
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Titles by C.N. Vair

			The Devil Knows Her Name

		

	
		
			[image: Title Page for “The Devil Knows Her Name” by C.N. Vair, showing the title printed in tall black capital letters stacked vertically above a small gray drawing of a resting fawn, the author’s name centered below, and the imprint “Berkley New York” at the bottom.]
		

	
		
			BERKLEY

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: Penguin logo]

			Copyright © 2026 by Carly Vair

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			BERKLEY and the BERKLEY & B colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Cover design by Steve Meditz

			Cover image: Richmond Mist, 2020 © Lee Campbell. All rights reserved. Image courtesy of Bridgeman Images, 2026.

			Book design by George Towne, adapted for ebook

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Vair, C.N. author

			Title: The devil knows her name / C.N. Vair.

			Description: First edition. | New York : Berkley, 2026.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2026000640 (print) | LCCN 2026000641 (ebook) | ISBN 9798217188758 hardback | ISBN 9798217188765 ebook

			Subjects: LCGFT: Horror fiction | Witch fiction | Fiction | Novels

			Classification: LCC PS3622.A366 D48 2026 (print) | LCC PS3622.A366 (ebook)

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026000640

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026000641

			Ebook ISBN 9798217188765

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.5a_157382800_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Chapter 1

			

			
				Chapter 2

			

			
				Chapter 3

			

			
				Chapter 4

			

			
				Chapter 5

			

			
				Chapter 6

			

			
				Chapter 7

			

			
				Chapter 8

			

			
				Chapter 9

			

			
				Chapter 10

			

			
				Chapter 11

			

			
				Chapter 12

			

			
				Chapter 13

			

			
				Chapter 14

			

			
				Chapter 15

			

			
				Chapter 16

			

			
				Chapter 17

			

			
				Chapter 18

			

			
				Chapter 19

			

			
				Chapter 20

			

			
				Chapter 21

			

			
				Chapter 22

			

			
				Chapter 23

			

			
				Chapter 24

			

			
				Chapter 25

			

			
				Chapter 26

			

			
				Chapter 27

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	_157382800_

	
		
			
				Chapter

				1

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			The devil came on the autumn equinox, as he always did.

			I was in the cutting garden, a sharp pair of shears in one hand, a bucket of flower stems in the other. The toes of my boots were dark with dew and my sleeves were damp with it; I might have waited for the sun to dry the grass, but early morning was the best time to cut flowers. The dahlias were at their peak, each bloom larger than my splayed hand, and beside their bed my mother’s rose rambled its luxurious way up the side of the house, slaughterous red blooms turned carmine by the golden light.

			When I saw him emerge from the woods, it was through a cluster of foliage. I made my cut, the close of the shears a satisfying snick in my hand, and extracted myself and the flower stalk from the bed. I stripped the leaves from the stem and placed it in the bucket, trying to ignore the uptick in my pulse. It was always a shock, at first, to see the shape of a man pull free of the shadows of the trees—but it was only the shape of a man, after all.

			He made his way across the meadow, unhurried and familiar. There was no explosion of birds from the long grass, no flick of telltale white from fleeing deer; the wild things never seemed to notice him. He was barefoot, wearing a pair of loose-fitting pants that were soaked to the knee and a shirt that had been washed so many times the color and form had gone out of it. His dark hair straggled to his shoulders and fell into his pale eyes. He looked, of all things, like a young hippie about to pull out a guitar and play me a song.

			But he was nothing so innocent, and I no longer took gifts from the devil—not even songs.

			I left my bucket and shears and went down to the gate to greet him. He paused a few feet away, as he always did. He was as my mother and grandmother had always described him: polite enough that you might forget yourself, so beautiful that you’d want to, so dangerous if you did.

			“Happy Mabon, reaper,” he said.

			It was an old joke between us. My mother had named me Teresa, the harvester, perhaps hoping to imbue me with the merry generosity of an autumnal goddess. The devil delighted in calling me for the darker side of the coin, and I simply went by Tess.

			“And to you,” I answered. “How was your walk?”

			“Longer than I expected—you’ve grown your borders since I was here last.”

			He sounded pleased, as though it was for his benefit. I smiled, trying not to read too much into it. “Yes, on the solstice. Will you come in for a while? I was just about to make breakfast.”

			That was a lie, of course; I’d been up since before the sun rose, and the mug of black coffee I’d gulped down between mixing milk replacer and thawing mealybugs would’ve normally lasted me until noon. But my grandmother said I should always be polite to the devil, though I shouldn’t let him stay too long, lest he use it as a foothold in the world and bring the darkness with him.

			“If you don’t mind,” he said.

			“Of course not.” I swung the gate open for him, and we went up the little flagstone path to the porch, his feet leaving damp, six-toed prints on the stone. I paused only to collect my shears and bucket of flowers, and then I opened the door for us both.

			As we stepped inside, I was conscious of the smell of sawdust and animal musk. It was faint, only noticeable in a few places in the house, and it was an unavoidable part of being a wildlife rehabilitator, so I didn’t apologize. He said nothing of it, and I motioned to the spare chair I kept at the table for times such as these. “Coffee?”

			“If you have some made.”

			“I was about to make another pot for myself anyway. It’ll take just a minute.”

			He moved carefully into the space, ducking the bunches of dried calendula and lavender that hung from the ceiling beams, and eased himself into the chair. I washed my hands in the sink and filled the reservoir for the coffeemaker, taking a quick look around to ensure I hadn’t left any cartons of worms or rat livers in plain sight. Thankfully, the only things covering my counters were apples, early pumpkins, and the half-finished leaf and acorn charms I was preparing for the night’s table decorations.

			I preheated the oven and began to slice up a few of the apples, conscious of his eyes on me as I did so. “Did you miss me?” he asked, teasing. “You must get lonely up here by yourself.”

			I glanced up, catching a glimpse of his reflection in the window; the playfulness in his voice did not reach his face. “I’m so busy I hardly have time to be lonely,” I said lightly. “Besides, my friends come to visit me.”

			I spread the apples in a baking dish, covering them with cinnamon and nutmeg and golden squares of butter. He reached for one of the table decorations—the white candle in the set of three, its red and black siblings just out of his reach. He handled the soft wax delicately in his long fingers, and yet I found myself wishing he would put it down. “Are you celebrating with your friends tonight?”

			“Yes, they’re all coming.”

			“They know the old ways?”

			“Well, no.” I bent down to slide the dish into the oven and straightened again. “But they’re like-minded enough.”

			I didn’t say what I really meant, but the line of his mouth curved sharp and wicked nonetheless. He studied the pattern in the sealed wax a little more closely, and I knew he would see the truth of my intention there. I made myself busy, sweeping the apple leavings into the compost and taking a few of the pumpkins to the larder so I had a bit of elbow room.

			“You said you moved your boundary line on the solstice?” he asked finally. “The first time in a while, isn’t it?”

			I shrugged, brushing off the defensiveness that rose to the surface. “Three or four years, I think. I can’t go too quickly or it’ll draw attention. Besides, like I said—the day-to-day keeps me busy.”

			He inhaled as if to speak, then seemed to think better of it. After a moment he changed the subject, and we talked about the weather and the roads until the timer went off. I served him the apples dripping with cream, and he ate slowly, as if this was the first meal he’d had in some time or might be the last for a while. For all I knew, both could be true; without a foothold in the world, his time here was limited and his energy finite.

			The meal was interrupted by a squawking cry from the nursery, and I got up quickly. “I’ll be right back.”

			My house was not large, all rough-hewn logs and easy angles. The kitchen and living room were one space, and the upstairs loft contained only my bedroom. My washer and dryer were in the kitchen, so the only enclosed rooms were the bathroom and what the person who built the house may have planned as a nursery. I’d made it into another rehab space for the youngest and most fragile animals, while the adults were kept in the converted barn. There were a few indoor-outdoor pens that served as transition spaces, and once animals had recovered their full strength or gained independence, I released them into the sanctuary. The paperwork to register it as a proper nonprofit was sitting somewhere in my desk, half filled out and buried under a decade’s worth of junk mail, but it didn’t matter; my land was a sanctuary in the truest sense.

			The cry in question had come from one of the litter of squirrels. Their eyes weren’t yet open but they were starting to become mobile, and this one had squirmed and wriggled its way off its pile of siblings and out of the makeshift nest.

			I opened their bin and gathered the little lost adventurer carefully in my hand, feeling velvet skin and soft bones roll beneath my fingertips. I deposited it back into the nest and its squeaks ceased as it nosed its way among its siblings, who were still sleeping off their latest meal.

			Squirrels were one of the few animals with young at this time of the year, so the nursery was otherwise empty save for one young raccoon who had come in so weak and emaciated I’d had to tube-feed him. He was strong enough to eat on his own now, and was still nibbling away at his breakfast.

			I went back out to the kitchen and washed my hands. My guest had finished eating, so I cleared his plate and took down two mugs for coffee. “Cream or sugar?” I asked, although I knew the answer.

			“Just black is fine.”

			I set the mug in front of him and settled back into my own chair, and we talked and joked about nearly nothing for a while. I could never truly feel at ease with him, wolf that he was, but I could pretend well enough.

			In a lull, he asked, “Are you worried about them getting suspicious?”

			I paused, taking a sip of coffee to stall. The devil kept his eyes on the white candle in his hands and didn’t look at me, which was one of his tells; he knew when his eyes would betray too much intensity.

			“Who?” I asked.

			He made a vague, impatient gesture in the general direction of the village. “Your neighbors. The town. Everyone. You used to expand the sanctuary every year.”

			My defensiveness rose again and refused to be brushed away this time. “Yes, I used to grow it every year, and now I have to maintain everything I’ve taken responsibility for. If I keep taking on too much too fast, the magic won’t hold.”

			“So it has nothing to do with them, then?” Again that dismissive gesture toward the town. “You’re just not strong enough?”

			There was a long, tense beat of silence. My hands were white-knuckled around my mug; I dropped them into my lap, stretched my fingers, reached for my magic even though it would surely fail against him.

			“Why?” I asked. “Why do you care?”

			He dragged his hand through his hair, pinched the bridge of his nose—an incredibly human gesture of frustration. “You know why, Tess. I want to help you.”

			“But for a price.”

			“Not more than you’ve already paid.”

			“But more than it’s worth. You want me to give up the sanctuary, my home, just to have the burden of protecting it off my shoulders? Where would I go?”

			“I enjoy your company, Tess—you could stay with me. I could make this a real Eden, and you could be its caretaker.”

			“Until you get bored, or resentful, or someone else makes you a better offer.”

			“That’s an unkind assumption.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “So I should rely on your benevolence?”

			He inhaled as if to reply, but I saw the smirk pulling at the corners of his mouth. He glanced away, catching his bottom lip in his teeth to keep from laughing, and despite the tension knotting my shoulders, I found myself staring.

			At last he stood. I rose with him automatically, trying not to lose ground even though he was a head taller than me. “Thank you for breakfast,” he said. “Apples are my favorite, you know.”

			“I know.”

			That made him smile, and some of the tension eased from me until he said, “I’ll be around, if you change your mind.”

			He left, making his way back down the stone path and out into the meadow, and I watched until he disappeared into the woods.
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			The sun was setting when my friends began to arrive, and I’d put the devil and his offer out of my mind. My table groaned under the weight of baked squashes, homemade bread, platters of grapes and berries, pumpkin pie, and bottles of wine and cider. I’d lit almost every candle I owned—some of them with runes scratched into the wax, some of them dressed in knotted thread—and the entire house glowed against the gathering gloom of night and winter. My mother and grandmother always made this night feel truly magical, and as desperately as I’d tried to re-create that feeling after they passed, I never managed to do it until I found friends.

			Christine and Max arrived first, as they always did. Both retired teachers, they looked as much like brother and sister to me as husband and wife; they both had short gray hair and small rectangular glasses, and they spoke in the soft, gently curious way of people who had never stopped learning.

			“You didn’t do pecan, did you?” Max asked, handing me a pie and glancing worriedly at the loaded table.

			“I didn’t, but I don’t think you can ever have enough pecan pie anyway,” I said.

			“I brought this!” Christine chirped, gaily waving a slim book of poetry.

			They made themselves comfortable, pouring each other glasses of wine while I searched out a spare pie server, commenting on the food and asking if this or that was new.

			“Here’s Georgie and Evelyn,” Christine said, and I heard the crunch of tires on the gravel outside.

			Georgie and Evelyn went nearly everywhere together, as Evelyn no longer drove—no small feat in a town whose only public transportation was a two-run bus. She’d started working for the village as soon as she could hold a job, outlasting every good old boy who chortled and groped his way through local government. She was the only reason there was any bus running in Burrsville.

			I saw Georgie the most out of the group. She ran the local feed store, one of the only independent businesses left in town, and she carried some of the less common milk replacers, insects, and seed mixes for me. She’d become a fixture of my days, and for as long as I could remember, I’d walked into her store, taken a deep, soothing breath of sawdust and fertilizer, and found her behind the counter reading a vintage Vogue. She hardly seemed to have changed at all in that time; her dark, tight curls showed touches of frost at her temples, but her skin was unlined.

			The conversation picked up as soon as the two women entered the house, exchanging hugs with Christine and Max even though they’d probably seen each other earlier that week. “You started the party without us,” Georgie chortled, tracing two circles on her cheeks that mimicked the twin spots of bright red that appeared whenever Christine had wine.

			They all sat down at the table again, and after a few minutes of uncorking bottles and rearranging plates to make room for Evelyn’s crescent rolls, I glanced up at the clock. “Has anyone heard from Paul? Did he say he would be late?”

			Everyone shook their heads; only Evelyn bothered to actually check her phone. “Nothing to me, but you know how it is with the cows. I don’t think he’d want us to wait.”

			“Not like we’ll run out of food,” Max chimed in.

			Paul arrived fifteen minutes and a bottle of wine later, still smelling faintly of the cow barn. He was the youngest of our group, but with his leathered skin and deep crow’s-feet, he hardly looked it. His little truck was so covered in dust that the green paint was hardly visible beneath it.

			“We need some damn rain,” he said gloomily, shucking off his boots on the porch. “Nobody wants to call it a drought yet, but they ought to. If we have another winter with no snow, we’re going to be in real trouble.”

			As long as my magic was intact, the valley would never suffer the same climate extremes that other parts of the country did, but I couldn’t deny that it was getting worse, demanding more and more intervention from me. I’d been thinking of working a weather spell for days, but I kept holding out, hoping it would correct itself. I couldn’t wait any longer.

			My expression must’ve fallen, because Paul patted my shoulder awkwardly. “Sorry, didn’t mean to bring the mood down. I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

			He handed me his offering for the table, a wheel of cheese, and our fingers brushed. He jolted like he’d been shocked and hurried inside, muttering an apology under his breath. There had been a time when Evelyn gently tried to push us together, and maybe a time when Paul would’ve been open to it, but I was no farmer’s wife.

			I belong to someone else, I thought, tonguing the devil’s stamp on the inside of my mouth.

			By the time I’d sliced up the cheese and brought it out on a board, the group was already halfway through a second bottle of wine. “You’ve outdone yourself this time, Tess,” Christine said.

			“I could see the house glowing from the other hill,” Paul added.

			“It’s been a good year,” I answered. “It only felt right to put a little extra into the celebration.”

			We dug into the food, saying no blessing and eating in no particular order, devouring desserts along with appetizers. We drained bottles of wine and cider until Evelyn’s laugh was loud and raucous and even Georgie’s cheeks were flushed a deep crimson. My friends didn’t seem to notice the dipped wax seals on the bottles were marked with runes; they didn’t know each flower in the centerpiece was carefully chosen; they didn’t see how their laughter made the candles glow brighter.

			“Almost called you the other day, Tess,” Paul said around a mouthful of pie. “Smiths’ dog got loose again and was harassing my cows. Couldn’t get a hand on him for a good half an hour.”

			“Why didn’t you? That’s what I’m here for. That would’ve been their third strike and I could’ve written them an appearance ticket.”

			He shrugged. “Shep chased him off eventually. Seemed silly to waste your time.”

			I knew the real reason, of course. Dairy farmers, even decent ones like Paul, had a deep-rooted suspicion of anyone who worked in animal control or welfare. Even if they didn’t have a pile of dead cows rotting behind the manure lagoon, they didn’t want anyone poking around who saw a cow as anything but a source of milk and a dog as anything but an alarm system. They’d sooner shoot their neighbor’s dog than call animal control on them, which was exactly why most of my duties as the town’s animal control officer dealt with wild animals rather than domestic ones. Paul liked to give me a reminder of where I stood every now and then, and I let it slide. There was a time when I wouldn’t have, but I had gone soft for the sake of friendship.

			The conversation lifted and swelled around me—Christine and Max were eagerly awaiting the birth of their first grandchild and were already making plans to stay with their daughter; Georgie had tracked down a particular issue of Vogue from 1967 in near mint condition; Paul had sold off his bull. I sank into the folds of my friends’ voices as I would into a blanket. We’d been doing this for almost ten years now, but my friends always had news to discuss. I was the only one who remained in place, my days varying only as the seasons did, and what small changes there were, I could not share.

			Eventually Christine remembered her book of poetry. We were all full by that point, lounging around the table and swirling our wine like bacchanals. She fumbled her reading glasses from where they hung on hand-strung beads around her neck, giggling slightly as Max helped her find the poem she’d selected. It was a rambling, rhyming thing with more than nine stanzas, and the poet was a man who the educated few in Burrsville tried to claim as a local although he lived two hours north of us, which might as well have been another world. But Christine lost her reserved nature when she read aloud, and even more so when she’d been drinking, and we all listened with rapt attention as she wound her way through the poet’s remembrance of an autumn trail.

			As she read, I noticed one of the three candles on the table had gone out. The black and red ones still burned brightly, their flames like drops of molten gold, but the white one, symbolizing generosity, balance, and togetherness, was out. A thin stream of smoke curled from its wick, eddying as if a passing hand had stirred it. I frowned, leaning forward to strike a match and light it again; these three were meant to burn until the wax was gone.

			When Christine finished reading, she sighed deeply. “I rescued this one from the library sale,” she said, waving the little yellowed paperback. “I had a feeling it was destined for the landfill.”

			“Pretty sure they recycle them,” Georgie said.

			Evelyn shook her head. “It’s just awful. This town has had its ups and downs, but I never thought we’d lose the library.”

			Burrsville’s public library had been in the same building since the founding of the town; it was a squat, brick thing with a flat roof, from which an assortment of weeds had been growing for years. The town was too poor to maintain it, and even if someone had the wherewithal to apply for a grant, no one wanted to dole out precious state funds to resurrect something that looked like a bomb shelter. The library, technically, still existed; after massively downsizing its collection, the town had moved it to one of Main Street’s many empty storefronts. Nonetheless, everyone knew it was only a matter of time.

			“We can bring it back,” Georgie said with forceful optimism. “There was a time when I thought I’d have to close, but I powered through.”

			“I don’t know,” Paul said softly. “It just doesn’t feel like home anymore.”

			Everyone paused. Paul rarely liked to be the center of attention of the whole group, typically only engaging one person at a time and listening more than talking. He glanced around nervously, an uncomfortable but determined set to his mouth.

			“I didn’t just sell the bull,” he went on. “I have a buyer for the whole herd, and I’ve decided to sell the farm. It’s breaking me down. I’m thirty-two years old and I fall asleep in my chair every night at seven-thirty—this is the latest I’ve been up in months. I’ve had carpal tunnel in my wrists for so long I don’t even remember what they’re supposed to feel like. We lost the farmer’s market, we lost the co-op, and besides all of you, the only people who buy from me are the yuppies in the city. It feels like it’s all crumbling underneath me, and I’ve got to get out now or go down with it.”

			Evelyn reached across the table and folded her hand over his, her eyes glassy. Paul stiffened at the contact but didn’t pull away. “What will you do?” she asked.

			“Go back to Virginia for now. My mom and dad turned their farm into one of those barn wedding places and they need some help running it. Doesn’t sound so bad to me.”

			The pause after his words settled deeper this time. Paul had talked before about selling off his stock—it was a common refrain from November to March, when the snow and wind made life on the farm hellish instead of pastoral—but never about leaving Burrsville or going back to his parents. He’d never sounded so certain before.

			Evelyn was visibly fighting back tears. She’d always viewed Paul as, if not a son, at least a product of her hard work. “Burrsville needs new blood,” she often said, and even though Paul had been here ten years, she still held him up as an example. After he arrived and set up his farm, she’d waited with bated breath for the flood of other new young people who would surely arrive. They never did, and now losing Paul in the same year as the library must’ve seemed like hard evidence that all her work was for nothing.

			I sat up a little straighter in my chair, raised my glass, and met Paul’s eyes. “We’re lucky to have had you for this long,” I said, “and we’ll cherish every minute we have until you go back to Virginia.”

			“Here, here,” Max murmured, and glasses clinked around the table.

			“Whatever you need, we’re here to help,” Georgie added.

			Paul cleared his throat roughly and ducked his head. Christine moved the conversation along to the annual harvest festival, the planning of which she’d run for the last several years even as it continued to shrink. I settled back into my chair again and let the words drift over me.

			As disheartened as I was by Paul’s announcement, I couldn’t deny the small relief in it too. I’d been friends with all of them for at least a decade, Georgie longer than that, and in another few short years, they would start to notice the wrong things about me if I didn’t stop it. It would’ve been the most difficult with Paul, whose mind was younger and sharper, who wouldn’t have forgotten me so easily.

			Despite Christine’s best efforts, the mood was subdued for the rest of dinner, and Georgie stood up to leave as the clock struck eleven. Since she was Evelyn’s ride, Evelyn went too, and Paul got up a short time after, clearly not wanting to be the last to leave. Christine offered to help me clean up, as she always did, but I waved her off, and she and Max left a few minutes later.

			As they all went, I pressed the leaf and acorn charms into their hands. “Party favors,” I laughed, and because they were all my friends, I knew they’d put them on their mantels or their kitchen tables, at least until the Christmas decorations came out. My magic would steep in the energy of their homes, diffusing slowly, deepening my power and the strength of my influence. I’d felt guilty about it at first, making them complicit in their own domination, but I didn’t do it to become rich or powerful or privileged. I did only what I needed to protect myself.

			When the last car had disappeared down the driveway and I heard the faint clang of the gate shutting, I returned to my chair and poured myself one last glass of wine before I started cleanup. There were still a few charms left on the table, including the one in front of Max’s seat. I picked it up and turned it over absently.

			Just then, the white candle went out again. The flame did not waver or tremble; it simply disappeared, as if pinched out by invisible fingers. There were still a few inches of taper left, but I did not move to relight it.
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			That night, I dreamed of the autumn I sold my soul to the devil.

			Norman Abdee, who was not the devil, just a man, had arrived in Burrsville when I was eighteen years old. My grandmother was dead and buried, and my mother, thirty-six but already looking much older, spent most of her days working as a laundress in the village. In 1935, we were the lucky ones—the house bought and paid for by my grandfather, my mother with one of the few jobs still available. We were just insulated enough from desperation that I’d begun to chafe under her concerned thumb, under the eyes that watched the way I walked and studied the length of my wheaten hair, under the hands that tugged my sleeve back up over my shoulder. She had hidden her witchcraft all her life, dressing more modestly than any church woman, weakening every spell and tonic with her own fear, and my brazenness terrified her. I resented her worrying and nagging, and I longed for something else, someone else.

			While my mother worked, I spent my days alone, coaxing hardy vegetables from our tilled plot so we wouldn’t go hungry even when the shelves of the general store were bare. When she was home, I took long walks through the sea of waving grass that surrounded our house and disappeared into the woods, shedding my boots to feel the loam between my toes. I walked quietly and I waited in stillness, and the wild things began to know me.

			But it could not be all walking and waiting. I practiced things my mother forbade me to practice, curiosity and defiance driving me: the long, slow blink, dropping my eyelashes like fans; the laugh of an older woman, pitching my voice until my throat strained; the love chain, braiding daffodils and cornflowers into little twists with my own hair.

			When Norman rolled into town with a logging team, I was vulnerable to his charm. He was not particularly handsome, but he was tall and broad-shouldered with curling dark hair. His eyes were an unremarkable stony blue—light where mine were dark as pitch—but they looked at me with an intensity I mistook for attraction. He had a kind of masculine gravity, a force that drew me into his orbit. His deep laugh settled like burning coals in the pit of my stomach; his strong hands and their scarred knuckles sent my mind spinning on their possible uses.

			Unlike most of his logging team, Norman quickly decided to put down roots in Burrsville. He bought the land that backed up to ours, and when he wasn’t sawing with the rest of the crew on the other hill, I saw the shape of him across the pond, cutting logs for his own cabin. I found myself walking the bank more and more often, looking for cattail rhizomes or elderberries. Sometimes, I saw the dark silhouette pause from its work, and I could imagine him watching me. A forbidden thrill would work its way down my spine, and time and time again I was caught between fear and desire, thrumming like a bowstring.

			One day, I was standing guard over two orphan raccoon kits still learning to wash their food, keeping a sharp eye out for the telltale shadow of the resident snapping turtle. I splashed in the shallows along with them, miming the motion their mother would’ve shown them, when suddenly they bolted into the rushes with a squeak. I stood up and found him there, his skin glistening with sweat and sawdust caught in the hair on his arms. My own hands were black with mud, and I lifted my shoulder to swipe awkwardly at a strand of hair that was stuck to my bottom lip; we were both aware of when my sleeve slipped from that shoulder.

			“Hello,” I said.

			He motioned toward the rushes where the kits had disappeared, but his eyes were locked on me. “They let you touch them? Are they pets?”

			“No, just orphans. Maybe too young to know better.”

			“They knew enough to run when they saw me.”

			You’re a man, I almost said. Instead, I only smiled and shrugged.

			“Miss Wynne, is it?”

			“Tess.”

			“Tess,” he repeated, although his accent made it sound different, the vowel rounder and longer. “That’s pretty.”

			We made small talk for a while, shyly and with too many long pauses. He told me he came from Kansas, where rain was as precious as diamonds and the wind blew the dust into great black walls of cloud. He told me he only had enough money to take the train to Indiana, and he had to ride as a stowaway with the hobos until they reached New York. He told me he went three days without eating before he fell in with the logging crew, and the first time he went out on a job, he was so weak he missed the tree entirely and the axe went flying off into the undergrowth.

			I told him nothing.

			“You don’t go to church?” he asked eventually.

			“Sometimes,” I said evasively. Even my mother, whose first priority was always to appear as harmless as possible, couldn’t stomach the falseness required to go to church every week. We made our appearances on holidays, which was enough to quell the rumors. But it was a dangerous question, dangerous for other people to notice, and I gave the answer she always did.

			“We worship at home most days.”

			“Well, that’s too bad,” he said, and a grin curled the corner of his mouth. “I wouldn’t have minded a reason to see you every week.”

			I laughed, absurdly pleased with his casual impiety.

			As it turned out, we ended up seeing each other nearly every week anyway. Sometimes I found him waiting for me by the pond, cooling his feet in the shallows. Sometimes I lingered at the edges, waiting for him to materialize from the darkness of the woods.

			But I was not a girl with a lot of time to socialize with the other young people in town, and the occasional meeting by the pond was not a courtship, so I could hardly be surprised when the Macouns announced that Norman was engaged to their daughter, Laura. Nor could I be surprised when he continued to meet me at the water’s edge, when he looked at me with the same intensity.

			Finally, when the days had begun to shorten and the evenings were kissed by the cool breath of autumn, I went out to the pond and found a checkered blanket spread over the damp grass, a jar of apple cider and some rough sandwiches in a basket. I was still seething from an argument with my mother hours before—“You’re going to attract the wrong kind of attention!” she’d hissed, shattering the bottle of homemade perfume I’d attempted—and the anger made me reckless.

			Maybe, as a young woman who didn’t often attend church, I had something of a reputation, and maybe I knew it. Maybe I knew that Norman was looking for something his proper churchgoing fiancée couldn’t give him, and maybe I, not so terrified of an eternity in sulfur and brimstone, was a little too eager to give it.

			He seemed nervous, pouring the cider messily and spending fifteen minutes picking at a corner of his sandwich, then wolfing the remainder in two bites. I tried out the slow blink, allowing my lashes to dip and flutter like a butterfly’s wings, and in a heady rush of euphoria I saw his pupils blow wide like a cat in the dark. I’d kissed a few boys before, never going any further than that, but perhaps my lack of fear solidified my reputation. By the time he worked up the nerve to kiss me, the sky had turned a sultry violet, and when he laid me down on the blanket, I felt the tremor running through his whole body.

			It was an embarrassingly short affair. I had only a vague idea of what should happen, and although he reassured me, the murmured words seemed mostly for himself. He had barely entered before he was pulling back out again to spend himself on the ground. He was breathing heavily while I had the barest flush in my cheeks, and the warmth of the sun was all but gone, leaving a damp chill behind. The intense pressure created by the secrecy and urgency of our tryst dissipated, and the mood shifted abruptly. For a moment we sat there, staring at each other coldly.

			“You made me do this,” he said, and the tremor was in his voice now, fear instead of passion. Looking back, it was the fear that disgusted me, not the blame.

			“Do what?” I snapped. I thought perhaps he was trying to salvage the moment with a backhanded compliment, and I was in no mood for it.

			But it wasn’t that. His face was screwed up in fury, and the fading light caught tears shining in his narrowed eyes.

			“Bed you. I’m engaged to be married.”

			I was still brazenly naked, and I laughed, too stupid and spiteful to sense the danger. “I didn’t make you do anything. You wanted to wet your whistle.”

			“No.” His voice began to shake. “You made me do it. You were jealous of Laura. You seduced me somehow.”

			“Don’t be stupid,” I said scornfully. I scrambled to my feet and snatched my blouse from the ground, trying to find the sleeves in the gathering dark. “I didn’t do anything except join you for a picnic.”

			He stormed forward suddenly, grabbing the blouse from me and hurling it away; I heard the seams pop. “Don’t lie. What did you do to me? Some kind of drug? Or spell?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, and neither do you. This was your idea as much as mine, and you came to it on your own. What, you think I slipped you some love potion, like a lonely old crone?”

			He seized my arm in an iron grip, and suddenly I was aware of the size of him, the untapped reserves of strength at his disposal. His fingers touched around my upper arm, and he loomed over me, bent like a furious sapling. It began to dawn on me why my mother always sought to make men calm, to make them feel secure and strong; fear did not make them weak, but vicious.

			“Let me go,” I said, fighting for composure.

			“That’s what it is, isn’t it? It was a potion. You’re a witch.”

			“I’m not a witch, you great stupid sack of—”

			He hurled me into the pond.

			I was a good swimmer, and if I’d had my wits about me, I would’ve struck out for the other side of the pond and left him behind. But my sense was smothered by rage, and I rose out of the shallows longing only to sink my fingernails into his eyes.

			I felt powerful for an instant. My body was young and strong and charged with fury, and the will and ability to hurt him, perhaps even kill him, seemed within reach. I was young, and I didn’t know what real power felt like.

			He splashed in after me and I met him halfway. Perhaps it set him back on his heels a little, to see me charging back at him, naked and dripping. More likely, it only reinforced his conclusion that I was something unnatural and wrong. He caught me by the neck, and I hissed and spat like a cat and sank my nails into his wrist until blood ran.

			He plunged me into the pond. It would’ve been kinder for my head to hit a rock, but there was nothing beneath me except cold mud and silt. We were still in the shallows, and it seemed impossible that I would drown when there was barely an inch of water over my face. I could still see his lips pulled back over his teeth and the lines of furious tension in his brow. The sky and the air were so near.

			I am not the one who should die, I thought. The prey dies.

			I kicked with all my strength. I tore his wrists apart until I could taste the copper of his blood in the water. I screamed a wordless, banshee scream of rage.

			But my strength and my violence and my screams were not enough. When I opened my mouth again, there were no bubbles. The water itself turned black, and I no longer felt the nearness of the air or the cold mud beneath my head.

			I would do anything to live, I thought. I was desperate, and the devil heard me.
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			When I awoke the morning after Mabon, it was still dark, and my head ached from the wine. I went to the bathroom, splashed cool water over my dry eyes, and scrubbed myself with a washcloth until my neck was raw and red. It had been decades since I allowed a man to put his hands on me, and yet I couldn’t slough off the feeling of weakness.

			I found myself needing a change of scenery and some distance from my own house.

			The sun was just starting to come up as I left. There was not even dew this morning, and the late-flowering plants were a riot of desperate, glorious color even as their leaves curled in the heat. It was deceiving, this last gasp before the long sleep; if I hadn’t known what was coming, I might have thought it a second spring.

			I drove partway down the long hill into the valley, but turned off before I reached the bottom, where I would’ve found the little knot of houses and stores that made up Burrsville proper. Instead, I stuck to the back roads, passing farms and hunting cabins, anonymous little shacks and dilapidated remains—places that would’ve never seen an animal control officer if I hadn’t driven by.

			I didn’t know how common it was for wildlife rehabilitators to serve as animal control, but I did know how common it was for people to conflate them. There was no overlap in the licensing, and in most places, animal control dealt mostly with domestic animals. Here, though, there was only me, and with my particular skill set, I’d found the two professions complemented nicely.

			I drove deeper into the hills. I knew by heart where the Burrsville boundary line was, and at its southernmost point was one of the old, massive roses that served as my wards. The ancient rambler was out of bloom at that point, and the abandoned grain silo that supported it was barely visible beneath the clusters of glossy leaves and rosehips. It had been months since I had tended to it, and I pulled into the long-unused driveway that ran to the silo, the tires finding the old ruts like tracks.

			As I closed the door behind me, a long string of geese trailed overhead. A breeze stirred my hair, cooling the sweat on the back of my neck, and brought me the scent of hot, dry earth and the rich wood rot of the crumbling silo. The rose rustled as if in greeting.

			In the summer, the rose was a mass of ballerina pink, and the wind carried its scent for miles. Now it dripped with crimson rosehips, and I reached out to brush my thumb over the shining surface of a single one. The strange, spiderlike remains of the bloom’s sepals tickled my fingers.

			My choice of roses to anchor and amplify my magic—rather than trees hundreds of years older—might seem strange to another witch, but here at the roots of the Appalachian Mountains, the land had a mind and power of its own, and that included the trees. At the beginning, I had tried to coax the most ancient beeches and oaks into my service, but their cooperation was erratic at best. Reaching out to them was unnerving, grown deep as they were in soil and rock that was half as old as time itself; always I sensed that I touched the edges of some great, unknowable thing. These roses I had raised from the tiniest cuttings, as close to me as sisters, and when I called, they answered without fail.

			Out of long habit, I checked the rose for signs of disease and pruned back any rubbing canes. Some of the leaves were tinged with yellow, and they felt papery and dry. The soil at the base crumbled to dust in my fingers. We needed rain.

			“Soon,” I promised the rose.

			I returned to the truck and drove on, taking the seasonal tracks into the loneliest corners of the town. This part of Burrsville looked like it barely belonged to civilization. The only human structure within a mile of my rose’s silo was a double-wide with tarp covering half the roof, dozens of bags of bottles and cans heaped up on the porch. The next one was a squat, wooden building, unpainted so I nearly missed it in the trees, with a single neon word in its lone window: Beer. Inexplicably, there were already half a dozen motorcycles parked in front of it.

			It was hard to say I loved Burrsville when its people so often irritated and confused me, but it wasn’t a matter of love, not really. It wasn’t even that my body was anchored to the pond where I’d left my soul behind—although that was true enough. Burrsville had grown roots in me, and I in it, and with each decade that passed, those roots grew thicker and more tangled. I hated and loved the place, as I hated and loved myself, and I had long ago accepted the contours of these ancient, glacial slopes as my own boundaries. I could not exist without it.

			A dark shape appeared on the road in front of me, breaking me from my reverie. I pulled over, yanked on my gloves, and grabbed my shovel and contractor bag out of the back. When most people thought of animal control, they probably imagined dramatic rescues of abused dogs or raids on cat hoarders’ homes. In reality, that almost never happened, and a far bigger part of my job was picking up roadkill.

			As I approached, I saw this one was at least a couple days old. It was a possum, once, struck by a car and then run over a few more times, all the color gone out of the flattened organs, the blood cooked to a dark stain on the old asphalt by the unrelenting sun. These ones weren’t so bad; they scooped up easily on a flat shovel, and almost no part of them was recognizable as something that was once alive. Others were harder.

			The sun was beginning to gain height through the trees, and I knew I’d need to head back soon for the next round of feeding, but I went on a little longer. I collected the remains of a raccoon, then another possum. Neither of them was usable either, but as I neared the bottom of the valley, I found her.

			Only her hind legs were on the shoulder of the road, which meant I could, if I wanted to, leave her—she wasn’t obstructing traffic, and there wasn’t a house as far as I could see, which meant no one to complain about the stink or the unsightliness. But something drew me to pull the truck over and lured me out of the safety of the cab.

