright flare, and I’d been carrying the two of them like a man with a lamp in each hand, conscious of both, working to keep each one level. Alexis didn’t just add a third. She did the thing she did to everything she touched: she organized it. The two I already had and the new one she brought fell into relation with each other, braced, keyed, and the whole of it quit being separate weights I was minding by hand and became one structure I was standing inside of, load-bearing and true, a frame where there’d been three poles I was holding up by main strength. I felt it widen all the way out to my fingertips. Where two bonds had let me barely keep my grip on the seam from a bed two floors up, this was past that, past anything I’d had, the wellspring no longer a tool I was fumbling to learn but a sense as plain as hearing. Alexis watched me feel it land, reading me like she read a page of runes.

“You’re stronger,” she said. “Markedly. I can feel it. The bond just, you jumped.” She tilted her head, calculating. “If three bonds did that, then by the time we do the working, with all three of us fully leveled and bonded and pulling, you might actually be strong enough to anchor it. You might genuinely be able to hold a wound that size open and closed at once.” A pause. “That’s the first time I’ve believed we can actually do this. Truly believed it, not hoped it. We can do this.”

And that was when the thing in the woods felt it.

I don’t know how to describe what the inn felt like right then to a creature made of souring, except that we’d just lit up brighter than we’d ever lit, the whole array waking, the wards snapping to full true strength, the house going from the brightest beacon in a hundred miles to something past beacon, a bonfire where there’d been a candle, and the thing that ate exactly this, that had been getting fatter on the leak every night, felt the leak choke off to a trickle and felt the house flare to full power in the same instant, felt its larder close and its prey become a fortress all at once, and it lost its mind.

The shriek that came out of the woods wasn’t like the others. The others had been hungry, probing, a thing testing a door. This was rage, pure and enormous and close, a sound that rattled every newly-woke window in the house and brought Goldie and Riley out onto the landing in their nightclothes, a sound that went up and up and didn’t stop, the thing in the dark feeling the inn it had been planning to crack open turn into the one thing it couldn’t eat, and from the cellar we heard it, all of us, the fury of a starving thing that has just watched its meal become a wall.

“It knows,” Alexis said quietly, all the wonder gone hard, the strategist already there. “It knows the array’s awake. It knows the leak’s closing. It can do the math same as me, in its way. The leak’s its food and its food just started running out, which means it has a clock now too, a hard one, it has to crack this house before the working closes the seam for good, or it starves.” She looked up at the cellar ceiling, toward the screaming dark. “It’s not going to circle anymore. It’s not going to probe. It’s going to come, soon, all of it, everything it’s got, because we just put it on a clock and it knows it.” She met my eyes, half-dressed and glowing and terrifyingly calm. “We’ve got what we need to do the working. And we just gave the monster every reason to not let us. So we’d better do it first.”

Above us, on the landing, Goldie and Riley waited in their nightclothes for me to come up and tell them what came next, and Alexis was already gathering her notebook off the cellar floor, the strategist crowding the undone woman out of her face beat by beat, the clock running in both of us now. I climbed the cellar stairs into the blaze of the woke house, every lamp standing tall and gold, the whole of it humming around me, my coven finally complete under one roof, and I found, under the dread, something I hadn’t let myself feel in a long time, steady and plain and welcome, which was that I was ready.


Chapter 18: Full House

For one day, before we opened a wound in the world on purpose, the Owl and Lantern was simply, completely, the best place I had ever been, and I’m glad we took the day, because a man should stand in something whole at least once before he risks it.

I woke to the house alive. Not waking, not coming alive by degrees like it had been all those weeks, one room and one system at a time, but alive, finished, the whole organism breathing at once, and you could feel it the second you opened your eyes, the way you can feel the difference between a house with the power on and a house with the power on and a family in it. The lamps were up warm down the hall before I’d risen. The kitchen was already going, and not just going, singing, Goldie’s woke craft running it like an orchestra, bread and bacon and something with apples, the smell of it filling a building that three weeks ago had smelled of dust and cold ash and a dead man’s last cold cup. The garden through the window had gone from the patch Goldie grew in a night to a proper green riot, the rebuilt greenhouse full and glowing faintly with the light Riley had braided into the growth, a living lit thing, and the goose was yelling at Cobb about something, and Cobb, when I came down, was fat.

That was the tell I trusted most, in the end, because the inn’s health read on the hob, and the hob who’d been a starved gnarled shadow keeping one lamp lit when I arrived was, that morning, sleek and round and bright-eyed, sitting on the end of the worktable supervising breakfast with the contentment of a creature whose house was, at long last, full and warm and fed, and when I came in he looked at me and made his dry creak and, I swear it, patted the bench beside him, inviting me to sit in my own kitchen, the squatter become the host, and I sat, and Goldie put a plate in front of me without being asked, and the morning was so good it ached.

The whole table was there, the whole of what the inn had made. Riley had the goose in a headlock, having finally, by her own jubilant account, taught it to do a trick, the trick being to tolerate Riley for almost a full minute before biting her, which she counted as a win and the rest of us counted as the goose’s restraint. Goldie moved between the stove and the table in her endless orbit, feeding everyone, a smear of flour high on one cheek she didn’t know was there, humming, the herbs on the sill leaning after her as she passed. Alexis had a fresh notebook open beside her plate and was eating one-handed while she annotated the next day’s working. When Riley reached over to steal a strip of her bacon, Alexis moved her plate exactly two inches without looking up. It was a reflex so practiced after a handful of weeks that it told you everything about how thoroughly we’d grown into each other. Riley said, “One of these days,” and Alexis said, “You’ve been saying that for two weeks and you’ve never gotten the bacon,” and Riley said, “It’s about the principle,” and Alexis said, “It’s about the bacon, you’ve made that very clear,” and Goldie put a whole separate plate of bacon down between them and said, “There. Principle and bacon both.” Peace was restored. I sat in the middle of my warm, loud, full kitchen the morning before we opened a wound in the world, and I let it ache.

Dell came by mid-morning, on no run, just because, like he’d started doing, and he stood in the doorway of the taproom with his thermos and looked around at the warm full lit place, the woke garden out the window, the lamps up gold in daylight, the three women moving easy through their domains, and he didn’t ask about any of it, Dell never asked, but he took it all in slow, and his crinkled eyes went a little wet, and he said, “It’s right again. The place. It feels like it did when Silas had it. Felt wrong for years, after, like somebody’d turned the heat off in a house and nobody’d noticed but me. It’s right again.” He sat down heavy and content. “He’d be glad, your uncle. He worried about it going cold. Told me once, near the end, he was the last of something and he didn’t know who’d keep the lamp after him.” Dell looked at me. “Reckon he found out. Reckon he’d be real glad.”

I had to go fix something after that, a hinge that didn’t need fixing, because Dell Crews had said the truest thing anyone had said to me in that house and I wasn’t built to sit still under it.

Maren came up the hill in the afternoon, walking, steady on her feet again, gray gone out of her, the burnout a week behind her and Goldie’s healing-food a daily thing now between the two houses, and she stood in the yard and looked at the inn like Dell had, except Maren read it as a witch reads, the woke array, the full wards, the braided greenhouse, the binder she could feel humming in the cellar, and she was quiet a long while, and then she said, gruff, to me, “You did it. You woke the whole thing. The coven’s whole, the array’s lit, the house is what it was.” She shook her head slow. “I watched this place go cold over ten years and I told myself it was just time, just a thing ending, like things do. And you drive up in a truck full of tools three weeks ago and you,” she stopped, and did the thing where her jaw worked, and she let me have the rest of it for once. “Silas spent sixty years being what you are and never woke a coven. Held the seam, kept the lamp, but never, the witches came and got right and scattered, he never made them a, he never made it a home. You made it a home in three weeks. That’s the part he never managed, the lonely old,” she cleared her throat hard. “You’re better at this than he was. Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, and she snorted, and that was Maren saying she loved the place, in the only language she had.

But she’d come up for a reason, and the reason was the working, and so in the warm afternoon the whole of us gathered around the long taproom table, the four of us and Maren, while Cobb watched from the rafters, and Alexis laid out the plan, and the day’s warmth got a cold thread in it, as it had to, because we weren’t a family having lunch, we were a crew about to do a dangerous job, and it was time to look at the job whole.

“Here’s the working,” Alexis said, and spread her diagrams, the real ones now, redrawn since she’d woken, the empty center circle filled in with her own name in her own hand. “You’ve all heard Maren tell how Silas did it fifty years back: crack the wound wide, clean it, seal it in the one working, the rot carried out with the close. I won’t belabor the theory. What matters tonight is who stands where, and when, because the array’s only holding the leak to a trickle, and holding isn’t healing.”

She laid out the parts, one finger on each, and it was, I’ll admit, a beautiful thing to see, a job with every piece in place, the kind of plan I’d have been proud to draw myself.

“Each of us is a leg of it,” she said. “Goldie on the life-stone, the green, because the array doesn’t bind the wound dead, it tends it, keeps it, feeds it closed, and that’s life-magic, growth, abundance, that’s the component that makes a closed seam stay closed instead of tearing open again. Riley on the light-stone, because the working has to be seen, witnessed, held in the light to keep it from curdling like Maren’s working curdled in the dark, and because the clean light burns the rot as it comes out, scours the soured magic as it floods. Me in the center, the binder, holding the whole array open and re-laying the containment as the wound closes, which is the throughput-heavy part, the part I couldn’t have done a week ago and can do now.” She looked at me. “And you under all of it. The anchor-point. You hold the working open by what you are, you feed the three of us so we don’t burn out like Maren nearly did, and you take the strain of the open seam through yourself like you take a destabilizing witch, the well that the wound pours into so it doesn’t pour into the county. That’s your leg. It’s the heaviest one. If you fail, we all burn. No pressure.”

“No pressure,” I agreed.

“And here’s the catch that makes it the worst night of our lives,” Alexis said, flat. “Crack the seam and we light this hill up like the brightest beacon the county’s ever produced, and the thing in our woods eats precisely that. It’s starving, it knows its larder’s closing, and the instant we open the wound it comes, everything it’s got, its last chance to feed before we seal it for good. The working can’t stop once it’s started, or the wound stays open and we all die.” She let that sit. “So we don’t do a ritual and then fight a monster. We do both at once, on the same ground, and we win both or we lose both.”

The cold thread ran all the way through the warm day, then, and we sat with it, the size of it, and Maren said, quietly, “That’s why it took the whole old coven last time, and a wellspring at his strongest, and they still lost two of their own. You’re four. One of you’s a wellspring three weeks into the work, and three of you broke your ceilings inside the last fortnight. By every measure I’ve got, you’re not enough.” She looked around the table, at each of us, hard. “And I’ve also never seen a coven move like you four move, woke this fast, bonded this deep, fighting like you’ve done it for years when you’ve done it for weeks. So I don’t know. I genuinely don’t know if you can do this, and I’ve been doing this a long time. But I know the array’s failing on a clock and the thing’s growing on a clock and you’ll never be more ready than the week you’re all freshly leveled and the bonds are hot, so if you’re doing it, you do it soon, and you do it on your terms, on a night you chose, prepared, instead of waiting for the thing to crack the next stone and force it on you in the dark.”

“Soon,” I said. It wasn’t a question. I looked around the table at the four of us, and they looked back, and nobody flinched, not even close, and whatever in me had spent thirty-three years listening for the road wasn’t listening anymore, because there was too much worth staying for, right there around that table. “We do it on our terms. We pick the night. We prep the ground. And when it comes, we’re ready for both.”

And then I did the part that was mine, the part no spell could do, because I’d been turning it over since Maren first said the words ring the dinner bell, and a man who’s run job sites doesn’t fight a thing on open ground, he prepares the ground, and that’s something witches don’t think of, because they think in craft and I think in load paths and choke points and what you can rig out of what’s lying around.

“The working happens at the well,” I said, and I pulled a clean receipt across the table and started drawing, like I drew everything, “so the well’s the strong point, that’s where we make our stand, and the thing’s going to come for the well because that’s where the seam is, so I want everything funneled there, on ground we shaped, not ground it picked.” I sketched the grounds, the inn, the well out back, the greenhouse, the tree line. “We don’t try to hold the whole perimeter, that’s how it gets us, splitting us, two cans rattling at once. We give up the perimeter on purpose and we make the well a killbox. Salt lines here and here, not to stop it, salt won’t stop a thing that size anymore, but to channel it, fence it down one approach so it has to come the route we want, between the greenhouse and the cellar bulkhead, down a lane we control.” I tapped the spots. “Goldie grows the funnel, a thorned hedge wall here and here, living, so it can’t go around, it has to come down the lane. Riley lights the lane, so it comes into the brightest, worst ground for it, and so we can see it the whole way. And right here, at the mouth of the lane, where it has to cross to reach the well, that’s where I put the rig.”

“The rig,” Alexis said, leaning in, the engineer in her lighting up at the engineer in me.

“The cellar’s got an old mechanism,” I said. “I found it my first week and didn’t know what it was, a counterweight thing, a hatch the original builders put in over the seam, a stone cover on a pivot meant to be dropped fast in an emergency, seized solid for fifty years. I’ve been cleaning it up. Give me the day and I can free it, re-rig the counterweight, run a release line up to the well-head. And the well housing itself, the stone surround, it’s failing, I’ve been meaning to rebuild it, but failing the right way means I can rig it to come down, a deadfall, two tons of old stone on a trip-line over the one lane the thing has to cross.” I sat back. “It won’t kill the thing. Maren says you can’t kill it while the souring’s feeding it, and it won’t be dead till the seam’s clean. But it doesn’t have to kill it. It has to stop it. Pin it. Slow it down at the worst moment, the half-second when the working’s most vulnerable, buy the seconds Alexis needs to finish the close. A monster made of magic still weighs what it weighs, and two tons of stone is two tons of stone whether you’re cursed or not.” I looked around at them. “That’s my leg of it. The craft does what the craft does, and underneath the craft there’s going to be a tradesman’s killbox built out of salt and stone and a fifty-year-old counterweight, because that’s the part I can be sure of, and on a night like this you want at least one thing on the ground that runs on physics instead of hope.”

There was a silence, and then Alexis said, with genuine admiration, “A two-ton rock on a trip-line. Fifteen years of binding theory and the scholar gets upstaged by a breaker bar,” and Riley said, “I love it, it’s so dumb and so good, you’re going to drop a building on it,” and Goldie put her hand over mine on the receipt and said, warm, “That’s my Gabe, fighting a curse with counterweights and pure stubbornness,” and Maren looked at the sketch a long moment and then at me and said, gruff, “That’s the smartest thing anybody’s said at this table, and I’ve been the smartest person at every table in this county for forty years, so don’t get used to it.” Which, from Maren, was a coronation.

So we spent the day of warmth getting ready for the night of fire, and it was, in its way, the best day of all, a crew prepping a job they believed in. I went down to the cellar and freed the old mechanism, fifty years of seize coming loose under penetrating oil and patience and a breaker bar, the counterweight swinging free at last with a groan that shook dust from the joists, and I cleaned it and greased it and re-rove the line and tested the drop twice, the stone hatch slamming down over the seam clean and fast, and it was, after all the magic, the most satisfying thing I’d done in the house, a machine the old builders made working again under my hands. I rigged the well-housing deadfall, sistered the trip-line, salvaged stone and chain and bolts from the outbuildings, built my killbox at the mouth of the lane. Goldie walked the funnel and grew the thorn-walls in, living green barriers higher than my head, dense and wicked and beautiful. Riley laid the light, working out where to stand to flood the lane and where to throw the blinding flash, practicing the snuff-and-blaze until she could do it on a breath. Alexis primed the array, chalked the working, set the sequence, the whole thing redrawn and laid in, the binder building the binding.

And in the gaps of the work, the day gave us the other thing, the quiet thing, the pre-battle thing, and I took it, each of them, because a man going into a fight like that doesn’t leave words unsaid.

I found Goldie in her greenhouse, in the green light, both hands deep in a bed of something flowering, and I came up behind her and put my arms around her and held her a while without saying anything, the warm lush softness of her settling back into me.

“You’re scared,” she said, reading me through the contact, precise as a diagnosis. “You don’t show it but I can feel it. You’re scared for us. Tomorrow.”

“Some,” I admitted, because you don’t lie to Goldie. “Mostly I’m scared of asking you to be in front of that thing. The thing that came out of your farm. I’m scared of what it’ll do to you to face it.”

She turned in my arms and looked up at me, and there was no sunniness in her face for a second, just the clear-eyed woman under it. “I’ve spent a year afraid I was too much for everywhere I went,” she said. “Too much power, too much hunger, too much me, breaking every place that took me in. And tomorrow you’re going to need me to be the biggest I have ever been in my life, the most green, the most growing, more than I’ve ever let out, and that’s, Gabe, do you understand what that is for me? You’re not asking me to be careful for once. You’re asking me to be all of it. The place I was scared I’d break needs me to be exactly as much as I am.” Her eyes filled, like they did. “I’ve never once in my life been asked to be all of myself. I’ve been waiting for it without knowing I was waiting.” And she beamed through the tears and reached out a hand without looking and a vine came to it and put a peach in her palm, ripe and gold. She didn’t lift it to my mouth this time. She pressed it into my hand instead and closed my fingers around it. “You fed me first, that first morning,” she said. “So you hold onto this one. For after. We’re going to have an after, Gabe Wells.” She said it like a fact, plain as bread, and I put the peach in my shirt pocket like a promise, and we stood in the green a while longer, fed and afraid and ready.

Riley had taken herself up onto the roof to be alone, which Riley never did, and I climbed up and found her on the ridge with her boots hooked over the peak and a little flame turning on her fingertip, watching it instead of performing it, which was how I knew to sit down with her instead of calling her back inside.

“I keep running it forward,” she said, not looking at me, “to the part where I’m the one who messes it up. The light goes out at the wrong second, I fizzle, I panic, I do the thing I always used to do and I get one of you killed. I’ve never not fizzled when it actually mattered, Gabe, my whole life, the second the stakes are real the show falls apart, that’s the whole reason I never let the stakes get real.”

“You didn’t fizzle over the porch rail,” I said. “You didn’t fizzle at Maren’s, you held a clean line for ten minutes with a woman dying in front of you, steady, no flare. You don’t fizzle anymore. You leveled out of it. The scared loud girl who blew in on a dying scooter is about to put a monster down with light she grew herself. You hear me?”

She was quiet a long moment, turning the flame, watching it hold steady instead of guttering. “Yeah,” she said at last, and her voice only shook a little. “Yeah. I hear you.”

And she leaned into me and was quiet, for Riley, which was its own gift, and after a while she said, small, “Okay. Okay, I believe you. Mostly. Enough to do it,” and snuffed the flame, and we sat on the roof a while in the gold light over the woke garden, the loud one being quiet, and I let her have it.

Alexis I didn’t have to go looking for. She was in the cellar with her woke wards, of course, and we didn’t say much, because the two of us had never needed many words to land a thing, and she gave me a flat look over the array and said, “Don’t fail at your end and I won’t fail at mine,” which was Alexis saying she trusted me with her life, and I said, “Deal,” which was me saying it back.

Cobb was the last, and he came to me, in the end, which he never did. I crouched down in the back hall and told the hob plainly that whatever happened, this was his house and he’d kept the lamp lit through the dark years and I wouldn’t forget it, and Cobb looked at me with his big bright lamp-eyes, fat and content and afraid, because he knew, hobs always know, and he reached out one long clever finger and touched the back of my hand, once, the most he’d ever offered, and then bolted into the dark of the wall, embarrassed at his own heart.

By dusk it was ready. The killbox built, the thorn-funnel grown, the light laid, the array primed, the rig tested twice, the crew fed and rested and steady. We stood in the yard in the last gold light, the four of us, and looked at the ground we’d shaped and the well at the heart of it and the dark woods where the thing waited, starving, on its own hard clock.

“Tomorrow night,” Alexis said. “We’re ready tonight, but you don’t open a wound in the world tired. We rest tonight, hold the array, and tomorrow at dusk we crack the seam and ring the bell and finish this. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” I said, and the others said it, and we went in to the warm full house for one more night, the last night of the dead-end inn and the souring county both, and I bolted the door and walked the woke wards and stood a while at the back looking out at the dark, where the thing was, somewhere, starving and enraged and counting down the same hours we were.

It didn’t scream that night. That was what stayed with me, lying awake with Goldie warm on one side and the house humming woke around me. All those weeks it had snuffled and probed and shrieked, and that last night before the working it went completely silent, and silence from a thing like that was worse than any scream, because it meant the thing had stopped testing the door and started, in whatever way a thing made of hunger plans, planning. It was done circling. So were we.


Chapter 19: Opening the Seam

We cracked the seam at dusk, on a night we chose, on ground we’d built, and the world answered just as Alexis said it would, which was that it tried to kill us all.

We took our places as the last light went out of the sky. The well stood at the heart of the killbox, the old stone surround I’d rigged to fall, the cellar bulkhead beside it with the freed mechanism waiting below, the thorn-funnel Goldie had grown running down from the tree line to the mouth of the lane, the one approach we’d left open, lit up white by Riley’s standing light so the thing would have to come down the brightest worst ground there was to reach us. Goldie stood at the life-stone, which Alexis had brought up from the cellar and set at the north of the well-ring, barefoot in the dirt with her hands already greening, the whole garden leaning toward her. Riley stood at the light-stone to the east, lit from inside, her standing-flood pouring down the lane and a blinding flash banked in her hands. Alexis knelt at the center, at the well-head itself, over the seam, the binder, her woke runework chalked in a wheel around her, her hands flat on the cold slabs. And I stood behind her, my hands on her shoulders, the anchor-point, the well the whole thing would pour into, and at my feet ran two trip-lines I’d rigged that afternoon, one out to the well-housing deadfall hung over the mouth of the lane, and one down through the bulkhead to the freed cellar mechanism over the seam, both ends run up to where my fist could reach them.

“On my word,” Alexis said, and her voice had gone to the flat dead-calm she got when the stakes were highest, the deadpan turned into armor. “Gabe, when I open it, it’s going to want to pour into you, all of it, the whole wound. Don’t fight it. Be the well. Goldie, the second it’s open you feed the close, you don’t wait, you start tending it shut from the first instant. Riley, scour everything that comes out, burn the rot in the light, and watch the lane, because the thing comes the moment we open and you’re our eyes. I hold the array and re-lay the containment as we go. We do not stop. Whatever happens in that lane, this working does not stop, because a wound this size, half-open, kills everyone within a mile. Once we start we finish or we die. Last chance to say no.”

Nobody said no.

I looked at the three of them in the last gray light, each at her stone, each lit a little from inside with the craft she’d been afraid of a month ago and owned now, the three of them standing in the killbox I’d built, about to open a wound in the world on the word of a woman who’d parked her gray sedan dead straight in a lot that had never owned a painted line. Goldie caught my eye and smiled, the warm sure smile that had decided night one this was home. Riley shot me a wink that didn’t quite cover the fear and didn’t need to. Alexis didn’t look up, because Alexis was already working, but she reached back without looking and put one hand over mine on her shoulder for half a second, and that was Alexis saying everything she didn’t say. The goose was somewhere in the dark, silent. Cobb was in the cellar at the foot of the mechanism, his post, his house. The inn blazed warm and woke at our backs, and the dark woods waited in front of us, and for one suspended moment everything was still.

“Then we go,” Alexis said. “Opening it. Now.”

She pressed her hands to the slabs and channeled, the throughput she’d dammed for fifteen years pouring down into the seam, and she didn’t ease it, she did exactly what Silas had done fifty years before, she took the hairline wound that the array had been holding to a trickle and she tore it wide.

The seam opened.

I have tried a hundred times to find the words for what came up out of that open seam, and I don’t have them. It wasn’t a thing you see. It was a thing you feel in your teeth and your spine and the back of your skull. A wound in the world laid bare, the place where the everyday and the deep press too thin together, pulled all the way open. And out of it poured the souring. Weeks of it. Months. The whole rotten flood of soured deep-magic that had been bleeding into the county and curdling everything it touched, all at once, a cold black-green torrent of wrongness. It poured straight into me, exactly as Alexis said it would.

I was the well. I’d grounded Goldie’s leak and taken it. I’d taken Maren’s whole curdling cascade into my hands and held it. This was both of those a hundred times over, a thousand, the entire wound of the world pouring up through the open seam and into me, and it was foul beyond describing, cold and rotten and vast, and it tried to drown me, and I bore down and held my hands on Alexis’s shoulders and went open to the very bottom of myself, wider than I’d cracked on the porch or in Maren’s shop, and let the wound pour into me and through me and I did not break, because that was my leg of it, the heaviest one, and three women were counting on me to hold the bottom of the thing while they worked.

“He’s holding,” Alexis said, tight, feeling it through the contact. “God, he’s actually holding it, Goldie, go, feed it, start the close, now, while it’s open, tend it shut.”

And Goldie went, and the green answered her like it had never answered her in her life, the whole garden, the hill, every living thing for a hundred yards surging at once, vines and roots and growth pouring into the open seam from the life-stone, not to seal it dead but to tend it, to feed it closed, as the old builders meant, life poured into the wound to make it want to heal, and the soured torrent pouring into me eased, just enough to feel, as Goldie’s green met it and began, slowly, to turn it, and Riley’s light scoured down over all of it, burning the rot as it came, white and clean and pitiless, and for one moment, one bright moment, it was working, the four of us pulling together, the wound opening and the close beginning, the working running beautiful and true.

And then the thing came.

It came the instant the seam opened, exactly as she’d warned, drawn out of the dark by the biggest meal it had ever smelled. It came down the lane because that was the only ground left open to it, into Riley’s flood-light, between Goldie’s thorn-walls, exactly where we’d funneled it. And none of our planning, none of my killbox, none of the funneling and the lighting and the rig, prepared me for the size of it when it finally came into the light where we could see it whole. It was enormous. Weeks of souring fattened into a low rotten mass bigger than the truck, too-many-jointed and wrong, the grass dying in a wave under it as it came, a thing of pure hunger that had starved for a week and could finally smell food. It threw itself down the lit lane toward the open seam at a speed nothing that size should move.

And the fight began.

I felt all of it through the well, every part of it at once, which was the strange terrible gift of being the anchor. I felt the souring pouring up through me and the close beginning and the three of them pulling at their stones, and now I felt the thing too, a cold rotten mass crashing down the lit lane like weather, and I had to hold the bottom of the working steady while every animal nerve in me screamed to let go and grab a weapon, because that was the discipline of the anchor, you hold and you don’t move no matter what comes, you are the floor the whole thing stands on and a floor that flinches kills everyone on it. So I set my heels at the well and kept my hands on Alexis’s shoulders and held the bottom steady, and I watched my family fight from the one place I couldn’t.

“Riley!” Alexis snapped, not looking up, both hands locked on the working. “The lane is yours, hold the lane, that’s your whole job now, do not let it reach the well!”

And Riley, twenty-five years old and three weeks into the deep end of her own power, stepped up to meet a monster the size of a truck with nothing but light, and she was magnificent. She held her standing-flood and she threw the blinding flash full into its face as it came, the white scouring burst she’d found over a porch rail, and the thing shrieked and reeled, half-blinded, its charge breaking, and she hit it again before it recovered, and again, driving it back down the lane, buying the seconds, the light that had been a party trick a month ago now a weapon in the hands of a woman who’d stopped being ashamed of how she was wired, and she screamed at it like she’d narrate a performance, that’s right, look at me, you want to see something, watch this, and blazed it back step by step.

But it was too big to blind for long, and too hungry to stop, and it got its bearings and came again, lower, faster, taking the light, pushing through the blaze toward the well, and Goldie left off the close, just for a moment, just long enough, and threw the garden at it.

I had never seen her do anything like it, and I’d seen her grow a greenhouse overnight and call peaches off dead vines. This was the other face of the green, the one a green-witch spends her life hoping she never has to show, abundance turned to a weapon, life made savage. The thorn-walls of the funnel she’d grown for exactly this surged inward at her word, not gentle now, living green spears as thick as my arm driving into the rotten mass of the thing, and the kitchen-fire, the hearth-fire she’d woken weeks ago, leaped up out of the inn and out across the lane at her call in a roaring arc, life and flame both, the two things a blight-familiar made of rot and hunger could least abide, and she stood at the life-stone barefoot in the dirt with her honey hair lifting and her face gone fierce and grieving at once, the woman who fed every stranger up the road and healed their hurts with bread turned, for one terrible necessary moment, into the wrath of every growing thing, and she drove her own dead orchard’s ghost back from the well with the abundance it had been the inversion of.

The thing screamed and tangled in the thorns and burned, held, for a moment, snared in Goldie’s weaponized green with Riley’s light scouring it, the two crafts that had braided into a canopy over a bed now braided into a wall against a monster, and I held the well and felt the souring pour through me and watched the three of them fight as one thing, and thought, even then, even with the wound of the world running through my hands, that the three of them braced shoulder to shoulder at their stones was the finest thing I’d ever had a hand in building.

For a stretch it looked like we might just do it clean, the way you let yourself believe for one bad minute that a plan is going to run exactly off the page. The thorns held. The light scoured. The close crept forward under Goldie’s split green, the seam narrowing, the souring through me easing by a hair as the wound shrank. Alexis called the sequence in her flat dead-calm, next phase, hold, hold, we’re ahead of it, and we were ahead of it, for about ninety seconds, the coven and the rig and the killbox all doing exactly the job I’d drawn on the back of a receipt, and I should have known better, because no job ever runs clean off the page, the wall always has the rot you didn’t bid for, and the creature in our lane was about to open a wall I hadn’t known was there.

Because it learned. That was the part Maren’s stories hadn’t prepared me for, the part that turned my stomach even mid-fight. It stopped throwing itself at the light. It stopped fighting the thorns head-on. It went low, and patient, and it started testing the wall like I’d watched it test my wards for weeks, methodically, looking for the weak seam, and a thing made half of a green-witch’s curdled craft knew exactly where a green-witch’s wall would be weakest, and it found the place where Goldie’s split attention had thinned the thorns, and it drove into it, and the wall buckled.