			The smell was the first thing I noticed; it wasn’t yet the stench of rot, but the copper-and-earth smell of fresh blood and deep-body organs. In the unseasonable heat, it seemed to cling to the air, coating my teeth and tongue.

			The second thing was the silence. That was what made me pause, made the hair prick up on the back of my neck. There was no sound at all: not the near-constant squabble of starlings that I’d learned to tune out, not the faraway growl of a lawnmower, not the rustle of treetop leaves in the gentle air currents. I felt for my magic intuitively, wondering if this place was still under my influence, and yes, it was there, a humming silver thread in my mind.

			I set my shoulders and approached the body, the gentle scrape of my boots on gravel sounding like trespass in the otherwise immovable silence. At first I thought I must be imagining the smell, because the long, golden-brown line of her back was whole and unmarred. Coyotes and other predators usually ate from the hind end, as it was dense with muscle and fat, but everything, from her white-bottomed tail to the tips of her long, graceful ears, looked intact.

			I glanced up and down the corridor of trees, not sure what I was looking for but unable to shake the feeling of wrongness. There were still no signs of life, implicit or actual; not so much as a mailbox or the shadow of a bird winging overhead.

			I returned my attention to the body, studying the limp stretch of the legs behind her, the position of the neck. That’s what killed her, I thought, noting the angle of the neck, the uneven surface in the fur that indicated bones trying to poke through. Probably hit the side of a car and rolled over the top.

			That, however, didn’t explain the smell. I walked around the body, stepping off the shoulder of the road and into the tall grass to get a better look.

			The doe’s stomach was blown open, a ragged hole gaping in her soft white belly. Shreds of flesh hung from the wound, and the grass before it was trampled down, wet and shining with pinkish tissue. Gray loops of entrails bulged in the gap, whether pulled or pressed there by their own weight, I didn’t know.

			And away through the grass, down into the ditch and then back up before disappearing into the woods, crawled a narrow trail of slick, gleaming fluid.

			I stood there looking for a long time, trying to think around the swelling thunder of my heart in my ears, trying not to acknowledge the roil of unease in my stomach. Whatever did this was not a person; I would’ve expected the wound to be clean-edged and sharp for that, and even if some wild hill-man wandered down here and tore her open with his hands, his trail would’ve been clearer.

			It must’ve been a smaller carnivore, I reasoned. Weasels, maybe a fisher. They weren’t common around here, but I saw one or two of them each year. It would’ve been unusual for them to tackle this carcass, their prey normally being chipmunks and squirrels, perhaps birds, but all carnivores were opportunists. It would’ve explained the concentrated area of damage.

			I stepped a little closer, leaned over to get a better look at the edges of the wound. The doe was very fresh, an hour dead or less, and normally, I would’ve taken her back with me. When I had carnivores in rehab, they needed meat, and not just the cuts at the grocery store—they needed organs, eyes, brain. Finding fresh roadkill was a boon.

			But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I didn’t want to touch this doe, let alone take her back and feed her to the animals in my care. I leaned closer, looking for signs of fungus or disease, and it was only when I found myself waving my hand instinctively in front of my face that I realized what particular sound was missing.

			The hum of black flies, a noise so ubiquitous at roadkill sites I didn’t even notice it anymore, was absent. There was not a single fly on the body—not crawling across her liquid brown eyes, not hovering around the cavernous wound, not wriggling through the slick and spattered grass.

			The unease in the back of my mind scraped tight, the shriek of a violin bow across strings. I drew back, only intending to go as far as the road, but suddenly I was running, desperate to get away from the smell, making an undignified scramble back to the safety of the truck. I slammed the door behind me and rolled up the windows, panting hard. My lungs ached, as if I’d been breathing bleach.

			I gripped the steering wheel, staring through the windshield and trying to calm myself. From here, all I could see of the doe was her hind legs trailed out onto the shoulder of the road. I kept waiting for calm, for my skin to stop prickling, but instead my anxiety deepened to a strange and icy horror, creeping through my blood like a killing frost. I threw the truck into drive and screeched around in a U-turn, leaving the doe where she lay.
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			Arriving home, I had to get out of the truck to close the gate behind myself. The bolt slid back into its housing with a solid, reassuring clunk, and I took a moment to lean my forehead against the cool bars, closing my eyes and inhaling deeply.

			Here, safely behind my own boundaries, the iron smell of death was finally replaced by the scent of goldenrod and sun-warmed grass. The sensation of wrongness faded. It had chased me all the way back, and I kept glancing in my rearview mirror as if I expected to see her there, staggering behind me with her guts dragging. Now, ensconced in the layers of magic I’d built up over the years, I was secure, but what still didn’t come was the feeling of foolishness, that I’d somehow overreacted, whipped myself into a superstitious little frenzy. If anything, I was all the more certain that I was right, and the wrong thing was out there, in Burrsville.

			Whether true or not, it didn’t change the fact that I had six baby squirrels waiting on their next feeding and a dozen other chores to do besides. I hurried back up to the house, pausing only to dispose of the roadkill I’d collected, and went inside to make up a batch of formula.

			The squirrels were only three weeks old, and they’d need to be fed every couple of hours for at least another week. After that, their eyes would open, timing of the feedings would be less critical, and I could begin to supplement with solid food. But for the time being, it was more of this—painstakingly feeding formula microliter by microliter from an eye dropper, watching their tiny bodies carefully for signs of bloat or discomfort.

			Many rehabbers opted for tube feeding as a default, hoping to decrease the chance of animals becoming too familiar with humans. Our true purpose, after all, was to keep people safe from animals, which was a hard and unexpected lesson that accounted for most of the dropouts from rehabilitation licensing programs. The day-to-day tasks might be feeding and cleaning cages and stitching up wounds, but the overall mission was to keep wild animals out of the hands of the public. Imprinting on humans was one thing I didn’t have to worry about; I’d developed my own little glamour charm to appear to the young animals as their own species, and I was so practiced at it that it barely took any concentration.

			When I’d finished with the squirrels, I refreshed the raccoon’s water. He chittered and swiped playfully at my hand as I reached inside; he’d be ready to release soon.

			“Maybe time to move you to the barn tonight,” I said, catching his little nailed hand gently on my forefinger. “You need to get ready to go back.”

			For now, though, I left the rehab room and pulled my boots back on. Autumn was always a flurry of preparation for winter, and there were apples, squashes, and late potatoes that needed harvesting, enclosure repairs to make in the barn, patches I had to put on the roof, and a laundry list of less crucial chores that required my attention at some point. The weather had been unseasonably hot and dry, defying my ambient magic and turning the cornfields that surrounded my property to powdery dust; I would have to call up a storm before a stray spark turned it all to ash. The task pressing at me most urgently, though, was to check the boundaries of the sanctuary.

			I went down the porch steps and through the yard, past the gentle cut flowers and my beds of tame vegetables, and out the gate into the wilds of the meadow. By this time in the year, the grass came to my thighs, its varying greens turned to bronze and interspersed with bursts of color from goldenrod and bee balm and bellflower. I didn’t cut it, didn’t touch it except to pull the most unwanted invasive plants. Seed heads rattled and burst as I pushed past, and milkweed sap left white streaks across my sleeves. I went carefully, out of habit; in late spring and early summer, it was full of pheasant and hermit thrush nests, and there were always rabbits, groundhogs, and skunks tunneling their way through the undergrowth.

			All around me, the forest rose huge and dark. Seen from above, the transition from meadow to forest looked like an ocean, sandbar dropping away to cold, mysterious depths, and on the ground, the feeling was much the same. It was old-growth forest, a precious, hundred-acre jewel of land almost untouched by the human need for housing and crops. The trees here were old and tall, strong already and made stronger by my magic. They were wild, and they couldn’t always be trusted.

			The grass, cowed by the shadow of the trees, gave way to luxuriously curling ferns and tangled shrubs. The smell here was my delight, richer than that of the meadow—deep loam and creeping moss, limbs that rotted and grew carpets of mushrooms, fallen fruit that turned to wine in its own skin. In the spring, the forest floor was carpeted by hellebore and foam flower, and now the bright, red-orange berries of jack-in-the-pulpit peeked through the dark earth. I loved the forest in all its seasons, and there were many days I longed to abandon the cabin, shed the skin of my neighborly self, and live as a feral thing in the depths of the woods. Today, when anxiety trailed me like a haunt, was one such day.

			I headed west, to where the devil noticed I’d expanded the border, reclaiming some of the farmland that hemmed in from all sides. This was where I was most vulnerable, where the wards were fresh and the magic not so deeply rooted as in other places.

			My feet, having tread this ground thousands of times, found the deer path of their own accord. It would’ve been so easy to relax, simply marvel at the early afternoon sun dappling the ground in gilded droplets, at the leaves of the ash trees already tinged with lemon yellow, at the flash and glimmer of bird wings as they swooped from branch to branch. Instead, I kept all my senses open and attuned. It was never wise to let your guard down in a wild place, but today I wanted more than watchfulness. I was searching for something, some clue that nature had fallen out of balance, some sign of the wrongness I felt looking down at the doe.

			The forest was humming with life, vibrant with abundance; no matter what happened in the world outside, the magic made it so. If the rest of the region suffered from drought, I could draw in rain clouds. If crops were hit by blight or fungus, it did not find its way here. Prey would always be prey, and the circle of life would always include death, but pups and kits would never starve here. Adults would never be reduced to skin and bones to keep their litters alive. There were hollows and burrows aplenty, and deep in the woods, the winter wind was never so cruel.

			When I reached my vulnerable new border, I found everything just as I’d left it—the young trees, mere sticks at a year old, stretched eager and green toward the sunlight. The blackberries and wild grapes I’d planted to accompany them wouldn’t produce fruit until next year at least, but their foliage was glossy with health. I bent down, pressed my hand to the base of one of the trees, and felt the warmth in the soil. These trees were planted in the ashes of last year’s Yule log, and deep in their roots was a charm of my making, knotted three times with my own hair. It joined them to the other trees I’d planted here, to the roses at the borders of the town, to the table decorations and potted plants I’d gifted to my friends, and they were all joined to me. Each one created a tether like a silver line of spider silk, and through them I could feel when something was not quite right, and where.

			I sensed nothing amiss here on my own land, but the doe was an anomaly. I wished I could protect the whole of Burrsville with the same rigor I’d given my sanctuary, but as I’d told the devil, I simply wasn’t strong enough to manage it all.

			Just as I was standing up to return to the house, the death scream of a rabbit blasted my ears. Immediately my thoughts turned to hidden snares, trappers that had somehow evaded my defenses, dogs set loose in my woods, and I ran toward the sound without another thought. The rabbit screamed three more times, each one like a knife in my heart, and my feet flew over the hidden paths.

			I stopped short when I came to the rose and berry thicket. There were wild roses and berry brambles all throughout the woods, but here they’d congregated, a furious tangle of white petals, midnight black fruit, and long spikes of thorns that climbed the trees and the surrounding shrubs. I planted it ages ago, back when I thought I could put a barrier between myself and the pond that lay beyond. There were paths through the thicket, if you had the time to look and the plants were feeling generous, but as I ran up to it with my heart racing and blood hot in my veins, it was an unbroken wall.

			I whirled around, searching for the source of the sound—the snare, the trap, the trespasser. Instead, I saw a fox weaving her way out of the thicket, her head lifted high to keep her from tripping on the body of the rabbit in her jaws. She paused just long enough to make eye contact, and with the angle of the dead rabbit’s head, it seemed for a moment that they were both staring at me, delivering their own judgments.

			This was the way of things here. There was a good chance this rabbit was one of dozens I raised this spring, a small life that I fed and cradled in my palm, but I was guardian of death as much as life. My calling was to be an intercessor between people and animals, not between the animals themselves.

			Suddenly, I felt tired. The paranoia and what I realized now was a long sprint through the woods were taking their toll. I found a stump and sat down to catch my breath, which was when I heard a giant, gulping splash.

			The sound was worse to me than the rabbit scream. I stood up again, sweat breaking out on the back of my neck, my hands suddenly clammy. It could’ve been anything—a frog jumping, a raptor diving for a duck, the overlarge snapper surfacing. It didn’t matter what it was; every time I came this close, the pond did something to make its presence known. I saw it in my mind’s eye, dark and still as a mirror.

			I turned for home, forcing myself not to run.
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			When my phone rang a few days later, I was hauling the cover off my well, preparing to cast the weather spell. There were four large pans of water placed around it to amplify my efforts. A bigger body of water would’ve made it easier, but the well, with its long throat of shadow, was the most I could tolerate. I straightened up, my back aching, and heaved the well cover into the grass to fish around in my pocket. My resident doe, whom I’d dubbed Mac for her preference for McIntosh apples, grazed nearby in companionable closeness.

			I finally got my phone out, grimacing slightly as I smeared flakes of rust across the screen. “Hello?”

			“Tess, Chief Broder.”

			I pulled the phone away from my ear briefly to check the number: not the one I had on file for Burrsville’s police chief. He always seemed to call me from a different one, as if he wanted to take me by surprise.

			“Chief, what can I do for you?”

			“Got a call about someone keeping a fawn in their house. Caller was an older lady; guess she couldn’t be bothered to track down the right number. Said her neighbor found a baby deer in her backyard three days ago and is trying to make it a pet.”

			I frowned. “Is she possibly confused? This year’s fawns will be sixty, seventy pounds by now; if someone brought one in the house it would destroy it, unless it was on death’s door or something.”

			“I mentioned that, but she was insistent that someone come check it out.”

			“Better to be safe than sorry, I guess,” I said. “I’ll head over right now.”

			Broder gave me the address and, with a deep sigh, I dragged the well cover back into place. “Might have a job for you, Mac,” I told the doe as I left. I’d picked up Mac several years ago after she was hit by a car. She made me chase her for two miles before she went down, and when I got her back to the sanctuary, it was six months before her broken hip healed. She still walked with a hitch and she rarely left the meadow, but thanks to the protection here in the sanctuary and the hay I put out during the winter, it hadn’t stopped her from raising her own fawns or the ones she’d adopted. I rehabilitated a couple of fawns every spring, and as long as they weren’t injured, I could usually hand them off to Mac within a day or two. Of course, those were actual nursing fawns, not adolescents perfectly capable of feeding themselves.

			Determined to get back to my weather spell as soon as I could, I left the water bowls and other elements in place and hopped in the truck. The sun was still climbing, and I cranked down my windows, allowing air sweet with the scent of third-cutting hay to drift in. As I descended into the valley, I passed the hayfields that were mid-cut, the cornfields nearing harvest, and then the view through my windshield became stunted forest and wetland. The grain silos and farmhouses became shabby prefabs, double-wides and trailers with peeling paint and plastic in the windows, or pioneer cemeteries overrun by brush. The village itself was little better, full of run-down Victorians and mid-century builds poorly converted to multifamily housing. The population of the whole town was less than three thousand, but every intersection with Main Street was anchored by a church. Almost all of them were closed and boarded up; the only one that showed signs of life was the Pentecostal, the sign out front reading Welcome Pastor Zeke in mismatched vinyl letters. Its rickety bell tower was the tallest structure in Burrsville now that the Catholic church was gone, although no one was allowed up in it. The members of the church had been fundraising to restore the tower for what felt like my entire life.

			Almost everything else on Main Street was a secondhand store, an antique shop, or a diner. Burrsville had three secondhand stores; residents had been trading each other’s junk around for years. If the junk got sufficiently old, it landed in one of the two antiques shops, where it would either be passed to another Burrsville resident or snatched up by an out-of-towner hoping to strike it rich with a prewar hay baler or wool comb.

			Down the road a mile or two, outside the village proper and not convenient for anyone to walk to, were the big box stores and fast-food joints. Most of Burrsville’s residents were employed there, and despite Evelyn’s yearly attempt to resurrect the farmer’s market, most of them shopped there too.

			The address Broder gave me was on the northeast edge of the village, an overgrown little ranch dwarfed by boxy multi-family units on either side. Every place on the street had the vague, impersonal unkemptness of a rental—no names on the mailboxes, no flowers, no birdbaths, just ugly bushes and cracked sidewalks filled with weeds wilting in the heat. The only signs of life were a half-finished hopscotch court drawn in chalk and Broder’s police cruiser parked in front of the ranch.

			I schooled my expression into a bland, pleasant mask and got out of the truck. Once I did, I heard raised voices from the back of the house.

			Hurrying down the driveway, I found Broder with his thumbs tucked into his belt, occasionally holding up a hand and saying, “Ma’am, ma’am,” and nothing else. There was a woman standing on the porch huffing furiously on a vape pen between loud protests, her blue undercut tousled as if she’d been sleeping. The one doing most of the talking—shouting, really—was an old woman whose housedress was slipping off the hump on her back, her visible ankles veined with blue.

			“Excuse me!” I shouted, and the conversation ceased abruptly. I pointed at the older woman. “Ma’am, do you live in this house?”

			“No, I’m her neighbor.”

			“So you made the call?”

			“Yes, and—”

			“Your call has been answered, you can go home.”

			The old woman sputtered, her drooping lips flapping. She looked at Broder to overrule me, but he knew he should’ve sent her home already. The folds of skin that spilled over his stiff collar were turning an unhappy red, but he said nothing.

			“I pay my taxes, and it’s my right—”

			“No,” I said. “It’s not. Thank you for your call. We’ll take it from here.”

			“I’ll call…” she trailed off, realizing the person she would’ve called was already here. Finally, she spun on her heel and stomped across the unmown lawn to her own house.

			Once she was gone, I turned to Broder. “Sorry you had to take time out of your day for this, Chief,” I said, though I neither wanted nor had asked for him to be there. “I can take it from here. I’m sure you have better things to do.”

			His small, piggy eyes narrowed; he didn’t appreciate being dismissed. “That’s all right, just figured I’d give you some backup.”

			I laughed as if he’d told a joke, but made no move toward the porch. For a moment we stood there, staring each other down and pretending the silence wasn’t growing brittle.

			“No cops are getting in here without a warrant,” the woman on the porch said.

			Broder bristled and swung to face her, a bull who’d caught a glimpse of red in his periphery. I closed my eyes briefly, snatched at the threads of magic that were present even here, and cast them around him like a noose.

			I didn’t like to use such brute force. There was no subtlety to it, just domination. When wielded this way, the magic had no nuance, and worst of all, no staying power; as soon as I relinquished my hold, he’d likely be back on the warpath again. Broder was a difficult creature, and it was hard to know when cutting him off at the knees would arrest his progress or only make him furious. I had to hedge my bets.

			“If you had nothing to hide, you wouldn’t…” He faded off in the middle of one of his favorite phrases, confusion flitting across his face. He sighed and, without another word, headed back down the driveway toward his cruiser. I turned my attention to the woman on the porch.

			“I’m not a cop,” I said. “I’m the animal control officer; my name’s Tess. I’m guessing you know why I’m here.”

			The woman was still looking down the driveway, and I took the opportunity to ascend the rickety porch steps, noting the peeling paint and exposed nails in the railing. “What’s with him?” she asked.

			“Probably just realized it wasn’t worth the trouble,” I said, and favored her with a conspiratorial smile. “It’s really not worth the trouble, but you know how it is with nosy neighbors.”

			“Yeah, that old bitch, always on my ass about something. Once she called the landlord because I didn’t bring my trash bins in for a day.”

			I shook my head. “Honestly, it’s sad when they get like that—nothing better to do with their lives than nitpick.”

			“You’re telling me.” She took another hit off the vape, and it was then I saw the Band-Aids wrapped around three of her fingers, the larger bandage on her wrist, another one on her opposite forearm.

			“I’m Sarah,” she said finally.

			“Sarah, nice to meet you. Have you lived here long?”

			I drew her into small talk for a few minutes, keeping the magic in a chokehold on Broder as he sat and stewed in the cruiser; I wouldn’t be able to maintain it and hold a conversation for long, but I had to hold him at bay until Sarah let me in. Eventually, she seemed to relax slightly, offering me the vape.

			“Ah, no thanks, not for me. Is it all bullshit, then? You don’t have a deer in the house?”

			She looked guilty. “What if I did?”

			I shrugged, as if this were no big deal. “Why would you?”

			“Well, let’s say a little baby fawn wandered into my yard a couple days ago, and I left it alone just like you’re supposed to, but the mother never came for it.”

			“That would be pretty unusual, since fawns are born in the spring. Theoretically, how little of a baby are we talking about?”

			“Baby-baby. Little spots and twig legs baby.”

			I met her gaze and held it. She didn’t look away. “Pretty unusual,” I repeated.

			It was her turn to shrug. “Let’s say it’s true. What would happen then?”

			“Okay, let’s say it’s true. In this scenario, did the fawn bite you?”

			I looked out over the backyard as I said it, pretending I didn’t see her tugging her sleeves down.

			“Let’s pretend it did,” she answered tightly.

			“In that case, I’d need to test it for rabies, even though deer aren’t considered a rabies-vector species.”

			“How do you test for that?”

			“Well,” I said gently, “the animal would have to be euthanized so we could collect a sample of its brain tissue.”

			For a long moment, the only sound was the hiss of the pen. “And if it didn’t bite me?” she asked finally.

			“Then it’s all pretty simple. The fawn would come home with me, and I would pair it up with an adult whitetail for the winter, and in the spring it would be released into my sanctuary and have a very happy deer life.”

			“And what would happen to me?”

			“Nothing at all. You would go on living here with your nosy neighbor and that would be that.”

			“That’s it? I wouldn’t get arrested?”

			“No, of course not. The chief might want to give you a fine, but I can talk him out of it.”

			“Okay.” She nodded, ending some argument with herself. “Okay. You better come meet her, then.”

			She turned without another word and opened the screen door for me, the motion once again exposing the bandage on one wrist. I stepped into the dark entryway, which was perfumed with the sickly-sweet smell of cotton candy–flavored nicotine. I could hear an air conditioner cranking away somewhere in the house, but the entry was stiflingly hot and stale. With sweat already running down my back, I released my hold on Broder, praying he wouldn’t come charging in after us.

			Sarah closed the door behind us and nudged aside a pile of reusable grocery bags with her foot, then led me down a short hallway. It opened up into a small kitchen with appliances from the nineties. Here was where I got the first hint of the smell, the muskiness of wild animals that lived in my own home, but tinged with the vape it smelled off.

			Like rot, I thought.

			The kitchen led into the living room, and there Sarah stopped and pointed. “Here she is,” she said briskly, then leaned against the wall and folded her arms, as if washing her hands of the situation.

			Despite what she’d said, I was looking for a seventy-pound deer beginning to go gray for the winter, and it took my eyes a few seconds to find the tiny spotted fawn dozing on a bunched-up sleeping bag. Sarah had blocked off the corner of the room with an X-pen for a dog, and there was a bowl of water and a wilted bunch of dandelions sitting to the side. My heart sank.

			“You said you found her a couple days ago?”

			“I’d say she found me, but yeah.”

			“Is that like two or three or…?”

			She considered, puffed the vape. “Three.”

			“What has she been eating?”

			There was a beat of stiff silence, so long I almost turned to look at her. “I bought some powdered deer milk at that little store in the plaza,” she said finally. “She’ll eat that.”

			Well, that’s something, I thought with relief. Georgie must’ve had some left over from spring. At least I knew the fawn hadn’t been sitting here starving and dehydrated while this woman tried to ply her with lawn clippings.

			Before I could ask another question, Sarah said, “I read that they won’t go to the bathroom unless their mom stimulates them to do it, but I’ve only gotten her to go twice.”

			I had to admit, I was a little impressed. Usually when people decided they were going to be the Disney princess who raised a wild fawn, they fed them cow’s milk straight out of the carton and only called me when the animal was obviously bloated and in pain. Sarah had, at least, looked up the basics.

			I folded the X-pen back and knelt down next to the fawn. She untucked her head from around her knees to look at me, liquid brown eyes framed by luxurious lashes, and I almost reeled back from the smell.

			She reeked. If I’d closed my eyes and gone on smell alone, I would’ve said there was a corpse of a fawn here, three days dead and rotting. Fawns normally didn’t have any smell; that was why they could stay hidden for hours during the day while their mothers grazed at a safe distance.

			“You’re a little stinky, huh?” I murmured, running my hand down her body, checking her abdomen for any tightness.

			“Yeah,” Sarah said. “Is that normal?”

			“Eh, not really,” I said, keeping my voice light. “She might’ve gotten into something smelly before she got to you.”

			The silence behind me had a doubtful air. I slid my hands beneath the fawn, lifting her up, and she obligingly unfolded her stilt-like legs to support herself. I felt each one gently, searching for any signs of heat or swelling, but she seemed to be in good shape.

			“Honestly, you’ve done a good job with her,” I said, glancing back up at Sarah. She was still standing against the entryway, and for all the hassle she’d given me on the porch, she was watching with an impassivity I didn’t normally see from someone who’d been caring for a wild animal. She had her arms crossed in front of her, which caused her sleeves to scrunch up at the elbow and expose the bandages on her hands and arms again.

			“Something happen to your fingers?” I asked casually, returning my gaze to the fawn.

			She immediately dropped her arms to her sides, pulling the sleeves down with her fingers again. “Oh, well, you know. I went apple-picking last week and lost my balance on the ladder. Had to grab the tree to catch myself.”

			It was a terrible lie. I didn’t really think the fawn had bitten her; they only had four little milk teeth in their heads, just calcified nubs that could never do that much damage. But Sarah was clearly lying and on the defensive, and that made me wary.

			“Okay, well, I just want you to know, deer can get rabies. It’s uncommon and all but unheard of in one this young, but it’s within the realm of possibility.”

			“She didn’t bite me. I’m just clumsy.”

			“Sure. But—don’t hesitate to call me if you happen to remember anything, okay?”

			She didn’t answer. I bent down and gathered the fawn into my arms, trying to avert my face from the maggot-rot stink of her. She didn’t struggle, just folded pliably back into a little bundle and allowed herself to be carried out.

			Broder was waiting for us on the porch, so close to the door I was certain he’d had his ear pressed against it, trying to eavesdrop. He backed up quickly, but his face went hard when he saw the fawn in my arms.

			“So she did have it,” he said triumphantly.

			“Thanks for your help, Chief,” I said with forceful brightness. “We’re all set here.”

			I breezed by him, not intending to give him time to ask questions. As I started down the steps, the bundle of the fawn shifted slightly. There was a long, loud tearing noise.

			Belatedly, I turned. Broder was standing behind me at the top of the stairs, the sleeve of his uniform torn open to reveal a sweat-gleamed forearm, the pale flesh unmarked. He stared at the fawn.

			“It tried to bite me!”

			“That’s absurd,” I said automatically. “How could she?”

			Behind us, the interior door slammed closed.

			“It did!” Broder insisted. “It bit me!”

			I seized the magic again, grimly wrapping my power around the shape of his will and strangling it like a windpipe. “No, she didn’t,” I said again, slower and louder. “Look, you ripped your sleeve on that nail.”

			The nail in question was not close enough to have ripped Broder’s sleeve, but it was there, hanging rusty and bent from the railing. His eyes focused on it dimly. I drew more power from the web, hung his focus on the nail, let him imagine there were faint blue threads drifting from it, helped him remember the poke of metal on his arm right before the sound of the tear.

			“Oh,” he said.

			Just then, the fire whistle sounded, a wailing note that carried through the valley. “That’ll be you,” I said, not relaxing my hold on the magic for an instant. “Thanks again, Chief.”

			He stumbled down the porch steps and past us to the driveway, returning to the cruiser without another word. It was only when the sound of the car faded completely that I released the magic, and a wave of exhaustion passed over me so strong that I nearly dropped the fawn.

			I sank to my haunches and set her on the ground, uncaring if Sarah was watching through the window. The white spots in the fawn’s fur swam in my vision, and sweat rolled down my nose and stung my eyes.

			What the fuck did you do? I asked myself.

			Broder and I were not friends. There was not even mutual respect between us, but I did respect my profession, and that profession did not include lying to cops about the potential danger of wild animals. My telling the truth sometimes meant someone got a fine, even if I thought they did the best they could in a given situation; rarely, it meant an animal was euthanized for testing when it otherwise might have been allowed to live. Still, I always told the truth, because I’d seen too many rehabilitators go down the long, tragic spiral of one white lie after another, until one day they were raided by the DEC and found with a hundred “pets” they couldn’t bear to release, their floors covered in shit and their walls full of skeletons.

			Why had I done it? Especially when the truth—well, the truth was I hadn’t seen the fawn try to bite Broder. The truth was that she was too small to do damage even if she did bite. So why had I lied? I didn’t know.

			I picked her up again, ignoring the weakness in my legs, and went to the truck. I situated her in one of the custom, built-in crates and absently rubbed a little patch of fur between my thumb and forefinger, trying to determine if she’d been dyed or stained with something to make her stink. Nothing rubbed off on my skin, and that wouldn’t make sense anyway; if she had been dyed, her spots wouldn’t show.

			I shut the crate door and started violently at the sight of Sarah, who was standing inches away. “Sorry,” she said.

			“That’s okay.”

			She held out a crate of whitetail milk replacer. “I don’t have any other use for it.”

			“Oh, thanks. I appreciate it.”

			She shrugged, and made a vague gesture in the direction Broder’s car had gone. “Well, thank you. I guess I didn’t realize I could get in trouble for this.”

			“That’s understandable, a lot of people don’t. Do you want updates on her?”

			“Um, no. That’s okay.”

			“All right,” I said awkwardly. “I’ll take good care of her.”

			“Okay,” was all she said, and I went home.
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			I didn’t process a single turn I made on the way back. My mind was wrapped around the bandages on Sarah’s fingers, the long rip in Broder’s sleeve, the impossibility of the fawn’s guilt, the fact that Sarah lied and I lied regardless. If the fawn had not bitten, and if she could not break skin if she tried, why had we lied?

			The cold, rational part of me that I relied upon to do this job said that something wasn’t right here, and if I really wanted to uphold the spirit of my calling and not just the letter, I would test the fawn for rabies.

			I was still thinking it as I parked the truck and went around back to the crate, but when I opened the door, the sight of her cracked the armor plating around my heart. Yes, I saw a lot of death in this line of work, and I was accustomed to the brutality of predator versus prey, but I was not a machine. There was nothing so innocent or so pitiable as a fawn, and looking at her curled, helpless form inside the metal crate, I remembered why I began the sanctuary in the first place.

			I’m not going to kill her, I thought, and I throttled the voice that said otherwise.

			I took her to the barn and set her up in the intake pen while I made a bottle. No sooner had I placed it in the holder than she latched on, pulling at it so vigorously that milk spilled over her chin. I took her temperature, checked her for parasites, felt all over for injuries, and tried to figure out what could be causing that stink. I half expected to find a vestigial limb on her, necrotic and rancid, but the closest thing I found was her umbilical scab, which meant she was less than a week old. She was in perfect health.

			I pondered what to do. Naturally, Mac wasn’t nursing at the moment, but she was a good mother, reliable as a Swiss watch, and if there was any doe who would take a fawn out of season, it would be her. There wasn’t enough time for the fawn to put on the kind of weight she’d need going into winter no matter how many feedings I did each day, but I could supplement more heavily this year, maybe even open up the back of the barn so they could shelter—

			The bottle gurgled as it ran dry, and I grabbed it from its holder before the fawn could suck down a bunch of air. She looked up at me, blinking her deep chocolate eyes and licking her lips with a small pink tongue, and a long-dormant part of me reared up and said mine.

			“Come on,” I told her, scooping her up again. “I think we should introduce you to Mac, for my sake as much as yours.”

			Mac was more or less right where I’d left her, and she lifted her head to watch my progress across the meadow. As we got close, her nostrils began to flare, taking in the scent. I hesitated briefly, wondering if I should’ve bathed the fawn first. Normally, it would’ve been the worst course of action, stripping her of the very thing that would identify her as a baby to other deer and replacing it with artificial chemicals, but I wasn’t sure what Mac would make of this smell.

			I stopped a few yards short of the doe and set the fawn down, letting her decide what she wanted to do with her legs; some fawns, especially if they were hungry, would go right up to a doe, while others would simply curl into a ball and wait. Despite having just eaten, the fawn did the former, closing in on Mac until their outstretched noses were inches apart.

			Mac went very still.

			In the natural world, freezing was never a good sign. It was always the precursor to flight or attack, but I was trying to allow for some uncertainty. This was a strange-smelling baby at the wrong time of year, and I expected Mac to have her doubts.

			“Easy now,” I said, edging closer, keeping my voice soft and almost singsong. “Everybody’s good here.”

			The strike came between one heartbeat and another. Mac lashed out, hoof whistling so close to the fawn’s head that it bent her ear, then slammed into her tiny shoulder. The fawn collapsed like papier-mâché.

			“Mac!” I screamed.

			The sound was so harsh and so loud that it tore my throat on its way out, echoing until I imagined Paul could hear it on the other hill. I’d never raised my voice in the sanctuary before, and certainly never at Mac. Even so, she wound up for another strike until I lunged forward over the fawn’s crumpled body, my hands outstretched like the claws of a predator. Mac bolted then, strides short and uneven from her lame hip, her white tail flicked to the sky as a warning.

			“Oh fuck, what a mess,” I whispered, half to myself and half to the fawn. She was breathing hard and fast as I bent over her, eyes wide. She’d fallen on the side that was struck, so I had to move her to examine it, and she bleated painfully as I slid my hands beneath her, the first sound she’d made. Guilt splintered my heart.

			“You’re okay, you’re okay,” I murmured, even though she certainly wasn’t. I palpated the area as gently as I could, her little sides heaving against the support of my arms. There was no obvious break, no shards of bone poking against her skin, but I had to assume it was at least fractured.

			Picking her up and taking her inside, I bypassed the rehab room altogether and set up a makeshift observation area in the living room. Assuming the shock of the attack didn’t send her into a lethal downward spiral, she’d need to be fed six times a day anyway, and I’d rather have her where I could see her.

			After I settled her limp form on an old dog bed, I checked her more thoroughly for other injuries, remembering how close Mac’s hoof came to her head. I didn’t see any, but as I passed my hand over her muzzle, I felt something that wasn’t quite right—a slight difference in the jaw that didn’t match with my muscle memory of handling dozens of other fawns.

			Sliding my thumb over the seam of her mouth, I lifted her lip and found a full row of grooved, bone-white teeth.
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			The fawn survived the first night. I slept in my armchair beside the observation pen, waking when my neck got too stiff or my head fell forward. Each time I stirred, I peered at her in the dim light of the lamp and saw her sides rising and falling steadily. But neonates were fragile, and the first few days of this fawn’s life had been nothing but stress.

			When I woke for the final time at dawn, she’d lifted her head and was looking around with her nostrils flaring. I breathed a relieved sigh and sank down on the floor beside her, stroking one gentle hand over her head.

			“There’s a girl. You’re a tough one, aren’t you?”

			I got up to make her a bottle, seeing that the case of whitetail replacer Sarah sent with me would be gone by tomorrow. I didn’t have any in the house, so I’d have to take a drive into town and hope Georgie still had some. The fawn struggled up to her feet as I brought the milk over, stiff and tentative on her injured shoulder, but I was happy she was willing to stand on it at all. She snatched at the bottle with a greedy vigor beyond her size, and I tried not to think of the rows of pale teeth splitting her gums, the teeth she shouldn’t have.

			When the fawn had eaten, I moved on to the squirrels and the young raccoon, the rest of my usual chores. The other animals were doing well, the raccoon certainly ready to begin his transition back to the wild, the squirrels gaining weight and mobility, and yet I found myself unsettled as I cleaned their cages. Winter loomed, no matter how the vibrant cluster of dahlias blooming just outside the window may have belied it, and the question of how best to care for the fawn already nagged at the back of my mind. Without Mac to help her through, there was no way I’d be able to release her before next spring, and keeping a young whitetail for five or six months was no small task.

			One day at a time, I told myself, the same thing my mother used to say when I became impatient with the routines of weeding and planting and harvesting. One thing at a time.

			Patience, at least, I had learned.

			With the most pressing chores done, I went out to the truck and headed back into the valley. This was twice as much as I normally left the sanctuary in a given week, and as I pulled into the parking lot of the feed store, wincing as the truck thunked into a pothole hard enough to rattle my teeth, I thought it was three times as much as I would like. As usual, the only other vehicle in the lot was Georgie’s little beat-up Ford sedan, although I saw an Army recruiter had set up shop in one of the empty storefronts.

			I hurried into the feed store, unable to shake the urgency that pressed down like a hand on my neck. The old automatic doors shrieked as if I’d deeply inconvenienced them. The scent of sawdust and chicken feed and fertilizer wasn’t as comforting as usual, but Georgie was in her usual place behind the desk, a yellowed magazine open in front of her. She winced at the sound of the doors.

			“Hey, Tess. Gotta do something about those, don’t I?”

			“They’d drive me nuts if I were you and had to sit here and listen to them all day.”

			“Yeah, well, they don’t open all that often.” Georgie’s chuckle was tinged with bitterness. “So, what can I do for you?”