“Goldie, the close!” Alexis shouted, strained, the working faltering the instant Goldie’s life-magic left it. “I can’t hold it without the life-stone, you have to do both, fight and feed, I know it’s impossible, do it anyway!”

And Goldie did the impossible, split herself, half her green pouring back into the open seam to keep the close going and half of it weaponized into the thorns holding the thing, a feat I don’t think she knew she could do until that second, and the working held, barely, the close creeping forward, the seam beginning, slowly, to narrow.

It cost, all of it, and I felt every cost through the well, because that was the curse of being the anchor, you feel the whole working in your own body, and I felt Goldie straining past anything she’d ever held, split two ways and pouring out of both, the green going thin and ragged at the edges like her leak used to, except this time it had somewhere to go and someone underneath it. I felt Alexis at the center burning through fifteen years of dammed throughput in minutes, the binder doing the thing she’d been terrified she’d never do and doing it under the worst load there is. I felt Riley out at the lit edge of it throwing flash after flash, the light coming harder out of her each time because she was leveling even now, even mid-fight, hottest when it mattered most and the stakes were highest, like she always had. And I felt the souring pour up through me, more of it as the seam yawned wider, a cold black flood that wanted me and could not have me, and I braced low at the well and made myself the lowest ground the whole flood could fall to, and I held, and I took it, and I did not let one drop of it reach my crew, because that was my leg of the working, the heaviest one, and I had decided weeks ago at a different door, on a different night, that nothing was getting past me into this house.

And the creature, snared and burning and blinded, did what it was born to do. It stopped trying to get past us. It stopped fighting the witches. It had smelled the bigger thing all along, the thing it actually wanted, and it tore free of the thorns at a cost that should have killed it, leaving half its rotten substance in the burning green, and it lunged, not at us, past us, for the open seam itself, for the raw souring pouring up out of the wound, its food, its substance, the bottomless meal, and it threw its whole ruined enormous self at the open seam to gorge.

“No!” Alexis screamed, the only time I ever heard her scream, because she’d seen it, she’d read it, she knew what it meant. “If it gets into the open seam it eats the raw souring and it becomes unstoppable, it’ll be made of the whole wound, we can’t, GABE, the rig, NOW, it’s crossing the lane, NOW!”

And it was crossing the lane, right across the mouth where I’d built the killbox, right under the well-housing deadfall, and I let go of Alexis’s shoulders with one hand, kept the other locked on her, kept being the well even as the souring redoubled through me with Goldie split and the close faltering, and I pulled the deadfall line with my free fist.

The well-housing came down. Two tons of old stone I’d rigged to fall, dropping straight onto the thing as it crossed the lane. It hit full. A deadfall of stone slammed down across the monster’s back as it lunged for the seam. The thing shrieked, a sound that flattened the grass and cracked one of the woke windows of the inn. And it was pinned. Half-crushed under two tons of stone, its lunge stopped six feet short, thrashing, screaming, caught in a tradesman’s killbox built out of salvage and physics on ground we’d shaped, exactly like I’d drawn it on the back of a receipt.

For one second, it held.

And then the cost came, like it always comes. The thing was too big, and the souring pouring through me was too much, and the working was running on three legs where it needed four. As the thing thrashed under the stone it threw out a wave of pure rot in its agony. The wave hit the well-ring. One of the woke ward-stones, the cracked one, the one Alexis had re-laid in the surge of her own leveling, the weakest one still, took the wave full and shattered. Blew apart. The working lurched, the array dropping a leg. And Riley, standing closest to the blown stone, took a fragment of it across the temple and went down hard. Dropped where she stood. Her standing-light guttered out, and the lane went dark on the east side.

That was the worst second of my life, and everything I am got tested in it. Riley went down in the dark not ten feet from me, blood on her face, and every cell in my body lunged toward her, and I could not move, because my hands were the bottom of the working and the working was the only thing keeping a half-open wound in the world from killing everyone for a mile including her, and if I let go to save the one I lost all of us, and so I stood there with the wound of the world pouring through me and watched a woman I loved lie still in the dark and I did not go to her, I held, and it was the hardest thing I have ever done, harder than the working, harder than the thing, the holding still while someone you love is down, and I understood in that second something about what Silas must have carried for sixty years, alone, at this well, the terrible discipline of the one who has to hold while everything else burns.

“Riley’s down!” Goldie cried, torn three ways now.

And the monster under the stone, sensing the dark, sensing the working falter, heaved, and the two tons of stone shifted, lifted, the monster too vast and too desperate to be held by mere weight, dragging itself an inch at a time out from under the deadfall toward the open seam.

“Leave her, she’s breathing, hold the close!” Alexis shouted, gray-faced, pouring everything she had into an array running on a shattered stone, the binding cracking at the edges exactly like Maren had warned a forced working cracks, except this wasn’t forced, this was just overmatched, four against a wound and a monster, and it was, I understood in that one terrible clear moment, not going to be enough. The thing was going to drag itself free. It was going to reach the open seam. It was going to eat the raw souring and become a thing we could not stop, and the working was going to fail with the wound half-open, and that killed everyone for a mile, and we were losing, we were actually losing, on our own ground, on the night we chose, with everything we had.

And I stood there with the wound of the world pouring through me and one hand locked on my binder’s shoulder and my whole crew faltering and the monster heaving free, and I did the math like I do all my math, fast and cold and practical, and the math said there was exactly one way to win, and it was insane.

The thing wanted the open seam. It was going to reach the open seam. So.

Don’t fight that.

“Alexis,” I said, and my voice came out level and sure, the calm I get when everything else goes loud. “Listen to me. We can’t hold it off the seam. It’s too big. It’s going to get there. So we stop trying to keep it off.” I tightened my grip on her shoulder. “We let it on. We let it climb on top of the open seam, right on top of it, and then we finish the close with it sitting there, we close the wound with the thing on it, and we pull the souring out from under it as we seal it, we take its food and its substance away in the same instant we shut the wound. The thing’s made of souring. The seam’s full of souring. We close the seam clean and we cure the thing right out of existence, we don’t kill it, we unmake it, we heal the wound it’s built from out from under it.”

Alexis stared at me, gray and shaking, the binder doing the calculation in a quarter-second, and I watched her get there, watched her see it.

“That means holding the working open under it,” she said. “With it on top of the seam. Through its full assault. While I re-lay a containment on a four-stone array with a witch down and a man taking the whole wound through his body. Gabe, if you can’t hold that, if you break even for a second, the close fails with the thing on the open seam and it eats the entire wound and we’ve handed it the world.”

“Then I won’t break,” I said. “Goldie, all of it into the close now, everything, stop fighting it, let it come on. Riley, if you can hear me, get up, we need the light for the finish. Alexis, on my word, you let it onto the seam, and then you close us all in, and you trust me to hold the bottom. Everybody bets everything, right now, on one push.” I looked down at my binder, gray and brilliant and terrified and game. “You told me to put you under load and find out what you could do. Here it is. Maximum load. Find out.”

It was the kind of plan you only make when every other plan is gone, the kind a man who fixes things for a living makes when the careful options have all failed and the only thing left is to turn the worst fact of the situation into the lever that ends it. The thing wanted the seam. Fine. We’d give it the seam, and close the seam on it, and let the cure be the kill. It was insane and it was the only door left, and that strange steadiness had me all the way now, the eye of the storm, and I felt the three of them feel it through the working, my certainty pouring down the anchor-line into them like the souring poured up, steadying them, and I felt Goldie set her feet and Riley drag herself the rest of the way upright bloody and blazing and Alexis lock down on the working and ready herself for the last impossible push, the four of us betting everything we’d built in six weeks on one play, on the man at the bottom not breaking and the binder at the center holding and the green and the light finishing the close through a monster’s open mouth.

And the thing tore free of the last of the stone, and heaved itself up, and lunged for the open seam, and I let it come.


Chapter 20: The Hatch

It climbed onto the open seam, and we let it. A thing that thinks it’s won stops fighting and starts feeding, and a thing that’s feeding holds still.

It hauled its ruined enormous self up over the lip of the open seam and settled onto it to gorge, and I felt it through the well, through my own body, the monster lowering its hunger into the wound to drink the raw souring straight from the source, and for one sick second it worked, for the thing, the souring pouring up through me eased as the monster drank it off, the wound’s bleed going into the creature’s bottomless want, and the thing swelled, brightened with a wrong dark light, beginning to become the unstoppable thing Alexis feared, made of the whole wound at once.

“Now,” I said.

And we closed it.

Alexis poured everything she’d dammed for fifteen years into the array, four stones where there should have been five, the binding cracking at the blown corner and her holding the crack shut by sheer throughput and will, re-laying the containment with the monster sitting on top of the very wound she was sealing, her hands flat on the cold slabs and her whole body shaking with the load of it, the scholar who’d spent fifteen years certain she had no engine at all running it now past the red line and not letting up. And Goldie poured all of it now, no more split, the whole green of the hill driving into the close, every living thing for a hundred yards bending toward the seam at once, roots and vines and the woke garden and the very grass, life feeding the wound shut as the old builders meant, not crushing it but tending it, making it want to close. And Riley, Riley got up, I heard her before I saw her, a wet curse and a scrape of boots, hauling herself back to her feet on the light-stone with blood down the side of her face from the blown stone, because we needed the light for the finish and there was nobody else to throw it, and she lit again, ragged and bleeding and swaying, and poured the clean light down over all of it, scouring the rot as it came, and I have never been prouder of anyone than I was of that small bleeding woman choosing to stand back up.

And I stood under the whole thing and took it all onto myself, made myself the floor the flood had to break against, vast and still and unbreakable, the heaviest leg of the working, the souring of weeks pouring up through me in a cold black flood that wanted to drown me and could not, because I’d decided it couldn’t, because three women were betting their lives on the floor not flinching, and I did not break. I have never held anything like it and I hope I never have to again. It was every weight I’d ever carried at once, every beam over my head, every load slipping that I’d thrown my weight under and refused to let fall, and under all of it the cold of the wound trying to pour out into a county and finding me in its way, immovable, the bottom of everything, and I held, and held, and held.

And here is the turn, the part I will carry the rest of my life. As the seam began to close, as the wound narrowed under Goldie’s life and Alexis’s binding and Riley’s scouring light, the souring stopped pouring up out of it, because there was less and less wound to pour from, and the monster on top of it, drinking, found the flood drying up under its hunger, found its bottomless larder closing, and worse, far worse, found the close pulling at the souring it was made of, because the thing wasn’t just sitting in the wound, it was part of the wound, it was souring given a body, and as the working pulled the rot out of the seam to cleanse it before sealing, it pulled the rot out of the thing too, the two being the same substance, and the monster began, on top of the closing seam, to come undone.

It didn’t die. We never killed it. You can’t kill a thing made of a wound by stabbing the thing, you heal the wound, and that’s what happened, the souring that the creature was built from getting drawn out and cleansed and turned back into clean deep-magic in the same working that closed the seam, and the monster, which was hunger and rot and abundance gone wrong, the dark inside-out echo of Goldie’s drowned orchard, came apart like rot comes apart when you finally cure it, unmaking, the dark wrong light going out of it, the too-many-jointed mass losing its shape, the whole enormous hungry thing dissolving back into the clean power it had been a perversion of, pulled down into the closing seam and made right, the way you’d run a soured cask back to clean water, and Goldie, at the life-stone, watching the thing born from the death of everything she’d loved get healed out of existence instead of slaughtered, made a sound that was grief and relief and benediction all at once, and poured the last of her green into it, tending even her own monster to its rest.

And the seam was almost closed, and the souring almost cleansed, and the thing almost unmade, and it came down, like it always comes down, to one last hard moment, the failure point, the half-second I’d found on Alexis’s diagram with my finger in the afternoon a hundred years ago, the instant between full-open and fully-closed where the whole working can collapse, and Alexis hit it, and the four-stone array buckled, the blown corner finally giving, the binding starting to slip with the seam not quite sealed, and she screamed, “I can’t, it’s slipping, the array, I can’t hold the last of it, the stone, the close is going to fail short, GABE,” and the wound hung there, a hair from sealed and a hair from tearing back open with everything pouring through it, and the working ran out of magic at the exact worst second, just as Maren said it would, the four of us one stone and one push short of enough.

And that was when the tradesman finished the job.

Because I’d built two rigs, not one. The deadfall in the lane had pinned the thing, spent, done its work. But the cellar mechanism, the original builders’ emergency hatch, the stone cover on its freed counterweight that I’d cleaned and greased and tested twice, the pivot meant to be dropped fast over the seam in exactly this kind of moment, that was still rigged, still waiting, the release line still run up to my fist, and where the magic had run a stone short, physics had two tons of old stone and a fifty-year-old counterweight that didn’t care about throughput or arrays or burnout at all.

“Hold what you’ve got,” I said to Alexis, and my voice came out level over the roar of the working, the steadiness that drops over me when the thinking’s done and there’s only the doing left, “don’t close it, just hold it where it is one more second, I’ll close the last of it myself,” and she didn’t argue, didn’t ask, just locked down on what she had and trusted me with the rest, which was its own kind of love, and I let go of her shoulder, both hands free now, and I grabbed the second line, the cellar mechanism line, the one I’d cleaned and greased and tested twice in a quiet hour the day before, and I pulled it with everything I had left, which was not much, just the dregs of a man who’d been the floor of a wound in the world for the worst ten minutes of his life, but it didn’t need much, that was the whole genius of the original builders and of physics, it needed a man to pull a release and let gravity do the rest, and gravity did not care that I was spent, gravity does not curdle or burn out or run a stone short, gravity is the one thing in the world that always shows up.

The counterweight let go below me. I felt it go through my boots, the great freed weight swinging, the line going slack in my fist, and then the deep grinding rush of the thing dropping.

The hatch dropped.

The old stone cover the original builders had hung over the wound for exactly this, the keystone of the whole house’s design, the seized mechanism I’d freed with penetrating oil and a breaker bar and patience, came down off its counterweight and slammed shut over the seam with a boom I felt in my teeth. Two tons of carved stone, sealing the wound physically in the half-second the magic couldn’t. It dropped straight through the dissolving last of the monster and onto the open seam and stopped there. Immovable. Dumb. Perfect. A stone lid on a stone wound, dropped by a stone-cold mechanism a builder dead three weeks had left ready for exactly this night.

And Alexis felt it: the seam pinned shut under stone, the failure point she’d found on paper with my finger now braced by something that didn’t run on magic at all. She made a sound that was half a sob and half a laugh. And she laid the last of the binding down over the dropped stone, sealed the working over the seal, magic and physics shutting the wound in the same instant. Craft over competence, the way it had been the whole time. The witches and the well and the man who fixes things, all one woke thing.

And the seam closed.

It closed.

The wound in the world shut, clean and whole and tended and bound, the souring cleansed and turned, the monster unmade and healed back into the deep, the array re-laid over a stone hatch dropped by a man with a release line in his fist, and the cold black-green torrent pouring through me cut off all at once, gone, clean, and the night went suddenly, enormously quiet.