			“Well, first—” I reached into my satchel and pulled out a magazine thick as a book, its protective plastic crinkling. Georgie’s eyes lit up.

			“September 1971?”

			“Yep, all three hundred pages of it.”

			She took off the plastic and flipped it open almost reverently. I’d never understood Georgie’s love of vintage fashion magazines, which didn’t seem to influence her actual fashion sense, and she’d never bothered to explain it—it seemed personal, so I simply accepted it.

			“It looks brand new,” she said softly, “like no one’s ever touched it.”

			“Maybe no one has. The guy said it was mint.”

			“What guy?”

			“Ah-ah.” I wagged my finger at her. “If I tell you, where will I get my surprises from?”

			“Well, thank you, I appreciate it.”

			“No problem. So, do you happen to have any whitetail replacer in stock?”

			She raised a brow. “You’re the second person this week to come in looking for that. What are you doing with a fawn this time of year?”

			“Same fawn, I think. Girl with blue hair came in looking for it?”

			“That’s the one.”

			“Yeah. Weird case. Thinking it might be a farmed deer or something. My resident doe didn’t take to her, so it’s all on me.”

			“Ah. Well, I know I have a couple boxes of whitetail replacer on the shelf. I’ll check the back for you and order some more if I’m low.”

			“Thanks, you’re the best.”

			I went to the usual aisle and took the two boxes of milk replacer I found there, which would probably only be enough to get the fawn through another week. I went up and down a few other aisles while I was there, trying to remember what I needed—a 21-millimeter wrench to replace the one I broke changing the U-bolts on the truck, another tube of caulk for the joints in the house, a couple packages of tulips to do up the front planters. In my infinite time, I thought wryly.

			When I went back to the counter, Georgie had another three boxes of milk replacer she found in the back.

			“This enough, or should I put an order in?”

			“Might as well—I know I’ll use it eventually.”

			She cashed me out, and I pretended I didn’t notice how empty the cash drawer was. “You hear about the Pentecostal church?” she asked. “They got a new pastor. He came in here just twenty minutes ago looking for squirrel traps, says the parsonage attic is full of them. I told him not to bother with any of that and just give you a call.”

			“Oh, yeah, I saw the sign. How long do you think that’ll last?”

			She sucked her teeth. “You know, I wish ’em the best. Not sure if it’s a cause or effect, but I know this town was doing a lot better when we had five church services going every Sunday. Plus, I think we should be grateful for every drop of new blood we can get. He’s got a wife and a son, a teenager.”

			“Wow, kind of a rough move for the kid.”

			“I know it—I heard the graduating class this year was only twenty. But Ev’s determined to help make it stick, so we’re all going to do the welcome wagon thing this Saturday. You want to come?”

			“Sure, I can make something and bring it by. What time?”

			“I’ll tell Ev to text you; I think she said noon but that wasn’t definite. You know, I can’t even remember the last time we had a new pastor in town. Must’ve been—maybe ’82? I remember because that was the year the 4-H building burned down, and they asked the new Wesleyan pastor to say a prayer even though he didn’t know a single person here. It was embarrassing. Do you remember—”

			She paused. Confusion clouded her eyes, and I knew she was trying to work out how she remembered me being part of the bucket brigade in ’82 when I didn’t look old enough to have even been alive at the time. I plucked at the strings of my magic as gently as a harp, channeling just enough influence to make her lose her train of thought.

			Georgie cleared her throat uncertainly. She glanced at the cash register, at her own hands poised over the counter. “Did I give you your change?”

			“You’re keeping it,” I said. “I’ll text Evelyn and see what’s up for Saturday. Thanks!”

			I turned and hurried back out to the truck before she could say anything else. I hoped she would go back to her magazine and not think any more about the fire in ’82, or who might or might not have been there.
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			I set the young raccoon up in his enclosure in the barn the next day. He explored the hammocks and climbing poles in the stall enthusiastically, chittering away to himself, but only ventured outside as far as the shade of the canvas cover went. I watched him for a few minutes to ensure he found the water and food dishes; my own stomach rumbled as I did, and I reached into my back pocket for my phone to check the time.

			My phone was nowhere to be found, but judging by the position of the sun, both the fawn and the squirrels were due for another feeding, so I hurried inside and started to heat water for the milk replacer.

			The squirrels had already started to complain, squeaking loudly from the rehab room. The fawn was on her feet, staring intently toward the source of the sound with her nose pressed against the wire of her pen.

			“Noisy little buggers, aren’t they?” I said to her. I’d been doing that since she arrived—little offhand comments or greetings, things I didn’t have cause to say since my house was usually empty. I didn’t often talk to the animals in my care; until now, Mac had been the only exception. For some reason, I wanted the fawn to acknowledge me.

			She did now, but only briefly, glancing in my direction before she returned her attention to the rehab room. The squeaking was beginning to grate on my nerves, so I hurried through the prep of their milk and then into their room.

			They’re certainly getting more mobile, I thought as I opened their bin. Not a single one was in their artificial nest, all of them fled to the corners of the bin, and I wondered if they were complaining so vigorously because they were hot. I turned down the heating pad and scooped them back into the nest, supplying each one with a few drops of milk in the hopes they’d quiet down.

			They didn’t. As I picked up each one to give them their full meal, the others kept up a frantic cacophony of mewling. They’d always been good eaters, but this time they didn’t settle, and I had to downright fight with two of them to accept the dropper. They squirmed out of the nest and crawled away until their noses hit the wall of the bin, and even then they tried to keep going, scratching at the plastic with their tiny nails. As the feeding progressed and they flung their bodies against the walls of the bin with their meager strength, I began to worry they’d exhaust themselves.

			When they’d all eaten, I gathered them back into the nest and cupped my hands around them, plying my magic to calm their little hearts. I had to be careful—with such small things, it would’ve been easy to slow their blood to stillness, and for a few minutes they continued to squeal and writhe against my palms. I’d never particularly enjoyed handling infant bodies—the limpness of their necks, the way their bones and sinew rolled under the slightest weight—but it was an unavoidable part of the job, and I’d become accustomed to it. This time, though, the slide and furl of downy skin and fibrous muscle turned my stomach.

			I turned aside and breathed deep through my nose, forcing myself to be calm, to simply be a channel for my craft. After a few minutes, the squirrels quieted. I released them slowly, bracing myself for the noise to start again, but they remained asleep in the nest. I gathered up the dropper and remains of the milk and went out, shutting the door softly behind me.

			The fawn was exactly where I left her, still as a statue except for the flaring of her nostrils. The force of her attention unnerved me, trained beyond me and through the door, and I moved instinctively as if to break her line of sight. Still, it wasn’t until I’d made her bottle and brought it over that she paid me any heed, crossing the pen with a faint limp and a hungry shine in her eyes. She nearly yanked the bottle from my hands on the first pull, and drained it in record time.

			There was something about the way she ate that both delighted and disturbed me. Any bottle-fed ungulate I’d ever seen—calves, goats, fawns, foals—would suck a bottle dry with a kind of mindless frenzy, a product of the instinct that said starvation was around every corner. But this fawn took every bottle like she was owed it, not with desperation or gratitude but greed. I saw myself in that avarice, the drowned thing that had crawled out of the pond and sworn not to be less sinful or more cautious, but to take what she wanted without apology. People did not expect such a thing, from a woman or a fawn; we were both meant to be prey, both meant to be grateful simply for being allowed to survive.

			“Maybe all fawns should have teeth,” I mused to her. “What a different world that would be.”

			When the bottles and droppers had been washed and put away, I finally had time to grab a bite for myself. I threw together a sandwich using the last of the bread I baked last week and the remains of the cheese Paul brought to dinner, and I spotted my phone half-buried beneath a pile of seed packets. I took a bite of my sandwich and pulled it out, swearing through a mouthful of bread when I saw I had a missed call and a voicemail from Evelyn.

			The voicemail was garbled, and I had a feeling she’d made the call through the shitty Bluetooth headphones she loved to walk with. I gathered that Burrsville students didn’t have school because of parent–teacher conferences, so the welcome wagon would be calling on the new pastor and his family today rather than Saturday.

			It was already half past eleven, which meant there was no time to bake a pie or a loaf of bread. I was briefly seized with the temptation to say I couldn’t make it; I was busy enough, after all.

			But I’d told Georgie I would, and besides, I was a little bit curious. It was hard to imagine any of Burrsville’s remaining churches would be a pastor’s first choice, and I was entertaining a suspicion that the pastor’s arrival here was the result of some kind of excommunication. I wanted to find out for myself, rather than relying on the gossip from Christine.

			I filled a basket with apples, squashes, and small early pumpkins, and decorated it with a ribbon bow stolen off one of my leftover Mabon dinner decorations. I had just enough time to change into a clean shirt and scrub the dirt from under my nails.

			I loaded the basket and myself into the truck and headed down the hill once again. With school evidently out, Burrsville was livelier than usual; I had to wait for a clump of teenagers to straggle across the street at the light, and when I looked to the left, I saw the devil sitting on a bench with Sal Burns, one of Burrsville’s former mayors.

			At eighty-two, Sal was almost as old as I was, but unlike me, he was doing his best to be remembered. No one else in Burrsville had their name on more plaques, bricks, or benches than Sal, and he sponsored every little charity dinner and T-ball team he could. When I found the devil in Burrsville, he was usually talking to Sal.

			“He thinks I’m Death,” the devil told me once, eyes gleaming like coins. “Capital D, Death. Every time I leave, his face screws up into a little ball and he says, ‘Should I come with you?’ ”

			“Will you make a bargain with him?” I’d asked, trying to sound casual.

			“For what? What could I possibly want from him?”

			“I don’t know. Burrsville is just as much his as it is mine, in a way.”

			The shine went out of his silver eyes. “You think this is about Burrsville?”

			That was how he was—a trickster spirit one moment, a wounded lover the next, and beneath it all, the pale curve of fangs in the dark. Perhaps, in some bygone era, he’d been all teeth, the ever-lusting, ever-grasping creature of myth thrown out of heaven by God, but not many people believed in God anymore, and only a few more believed in the devil. He was not what he once was, and without a foothold in the world, he couldn’t remain in it long. That was why he wanted my sanctuary, and why I didn’t quite believe him when he said it wasn’t about Burrsville. He was persistent, and had been since long before I made a deal with him; he offered bargains to my mother and grandmother too, but all they ever wanted was for him to leave them alone. Once, when I was young, I’d asked them if there was no way to make him go, to keep him out.

			“There’s a way,” my grandmother had said, absently picking through the collection of pebbles I’d brought her. “But it costs. Costs too much. The power to bind the devil might well make you a devil too.”

			As I watched him now, head tipped back to catch the autumn sun, he looked like nothing more than that young hippie again. And yet, on the other side of the bench, Sal was staring at him with a deep and abiding terror.

			Behind me, someone honked their horn impatiently. Sal jumped, half rising from the bench that bore his name. The devil looked up and winked at me, and I drove on, embarrassed to have been caught staring.

			The bell tower of the Pentecostal church loomed into view, followed shortly thereafter by the sign welcoming Pastor Zeke. The church and its parsonage were surrounded by a fortress of boxwood hedge, which had always felt right to me—neither place struck me as welcoming.

			Over the top of the hedge, I spotted a little knot of women going up the driveway to the parsonage, so I hurriedly pulled the truck over and got out, careful not to bump the basket and send apples flying.

			“There you are, Tess,” Evelyn said as I approached. “Wasn’t sure you’d be able to make it with the short notice.”

			“Well, only just,” I said. “Hopefully I don’t have any raccoon shit in my hair.”

			Evelyn wrinkled her nose, but Georgie laughed. It was those two, Christine, and one other woman, named Sharon, who was in her seventies and only helped welcome the rare newcomer so she could snoop in their houses. She’d almost certainly been in the parsonage before, but the old house was shining with a new coat of white paint, and I could see a few of the railings on the porch had been replaced. In the golden gleam of the autumn light, it looked almost charming, even with its flower beds bare of anything but mulch.

			Christine took the lead up the porch, with nosy Sharon on her heels, then Evelyn and Georgie, and me bringing up the rear. I hovered on the edge of the top step as she knocked; it was answered barely a breath later, as if the person behind it had been waiting. There was a general shuffle backward, which nudged my heels over the lip of the stair into space. I glanced down to check my footing, and when I looked up again, Norman Abdee was standing in the doorway.

			I was vaguely aware of Christine’s bright voice at the edge of my perception, the on-cue chorus of niceties from our group, the waft of stale, mildewed air that belatedly followed the opening of the door, but it all felt very far away. The only thing I could really see and really hear was him.

			He was not as I’d known him, of course—his hair was steely gray and there were hard lines around his mouth, a sagging pouch beneath his Adam’s apple, a slight paunch where muscle had run to middle-aged softness. But his shoulders were still broad and his eyes were the same stony blue, and I only realized how hard I was shaking when an apple tipped out of my basket and rolled across the porch.

			Norman bent and picked it up, his large hand enveloping the lustrous dark flesh. He buffed it lightly on his sleeve and looked up at me; I waited for the jolt of recognition, but the polite smile on his face never changed.

			“Oh, whoops,” Christine was saying. “That’s Tess. She’s our animal control officer and she has a beautiful wildlife sanctuary up on the hill, and she grows amazing produce.”

			“Tess, nice to meet you,” he said. My body unlocked, and I gasped in a breath.

			It was not Norman. The voice was all wrong, loud and booming, and the accent was the familiar, clipped attenuation of Western New York rather than the Kansas drawl I remembered. And of course it wasn’t Norman, couldn’t be him—Norman must be forty years dead, nothing more than worm food. Which meant this must be—

			His grandson.

			Yes, that must be it. This was Norman’s grandson, and he had no idea who I was. How would he, after all? It’s not as though Norman would’ve had pictures of me.

			I swallowed hard, my dry throat clicking. “Nice to meet you,” I managed.

			Blessedly, Christine recaptured the pastor’s attention again. I sagged against a porch pillar, my flight response receding and leaving trembling weakness in its place. Georgie turned and frowned at me, mouthing, Are you okay?

			I summoned up a brisk nod and a thumbs-up, and she turned back around, listening to whatever Christine was saying. A moment later, Norman—Zeke, I reminded myself—said, “Why don’t you all come inside?”

			They all shambled through the doorway after him, and I trailed along numbly, not trusting my own voice to make an excuse for myself. I didn’t want to draw attention, and part of me was certain that if I started to plead out, I’d simply flee. Inside, the house was exactly as I imagined all parsonages must have been—plain white walls, dark wood trim, the faint, warring smells of mold and bleach. The décor amounted to a rough wooden crucifix and a couple needlepoint Bible verses.

			Just stay quiet and keep your head down, I told myself. Get through this and—

			“Honey!” Zeke boomed, and I ducked like a gun had gone off over my head. “We have guests!”

			Despite the fact that I remembered her obituary from thirty years ago, there was a part of me that expected Laura Macoun to emerge. Far from the stout, corn-fed girl who had been engaged to Norman, the woman who appeared was a scrap of a thing. I stood a full head taller than her, and her narrow shoulders seemed to pull in even tighter when she saw us. She had a sharp, elfin chin, sunken cheeks, a large, sloping forehead, and hazel eyes that bulged in her small face. Her hair was mousy and thin, pulled into a low ponytail that made her look childish despite the lines in her skin.

			She was followed by a boy, and had I not already experienced the shock of seeing Zeke, the boy would have sent me reeling. He was the spitting image of Norman as I’d known him—still growing into his frame, but he had the same curling dark hair and crooked grin and big hands. The only thing he seemed to have taken from his mother was the color of his eyes, which were a woodland palette of soft brown and green, nothing like Norman’s stone blue.

			Zeke went over to his wife and put his arm around her shoulders. “Honey, I told you you’d love it here. These great folks came over just to welcome us.”

			She smiled at us, revealing two rows of small teeth that bucked inward toward her tongue. “Thank you so much for coming. This is just what we hoped for when we moved here—people who share our values and still know how to be neighbors.”

			The assumption—and the phrasing—made my skin crawl, but Georgie stepped forward, shifting her casserole dish to one arm and extending her free hand. “Georgie,” she said briskly; I knew she hated when wives didn’t introduce themselves.

			“Oh, this is Rachel,” Zeke said. Rachel gingerly took Georgie’s hand, and Georgie pumped it vigorously enough that the other woman winced.

			“And this is my son, David.”

			The boy waved awkwardly, smiling Norman’s crooked smile, and ducked his head. “Nice to meet you all.”

			There was another bit of shuffling as everyone deposited their casseroles and platters on the kitchen counter, and then Sharon said, “Rachel, I couldn’t help but notice the beautiful quilted jacket on the coatrack. Are you a quilter?”

			To my surprise, Rachel’s pinched face lit up. “I am, actually—I was working on something new before you arrived. Not many women have any interest in quilting anymore. Would you like to see it?”

			I was one such woman who had no interest in quilting, but apparently I was the only one, because in short order I found myself in the kitchen with no one but Zeke and David, still clutching my basket of fruit.

			“Would you like me to take that?” David asked.

			“Oh, sure.” I thrust the basket in his direction, then realized I’d have nothing to do with my hands when he took it. He wrested it gently from me, his eyes meeting mine questioningly over the top of the handle when I didn’t release it at first.

			“The apples are Black Oxfords,” I said when the silence was too much. “They’re an heirloom variety, so you might find—well, they’re an acquired taste if you’re used to apples from the grocery store.”

			David took an apple from the basket, buffed it on his sleeve like his father had, and bit into it; I looked away. “Mm,” he said thoughtfully. “Yeah, it’s sweet, but there’s a little bit of—I don’t know. Cinnamon, almost?”

			“I always thought allspice, but yeah.”

			He took another bite, the scent of the apple reaching me in the stale kitchen. I couldn’t look at this boy; every movement and glance reminded me of Norman, bringing up memories and thoughts I shouldn’t have.

			The pastor cleared his throat, propping himself against the linoleum counter and folding his arms loosely. “So, Tess,” he said, “Christine said you have a wildlife sanctuary?”

			In my periphery, I saw David perk up. “Yes, I’m a licensed wildlife rehabilitator,” I said.

			“And what does that entail?”

			“Oh, well, a lot of cleaning up poop, honestly. Lots of waking up through the night to do infant feedings. Then there’s wound care, giving antibiotics, giving baths, that kind of stuff. That’s the day-to-day, and you have to kind of love it on its own, because compared to that, the release days are few and far between.”

			“Ah,” Zeke said. “Doesn’t sound like it would pay the bills. What does your husband do?”

			“I’m not married. I’m the town’s animal control officer. That’s what pays the bills.”

			The pastor made a noncommittal noise. “But the town doesn’t own the sanctuary?”

			“No,” I said, a sharp note creeping into my voice. “It’s my private property.”

			“It sounds really cool,” David said eagerly. “Do you ever need volunteers? I used to walk dogs at the shelter where we lived before.”

			“Uh, well, I don’t have a volunteer program at the moment. It’s been a long time since anyone asked. But if I come up with anything, I could let you know?”

			“There must be someplace in town that already has a volunteer program,” Zeke said.

			“Sure,” I agreed awkwardly. “No shortage of people or places around here that need help.”

			There was a long, brittle moment of silence. Finally, David said, “Didn’t you need to ask Tess about the squirrels in the attic, Dad?”

			The boy’s tone was mild, but there was a belligerent glint in his eye as he said it. Zeke chuckled harshly, shaking his head. “My son seems to think we should call a ‘professional’ just because we have some rodents in the attic. Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but I think it’s overkill to go calling someone when I can just buy some traps at the hardware store. I’m sure you have bigger fish to fry than some squirrels, right?”

			I’d heard some variation of this spiel dozens, maybe hundreds of times, but it never failed to rankle me. People—men, really—only seemed to think it was a matter of skill or self-sufficiency rather than the life or death of an animal.

			“Pest removal is actually a huge part of what I do,” I said evenly. “Squirrels, rats, possums, bats, you name it. I can take in whole families and make sure they relocate successfully.”

			Zeke frowned. “Isn’t that a waste? The town is paying you a salary to relocate squirrels? Why not have them call an exterminator, bring in a business?”

			Even with as long as I’d been in Burrsville, I got this question a lot. In fact, it wasn’t uncommon for people to confess I was their second call, and they’d only looked up animal control once they realized the nearest exterminator wouldn’t make the drive out in the time frame they were hoping for.

			“Exterminators love to tell people they’re relocating animals because they know it makes them feel better, but it’s bullshit,” I said. “Animals can’t magically find food, water, or shelter in a place they’ve never been before, so when the Orkin guy comes and traps a couple raccoons, drives them ten miles out of town, and dumps them, they’re as good as dead. In fact, it would be kinder if he put them down. Half the time, they’re already injured and dehydrated because those guys don’t check the traps often enough, and the animals don’t know where to find food or water. If they’re lucky, a coyote will grab them before they have to starve to death. People say, ‘Oh, at least they have a chance,’ but they don’t have a chance. Successful rehabilitation and relocation takes time and effort.”

			“Well, then it sounds like we agree—the better option is to put them down. They’re not pets, they’re not even endangered. It’s a waste.”

			“Why would it be a waste to relocate squirrels but not, for instance, a bear? It’s a hell of a lot cheaper to rehabilitate and relocate squirrels.”

			“Maybe it’s a waste for a bear too.”

			“Not sure you’d feel that way if you found one in your backyard.”

			“In that case, I think I’d just shoot it.”

			The nervous shake in my hands disappeared. My trembling muscles stilled and cooled, and the shifting, unsettled pieces of my mind slid back into place. This man wasn’t Norman, but I knew him anyway; I’d met him a hundred times, a thousand times, and he was always the same. His was always the same brand of cruelty, as commonplace as a dandelion, and yet he always expected I would reel back in shock at his hard-boiled masculinity.

			I smiled nastily, meeting his gaze with my own flinty stare. “I’m sure Chief Broder would have something to say about you discharging a firearm in the village.”

			There was another beat of brittle silence; David was breathing quick, anxious breaths. Finally, Zeke forced a laugh.

			“Well, all hypothetical anyway.”

			“Of course,” I said, “but in a very real sense, a big part of my job is animal cruelty and poaching. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d love to see this quilt your wife was talking about—it must really be something.”

			I walked out of the room without waiting for Zeke’s answer, catching a glimpse of David as I did. He looked almost frightened, but his eyes were shining.

			I found my friends and Sharon a few rooms away, in a space dominated by a massive old sewing machine and littered with fabric scraps and snips of thread. Rachel was hovering over a pattern book with Sharon and Evelyn, but I entered to find her already staring at me, as if she’d been tuned in to my conversation with Zeke. I took Christine’s elbow and murmured my apologies, saying I needed to get back to the sanctuary.

			“Oh, well, thanks for coming, Tess! Always great to see you.”

			Everyone else looked up and chorused their goodbyes, and I met Rachel’s eyes. “Welcome to Burrsville,” I said. “If you need any help with the squirrels in the attic, you give me a call, okay?”

			“Well, that’s up to my husband, of course,” she said, and the disapproval dripped thicker than unset concrete. “I imagine he’ll take care of it himself.”

			I left the house before I lost my temper, only to be met with the sight of Broder’s black-and-white in the driveway. He was stepping out as I came down the porch stairs, and his face immediately hardened. I recognized the look, the expression of a man who knew he was angry but didn’t exactly know why.

			“Hey, Tess, didn’t expect to see you here,” he said casually, almost hiding the stiffness in his voice.

			“Yeah, I’m part of the welcome wagon, but you know how it is—duty calls.”

			“Sure, yeah. So what ended up happening with that fawn from the other day?”

			I wasn’t exactly sure what he meant, but I didn’t want him thinking too hard about it, so I said, “Oh, nothing at all. She came home with me and she’s been settling in.”

			“You haven’t had any problems with her?”

			“Nope, no problems at all. Very healthy, eating well.”

			“Ah, okay. Because I heard through the grapevine she wasn’t fitting in so well with the other deer at the sanctuary.”

			I cursed Georgie’s love of gossip, the long, lonely hours at the store that left her with nothing better to do than pass along every seemingly harmless bit of news to whomever stopped by. It worked for me as often as it worked against me.

			“That’s not how I would characterize it,” I said. “I tried to graft her onto another doe, but you know, it’s the wrong time of year. She wasn’t too keen on me saddling her with a baby with winter coming.”

			“I see. Well, glad that worked out.” He hitched up his belt and looked away, dismissing me, but I wasn’t fooled. Broder was, by every description and definition, a slouch, but every once in a while he’d get something between his teeth and refuse to let go of it. I’d have to be careful not to let the fawn pique his interest again.

			As I got in the truck, I saw the pastor’s wife standing in the window. My friends were arrayed behind her, examining a scrap of quilt, but she was watching me. One hand was clenched around the edge of the faded curtain, and the other was pointing at me, a single yellowed nail pressed against the glass. Her eyes bulged like flayed grapes in her sunken face, and her lips pulled back in a strange grimace, caught somewhere between laughter and rage. The tendons in her thin neck strained, muscles working as if she were a snake choking down a rat. Something inside me coiled in revulsion.

			I paused at the door of my truck with half a mind to go back inside, drag my friends out of that place, and never return.

			The pastor’s wife started, as if she had just realized I could see her. Her lips closed over her teeth, and her head sank back to huddle between her shoulders. With a quick twitch of her wrist, she closed the curtain.
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			I found myself unable to sleep well for days after the visit, and in the depths of the night I would creep downstairs and curl into the armchair by the fawn’s pen, some nameless apprehension buzzing beneath my skin. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Norman, or Zeke, or David, but to me, they were all Norman. His face, so perfectly replicated in his grandson and great-grandson, sent long-buried memories skittering through my mind like spiders startled from their corners.

			I didn’t know how long it really took to seal the devil’s bargain all those years ago, but it was long enough that Norman believed he had killed me, and he fled. He disappeared so quickly and quietly that Burrsville feared the worst on his behalf, and men went tramping through the woods to look for him. A logger’s life was a dangerous one, and often ended crushed between rolling trunks or felled by dropping limbs or bled out on a saw.

			Then the postman, who was from the next town over, said he’d seen Norman headed south with nothing but a rucksack. When he’d pulled over to offer help, the young man dove into the woods and was lost to his sight.

			All eyes immediately turned to Laura Macoun. He’s left her in the family way, people whispered, but there was no sign of that being true. Mr. Macoun was enraged, demanding that “something be done,” and for a short time a small group of men took to walking around town with crowbars and hammers, claiming loudly that they were going to find him but never making it beyond the village limits. There were a few scuffles with the other loggers, but nothing ever came of it beyond a few black eyes and bruised egos.

			The turbulence died down after a month or two. As far as anyone knew, the only wrong Norman committed was abandoning his fiancée without a word of explanation. When it became clear he didn’t leave her with child or abscond with money, the heat in the furor dissipated.

			But I still had the memory of his hands around my neck, and the devil’s stamp on the inside of my mouth.

			My mother watched me closely, always with a look like she was about to ask a question, but she never did. She took fewer shifts at the laundry and stayed home, and where once I had been lonely I now longed for solitude again. When I stood up from weeding the garden, arching my back to relieve the ache in it, I’d glimpse her watching me through the kitchen window. When I returned from gathering berries in the woods, I’d find her hovering on the porch. I waited for her to accuse me; the possibility hung like an anvil around my neck. Surely, after warning me my entire life about taking the devil’s bargain, she would have some way to recognize that I had.

			“You look well,” she told me, suspicion glinting in her eyes.

			“I feel well,” I lied. I did not feel well; I felt sick every waking moment, terrified that my secret would be discovered, and yet I had never looked more beautiful. My skin was radiant, my eyes dark and shining as blackberries, my hair so pale a gold it was nearly silver.

			My most potent fear was that Norman would feel Laura deserved an explanation, that he’d write to her and confess what he’d done and why he’d done it. He would tell her I had driven him to his infidelity and he had murdered me to avenge his own honor, and she would look at me, not drowned and without even the barest bruise on my white neck, and begin to wonder. The time of witch burnings and strip searches for odd moles was long gone, but in little towns like ours, where the ancient woods crept up to the doorstep and the wild things were not so far removed, the old ways died hard.

			For two weeks straight, I crept down the hill in the dead of night to hang a charm of ginseng, mint, and vervain over Laura’s bedroom window, only to go back and retrieve it at dawn before anyone could find it. When I finally sidled up to her at the midsummer picnic, I could smell the mint she had braided into her own flower crown. She smiled at me uncertainly, the effect of the friendship spell warring with her knowledge that we were not and never had been friends.

			For all my sleepless nights, it was not a strong spell, but she tolerated me longer than she might have otherwise. When I asked if Norman ever wrote to her, she dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief, as if he’d been taken by the pox.

			“No, I haven’t had a single letter. I can’t help but think he must’ve gotten mixed up in something terrible.”

			“Like what?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. The loggers are a rough crowd; perhaps it was a gambling debt, or some kind of labor scheme. You hear about such things, bosses charging them for their saws and boots, taking it out of their pay at such exorbitant prices that they can’t afford to live. I just wish he would’ve told me. My father could’ve helped him.”

			“Men are proud,” I said, injecting a note of sympathy in my voice. “Perhaps it’s not as bad as all that, though. He could’ve just gone back to Kansas to help his family.”

			She squinted at me suspiciously. “How did you know his family was from Kansas?”

			“His accent, of course. It’s very distinct.”

			“Oh, of course. Right. I thought so too.”

			I patted her hand awkwardly. “Well, I hope he writes you. You’ll have to let me know if he does.”

			“Oh, yes. Yes, I will.”

			I never spoke to Laura Macoun again, although I watched from afar as she married the boy who’d lived two doors down from her all his life, then moved away from Burrsville the moment her father passed and she received her inheritance.

			My own mother died two years after that picnic, her womb riddled with cancer. She refused to see a doctor; her fear of men had become the driving force of her decision-making. I nursed her as best as I could, although toward the end she lived almost entirely on wine I’d spiked with laudanum to dull her agony. When I learned what had killed her, I tongued the stamp on the inside of my mouth and wondered if this was the memory of God working, punishing her for birthing me.

			But the terror of the real world quickly overrode my terror of the metaphysical one. The offers for the land had come trickling in as soon as word got around that she was sick, and now I was alone, unmarried in any traditional sense. I needed help and protection.

			These were the things that drove me, through my tears, to snip off locks of my dead mother’s hair, to pluck out her eyelashes, to dig out six of her teeth, to cut open her fingers and tear out their bones. The second time the devil came to me, I was sobbing and hysterical, braced over my mother’s body with pliers in her mouth. He was the one who pinned down her wrists, who told me the twitching was nothing more than a response from the nerves.

			I took her spells of distraction and forgetfulness, spells designed to make us invisible, and made them stronger. She had used only the mildest plants, but I sought out my darkest sisters, henbane and hemlock and datura. It was long, slow work, and for three years I did nothing but make everyone in Burrsville forget me, forget the land, until I was only a familiar stranger.

			It was just after this that I planted my roses, weaving my magic into their young, tender roots and passing some of my burden to them. With my safeguards in place, I took myself through the woods and across the pond to where Norman’s half-built cabin waited, and I laid claim to everything.
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			Despite the uncomfortable visit to the pastor’s house, the next days passed in a blur of autumn’s usual demands. I spent my hours harvesting apples, berries, pumpkins, and squashes, each one of them so full of juice and flavor that they felt fit to burst in my hand. When I wasn’t harvesting them, I was moving them into dry storage or canning them or preparing the orchards and garden beds for next season, and all the while I was feeding animals and cleaning cages.

			One morning, as I shoved my feet into my shoes, harvest basket over my elbow, I glimpsed the fawn with her head upraised in a shaft of autumn sunlight, blinking softly. She was too little yet to see out the window, and so far she’d been content to stay curled in a ball in the corner until feeding time, just as a wild fawn would, but suddenly I was loathe to leave her in the dim house. She’d wanted to live so fiercely that she’d chewed her way out of her mother; surely she deserved to feel the sun, to see the wind move through the meadow grass, to smell the apples fermenting in the orchard.

			“Come on,” I said, pulling aside a panel and scooping her up under my free arm. Her heart throbbed against my palm as I carried her outside, and when I set her down, she stood splay-legged and hesitant. For a moment, I thought she’d collapse back into a ball, but instead she took a tentative step after me, then another, and followed me out into the orchard. I glanced furtively over my shoulder as I walked, unable to hide my smile; there was always something wondrous about seeing an animal learn, even if it was the simple functions of their own body. She fell once, tripping in the long grass and going down hard on her chin, but before I could even reach her she was up again, her ears flicking with uncertainty.

			“See, you’re all right,” I said. “You didn’t even need me.”

			The grass beneath the trees was littered with fallen apples, some so soft that they collapsed to mush beneath my boots, some still green and hard. I set about harvesting from the higher branches with my long-handled basket—cautiously at first, not wanting to frighten the fawn, but she only watched inquisitively. Eventually, when I glanced to check on her, she had her head down nosing at the scattered fruit, and I set about my task in earnest.

			When my bag was full, I set it down in the shade and wandered over to her. She was focused intently on the grass, and as I approached, I heard a soft crunch. She was far too young to graze yet, and I bent down curiously to see what she was doing. She jerked her head up, a strip of apple skin dangling between her teeth.

			All around us, the apples on the ground were marked with little perforated rings. On most of them, the white flesh was still attached—she wasn’t eating them, simply biting them. She bent and sunk her teeth into another piece of fruit, and I laughed as she worked the bite around her mouth and spit it out again.

			“Well, if you have those teeth, you might as well find out what they do, huh? Keep practicing.”

			After that, the fawn became my near-constant companion. At first it was just taking her out with me to pick apples; the deer practically lived in the orchard at this time of year, and I wondered if I could orchestrate a positive—or at least neutral—encounter. But strangely, they were never there when I brought her out, and I’d seen neither hide nor hair of Mac since I brought the fawn home.

			She proved good at following me, staying as close as if she were on a tether, and I began to bring her into the barn as I fed and cleaned the other enclosures, or down to the gate as I ripped out the invasive wild parsnip that found its way onto my land, or out to the forest as I harvested the fallen trees for my own firewood. She became accustomed to the clang of dishes and the whistle and thunk of my axe. She got more exercise than a fawn her age normally would, but under the accumulating pile of her oddities, my rules had all crumbled to dust.

			As she got stronger and more confident, she only became stranger. She waited impatiently by the door for me before my trips to the barn, but once there she stood inside with her nose pressed against the wire mesh of the stalls, staring hard at the raccoon or skunk or woodchuck I was feeding. It made the other animals nervous; they would retreat to the highest and farthest corners of their pens, going still and silent except for the occasional timid hiss.

			“It’s not polite to gawk,” I told her. “You’ll see plenty more where they came from when you’re on your own.”

			It was only a few days later that I decided the young raccoon was ready to go back to the wild. He’d been exploring the outdoor part of his enclosure fearlessly, and several times I caught him hanging from the top mesh, as if frustrated he couldn’t climb any higher. It was time.

			Release days always had an undercurrent of melancholy for me. The average person seemed to be under the delusion that life in the wild was a pastoral existence; “I’m so glad they can roam free,” was the common refrain when I told people I ran a sanctuary.

			In reality, wild animals lived under a staggering amount of stress. Both predators and prey were at the mercy of weather, parasites, disease, the compounding human influences of traffic, habitat loss, pesticides, traps, and hunting, and, of course, the need for food.

			In the sanctuary, the stressors were muted. My magic held nature in balance, and without the extremes of drought and starvation, the animals were less susceptible to disease and parasites. It would be healthier with a more robust population of apex predators, but I didn’t see myself convincing people to reintroduce wolves here anytime soon. Regardless, nature was never gentle. No matter how much balance I helped create, there would always be the hunter and the hunted.

			The woods closed around us as we walked, the sun-warmed grasses of the meadow disappearing behind a beguiling play of cool green leaves and fronds. The dancing shadows made the footpaths hard to see, and had I not known them so well, I would have wandered off track and found myself lost. The trees liked to keep things when they could.

			As I traveled toward the deep part of the forest, my thoughts were not on the general health of the ecosystem I so jealously protected. They were on this one little life in this carrier—whether he’d be able to find food and relative safety on his own, whether his young muscles were strong enough to climb trees instead of the easy handholds in his pen, whether he would survive the night.

			We wended our way around the outskirts of the rose and blackberry thicket, and I glanced over my shoulder to check on the fawn. She was right at my heels, long-lashed eyes fixed on the carrier, stretching her neck every so often as if she wanted to touch it with her nose.

			“Not much farther to go,” I told her quietly.

			The pond, for all I tried to avoid it, was a good place to release animals. It was a vital source of water in the most pristine part of the forest, insulated from the farmland that surrounded the sanctuary, and the woods there were full of hollows and burrows upon which prey animals depended.

			Still, I couldn’t get too close. Through the trees, I caught the gleam of sun on the water, and that was enough to start a cold sweat down my neck. I paused, set down the carrier, and took a deep breath. Behind me, I heard the now-familiar sound of the fawn settling herself in the brush.