For a moment none of us moved. The four of us stood frozen in the ruin of the killbox, in the wreck of thorn-walls and blown stone and dying grass, lit by the last of Riley’s guttering light, and the seam under the dropped hatch lay quiet, truly quiet, no cold breath, no pulse, no wrongness, just a sealed and tended wound, held, and the air over the whole hill began, slowly, to change.

I felt it before I understood it. The drift cleared. Three weeks of souring, the wrongness that had hung over the county since Silas died, the half-shade of color sucked out of everything, the green-sweet rot at the edge of every breath, it cleared, the way a fever breaks, the night air going clean and sweet and right, a taste gone since before the souring, and the woke inn behind us, freed from holding against a leaking wound, blazed up calm and whole, every lamp coming up warm at once, the wards settling to a deep true hum, the garden exhaling, the whole house letting go a breath it had been holding for three weeks, and the stars came out over a clean county, and it was done.

I felt it through the well, too, the new thing, the one that would only grow from here. The seam under the dropped stone wasn’t fighting anymore. It wasn’t a wound straining open against a failing array. It was settled, tended, held, a closed and quiet thing with the inn’s woke wards laid over it clean and full, and I could feel it the way you feel a machine that’s finally running true after weeks of you nursing a fault, the absence of a strain you’d stopped noticing you were carrying until it lifted. The cold breath was gone. The pulse was gone. Down in the dark under the house the thing Silas had spent sixty years quietly keeping was kept, and I’d kept it, we’d kept it, and the keeping of it had stopped being a desperate hour-by-hour thing and become, in one working, just the steady state of a house that worked.

And the county felt it. Far off, down the hill, I could see Gosling Green through the trees, and as we stood there the few lights of it seemed to steady and warm, and I’d find out in the days after that the whole town had felt the fever break in their sleep, had woken the next morning lighter without knowing why, the milk keeping, the wards taking charge, the color coming back to the green. We’d saved a county, a quiet ordinary place that would never know its name and would go on losing itself off maps and not minding, the kind of victory nobody throws a parade for.

It was done.

Riley sat down hard in the dirt and started to laugh, blood down her face, and then to cry, and then both, and Goldie went to her at once, the fight over, the healer back, hands already glowing green at Riley’s temple, easing the gash where the blown stone had caught her, and Alexis knelt at the well-head with her hands flat on the dropped stone and her head bowed, shaking, spent past the bottom of herself, and I went and got my arms around all of them at once, my crew, my coven, my found family, the four of us tangled and battered and weeping and alive in the cleared dawn that was just beginning to gray the east, and we held onto each other and didn’t say anything for a long while, because there was nothing to say that the holding didn’t say better.

Riley’s gash closed under Goldie’s hands, leaving a thin pink line at her temple she’d keep, she informed us through her tears, as a battle scar, the coolest thing that had ever happened to her, and she was already, even bleeding and crying, narrating it into a story, the time we dropped a building on a monster, and that was how I knew she’d be all right, Riley turning the worst night into a tale before the sun was even up.

“You stood back up,” I told her, quiet, while Goldie’s hands glowed at her temple. “You were down, you were bleeding, the light went out, and you got back up and lit it again because we needed it. You know how many people get back up, Riley. Almost none. That’s not a party trick. That’s the realest thing I’ve ever seen anybody do.”

She went still under that, the narration stopping for once, and her eyes filled, and she didn’t have a joke, and she just nodded, and tucked her face against Goldie’s shoulder, and let it land, the scared loud girl finally hearing the one thing she’d spent her whole life performing for and never once been told plain.

And Goldie, when the gash was closed and Riley was breathing easy, sat back on her heels in the dirt and looked out at the place where the monster had come undone, the dead lane where her own grief made flesh had been healed out of the world instead of slaughtered, and she wept, but it was a clean weeping, the kind that lets a thing go instead of holding it, and she said, soft, “It’s at rest now. The orchard. All of it. It went bad and it hurt people and it was my fault and it’s not my fault and it’s at rest now, both of those, all of it at once.” And I understood she’d buried something out there in the cleared dark that she’d been carrying since the night her homestead died, and that she’d needed to see it healed and not killed to be able to set it down, and that the working had settled more than a seam.

Alexis lifted her head from the stone, eventually, and looked at the sealed seam, and the re-laid array, the four stones holding where five should have been, the blown corner she’d carried on throughput and will, and she said, hoarse, wrung-out, the scholar surfacing through the wreckage like she always did, “It held. The four-stone array held a five-stone wound because you dropped a rock on it at the right second.” She laughed, cracked and disbelieving. “I’m going to have to write this up. Nobody’s going to believe it. The standard literature is very clear that you cannot settle a sour seam without a full array and a coven at strength, and we did it one stone short with a counterweight from the original construction and a man who fixes engines.” She looked at me, and there was something in her face past the exhaustion, past even the wonder, a look I’d come to understand was Alexis Garland in love and refusing to use the word. “You closed the failure point with a stone hatch. The exact failure point. The one we found together in the afternoon. You held the bottom of the worst working I’ve ever run and then when the magic came up short you finished it with your hands. I’ve spent my whole life around craft and I have never seen anything as,” she stopped, dust in her hair and her glasses somehow still on her face, “as competent in my life. Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, the same words I’d handed Maren in the yard the week before, with the same straight face, because by now it was the only answer to that in this family, and saying it again felt like ringing a bell that meant home.

We didn’t go in right away. We sat in the dirt of the cleared grounds and watched the sun come up over a county that wasn’t souring anymore, the four of us in a heap, too spent to stand and too wound up to sleep, that particular exhausted aftermath that comes off the far side of something you weren’t sure you’d survive, where everything is funny and everything is enormous and nobody wants to be the first to move because moving would end it. Riley narrated the sunrise like it was a performance the sky was putting on for her personally and gave it a seven, points off for taking too long. Goldie, who could not be near a tired person without trying to feed them, produced from somewhere in her apron a slightly crushed peach and divided it four ways with her thumbnail and we ate it sitting in the dirt, the best thing any of us had ever tasted, like everything that came off her hands was. Alexis lay flat on her back in the dead grass with her glasses fogged and her hair full of cellar dust, the most undone I’d ever see her in daylight, and stared at the lightening sky and said, to no one, “I channeled a five-point containment through a four-stone array under live assault,” in the tone of a woman who would be saying it to herself for the rest of her life, and Riley said, “We know, you’ve said,” and Alexis said, “I’ll be saying it at my funeral,” and Riley said, “I’ll come,” and that was the two of them, the clam and the crowbar, in the cleared dawn of a saved world.

And Cobb came out of the wall and across the wrecked yard and climbed into the middle of us, fat and bright and unharmed, and made a long dry creaking sound that was, I’d swear, a hob weeping with relief, and Goldie gathered him up like a child and he let her. The goose came and stood guard over all of us for no reason geese ever have. And the inn behind us blazed warm and whole and saved, and the dead-end roadside inn that everyone would have sold had repelled the thing that came for it, and the man who used to leave had stood his ground and held the bottom of the world and not broken.

There was a cost. There’s always a cost, and I’d lied to nobody about that. Riley would keep her scar, a thin pink line at her temple. I’d taken the whole wound of the world through my body and would spend three days bone-tired in a way no sleep quite touched, the wellspring of me digesting a thing it was never built to swallow whole. And the house was hurt, hard.

And I stood in the wrecked yard in the clean dawn, surveying the damage, and I did what I always do, the running tally, the tradesman’s estimate that starts the second my eyes start working, except this time the numbers ran the other way from every estimate I’d ever made. Two tons of stone to clear from the lane. A ward-stone blown to gravel, six weeks to re-cut, which Alexis was going to be insufferably happy about. The well-housing down to rubble, a proper masonry job, a month of careful coursing. The thorn-funnel burned, the garden scorched, half the outer salt line scattered. A cracked window in the inn from the thing’s death-shriek. The greenhouse glass starred again where a flung stone had caught it. Weeks of work. Months, maybe, all told, hard and mundane and slow.

And every line of that estimate was a thing I got to fix, in a home I was never going to sell, with a crew I’d die for. Every other estimate of my life had been damage I was getting paid to make disappear so I could drive away. This one was a list of reasons to stay, and I stood there in the wreckage and caught myself smiling at it before I’d noticed I’d started.

“Lot of work,” Goldie observed, coming to stand beside me with Cobb still in her arms, surveying the same wreckage, reading me without my having to say a word.

“Lot of work,” I agreed.

“You’re smiling about it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I am.”

She leaned into my side, warm and golden and home, and the four of us and the hob and the goose stood in the cleared dawn and looked at the saved hurt happy house, and behind us the Owl and Lantern, woke and whole and warded and full, hummed in the morning light like a thing that had finally, after three weeks and a hundred years, got everything it needed under one roof, which it had, and we went in, eventually, to a kitchen that lit itself warm before we reached it, and Goldie made breakfast, and we ate it together at the long table as the sun came up clean over Gosling Green.


Chapter 21: Cleared Air

The county woke up clean, and the strange thing was how quietly it happened, the way real healing always does, no thunderclap, no announcement, just a town that had been sick for three weeks slowly noticing it wasn’t anymore.

The milk kept. That was the first thing, the small domestic miracle of it, Goldie pouring the morning jug and it coming out sweet, and her standing there holding it up to the light like a woman holding a winning ticket, and the two of us grinning at a jug of milk like fools, because we knew what it meant, the souring gone all the way out of the drift, the leak sealed, the well settled. The brown water stopped running in the diner’s gutter. Maren’s weather-wards, the listing dark posts at the corners of the green, took charge again on their own, sat up straight and warm with the clean drift to drink from, and Maren told me later she’d felt her own ceiling stop pressing on her the morning after the working, the souring’s thumb finally off her bruise, and after thirty years she’d done a small working that didn’t fight her, just to feel it, and she’d had to go sit down after.

It wasn’t just Maren, either, which was what took me a few days to understand the size of. The whole county had been stuck and souring, not just the witches who’d made it up our road, and now the whole county eased. The diner woman who’d waited tables through all of it stopped getting the headaches she’d had for a month and didn’t know why. A farmer two valleys over whose cows had been off their milk had them back. The little things a county doesn’t connect because nobody ever explains the magic to them, the bread that rose right again, the sleep that came easier, the low grinding wrongness that had hung over everything just lifting, like a sound you stop hearing only when it finally stops. They’d never know what we’d done in the dark at the well, the four of us and a dropped stone, and that was exactly right, that was the job, the same as wiring a house so the family in it never has to think about the wire, just flips the switch and gets light and lives their life. You do the work in the wall so nobody has to know there’s a wall. Silas had done it for sixty years and nobody had thanked him and he hadn’t wanted thanks, and I understood him better in those quiet healing days than I had the whole time I’d been living in his house and stepping into his shoes, the particular contentment of keeping a thing running that everyone else gets to take for granted.

Color came back to Gosling Green. I hadn’t even fully registered how much had gone out of it until it returned, the green of the town green going truly green again, the gray half-shade lifting off everything, the dog across the square going back to whatever a dog does when it isn’t barking at a wrongness in the air, and the handful of people out moving easier, lighter, the pressure of a storm that never broke finally just gone. They didn’t know what we’d done. Most of them. The town half-knew the inn was strange like Dell half-knew, the way you half-know a thing you’ve decided not to look at directly, but they felt the change, and over the next few days I watched the town decide, without anybody saying it, that the inn was right again, that the Wells place was the Wells place once more, and they started treating me like Dell did, as they must have treated Silas, like the keeper of a thing the town quietly needed, a nod at the store, a wave from a truck, old Pratt leaving a sack of seed potatoes on the porch with no note because that’s how that economy worked, paid in kind the way Silas’s wordless ledger always had been.

The goose came back, too, which I took as the surest sign of all. The morning after the working it was on the green again, yelling at a parked truck about nothing, one-legged and furious and entirely itself, and I stood across the square and watched it harass a perfectly innocent man loading feed and felt my chest go warm, because a silent goose had been the worst sign I knew how to read and a goose back to its full obnoxious volume was the county telling me it had its appetite back. Maren caught me grinning at it from her doorway and said, “Damn bird,” with such fondness that I knew she’d been watching for it too, and she went back inside, and a minute later the lights came on in the store windows brighter than they’d burned in a month, every bulb, like she’d decided she could afford the electricity again now that the world had stopped trying to end.

And the work. God, the work, and I mean that with my whole heart, because the work was the best part.

I spent those days doing the thing I’m actually for, which is fixing what’s broken, except now I was fixing it in a home full of people I loved instead of a dead building I meant to sell, and that turned every hour of it to something close to prayer. I cleared the two tons of rubble where the well-housing had come down, hauling stone, and Goldie grew the grass back green over the dead lane behind me as I worked, and Riley narrated my labor in the voice of a sports announcer until I threatened to put her to work, at which point she discovered an urgent need to be elsewhere. I started raising the well-housing again, better than it was, properly coursed stone, the kind of slow careful masonry that leaves room to think, and Cobb supervised, and re-set roughly one screw in four to his own standard, and we’d reached, the hob and I, a working arrangement on the subject of his corrections, which was that I let him have the ones that didn’t matter and overruled him on the ones that did, and he sulked about the overrules for exactly as long as it took Goldie to leave him a saucer of cream.

Alexis began the six-week project of re-cutting the blown ward-stone, and watching her do it was its own quiet joy, the woke binder hunched over a fresh-quarried stone with her chisels and her woke craft braided together, runework she could now actually channel flowing off her fingers into the carving, the scholar who’d spent fifteen years unable to channel a word of what she knew now running at full throughput at last, and she was, I noticed, happy in a way I’d never seen her, the deep contented happy of a person finally doing the work they were built for, and she’d lost some of the black, not all of it, Alexis would die in a high collar, but she’d taken to leaving her hair down while she carved, and once I caught her humming, which she denied with such cold ferocity that I never mentioned it again and treasured it forever.

We fell into a rhythm those days, and the rhythm was the reward, the thing the working had bought us. Mornings were Goldie’s, the kitchen warm and going before any of us were up, the smell of it pulling the house awake room by room. Days were work, mine and the inn’s, the slow rebuilding of what the fight had broken, and I worked them with Cobb at my elbow correcting one screw in four and Riley appearing to offer commentary nobody asked for and Alexis carving her stone in the cellar and Goldie everywhere at once, feeding the road, tending the garden, naming new animals into the yard. Evenings were the taproom, the regulars, the warm full noise. And nights were ours, the four of us, the bonds deep and easy now, no leveling urgency to them anymore, just a family that liked each other in every way a family can, and I’d lie awake some nights in the deep settled warmth of a full house and listen to it breathe around me, the four of us under one roof and the hob doing his rounds in the walls, and think I had never once in my life slept as well as I slept now.

It wasn’t all warm, because nothing is. Riley got restless and re-dyed her hair twice in a week and picked a fight with the goose she could not win. Alexis worked herself gray on the ward-stone twice and had to be fed and sent to bed by Goldie like a child, deadpan and furious about it the whole way up the stairs. I lost a morning to the well-housing not coursing true and had to take a whole row of stone back down and re-lay it, swearing, with Cobb radiating I-told-you-so from a rafter. But even the friction had the good grain in it, the grain of people who’d chosen each other and weren’t going anywhere, the small frictions of a real home instead of the slow erosions of a dying one, and I’d take the goose-fights and the re-laid stone over the silences of my old life every single day there was.