			When my nerves had calmed, I opened the carrier and took a few steps back. Everyone loved dramatic videos of animals being released, running across open fields or beaches, but it was rarely so picturesque. Some animals took half an hour or more to feel comfortable enough to come out, and often they dashed for the nearest clump of bushes. Once I had a possum who would only go five feet before scuttling back into the carrier; it had taken him two hours to finally leave for good.

			The raccoon took his time. I settled into a squat, elbows resting comfortably on my knees and a patch of sunlight warming my back. For all the peace I strove to create, I got very few moments of rest, and I took them where I could. It was some fifteen minutes before he emerged, peering around the edge of the carrier with his nose and whiskers twitching, eyes shining like glass beads. I remained still, and at last he shot off into the undergrowth, ringed tail disappearing into a clump of ferns.

			And that was it—as unceremonious as ever. I stood up and stepped forward to collect the carrier, and that was when I heard the splash.

			I heard a splash whenever I came this close to the pond, as though it were mocking me. But this sound went straight to my heart like poison, and I whirled around. My eyes searched the brush for the fawn, trying to discern the camouflage, pick out her shape, but they didn’t. She wasn’t there.

			I ran forward, clumsy, panicked, stumbling in the loam and the roots. My heart clogged my throat and the pond loomed in my periphery, a sheet of black glass. I didn’t dare look directly at it, so my gaze darted around the edges, frantically seeking.

			The fawn was struggling in the shadows, down on her knees in the mud, the copper of her coat like a broken blood vessel in a dark eye. It was one of the few places where the bank sloped into shallows rather than plunging into sheer, frigid depths. I scrambled toward her, my boots sliding and my knees weak with fear. There was a high-pitched shrieking sound in my ears, and belatedly, I realized my breath was coming in a whine.

			I’d nearly reached her when I tripped on a clump of reeds. The sight of the water rushing up toward my face almost did me in, and it was only the fawn’s cry of distress that kept me present in my body. I yanked my hands free of the sucking mud and got my arms around her, but the pond wanted us both. The slimy bottom shifted beneath my knees as if there were a riptide, dragging me back by inches toward the depths.

			Almost blind with fear, I heaved the fawn over my shoulder. Her sharp little hooves kicked against me and tore my shirt to ribbons. With my free hand, I reached out and seized a ream of cattails, squeezing until their razor edges sliced into my palm. Just as I got one foot on solid ground, the roots betrayed me, ripping free in a shower of mud and water.

			The instant of falling was interminable. The pond opened like a maw at my back, ready to swallow me into its icy recesses. My heart seized in my chest.

			Not again, I thought. Not like this.

			A hand grasped mine, hard enough to bruise the bones. I was yanked forward, free of the clutching mud and the hungry depths, and he caught me—caught us both—against his chest.

			“Trying to reenact our meet-cute, Tess?” the devil asked.

			The molten fear in me turned instantly to fury, and I shoved him back with my free arm. “It’s not funny.”

			It was a deeply stupid thing to do, letting my temper get the better of me, but he allowed me to push him away, which meant he was still in good humor. I dropped to my knees and set the fawn down to check her for injuries. Her legs and belly were black with mud, her sides heaving. Her little mouth gaped open, all those uncanny teeth on display.

			I ran my hand through the slime coating her legs, but I didn’t feel any breaks, and no blood rose to the surface. I couldn’t count out a muscle pull or strain, but that wouldn’t reveal itself until later. She was obviously stressed, and that made two of us, especially with the pond still looming behind us.

			I glanced up at the devil and saw I’d left a full, bloody handprint on his shirt. The hand I used to grab the cattails was still bleeding freely, and now that my adrenaline was fading, I felt the sting in my palm.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked.

			“Just came to collect my pet.”

			My hand froze over the fawn’s ribs. The panicked drum of her heart matched my own, but my mind was moving twice as fast. I had never once considered she was the devil’s creature; it smacked of exactly the religious dogma I despised, the kind of mania that had led people to string up cats alongside their owners. It was the sort of thing Broder would suggest, the superstition of cretins.

			And yet.

			The devil must’ve seen the cold shock in my face, because he threw back his head and laughed. “I’m only joking, of course. I didn’t have anything to do with this little one’s appearance. But I can see she’s your favorite, and I confess, I’m jealous.”

			I stood slowly, covered in muck up to my elbows. The fawn leaned against my legs, still trembling. The devil’s laughter did not reassure me; perhaps the only thing he loved more than a lie was a painful truth. He could be lying that she was his, or lying that she was not his. I would never get a straight answer out of him, and to ask for one would only make it worse. He wanted me to doubt, to second-guess everything she did and everything I did in response, and now that the seed was planted, there was nothing I could do to keep its roots from growing.

			“So,” I said, ignoring both possibilities, “why are you here?”

			“Why not here?”

			“Because you could be walking the Grand Canyon or the beaches of Iceland, or, I don’t know, fucking Rome—”

			“Rome has been fucked enough times, I think.”

			“—anywhere in the world. You must have thousands of other little concubines to call on. You could go anywhere, eat anything, do anything, and instead you come here and walk this little spit of land and drink my shitty coffee. I drive through town and I see you sitting on a park bench with some old fart or smoking a joint with the dropouts behind the strip mall. Why?”

			The devil was silent for a long moment, looking out over the pond. Finally, he said, “You traded me your soul to live, Tess, and you choose to live here. You traded your soul to drink your coffee and walk this land, and you’re so in love with it that you never even seem to think of the Grand Canyon or Iceland or Rome. You thought it was worth that much, and you don’t know why I spend my time here?”

			I glared at him, hiding my discomfort behind anger; I had never told the devil I was bound to the land, that the pond had extracted its own price for denying it a body. I didn’t want him to pity me, or worse, offer yet another deal to free me. “So that’s it, then? Because I wanted it? Because it’s mine? Because it has value to me, you want it for yourself?”

			“I’m not a toddler.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I know how to share.”

			“But not how to take no for an answer.”

			I knew instantly I had pushed too far. I glanced up, only to find him there in my space, eyes cold as a flash of lightning.

			“Do you want me to be cruel?” he asked. “Sometimes I think you do.”

			Had the pond not been almost lapping at my heels, I would’ve reeled back in new terror. I felt his power hovering like the blade of a knife, and I knew that one fell swoop would cut through every strand of the weave I’d built over decades. At his heart, he was like any apex predator; I could build a familiarity with him, accustom him to my presence, learn his habits and his tells, but I could never let my guard down. He pressed closer, angling his head as if it would help him see through the gap in my defenses.

			“Why?” he asked. “Is it simply that you’d have the satisfaction of being right? Or if I turned out to be the monster you think I am, would you finally feel as if you’re not alone?”

			Even as he said it, I couldn’t stop my gaze from wavering down to his mouth. He was so close I could feel the heat rolling off him, smell his clean salt scent, and he moved even closer now, the subtlest shifting of weight that brought us inches apart.

			“I don’t know why you keep fighting me,” he murmured, his eyes mirroring mine—that telltale flicker down and back up again. “I’m trying to help you. You act like I want to steal the sanctuary from you, but we could make it a kingdom. Our borders could stretch for miles and miles, far beyond this valley. We could take what we wanted, and you wouldn’t have to carry the weight anymore; I would carry it for you.”

			I was breathing his air, our foreheads nearly touching, my hands closed into fists at my sides to keep from reaching for his body. I wasn’t thinking about the promises he made, the world he would lay at my feet, the fact that it would no longer be my sanctuary but a toy at the mercy of his whim. I just wanted to steal the taste of his mouth, to take some piece of him he could never get back, keep it under my tongue like a secret. The muscles of his neck twitched with the strain, and my teeth ached in response.

			“Tess, please,” he whispered, and oh, the thrill of that. To have the devil beg me was breathless, heady intoxication, and it was almost enough. When he raised a hand to tip my chin up, I allowed it, convinced that it was his guard that was down rather than mine.

			The devil only serves himself, came my mother’s voice, clear as a bell in my head. No matter what he may say to the contrary.

			I jerked my head away, and yes, I saw it there, the hint of triumph in the curve of his mouth. It had all been a ploy, and I shouldn’t even be angry with him, the same way I couldn’t be angry at foxes for eating the rabbits I released; it was simply his nature.

			I was angry nonetheless, but I didn’t show it. I swallowed back my furious words like hot coals and slid from his grasp, putting the fawn between us.

			“I should get her back and clean her up,” I told him.

			“Don’t treat me like you treat them—like you can distract me, like I don’t know what you are. I want a real answer.”

			“I’ve already told you no.”

			My magic may not have been much to him, but the instant I said the words, my web of wards and charms and spells went taut as razor wire. Thunder rumbled out of a clear sky as the air pressure plummeted, and the light went sickly green. Every plant and pebble in the vicinity was suddenly bristling with hostile energy—thorns sliding out from beneath leaves, round stones revealing bladelike edges in the shifting light, vines dropping from the trees like nooses. The scent of rotting water weeds and fetid mud became so strong I could taste it, settling on the back of my tongue and threatening to clog my throat.

			“Why do you—”

			“No.”

			Even the traitorous pond reacted that time, ripples skittering across the dark surface of the water until they broke as waves behind me. The devil smiled, the cruel gleam of his teeth like the untouchable moon.

			“You’re going to need me sometime, Tess,” he said. “Sooner rather than later, I think.”

			With that, he turned and melded into the shadow of the trees, and I knew he was truly gone when the sanctuary calmed around me. It was then I felt a tickling sensation on my hand, and I glanced down.

			The fawn was eagerly licking up the blood dripping from my fingers, her teeth smeared red.
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			I tried to forget what the devil had said about the fawn. It didn’t change anything, or shouldn’t have; no matter what brought her into being, she was a living creature and she was in my care now. It was more likely he simply saw my affection for her and wanted to taint it, because as jealous and as petty as he was, he would balk at creating a thing just to play games with it. That would’ve felt too close to God for his liking.

			The fact was, the fawn was just as likely to be a product of nature as the devil; nature was often far weirder and crueler than people assumed, and anomalies like the fawn were less rare than they liked to imagine. Many of the animals that came into my care had deformed limbs, crooked jaws, too-short tails—defects that made them slower, easier to hunt, more prone to disease. Last year, Paul had called me to his farm for a calf with an extra face. It was a wretched, rotten mask of flesh protruding from her shoulder, skin and fur sloughing off the bone, two lidless, nerveless eyeballs dangling from too-shallow sockets. Unwilling to touch it, Paul had used a stick to open the mouth and reveal a strangely thin pink tongue, which writhed like a hooked worm with every ripple of the calf’s skin. Stranger still was that this face held more animation than the one on the calf’s head; she showed no curiosity, no awareness, and her brown eyes were dull.

			“Have you ever seen anything like it?” Paul asked. His voice was overloud, an attempt to cover his nerves, but the calf didn’t react to it. “I mean, legs, sure, tails, sure. But a face? With eyes and a tongue? That’s a first for me.”

			“At least her guts are on the inside,” I said. That was a surprisingly common defect I saw in small animals—raccoons and rabbits emerging pink and hairless, their intestines gleaming like half-eaten cherries in the seam of their stomachs. They were born dying, and if I wasn’t quick enough to remove them from the nest, their mothers killed them outright.

			That calf was killed by her mother too, just hours after I left. Some people would point to that as proof that animals ran purely on instinct, some internal mechanism weighing survival chances and resources and competition and acting accordingly. But I believed it was something like mercy—that within the limits of their own understanding about the world, they knew these offspring were too broken to live life as they were meant to live it.

			Not for the first time, I wondered if my own mother had sensed my brokenness when I was placed in her arms, slick and squalling. Had she sensed the bottomless thing inside me that demanded to be fed? Had she known I could not fulfill witchhood or even womanhood as she understood it, gentle and peaceful and asking only to be tolerated? It would’ve been so easy to hold a pillow over my face, to let my grandmother find me blue and cold in the bassinet.

			But I was alive and my mother was dead, and the fawn could’ve said the same. Perhaps that was why I felt such a kinship with her, why I couldn’t shake the idea that her teeth were a gift, be they from the devil or from nature. Her strangeness was not a defect, not a thing that made her weaker or slower or more likely to die. In fact, she had survived against all odds.

			I did finally see Mac again, grazing at the farthest corner of the orchard with several other deer. She made to bolt as soon as I stepped out on the porch, so I didn’t try to approach her, but she looked fat and sleek beneath the mottle of her half-turned coat.

			“She might’ve been right about you,” I said to the fawn as I did her midmorning feeding. She only blinked up at me, a spatter of milk somehow adorning her forehead, and I couldn’t help but smile.

			But I didn’t take her with me as I headed down the driveway to the gate, toolbox and bucket in hand. Now that she’d wandered away once, I’d have to be more careful about where I went with her, and the road seemed like an obviously bad choice. Besides, gate maintenance could take hours.

			The gate at the end of the driveway was a holdover from a more optimistic decade. I’d thought the sanctuary could truly be a community resource, and I’d had plans for an education center, a volunteer program, and guided tours. The tours were the easiest thing to get started, and at first I’d put aside my uneasiness at having families tramping through the woods, toddlers ripping up wildflowers and shrieking with angst or delight until they frightened off the birds.

			Then people started showing up whenever they pleased, thinking it was some kind of petting zoo or park. I’d find them in my garden or picking fruit in the orchard or wandering through the barn, poking their fingers through the mesh and making kissy noises at the animals. The sandwich board I put up in the middle of the driveway was ignored, and so too was the chain across; people would just drop it in the dirt and drive over it.

			The gate had come at the right time. Rebecca Wiles of the Wiles Button Factory, Burrsville’s only real money, died in her sleep, possibly suffocated by one of her dog-sized Maine coons. Although she had children, they had all fled Burrsville for more convenient suburbs and had no interest in coming back, and so an estate sale was held.

			Since I lacked the rest of Burrsville’s interest in trading trash, even with a dead rich woman, I had no intention of going. But I had driven by, and that’s when I noticed the gate—a twelve-foot wrought iron monstrosity so heavy it had bent the cheap hinges they put it on, propped open with its locking end supported by an ancient milk crate.

			“Is that for sale?” I’d asked the organizer.

			She’d looked at me with distaste; we were all vultures here to strip the flesh off a corpse, but I was a particularly egregious one. “If you can find a way to remove it and transport it, sure,” she said finally.

			That had been no small task; it took a rented flatbed and a small crew of migrant workers who were between crops and happy to be paid a day’s wages for an hour’s work. Even after I got it home, it was a month before I had sourced and set posts big enough to support it, had hinges made to carry it, and rigged up a pulley system to lift it. It had been a faithful guardian against trespassers since then, and when I gave up the tours and any notion that I wanted to share the sanctuary with people, I was especially glad to have it.

			But it did need its fair share of maintenance, and so I went down the drive with my bucket and rag to wash the road dirt and bird shit off every spike and corner and ornate detail. As I fell under its shadow, the bars leaving stripes across my arms, I couldn’t help but think of the pastor’s son, his face lighting up at the mention of the sanctuary. If he’d come along thirty years ago, I might not have abandoned the idea of volunteers, the hope that people could learn.

			Stupid, I thought. Everyone loves the idea of the sanctuary. No one likes shoveling shit or processing rats for the foxes, though.

			I was halfway through the gate’s coat of epoxy primer when I heard a car come up the road, and somehow I wasn’t surprised to see Broder’s cruiser pull over at the end of the drive. I’d thought for years that Burrsville could have saved some money by downsizing its full-sized police department to part-time work—especially when towns twice our size were doing it—and Broder’s apparent ample free time to stick his nose into my business only confirmed that.

			The cruiser stopped inches from the gate, as if Broder expected me to open it for him. When I just waved, rag in hand, and made no move toward the lock, he got out begrudgingly.

			“Afternoon, Tess.”

			“Hey, Chief. Not sick of me yet? I’ve seen you more this week than I usually do in a month.”

			Broder ignored this. He looked around a little, stretched; something in his back popped like pork gristle. He tipped his hat up, admired the trees.

			“This is a real nice piece of land you got here, Tess.”

			I was immediately on alert. It was, by the standards of Burrsville small talk, an innocuous thing to say; my friends said it all the time. But Broder was not my friend.

			“Can’t argue with that,” I answered warily. “It’s why you don’t see me down in the village much more than I have to be.”

			He chuckled a little, scratched his stomach. “Yeah, well, I get that.”

			He stood there some more, sighing and scratching, and I finally realized he was trying to ice me. What about, I didn’t know, but he probably didn’t either; he just wanted to see what would happen if he stood there long enough. The bad news for him was that I had two dozen twelve-foot bars and about a hundred nooks and crannies to epoxy, so there was plenty to keep me occupied for another hour yet.

			When Broder realized he’d picked the wrong battle, he sidled up closer to the gate and said, “You know, Tess, I do my best to let you operate as you want. I’m not exactly Grizzly Adams, so I don’t think there’s much good in me trying to hover over your shoulder.”

			“I agree,” I said, “and I appreciate that about you.”

			“But the fact of the matter is, I’m just not sure I like the way you’re handling this fawn business.”

			I stopped applying the epoxy, meeting his gaze squarely to let him know he had my full attention—and ire. “I’m listening, Chief, but the problem is, I don’t know what ‘business’ you mean.”

			“I think it’s dangerous.”

			“All wild animals are dangerous; that’s why you have me.”

			“But this is beyond the pale, Tess. It bit me.”

			“You have the teeth marks to prove it?”

			Red crept up from under his collar. “Well, maybe it didn’t succeed in biting me, but it tried. And if it tried to bite me, it probably did bite that woman who was hiding it.”

			I gritted my teeth, trying to decide how to play the conversation. This was exactly why I didn’t like being so ham-fisted with my magic; I could dominate someone’s mind in the moment, or make many people forget something they barely noticed in the first place, but Broder, who was petty and bored and hated people who knew their rights and didn’t invite cops into their homes, wanted to believe the fawn had bitten him. The magic might prevent him from remembering the incident clearly, but that hadn’t stopped him from getting his way before.

			“Frankly, I don’t think she did try to bite you,” I finally said. “You tore your sleeve open on a nail, remember? Fawns don’t have the teeth or the bite strength to do that. Even if she had done that—which is almost impossible—it just means you got too close to a wild animal.”

			“And what if you’re wrong? What if it is aggressive, and next spring you release it, and suddenly it’s not so little and helpless anymore, and it’s not afraid of humans?”

			“That could be the case with any animal. Frankly, I’ve rehabbed animals far more likely to bite and do damage: coyotes, fishers, weasels. I’m not sure why you’re questioning my judgment in this case.”

			I had told myself I wouldn’t use magic on Broder so soon if I could help it, and definitely not about the fawn, but I was like an addict; I reached for it again, drawing on just a hint of power. I only wanted him to tell the truth.

			“I just think it’s unnatural,” he blurted. “There’s something not right about it. The way it looked at me—it knew what it was doing.”

			We stared at each other through the bars for a moment, both of us surprised by the admission. He was breathing hard, the flush climbing higher up his neck, and I felt a matching surge of rage heating my blood.

			This yokel, this pig-eyed, tiny-minded fuck, wanted to question me? I’d been saving and treating animals since before he was a twinkle in his cross-burning father’s eye, and he thought all that experience was worth less than some hillbilly suspicion? It didn’t matter that he was right, that I myself had spent the past day wondering if the fawn had been born on the devil’s whim; I understood the forces at play here, and he was just a man with a bruised ego.

			The magic simmered in my grasp, begging to be used. Years of small annoyances and resentments coalesced into a molten core of fury, and I wanted to hurt him.

			But I resisted. If I did that now, I’d have to keep him under my thumb until he died, and I was under too much strain as it was.

			Instead, I said, “Chief, I realize it can be unnerving when you’re not used to being around wild animals—”

			“Bah!” He gave a frustrated wave, as if he could swat my words away like flies. “It’s not about that! I’ve hunted all my life. I know how deer are supposed to look, and that wasn’t it.”

			“That’s all well and good, but it’s hardly a reason to put an animal down.”

			“Can I see it, at least?”

			I smiled thinly. “Now, Chief, you know you’ll need a warrant for that.”

			“Nobody said anything about a crime.”

			“That’s true, and that will probably make it hard to get a warrant, but you’re welcome to try.”

			For a moment, I thought he would shout at me; the flush in his neck was so vivid it would have to vent somewhere. Instead, he released a hiss of breath through his teeth, and without another word he got back in the car and slammed the door. The spray of gravel from his tires spackled the still-tacky epoxy on the gate and left me in a cloud of dust.
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			I didn’t have much time to worry about my conversation with Broder. Before I knew it, the afternoon had come and gone, and my usually empty calendar had one thing on it for that evening: Paul’s going-away party.

			The party had been on my calendar for a week, and every day I’d waited for Evelyn to call and say, The party’s off; Paul decided he’s staying. But she hadn’t, so I changed into a clean pair of jeans, scooped up the berry cobbler I’d thrown together that morning, and drove over to Paul’s place on the other side of the valley.

			My friends’ cars were already in the tree-lined driveway, a warm yellow glow emanating from the 150-year-old farmhouse’s windows in the dusk. Before, I would’ve been able to make out the shapes of his small herd of Belted Galloways out in the pasture, but the fields were empty. I couldn’t help but feel like I’d missed a step up there on my own hill, believing Paul would back down from his plan, and all the while he was selling off his pride and joy, loosening his roots from Burrsville’s soil.

			I went up the rickety steps to the slanted porch and put my shoulder against the door to work it open. A little chorus of welcome greeted me, along with Paul’s border collie, Shep. The dog bounded across the room to greet me, and I hurriedly dove a hand into my pocket and dropped a treat, sending him sniffing across the floor rather than careening into my berry cobbler.

			Max and Christine were in the front room, packing up the wall hangings and photos—the needlepoint Evelyn gave Paul for his birthday, the selfie he took with his very first calf, the portrait of Shep I gifted him to smooth things over when he asked me out to dinner and I said no. Georgie and Evelyn were in the kitchen, wrapping Paul’s collection of mismatched plates and bowls, the single drinking glass and the too many mugs. Paul himself was filling a few nail holes in the hallway, and he waved and gave me a smile.

			“Mm, that smells delicious,” Evelyn said, relieving me of the cobbler and setting it on the counter next to Georgie’s ancient slow cooker.

			“Quite a little feast here,” I said, casting an eye over the row of casserole dishes. “We expecting more people?”

			“Oh, no—those need to go in the freezer, actually. They’re for Paul to take with him when he—”

			Evelyn broke off sharply and sniffed, ducking her head to hide the glassiness in her eyes. I thought her weepiness was heavy-handed at this point, but nonetheless I slung my arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze; she was soft as a sack of flour beneath her paisley shirt.

			“Oh, chin up, lady,” Georgie said briskly. “These mugs aren’t going to pack themselves.”

			“I know, I know.” Evelyn patted my hand and went back to the cupboard.

			“What can I do?” I asked.

			“We haven’t even touched the den,” Christine said, poking her head into the kitchen. “You can start there if you want.”

			“I’m on it.”

			I grabbed a box from the pile of empties and sidled past Paul and Shep to go to the den. It was pitch black when I went in, meaning I could make out the view through the window. Paul’s desk looked out over the barn and the small paddock where he kept the cows on the verge of calving. Unlike a big dairy, Paul only had calves in the spring, so it would’ve been empty this time of year regardless, but now it looked forlorn. I flicked the light on, took the box over to Paul’s bookcase, and started to pull volumes from the shelf, blowing off the dust as I went.

			From here, the conversation in the rest of the house was nothing more than comforting background noise. I occasionally caught Christine’s tinkling laugh or an exclamation from Georgie, but not quite enough to follow the conversation. I slipped into it sometimes, hovering at the periphery, observing bits and pieces of their lives rather than being a part of them. It was only natural when I had so many secrets, so many things I couldn’t share.

			I’d cleared the bookcase and was stepping back out into the hall when I nearly ran into another box. “Oh,” Paul said. “I was just bringing you this.”

			“Oh, thanks.” I took it over to the desk and started wrapping up knickknacks, somewhat self-conscious as their owner watched me. “How are you feeling?” I asked.

			“I don’t know. Mostly just tired. I probably won’t really know until I get out of Burrsville.”

			“Yeah, you must’ve been busy the past couple weeks. I can’t believe you moved the cows so fast.”

			“Well, they went to auction.”

			I paused. Paul had always sworn up and down that his animals would never go to auction. “I want to do this till the day I die,” he’d said once, “but if I can’t, I want to know where they’re going.” I didn’t blame him for changing his mind about farming—it was a hard life, with backbreaking labor, long hours, and razor-thin margins between survival and disaster—but to pack all his beloved cows into a trailer and send them to an unknown fate?

			That must’ve been hard, a better friend would’ve said, but I didn’t. It had been his choice, and he had every reason not to make it. He didn’t deserve to have any comfort in it.

			“Your parents must be excited,” I said, changing the subject instead. “How long has it been since you were down there? A couple Christmases ago, wasn’t it?”

			He chuckled. “A couple? That was eight years ago.”

			“Was it really? Time flies.”

			“Yeah. I know they’re happy I’m coming back, but I’m sure it’ll be an adjustment for all of us.”

			“Paul?” came Evelyn’s voice. “Can you come here a sec? We need to know if you want to keep all these containers.”

			“I’ll be right back,” he said to me. As soon as he was gone, I yanked open the desk drawers and hurriedly packed up the files inside. I didn’t want to give him an opportunity to come back and continue the stilted conversation, and I could feel the question that was looming: Will you come visit me?

			When everything inside the desk was packed, I heaved up the box of books. The scabbed-over slice on my palm burned, and I hurried out to the living room to drop the books with the rest of the boxes.

			“Den’s done, except for the furniture,” I announced. “What are you doing with that, Paul?”

			“Bookshelf can go to the curb,” he said. “I was going to take the desk down to the thrift store.”

			“You won’t need it?” Evelyn asked. Unlike the particleboard bookshelf, the desk was a nice piece of furniture. It had been the first real piece Paul bought, an investment in his business even while he was still sleeping on an air mattress.

			“Not bad enough. I’m only taking what I can fit in the truck.”

			“Why don’t you leave it with one of us?” Georgie asked. “We can rent a little pickup when we come out to see you, bring down a few things.”

			“That’s too much trouble for some old stuff,” Paul said.

			“Oh, shush, it won’t be any trouble at all. Tess will help us, won’t you, Tess? Wonder Woman over there.”

			I smiled despite myself; it wouldn’t have been the first time someone called me to help move furniture. “Sure. When is this trip happening?”

			“We thought we’d all take a trip down this summer, once Paul’s all settled in,” Christine said. “It’d be nice to get out of Burrsville for a change.”

			The conversation moved on, everyone chiming in with summer plans and ideas for the trip. I was content to let them talk around me, knowing I couldn’t go on the trip even if I wanted to—and I didn’t particularly want to. I had no desire to see Virginia, to see more towns crumbling under the refusal to move on, more people too despondent to care about themselves let alone others, all bathed in heat so thick you could chew on it. But I was bound to the pond by a short leash, the borders of Burrsville forming my own borders. Even if not for the pond, I was the anchor for all the wards, all the magic, and without me, it would fail.

			There was a part of me that wished I could tell them all. I let them assume things about me, let them think I was simply too busy or too home-stuck to leave, but they deserved better than to be lied to. There were times I wanted to confess, times I almost had, teasing around the edges of the truth in private conversations. Christine had thought I was speaking metaphorically; Evelyn had looked at me with a sympathy and concern I couldn’t stomach; Georgie had said, “What are you smoking up here, Tess?”

			Those moments had cracked the dreamlike façade that maybe I wouldn’t have to make them forget me. Moments like these made me wonder if they were already starting to.

			I grabbed another box and went back down the hallway to the bathroom, resisting the urge to shut the door behind me. I slid open the closet door and started pulling things off the shelves—extra tubes of toothpaste, dog shampoos, a hair dryer covered in dust, anything I was sure Paul wouldn’t need between then and the next morning.

			I stayed there much longer than necessary, taking my time with towels and washcloths and toiletries. I avoided the medicine cabinet over the sink, as it felt too private, and where once I would’ve poked my head out the door and called, “Paul, are you good with me clearing out the medicine cabinet?” now I simply left it undone.

			When I’d run out of things to dawdle over, I taped the box shut and brought it out to the living room. “I think that’s almost everything,” Max said. “Why don’t we take a break for dinner?”

			Just then, there was a knock at the door, and we all looked at each other. “I didn’t even see anyone else pull in,” Paul said, and went to answer it. I glanced out the window as he turned the knob, but it was too dark to make out the features of any of the vehicles in the driveway.

			When Paul opened the door, I felt a swoop of familiar vertigo, but rather than physical space I was unmoored in time. Norman was standing on the porch—but it wasn’t Norman, of course; it was Zeke and David, standing shoulder to shoulder, their breath steaming in the cooling autumn air. It was eerily similar to the first time I’d met Zeke, as if the universe wanted to draw a thick, ugly underline beneath the experience.

			Everyone else let out a delighted cry of surprise—even Max, who I hadn’t realized had even met the pastor. When I’d left the parsonage the day of the welcome gathering, some part of me had assumed my friends would catch on to the energy of the home and leave shortly after I did with the same bad taste in their mouths, but clearly I’d been wrong. Paul shook Zeke’s hand in a firm grip and did the same to David in the condescending, assessing way older men did to teenage boys.

			Zeke was grinning broadly. “We heard you were leaving town, and we thought we’d come see if you needed anything,” he said to Paul.

			It was only then that I saw Rachel had followed them in, dwarfed by the large frames and expansive personalities of her husband and son. She crept from their shadows like an imp, smiling thinly and bobbing her head, her hands curled like claws around the edges of a yellowed casserole dish. As her gaze met mine, her smile faltered, curdling into a disapproving pucker.

			“You all remember my wife, Rachel,” Zeke said, as if giving us permission to notice her.

			Everyone hesitated to move forward; the woman was pressed so close to her husband she could’ve been a lesser, conjoined body, nothing more than a cancerous growth with a face. Finally, Christine bridged the gap to take the dish.

			“This smells awfully good,” Christine said, prompting a little chorus of echoing niceties.

			“We were actually just about to have a bite of dinner,” Paul said. “We’d be happy to have you all join us.”

			“Wouldn’t feel right when we haven’t done any work,” Zeke said.

			“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ve got quite the crew here to help me out.”

			The pastor and his family were ushered to the informal dining room, which was just a square of linoleum in the otherwise carpeted living room. David trailed behind, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else. I felt equally uncomfortable, hovering awkwardly as everyone else took their seats in an attempt to find the least obtrusive spot. I landed at the end of the row, David at my side and Evelyn across from me. If I’d hoped to avoid attention, I was out of luck, because Evelyn kept peppering Zeke with questions, ensuring his eyes never strayed far from our end of the table.

			“Now, I remember you said you were from Pennsylvania—whereabouts?”

			“Just over the border, on the outskirts of Erie. I had a church there for fifteen years, and I really thought I’d be there till the day I died. The Lord had other plans, though.”

			“Well, we’re certainly grateful he did.” Evelyn beamed, and I fought to keep my face neutral. Evelyn had always been the most religious of the group, but in the past decade, I’d thought we’d trained it out of her. Apparently it only needed the slightest encouragement to come roaring back to the forefront.

			The conversation went in fits and starts between bouts of chewing. I kept my eyes on my own plate, working through Georgie’s dirty rice, avoiding Evelyn’s baked chicken and the tuna casserole Rachel had brought. When Max launched into the historical features of the parsonage—one of his favorite topics—David shifted slightly in his chair to look at me.

			“Anything new at the animal sanctuary?”

			He said it quietly, obviously intending to let everyone else continue their own conversation, but the rest of the table went silent. Rachel’s gaze narrowed to a flensing blade, as if she wished she could cut off my corner of the table and me with it.

			I forced a smile. David’s shoulders were stiff, as if he could physically feel the weight of the eyes on us. There was something vaguely desperate in his polite expression.

			“There’s always new animals, and the sanctuary changes with the seasons,” I said. “But on the whole, my job is making sure there isn’t anything too new—it’s best to maintain equilibrium.”

			“Tess works awfully hard up there on the hill,” Evelyn broke in, wresting the conversation from me with an air of embarrassment. “She’s practically a pioneer woman.”

			There was a murmur of agreement. I looked back at my food, rankled by Evelyn’s need to make me appear wholesome. Zeke cleared his throat.

			“Beautiful view from up there,” he said. “When we were driving into town the first time, I had to pull over for a minute, just to take in the glory of God’s creation. How long have you lived there, Tess?”

			“My whole life,” I said, my standard answer. “It was my grandmother’s house.”

			“A real Burrsville native, then. I think it’s great when young people put down roots and stay in their family homes. Too many of them go running off now, need to do their own thing, make their own way, like what their parents did isn’t good enough for them. Hard to keep small towns thriving that way.”

			“Amen,” Evelyn said fervently.

			I glanced at David, wondering how much of that speech was for his benefit. He was studying the dry chicken like he might find the cure for cancer in it.

			“I might be something of a rarity, but even so, I made choices my mother hated. Sometimes we make a new way even in the same place.”

			“Are you on good terms with her now?”

			“She passed when I was young.”

			I heard my mistake as it was coming out of my mouth. I didn’t know what possessed me to add those last four words; I avoided dates and even time frames whenever possible, carefully crafting stock responses to questions I couldn’t truthfully answer. When people heard the same answer every time, their brains started to fill it in for them, which made it feel like the truth.

			But I still looked young, and if I wasn’t young now, I certainly should’ve been just a few years ago, when my friends had known me. They remembered things that happened a few years ago—the last independent local bakery closing, the winter we got four feet of snow overnight, the time a full manure tanker was obliterated by a freight train at the railroad crossing right outside the village. If my mother died a few years ago, they would have known her. They would remember the funeral.

			Paul’s brow creased, his crow’s feet deepening. Christine inhaled as if she would ask a question, but then she stopped. Evelyn searched my face, her eyes going bright and suspicious.

			I racked my brain for a way to explain what I’d just said, grasping for a plausible correction or a way to change the subject, but with each heartbeat that passed, the silence grew colder and heavier. With fear climbing my throat, I reached for weapons; the table charm from my Mabon gathering still sat on Paul’s counter, the wax seal burning like a coal in my awareness. I could also feel the apple tree behind the house, the one I helped plant eight years ago and into whose roots I slipped a bundle of ash and hair and crystal. More distant was the ward rose at the northernmost point of Burrsville; fainter still were the sentinel trees in the sanctuary. I drew on all of them, and the magic tightened and coiled, wrapping around the table like spider silk.

			“But that’s not important,” I said. After a moment, my friends nodded in agreement, and I could feel each movement through the threads of influence. The pastor glanced between them, lids heavy, the lines around his mouth going slack.

			“It was some time ago,” I went on, which was what I should’ve said in the first place. More nodding, vacant smiles on their faces. Max seemed to be the most affected, his eyes sliding out of focus, his lips going crooked.

			“Some time,” Zeke echoed, his voice thick and slow. Beside him, Rachel’s head bobbed, as though her neck could no longer support it. The shadows in the corners of the room roiled and spread like ink diffusing through water.

			“What’s important is that Paul is leaving, and we need to give him a good send-off,” I said. My grip on the magic wavered, sweat beading at my hairline. But I held on to it grimly; I couldn’t release them until their minds had settled elsewhere.

			“A good send-off,” Evelyn repeated, the idea taking root. It would’ve been the most important to her.

			“Everyone should share their favorite memories with Paul,” I said.

			They all nodded again—even David, whose only memory of Paul was a strangely competitive handshake. I loosened my hold on the magic, but didn’t let it go completely.

			“My favorite memory of Paul is when he bought his first cows,” Georgie said. “He told us to come up and see them, and when we got here he looked like he’d been through the ringer—split lip, big streak of cow shit all down his front, rip in the ass of his jeans, and he was beaming like a kid in a candy store.”

			There was a ripple of laughter around the table. I let the lines of the magic slip through my fingers even more, and the lights in the house brightened; I hadn’t realized how dim they’d become. I saw Georgie blinking dry eyes, Max subtly stretching stiff muscles. But my redirection had worked, and Christine piped up.

			“My favorite memory of Paul is from, oh, must’ve been your second or third year here, Paul. It was my first time actually running the harvest festival, and everything was a wreck. I’d completely forgotten to order hay for the hay bale maze, and it was the day before and I was calling every farm I could find asking if they could bring down a truckload. Well, doesn’t Paul show up with a full hay wagon and save the day.”

			There was another wave of merriment around the table, Zeke grinning broadly and leaning back to sling a casual arm over his wife’s chair. He didn’t seem to have noticed the effect of the magic in the least, but Rachel looked like she still hadn’t recovered. She glanced over to give her husband a watery smile at his gesture, but then her face settled back into a stony mask.

			The stories went on, Georgie chiming in another of hers, Evelyn’s a long ramble of several anecdotes complete with brimming eyes. No one seemed to notice that I hadn’t given mine, but several times I felt David’s eyes settle on me. He sat hunched in his chair, gaze flicking between my friends and his parents distractedly, his fingers twisting constantly in his napkin.

			It was another half an hour before Rachel sent a pleading look at her husband, and he deigned to push his chair back and slap his knees. “Well, we better get on home,” he said. “Still trying to get settled in down there—don’t think David’s even finished unpacking yet.”

			David practically leaped to his feet, looking grateful for what his father intended to be a slight. “That’s true, I’ve just been wearing my clothes out of the box,” he said.

			Evelyn gave a hearty laugh. “Ah, teenagers.”

			You have no children, I almost said. What do you know?

			Everyone trailed behind the pastor’s family to the door, and Zeke gave Paul a final handshake. “Safe travels, and God bless your new endeavor,” he said.

			When the door finally closed behind them, Evelyn sighed happily. “What a great family,” she said. “It’s like they were sent here to make it a little easier to accept you leaving.”

			This last was directed at Paul, and she patted his arm.

			“You were so quiet, Tess,” Christine said.

			I almost jumped at the sound of my own name; I didn’t think anyone had noticed. “Just not much for me to talk about,” I answered. “I know from a previous discussion that Pastor Zeke and I don’t see eye to eye when it comes to wildlife. If I had to guess, that’d probably be the case on most topics.”

			Georgie frowned. “Is this because I said he came in looking for squirrel traps? Because that’s what most folks would do, you know?”

			“It’s not because of that,” I said defensively. “It’s that, when I offered to get them out of the attic myself, he basically told me to fuck off.”

			Christine winced visibly at the curse, some teacher’s instinct that hadn’t died yet in retirement. Georgie didn’t look convinced, and for a moment I thought she’d argue back at me, but then she closed her mouth with a sharp click of teeth.

			“I’m sure it was just a misunderstanding,” Evelyn said hurriedly. “I know it’s easy for tempers to get short when we’re talking about things we’re passionate about.”

			“Maybe,” I said. “The son seems a little more open-minded. He asked if I had a volunteer program.”

			“Well, that’s nice,” Evelyn responded. “See? He must’ve gotten that from somewhere!”

			Max clapped his hands lightly. “All right, ladies, let’s get back to packing, shall we? Paul still has to sleep tonight—he’s got a long drive tomorrow.”

			Everyone glanced at each other but avoided making eye contact with me. I suddenly felt claustrophobic; I could see that Evelyn was itching to corner me, to make sure I wasn’t harboring any resentment toward her new favorite person. I knew that Paul was too, but for different reasons.

			“Actually, I should probably head out,” I said, as gently as I could muster. I couldn’t let them think I was storming out, or they’d never let me leave. “I have animals at home that are going to need feeding.”

			There was a little dismayed chorus—except for Georgie, who said nothing. Evelyn’s protest was twice as loud to make up for it. “You really can’t stay?” Paul asked, sounding gutted.

			“I know, I’m sorry.” I gave him a hug, pretended not to notice when he hung on a beat too long. “You drive safe, okay?”

			“I will. Thanks for coming. It was good to have everyone here on my last night.”

			I bent down to give Shep one final chest scratch and a kiss on the top of his head, then backed down the steps, putting a safe distance between me and Paul. “It was nice,” I said. “I’m happy for you, that you’re getting out while you can.”
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			That night, I dreamed I was drowning. At first I thought it was the pond again, but this was different. There was no icy, nebulous weight of water, no expansive dark stretching away from me on all sides; instead, this blackness closed me in, crushed me, lay thick and hot over my face. My arms were pinned down by my sides, and my heart climbed into my throat. I couldn’t breathe.

			The smell of death was all around me, the scent of shit and iron and deep-body organs pervading my nostrils, inescapable. I retched, gasped, but there was no air. I tasted blood, or something like it. I could feel it sliding down my face, creeping into my mouth, running into my eyes. I fought to move my arms again, make some attempt to free myself, but I couldn’t. The slick, heaving darkness pressed me down.

			I opened my mouth to scream, somehow still expecting the rush of water that accompanied every other dream of drowning. There was none; instead, my teeth grazed a humid, pulsing form in the black, and my tongue tasted it.

			I bit down.

			The instinct was not my own, not even human. And yet I closed my teeth around it until I felt something give, felt a hot rush of liquid in my mouth. I yanked, ripped, my neck straining. I swallowed down a shred of flesh—because that was what it was, flesh. There was still no air, but there was a pocket of space, a sense that perhaps air was not so far away, if only I could get to it.

			I bit down again, teeth grinding, liquid running down my throat. I did not have a predator’s teeth, and the stuff of life did not want to give between them, but I made it give. I tore away the flesh, gulped it down; there was nowhere else for it to go. I forgot about my arms entirely, stopped trying to move them. Perhaps I didn’t have arms. Perhaps my body was something else now.

			At last, my teeth tore through to the outside. There was fur in this bite, and animal musk, and I spit it out. I pushed my face through and gasped the clean, beautiful air. My hands came up alongside, startling me; they tore the hole open farther, and I spilled out onto the grass.

			I was red all over, slippery, steaming. My hair hung in sticky strings around me as I heaved in oxygen. My vision swam watery pink, and my eyelashes were a clotted veil.

			I pushed myself up, my limbs trembling and weak. I collapsed back down again at first, and lay there simply breathing, seeking the scent of the warm grass and earth through the overwhelming metallic tang. Finally, I gathered my strength, heaved myself up, got my knees underneath me. The clover cushioned my bare feet and the wind blew strong, drying the blood on my naked body. Before me stretched a long, narrow corridor of road, trees on either side.

			I turned. Behind me stretched a trail of slime and viscera through the tall grass. At the end of it lay the doe, her neck broken, the hole gaping in her stomach.

			Strangely, I didn’t wake up then. From there, I fell into a black, dreamless sleep. When I did wake, it was with heavy eyes, a film of sweat dried on my skin, and the same feeling of wrongness I experienced when I first found the doe.

			I sat up carefully, trying to get my bearings. Glancing around my room, nothing seemed out of place; my jeans and flannel were slung over the wingback chair where I left them, my wallet and phone undisturbed on the nightstand, the bouquet of sunflowers and dahlias on my dresser still fresh and colorful, and yet I couldn’t shake the sensation of precariousness.

			It was still almost completely dark outside, my internal clock not yet aligned with shorter daylight hours. The fawn, who I could’ve moved to the barn a few days ago, was awake in her little pen, anticipating breakfast. I stumbled through my morning routine, staring out the window as I filled the kettle, giving bottles and eyedroppers and sponge baths on clumsy autopilot.

			I was apprehensive as I went to the barn, the now-fed fawn on my heels. Normally, I would only turn on the bare bulb in the feed room rather than disturbing the animals with the aisle light, but today I flicked it on and went carefully down the row, checking on everyone. They were all awake and waiting impatiently for food, no signs of harm other than the injuries or illnesses they came in with, so I hurried through the preparation of their meals and doled them out.

			With the raccoon I released the other day and not counting the squirrels in the house, I was down to ten animals, which was a number most rehabilitators could only dream of seeing. Even the small, suburban ones were juggling thirty or forty at a time, their yards and garages overtaken by a maze of crates. There were always more, more, more—hit by cars, attacked by dogs, poisoned by lawn fertilizer, caught in power lines, evicted from the holes and nests they’d used for generations, trapped in smaller and smaller areas until disease ran rampant and competition for resources became vicious. I knew that I was soft by comparison, luxuriating in time and resources thanks to—

			I froze, my hand poised on the door of the fridge, my arms laden with tubs of berries and mealworms and greens. For a moment I didn’t move, couldn’t move, my heart racing frantically in the constricting iron cage of my chest, knowing now what was wrong but too afraid to confront it.

			I forced a deep breath into my lungs, then another. I shoved the containers back into the fridge before I dropped them, shut the door, and leaned back against the cool, solid surface. The facing wall was hung with drying herbs: St. John’s wort, goldenseal, milk thistle, valerian, echinacea, all familiar healing friends through whom I’d worked my magic.

			But it was my magic that was wrong, wounded, a shell of itself. The wards in the immediate sanctuary were still strong and thrumming with life, which was perhaps why I didn’t notice right away, but the rest…

			I closed my eyes, reached for the web—that beautiful, glistening web of protection and balance and abundance that took decades to build—and found only a few forlorn strands. The rest had been sheared away, leaving nothing but hollow space in their wake. The flood of power I’d drawn on just the night before had been reduced to a trickle.

			The sensation that took hold of me was something deeper and colder than panic. It was as though someone had died; I simply couldn’t believe it was true, that something so intrinsic to who I was could be ripped away without me even realizing it was happening.

			I ran from the barn to the truck, fumbling the keys in a shaking hand. It was only when I almost hit her with the door that I realized the fawn was still with me, gamboling at my side as if this were a game. I scooped her into the back seat and leaped into the front, gunning the truck down the driveway and heading south.

			The drive was a scant two minutes; there had been many times when I walked here, to this abandoned little corner of the town at the back edge of a cornfield. The awkward slice of land was one the farmer probably intended to clear and plant, but stopped when he found the four pioneer graves in the middle of it, headstones worn down to illegibility and leaning like a row of crooked teeth.

			There were thick, dual tire tracks through the grass, narrowly avoiding the graves. They went straight from the road to the lone pine, whose boughs were decorated in white even though the first snow was still two months off. There were deep, fresh ruts too, places where the grass had been spun down to mud. I could almost see him, the once-strong shoulders tense under the weight of a tow chain, the stone blue eyes invisible behind the glare of the headlights in his glasses. I got out of the truck, one hand rising unconsciously to rub at the ache beneath my breastbone.

			The white drifts of petals were the only remnant of the rose. They were gathered in the tree, collected in the furrows of the grass like folds of a bridal veil, tumbling away down the road on a breeze. Few people knew the scale of a truly ancient rose, although the scars here bore witness; the hole he’d ripped it from was as deep as a grave, and the pine boughs were ragged from where the canes clung to it. The tree was stunted and old when I discovered this place, but the rose had embraced rather than smothered it, the magic within its roots shared with the tree to make it strong. It wouldn’t last the winter now.

			I sank to my knees at the edge of the hole, tears blurring my vision. This rose and its sisters had been my companions since my mother died, my magic strengthening each year as they grew, their presence a constant, reassuring touch at the edge of my consciousness. I had not imagined they could be lost, and my breath came in a sob as I thought of Zeke hacking them down and tearing them apart as I slept. I should have known. I should’ve been here to stop him.

			Footsteps rustled in the dry, rough grass. I jerked to my feet and whipped around, and the devil came to a halt. In the strange, gray light of predawn, he looked less human, the planes of his face more like salt than skin, the facsimile of sorrow less convincing.

			“I’m sorry, Tess,” he said. “I know how important they were to you.”

			So why didn’t you stop him? I wanted to ask, but I knew the answer: This place was my responsibility, mine to protect, not his. I had made that very clear.

			I resisted the childish urge to swipe my sleeve across my eyes and instead focused on keeping the tremble out of my voice. “I thought I told you to leave me alone.”

			“You did.” He paused, and then, gently: “But your power doesn’t extend here anymore.”

			A sudden spike of fear pierced my grief. Burrsville, with its serene, rolling hills and old forests, was ripe for plunder, and now every greedy eye my magic had kept turned away would find it. They would strip the limestone out of the earth and the timber from the ridges, and the creeks would go black with the runoff. It wouldn’t matter that the sanctuary’s wards were still standing; once the locusts descended, there wouldn’t be anything my little charms and spells could do to maintain the balance of nature.

			I turned away from him and clamped my hand over my mouth, trying and failing to keep a sob of despair from escaping. I heard him approach, and after a beat of hesitation, his hand found my shoulder. He would take me in his arms if I allowed it, would gather me up and tuck my head beneath his chin, and part of me wanted desperately to allow it. I wanted to not be alone in this moment, to simply have another person, even if he wasn’t quite human.

			“I’m sorry, Tess,” he said again, his voice rough with emotion. “This is what I was afraid would happen.”

			His forefinger brushed my neck, and from that small place a wave of terrible certainty washed over my entire body. The devil had been at my door for years, offering, reminding, cajoling, extending the forbidden fruit with an open hand and simply waiting for me to take it, but more recently his patience seemed to have worn thin. Perhaps he finally got tired of waiting. Perhaps it was simply easier to set this trap, to watch me fall into this pit, thinking I would take his hand as the only way out.

			Rage and terror warred inside me. You cannot trust him, no matter what he says, my mother had told me, and yet I had trusted him. Even if I had not taken his gifts—not since that first one—I’d expected fairness from him, a level playing field, not treachery. The urge to hurt him had worked my hands into fists, but I had nothing that could hurt him. He could only hurt me, and now he’d shown that he would.

			“How did he know?” I whispered, hiding my fury beneath my grief.

			“You underestimated him. He’s a zealot, and they have their own power. These would’ve lit up like beacons to anyone with a touch of awareness, and he has far more than a touch. When you drew on them last night, it was like giving a scent to a bloodhound.”

			Liar, I wanted to spit. Zeke had shown even less sensitivity to the magic than any of my friends or his sour little wife. There was no way he could’ve followed the trail back to my roses—not on his own. The devil wanted to corner me, wanted to force me into taking his deal to save my sanctuary, and he thought I would fall for it because Zeke was our common enemy.

			“He’s dangerous, Tess,” the devil said. “You have more yet left to lose, and he will take it.”

			“I’ll rebuild,” I said, stupid in my defiance. “I have cuttings. I knew they wouldn’t last forever. They can be replaced.”

			“They can’t—not in time, and you know it.”

			I turned and walked away, and his hand slid from my shoulder. I didn’t want him to see my face, to know I knew what he had done. Men were vicious when caught out, and even if the devil was not quite a man, he was close enough.

			“Am I so repulsive to you?” he called as I walked away. “You would rather let him destroy everything than let me help you?”

			I didn’t trust myself to answer. I put my hand on the door, and there was the sudden sound of feet rushing through the grass, bearing down on me. I jerked my head up, fear clogging my throat, just in time for a strong northeasterly wind to buffet me, carrying the petals with it. The devil was gone.

			Breathing hard, I slid into the truck, and it was only then I remembered I’d brought the fawn with me. She was standing in the back seat, her nose leaving a smudge on the window as she stared northeast.

			“He’s gone,” I told her. “For now.”
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			The devil was right, of course—it had taken eighty years for the rose wards to reach the height of their power, and I couldn’t replace them before the cascade of failure began. I had the plants to do it: the delicate yellow rose rambling over the barn was a ten-year-old cutting from the east ward, and I had others waiting in pots, their blooms all echoes of their mothers. Despite my bravado, the idea of planting such young things in the cavernous places of the originals filled me with despair. It would be years before they truly bonded with the magic, decades before there would be enough power to draw on.

			Besides, I thought with gritted teeth, if I plant more, the pastor will just rip them up again.

			I didn’t quite know if that was true. If the devil was telling the truth and Zeke had a sense for magic, then it was possible he could discern the roses’ connection to me as well, and any attempt to replace them would fail. But if, as I suspected, the devil had simply whispered in his ear of nameless evil and witchcraft, then I could begin to rebuild, as long as I kept my efforts hidden.

			On a hunch, I drove into the village, seeking out the smaller sources of magic I’d surreptitiously created for myself—little charms slipped into the roots of shrubs, runes cunningly woven into the branches of decorative trees. These plants were young compared to the roses, tamed, pruned, and they could never fill the same well of power, but they were not useless; they connected me to the talking heads in the village, and if Zeke could really sense my magic on his own, surely he would’ve targeted them.

			First was the dwarf acer in front of the village office—a non-native plant I’d recommended against but been overruled, planted just too close to the sidewalk so its branches overhung. Despite my misgivings about it, it had been receptive to my magic and a devoted emissary, brushing people’s shoulders and ears as they passed by on the way to pay their water bill or parking ticket, lacing every touch with my influence.

			As I drove by, I saw it was still standing and in fine fettle, its leaves a mound of fiery red. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised; to cut it down in the dead of night would’ve been vandalism.

			Next was the lilac bush planted at the town hall. I’d put my foot down on this one; they’d nearly planted it in the northwest corner of the property, where the shade and the wet would’ve killed it. Here, in the sunshine next to the front path, it thrived, and every morning in the spring, the mayor paused on his way to the door and took a heady sniff.

			There were no blossoms on it now, and it was in desperate need of a prune, but it looked no worse for wear.

			The same was true of the serviceberry planted on the banks of the reservoir, the beach plums gracing the yard of the veterans club, and the hawthorn guarding the entrance to the cemetery on Cross Street.

			Not reassured but feeling grimly vindicated, I wheeled the truck around and headed for home. It was another day of sunshine and unseasonable warmth, and for once, Burrsville didn’t look like a ghost town. I saw more people outside than I had in months, and almost all of them were raking their leaves into fat black trash bags.

			They never fucking learn, I thought irritably.

			Back home, my irritation still simmering, I waded out through the grass to the well and my half-forgotten weather spell. The pans I’d set out were still there, the water dried to nothing but cloudy spots on the bottoms, and I stared at my distorted reflection in the metal. This spell was one I’d had to do at least once a summer in recent years, and despite the amount of energy it required, I’d never hesitated, confident in my web of power. Now I calculated the cost like a miser, and the cautious part of me warned against it, saying the balance of nature was not so far gone that it couldn’t right itself eventually.

			But there was a louder, angrier part of me that could not accept restraint. This was what Zeke wanted, for me to compromise piece by piece, to rationalize my losses until I had nothing left. My life already demanded so many hard decisions, so much acceptance of loss—the fox kits or the rabbit, the fawn or the coyote, and I refused to be driven to another one. I filled a bucket at the pump, its handle warmed to blister-heat by the unrelenting sun, and splashed fresh water into the vessels.

			As I prepared myself, I tried not to fixate on the loss that still echoed in my mind. Here in the sanctuary, where my wards remained, it was easier to ignore, but I could still feel it. It was like walking over a ridge that had eroded from underneath—it wasn’t that it trembled under your weight, but you could sense the emptiness below, the way your feet failed to root to the core of the earth.

			And yet, resonance hummed between my little vessels of warm, metallic-tinged water and the cool depths of the well, between the well and the threads of cloud that spooled high above in the flat blue sky. I breathed deep, connecting the vapor in my lungs to all that resonance, and tapped into the web of magic.

			My vision whited out briefly, my consciousness pulled into phloem, into sapwood, into heartwood, dispersing through leaves and into roots, alighting like a water strider on the surface of the vessels, plunging like a kingfisher into the well. I pulled my pieces back, just enough to form thought and intention; I could still taste the deep earth the roots ate and feel the flick of bird wings through cloud vapor, but I was separate and distinct, the intercessor.

			I siphoned the power of the wards, amplified it, poured it into the water. The connections between these small bodies grew, the vague vibrations becoming fibrous with tension, the tension strengthening to a pull as like called to like. Did water have desire? Did each molecule long to be reunited in a single great ocean? Probably it was nothing more than my own humanity molding the rhythm of nature into a form I could recognize, and yet whenever I worked this spell, I was struck with unease, as if I’d stumbled upon a secret so old even water itself had forgotten.

			I braided the water’s desire with the energy of the wards, creating a loop that would continue to feed until vapor burgeoned into clouds and clouds into thunderheads. The trees and the well pulled at me, beckoning me to diffuse like mist into their many roots and their unrippled depths. I drew back fully into my body and released the spell, and it peeled away like a great bubble from its wand.

			There was always a brief instant of hollowness after working such a spell, my body reorienting to its own flow of energy. This time, though, it took me to my knees. Without even realizing it, I had supplied what was lacking, lending my bones and blood in place of my lost roses, and now I was sapped. My vision swam and nausea roiled my stomach; I bent to press my forehead to the ground, closing my eyes and breathing in the scent of the hot, dry grass. The spell wouldn’t take right away—it needed time to build enough energy—but I hoped that, within a few days, the dusty earth beneath my nose would be watered.

			“Hello?”

			I jerked upright, twisting like a startled hare. The voice, while not immediate, was too close. Someone was in my sanctuary.

			I staggered up, leaving the well cover where it lay for now, and stalked around the front of the barn. Someone was on my porch, their back to me. Even from a distance, I recognized the breadth of the shoulders, the shape of the frame, and for a moment I considered shouting at him to get off my property. But something didn’t look quite right—he was hunched forward, the breath working his ribs short and fast.

			“Hello?” I said.

			David spun, and a quick glance told me he was carrying something in the front of his shirt. He rushed down the porch steps, too fast and too heavy, relief painted clearly across his face. “It’s you,” he said. “I need your help.”

			He unrolled the little bundle of his shirt, revealing an infant squirrel.

			“Aw, shit,” I said. “All right, come on, hurry.”

			I pushed him back up the steps. Worried he would trip in his haste, I kept a hand on his elbow, as if I’d be able to lift his bulk with a single hand. In my heart, I knew the squirrel was probably dead already, but I saw this effort for what it was—an act of defiant compassion, and I had to answer it.

			“Where did you find it? Keep it close to your body, it needs the heat.”

			“In the attic. I think it fell out of the nest.”

			I struggled not to grimace. “Okay, well, hold on to it. I’ll do my best.”

			I ushered him inside, heedless of the mess on my countertops or the smell of animals. The incubator was buried beneath a stack of blankets and towels; I tore them down, sparing one to pad the inside, and turned it on.

			“Here, let’s see it.”

			The boy’s large hands were shaking, and I was afraid he would accidentally drop his fragile burden. “I got it,” I said gently, disentangling the squirrel from the little pouch he’d created with his shirt. He jolted as my nail inadvertently made contact with the plane of his stomach, and I felt a surprising flush of embarrassment.

			The squirrel’s core temperature was low and it was dehydrated—typical for foundlings and nothing I hadn’t seen before. I didn’t see any injuries from its apparent fall from the nest, but it was hard to tell when their bones were still soft. I got fluids started and made sure the pad in the incubator was heating evenly.

			“Will it be okay?” David asked.

			“Hard to tell. I’ve seen worse come through, so it’s possible. I’ll do the best I can, but I can’t promise anything.”

			“Okay.” He was still holding the front of his shirt awkwardly in his hands, and he finally dropped it and smoothed it self-consciously. He glanced around the room. “This isn’t exactly what I thought a wildlife sanctuary would look like.”

			“Oh, this is just the nursery. There are more squirrel babies in here”—I tapped the other bin—“but the rest of the animals are out in the barn. Do you want to see them?”

			“Yeah, absolutely.”

			I led him back out and suddenly became conscious of the state of the kitchen—the pile of apple peels I’d forgotten to dump in the compost, the collection of dirty coffee mugs in the sink, the bundle of rattling nigella pods whose seeds I needed to harvest. From the living room, the fawn watched us with bright eyes.

			“Don’t mind the mess,” I said.

			“Is that the fawn Chief Broder was talking about?”

			“Almost certainly.”

			“She doesn’t look rabid to me.”

			I laughed. “Is that the line now? That’s pretty bad, even for him.”

			He seemed to want to go over to the fawn, but something in me warned against it. “It’s not quite time for her to eat yet,” I said. “We can go see the animals in the barn.”

			With one last glance over his shoulder for the fawn, he followed me outside. He trailed behind me to the barn door, and even though I’d seen nothing but gentleness from this boy, the back of my neck prickled. I hurried to the door and swung it open for him.

			“Go ahead.”

			Despite the warmth of the morning, the barn was still cool and dim, and he breathed a sigh of relief. “It feels nice in here.”

			“It’s a good barn,” I said. “Cool in the summer, warm in the winter. But don’t try to pet anyone in here, okay? I don’t want you to get bit.”

			“Okay.”

			I took him slowly down the row, pointing out the tips of ears or the ends of tails within the enclosures; only one of the raccoons was out of bed and active, washing grapes in his water bowl. David bent down, keeping a safe distance from the mesh, and laughed in delight.

			“I didn’t know they really did that. I thought that was just something they put in kids’ books.”

			“Nope, they really do it. He’s being very thorough; some of them will only dunk it once.”

			As we got to the back of the barn, which was open to create a cross breeze, he paused and looked out at the meadow and the woods beyond.

			“That’s all yours?”

			“That’s the real sanctuary. This is just the hospital, as it were.”

			“Do you go out there?”

			“Well, sure. I have to—to release animals, and just to make sure everything’s as it should be.”

			“And there are real wild animals out there?”

			I cocked my head. “What’s a ‘real’ wild animal?”

			“Like bears and coyotes and stuff. Deer.”

			“Yeah, those are out there. But these guys are wild too. In fact, lots of these are ‘wilder’ than coyotes; coyotes are adapting to urban environments fast.”

			“Have you ever had to rescue one?”

			“Quite a few. Had an old girl who stayed with me until the end.”

			“Like a pet?”

			“No, she was never that. She was pretty tolerant of me, but she stayed out here. I kept giving her the option to leave, but she didn’t. She was tired, I think. It’s hard out there. People think they’re just running through the grass with the wind in their ears, but they spend their entire lives looking for food or defending themselves or their young. I was glad she stayed and could rest before the end.”

			David looked away from me, and I caught the quick movement of his hand across his eyes. He cleared his throat. “Yeah, I can see that,” he said, his voice a little rough. “It doesn’t look peaceful out there. It looks wild.”

			I found myself smiling. “It is. That’s exactly what it is.”

			I turned and went back down the aisle a little ways, giving him a moment to himself. He followed me again after a minute, his hands still tangling in his shirt. “So you really don’t need any volunteers?”

			“It’s not exactly that I don’t need them. You’re the first person to ask about it in years.”

			“Really? Don’t people want to come here all the time?”

			“Not so much. People in Burrsville don’t really care what I’m doing up here as long as I’m keeping the possums out of their garages. I’m used to doing it all myself, and I’ve kind of gotten it down to a science.”

			“Well, what if I was your first volunteer?”

			I smiled again. “Look, I think that would be great, but I kind of got the feeling that your dad wouldn’t be too happy about it. He probably wants you to focus on school. You’ve got to be a senior, right?”

			“Yeah, I’m eighteen, which means I’m old enough to do my own volunteer work. Besides, I’ll need that for college.”

			I suspected it would all come to nothing even if I agreed—most people were all good intentions and no follow-through when it came to volunteer work—but I didn’t want to risk drawing Zeke’s attention any more than I already had, so I changed the subject. “Where do you want to go to college?”

			He blushed a little, cracked a grin that made him look so much like Norman, my head swam. “Had to call my bluff, huh? I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m even going. But it would be good experience either way.”

			I sensed this was bravado, that he just didn’t want to talk about his father. I didn’t push, instead motioning for him to follow me to the feed room. I pointed to the sink. “Fair enough. Ready to wash some dishes?”

			He mimed rolling up his sleeves. “Let’s do it.”

			The bowls left over from breakfast were sticky with saliva, the guts of berries, the ends of mealworms, and the occasional string of flesh. David kept a pretty straight face until it came to the fox dish, which still contained half a rat tail and a few organs that looked like they’d been thoroughly chewed, then rejected.

			“Yeah, it can get pretty gross,” I said. “Although I usually prefer washing up to preparing it.”

			“What do you have to do for that?”

			“You really want to know?”

			He paused, looking a little apprehensive. “Uh, do I?”

			“Well, if you don’t, don’t open the freezer.”

			He seemed to take that as a dare, shaking the excess water and soap from his hands to open the freezer door. He slammed it shut again quickly. “Holy shit!”

			“Told you.”

			“Where do you get all of that?”

			“Roadkill, mostly. There are places that supply whole rats to rehabbers, and sometimes I have to get those if I have a lot of predators in.”

			“But what do you need the heads for?”

			“Predators need the whole shebang—ears, eyes, fur, brain.”

			He went back to washing dishes, and I occupied myself doling out meds and vitamins into the pill dispenser I almost never used—usually I didn’t have time to fill them, and instead spent twice as long getting individual tablets from a dozen different bottles at mealtime.

			“Doesn’t it bother you?” he asked after a few minutes. “Like you have a live deer in your living room, but there’s a frozen head in there.”

			I mulled over my answer, rattling vitamin D in the pill counter. “Sometimes it does,” I said. “Sometimes I wish I could keep them all with me and never have to turn them loose. But they’re not pets, and dealing with the predator meals—well, it’s a good reminder. It’s not like buying a steak at the grocery store, where you can just pretend it’s a thing that showed up in the package.”

			“Do you eat meat?”

			“Not anymore,” I said, then added, “not if I can help it.”

			We went on for a while in companionable silence after that. I sensed his eyes moving over the space, taking in the bundles of plants and the little collection of polaroids—undated—I stuck in the battered metal cabinet where I kept the vitamins. I didn’t take photographs of the animals anymore, resisting the modern world’s urge to document everything, committing it to social media rather than memory.

			“What are these plants for?” he asked finally.

			“Lots of things—healing, pain relief, sleep. There’s a plant for almost everything. Whether or not it’s as effective as the modern medical equivalent can be a toss-up, but sometimes it’s just what the animals need.”

			“So you really are kind of like a pioneer woman.”

			“That’s not what I would call myself.”

			“What would you call yourself?”

			Ah-ah, I thought. Nice try. I didn’t really believe Zeke sent his son to spy on me, but his questions were tinged with a fascination that suggested he found me exotic, strange, maybe taboo. I couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t spill his guts out of guilt later.

			“Self-sufficient,” I answered instead.

			“I think it’s cool. It must be—I mean, it seems hard. But it must be sort of freeing. I wish I could do that.”

			“You could. Just have to buy some land and get used to the idea of working every day and almost never buying anything new.”

			“Yeah, well, we don’t buy a whole lot of new stuff anyway.”

			I paused, unsure how to tread this delicate ground. “I’ve heard being a pastor doesn’t pay all that well—unless you’ve got a megachurch or something.”

			“It’s not that. Pretty sure they have plenty of money. Mom gives me the whole ‘earthly riches’ thing, but I think Dad—” He broke off abruptly. “Never mind.”

			I glanced over my shoulder from counting vitamins, trying not to appear too interested. “Hey, it’s not like I’m going to tattle. Sanctuary, remember?”

			He laughed. “I think you’re thinking of confessional.”

			“What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas. Same idea, close enough.”

			He laughed again and went back to the dishes. For a moment, I thought he wouldn’t continue, but he finally did.

			“I think my dad just wants to make sure we don’t look like we have money. If I had a new iPhone or a new car, people might think he doesn’t practice what he preaches. When I was in sixth grade one of my friend’s moms bought me a new bike because she felt bad about mine. Dad made me sell it at the church yard sale and I had to tell her I lost it. Worst conversation of my life.”

			“I don’t think you’re the first pastor’s kid to have a story like that. But pretty soon you’ll be leaving, right? You’ll go off to college or trade school or go find a place to be a hermit like me, and then you call all the shots.”

			“They’ll want a say in it no matter what. I don’t think they’d be too happy if I decided to do what you do.”

			Inadvertently, I tongued the devil’s stamp on the inside of my mouth. “No, probably not.”

			“He was really mad when you left the other day—after you said that thing about the bears? He acted like it was all just a joke but I could tell he was mad.”

			“Hope he didn’t take it out on you.”

			“No, he’s not like that. But he told me to forget about volunteering here. Like because you had a different opinion you must be a bad influence or something.”

			“Well, historically that’s been the prevailing opinion of unmarried women living alone in the woods with animals.”

			“Yeah, I guess. But I don’t know. I hate the way he is sometimes. Like if I care about anything, it’s a distraction from God. Bikes, baseball, animals, whatever. He acts like I shouldn’t have a life.”

			I thought back to my mother and grandmother, how suffocated I’d felt with them, how strict I found their rules. Compared to Zeke, they probably would’ve been freewheeling hippies, but I broke all their rules nonetheless. I did everything they told me I shouldn’t.

			“Even moving here,” he went on. “It feels like we just came here because he knew it would be hard. I mean, my grandpa lived here for a while, so there was that, but that was before my dad was even born.”

			My heart dropped into my stomach. The deed, I thought. He knows about the deed. He knows about the land.

			Norman may have fled Burrsville in fear, but he’d taken the deed to his land with him. His share made up more than half the sanctuary, but as the decades had passed with no sign of him and my power only growing, I had almost forgotten the land was not legally mine, that it was only mine as long as I could keep people from remembering otherwise. I had relied on the guilt that drove him from Burrsville to keep the land a secret, but who knew what he might’ve said on his deathbed, what he might’ve confessed.

			I stood there frozen, anticipating that he would sense the dread in my silence, that he would turn to gloat, but he prattled on about his father’s predilection for misery, apparently unaware of how precariously my world was balanced in that moment.

			“Your grandpa lived here, huh?” I interjected when he paused for breath. “Right in Burrsville?”

			“My great-grandpa. My actual grandpa and grandma died when my dad was a baby, so Grandpa Norm raised him, and I just called him grandpa. We saw him a lot. He was a logger during the Great Depression and he came here for work, but he didn’t stay long. He went to South Carolina after that, but Dad wanted to come here for some stupid reason.”

			“What about your mom? Didn’t she have an opinion?”

			“Mom’s opinions are Dad’s opinions. I don’t think she liked it at first, and I thought maybe I could get her on my side, but when I tried to talk to her about it, she grounded me. She actually pushed him to move us a week earlier than he’d planned, told him my friends were being a bad influence.”

			I nodded; none of this was surprising to me. I knew Rachel’s type, had seen it before—women slavering to be seen as worthy helpmeets to their godly husbands, driving their children to the point of shutdown in the name of holiness. But it wasn’t the information I needed to know.

			“So what’s the plan?” I prodded. “They’re just going to stay in the parsonage until your dad retires? He must be close to that age.”

			David snorted. “He’ll never retire. He’ll die at the pulpit. He said his life’s purpose is to restore this place, whatever that means. It won’t matter where I go to college or end up moving, they’ll stay here and guilt-trip me for not doing the same.”

			“Only if you let them.”

			He finally paused, glancing at me in surprise. Maybe he’d expected some platitude about understanding his parents when he was older, but that hadn’t been my experience. If anything, I’d come to understand my mother less, to resent her choices more.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you before,” he said.

			“You haven’t,” I said. “And that’s why your parents don’t like me. We should probably get you home before they start wondering where you are, though.”

			“I can walk, I don’t mind.”

			“Don’t worry about it. I’ll just make sure I drop you off a couple blocks away.” I winked, and his face broke into Norman’s easy, lopsided grin.

			I kept my promise, taking a left well before the parsonage and driving up a couple streets before I pulled over. There was an older man outside putting far too much mulch around the single daylily by his mailbox, but he had his back to us. David unbuckled, pausing with his hand on the door.

			“Hey, thanks a lot. For taking the squirrel, and for letting me vent and stuff.”

			“Anytime.”

			“Can you just—I’m pretty sure my dad already got the parents, the squirrels. But I think there’s more babies up there.”

			“You want me to bust in and tell your dad I’m taking them, come hell or high water?”

			“If you went tomorrow morning, it would only be my mom. Dad always goes to the church office first thing Monday morning to start working on his next sermon.”

			“I’ll do my best. You take care of yourself, okay?”

			“I will.”

			He jogged off, sticking to the choppy sidewalk rather than cutting through yards like a neighborhood kid would’ve done. I pulled a U-turn and went back the way I’d come, just in case.

			When I arrived home, David’s squirrel was dead.
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			The pastor and his family had to go, that much was clear. David seemed clueless about the deed to the land, but that didn’t mean Zeke was. I didn’t know why he wouldn’t have made a move already, sent a letter through an attorney telling me to vacate the property, but I didn’t trust it. Even if he didn’t know, even if Norman had taken the secret to his grave, it was still safest for me and my sanctuary to send the family packing.

			If it had been my mother in this situation, she would’ve turned herself inside out to placate him. She would’ve made them bread, taken the pastor’s wife her precious silk thread and claimed it was extra, offered to weed their garden, all to prove she was no threat. She would’ve made her charms as well, braiding agrimony and rosemary into tight little twists, asking only for the pastor’s disinterest.

			My mother, for all her fear of the future, would’ve been at one with the so-called witches of today. Witchcraft was in fashion, made innocuous by those who did not understand power. You could’ve found these witches anywhere, deeply concerned with the aesthetic value of their altars and writing long missives about the harmlessness of witchcraft, the ones who would’ve made us all sweet and mischievous keepers of houseplants and house cats.

			“The women who were burned as witches were nothing more than midwives and healers, educated women whose knowledge threatened the patriarchy,” they said. “There’s nothing dangerous about witchcraft.”

			They were right about one thing: the women who burned at the stake were nothing more than midwives, powerless to help themselves. Had they really been witches, things might have turned out differently. But these women like my mother, like these modern practitioners, were so eager to take the teeth out of the craft. They were desperate to reassure the masses we could do them no harm, not realizing that a lack of teeth only meant they could kill you more easily.

			But my craft had teeth, and I would not hesitate to use them. I was not so eager to be harmless.