Riley wore her scar like a medal and told the story of the working to the regulars in escalating versions, the monster getting bigger each night, the stone-drop more heroic, and I let her, because the bones of it were true and the embroidery was just Riley being Riley, and the taproom loved it, and the inn filled most nights now with the warm full noise of a place the whole road knew was right again, Dell holding court, Pratt and Olsen at their table, the road crew, Maren in the corner pretending not to enjoy herself, Goldie feeding all of them and taking no money and accepting everything they left, and I tended the bar and fixed the odd thing and stood in the middle of the life I’d nearly run from and could not, some nights, quite believe was mine.

By the fourth telling the monster was the size of a barn and Riley had defeated it nearly single-handed with a flash of light while the rest of us, in her account, mostly held coats. Alexis, from her corner, would correct the record in a flat aside, the monster was the size of a truck, the light was a contributing factor, Gabe dropped a building on it, and Riley would say that was the boring version and the boring version didn’t account for her bravery, and Alexis would say bravery wasn’t a unit of measurement, and Riley would say it should be and she’d be the standard kilogram of it, kept under glass in a museum, and Pratt and Olsen would laugh and Dell would slap the table and Goldie would put more food down and the whole warm argument would roll on like the fence-line argument rolled on, with no heat in it and no resolution wanted, an old happy quarrel a family keeps having because the having of it is the point. I’d stand behind the bar and listen to my house argue about the night it almost died and feel something in my chest I didn’t have a word for, except that it was as far as a thing could get from every quiet apartment I’d ever sat alone in, and that nothing on God’s earth was going to make me give it up.

And then, a few days into the clean quiet, the women had a conversation with me that I’d been half-expecting and wholly unprepared for, which was the conversation where they stopped being guests.

It happened at the long table, after a slow evening, just the four of us and the banked fire and the woke house humming, and it was Goldie who started it, of course, because somebody always had to say the thing out loud, and Goldie was the one of us who’d never once minded being the one.

“We should talk about checking out,” she said, and watched my face do something, and grinned, because she’d done it on purpose, the menace. “I don’t mean it. Look at you. I mean we should talk about how none of us are. Checking out. Ever. I decided the first night, I told you, the first night I said this was home and I meant it, but Riley and Alexis came as guests, and there’s a difference between a guest who’s stayed a while and a person who lives here, and I think we should say the difference out loud, because saying things out loud matters, and I’m tired of us all knowing it and nobody saying it.”

Riley didn’t wait her turn. She was up out of her chair before Goldie had finished, too full of it to sit still, sparks lifting off her shoulders without her noticing them. “I’m not a guest,” she said, fierce, every scrap of the show gone. “I haven’t been a guest since the night you told me being looked at was lovely instead of shameful. I don’t have anywhere else. I don’t want anywhere else. I spent my whole life being the loud girl who got passed from coven to coven because she was fun for a while and then easy to leave behind, and this is the first place that, you all just kept, nobody got tired of me, you keep not getting tired of me.” She dropped back into her chair and pulled her knees up to her chest, the fierceness going soft. “I’m going to be here being too much until I’m an old woman, and you can’t make me go. So don’t try.”

“I came to study the souring,” Alexis said, dry, into the warmth, “and I appear to have acquired a family, a hob, a permanent residence, and a six-week masonry project, none of which were in my research proposal.” She folded her hands on the table. “I’m a scholar. I follow the data. And the data is unambiguous that this is the first place that has ever wanted the whole of me, the mind and the rest of it, and that I am, by every measure I can construct, happier here than I have been in my adult life, and that I am, the word is not in my usual vocabulary, but I’m told it’s the correct one, in love. With all of it. The house, the work, the family,” she looked at me, level, no flinch, the bravest plain thing she’d ever said, “and the man. So I’m staying. I’m reclassifying myself from visiting researcher to resident. It’s a permanent appointment. I’ve decided.”

And they all three looked at me, then, and I understood it was my turn, and I’m not a man of speeches, I’ve made that clear, so I gave them the only thing I had, which was the truth, plain, like Goldie gave it.

“I came here to flip this place and run,” I said. “You all know that. I had the buyer on the phone the first week.” I looked around the table at the three of them. “I called him this morning. Told him the inn’s not for sale. Not now, not ever. Took it off the market for good.” I let that land, because it was the biggest thing I’d ever done, bigger than dropping a hatch on a wound in the world. “This is mine. You’re mine, and each other’s, and I’m yours, all the way down, and I’m not a man with three guests, I’m a man with a home and a family and a thing worth defending, and I’d burn the whole county down before I’d let any of you go.” I cleared my throat, because I’d said more feeling out loud than I’d said in a decade. “So. No checking out. Motion carried. Anybody wants the last of the pie, speak now.”

Goldie cried, happily, like she does. Riley whooped and lit the whole room gold with a flick of joy she didn’t bother to control. Alexis, who did not cry, took my hand across the table and held it, hard, and that said more than the others’ noise, the contained woman letting her grip do her weeping for her, and Cobb, from the rafters, made his dry pleased creak and dropped, with great ceremony, a single found object into the middle of the table as his contribution to the proceedings, which turned out to be a very old brass key, polished bright, to a lock none of us could identify and none of us would place for a long while yet, a thing the house was keeping for a door it hadn’t shown us, but that night we just laughed at the hob formalizing the family with a key to nowhere, and ate the last of the pie, all four of us with four forks, and it was, I thought, the best night the inn had ever had, the night the guests stopped being guests and became the people who lived there.

And it wasn’t only the four of us, was what I sat with after, the part I’d never have believed if you’d shown it to me on the drive in. There was Cobb, fat and bright and content, the inn’s health reading right on him at last, a hob who’d starved alone in a cold house for three weeks and now had a full warm one to keep and four people to torment. There was Maren, who came up the hill twice a week now and pretended it was to check the wards and stayed for the food and the company, the gruff den-mother of a coven she’d never admit she’d joined, the keeper of the lore and the warnings and, under the flint, a fierce old love for the place that had finally come back to life. There was Dell, whose rig in the lot was the surest sign the inn was right again, who’d adopted me as Silas’s heir the first morning and treated the taproom like the second home it had always been to him. Not a man and three guests. A household, a found family, the wider kind that grows up around a warm place the way moss grows on the north side of a stone, the town and the road and the house all knit back together around a settled well and a lit lamp, the coven-house Maren had told me about made real again, and I sat at the head of the table of it and could not, for a while, speak, which the others took for contentment and let be.

But this is a true account, and so I have to set down the cold thread too, because it came that same week, quiet, from the one of us who never stopped reading the data even when the data was inconvenient to the warmth.

Alexis found it doing post-mortem runework on the settled seam, which she’d insisted on, because Alexis didn’t trust anything she hadn’t measured twice, and she came to find me in the half-rebuilt well-housing with her notebook out and her face wearing the specific frown she got when a number didn’t add up, the frown that had diagnosed the whole souring in an afternoon, and I set down my trowel, because I’d learned that frown was never nothing.

“The souring,” she said, without preamble. “I’ve been reading the residue in the cleansed seam, the pattern of how it decayed, because I wanted a complete record, and there’s something wrong with it. Not wrong now, it’s settled, it’s clean, that’s all fine. Wrong in the history of it. The way it soured.” She showed me the notebook, lines and curves that meant nothing to me and everything to her. “When a keystone wellspring dies and stops holding a seam, the seam degrades. That’s natural. It’s a decay curve, predictable, I mapped it coming in, three weeks of bleed, it all tracked. Except.” She tapped a place in her diagram. “It tracked too well at the start and then there’s this. A discontinuity. Early on, in the first days after Silas died, the souring accelerated faster than natural decay accounts for. Just here. A nudge. Like the seam didn’t just start leaking when he died, like something gave it a push, helped it open wider faster, right at the start, when it was most vulnerable, and then let the natural decay take over so it would look like,” she tapped the page, “so it would look like exactly what I assumed it was. Natural. A man dies, his seam goes sour, sad but ordinary.”

I wiped my hands on a rag, slow, the warmth of the good week going cold in my chest. “You’re saying somebody soured it. On purpose. After he died.”

“I’m saying the data is consistent with that hypothesis and not fully consistent with pure natural decay,” Alexis said, precise, careful, a scholar who didn’t want to overstate, “and I don’t like it, because the implications are not small. If someone helped this seam sour, in the days right after the only wellspring for a hundred miles died, then somebody knew Silas was the keystone, knew he was gone, and wanted the county to sour, which would,” she stopped, and worked it, and I watched her arrive somewhere she didn’t want to be, “which would flush every stuck witch in the region out into the drift, destabilized, desperate, on the road, looking for help. It would shake the witches loose. Like beating a bush to drive out what’s hiding in it.” She closed the notebook. “I don’t have enough to say more than that. It might be nothing, a measurement artifact, an old working of Silas’s own that decayed oddly. I’m not going to cry wolf on one anomaly. But you asked me to read the seam and tell you the truth, so the truth is, the souring might not have been purely an accident of your uncle’s death. Something might have helped it. And if something helped it, it helped it to do a thing, and the thing it did was send stuck witches out onto the roads, and I find I’d very much like to know who benefits from a county full of stuck witches with nowhere to go.”

We stood in the half-built well-housing in the clean afternoon, and the goose yelled somewhere, and the inn hummed warm behind us, saved and whole and full, and the local fight was won, truly won, the seam settled and the monster unmade and the county clean, and I looked at the one wrong note in the data Alexis was holding and felt, for the first time since the dawn after the working, the cold edge of a thing much bigger than one inn and one monster, a thing that had maybe been moving pieces on a board the whole time we thought we were just surviving.

“File it,” I said. “Keep reading. Tell me if it gets less like nothing.”

“It won’t get less like nothing,” Alexis said quietly, looking at her notebook. “Things like this never do.” And she went back to her ward-stone, and I went back to my masonry, and the warm week went on, but there was a wrong note in it now, hanging in the clean air, and both of us knew it, and neither of us said the rest of it out loud, because there wasn’t a rest of it yet, only a question, and a cold edge under the warmth, and a county full of witches that somebody, maybe, had wanted shaken loose.


Chapter 22: Harvest Night

“A home that’s been saved owes the world a party,” Goldie said, so we threw a harvest night.

She’d been planning it for days, the woke kitchen running at a pitch I hadn’t known it could reach, and by the time the sun went down the Owl and Lantern was the warmest, brightest, fullest it had been since long before Silas died, since maybe ever. The taproom overflowed. Goldie had cooked enough to feed the county and the county had come, half of Gosling Green and the whole of the road, Dell with two other truckers he’d recruited with promises of the best meal in three states, Pratt and Olsen and their wives, the road crew, the diner woman, Maren in a clean flannel pretending the whole thing was beneath her and going back for thirds. Riley had strung the rafters with glamour-light, real light, controlled, warm gold globes that drifted and never guttered, and over the long tables she’d hung the night sky she’d thrown up that first Thursday, stars wheeling slow across the ceiling, holding all night now, no fizzle, a woman showing off a thing she’d finally earned the right to be proud of. The garden poured its harvest through the kitchen door, Goldie’s abundance made literal, baskets of it, and the cider went around, and the fire roared, and the inn that had been dust and held breath the night I drove up was, for one night, the beating heart of a whole clean county.

The party had the particular magic of the best parties, which is that everyone forgot to be anything but happy. Dell taught Riley a trucker’s drinking song with verses that got less printable as they went, and Riley taught it back to him wrong on purpose with verses that got worse, and Pratt and Olsen judged a pie-eating contest nobody had entered and declared Big Sally the hen the winner on a technicality, which Goldie overruled on the grounds that she’d eaten four slices to the hen’s none, and was declared the true champion to general acclaim. Cobb, fat and bright and beside himself with the fullness of his house, got into the cider somehow and was discovered an hour later asleep in the bread basket, and Riley tried to draw a tiny mustache on him with a bit of soot and he woke and chased her three times around the taproom to the delight of the entire county, and the goose, who had been let in for the occasion against my better judgment, picked that exact moment to bite Dell, who declared it the best night he’d had in years while bleeding slightly, and Goldie healed his hand with a piece of pie, and the whole thing rolled on warm and loud and golden until the small hours.

I stood in the middle of it with a cider I wasn’t drinking and watched my family work the room, the green-witch feeding everyone, the spark lighting it all gold, the binder in the corner being slowly, grudgingly, drawn out of herself by Riley and a determined Dell who’d decided the serious one needed a tall tale, and I felt what I’d been feeling more and more since the working, the deep settled rightness of a man exactly where he belongs, and Maren found me there and stood beside me and looked at the whole warm blazing room and said, gruff, “Silas never managed this. Sixty years and he never once managed this.” She drank her cider. “You did it in six weeks, Wells boy. A house full of light and a county that sleeps easy.”

She was quiet a while, watching the room, and then she said, lower, the cider loosening something thirty years of flint had kept shut, “I came up that hill the day you arrived ready to hate you. Another Wells, I thought, another man who’d hold the well and keep the lamp and let the women come and get right and scatter, and watch it all go cold again when he got old, like Silas did, as they always had, because a wellspring keeps a seam, he doesn’t keep a home, that’s not what the men were ever any good at. And you went and made a home. First Wells in the line that ever did.” She nodded at the room, at the four corners of it, the green and the spark and the binder and the man. “That’s the thing he couldn’t do, the lonely old fool, and it’s the only thing that was ever going to save this county for keeps, and you did it without anybody telling you how, which is either luck or it’s the thing itself, and I’ve decided it’s the thing itself, because I’m too old to believe in that much luck.”

A pause, and then, quietly, the most she’d ever give me, “He’d be proud. And I’m,” she stopped, and scowled, and couldn’t finish, and didn’t have to, and I put my hand on her sturdy shoulder for a second and she let me, which from Maren was an embrace, and we stood there together a while and watched the party fill the warm bright room, the old hedge-witch and the new wellspring, two keepers of a thing the town finally had again.

The party wound down slow and warm like the best ones do, in stages, the way a fire banks, the loud middle giving way to the soft long end where the people who really love a place are the last to leave it. The road crew went first, full and grateful, Ruiz shaking my hand at the door with the particular gravity of a man who’d decided the inn was his now too. Pratt and Olsen went, still arguing the fence line, having reached, after forty years, no resolution and wanting none. The townsfolk Maren had vouched for drifted off down the hill in twos and threes into the clean dark, calling thanks back up at the lit windows, a whole town treating the Wells place as the Wells place again, the heart of a county that had nearly forgotten it had one.