			I felt some guilt over David, who would have to move again his senior year, and who deserved better than the parents he had. He would have to be an unfortunate sacrifice, but I reasoned that he didn’t want to stay in Burrsville anyway, and perhaps Zeke would simply move his family back to where they’d come from.

			The next morning dawned dark, iron clouds smothering the sun at the horizon, and everything felt very still, as if the entire sanctuary knew what I was about to do and was holding its breath. I moved quickly and quietly through my chores, and none of the animals in the barn emerged from their hiding places when I brought their breakfast; it was only after I’d walked away that I heard stirring in the bedding.

			All the better, I thought grimly as I returned to the house.

			As I considered where to do my work, I reached instinctively for the web of magic and felt its ghost pass through my hands. I’d never realized how often I did that, making contact just for reassurance, a mental patting of my pocket. Now I felt a sick swoop in my stomach every time I did.

			Rather than the clarity I needed, my unfettered rage returned. Anger made me careless, callous, and instead of going out to the yard or into the cellar, I dropped my supplies in the middle of the living room floor and got to work.

			The hex bag was a nightmare thing, a pentagram of blackwood set with the bones of David’s squirrel, dotted with my blood, and bound in a bag tied with my hair. I concentrated all my fury and disgust and grief into it, and the intent I bound to it was to force them from the house.

			If the web of old magic had still been intact, I would’ve been more careful with my creation. With that much power, a thing of that malice could have had truly monstrous, unintended consequences. Without it, I was free to pour all of my hatred into the curse, although once I began, I found it was a well that would not empty.

			The fawn watched me as I created it. I’d taken to letting her roam loose through the house as long as I was there, and she still spent much of her time curled in the safety of her pen, waiting for meals. If she left it, she usually stood at the gate of the rehab nursery, ears and nose twitching at the various sounds and smells the baby squirrels emitted. Today, though, she came to where I was working on the floor and stood beside me, eyes bright and ears pricked, scenting the air.

			I almost risked breaking my concentration to pick up the hex bag and move away from her. She was too young to be near something so dark, her being still too impressionable, but the simple barrier I’d created of salt and iron should’ve been enough to keep her safe. I tightened my focus, blocking any thought of her from my mind as I infused the sticky green wood with my intent. The squirrel skull rattled as I placed it at the head of the pentagram, the miniscule leg and tail bones twitching in their bindings; the animal spirit didn’t linger, but the universe recognized the significance of my choice nonetheless.

			When the curse completed its formation with one last, sucking grasp at my energy, I sat back on my heels and rested my hands in my lap, allowing tension to ease from my shoulders. The fawn’s cold, damp nose touched my arm, and I nudged her away absentmindedly. When I’d created hex bags in the past, the working of the spell had left me feeling hollowed out, scraped raw and empty. This morning, though, I felt taut as a bowstring and filthy.

			The fawn nudged my forearm again, so lightly I barely registered it, my elbow moving automatically to push her away. When Rachel invited me in to remove the rest of the squirrel nest, she’d take me to the attic, but to be the most effective, the hex bag should be in the deep parts of the house—near their water supply, if I could manage it. I racked my brain, trying to remember if I’d seen a basement door anywhere, or if—

			Pain lanced through my right hand, sharp and shocking. I was so stunned I couldn’t even scream, a gasp aborting in my throat like I’d been plunged into icy water. I tried to yank my hand away before I even realized it was the fawn latched onto it—biting with her full mouth like a dog would, her lips pulled back from the ghastly row of teeth, her liquid brown eyes suddenly flat and empty.

			My attempt to pull my hand free was pure instinct, bypassing the brain entirely and accounting for nothing except the desire to make the pain stop. The fawn hung on with a gameness bordering on desperation, a determination I’d only seen in starving carnivores, animals who were accustomed to battling for their meals. Her hooves skidded through salt and iron nails, sending them flying and shattering the barrier I created around the hex bag.

			At last, my brain kicked back in. I ceased the panicked attempt to yank away; I was not the prey animal here. The fawn’s teeth were still sunk into my skin, but for all the shock of it, she was still so small, so fragile. I drew a deep, calming breath through my nose and closed my fingers, wrapping them around her lower jaw. I didn’t pull, not yet, but her ears immediately flicked with uncertainty.

			When I lowered my face to hers, our foreheads nearly touching, the awareness of a prey animal sparked back into her eyes, and the flat, predatory drive receded. “Let. Go.”

			Fresh pain seared my nerves as her teeth lifted from my flesh. I relaxed my hand, allowing her to back away as she licked her lips. I had no time to go to the sink and clean the wound, or to sweep up the mess, or even to take her back to her pen; I snatched up the rattling bag in my uninjured hand and stormed out the door, leaving the fawn standing in a scatter of salt and iron.

			Despite the heavy cloud cover there was still no rain, and I hammered the washer fluid lever to clear the dust from my windshield as I drove down the hill. My descent was recklessly fast, traps clanging in the bed of the truck, the façade of calm I’d patched together dissolving as I went. My hand throbbed on the steering wheel, and I finally spared a glance down to look at it. Most herbivores bit with their front teeth, relying on power and torque to do damage, but the fawn had tried to sink her teeth into me—the way a predator would. In some places, she’d succeeded, and I saw pink flesh beneath the congealing blood and lymph.

			I thought of Sarah, the bandages on her arms and the detachment on her face as I took the fawn, and I understood both now. The bite felt like a betrayal, something I’d never ascribed to an animal before. People constantly thrust their worst emotions upon animals, casting villains and victims in nature documentaries, convincing themselves their dog was making Machiavellian plans to take over the household and could therefore be shocked or slapped or denied food with impunity. And yet, this bite was so far outside the dictate of normal, species-appropriate behavior that I found myself falling into the same trap.

			Just came to collect my pet.

			The devil’s words echoed in my mind. Was this his influence? I had told myself her origins didn’t matter, that she was a sentient creature under my protection, but that felt foolish and naïve now. He had given her teeth; of course she would bite.

			I realized belatedly that I was barreling down Main Street at ten over the speed limit, the hedge wall around the parsonage already coming into view. I pumped my brakes and yanked the truck down a side street, trying to collect myself, which was not easy given the hideous thing in my passenger seat. I needed to get it out of my truck and out of my possession as fast as I could, but if I showed up at the parsonage pale and tremulous as a junkie, the pastor’s wife would never let me in.

			I was still going too fast as I turned into the driveway, the truck lurching as one wheel hit the curb. I stopped, threw the truck in park, and turned off the ignition, forcing myself to move slowly, calmly. The hex bag chittered and shifted as I reached past it to the glove box; I ignored it and reached inside for the roll of self-adhesive bandage. It had been bouncing around in there for months and was certainly not sterile, but it hid the worst of the damage to my hand. Finally, I dumped my usual supply of materials—pouches of dried lavender and valerian, a couple tins of cat food, bandage scissors, cuticle scissors, another roll of bandage—out of my satchel and slid the hex bag inside. The incessant rattle of the bones faded to a barely perceptible level, but I would have to burn this satchel when I was done.

			I slung it over my back, gathered a carrier from the back seat, and strode up the driveway to the porch. Wisps of hair floated free of my braid, and I had a feeling I still looked shaken.

			God bless this home, and all who enter here, the sign on the door said. I grimaced and knocked, the impact reverberating through my wounded hand.

			The pastor’s wife kept me waiting so long I nearly left. After my second knock, I saw furtive movement through the yellowed lacy curtain, as if she were trying to sneak deeper into the house without being seen. “Mrs. Abdee?” I called.

			Rachel came to the door then, opening it just a few inches and standing in the gap like she had something to hide. “Miss Wynne,” she said grimly. “Something I can do for you?”

			“Sorry, I should’ve called ahead,” I said, trying to smile and feeling a manic stretch across my face. “I was just driving by, and I remembered that you have a squirrel problem.”

			Her protruding eyes narrowed to suspicious little glints. “My husband didn’t say anything about you coming by.”

			“Does he need to ask your permission?”

			She sucked a breath in through her teeth, and I knew I had her; the last thing she’d want is to undermine her husband’s authority in front of someone like me. She grudgingly stepped back, opening the door the rest of the way. “I don’t have much time,” she said. “My women’s Bible study group starts in half an hour.”

			“No worries. I’ll be out of your hair as fast as I can.”

			She led me through the stale-smelling house and up to the second floor, the old wooden stairs making great groaning creaks as we ascended. The second floor was mounded in mauve carpet so thick she had to shove the door to the attic open with her narrow shoulder.

			“There you go. Funny thing for a woman to spend her time doing, traipsing around in people’s houses looking for rodents. Doesn’t sound very fulfilling.”

			“Just part of the job.”

			“Yes, I suppose it’s that way for a lot of women now—they’ve been told they’re better off doing something completely mindless than pursuing God’s purpose for them. Sad, really.”

			I’d gotten under her skin with the permission comment, I realized; she didn’t like that I knew the rules of her world when she didn’t know mine. “Unless you think it’s God’s plan for you to have squirrel shit in your cupboards, I’ll just go on up,” I said.

			I shouldered past her and took the steep stairs two at a time, almost daring her to follow me up, but she didn’t.

			The attic was spacious, the A-frame stretching some twelve feet over my head. It was mostly empty, which at least saved me from traipsing through a maze of junk to look for the nest. There were plenty of signs of squirrels—droppings scattered everywhere, a hole chewed in the insulation by the chimney, black walnut shells crunching under my feet. On a plastic bin labeled winter clothes sat the discarded packaging from no less than six glue traps.

			I had to poke around for about ten minutes before I found the nest tucked into a discarded roll of carpet pad. I was wary of sticking my hands in, in case the mother had somehow avoided all the pastor’s traps, but there was no hiss or scrabble of clawed feet when I reached inside. I pulled out the mass of chewed-up carpet, insulation, twigs, grass, and what looked like a few bits of Christmas tinsel, and pushed back the top layer.

			One of the other kits, like the unfortunate sibling David had brought me, was already dead, its body ice-cold to the touch and kicked as far from its siblings as the cramped space of the nest allowed. The three remaining began to squeak hungrily as I dragged the nest from the roll of padding, nosing at the air in search of their mother. They were about the same age as the litter I already had—eyes still closed, thin velvet fuzz just covering their pink-tinged skin, bones not yet hard.

			I placed the dead one in a plastic baggie for disposal and maneuvered the nest into the carrier, grateful that at least I didn’t have to spend half an hour wrangling it out of the rafters with my pole net. The hex bag felt like it was burning a hole in my satchel, so I tucked the carrier under my arm and rushed back down the stairs.

			Rachel was waiting for me at the base of the staircase, her large, bulbous eyes staring up at me like a toad at the bottom of a bucket. The tension of our earlier exchange had only thickened, and despite the fact that I was already a head taller than her, I found myself pausing at the second step, purposely forcing her to crane her head back to look at me.

			“You’ll handle the disposal?” she asked, her upper lip curling.

			“I’ll handle their rehabilitation,” I snapped. The hex bag was making me even more bad-tempered than I’d normally be in this situation; every time I swallowed I tasted bile at the back of my throat, and my teeth and the skin beneath my fingernails felt like they were crawling with grime. I descended the last two stairs and tried to smile pleasantly.

			“Would you mind if I checked the basement real quick? Usually when you have one rodent problem, there’s bound to be another. Unlike the attic, there’s a lot in the basement that really shouldn’t be chewed, water lines and stuff.”

			I was up to my knees in bullshit here, and Rachel’s willingness to entertain me was fraying. “Squirrels don’t go in the basement.”

			“Not squirrels, necessarily, but rats, moles, voles, they all dig and chew. Besides, I’d hate for you to have to call me back for another issue when I could nip it in the bud now.”

			She didn’t want me back in her house either, so she gave a heavy sigh and motioned me to follow her to the back of the house. “Be quick, please,” she repeated.

			The basement door was a narrow thing that had been painted so many times it didn’t quite fit in the frame. It shrieked as Rachel opened it, and a cold draft of air wafted up. I hesitated ever so briefly; I didn’t want to take the carrier down into the basement’s cool, damp air, but I didn’t trust Rachel enough to leave it up here. Then the hex bag gave a pulse like it was trying to eat its way out of my satchel, and I careened down the stairs.

			“I’ll be back up in just a minute,” I called over my shoulder, my voice shaking.

			The basement was barely tall enough for me to stand, as dim and cobwebbed as my own cellar but sealed in concrete. There was nothing down here—no foosball table, no boxes, no gardening supplies, not even laundry machines. For a moment I spun around frantically, clutching the carrier to my chest as if I could block the draft, but there was nowhere to bury the bag, and nothing I could hide it beneath.

			Finally, my eyes lit on the water heater. It was bolted to the floor, but one of the corner brackets had rusted and bent, the thick screw gaping inches above the concrete. I set the carrier down and swung the satchel off my back; the heater was hot to the touch but not scalding, and I was able to set my shoulder against it and get another inch of space.

			The door at the top of the stair screamed open again, and there was a heavy footfall on the top step. I reached into the satchel and flung the hex bag beneath the heater, my fingertips briefly sizzling black at the tips, and straightened up, pretending to inspect the water lines.

			Zeke descended the stairs, stooping at the shoulders to avoid scraping his head on the ceiling. “Miss Wynne,” he said. “What a surprise.”

			I left off my pretend inspection and flashed what I hoped was a confident smile. “Yes, well, I thought I’d take care of your squirrel problem.”

			He glanced at the carrier; he was standing a few feet away, and he could so easily kick it, step on it. “I believe I took care of the squirrels myself.”

			“Well, I’ve saved you the trouble of having to root out the unpleasant smell that would’ve cropped up a week or so from now.”

			“Aha. And what are you doing down here?”

			He stepped closer, his stony eyes glinting in the faint light of the basement’s leaded glass window. There were no tears in those eyes, no tremble of rage, and there was a concrete wall at my back instead of the pond, but for a moment I was back on the banks in the fading light, my blouse being ripped from my hands.

			“Just wanted to make sure there was no further rodent damage,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. “Your wife let me down.”

			“Yes, well, my wife doesn’t run this house.”

			We stared at each other coldly. My hands had unconsciously clenched into fists, and the bite wound was throbbing beneath my makeshift bandage.

			“I was just leaving anyway,” I said. “I’ll grab my carrier and get out of your way.”

			He wheeled around with surprising swiftness and picked up the carrier, and my heart rose in my throat. I lurched toward him, hand outstretched, but he ignored me, lifting it to eye level.

			“I don’t see any squirrels in here—only garbage.”

			He let it fall.

			I leaped forward. The carrier rattled into my arms; I nearly lost the back end and had to catch it again on the top of my thigh. When I finally had it securely in my grasp, my held breath exuded in a thin, tremulous stream.

			“Sorry about that,” Zeke said. “Slipped out of my grasp.”

			I raised my head and met his gaze squarely. “That’s all right. I’m sure, being a pastor, you don’t get the opportunity to work with your hands too much. Dexterity is one of those things that starts to go quick when you’re not practicing it.”

			His brow gathered like a thundercloud. “Is that so?”

			“That’s what they tell me. At any rate, I don’t see any other rodent damage down here, so I’ll be on my way.”

			There was a long, uncomfortable moment when he didn’t move, and instinctively I reached for the magic and found nothing. I found myself wishing for something real at hand—a knife, or a pipe, or even a stone. When he finally moved, it was so little that I had to turn sideways to get past him to the stairs.

			“Wait, Miss Wynne—you forgot something.”

			I swallowed hard as he bent down and retrieved the empty satchel; from where I was standing, the loose bolt on the water heater looked so obvious it might as well have been rendered in neon. But if he noticed, he didn’t show it, instead picking up the bag by the bottom corner so that anything inside would’ve fallen out. When nothing did, he looked vaguely disappointed.

			“Your—empty bag?”

			“Yes, that’s mine.”

			When he handed it over, he glanced at his fingers and rubbed them together, as if they’d come away grimy. I snatched it from him and bolted up the stairs without another word, my pulse spiking as I heard his heavy footfall behind me. I went back out to the kitchen, where Rachel was scrubbing the kitchen table furiously with a stained dishcloth. She gave me a vicious glare as I passed, her small teeth sunk into her lower lip.

			I rushed out to the truck, tucked the carrier into the passenger seat, and drove away. Zeke came out onto the porch as I did, and before the box hedge blocked my view, I swore he was going to his own truck—unnecessarily large, with dual tires—to drive after me. Breathing hard, I headed north on Main instead of south, toward the edge of town, then whipped the truck up the hill toward Paul’s house. It was a long, straight shot, and if the pastor was coming after me, I’d see him.

			After a minute, no vehicle appeared in my rearview mirror, and I loosened my death grip on the steering wheel. The road curved around toward Paul’s house, a route so familiar it was a comfort in and of itself. I took a long, deep breath, trying to shake off the lingering effect of the hex bag. The house came into view, windows blank and a real estate agent’s sign in the front yard.

			I screeched to a halt in the middle of the road, stunned.

			The apple tree was cut down. I hadn’t even felt it go, but here it lay, destroyed for no apparent reason. It hadn’t been harvested for campfire wood or even apples; I saw fruit hanging amidst the dry and browning leaves.

			When we’d planted it, Paul had said, “My kids will play in this tree someday. Maybe my grandkids too. It’ll stand as long as I’m on the farm.” I’d thought it was a hopeful declaration, but now I heard the promise of destruction in the words. I hadn’t realized he was so bitter.

			My hand throbbed in its bandage—the same hand I cut open on the reeds when I’d pulled the fawn from the pond, the same hand that left a bloody print on the devil’s shirt, the same hand the fawn had bitten. I gunned the truck down the road again, wishing I could leave my thoughts behind along with the downed apple tree. I didn’t breathe easy until I was back in the sanctuary with the gate locked securely behind me.
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			A hex bag had never failed me, and once I successfully placed it, I expected to feel elated, or perhaps at least satisfied, but instead, fear settled over me like a fever. The risk of a hex bag was someone finding it, and once it started doing its work—whether it manifested as nightmares or hallucinations or sickness—people usually started looking for answers. Even if they didn’t believe the craft had any power or know its exact intentions, it would never be mistaken for some innocent little charm. I imagined Zeke pacing through his basement, wondering what I had been doing down there, and my stomach turned like earth before a plow.

			My mother and grandmother had lived in fear, constantly watchful and wary of the moods and rumors of the town. My grandfather died when my mother was not even a year old, and no sooner had he been buried than every farmer and banker and would-be landowner started to drop by, doffing their hats and leaning against the doorframe and trying to determine if my grandmother was more open to remarrying or selling the land.

			My own father was gone before he ever knew I existed, a traveling insurance salesman whose route never took him through Burrsville again after that first and fateful time. After I was born, the manner of men dropping by changed, becoming pastors and priests and any man who fancied himself a moral leader in the town, rapping loudly on the door to bluster about the inevitable result of having no man in the house and trying to intimidate my grandmother—and then, eventually, my mother—into selling the land. They fended all of them off, through wine laced with potions or charms carved above the door lintel, all made more dangerous by the fact that the people at the time looked askance at a simple bunch of dried flowers. Suspicions fueled by boredom spread like wildfire, and the sparks had to be stamped out quickly.

			I had grown up steeped in their fear, but once I’d sold my soul to the devil, I became determined not to live the way they had. My mother forbade me from making the wards, but she was already weak and sick then, and I began the work behind her back. She still had her suspicions.

			“It wouldn’t do what you want anyway,” she’d told me too many times to count, a blanket wrapped around her despite the summer heat, her cheeks sunken and her eyes hollow. “You can’t control a whole town.”

			But I didn’t want to control the town; I simply created a safety net for myself, a way to ward off danger, and it had worked—until the pastor came. Now all that fear had come swimming up from the depths of my psyche, and I found myself wondering what else he was capable of, how determined he was to entrench himself here, and whether the hex bag would do its work or simply strengthen his resolve against me.

			I moved the fawn to the barn the following day. I no longer trusted the kinship I’d felt with her; sentiment had landed us in this murky no-man’s-land between pet and patient. Either she was an animal with a physical abnormality, an animal who had to learn to live as an animal, or she was the devil’s puppet, a pawn for some unknown purpose, and I had to put her down. I’d never been so lax, so undecided before, and I knew it was because I saw myself every time I looked at her.

			It was the same day that the calls began to come in. First it was a Canada goose caught in a trailing end of barbed wire, then a baby squirrel on someone’s porch, then a raccoon in a garage. Miraculously, none of them needed to be brought in for rehabilitation; the goose had minor cuts I treated on-site; I was able to find the squirrel nest and return the young one to it; and the raccoon was just a raccoon going after the Girl Scout cookies the husband hid in the garage.

			Although none of them resulted in an added rehabilitative burden, having to run out on as many calls in a day as I normally got in a week disrupted the entire flow of my routine, and I knew it was only the beginning. Unless I could get rid of the pastor and restore a bit of protective magic to Burrsville, it was only a matter of time before I was as overwhelmed as any other rehabilitator. Worse, the weather spell I’d worked had yet to show any results, and the scarcer water became, the more risks animals would take to seek it out.

			With winter coming, I was already short on time, but I put off repairing the log chinking in the cabin to prepare the rest of the existing stalls and pens in the barn. Since only a few were ever in use, the rest had filled with detritus over the years—boxes of blankets and towels people donated, lawnmower parts I swore I would fix and never did, an ancient four-wheeler I could usually resurrect on the rare occasion I needed it.

			The fawn watched me shuffle things out of the stalls from her new pen, nose twitching and eyes bright with curiosity. Occasionally, the fox to her right would make a noise that drew her attention, but the interior walls were solid wood, and without being able to see him, she quickly went back to watching me. I avoided her gaze and yet felt worse for doing it, my hand still sore beneath its bandage. It wasn’t her fault, and I shouldn’t have been reacting so emotionally; it was beginning to feel like I could do nothing right with her.

			I thought back to Chief Broder pacing on the other side of my gate, insisting that the fawn was a danger to the public. When I asked myself if she was, the only answer I had was not yet, but it was irresponsible of me to let the issue lie. I knew why I was avoiding it—I was tired of pretending I was here to serve people instead of animals. That was the purpose of a wildlife rehabilitator, to keep wild animals out of the hands of the public, but that wasn’t my purpose. I’d come to hate people’s inability to share space, resented the many little lives I’d had to end for the sake of people’s health and safety.

			When the stalls were empty and swept out, another round of the endless feedings and cleanings of the baby squirrels had been completed, and I’d made a small dent in the ever-growing pile of apples on my counter needing to be canned and stored, I went down to the library. The signal strength on the hill, while enough to make calls and get off a basic search, wasn’t strong enough for what I needed now, and my laptop was an ancient thing, taking half an hour just to boot up. I didn’t have the patience for that today.

			Millie Kreutz was the longtime librarian, and she jerked at the sound of the door, her waist-length gray-blond hair swinging. “Oh, hi, Tess!” she said brightly. Her smile had yellowed somewhat since she first arrived in Burrsville, but it was as welcoming as ever.

			“Hi, Millie,” I answered, trying to match her energy and not show my dismay at the library’s new home. It was my first time being there, and there was something manic about it—books were racked and stacked on every possible surface, sometimes multiple rows deep, and wherever there might’ve been a free half inch of space, there were pamphlets for story hours that would see no children, book clubs that would see no adults. It felt less like a library than a foxhole, a final holdout against a town’s determined descent into ignorance.

			I couldn’t bear to ask how she was doing; I could see the strain in her face, feel it thrumming through the entire place. This will be me, I thought. This was how I’d end up if I couldn’t find a way to get rid of the pastor—guarding a tiny corner of space out of nothing but grim spite, knowing I wouldn’t be able to change a thing when they finally decided to run me out of town entirely.

			“Can you point me toward the latest book you have on whitetail behavior?” I asked. “And I’ll need to use a computer, if that’s okay.”

			It looked like there was only one computer left in the place besides Millie’s, but thanks to the popularity of hunting in Burrsville, the library always had a solid collection of books on whitetails. She brought me a stack as the computer was booting up, tapping one dusty-pink fingernail on the top one.

			“This is the newest we have, but this one”—she rearranged the stack—“is considered the bible. Might be worth comparing the two. Is there something in particular you’re looking up?”

			I hesitated. As far as I knew, Millie didn’t have Georgie’s penchant for gossip, but in such a small town, it felt safest to assume that anything I told her would make the rounds.

			“Abnormal teeth development,” I said finally. “Pretty boring.”

			“Okay, well, if you need anything else, you know where to find me.”

			Other than a few one-off lines about deer becoming omnivorous when food was especially scarce, none of the books mentioned anything about eating meat. I turned to the encyclopedia of diseases, reading through them carefully for any mention of teeth abnormalities, biting, or even vampirism, but nothing I saw felt like it could be the answer. Biting itself was a normal behavior; it was the way she’d bitten me that was abnormal, especially for a grazing animal. Even predators didn’t bite that way unless they were intending to maim.

			You’re trying to find a natural cause for an unnatural thing, the voice in my head said. You’re not going to find one.

			I pushed the thought aside. Perhaps my barrier around the hex bag had failed—it could’ve been affecting her more than I’d realized, and she either wanted it gone or it drove her to abnormal behavior. I’d trusted that my barrier had prevented the influence of the hex bag from spreading through the house, but it had been a long time since I cast one. If I’d failed to properly activate the salt or there had been a gap in the iron, some of the negative energy I’d meant to pour into the hex bag could have escaped, and the fawn had been standing at my elbow almost the entire time.

			For the hell of it, I turned to the computer and repeated my search. My query about teeth brought up mostly fanged deer, a variety of species across Asia that grew something close to tusks. There were also some gnarly jawbone malformations in adult whitetails, but nothing about fawns growing adult teeth at just a few days old.

			I switched my search to meat-eating and found more. There were multiple recorded instances of deer, elk, and moose eating meat, everything from snakes to live goslings to human remains. The behavior seemed isolated and the theories around it vague; some articles suggested calcium deficiency while others proposed it was the beginning of an evolution toward a generalist diet. The one thing every account agreed on was that it was weird and unsettling. There was, once again, no mention of the behavior in fawns.

			I was just clicking away from a photo of a doe apparently eating roadkill when I sensed someone stop behind me. I hurriedly closed the browser and spun in my chair like a teenager caught looking at porn. Evelyn was standing behind me, her expression uncertain.

			“Hi, Tess,” she said stiffly. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

			I guessed from her tone that she had a bone to pick with me; the last time she’d spoken to anyone in the group with anything but her fluttery enthusiasm, it had been to Georgie about dropping out of the Main Street committee, and that spat had lasted more than a month. I stood so I didn’t have to stare up at her while she berated me.

			“Hi, Evelyn,” I said evenly. “How are things?”

			“Good, good,” she answered. “Paul made it to Virginia in one shot, if you can believe that. I hate long car trips without a break. I’d rather take my time and enjoy the ride, you know?”

			I didn’t know; by the time I’d been able to get a driver’s license and buy a vehicle, I’d already been tethered to the sanctuary. “He seemed pretty anxious to be gone and close this chapter,” I said, thinking of the downed apple tree behind the house. “I guess I’m not surprised.”

			“I was hoping right up until the end that he’d change his mind. It’s not like he had to farm if he didn’t want to—he could’ve done exactly what his parents are doing. Everyone wants a barn wedding these days, and that property is so beautiful.”

			“That’s true,” I answered, guarded. She was taking her time getting around to what she wanted to say to me, which only made me warier.

			“Well, no point in going on about it now, I suppose. How are things with you?”

			“Pretty much the same as always—more calls than usual, but nothing I can’t handle.”

			“That’s good. Hey, listen—”

			Here it comes, I thought grimly.

			“I know that we’re decades past women always being expected to marry, and I know you’re an independent girl who’s not afraid to buck tradition, and I’ve always admired that about you. You’re a girl after my own heart, and I wouldn’t change a thing about you, but I just wanted to—wanted to remind you that around here, that’s still seen as kind of, you know, rebellious. People pay more attention to what you do, you know? And they’re always more willing to be critical; I know that better than anyone. So just something to be aware of.”

			I paused, utterly confused. I knew why Evelyn should know this better than anyone; she’d never married, and ever since she’d started hitching rides with Georgie, there had been rumors about them. I had nothing so scandalous in my life, save the devil.

			“Okay,” I said finally. “What is this about, exactly?”

			“Nothing specific, really. Just, you know, in general. Especially when we have new folks in town, we want to put our best foot forward.”

			“I don’t disagree with you, but it’s kind of hard to make sure I do that when I don’t know what I did wrong in the first place.”

			“Well, I’m sure you didn’t do anything wrong.”

			“Evelyn,” I snapped, my patience at the breaking point. “Will you just fucking say what it was?”

			There was a breath of unbearable silence, the weight of yellow books pressing down on us. Evelyn’s face tightened, her mouth drawing into a sour little pucker that reminded me of Rachel.

			“David Abdee,” she said. “The pastor’s son. Someone saw him getting out of your truck.”

			“ ‘Someone’? And also, is that illegal?”

			“No, Tess, it’s not illegal, and like I said, I’m sure you didn’t do anything wrong. But it doesn’t look right. You’re a young, unmarried woman who lives alone, and if people see a boy like that getting out of your vehicle, they’re going to make assumptions.”

			“Then let them make their goddamn assum—”

			“And furthermore,” Evelyn interrupted me, raising her voice to such a level we could no longer pretend Millie didn’t hear, “his parents don’t know you at all, so if someone goes to them and says, ‘Hey, what was your son doing with Tess Wynne?’ they’re likely to jump to the wrong conclusion.”

			In those words, I heard the echo of Norman’s accusation, saw the shine of self-pity in his eyes. Fury dawned on me, as slow and red as a sunrise after a storm. It would never matter what I actually did; they would accuse me all the same. They would make me a monster whether I chose to be one or not.

			“In that case, they can come to me and ask,” I snarled. “You don’t need to come ambush me like the morality police. Are you going to measure my hem next?”

			“I don’t see why you’re angry at me when I’m trying to help you! I came to you as a friend so they wouldn’t confront you! Is it so much to ask that you not go driving around with teenage boys?”

			“It’s not like it was a fucking joy ride! He brought me a squirrel! He walked all the way up the west hill, so I gave him a ride home!”

			“Why is he bringing you anything? If they need help with pests, why aren’t his parents calling you?”

			I lurched up from my chair. “Because your precious pastor is just another asshole who’s cruel for sport and convenience,” I breathed. “He’s not any different or any better than any other schmuck in this town, so I don’t know why you’re so fucking anxious to impress him.”

			I drew back. Evelyn was cringing against a stack of books, her hands white-knuckled around the strap of her bag. I sensed Millie behind one of the nearby shelves, a bundle of nerves and bated breath in my awareness. For a moment, the only sound was the floor creaking beneath our shifting weight.

			Evelyn gathered herself. She flexed her fingers, crooked with arthritis, and I heard the soft pop of the tendons as she readjusted her bag. The rage coursing through me cooled instantly, crystalizing into regret. I reached for the magic, seeking a way to comfort her when I knew my words would fail, and came up empty.

			“Look, I’m sorry,” I said. “I just don’t understand why you decided to take their side before you even talked to me. We’ve been friends a long time, and you hardly even know them.”

			“I wasn’t taking anyone’s side,” Evelyn said coldly. “I was telling you how it looked. Seeing how defensive you got, though, maybe I shouldn’t have assumed you did nothing wrong.”

			“Evelyn—”

			“I have an appointment. Bye, Tess.”

			Sudden panic filled me, rooted me to the spot. My supposed friends were already turning on me, and I had no power to stop it.

			Evelyn stormed out, the heavy front door slamming behind her and leaving the library in even thicker silence than before. I sank back into my chair and stared unseeing at the open page of the book in front of me, a headache gathering steam behind my eyes. I shouldn’t have said anything at all about the pastor—now I’d pitted myself against him in Evelyn’s eyes, and her view would surely spread. For so long, my magic had helped quell any confrontation, and now my ability to manage conflict was rusty, my emotions too sharp and close to the surface.

			I closed down my browser, gathered all my books into a neat pile, and stood. Millie appeared around a shelf as if she’d been waiting for me to leave. “Did you find what you were looking for?” she asked anxiously.

			“Not exactly,” I said, “but I still learned a few things.”

			She gave me a brief, sympathetic smile. “Well, good. Did you want to take any of these home?”

			“No, thanks. Appreciate the help, Millie.”
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			The first wildlife call came early the next morning, just as I was finishing up the breakfast rounds. It was another young raccoon, apparently half-drowned in a rain barrel. I was surprised anyone had enough left in a rain barrel to attract a raccoon, let alone drown one. The woman who made the call was named Anne, and she didn’t seem to remember she’d called me every year the past six years to ask how deep was too deep for a birdbath.

			“I thought he was dead,” she said, her voice loud with nerves. “Then my husband dumped it out and he started to move a little, but I don’t know. Still out there in my driveway.”

			My magic had been particularly strong around drownings and prevented most of them, but I knew it wasn’t an uncommon call for a rehabilitator to get. With summers getting hotter, pools and garden water features were increasingly attractive to wildlife, and it was usually only a matter of time before a homeowner found an unpleasant surprise under their pool cover. I’d only dealt with a few instances myself, but they usually went one of two ways—either the animal was just exhausted and needed time to rest and regurgitate some water, or they were brain damaged from lack of oxygen and could never be returned to the wild. The fact that the raccoon was still in the driveway suggested the latter, if it could be saved at all.

			As I left the barn, the fawn let out a single, plaintive bleat. I’d become accustomed to every manner of call and chirp and scream possible, and yet for some reason, this one went through me like a knife. I stopped in the middle of the aisle, physically fighting the urge to turn around. The rest of the barn was completely silent, as if every other animal was waiting to see what I’d do. I steeled my heart and kept walking, and as I shut the door behind me, I heard her call again.

			I knew the way to Anne’s house by heart, and when I reached the little double-wide on the edge of the village, I saw the rain barrel tipped on its side amidst a forest of birdbaths, the bottom third rimed with green slime. The sodden bundle in the driveway was stiff and cold. I’d never felt guilty in these situations before, never had to—I rested easy knowing I’d done everything I could do to the best of my ability. Now, looking at the little paws splayed out in the slowly evaporating puddle, I was conscious that this life wouldn’t have been snuffed out if my magic were intact.

			“I told her it was already dead,” Anne’s husband, Chris, said as I collected the body. “It was just twitching.”

			“Make sure you cover your damn rain barrel,” was all I said.

			The second call came in before I was even home from the first one, and this time it was a child’s voice that came down the line.

			“Hello, is this the animal control lady?”

			“Yes, it is, who’s this?”

			“My grandma said I gotta call you because there’s a crow in her yard.”

			“Can you give the phone to a grown-up?”

			“No, Grandma doesn’t like talking on the phone.”

			I grimaced, suddenly taken with the urge to slam the phone against my dash until it was in pieces. “Is there something wrong with the crow?”

			There was a rustle of static and a muffled voice in the background, and then finally: “It’s got a broken wing. Grandma says you gotta come get it so I stop trying to touch it.”

			“Okay, where do you live?”

			The only answer was an open-mouthed cough and a loud, wet sniff.

			“Hello? Where is your grandma’s house?”

			“She lives next to the old library.”

			That clicked. This woman had called before—or, rather, made her neighbor call me—when a juvenile red-tailed hawk was stuck in her garage. For all that she hated talking on the phone, she certainly hadn’t been shy about trying to backseat drive the rescue operation.

			“Okay, I’m on my way. Do not touch that bird, you understand? Just watch from the window. Got it?”

			“Okay, bye.” The line went dead.

			I hooked the nearest left and headed for Main Street. The old library was past the parsonage, and I found myself peering through the windshield for any sign that the hex bag was doing its work. I don’t know what I expected—maybe Rachel running out the front door screaming, or Zeke mid-exorcism in the front yard, but there was no such spectacle. The parsonage stood as dull and hollow as it always had, the church with its ramshackle bell tower beside it.

			Just around the corner, the house next to the old library was the exact opposite—life was spilling out of every nook and cranny of the place. The front yard was a patchwork of knee-high native grass and clover, and a tangle of morning glories and honeysuckle clung and climbed their way up the porch pillars. The window boxes were stuffed with creeping jenny and petunias, and I saw a handful of hummingbirds dive-bombing each other over the bleeding hearts that hung from baskets. It didn’t look so different from my own house, and if I had my way, every house in Burrsville would be the same.

			Is it so much to ask? I thought, watching as a squirrel poked its head from a hole in the siding and leaped to a nearby tree branch. All I want is for them to see the beauty around them and keep it safe. Why do they fight me? Why are they so determined to make this a zero-sum game?

			I parked at the front of the driveway and made my way toward the backyard, keeping an eye out for the crow. The house itself was painted a mulberry color that the sun had faded to pale grape in certain spots. There was movement through one of the screened kitchen windows, and I heard the same open-mouthed cough and sniffle.