Dell rolled out near midnight, full and content, calling the inn the best place on the whole road, and at the door he stopped and looked back at the warm blazing taproom like he had the first night I met him, except not surprised this time, settled, a man whose second home had come back to life, and he said, “Silas used to throw a harvest night. Every year. I forgot about it till just now. Hadn’t thought of it in years and there it is, the whole thing, the lights and the food and the music, like no time passed at all.” He pulled his cap down. “Felt like coming home, tonight. Thought you’d want to know that. Felt exactly like coming home.” And he went down the steps into the dark and I heard the big rig wake and pull out, and I stood in the door a moment with that one sitting warm in my chest, because there is no higher thing a man can be told about a place he keeps than that walking into it feels like coming home. Maren went last of the outsiders, and at the door she looked back at the house once, at the warm lit whole of it, and gave a single short nod, approval and benediction and farewell all in one, and went down the hill into the clean dark. And then it was just us, the four of us and the hob and the goose, in the warm afterglow of a saved home, the fire banked, the glamour-stars still wheeling overhead, and the night turned, as it does, from celebration to something closer and warmer, and it turned because Goldie, clearing the last of the plates, looked at the three of us in the gold light and said, simply, in her flat sweet drawl, “I want all of us tonight. Everybody. Together. Is that a thing we can have,” and Riley said “oh my God yes” before she’d finished, and Alexis set down her glass and said, dry and certain and without a trace of her usual armor, “I’ve been hoping someone would say it so I didn’t have to. Yes,” and they all three looked at me, and I set down my cider, and took control of the room.

The inn had made me a room, by then, which is part of what the night was. As the bonds had deepened the house had reshaped itself like it did, and the cramped space off the upstairs hall where I’d first thrown my bedroll had grown, over the weeks, into a proper master room, wide and warm, a real bed, the windows looking out over the woke garden and the rebuilt well, and that’s where we went, the four of us, up through the warm house with the stars still turning on the taproom ceiling below, and I took them into the room the inn had built for exactly this and I ran it, because three very different women came undone three very different ways and that was mine to orchestrate, the calm center they all turned around, and I’d never been more sure of it.

“Riley,” I said, settling onto the edge of the bed. “You start. You perform. You’ve got the best audience you’ll ever have, two of them and me, so give us the show, the real one. Goldie, you watch her like you watched her the first time, and when I tell you, you give. Alexis.” I looked at my binder, the once-prim scholar, hair already coming down. “You come here to me. The rest of the room’s the show. You’re mine to take apart while it happens. Glasses off.”

It moved like a thing I’d choreographed and a thing that ran itself both at once, three lanes braided and never blurred, the finale of everything the six weeks had built.

Riley lit up the second she had permission, peeling out of her clothes slow in the gold glamour-light, baring the small pert body, the neat tight curve of her behind, putting on the show, narrating it bright and dirty to her audience, look at me, both of you watch, look how bad I want this, sparks already lifting off her fair skin, and Goldie watched her with frank delighted hunger from the bed, lush and golden and already shrugged out of her dress, all that warm golden plenty, her freckled breasts heavy and swaying, greening faintly at the edges, ivy nosing in over the windowsill toward her. And Alexis came to me, and I took the glasses off her and set them aside and pulled the pen from her hair and unwound her like I had the first time, the black layers coming off the thick pale curves they hid, and I laid her back across the bed and started the slow detonation of her while Riley performed and Goldie ached to give, and I ran all three at once.

I took Alexis slow first, face to face, filling her by slow inches and watching her stretch to take me, the scholar coming undone by degrees, the control leaving her eyes like it had the first night, her cunt clenching slick around me, the deadpan dissolving into the filthiest want in the house. And I gave Riley her stage, because the exhibitionist’s lane was never another woman’s mouth on her, it was the eyes. “Riley. Up on your knees, where they can all see you. Nobody touches you yet. You earn that. Put on the show.” And she lit up at the order, kneeling tall on the bed in the gold light, hands roaming her own small body, palming the little tits she was so proud of, working two fingers down between her thighs and riding them slow, narrating it bright and filthy at her whole audience, look at me, all of you watch, watch how wet I get just from your eyes on me, her hips rolling, sparks already pouring off her fair skin, the brightest thing in the room playing to the best house she’d ever had. Goldie drank her in, openly greedy, rolling her own dark stiff nipples between her fingers as she did, the two of them feeding each other clear across the bed, and I drove into Alexis steady and watched the whole gold tangle climb, the room beginning to respond, ivy thickening at the sills, light gathering near the ceiling, runes waking faint in the walls, three crafts stirring at once.

I kept central and I kept command and I never let it blur into mechanical turns, because three women who came undone in three different directions deserved to come undone as themselves, not as a rotation. When Riley had ridden her own hand to the trembling edge on display, blazing and breathless, I eased out of Alexis and called Goldie to me. “Come here. Give me those.” And Goldie beamed and crawled up the bed and gave me what was always hers to give, gathering those heavy freckled breasts in both hands and folding their warm soft weight around my cock, and I drove up into the deep of them while she looked up at me through her lashes and licked the head every time it crested, her whole generous lane in one offering, the room blooming harder with every pleased greedy sound she made. Then I laid her back into the pillows and took her face to face, slow and earthy and deep, her soft thighs wrapped high around me and her heavy breasts rocking with every stroke, and I pulled Riley down by the wrist and set the exhibitionist’s mouth on Goldie’s stiff nipples, gave her something to perform with, and Riley sucked and moaned and narrated it broken and bright against the soft of Goldie’s breast while I drove into Goldie steady, her mouth running shameless under me, give it all to me, every drop, I love every single one of you, the ivy bursting thick across the wall behind the bed.

Then I went back to Alexis, because the slow burn deserved the most patient hand, and I worked her up onto her hands and knees, all that full pale curve offered up in the gold light, and slicked her with her own wet and worked her open with patient fingers and gave her what only she wanted, the full surrender, easing my cock into the tight ring of her ass inch by patient inch with the same steady attention I’d brought to everything in that house until I was seated deep in that clenching heat, her deadpan in ragged filthy ruins, telling me she was mine, telling me to take all of it, to use her, telling me things that would have made the buttoned-up scholar of two months ago die of mortification, and I worked her there slow and deep, my thumb on her clit, holding her at the trembling edge with Goldie’s hands stroking her hair and Riley narrating how beautiful she looked taking it in the ass, the once-prim binder undone in front of her whole family and finding, at last, that there was nothing in the world to be ashamed of. Each lane stayed itself even braided, Riley performing, Goldie giving, Alexis surrendering, and I was the still center of all of it, dominant and unhurried and entirely in command of three women who’d handed me the room because I made the handing-over feel like the safest thing in the world.

By then the room had stopped being a room and started being a thing all four of us were inside of, the wakened inn leaning in around the bed, ivy thick at the sills and light pooling gold near the ceiling and runes glowing soft in the walls, three crafts stirred to the edge of waking by three women stirred to the edge of coming, and I gathered all of it into my hands, Goldie’s green and Riley’s light and Alexis’s binding, like I’d learned to gather a working at the well. I drew them together at the last, all three within reach, Goldie’s lush warmth and Riley’s bright live wire and Alexis’s wrecked surrender, and I touched and took and directed each of them in turn and all of them at once, keeping the rhythm of the whole bed mine, three women climbing toward the same edge on three different lanes and me the steady ground they climbed around.

And then I brought them to the finish together, because that was the point of it, the coven complete, the bond made whole, and I positioned them where I wanted them, all three within reach, all three climbing, and I gave the orders, low and certain, like I’d learned each of them needed, and they went, not one after another, together, braided.

“Now,” I said. “All of you. Goldie, give it all to me. Riley, light it up, everything, don’t you dare fizzle. Alexis, let it all go, both walls, now. Come for me. All three of you. Now.”

And they came together, and the inn came with them.

Goldie came with her whole lush body, her pussy clenching and pulsing wet around my fingers, and the green flooded out of her clean and the whole room broke open green, ivy bursting across the walls, flowers erupting through the floorboards, the garden surging up the outside of the house toward the windows. Riley came with a scream, her little body convulsing, her glamour igniting into real blazing light that flooded the room gold and rose and held, the stars from the taproom ceiling pouring up through the house to wheel across this one too. Alexis came undone completely, the tight ring of her clenching around my cock as the throughput tore open, runes blazing awake up every wall, the woke wards of the whole house ringing like a struck bell. And the three crafts met in the air over the bed like Goldie’s and Riley’s had once braided into a canopy, except now there were three, bloom and light and runes weaving into one single warm surge. The surge didn’t stay in the room. It ran out through the woke inn, down through the floors and out through the wards and down into the settled well, and the house itself responded: every lamp flaring warm, every woke system singing at once, the whole Owl and Lantern blooming and blazing and binding in one great pulse of light and life, the home fully, completely alive. The deep clench of Alexis took the last of me with the rest of it. I pushed in to the root and emptied into her in the middle of that blazing bloom, my body wrung out in long pulses, Riley’s light pouring over us and Alexis’s runes climbing the walls and Goldie’s green running riot around the bed, and for one endless moment the four of us and the house were one thing, lit up and woke and whole.

We came down slow, tangled, the surge fading gently to a deep warm glow, petals drifting, the runes settling to a soft true light in the walls, the four of us a heap of limbs and afterglow and easy laughter, Riley already narrating her own performance to the ceiling, Goldie pressing kisses to whatever skin was nearest, Alexis with her cheek on my chest and her glasses long gone, the deep contented tangle of people who belonged to each other completely.

And I felt it, then, what the trio finale did to me, the thing that was different from every leveling before it. The first bonds had been hungry, frantic, a new power I was learning to hold. This had no frantic in it anywhere. With all three of them bonded deep and bonded to each other through me, the wellspring in me stopped being something I reached for and became, somewhere under noticing, just the weather of me, the steady state, gone so deep and so quiet that I only knew it had changed because the whole house had gone quiet along with it. I didn’t have to send my attention anywhere. The inn was simply there, the way your own hand is there without your having to go looking for it: every woke room and humming ward, the settled well and the blooming garden, the fat content hob in the walls and the sleeping goose and the three women warm against me, all of it held inside one awareness at once, no edges between the house and the man. And I understood, lying there, that I’d come into the thing Silas had maybe taken sixty years to reach, that the bond wasn’t a transaction anymore, wasn’t a leveling I performed, it was a home I was the heart of, the inn and the coven and the man all one woke thing.

Goldie stirred against me, splaying a hand flat over my breastbone, and she didn’t open her eyes, just smiled into my skin. “The house feels like you now,” she murmured. “All the way out to the garden. It didn’t, before, not this deep. You’ve gone quiet and big on the inside, Gabe Wells. I can feel it from in here, like leaning on a warm wall.”

“The settled wellspring,” Alexis said drowsily, the scholar surfacing through the afterglow as always, filing it even spent. “House-sense. That’s, I’ll want to write that up too, the literature says it takes decades, you did it in weeks because the bonds are deeper than the literature accounts for, because,” she yawned, undignified, charming, “because we love you, which is a variable the literature doesn’t measure. Sloppy of them.” And she tucked herself against my side and was asleep before she finished being smug about it.

Riley, of course, wasn’t asleep, Riley was wired and glowing and turning a little flame on her fingertip, watching it, and she said, soft, to the room, “Best party I’ve ever thrown. Best night. Best,” she stopped, and her bright voice went small and real like it did when she meant the most, “best everything. I keep waiting for somebody to get tired of me and nobody does. I think I’m going to stop waiting. I think it’s safe to stop waiting.” And she snuffed the flame and curled into the warm tangle.

I had a moment with each of them before sleep took the room, like you do, the small private beats that mean more than the loud ones. Goldie surfaced just enough to pull my hand to her mouth and kiss the scarred knuckles, like she always did, the green-witch who’d decided night one this was home, and she murmured something about breakfast and was gone, content down to the floor of her. Riley, restless even now, settled when I put a hand flat between her shoulder blades, the way you’d gentle a spooked thing, and she let out a long breath and went still, the loud one finally quiet, finally believing the audience wasn’t going to leave. And Alexis, who I’d thought asleep, found my other hand in the dark and laced her fingers through it, deliberate, precise even in surrender, and said, almost too low to hear, “Thank you for not making me a tool,” which was the thing she’d needed most and the thing she’d say instead of the other thing, and I squeezed her hand and didn’t make her say the other thing, because we said the most when we said the least, the two of us.

And the inn purred around us, I can think of no better word, the whole house content and full and humming low like a great cat by a fire, and Cobb, somewhere in the walls, made his dry pleased creak, and the night was, completely, everything I had ever not known I wanted.

I lay awake a while in the deep settled warmth, the house alive in my new sense, the three of them breathing against me, and I thought I would not trade this, any of it, for anything the world had ever put in front of me, and I started, finally, to sleep.

And then, through the house-sense, through the new deep awareness of the whole inn and the grounds and the road, I felt it before I heard it.

Headlights, climbing the forgetting road. Slow. A vehicle finding its way up a hill toward a town the map keeps losing, toward an inn that shouldn’t be findable, in the dead middle of the night, hours after the last guest had gone.

Someone was coming. Someone who shouldn’t have been able to find Gosling Green at all, climbing the road toward the warm full house, and I came all the way awake with the house humming a warning through my new-settled sense, and I felt the three of them stir against me feeling me go tense, and Goldie sat up, her witch-sense reaching out into the dark, and her face changed.

“You feel it too,” she said quietly, not a question, her witch-sense braided with my house-sense now, both of us turned toward the slow-climbing light. “Up the road. Right now.” Her hand tightened on my arm, and her face changed, went from knowing to afraid. “But it’s not a witch coming to get right, Gabe. Something’s wrong with them. Something’s really wrong.”


Chapter 23: The Hollow Road

The car died at the bottom of the drive, like they did when they came here at the edge of themselves, and a woman got out of it who was the exact opposite of everything we’d spent six weeks becoming.

We were on the porch by the time she made it up the gravel, all four of us, dressed fast, the warmth of the night still on us and going cold, and Goldie had a lamp, and in the lamplight I got my first look at her and felt the whole household go still. Because I’d seen a witch arrive at this porch at the edge of burnout before. I’d carried Goldie in soaked and shaking and leaking power so hard the window-box erupted, overflowing, too much, all that abundance with nowhere to go. This was the photographic negative of that. This woman wasn’t overflowing. She had nothing left to leak.

I felt Goldie go rigid beside me, felt her understand it before I did, because it was her own arrival run backward and she of all of us could read the difference. The night she came, the dead window-box under the taproom window had erupted into flower as she passed, the inn answering her uncontainable excess, life pouring off her so hard it bloomed the dead. This woman crossed the same gravel and the green dimmed where she passed, the late flowers in that same box, the ones that had bloomed for Goldie and never stopped, drooping a half-shade gray as she went by, not because she was cruel but because she was empty, a hollow place that pulled at the warmth of the world and gave nothing back to it. Goldie made a small sound, grief and recognition both, and I knew she was seeing herself in a mirror that ran the wrong way, the woman she might have become if she’d kept driving past the inn that night, if there’d been no light left on, no wellspring, no door, only the long road and the slow emptying and, somewhere at the end of it, a charming patient man.

She was young, late twenties, and you could see she’d been striking once, recently even, the bones of it still there under the ruin, but she’d been hollowed out, there’s no other word, drained down to the dregs and past them, her skin gone gray-tinged and papery, her eyes sunk deep and dull, a hazel that flickered, every now and then, with something sharp, the ghost of the witch she’d been, before going dull again. Her hair was ashy brown and brittle, breaking. Her hands shook, a fine constant tremor she couldn’t stop. She moved like a thing running on its last reserve, careful, hoarding what little was left, the warm porch boards seeming to dim a half-shade as she crossed them, as if she pulled at the world instead of pouring into it.

“You’re the wellspring,” she said, and her voice was a husk of a voice, cracked and thin, but she said it with a flicker of the old steel, the witch she’d been pushing up through the ruin for a breath before the gray dragged her back under. “I found you by the beacon. All of us find you by the beacon. It’s the only warm thing left for,” she swayed, and I moved, and caught her before she went down, and she weighed nothing, she weighed like a coat, and up close the wrongness of her was worse, the cold pull of her, a person with the fire gone all the way out.

And here is what I’m proudest of in this whole account, prouder than the working, prouder than the hatch, because it wasn’t a thing I did, it was a thing we’d become. Nobody asked a question. Nobody hesitated. Six weeks before I’d have stood frozen on a porch not knowing what to do with a magical emergency. Now the household just moved, like a practiced thing, because we’d done this, we knew this, this was what the inn was for.

“Inside,” I said, and carried her, and the household moved around me like a thing that had done this a hundred times, which it had, in a way, because it had done it to each of us. The kitchen was already warming before I’d cleared the doorway, Goldie ahead of me with the kettle on and the healing-food coming out, the wakened craft that had eased Maren’s burnout reaching for this stranger without a half-second’s thought, and Riley was at my shoulder by then with an armful of blankets, lighting the room warm and low and gentle, no flares, no show, the exhibitionist who’d never met a room she didn’t want to blaze keeping her light kind for this one, because even she could read that here was a woman who’d had too much taken and needed soft. I set Maeve in a chair Alexis had already cleared and turned for the table, and Alexis was crouched in front of her before I’d straightened up, taking her pulse, reading her like she read a seam, no notebook, just her hands and her terrible clear attention, and I watched a flicker of something cold and furious cross her flat composure and get filed for later. And underfoot through all of it came Cobb, which he never did for strangers, carrying a saucer of his own cream, his treasure, the thing he did not share, and setting it by the hollowed woman’s feet, which told me better than anything how bad it was.

We laid her in the warmth and fed her by degrees, broth first, Goldie’s craft easing into her, and we asked her nothing until she’d had something in her and the worst of the shaking had eased, because that was what you did, that was what the inn had taught us, food and warmth and safety first and questions never until they’re ready. Six weeks ago I wouldn’t have known the first thing to do with a person at the end of herself. Now I knew exactly, and so did all of us, and nobody had to be told, and that was the whole of what the inn had made of four broken people, that we’d become the thing that catches the next one falling.

I caught Goldie’s eye across the table while we worked, and I saw she’d seen it too, the whole shape of it, and her eyes were wet, because Goldie felt everything, and she mouthed at me, look how far we came, and we had, that was the truth of it, the proof of it sitting hollowed in a chair at our table, that the people who’d needed saving had become the people who saved, that the inn had done exactly what an inn like this was for, and I had to go bank the fire for a minute to keep my own face right.

Her name was Maeve. She told us that much when the broth had steadied her, and she gripped the warm cup in both shaking hands and looked around at the four of us, the warm humming house, the blooming kitchen, and for a moment the husk of her voice found an edge, the witch she’d been surfacing through it, and she said, cracked, “It’s real. The stories are real. A wellspring’s nest, a full one, a coven and a settled well and,” she looked at Goldie, at the green, “and a green-witch leveled clean, and a,” at Riley, “a light, and,” her flickering gaze found Alexis, “a binder. A whole woke coven. I didn’t believe it. None of us believed it was still real, not since the old days, we thought the last nest died when the old man,” she stopped, and the tremor came back, hard. “I have to tell you. While I can still think straight. I don’t have many clear hours left in a day anymore and I have to use this one to warn you, because you’re the only ones who, you’re the only place left that could maybe,” she gripped the cup. “I have to tell you about him.”

“Tell us,” I said, and sat across from her, level, steady, unhurried. “Take your time. You’re safe here. Nothing’s coming through that door tonight. Tell us all of it.”

And she told us, in broken pieces, between sips of broth and the moments where the fine tremor took her hands so hard she had to set the cup down and wait it out, and it was the coldest story I ever heard, and it was the shape of everything that came after.

“One county over,” she said. “West. It started maybe two months ago, the same time the drift went bad, the same time the souring started, except over there it didn’t just sour, witches started,” she searched for the word, “vanishing. Stuck witches. The ones at their ceilings, the ones the souring hit hardest, the desperate ones, they’d hear there was help, there was a man who could break their ceiling, fix their burnout, and they’d go to him, and some of them came back,” she looked down at herself, at her papery gray hands, “came back like this. And most of them didn’t come back at all.”

The kitchen was very quiet. The kettle ticked.

“He’s not a wellspring,” Maeve said, and her spine straightened a degree, the husk-voice steadying into something harder, the witch she’d been holding on this time instead of guttering out. “He looks like one. He works like one, finds the stuck witches, the desperate ones, charming, patient, kind, God, he’s kind, that’s the worst of it, he’s so kind, he makes you feel seen, makes you feel like he’s the only one who understands what you are and what you could be, and he says he can break your ceiling, and he,” her voice cracked all the way. “He does the opposite. Where a wellspring fills you, he drains you. He’s a, the witches who’ve run from him call him the Hollow Man, because that’s what he leaves, hollows, he siphons your power out, all of it, takes everything, your craft, your reserve, your, and he leaves you like this, empty, gray, and the worst part, the part that’s the real evil of it,” she was weeping now, dry hollow sobs with no water left in her for tears, “is that the bond hooks you. A real bond, like yours, except backward, except it ties you to the thing that’s draining you, so you don’t even want to run, you crave him, you crawl back to the thing emptying you out because the hollow place he left where your power was screams for the only thing that touches it, which is him, and I got away, I got away, I don’t even know how, I think he let me go, I think he discarded me because there was nothing left to take, and even now, even hollow, even knowing, part of me wants to drive back west to him and I have to fight it every hour, that’s what he does, that’s what he is.”

“There were others where I was,” she said, lower, and the kitchen went very still around her, even the kettle seeming to hold its breath. “A house, out west, where he kept us. The ones he hadn’t finished. He’d visit. That’s the word we used, like he was a kind doctor, he visits, and you’d hate that you were glad when it was your turn, because the hook, the hook makes you glad, it makes the empty place in you sing when he’s near and scream when he’s gone, and you’d watch the others wait for their turn with the same sick gladness and know that’s what you looked like, and you couldn’t stop it, none of us could stop it.” Her dry hollow voice cracked. “Some of them had been there a year. Some of them weren’t, by the end, anybody anymore. Just bodies that waited for the visits. And he was always so gentle about it. That’s the part I can’t, he was never cruel, not once, he didn’t have to be, cruelty would have woken us up. He was kind, all the way down, kind while he emptied you out, and you thanked him, and that’s the thing you have to understand about what’s coming, it doesn’t come like a monster, it comes like the nicest man you ever met.”

She looked up at me, the dull flickering eyes finding mine, and she said the thing that turned the whole night cold.

“And he’s coming here. He’s working his way east, county by county, taking the stuck witches as he goes, and the witches talk, even the hollowed ones talk, and the word that’s moving ahead of him is that there’s one place left, one real wellspring’s nest, the last one, a full woke coven and a settled well, and that’s,” she gestured at the warm lit house around us, “that’s here. That’s you. You’re the prize. A wellspring nest is everything he is the opposite of, a place full of leveled witches and a settled well and a man who is everything he counterfeits, and he wants it, he wants you, he wants to take this place and hollow it and make it his, and he’s coming, and he’s patient, and he’s so much worse than the thing in your woods, because the thing in your woods was just hunger, and he, he’s hunger that thinks, hunger that charms, hunger that knows your name and makes you want to be eaten.”

The silence after that was a long one, and into it, quietly, Alexis spoke, and her voice was the flat dead-calm she got when the stakes were highest, and she was looking at nothing, working it, the pieces clicking into place behind her eyes.

“The souring,” she said. “The anomaly. The discontinuity in the decay curve.” She looked at me. “I found it three days ago and I told you it might be nothing, a measurement artifact. It’s not nothing. It was never nothing.” She turned to Maeve. “The souring started the same time, you said. Two months ago, west of here, the same time the drift went bad. And it spread east. Toward us.” Back to me, faster now, certain, terrible. “Someone helped this seam sour, right after Silas died, a nudge at the start, exactly when it was most vulnerable, to make it open wider and faster and look natural. I couldn’t work out who benefits from a county full of stuck witches flushed out onto the roads. Now I can. He does. The Hollow Man. The souring isn’t a separate disaster from him, it’s his method, it’s how he hunts, he sours a region to break the wellspring’s hold and flush every stuck witch out into the drift, destabilized and desperate and on the road looking for help, easy prey, and then he walks through behind it picking them off.” She closed her eyes. “He soured this county. After your uncle died. Maybe he,” she stopped, and didn’t finish that thought, and I saw her decide not to say the worst version of it out loud, not tonight, not in front of Maeve, but I heard it anyway, the unspoken question of whether the only wellspring left in the region had died as naturally as we’d all assumed. “He soured this county to flush it, and the witches he flushed came here instead of falling to him, because the beacon was stronger than he counted on, because you came online, because the inn woke. We didn’t just survive a natural disaster these six weeks. We took his harvest. Every witch who should have ended up hollowed like Maeve ended up leveled at our table instead. We’ve been playing his game the whole time and winning it without knowing we were playing, and now he knows it, and now he’s coming to take the board back.”

The kitchen was very quiet after Alexis finished. Goldie had stopped with the broth ladle halfway to a bowl, and her wide green eyes had gone bright and fierce, the sunshine gone like it went when something she loved was threatened. Riley had stopped turning her flame, and the little light had gone out, and she was looking at Maeve like a woman staring down what she was afraid she could become, because Riley above any of us understood the hook Maeve had described, how being seen could be a kindness or a trap depending on who was doing the seeing, and she’d had a near lifetime of not being able to tell the difference until she landed here. Even Cobb had come down off the rafters and stood on the table, which he never did, his big lamp-eyes fixed on the dark window, the western window, the house-spirit feeling the shape of the thing on the road like the house felt it through me.

And Maeve sat in the middle of it, the proof of all of it, a witch with nothing left, watching us take in the size of what was coming, and the cold pull of her seemed to deepen, the warm kitchen dimming a half-shade where she sat, and she said, faint, “I’m sorry. I came to warn you and instead I just put a clock on you, the same as he does. He’s always coming. That’s the thing about him, he’s always already coming, and now you’ll feel it every day, the same as I do.” And Goldie set down the ladle and crossed the kitchen and crouched in front of her and took her shaking gray hands in her warm gold ones, and said, simply, “No. You came and you told us the truth so we could be ready, and ready is the one thing he’s never met, because everywhere he’s been, the witches were alone. We’re not alone. You just gave us the only thing that matters, which is knowing, and you’re not going to be sorry about it in my kitchen. Eat your broth.” And Maeve, startled, ate her broth.

I sat at the head of my table, in my warm full house, with a hollowed woman weeping dry across from me and my coven gone still around me, and I felt the cold edge under the warmth become the whole shape of the thing to come, a charming patient hunger working its way east toward everything I loved, the dark mirror of exactly what I was, a man who drained where I filled, who hollowed where I leveled, who took where I gave. The old habit in me, the one that used to go looking for the road the second a thing got worth losing, didn’t so much as stir. It had gone quiet somewhere between a storm-night porch and a well in the dark, and it had stayed quiet, and I noticed the silence of it the way you notice a noise you’ve finally stopped hearing.

I stood up.

“All right,” I said, and my voice came out low and certain and calm, and I felt the whole household turn to me, and I felt the house itself turn to me through the new settled sense, the woke inn listening to its heart. “Then here’s what’s true. This is a refuge. As of tonight, that’s what this place is, officially, out loud, the thing it’s been becoming the whole time. The Owl and Lantern is the one place left for a hundred miles where a stuck witch gets filled instead of drained, leveled instead of hollowed, and that means every witch he flushes onto the roads from here on has somewhere to run that isn’t into his arms, and they’re going to find it the same way Maeve did, the same way all of you did, by the beacon, and when they get here, they get fed and warmed and safe, and nobody, not one of them, gets taken.” I looked at Maeve. “Starting with you. You’re not driving west. That craving in you, the hook, we’ll fight it, we’ve got a green-witch who eases burnout and a binder who breaks curses and a wellspring who fills the hollow places, and between us we’re going to fill you back up, slow, the right way, the chosen way, and you’re going to be all right, and you’re going to be the first of a great many people who walk up that road broken and walk out whole.” I planted my hands on the table. “And as for him. The Hollow Man. He’s patient, he’s smart, he’s coming. Good. I’d rather know. This time I get to choose the fight before it’s forced on me, which is the one advantage a man ever really gets.” I looked around at all of them, woke and leveled and mine. “He wants this nest, the last one of its kind. He’s going to have to come through me to get it, and through all of you, and through a settled well and a woke house and a hob and a county that sleeps easy because of what we did, and I don’t think he has any idea what he’s walking toward, because everyone he’s ever met was prey, and we’re not prey anymore. We’re the wall. I’m the wall. Between him and every witch who makes it to our door.”

Nobody said anything for a moment. Maeve was staring at me, and for the first time something other than fear and emptiness moved in that ruined face, color almost, the first hope she’d felt in two months catching like a struck match that didn’t quite take and didn’t quite go out either. And then Riley, of course, broke the silence, fierce and bright and exactly right.

“Good speech,” she said, wiping her eyes. “Ten out of ten. Very wall.” And the household laughed, even Maeve, a cracked dry husk of a laugh, the first sound of life in her, and Goldie went to put more broth on, and Alexis started, already, drawing up plans, because that was how this family faced a coming dark, with food and a joke and a plan and each other.

We got Maeve settled in the small hours, and the inn did the thing the inn did, because as we walked her up the stairs a door at the end of the wing that had been dark all night warmed and lit itself ahead of us, a room readying, the house making space for the broken thing without being asked, the same way it had made space for me the night I came up the porch a stranger. Goldie tucked her in like family, and left a saucer of cream on the windowsill for Cobb, who’d followed us up and installed himself on the footboard like a small fat sentry and refused to leave, adopting the new broken one like he’d adopted each of us, and Maeve watched the hob watch over her, and her shaking hands went still for a moment in plain wonder, and said, faint, “I forgot. I forgot places like this were real,” and slept, the first real sleep, Goldie said, that a hollowed witch could find, because the inn was the one place the hook couldn’t reach, the one warm thing that asked nothing back.

Outside, the night was clean and quiet over a county that slept easy. I stood at the west window a long while before bed, the one that looked down the road he’d come up someday, and I was not looking for the way out, like I always had. I was looking for him. Let him take his time.


Chapter 24: A Witch in Every Room

Morning came clean and gold over Gosling Green, like it did now, and I woke before the others to a house that lit itself warm around me, and for once I lay still a while and didn’t reach for a reason to get up and go, because I was, finally, exactly where I wanted to be, and somebody who’s spent thirty-three years leaving has to practice, sometimes, just staying in the bed of a place that’s his.