			The woman who hated talking on the phone was on her back porch, watering a veritable jungle of potted strawberries and herbs. She had long, iron-gray hair and her feet were bare despite the worn, splintered boards of the deck.

			“There you are,” she said irritably. “I’ve been keeping an eye on him. He’s over in the corner by the compost pile. Do you see him?”

			The backyard looked much like the front yard, with just a small mown rectangle in the middle that contained a miniature soccer net and a ragged ball. I spotted a blue-black shadow through a clump of nigella and nodded.

			“Yeah, I see him. Will you stay up there for me? If he gets away from me the first time I want to make sure someone has eyes on him.”

			She snorted, as if she recognized this as the ploy it was to keep her out of my way, but waved me through the gate and made no move to join me. Carrier in hand, I waded through the tall grass to the compost heap, and assessed the damage.

			The compost heap was well maintained and practically bursting with worms, which made it a pretty good place for an injured bird to land. But the low, overgrown fence wouldn’t provide the crow with any protection from predators if he couldn’t fly, and one glance told me he couldn’t. The right wing sagged from the joint, pin feathers dusting lightly over the grass as he hopped away from me.

			As I paused and set down the carrier, I suddenly realized why my shoulders were knotted with tension: this would be my first time trying to capture an animal without the benefit of magic, and I didn’t know if I could do it. Tentatively, I reached out for the smaller wards around the village—“my little friends,” I had always called them, never expecting they would be conscripted in this way, and for good reason. Compared to the deep well of power my ancient roses had provided, this felt like trying to siphon off a puddle.

			But maybe it was just enough, or maybe the crow was half-tame, because he didn’t move until I was practically on top of him. By the time he thought to hop away, my hands were firmly holding down his wings. He stared at me with one beady eye, and I saw myself reflected there, windblown and ragged, the skin beneath my eyes tinted blue.

			“I call him Shadow,” the woman on the porch said as I tucked him into the carrier. “Will you let me know how he’s doing?”

			“Sure, if you’d like to pick up the phone.”

			She wrinkled her nose. “You can just leave a message; I’ll hear it.”

			“All right. I would like to bring him back here for his release, though.”

			Shadow cawed anxiously from inside the carrier, and the woman turned away from me suddenly, blinking hard. “Yes, please do.”

			I left the wild little yard, closing the gate behind me. I wished I could say something to comfort her—that thanks to her own tiny sanctuary, Shadow wouldn’t have to battle the weakness and dehydration that plagued most injured birds that came into my care, and I was confident he’d be back in her yard in a matter of weeks. But the words stuck in my throat.

			When I went down the driveway, there was a police car parked on the other side of the road, and Broder was staring at me through the window. I fought the urge to smile.

			Good, I thought. If you’re here, you’re not poking around my gate trying to get in.

			I ignored him, opening the back of the truck and working the carrier into the track that held it steady. As I closed the doors and went around to the driver’s side, I heard his window roll down, and I braced myself.

			“What you got there, Tess?”

			“Just a crow.”

			“Ah. Dirty birds.”

			“Yeah, I guess. Pretty stinky, pretty messy.”

			“Gotta be taxing. You ever get tired of it?”

			“Of cleaning up bird shit? Sure. But it’s part of the job.”

			“Guess it’s probably better than dealing with the really dangerous animals.”

			“Not really a consideration for me, Chief. The last dangerous animal I had to deal with was that bear stuck in the Walmart dumpster, and that was three years ago.”

			“Yeah, well, I’ve been talking to a couple of the board members, and they’re not sure they agree with your assessment.”

			The village board was the closest thing I had to direct supervision as an animal control officer. They were all in their eighties, and even without the influence of my magic, they probably would’ve struggled to remember my existence, but they wrote the checks. I sent them hard copies of my annual reports and showed up to the occasional meeting, but for the most part, I stayed out of their way and they stayed out of mine.

			I turned to face him, and met his gaze with my own hard stare. “Let me guess—you told them that fawn, who weighs less than the mayor’s dog, viciously attacked you and you barely made it out alive, and now she’s coming to eat them all in their beds.”

			His face, already barely holding its mask of politeness, creased into irritation. His arm shifted with the motion of shouldering open the door. I grabbed hold of the magic—with so little to work with, there could be no more soft, smothering blankets, no gentle, silken ropes—and yanked it around his will like a garrote.

			Broder made a surprised noise, as if he’d felt the sensation physically, and sagged back into his seat. A beat of silence passed as sweat rolled down his temple. He rolled up his window without another word and drove off, but that gave me no comfort. I didn’t have the strength to influence him for more than a few minutes at a time, and certainly not at a distance; he would keep trying to undermine me until he had the fawn’s head.

			The momentary sense of calm purpose I’d felt after catching the crow had disappeared, and I found my hands shaking as I got into the car. The exchange had thrown into clear relief that I was risking my job for the sake of the fawn. The board had no control over my wildlife rehabilitation license—that was the purview of the state’s Department of Environmental Conservation—but I didn’t doubt Broder would start trying to pull strings there too. Was it worth it? Every logical notion said no, that it was better to sacrifice one for the good of the many. I would have never argued that point in the past, but I found myself fighting it now. Broder didn’t really believe the fawn was dangerous, because he didn’t know about the bandages on Sarah’s fingers or the teeth marks in my own hand; all he had to go on was his own ripped sleeve and unmarred skin. He wanted me to capitulate for the sake of it.

			Too bad, I thought grimly. I’m not going to.
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			Broder’s words ate at me, but what ate at me more was the complete lack of change at the parsonage. I could still sense the presence of the bag if I was close enough, and I started driving by every day, checking it was still there, waiting to see the fruits of my work. It was a stupid thing to do—Zeke or Rachel would probably notice my truck, especially if Evelyn was right and there were already rumors swirling about me and their son.

			But I couldn’t stop myself. I worried at it like a hangnail, desperate for some sign that the pastor could be driven out. There was no way to tell what form the hex bag’s influence would take—hallucinations or nightmares or sickness, maybe all three, or maybe something else entirely—but the longer they stayed, the worse it would get. Every day, I told myself I would see a moving truck, or that Georgie would call and tell me Zeke was calling it quits already, and every day, the unchanged parsonage mocked me.

			I had to know if it was working, if it would work. And there was only one way to find out.

			Belladonna was not a plant to take lightly. I gave it the southwest corner of the meadow at the edge of the forest; it didn’t keep well as a pet. Even from yards away, I could see the berries glinting like black jewels in the sun. Truly, they seemed purpose-built to lure in humans, with the tempting glisten of their skin and the sweet burst of juice inside.

			The sanctuary itself was equally sirenic that day—from the house, the autumn sun had appeared as soft amber daubs playing over the gently waving grass of the meadow, but now that I was here, the light was brassy and harsh. There was still no sign of the storm I called up, and the dry meadow bristled with razor grass and thistle. The maple trees that formed the edge of the forest were the red of old blood, and the thought made me pause and glance behind me automatically for the fawn.

			She wasn’t there, of course. I’d left her in her stall, although looking now I saw that she had come out into the run to watch me, a little smear of copper against the weathered boards of the barn.

			I turned away, straightening my shoulders and trying to clear my head. I had been too lax with the hex bag, and I had paid for it. Belladonna was even less forgiving of mistakes.

			When I came to the bushes, I set down my basket and my shears momentarily to murmur a few words of gratitude. I’d gotten out of the habit of these little rituals, but now that most of my magic had been torn out by the roots, I was seeking it everywhere, drawing on every source I could.

			The stand of belladonna had become thuggish and overbearing since last I paid it any mind, and I didn’t hesitate to cut whole boughs rather than taking only the berries. The green wood and the leaves were powerful as well, and I needed all the power I could get. I took them back to the house, hurrying to escape the unwelcoming rasp of the meadow grass.

			I put the boughs in water, careful to avoid the sap that oozed from the cut ends. From their vase, they seemed to mock the lavender and cornflower and other gentler plants that hung drying from the kitchen beams. I couldn’t resist the urge to stroke my thumb over one of the berries, just to feel the gloss of its skin.

			I distracted myself with other tasks for the remainder of the afternoon—there were more than enough piling up, and I had barely made a dent in the laundry when I glanced out the window and saw the sun was dipping behind the tree line. I still had preparations to make, but for the rest of my materials, I’d have to go to the back room.

			The cellar of my house was like any other cellar; dim and low-ceilinged, with spiderwebs in the corners and a hard-packed dirt floor. I kept a larder down there, but didn’t have much reason to visit it otherwise. Years had passed since I had cause to go through the plain wooden door at the back.

			No one else had ever seen what was in the back room, and no one could.

			I built the room when my mother and grandmother’s fear was still running strong in me, and back then, there was cause. I had dug it out myself, shoring up the walls with plaster and stone. There was no electricity, and no windows either; I took a candle in with me and didn’t flick the wheel of my lighter until the door was locked behind me.

			I had never killed for my magic, but I wasn’t above harvesting from the dead. In my line of work, there was plenty of it. It was not uncommon for me to take the fur or teeth of a dead mother possum or raccoon and weave it into the spells of healing and growth I spoke over her offspring.

			But none of this was so innocent. Even the hex bag, full of malice as it was, was purer than the things I kept in the back room. That had been forged in the hot, cleansing fire of anger, and these I had allowed to sit and suppurate in the secret dark, their presence a growing stain on my soul. Here were the hearts of predator and prey alike, suspended in formaldehyde and lined up neatly in their jars. Here were the vials of snake and spider venom, the wines I’d dosed with mandrake and lily of the valley. Here was my grandmother’s grimoire with its homemade goatskin cover, its yellowed pages full of magic my mother refused to teach me—love potions, spells to call on the dead, curses, hexes.

			These were all the things I’d harvested for myself, forbidden knowledge, bones and claws, eyes and organs. And my mother—or what remained of her.

			There was not much left of her hair and lashes, despite my efforts to ration them over the years, but her teeth and finger bones had not been touched. I only handled them in their little box, but that didn’t stop the memories that wanted to flash before me—the way the pliers slipped, the bristling crack of cartilage, how black her cold blood looked under my fingernails. I pushed the thoughts aside, gathering up the box and the wooden trencher that sat on the shelf beside it, its bowl worn glossy smooth.

			The last thing I needed was in the medicine cabinet upstairs. The bathroom seemed bright and homey compared to the back room, but I avoided my reflection in the mirror, only glimpsing the darkness that clung around my eyes and in the hollows of my cheeks. I opened the cabinet and pushed aside the soaps and gauze packets I used to hide the bottle, then stopped short.

			The bottle of belladonna antidote was tipped over on its side, sitting in a tacky puddle of what once was clear fluid. I snatched it up as if it would prevent any more from leaking out, but the damage was done; I heard only the barest rattle of liquid inside. The label was stuck to the shelf of the cabinet along with most of the contents, but there was no mistaking it for anything but what it was.

			Cursing whatever hurried moment in the past led to this, I tore open the drawer beneath the sink. The syringes were still there, safe in their wrappers. I’d just have to hope there was enough left in the bottle for one last use.

			I bundled everything into a basket and went outside, trying to ignore my waning confidence. The spilled bottle of physostigmine seemed like a sign if ever there was one, but it wasn’t the one I needed now. There was simply too much at stake, and besides, it was only a backup plan. I’d used belladonna enough in the past to get the dosage right.

			I came to the small, stone-circled firepit in the center of the yard and stopped, finding myself unwilling to set the basket down. It was fully night now, but the moon was shining above like a great silvery eye, laying down a blanket of pearlescent light so bright I could make out the colors of the dahlias in their bed. Even up here on the hill, behind my gate and safe within my remaining wards, I felt exposed. Anyone could walk up the driveway and see what I was doing—they could leave before I even knew I’d been observed, or worse, take advantage of my vulnerable state. No, I couldn’t do it in the yard.

			I readjusted the basket on my arm and went down to the gate, looking out across the lustrous, billowing sea of grass and the towering dark of the forest. Once again, it looked peaceful from here, but I wouldn’t know the truth of its mood until I ventured out. I opened the gate and entered the meadow.

			It seemed to take a long time to reach the trees. A breeze moved through the grass as I walked, turning the moon-soaked leaves to liquid, and for a moment I had to shut my eyes and take a long, slow breath through my nose. The sensation of drowning passed, and I pressed on, the forest rising like a black wall before me.

			No sooner had I crossed the line of the trees than the light faded. I turned, apprehension skittering down my spine, and found only darkness; perhaps the moon had gone behind a cloud, or perhaps the trees had closed behind me. I pressed on into the forest, seeking a place for the ritual.

			I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for, other than a place to build a fire. I’d never done a ritual like this beyond the safety of the yard. Like belladonna itself, the trees kept their own secrets and were not to be trifled with, and unlike now, when raw panic was a breath away, I wouldn’t notice the creeping roots and stretching limbs when my gaze was only half in this world.

			Just when I was beginning to think I’d have no choice but to fight my way back to the yard, I pushed aside a curtain of pine boughs and found myself before the bramble thicket. The rose blossoms glowed like little ghosts in the dark, and the way was open for me, a gap in the tangle of thorns beckoning me inside. I followed it down gratefully, surrounded by the heady perfume of roses and overripe blackberries. The thorns still dragged lightly at my skin, but they felt curious rather than hostile, as if they were teasing—or perhaps testing.

			The farther I went, the darker it got, until even the silver sheen of the roses was reduced to a mere impression of gray. By the time I found my way to the center of the thicket, the brambles had completely closed over my head and I was walking nearly bent in half, the basket of materials bumping awkwardly against my shins. It might’ve made someone else claustrophobic, but it was exactly what I needed. No one could spy on me here.

			I only guessed I’d come to the center when the thorns on either side of me gave way. I settled onto my haunches and fished a candle out of the basket for light. As the flame took hold of the wick, I saw there were no roses in this place, nor blackberries, nor even leaves. Here in the heart of the thicket, there were only massive, gnarled vines and thorns as long as knives. They curled and twisted over my head, and even when I lifted the candle above me I couldn’t see a hint of green.

			With no light reaching this deeply, the ground was soft dirt, and it was littered with the bones of trees that were taken by the thicket. The limbs were dry and nearly petrified, and it didn’t take much to snap off a couple pieces and start a fire.

			The first thing I did was unwrap the syringe and draw off as much physostigmine as was left in the bottle. It was only half as much as I needed, but it was better than nothing—in theory, at least. I laid the syringe where it was easily at hand on the corner of the basket, then arranged the trencher and the bones in front of me. At last, I considered the belladonna.

			The berries were black as pitch in the glow of the fire, eating the light in a way the surrounding darkness did not. I plucked three of the largest ones and dropped them into my mortar along with a single leaf, and the rest of the boughs I tossed on the fire, where they began to smoke.

			I dipped my fingers into the mortar and coated them in the pulped flesh, drawing a single line down the center of my forehead and two others down my eyes. The rest I strained into a cup of water, which I placed near the fire to warm while the pungent leaf smoke curled around the space in gossamer strands. When the outside of the cup grew warm, I lifted it to my mouth.

			Don’t.

			I stopped, the black liquid resting against my lips. The voice sounded like my mother’s.

			Don’t look unless you’re prepared to face what you see.

			“You don’t even know me anymore,” I said. “You don’t know what I’m prepared to do.”

			There was no answer. I tipped the cup and drank it all in three long swallows. It went down easy, faintly sweet, and it was only after that I felt how it had coated my throat, my tongue, my teeth, possessive and inescapable.

			Now came the hardest part: waiting. Belladonna usually acted within an hour, and I should’ve used the time to focus my mind on what I needed to know: whether the hex bag would work, whether the pastor would leave, whether my sanctuary would be saved. Instead, I found myself ruminating on the poison in my body or the too-empty syringe sitting on the edge of the basket. I placed another log on the fire and watched the flames lick up the sides.

			This is unwise, came my mother’s voice again. You can’t control it.

			“I can’t control anything anymore,” I answered. “And you’re dead.”

			My mother had forbidden me to use belladonna or any of the other shadow herbs. For her, they cut too close to what people already believed about us, and they frightened her. She did not wish to know the future or understand the secrets of the universe; she only did what magic she’d needed to survive.

			My grandmother, according to her journals, had been an avid user, a seer, but over time my mother wore her down. I only ever saw her bring out the trencher once, while my mother was gone and she and I were alone in the house. She’d read stones rather than bones, pebbles and river glass and amber she’d collected over the years. I remembered my fingers itching to rub their shining, smooth-worn surfaces, but my grandmother had slapped my hand away. When I looked up at her, her eyes were blown so huge and black I thought they would swallow me.

			“Go play outside,” she’d rasped, and her teeth and lips were stained like mine were now. “Go,” she snapped more forcefully when I hadn’t moved. I went—straight up to the attic, crawling on my belly to avoid the creaky boards until I found a hole through which I could watch her. It wasn’t much to watch, at least not from my vantage point, but up until then my mother and grandmother had been wholly open with me, explaining everything they did and teaching me to do it alongside them. The idea that something was not for my eyes and ears was new to me, and the allure of the forbidden was strong.

			I was jolted out of the memory by pain in my fingers. I snatched my hand back from the fire—the same one the fawn bit, still in its bandage—and tried to assess the damage, but my vision swam as soon as I focused my eyes. I was in the belladonna’s hold.

			I reached for the box of bones. The fire popped, loud enough that I felt it in my skin, and I jumped. My hand went astray, and my fingers dipped over the edge and met my mother’s.

			Blade peeling through dead flesh, palm to nail split, blood congealed, blood oozing, I am a butcher I am a butcher I am a butcher—

			I had just enough sense left to pull my hand back yet again. The memories faded from my mind’s eye, but when I reached for the box again, my own fingers were flayed neatly open, knuckle bones rising white from tendon-laced flesh. I tried to shut my eyes and failed.

			“It’s not real, it’s not real, it’s not real—”

			My voice didn’t even sound like me, a clotted, staccato series of gasps. For a moment, my entire body was alien and everything teetered on the edge of hysteria, each new prick of awareness threatening to cascade into terror. I clawed myself back from the edge, seized the box, and dumped the bones into the trencher with enough force that a distal phalanx broke off and leaped into the fire.

			I stared into the trencher for a long time. It was hard to focus, and the materials appeared to move of their own accord. I kept losing my place, or perhaps I only thought I did, because every path ended in destruction. I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, following the trails through the bones with rising panic, hoping that each new angle and turn would show me a way forward. They did not; each one concluded with the razing of the sanctuary and my own death or imprisonment. There was no escape, no opportunity to reinterpret, no end but earth scraped raw, trees slashed and burned, the creek dammed, pond drained, habitats and burrows crushed beneath caterpillar tread. I saw it again and again—the meadow burned to ash, the forest uprooted, nothing remaining but acres of abraded land primed for building. Whatever loss I felt at the killing of the rose wards was wholly subsumed by this, every bit of life and magic drained until the earth itself turned black. I did not see the pastor and yet I did; something about the hard-edged furrows of the upturned dirt reminded me of his face, the lines around his mouth. Whatever was to be built here was for his purpose.

			I finally sat back. My eyes burned, and for a moment I was certain I’d scorched them in the heat of the fire, singeing off my eyelashes, the skin of my very eyelids. When I reached up to touch them, the tickle of my unburnt eyelashes reminded me of spider legs, and I found myself shaking my hand frantically, pale spiders falling from my sleeves and out from underneath my fingernails.

			A distant part of me realized this was a very bad trip, and my fear had colored the casting of the bones. Perhaps this was why my mother did not read the future, not in stones or tea leaves or anything; she was always afraid, and it tainted everything. I gathered up the bones in my bare hands, heedless of the images that welled up before my waking eyes, and tossed them again.

			The clatter came to me long after they’d hit the bottom, long after I realized my ability to read had fled. I could see hints of something, a future perhaps even darker than the first, but the materials were unwilling to give up their answers. There were glimpses of a way forward, flashes of power and reclamation, but I saw them as impressions in my periphery, and the harder I stared the more the bones curled in on themselves, a disembodied fist refusing to open and reveal the knowledge inside.

			I told you not to look.

			“You have no right to deny me,” I snarled. “Now show me the answer!”

			In a fit of rage, I lifted the trencher and slammed it down again. I only intended to clatter the bones inside, but the impact as it hit the ground shook the entire thicket, rattled me down to my core. The ground quivered and split, the floor of the thicket cracking like plaster and swallowing the trencher whole, bones and all. I gasped and pulled back, and suddenly it felt like the ground I was sitting on was thinner than spring ice; one false move and I too would disappear into the void beneath.

			“Tess?”

			I blinked hard. When I opened my eyes again, the ground was whole in front of me. The trencher was not, broken in the middle with its contents spilled on the ground. I looked up and saw the devil sitting on the other side of the fire.

			“You’re not real,” I said immediately, although a second ago I had been ready to accept that the trencher had fallen to the center of the earth. “You’re not actually here.”

			“Why not?”

			I expected defiance, insistence, not a question, and it caught me off balance. It took me minutes or perhaps hours to work out my reasoning. “Because I wanted protection. That’s why I came here. It should’ve kept you out.”

			“Liar. You wanted knowledge and power, and you know I can give you both.”

			He melted into the darkness outside the circle of firelight, drifting like the smoke itself until he was suddenly solid and whole at my side. He looked more human in this light, the startling silver of his eyes reduced to an indeterminate grayish hue, but he still smelled as he always did—the way I imagined the ocean to smell. I breathed deeply despite myself, even though it meant taking in more of the poisonous vapor of the belladonna. He laid a six-fingered hand on my knee, and the touch grounded me. I knew I should knock it away, but for the first time since I sat down in the thicket, I felt the comforting cocoon of reality. I was loathe to reject it.

			“Tess,” he said, quiet and cajoling, “I know what you saw. I know the future the bones showed you. I can’t stand the thought of it.”

			In this light, with every devilish angle of his face made soft by shadow, it was easy to believe him. I wanted to believe him; I was tired of searching out the lie in every turn of phrase. His hand slid higher up my leg, and a sudden flush climbed my neck, chasing away the chill of fear.

			“I think, in your heart of hearts, you know the truth.” His voice was so low, just a rumble in his chest, and I found my hand straying there to feel it. “You know I only want to help you. You know your grandmother and mother warned you against me out of fear. They were afraid of what I offered, afraid of true power.”

			That I did know to be true. They would’ve quaked at the sight of me now, mouth and eyes stained black, already so far fallen. The worst thing they could’ve imagined happened to me before my mother even died, and for a moment I struggled to remember why I still shared their fear.

			“I don’t want to take anything from you, Tess,” he said. “I’m not trying to steal from you. I just want a home.”

			“You want my home,” I said. “You want a foothold in the world.”

			“To share your home. And do you care so much about the world?”

			I did care about the world, as hopeless as it was. It was already so wildly out of balance, and I didn’t know what would happen if the devil was set loose into it; we killed each other by the hundreds of thousands over our gods, not our devils, but I would’ve been introducing an apex predator into a collapsing system all the same.

			And no matter what happened to the world, there was no place for me in it but here. If Burrsville formed my boundaries, the sanctuary was my heart. No one else could be trusted with them.

			The devil moved closer. My arm, which should’ve braced and stopped him, bent. My hand slid up from his chest to around the back of his neck. I wasn’t sure when I turned to face him, but I was open to him now, his body filling the space between my knees.

			“I didn’t blame your mother.” His breath was a whisper against my lips, our noses brushing. “She did what was right for her. All she needed was peace and obscurity. But you’re different, Tess. You want.”

			He surged forward, his mouth capturing mine. The first press of his lips was the sweetness of apples, and the first lick of my tongue brought the bitterness of ash. My arms locked around his neck and pulled him down with me to the ground. I drank him in as if he were mine to drink, mine to devour, and the fear and fury of the bone reading disappeared in a building wave of desperation. It had been years—decades—longer—since I allowed myself to want, and now I found I could not stop.

			The muscles beneath my hands flexed and his hips rocked, and although both heat and hardness were muffled by the clothes between us, I couldn’t stop my throat from closing around a gasp.

			“I knew it,” he murmured between wet, open-mouthed kisses. “I knew you wanted me.”

			His hands were on me, pulling, pushing, seeking. There was bare skin on bare skin, his thumbs finding the hollows of my ribs, fingertips questing into the divots of my spine. His mouth left mine and descended to my neck. His teeth grazed my pulse point, and I froze.

			You are just prey to him.

			A wolf could not love a deer. A fox could not love a rabbit. A predator could not love what he hunted, and foolish and desperate as I was, I wandered directly into his sights, longing to be treated as an equal.

			“Stop,” I said, but my throat was parched from the shadow herb, my tongue thick with it, and all that came out was a strangled gasp indistinguishable from the rest. The devil’s hand skated up my ribs to my breast, and though a moment ago it would’ve thrilled me, now it felt like the tickle of barbed wire.

			“Stop,” I said again, and he froze.

			I pushed and slapped at him, scrambled out from beneath him. My skin was going hot and cold by turns. “I didn’t come here for power. I came to learn how to save my sanctuary.”

			My stomach pitched, bile crawling up the back of my throat. Saliva flooded my mouth and panic filled my mind; it felt like there was a fist wrapped around the back of my tongue, choking me. I dug my fingers convulsively into the soil, finding only the gnarled roots of the thicket.

			“Tess, breathe.”

			I retched up a pool of black, my entire body heaving with the effort. Rather than sinking into the dry dirt, it puddled there, still and dark and shining as the pond. A last drop fell from my lips and rippled the surface, and I saw.

			The fawn. A hand under her chin, her head wrenched back. Her neck pulled tight and tense as a bowstring. Firelight and terror gleaming in her eyes.

			And then the knife. Quick, but not quick enough. Clean, but not merciful. There was no mercy in cutting a throat. The hand under her chin tightening as she choked and struggled. The blood pouring forth, soaking her chest. So much blood.

			I squeezed my eyes shut, but I had already recognized the hand, the knife. Why would you show me this? I thought. It will never, never come to pass.

			“Tess?” A finger brushed my cheek, pulling hair away from my stained and dripping lips.

			“Go away,” I said, keeping my eyes closed. “Please, just go away.”

			I must have passed out, because when I opened my eyes again, the fire had burned down to embers, and the devil was gone.
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			More time had passed in the thicket than I realized. By the time I could make my way home, leaving the broken trencher and my mother’s teeth and bones to the creeping roots, the sun was high in the sky. The light was blinding to my still-dilated eyes, my mouth was parched to blistering, and I kept losing what I hoped were only moments of time. When I reached the house, the youngest animals had already missed two feedings, and I prepared their milk replacer and filled the eyedroppers with shaking hands. They were squalling and desperate for food, and high as I was, the sensation of their bones and tendons undulating beneath their velveteen skin was almost more than I could take.

			The fawn was starving too, tearing the slick bottle from my hands the first time she latched on. I retrieved it clumsily, mumbling apologies and trying to pretend I didn’t see the roadkill doe in the corner of the stall, her guts dragging in the sawdust. I knew it was only the belladonna, but the fawn seemed on edge as well, her eyes rolling white toward the same corner. I told myself she was unsettled because she was hungry, but as I went to leave, she bleated at me softly.

			The vision flashed before my eyes again—the painful arch in her neck, the blood pouring out over the blade of the knife. Against my better judgment, I dropped to my knees in front of her, catching her small face in my hands.

			“I wouldn’t ever do that,” I said. “Not ever.”

			I had killed my fair share of animals, rabid and possibly rabid, injured beyond hope of repair, suffering. I had never cut a throat, and I felt desperate to prove I wouldn’t, whether to her or to the universe or to myself, I didn’t know. My resolve to keep her at arm’s length crumbled.

			“You can come with me for the rest of my rounds,” I told her, pushing myself shakily to my feet. “You have to stick close, though.”

			She did, staying so near my leg that I bumped her several times. One by one, I shut the other animals outside to give their stalls a thorough cleaning, hoping that a few hours of work would sweat out the remaining belladonna, and the fawn showed the other animals only the most cursory interest. She sniffed their water bowls and food dishes and toys, and once she picked up the stuffed bed I left for one of the raccoons and flapped it about, but there was no sign of the flat, predatory glare I saw the night she bit me. Of course, I had bigger things to worry about now, but I was doing everything I could to distract myself.

			It was only when I tripped over the lip of the door and found myself on hands and knees in the aisle that I remembered I hadn’t eaten or drank anything that wasn’t poison in more than a day. I was too exhausted to stand, so I propped myself against the wall to rest for a moment, finally registering the shaking in my limbs.

			Not for the first time, I wondered when I had become so weak, when the whole world of magic had narrowed to hinge on a single person who opposed me. Also not for the first time, I wondered if I’d made a mistake refusing the devil’s offer.

			But then it would be his, I thought. He wants to own it, just like the pastor does. You would save the sanctuary just to lose it.

			I pressed my head back against the wood to ward off the looming prospect of the sanctuary’s destruction. Nothing had happened yet, and I was not helpless; whatever was coming, I could still stop it. I hadn’t resisted the devil just to lose to a man.

			When I’d recovered a little strength, I heaved myself up and went slowly to the house. The fawn followed me inside, and without any energy to spare, I didn’t protest. I had no appetite—another side effect of the poison I’d forgotten—but I forced myself to drink a mug of water and eat a slice of bread. I stank of sweat and smoke, and blood rimed the inside of my nostrils and the back of my teeth.

			After a few minutes, I realized the kitchen stool was even less comfortable than usual, and I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my phone. There was a hairline crack in the corner of the screen and the battery was completely dead, so I fumbled for the charger and plugged it in. Moments later, it began to buzz almost nonstop, and a flood of delayed voicemails came through.

			Colors fuzzed at the edges of my vision as I fought back overwhelmed tears. My barn was nearly full already, and I was in no fit state to drive or handle stressed wildlife. And yet, the last thing I needed was to give Chief Broder a reason to go running to the board about my negligence or come snooping around on the pretense of a welfare check.

			There were sixteen voicemails. I refused to think about the implications for the future, that this would simply be my entire life if I didn’t find a way to fix what was broken, and focused on each one individually. I hoped some of them were only questions, but as I went through them, I found they all wanted me, in person. The tone of the calls was different too—I’d always had my fair share of entitled suburban mothers demanding that I come down immediately to get rid of whatever creature had intruded on their white-picket paradise, but many of them were concerned for the animal’s wellbeing.

			These voicemails, though, all had the same theme: I needed to resolve this issue or remove this pest or help with this nuisance before they called an exterminator. I had no choice but to go down the hill with a set of traps. As I stumbled down the porch steps, I thought about calling Christine to come drive me; my depth perception was variable at best and I was still seeing things that weren’t there. But of everyone in the friend group, Christine was the one least likely to let the matter lie, and she’d probably insist on taking me to the hospital instead.

			I drove myself, creeping down along the winding road with my hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel and cold sweat bathing my neck. There were a few times when all the earth seemed to fall away from the road, leaving nothing but a narrow ribbon hovering in midair, and I had to stop and wait for the hallucination to pass. When I got into town, the road remained still in favor of the houses sliding away and then toward me like game pieces on a tipping board, but that was easier to ignore.

			I kept hoping the belladonna would relinquish its hold on me, but as I went on to the rest of my calls, it became clear that it wouldn’t go lightly. I dug a battered old baseball cap out from behind my seat to help hide my eyes and pulled on a pair of gloves to hide my berry-stained fingers and thorn-scratched wrists, but there was no disguising that I struggled to follow the simplest conversations.

			“Look, it says ‘wildlife relocation’ right there!” one man said, thrusting his phone at me. I flinched away from the brightness of the screen, my mind racing to remember what we were talking about. I’d given him my spiel about exterminators, but that felt like it was a hundred years ago.

			“They all say that,” I answered, even though I feared I was repeating myself. “They just drive them outside of town and dump them. The animals can’t find food or water, or they get attacked by the animals who already live there. They don’t stand a chance.”

			“I don’t see how that’s my problem.” With that, he stormed back up the steps into his double-wide.

			I ended up having to make four more trips up and down the hill, each time with a new animal. That brought my total count to twenty-five, and as I carried my last new charge into the barn—a woodchuck who’d been attacked by a dog—I realized I’d already filled every available space, except one. The door to the fawn’s stall was wide open, and I remembered I’d taken her to the house and left her loose and unsupervised.

			Cursing my own stupidity, I worked a hasty sleep spell over the woodchuck, just enough that I could get her wounds shaved down and treated with feverfew, then arranged her comfortably in the fawn’s empty stall with food and water nearby. I hurried to the house, almost tripping up the stairs when the whole porch seemed to recede in my vision.

			The cabin was undisturbed. It was a complete mess, of course; I’d had neither time nor energy to clean it. But all was quiet, and the fawn had commandeered my jacket for a bed, curling up in its flannel lining and sleeping deeply. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of her, and some sense of purpose returned to me, soothing my harried soul like a balm.

			It was short-lived. No sooner had the tension eased from my shoulders than my phone rang again—a borderline hysterical woman who had just fished a rabbit out of her in-ground pool. There was nothing to do except drive back down.
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			After three days, the landscape stopped receding and encroaching as I looked at it, but I began to see eyes in every circle—clocks, plates, lids from jars. Time dripped like cold honey, and I became convinced I was losing minutes or hours as I washed my hands or sat in the truck. Those three days brought new animals who needed my care, and I quickly had to start splitting up stalls and pens. On one hand, these new demands on my time helped keep me distracted as the belladonna worked its way from my system, but the exhaustion only extended the length of time I felt its effects.

			With so many new arrivals, my existing supply of food pellets and antibiotics quickly dwindled. The medication I had to order through a vet, but the food I could get from Georgie. My stomach twisted in a knot at the prospect of seeing her.

			I hadn’t heard from any of my friends since my encounter with Evelyn at the library, and the silence was loud. The group had had its fair share of little spats and ruffled feathers over the years, but I couldn’t recall any of them getting iced out—Christine was always the mediator, always bridging the gap and patching things over. She would insist on the group getting together as usual, and we’d all pretend nothing was wrong until finally, one day, nothing was wrong.

			But not this time, apparently. She hadn’t called, and if there had been any group get-togethers, I hadn’t been invited.

			They were never your friends, the belladonna whispered. You had them snared in your magic, and now they’re finally free.

			I didn’t want to listen, because the belladonna was also making me think eyeballs were popping out of the stove dials, but I couldn’t help but wonder if it was the truth. Maybe Georgie would tell me.

			I took pains to clean myself up before I saw her. My fingers and tongue were still stained black, but I washed my hair and cleaned the dirt from beneath my nails. My arms were a crosshatch of scratches and welts, so I found a shirt with sleeves just a little too long. I considered the newly sharp cut of my cheekbones and the dark circles under my eyes, but a hat would likely only draw more attention. On the drive to the store, I avoided my own reflection in the truck’s rearview mirror and tried not to look at the eyes swimming in the hubcaps of other vehicles.

			Georgie’s store was empty except for an old woman buying birdseed, and Georgie raised her eyebrows when she saw me. “Well, what do you know—she lives.”

			For a moment, it felt like nothing had changed, and I suddenly realized how much I’d missed her. I was taken with the strange and sudden urge to win her back—from whom, exactly, I didn’t know.

			“Barely,” I said, laying the joking tone on a little thick to compensate for how close to the truth it was. “What have I missed?”

			She spread her hands wide, indicating the largely empty store. “Nothing much changing around here. Everything okay up there on the hill? We’ve been a little worried about you.”

			I paused, struggling to keep the smile on my face. That felt like a lie; if they had been worried, someone would’ve checked in.

			“Just lots of calls,” I said. “That’s why I’m here, actually. Need to stock up.”

			I walked the aisles, filling up the cart with pellets and seed mixes and powdered colostrum. The only thing I didn’t need was meat; there had been as much roadkill as there had been calls, and late every night I’d been at the rear of the barn with a skinning knife, salvaging what I could.

			When I’d filled the cart, I made my way back to the register, waiting patiently behind the old woman with her packages of suet and songbird feed. She turned to look at me, taking in my stained fingers and chapped lips, and gave me a thin, uncomfortable smile.

			“Awfully warm out for October,” she said, and one of her eyes bulged out of its socket.

			I swallowed the urge to scream. She continued to smile as the jelly of her eye dripped down her face, leaving slug tracks on her wrinkled skin. I knew it couldn’t be real, and yet I couldn’t look away as her tongue, too long and too red, stretched from the corner of her mouth. It hooked into the wet, empty hole where her eye had been and pulled, peeling it back like a sock turning inside out, until her entire face was a glistening mass of flesh—

			“Tess?” Georgie asked loudly.

			I started, and the vision disappeared. The old woman was frowning at me, and Georgie looked concerned.

			“Sorry, I’m sorry,” I said, half to the woman and half to Georgie. “I didn’t mean to. I’ve just had a long day and I wasn’t paying attention.”

			The woman said nothing as she turned around to wheel her cart out of the store. Georgie whistled when she saw my haul. “Guess you weren’t kidding about the number of calls.”

			“Nope, and if you could order more of this and these, that would be great,” I said, tapping the bags. “Have you guys heard from Paul at all?”