The warning was real. The Hollow Man was coming, patient and charming and worse than anything we’d faced, and Maeve was mending in a sunlit room down the hall, hollowed and shaking and ours now, the first of the refuge’s wards, and there was a cold thing on the western horizon working its way toward everything I loved. All of that was true and none of it had gone anywhere overnight. But it was also true that it was a clean gold morning, and the kettle was hot before anyone had touched it, and the goose was yelling at the sunrise, and the inn hummed warm and woke and whole under me through the settled house-sense. I’d learned, these six weeks, that a man can hold a coming dark and a present joy in the same two hands and not drop either. That the holding of the second is the only thing that makes the first survivable. So I got up into the good morning and let the dark wait its turn.

They were all at the long table by the time I came down, like they always were now, the household assembling itself out of the warm house like a thing that had always been. Goldie at the stove, flour to the elbows, a peach behind her ear she’d forgotten, the kitchen blooming around her. Riley sprawled in a chair stealing bacon and turning a little flame on her fingertip just because she could. Alexis in the corner with a fresh notebook, already three pages into a plan for the Hollow Man, the scholar’s terror metabolized overnight into the scholar’s preparation, which was her whole way of loving us. Cobb fat and bright on the end of the worktable, supervising. And down the hall, through a half-open door, a thin gray woman sat up in a sunlit bed with a little color come back into her face, watching the warm noise of the kitchen with something almost like appetite waking in her ruined face, the tremor in her hands gone quiet for whole minutes at a stretch now, and Goldie called down the hall, “Broth’s coming, sweetheart, you just rest,” and Maeve answered, cracked and faint and real, “Thank you,” and it was, all of it, the whole woke warm catastrophe of a found family, exactly what an inn like this was built to be.

“There he is,” Riley announced. “The wall. How’s the wall this morning. Did the wall sleep well.”

“The wall slept fine,” I said, and took my coffee strong from the pot that had made it before I asked, and sat at the head of my table.

“I’ve decided the wall needs a better name,” Riley went on, buttering toast with the air of a woman embarking on a long project. “Wall is very, you know, functional. You’re more of a, a bulwark. A bastion. Ooh, a rampart.”

“He’s a wellspring,” Alexis said, not looking up from her notebook. “That’s already the word. It’s a perfectly good word.”

“It’s not a fun word. You can’t yell wellspring in a fight. You can yell rampart.” Riley demonstrated, at a volume that made Cobb flinch off the worktable. “See. Intimidating.”

“You’d be giving the enemy our position,” Alexis said.

“The enemy knows our position, we’re the only warm building for a hundred miles, we’re extremely findable, that’s the whole plot.” Riley pointed her toast at me. “Rampart. I’m workshopping it. You don’t have to decide today.”

“He’s Gabe,” Goldie said placidly from the stove, settling it like she settled everything. “He’s just Gabe. The wall part comes free.” And she put a plate down in front of me, and that was that, the name workshop closed by executive decision, and we were, for the rest of the hour, just a family having breakfast, which after the night before was its own kind of defiance, a household refusing to let a coming dark steal the present light, and I loved every loud warm ordinary minute of it more than I could have said.

Even with the dark on the horizon, the table did what the table did, which was plan, because that was Alexis’s way of loving us and it had become the household’s way too. She had her notebook open between the eggs and the coffee and she was already three pages into the Hollow Man, like she’d been three pages into the souring the day she arrived, turning a dread into a problem because a problem could be worked and a dread could only be carried. We knew almost nothing yet, a name, a method, a direction, but Alexis was the kind of mind that started building the cure from the first symptom, and over breakfast she laid out what we’d need to learn and how we’d learn it, the questions to put to Maeve gently when she was stronger, the wards to test, the things to watch for on the road, and Riley argued about the order of it and Goldie fed everyone and I listened and put in the practical half, what we could build, what we could harden, what I could rig, and it was, I realized, the same braiding of craft and competence that had settled the seam, pointed now at a thing that hadn’t arrived yet, and that was the difference between us and everyone the Hollow Man had ever taken. They’d been alone, and surprised. We were a crew, and we were already, calmly, over eggs, preparing.

I looked in on Maeve before the rest of it, because a man checks on the newest of his charges first. She was sitting up in the sunlit room with a little color come back into her face overnight, the gray gone from a corpse-gray to just a tired pale, and she had her hands wrapped around a cup of Goldie’s broth like it was the only warm thing in the world, which to her, for a long time, it probably had been. Cobb was still on the footboard, refusing to admit he’d kept watch all night.

“It’s quieter,” Maeve said, when she saw me, and touched her own chest like Goldie had, that first morning, a year and a lifetime ago. “The pull. The hook. It’s still there, I can still feel it wanting west, but it’s, it’s quieter here. Like something’s standing between me and it.” She looked at me, and the sharp ghost in her dull eyes held a little steadier than it had the night before. “Is that you? The standing between?”

“That’s the house,” I said. “And the people in it. And some of it’s me, yeah. We’ll fill the hollow back up, slow, the right way, the one that’s yours to choose and nobody else’s. You’re going to be all right, Maeve. Not today. But all right.” And she nodded, and drank her broth, and didn’t quite believe me, but wanted to, which after two months of being eaten was its own kind of beginning, and I left her in the sun with the hob and went to do the thing I’d come up to do.

While Goldie took her more broth and Alexis bent back over her plans and Riley went to torment Cobb about something, I walked the guest wing, the whole of it, like I’d walked it my first night six weeks ago with a flashlight and a clipboard and a head full of nothing, cataloguing damage in a dead building I meant to sell.

I went up the stairs. The same stairs that had creaked under a road-tired man planning his exit, except they didn’t creak anymore, because I’d pulled the two cracked treads that first week and cut new ones off Silas’s loft stock and set them true, and I’d rebuilt the rail that had come off in my hand on the porch and carried it on up the stairwell where the old one had gone soft. The landing that had been a dead black box of dead wiring was lit now, warm, off a panel I’d traced out and rewired by hand, every circuit labeled in my own carpenter’s pencil. A man leaves his marks on a place he means to keep, and mine were in every joint and junction of it now. And I walked the upstairs hall, and it was a different country.

The first room had been a locked dead box my first night, a guest-wing door that wouldn’t open. It had unlocked itself the morning after I made my first stand in the doorway, and now it was Goldie’s, warm and green and full of light, the windows leaning with ivy, a sundress over the chair, the whole room smelling of flour and the sweet-green of a waking garden. The green-witch who’d decided night one this was home, and been right, and woken me right back while I was busy fixing her sills. That was the thing no clipboard ever had a column for, the difference between a building you fix and a building somebody loves, and I’d spent my whole life on the first kind and walked into the second by accident and never once, after, wanted to leave.

The second room had unlocked itself the day a pink comet blew up the hill on a dying scooter. Riley’s room now, and it could not have been more Riley, every surface catching the light, glamour-globes drifting near the ceiling, color and clutter and a mirror angled just so to the morning, the room of a woman who’d spent her life being told her brightness was shallow and finally found a place that let her shine as bright as she actually was. But the photographs pinned around the mirror’s frame weren’t of her, mostly. They were of us, the household, candid and blurry and badly lit, Goldie laughing, Cobb caught mid-bolt, the goose mid-lunge, me apparently asleep in a chair with my mouth open, a girl who’d spent her whole life needing eyes on her collecting, instead, the faces of the people whose eyes she’d stopped having to perform for. The exhibitionist’s room, and the walls were covered in everyone but her, and that undid me a little, standing there, more than the glamour-globes or the battle scar in the photos ever could.

The third room had unlocked itself the afternoon a gray sedan parked dead straight between two lines that weren’t painted on. Alexis’s room, and it was, of course, the most ordered room in the house and the one with the most books, black-spined volumes she’d had shipped, runework charts on the walls, Cobb’s little hoard of gifts arranged just so on the dresser, the four binding-coins and the iron key and the river stone and the thimble, the treasures of a hob who’d adopted his binder on sight. A room of contained power, of a woman who’d found out she was never broken, only stuck, only scared, and had stopped being scared. There was a single framed thing on her wall, amid all the charts and diagrams, and it was the original diagram of the settling-working, the one we’d drawn together over a long charged afternoon, the empty center circle filled in at last with her own name in her own hand, and she’d kept it, framed it, hung it, the proof in ink that she’d been the keystone all along, and I understood she looked at it every morning the way some people look at a wedding photograph, which, in a way, it was.

And down the hall, the fourth room, the sunlit one, where Maeve was mending, the newest, the proof of what the place had become, a room that had opened itself the moment a hollowed woman came up the drive, the inn making space for the broken thing like it had once made space for me.

I stood in the hall of the wing I’d found locked and dead and dark, the wing I’d written off in my clipboard as a gut job, sell as-is, and it was warm now, and lit, and full, and there was a witch in nearly every room of it, which was the thing, I understood, standing there, that the whole strange six weeks had been built to deliver, the dead-end inn that everyone would have sold become the one place in the country that filled, room by room, with women no darkness got to take.

I was still standing there when I heard it.

A soft click, from the top of the stairs, the far end of the hall, the one door that had never opened. There’d been a door up there the whole time, past the four, the last one, the sealed one, that no key fit and no working budged and that had stayed shut and dark through every other room waking, and I’d given up on it like I’d given up on explaining the kettle, filed it under things the house would tell me when it was ready, and now, in the clean gold morning, it told me.

It unlocked itself.

The click ran down the hall, and the sealed door at the top of the stairs swung open, slow, on its own, onto a dim cold dusty room that hadn’t been touched in years, a guest room gone to sleep, waiting, and the air that breathed out of it wasn’t wrong, wasn’t soured, just old, just sleeping, a room readying itself, and down in the kitchen I heard Cobb go suddenly alert, a scrabble and a rush, the hob feeling it, and he came pelting up the stairs past my feet and stopped in the open doorway of the woke-waking room and looked in and made an excited dry creak, already, I had no doubt, planning where to put things.

He went in and started, immediately, to fuss, climbing onto the dusty windowsill and testing the latch and tutting, in his dry creaking way, over the state of a room that had been asleep for years, the senior partner taking on a new job with relish. I watched a knee-high house-spirit bustle around an opening room making it ready for a guest none of us had met, and I thought of the one thing I’d tell that road-tired man with the clipboard if I could reach back to my first night and reach him: that the locked rooms had never been damage at all. They were vacancies. And a vacancy in a place like this isn’t an emptiness, it’s a promise, a room held warm against the day the road sends someone who needs it.

And Goldie’s voice came up the stairs, easy and certain, before any of us could possibly have known, like she always knew, the green-witch who felt a thing coming long before it ever arrived.

“Someone else is coming,” she called up, warm and matter-of-fact, like she’d say it might rain. “I can feel her. Way off, but coming. Another one for the rooms.”

I went to the window at the end of the hall, the one that looked down over the front of the inn, the drive and the gravel and the forgetting road, and I looked out at the clean morning, and down by the road the old sign, the Owl and Lantern’s sign that had hung crooked and dead my first night, repaired now, repainted, swinging easy in the morning breeze, did a thing it had no mechanical business doing.

It flipped itself. The little board on its hooks, the one that read NO VACANCY by default like a dead inn’s sign does, turned over on its own in the still morning, no wind to do it, and showed the other side, and the other side read VACANCY, plain and warm and patient, an inn with a room ready and a light on, announcing itself to the road, to the county, to whoever was out there stuck and souring and looking for the one warm thing left.

I stood at the window and looked at the flipped sign and the open waking room and felt the whole of it click into place, the shape of what the inn was and had always been: a house that woke a room every time the road sent it someone who needed one. The vacancy sign wasn’t an apology for an empty inn like it was everywhere else. It was the heartbeat of the place.

“Who is she,” I asked Goldie, who’d come up the stairs to stand beside me, reaching out with her witch-sense toward the far thing on the road.

Goldie was quiet a moment, reading it, her wide green eyes gone soft and distant. “Far off,” she said. “West, like Maeve, but,” she frowned, “not like Maeve. Not hollowed. Nothing like it, almost the far side of it. She’s, oh, she’s burning. There’s a fire in her, way out on the road, burning herself up, throttling it, trying not to flame out, like I was trying not to leak, except hot instead of,” Goldie shook her head, wonder and worry both. “She’s so bright I can feel her from here and she’s a long way off and she’s running too hot, she’s going to burn herself down if she doesn’t,” she looked at me. “A fire-witch, I think. A real one. Burning out the hot way, like I was drowning the wet way. And she’s coming this direction, slow, stopping and starting, fighting it.” Goldie’s hand found mine. “She’ll find us. They always find us. The beacon.” A pause. “Not for a while yet. But she’s out there. Fire on the road, way out west.”

“Stuck like the rest of us were,” I said. I was learning the shape of it now: a light left on at the dead end of a forgetting road, and out there in the dark a whole country of women hitting a ceiling they couldn’t break alone, souring, leaking, burning, hollowing, every one of them steering by the one warm thing left.

“Stuck like we were,” Goldie agreed. “Burning instead of drowning, but stuck. She’ll fight it as long as she can, like I drove four days fighting it, the way you fight a thing you’re ashamed of, and then one day she’ll be too tired to fight it and she’ll feel the beacon and she’ll come, and there’ll be a room ready, because there’s always a room ready.” She leaned into me, warm and certain. “That’s what this is now, Gabe. That’s what you made. Not an inn. A light somebody leaves on. For the next one, and the next, and the one after that, for as long as the road keeps sending them, which is forever, because the world’s always going to make more stuck women than it knows what to do with.” She looked up at me, and there was the whole of it in her wide green eyes, the work without end and the joy without end, the same thing. “And the cold one’s coming too, behind the fire. I can’t feel him, he doesn’t feel like anything, that’s how I know he’s there, the cold spot where a person should be. But he’s coming. And she’ll get here first, the fire, and we’ll have her, and then we’ll be one more when he does.”

West. The same direction the cold thing was coming from, the patient hunger working its way toward us, and now a fire on the road too, a witch burning herself out somewhere in the dark country between us and the Hollow Man.

I looked at the open waking room, and the flipped sign, and the fat excited hob already arranging a room for a guest weeks out, and down the hall at the four rooms full of women who were mine and each other’s, and at the sunlit room where a hollowed stranger was filling slowly back up because she’d found the one place that fills instead of drains, and out at the long forgetting road where a fire burned its way toward us through the dark and a colder thing came patient behind it, and I felt the old runner in me look at all of it, the love and the danger and the work without end, the exact moment a man like me had always bolted, and I felt him, for the last time, test the door.

It was shut. I’d shut it myself, at the well, on purpose, for good.

I wasn’t going anywhere.

“Get the room ready, Cobb,” I said to the hob in the doorway, and he creaked happily and dove into the dust to begin. “We’ve got a vacancy.” And I went down to my family and my coffee and the plans on the table for the dark that was coming.

Outside, the sign swung easy on its hooks in the clean morning, and read VACANCY, and waited.


Thank you for reading!
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