			“Not the past couple days. He let us know when he got there, so I figure he’s probably just getting settled. And when you have to cut the cord, you know—it can be easier to go cold turkey for a little bit.”

			“Sure.” I wished suddenly that I had left things better with Paul. Even if he disappointed me, I should’ve scraped up more than bland pity as we said our goodbyes. When he did come back, for Evelyn’s funeral, or perhaps Max’s, not so many years away, I wouldn’t know where I stood.

			“I got the sense you two weren’t on the best terms when he left,” Georgie said, as if reading my mind. “When we showed up the next morning to see him off, he’d cut down the apple tree in the backyard.”

			“I saw. I drove by his place the other day after a call and saw it down.” I shrugged. “I suggested planting it when he bought the place, and he always said it would stand as long as the farm did. I think it had more to do with him laying his dream to rest than it did with me.”

			Georgie nodded, not looking convinced. “Well, it made everything a little awkward when we said goodbye, but he seemed pretty chipper so we weren’t too worried. So, what’s up with all these calls you’re getting? Kind of unusual for you, isn’t it?”

			To my horror, tears pricked suddenly behind my eyes. “Uh, yeah,” I said, my voice overloud to cover the thickness in my throat. I ducked my head and pretended to be fishing in my pockets for my phone, but that did nothing to mitigate the abrupt urge to tell her everything—the magic, the destroyed wards, exactly what I was. There was some desperate part of me that wanted to confess, wanted to be rid of the secret that hung over my head like an executioner’s axe. For one wild second I thought I could make her believe me, and perhaps this was how I could win—revealing what I was and trusting my friends to see the truth of me.

			But I had so many secrets. So many lies burying other lies. The truth of me was ugly.

			“Yeah,” I said again, recovering myself. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but if it keeps up like this, I won’t be able to stay ahead of it.”

			“Do you think you’d ever expand? Take on some volunteers?”

			I thought bitterly of David Abdee, the eager gleam of his smile as he scrubbed dried viscera from the feed bowls. “I don’t see that happening anytime soon. Christine hasn’t been able to get volunteers other than us for the harvest festival for five years, and that doesn’t involve cleaning up shit or harvesting the eyeballs out of rats.”

			“Yeah, I guess I can’t argue with that. Do you need me to order in anything special?”

			“I don’t think so—not yet, at least. But I’m sure I’ll be back for more of this stuff soon.” I hesitated. “It was good to see you, though. Stop by sometime and we can catch up. I’m never too busy for friends.”

			She gave me an easy smile. “I will. See you, Tess.”

			I was nearly to the door with my laden cart when she said, “Oh, I forgot—there’s a town hall meeting tomorrow night. Anyone and everyone is invited.”

			I turned, curious. We’d stopped trying to have town hall meetings ages ago, mostly because they only attracted a handful of ancients who wanted to complain about their taxes and the migrant farmworkers. “Oh, thanks for the heads-up. What are we meeting about?”

			“The usual, you know—problems in the town, what to do about them. But we figured the more people we can get there, the better chance we have at getting everyone behind a solution.”

			Who’s “we”?

			I wanted to ask the question, to force the issue, but I was afraid of the answer. I had been part of that “we” once, the people who cared about the town and tried to make it better, but I’d always been just a little bit on the outside: I lived up on the west hill, not in the valley, and my sanctuary thrived no matter what businesses closed down here. But she had invited me, and that was something.

			“Sounds good,” I said carefully. “I’ll be there.”

			“It’s, uh, not at the town hall. It’s at the church.”

			No need to specify which one. The warmth I’d felt at our repaired friendship evaporated. I felt with sudden keenness the bleak emptiness where my magic once was, the hollow furrows where the web of my power lay. I’d thought being on the outside might be for the best, but I now saw I’d made it easier for Zeke to replace me.

			“I’ll be there,” I repeated, but the bitterness slipped into my voice, and it sounded like a threat. I didn’t attempt to amend it, just turned my back and left.
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			I intended to give myself plenty of time to get ready. I didn’t want to enter the pastor’s place of power looking as ragged as I felt, but in the end, I didn’t have a choice. My barn, which was once a serene place of recovery and quiet, held more animals than it had seen in the past five years combined, and no sooner had I finished one round of cleaning, feeding, and wound-tending than the next one began. Worse, my magic seemed to be fading, even within the sanctuary’s wards—my salves and tinctures were less effective, and the animals were more stressed, less trusting. It took longer to dress and clean their wounds and administer antibiotics, and by the time I finished struggling with a young woodchuck over her dewormer, I had only ten minutes to get to the church.

			I went into the house just long enough to re-braid my hair and wash the dirt off my face. It still had not rained, and I found myself holding my breath every time I turned the tap. The fawn, satiated and sleepy from her latest meal, was dozing in the living room on top of the flannel I hadn’t bothered to reclaim. She’d been docile since I brought her into the house again, and I’d slipped back into old patterns. I knew that her chances of being fully rehabilitated diminished each day I let this go by; at this point, she’d likely end up a lifetime, half-tame resident, the way Mac was.

			If the sanctuary even survives that long.

			I pushed the thought aside and ran out to the truck, gunning it down the hill and trying to calm the nerves fluttering in my stomach. A void-black eye gazed at me from the O in the stop sign at the bottom, but it was gone after I glanced away and back again. I felt as if I had to pry away the shadow herb’s grip on my mind finger by finger.

			Coming down Main Street, I saw the street in front of the Pentecostal church had a long line of cars parked on both sides, and there was a clot of people gathered near the door. I almost couldn’t believe this many people still lived in Burrsville—I never saw them at town council or the harvest festival or the nonstop fundraisers trying to keep the volunteer fire and EMS services afloat. And yet, with a new pastor in town, suddenly they could all be drawn here for something as nebulous as “the future of the community.”

			I went to the end of the line of cars and pulled over to the curb. My reflection in the rearview glanced at me shiftily as I unbuckled, my eyes taut and tired. I scraped back loose pieces of hair already escaped from my braid, lifted my chin, and got out.

			That was when the bell rang.

			It had been so long since I had heard a bell in Burrsville that I ducked instinctively, as if it were an air raid siren. The sound came out all wrong, a tinny, discordant clang that set my teeth on edge. The people gathered in clumps on the sidewalk looked around in confusion. Across the street, Chief Broder stepped out of his cruiser and tipped back his hat, the folds of his face made smooth by awe.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said.

			I followed his gaze to the bell tower of the church. Enough of its boards were missing that you could see the stairs inside if you looked hard enough, and it had lost a chunk of its roof during a windstorm this past summer. For weeks afterward, the church’s restoration committee had been in every grocery store and on every street corner, collecting change in buckets and never raising enough to do more than get a quote for the labor.

			And yet there was someone in the tower. Someone was ringing the bell, hauling a rope that was probably frayed to mere strings. Someone had given a voice back to the church, and I knew who it was just from the breadth of the shoulders.

			“Isn’t that thing condemned?” someone asked.

			“Maybe they fixed it.”

			“Doesn’t look like they fixed it.”

			“Yeah. Kind of nice to hear the bell again, though.”

			As it rang again, I made my way to the church, threading through the frozen, gawking onlookers. As familiar as the outside of the building was, I’d never stepped a foot past this particular threshold, not in all the years I’d lived here. I found myself tonguing the devil’s stamp on the inside of my mouth as I entered, and for a breath I wondered if the memory of God was strong enough here to reject me.

			But there was no fire from heaven, no harmonized judgment from a holy choir, no shattering of stained glass—of course, there was no stained glass here, because the interior of the church was as plain and ugly as Zeke’s house. The sanctuary had blank white walls, hard wooden pews, cheap blue carpet, and above it all, a large, unadorned cross. There was no mystery here, nothing that spoke to me of the divine, not a single element that inspired awe or quietude. It reeked of animal crackers and sweat, and the hum of voices felt like bees under my skin.

			When the Catholic church had closed—sometime in the nineties—I had gone in out of pure curiosity. I hadn’t seen the inside of a church since my teens, and the few times we had gone, my mother shook like a leaf in the pew beside me the entire service. I had felt no guilt as I jimmied open the padlock, but was brought up short by the sight of the devil, standing before a stained glass window and letting the bejeweled light play over his hands.

			“Come to dance on the grave with me?” he’d asked.

			But instead of dancing, we sat in companionable silence, watching motes of dust drift like smoke from a thurible. He disappeared between one breath and another, and it was only then I saw the glass visage of the Virgin Mary was gaping in a silent scream.

			I longed for silence and companionship now. I loitered in the foyer of the Pentecostal church for as long as I could, afraid that the lingering remnants of the belladonna would seize on my anxiety, afraid of what I would see and what I would do. I didn’t want to cram myself into a pew with strangers, and as it turned out, I couldn’t anyway; it was standing room only by the time the clock struck seven, and my cheeks were flushed with the heat of other bodies. I kept half an eye on the door, expecting to see my friends come through, but there was no sign of them. The constant buzz of voices became overwhelming, a serration of sound that itched behind my eyes.

			It had probably been years since most of these people were in a church, but the voices lulled immediately when the door at the back of the stage—the one that led to the bell tower—opened. A piece of caution tape fluttered in Zeke’s wake and was pinned between the door and its frame as he shut it. He lumbered to the podium, his face shining with sweat and ecstasy.

			“Please, be seated,” he said, and everyone who had managed to find a space in a pew did so. Finally, I saw my friends—Georgie, Evelyn, Christine, and Max, all right up front. They were gazing up at Zeke expectantly, and I saw no caution in their expressions, no skepticism. Their faces were open and waiting, anticipatory.

			“Friends, thank you for coming here today,” the pastor began. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Zeke Abdee, the new pastor of this church. This is quite a turnout, and it brings me joy to see how many of you are invested in your community—how many are willing to come together to fight for it. It brings me hope, because make no mistake, we will have to fight for it.”

			A murmur circled the room. There were a couple of chairs placed off to the side of the stage, and I saw there was only one person not watching Zeke with rapt attention: David. Tension tightened his jaw, and there were ink-dark circles beneath his eyes. He was watching me through the forest of other bodies, and when our gazes met, his swollen tongue slid from the corner of his mouth and crawled up his cheek toward his eye.

			I looked away before the belladonna twisted his skin inside out, and returned my attention to the pastor. In that short time he’d been warming to his cause, and the hard lines of his face had melted away—eyes wide, brows lifted, mouth supple and expressive. He was like a stage actor stepping into character, drawing power from his audience.

			“Friends, as I mentioned, my family and I are new to Burrsville. We came because I felt God was calling me here. It’s only been a short time, but we’ve been welcomed with open arms, and I started to wonder if this was God’s way of giving me a nice little retirement.” He chuckled at this, and everyone else laughed too, polite and sycophantic. “But,” he added, and his face morphed again, deep furrows working into his brow, “I was wrong.”

			The tittering cut off abruptly, the light mood dissipating. People leaned forward in the pews, gazing at him with concern. Even the people standing around me tipped toward him as if drawn by magnets, and I became conscious of my stillness, the gaps it created with my neighbors, the way it made me stand out.

			“Burrsville is the kind of place you don’t see much anymore,” he said. “A quiet town full of good, hardworking people. It’s not full of breweries or yoga studios or tourist traps, the way so many other little villages are—you have everything you need and nothing more.”

			I glanced at Evelyn, wondering how this would sit with her given all the years she’d spent trying to lure breweries and yoga studios to Burrsville, the times she’d stay up all night perfecting grant proposals for artists’ collectives and co-ops for heirloom vegetable growers. But she looked untroubled, serene, as if her entire life’s work hadn’t just been dismissed.

			Perhaps it’s easier for her, I thought, given that she ultimately failed.

			“And it’s a beautiful spot,” Zeke went on. “At least a few of you have heard me tell you about when we first came up over the west hill and looked down at the valley, and how I was struck by the glory of God’s creation.”

			I remembered him saying the same thing the night of Paul’s going-away party. My friends remembered too; I saw them nodding away, along with a scattering of others in the assembly. They didn’t hear the envy, the possession in his voice.

			Or maybe they did, and they simply didn’t care.

			Fear skittered across the back of my neck like a spider.

			“Burrsville is a place I want to call home for the rest of my life. My family’s home. When my son is old enough to get married and start his own family, I want it to be here. I want generations of my family to live here and be neighbors with all your families. I want our children to stay here, to be planted like seeds in this valley, to anchor it and make each other strong.”

			Some people were yawning in the heat, bored with these apparent niceties. Other people could sense the “but” coming, and Zeke paused, letting them wait for it. He held the pause, staring out over the congregants until the old farmers were shifting in their hard wooden seats.

			“But there is darkness in this place,” he said finally. “Darkness has made its home here. And it will chase us out or bind us and devour us if we let it.”

			A murmur went through the crowd, more people glancing between each other. It felt like all I could see were eyes, Zeke’s shining with passion, David’s fixed on me. Eyes everywhere, eyes flicking silent accusations, eyes showing their whites, eyes watering and bulging and popping like boils, a huge, lidless eye glaring from the circular window near the peak of the roof—

			“I know you feel it!” he boomed suddenly, and the silence that followed was shocked, uncertain. I pulled my shirt tighter around me despite the heat, afraid he would see my heart racing from across the room. “You feel it when you go into town and see another business closed. You feel it when you have to go further and further away for a job. You feel it in every pothole and every broken sidewalk. The work of Satan is not so mysterious—it doesn’t always look like a horror movie. Sometimes it looks like a town slowly crumbling under the weight of poverty and hopelessness, its businesses closing, its places of worship boarded up, its church bells silent. Then again…”

			He reached beneath the pulpit, and I knew immediately what he had. Once again, he took his time, drawing on the palpable anticipation of the room, letting the ice-cold dread in my heart ripple on and on. People sat up tall, craning their necks to get a clear view; one woman was perched on the edge of her seat, her wrinkled hands clutched like talons on the pew in front of her, nails lacquered scarlet. The belladonna caught hold of time again, and I felt as if I’d been there for a decade, watching this woman’s nails grow as we waited for the pastor to expose me.

			I will never get out of here. The thought came from outside of me—it must have, because I had no thoughts inside of me, only liquid fear. I will never get out.

			But it was only seconds later that the pastor held up a plastic baggie. More glances darted between pews. Light glinted off beads of sweat. Most of the elements of the hex bag meant nothing to these people, and the young squirrel skull was too small to make out clearly, but the blackthorn pentagram was recognizable for everyone.

			“Taken separately, this is nothing much to speak of,” the pastor said. “A rodent skull, some bound twigs, some hair. But the devil often seeks to appear harmless.”

			With that, he upended the baggie, dumping the contents onto the floor before the front pews. Everyone in the crowd jolted, taken by the drama of it all. Evelyn began to scream.

			“It’s moving!” she cried. “Why is it moving?”

			Everyone else jumped to their feet, murmurs of consternation filling the space. I didn’t know whether Evelyn’s reaction was genuine or if Zeke recruited her for this bit of theater, but Georgie—levelheaded, unflappable Georgie—was gray with terror.

			“Don’t be afraid!” Zeke shouted, holding up his hands. “Don’t be afraid of it.”

			Everyone quieted as he descended the stage, and in the silence I heard the crunch of the still-chittering squirrel skull beneath his foot. He went to Evelyn next, who was pale and shaking, and folded her hand in both of his. She sank back into the pew, and the rest of the crowd followed suit.

			“I found this thing at my house,” he said. “It didn’t come to be there by accident. Someone doesn’t want me here. Someone intended to chase me and my family out of this town. Why do you think that is?”

			Zeke released Evelyn and stalked the space in front of the pews, staring out over the crowd as if waiting for an answer. For the first time since he began, he looked at me. It was the briefest glance, the only acknowledgment a slight flaring of his nostrils. I felt the pressure of hands around my throat, a knee on my chest. I waited for the accusation.

			“Because I wield the power of God!” he thundered. He reached up to the pulpit, swiped his Bible from it, smacked it into the palm of his hand. “I am a warrior of Christ! I will not be chased from the place God has called me by a few witch’s trinkets!”

			The thud of the Bible reverberated like a drumbeat in my skull. I was desperate to get out of this place, the muscles of my legs twitching uncontrollably, but I was too terrified to move.

			Why didn’t he accuse me?

			Because he doesn’t have to, hissed the voice, which I now recognized as my mother’s. It doesn’t matter whether he says it; what matters is that he could, and they would believe him. He holds all the cards.

			“The darkness over this place is strong,” Zeke went on. “I don’t exaggerate when I say you have been held in bondage. To break that will not be easy. It will require work, it will require belief, and it will require boldness. Coming here today is the first step, but there are many more to come. Believe me when I say that God has plans for Burrsville.” He nodded sagely, making sporadic eye contact again, and I saw heads bobbing in the crowd. “God has plans for Burrsville. There may be times when you wonder if they’re really possible to achieve, times when you’ll think you’re not strong enough to raise this place up. I’m here to help you shoulder that burden, to guide and direct and show you what is possible when you have faith.”

			On the wall behind the pulpit, the large projector screen lit up. After a few seconds, an image flashed on it—a digital rendering of a massive white church. Even without the scale markers at the bottom, I could tell the sanctuary and its steeple dwarfed the church I stood in now, to say nothing of the atriums and outbuildings that sprouted from it like tumors. The parking lot would befit a mall; it was an endless stretch of black asphalt and harsh yellow lines broken by the occasional concrete island for trash cans and green blobs I assumed represented bushes. Behind one of the outbuildings there was a huge playground, and to one side I saw the beginnings of a golf course.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” Zeke said, ascending the two steps to the low stage once more. “ ‘Why would we build a church so big when we can’t even fill this one?’ And that’s a sensible question, because this is the first time since I’ve been here that we’ve filled this church—first time we’ve needed more than the front two pews, actually.”

			He chuckled at this, and the crowd relaxed, laughing shyly along with him. All around me I sensed relief that he’d forgiven their lack of attendance, while inside me every muscle and tendon and bone was twisting itself into a knot of dread. Burrsville had collapsed into his grip even faster than I thought possible; I saw Broder in one pew, his arm around his wife, jowls shining with passionate sweat. I saw Evelyn nodding along emphatically. The whole room was in thrall to him, except for me. He could’ve leveled the charge of witchcraft at me at any moment, and they would’ve set on me like dogs.

			“I’ll tell you why,” Zeke went on, and his audience leaned forward as one. “Because God does not do ‘sensible.’ He is not limited by what we believe is smart. God does not do ‘reasonable,’ he does not do ‘recommended,’ he does not do ‘safe.’ God does miracles!”

			This last was shouted, and someone actually cheered. Zeke paced the stage, his footsteps booming, his forehead glistening under the lights. “When the disciples said, ‘Send these people away, we don’t have enough food for them,’ what did Jesus do? He fed four thousand people with five loaves and two fish! Isn’t that right?”

			There was a murmur of assent.

			“And if he can do that, surely he can take two pews full of people and fill this church!” He jabbed his finger at the screen, then waved his arms over the assembled crowd. “It’s already happening! We’ve already overflowed this church—we’re standing room only in here!”

			Everyone cheered that time. The energy in the place bordered on frenzy. The woman on my left turned to me, and I reeled back at the wild gape of her mouth, the swollen tubers of her eyes. The place was so full of eyes, made of eyes, eyes that saw I did not rejoice with them, eyes that knew I was powerless.

			“God did not call us to be limited by these four walls, did he?” Zeke shouted, and the crowd settled slightly, anxious to hear what else he had for them. “He did not tell us to stay within our boundaries. He doesn’t tell us to think small and do small works. He said, ‘You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden.’ ”

			With those words, the rendering on the screen zoomed out, changed angles, and the knot of dread inside me tightened until I couldn’t breathe.

			The pastor’s city was on my hill, overlooking a Burrsville that had spilled its boundaries, crept up the sides of the valley like mold. The church sat where my house was now, the meadow buried beneath the parking lot, the outbuildings and playground and golf course where the forest now stood. Every tree on the opposite hill had been razed too—new roads cut into the hillside, farms sprung up where there were none, houses spreading unchecked from the actual village, which was almost unrecognizable with its four-lane Main Street.

			But I had seen this before, of course, and not in the flat pixelation of a digital rendering but in living, hellish detail. The bones I’d cast in the thicket had not lied, and that future was upon me far sooner than I’d anticipated. I knew now why Zeke hadn’t played his hand before, why he never sent a letter telling me to vacate his property; he’d held back until he had the full weight of the town behind him. He wanted me to know there was no one on my side.

			Which meant the only thing standing in his way was the gate across my driveway, and my single biggest weapon was now a collection of bone fragments and twigs at the front of the church. It had only inflamed him against me, and now I had nothing.

			“This will be our city on a hill,” the pastor said. “The church will look over the community, as it was meant to be. God provides through the church—should we not give him a bigger vehicle through which to bless us? Should we not make ourselves ready to accept every gift he has to offer?”

			Whatever inhibitions or doubts the crowd had had were gone; they responded with the vigor of a trained congregation. Every second that passed, I became more paranoid that someone would notice my stillness and call it out, that this feverish energy would turn into a mob. My mother’s fear had become mine.

			“As I said, it will not be easy,” Zeke called over the fray. “This is no small undertaking. But the power of God is no small power, and he will move in ways you cannot even imagine!”

			“Amen!” someone shouted. The whole church rose with the sound, the space filling with the sound of stamping feet and creaking benches. The allure of his promise was strong, and they surged like a wave toward him, even the people at the back—especially them, desperate not to be left behind. My restraint broke and I fled, clawing through the press of bodies until I reached the door. I slipped out, desperately hoping not to be noticed in the rush.

			I was almost to the truck when someone called my name. I whirled around, my stained hands closing into fists. It was David, and he came up short when he saw my face.

			“Tess, I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know. I would’ve told you in a second. I really didn’t know.”

			I barely registered what he was saying. All I could think was that someone must’ve seen him run out after me, and how they would talk, and what Evelyn would say. I wondered if his mother had watched him go, if his father had seen him run after my retreating back.

			“It doesn’t matter,” I said, turning away. “You couldn’t have stopped him.”

			“But you could’ve. Tess, please—”

			The slam of the truck’s door cut off the rest of what he said. I roared away, leaving him standing alone on the sidewalk.
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			The belladonna abandoned me as I drove home, satiated by my terror, and in place of the syrupy sludge of paranoia was the knife’s edge of despair. There was no doubt in my mind that Broder was already offering to track down whoever had left the hex bag, and if Zeke allowed it, my hair would lead them to me so fast I might as well have signed it. I also knew for a fact that Burrsville still had an ancient statute on the books forbidding witchcraft, although the court of public opinion would be far more effective for Zeke’s purposes.

			Worse, I had no good options to counter Zeke’s plans for his megachurch compound. He might not even be the one to force the issue; he’d probably make a show of offering to buy my land, and when I refused he’d make sure the entire town knew about it. The harassment campaign would begin, and eventually someone would go digging through the records, looking for a loophole to use against me. They’d find what they needed—that the land belonged to Zeke all along, and it would seem like a miracle to them, a perfect ending to a story in which I was the villain. Without my magic, there would be no way to redirect their attention or make them forget—at least not without direct, forceful intervention.

			My only alternative would be to retreat to my mother’s land, to try to hold the remains of the sanctuary together even while most of it was destroyed. It would become a protracted battle, and all the while I’d lose the war. While I didn’t believe Zeke’s vision would do anything but bankrupt the town and leave them with nothing but a monument to their own idiocy, Burrsville had no protection from other unwelcome eyes now. A project like this would bring companies sniffing, although not the kind Zeke had promised—developers, miners, loggers, they’d all come to strip the valley of everything it possessed.

			I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I was pulling into my own driveway before I realized it. The thing that broke me out of my reverie was the sight of the gate, and I paused to get out and lock it behind me; I could not be lax with it now, no matter how many times a day I had to leave. I went up the drive to the house, my mind already turning back to the larger problem, and I was brought up short by my own locked door. It had been years since I locked it, and I fumbled for the old house key on my ring, expecting to hear the complaining of the squirrels even through the door.

			But I didn’t.

			I stopped, ceasing the jingling of the keys, holding my breath. I heard nothing.

			I went inside, glancing at the clock on the range. It was past time for the evening feed, and lately the squirrels were impatient, chittering at me even on the rare occasion I was early. But the house was silent as a tomb.

			I glanced into the living room. My flannel lay in an empty pile by the couch. There was a strange scent mingling with the usual musk of animals.

			For a moment, I was stunned into utter stillness. My fear of the pastor and his new body of congregants and their plans for my land was swallowed whole by the empty space where the fawn should’ve been.

			Someone took her, I thought wildly. The meeting was a ruse, a way to get me out of the house. Someone took her from me.

			I went half-blind with helpless rage, my breath heaving through gritted teeth, my nails digging grooves into the wooden counter. My mind was running too fast, tripping over itself, rational thought buried beneath the urge to chase the trespasser down, claw their eyes out, wrap my fingers around their throat and squeeze—

			But where to look? Who to blame? Who to call? What would they do with her? I was on the verge of hyperventilating, black spots fading through the red in my vision.

			It was then I heard the sound—soft, too soft to distinguish it above my own rasping breath. I only knew it was a sound I didn’t make.

			Maybe if someone got in, they never left.

			Cold, black hope filled my heart. I reached above the door, pulled the shotgun from its rack. A shell winked at me from the mag; I pumped the fore-end, and the reverberation of the action bar went straight into my spine.

			The sound reached my ears again, an indistinct crunch. It was then I noticed the little gate that blocked the rehab room from the main living area was down. I crept forward, gun raised, craning my head to get an angle into the room.

			To my disbelief, I caught a glimpse of a little spotted rump, a white tail wagging furiously as it did when she was on the bottle. I cried out, the shock and relief too much to keep inside. I dropped the gun to one hand and ran into the room.

			There were small bodies all over the floor. Both the plastic bins had been dragged or nudged off the table and lay tipped on their sides, and the squirrels were scattered across the room along with bits of nesting materials. They were all dead.

			The fawn was standing over one of the bins. She spun around as I dashed into the room, tail still wagging, eyes bright and ears pricked. Her mouth was working rhythmically, and from it dangled the hind feet and tail of a squirrel.

			A moment passed. I wasn’t aware of when I lifted the gun, but I found myself staring at her down the barrel, and it felt right somehow, as if this was how I should’ve seen her the very first time. I should’ve known, and perhaps I did know, that there was something profoundly, monstrously broken about her. Perhaps I knew when Mac tried to kill her. Perhaps I knew the moment I saw that doe on the side of the road, the moment I stopped myself from thinking that she’d been eaten from the inside out.

			The fawn gazed straight back up the gun into my eyes. I saw no innocence there now, just satisfaction. Her jaw shifted, and there was another grisly crunch as she maneuvered a soft bone between her teeth. The still-healing bite wound on my own hand twinged in response, making my finger tighten on the trigger.

			But another moment passed, and I didn’t pull it. On every exhale, I thought, You must do it now, she cannot be allowed to live, but then I found myself breathing in again and I had not done it. I adjusted my grip, set my teeth, but all that did was make the gun shake in my hands.

			She cannot be allowed to live, I told myself again. There is something wrong with her. She’s a killer for killing’s sake. She is an affront to nature; if you hadn’t stepped in, nature would’ve taken care of her. If you don’t step in now, she will hurt something else, maybe someone else.

			I resented the words as I thought them. They seemed like something my mother would say, rank with cowardice masquerading as concern. But this was my responsibility, one I had taken willingly, knowing this was always a possibility.

			And yet I did not pull the trigger. The gun felt ever heavier in my hands, a lead weight begging to be dropped. The fawn finally seemed to sense my mood and ceased chewing, her grisly prize still hanging from her mouth. A slow drip of blood patted to the floor.

			Who are you to judge? a voice in my head whispered. You know better than anyone they would call her a monster just for having teeth, so why should she not use them?

			That thought startled me so much that my finger twitched on the trigger again, and at long last I lowered the gun. The dread and rage and horror of the last hour all piled up and crashed down on me like a wave, and when they receded they left only exhaustion in their wake. I stumbled back until I hit the wall and slid down it, a deep-muscle quake in my limbs telling me I wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon. As I came to a hard stop on the floor, hot tears jostled over my lashes. I wiped them away roughly, but it was too late, and the ripping sob that originated in my chest cut off all my air.

			I wept for the life I might’ve had, and what the sanctuary might’ve been. No matter what happened now, even if I avoided complete annihilation, it would not be what it could’ve been. Should I restore my magic, it would be decades before it could effectively counter the destruction that was inherent to humans, and there would be years of struggle before I could reach what I had before the pastor arrived.

			When night fell, I was too tired to cry anymore. The lights were off in the room, leaving me in the only shaft of illumination from the living area, and I heard the soft tock tock tock of the fawn’s hooves across the rough wooden floor. When she emerged into the light, there was no sign of the squirrel remains save a rime of blood on her chin. I took her face in my hands, feeling the ridges of teeth through the thin skin of her muzzle, and planted a kiss between her eyes, right where the bullet should’ve gone.

			“It’s you and me now, my little abomination.”
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			The strangest thing about impending doom was that life had to go on despite it. I still had animals to care for, more than ever before, I could not take a day or even an extra hour to grieve or plan. If anything, I awoke the next morning with a renewed determination to strengthen the sanctuary’s protections and take more stringent care of the animals; I could not control everything, but I could control that much.

			I still brought the fawn with me out to the barn, but not into the stalls. None of the animals out here were as helpless as the infant squirrels, and I didn’t think she’d be stupid enough to attack one of them, but I wouldn’t risk it. I spent the morning deep-cleaning all of the pens and cages, singing an old lullaby my grandmother would hum over us when the nights were particularly dark, her words only half-remembered. Nonetheless, a powerful calm descended over the barn, and animals I’d struggled to handle and treat since they arrived were suddenly docile. There were several times I put down my broom and began to head to the house out of habit, only to remember guiltily that there were no infants in need of feeding. On the contrary, their remains were in the freezer, waiting for me to process them.

			When the barn was clean and in order, I took the fawn and went out to the meadow. It had been days since I walked the borders, and I needed to do it now more than ever, to guard against the collapse already in progress outside. As I went, I collected protective plants—rowan and comfrey and heather, flowers that were easily made into charms and chains.

			As we made our way through the tall grass, the fawn brushed against my hand. I flinched, drawing it up defensively, but she merely bounded on in front before doubling back, and ahead of us I saw the flicker of whitetails leaping out of the orchard back into the tree line. I strained to catch a glimpse of Mac, looking for the telltale hitch in her stride, but they were already obscured by the reddening leaves.

			I followed the edge of the meadow to the front of the property, where the southern ward tree stood. Unlike the new border to the west, this was the first tree I had planted after my mother passed. Over the many years it had grown far taller than its neighbors, a towering beech with a trunk almost ten feet around, drawing strength and vigor from my magic and in turn pouring it back into the sanctuary. These ward trees loomed even larger in my consciousness than the roses did, and I never felt more at peace than when I was standing under their shade.

			But I’d come for neither peace nor shade today. I walked around the trunk, trailing my hand over its smooth, gray bark, until I was interposed between it and the road. Even through a screen of brush, the road seemed to press at my back, and I took a deep, steadying breath. The fawn was playing with a particularly springy branch on one of the bushes, not paying any attention to me, but I was sure that would change in a moment.

			I drew my knife, crude and crooked but sharp nonetheless. This was no relic from my mother or grandmother, who would’ve abhorred its use, but my first attempt at metalworking. The burn marks on the blade didn’t matter nearly as much as the intention beaten into the steel.

			I cut the tip of my finger, and the mere opening of my skin released magic, potential humming within the red droplet that welled in the wake of the knife. I pressed my finger to the bark and drew a rune of protection, going slow and steady so as not to break the line of blood, and making it as large as I could.

			The rune was simple—a single line down, two others that broke away at a forty-five-degree angle and met at a point. Thurisaz, it was called: Thor’s hammer, a powerful protection. I didn’t trust in the Norse god of thunder any more than I trusted in Zeke’s god, but I knew how to trigger the muscle memory of the universe.

			When the rune was complete, I stepped back to inspect my handiwork, careful to hold my balance as the ground sloped steeply into a deep ditch. Thurisaz was perhaps the most aggressive of the runes of protection, one that modern practitioners often avoided because of the inherent threat, but it was exactly what I needed now. I’d made it large, not visible from a casually passing car, but almost impossible to miss if someone were to walk by and glance that way. In a short month, when the leaves had fallen, it would be completely exposed.

			Let them see it, I thought grimly.

			As I anticipated, the fawn was drawn to the scent of my blood. The rune was too high for her to reach, and I quickly wrapped my finger in a strip of cloth and shoved it in my jacket pocket. She scented the air and nosed my leg once, hard.

			“Enough,” I snapped at her, and she withdrew.

			We went west next. Although the trees on my new border were too small and young to sustain a working of this size, the old western ward tree still stood, contributing to the net of magic over the sanctuary, and I needed all the help I could get. The old tree was a giant sycamore, so large it had created a clearing unto its own, the lowest branches still ten feet over my head.

			I repeated the process here, opening my finger on the knife and drawing the rune across the sycamore’s papery bark. The fawn was much more curious from the start this time, watching me prick my finger with rapt attention, but she made no attempt to nuzzle or nibble me. I started to feel a little lightheaded as I finished the point of the rune; I’d been stupid not to bring food or water for myself. I retreated to the edge of the clearing and plucked an apple from a neighboring tree. The crunch as I bit into it almost masked the sound of a twig snapping behind me.

			The devil was leaning against the trunk of the apple tree. His posture was a casual, familiar slouch, but his eyes, which were fixed on the rune, were sharp as glass.

			“This is what you’ve resorted to, Tess?” he asked. “Blood offerings to a god you don’t believe in?”

			I studied him for a moment before I answered, remembering the heat of his mouth and the eagerness of his hands in the thicket. Had he believed I could be wooed like some breathless virgin, flattered into giving up my sanctuary? Or had he known what the belladonna would show me, and hoped terror would bend me to his will?

			“This god only demands blood,” I said finally, “and blood I can pay.”

			“A small price for even smaller protection.”

			“I need every small protection I can get.”

			“A loser’s mantra if I’ve ever heard one.”

			“Well, you’re wasting your time with a loser, then.”

			My wrist was seized in an iron grip before my eyes even registered that he had moved. He lifted my hand and unwrapped the stained strip of cloth from my finger. I did not struggle; when a dog bit, you only made it worse by trying to pull away.

			He drew my finger into his mouth and sucked the dried blood from it gently, no hint of teeth, although his tongue probed briefly at the raw slit. But then he released me, placing my hand back at my side as if I’d forgotten how to move it, and leaned in so close I thought he would kiss me.

			“I can only give you so many chances, Tess,” he said. “I hope you make up your mind before I get bored.”

			“My mind is made up. I told you before—without the sanctuary, I have nothing. I am nothing.”

			“You might change your mind if you knew what was coming.”

			“I know what’s coming. I saw it in the bones. I would rather fight till the end than give up preemptively.”

			“That’s what you think I’m asking you to do? I’m not asking you to give up. I’m offering you the power to save it.”

			“At the cost of the thing itself. You might grant me the power for this one time, but then what?”

			“Yes, and then what?”

			“Then the next time you are feeling bored or petulant you take it all back again and leave me with nothing.”

			“I think you forget that I am not a man.”

			No, I thought. You’re something far worse.

			His eyes darkened, as if he could read my thoughts in my face, and I braced myself, as if anything the devil wanted to do to me could be mitigated by the strength of my own body. But instead he backed away, nodding as if to himself.

			“Fine,” he said. “I believe you, Tess. Your mind is made up.”

			I had thought I’d feel relief if I ever heard those words, and instead there was only panic. I stepped forward, thinking to close the gap again, but he had turned his back to me now.

			“You had your own little Eden here,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll be sorry to see it die. At least it won’t be my fault this time.”

			He was gone between one blink and the next. The forest was quieter in his wake, and a breeze moved through as if to clear away the lingering scent of salt. The apple, forgotten in my hand, leaked juice from where my nails had bitten into it. I dropped it, finding I was no longer hungry.
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			The next morning, as gray was fading into the pale yellow of dawn and I was grinding comfrey to a paste in the barn, a shadow darkened the doorway.

			I knew you wouldn’t stay away for long, I almost said, but the words died on my lips as I realized it was not the devil.

			“What the hell are you doing here?” I said instead. “And how did you get in?”

			The pastor’s son stepped into the light from the overhead bulb. He looked better rested than he had a few days ago, but more troubled, his brow drawn into a knot.

			“I just went around the gate,” he said. “There’s a little spot on one side between it and the ditch.”

			My cut finger throbbed in its bandage. By the time I’d staggered back into the meadow yesterday afternoon, my head had been swimming from anemia. Were the runes truly so useless? Or had I created a weakness in them without realizing?

			“You should be in school, or at least on the bus.”

			“I have a free first period.”

			“Shouldn’t you be using that to study or do homework or something?”

			“I wanted to talk to you.”

			I turned away, scooping the comfrey paste out of the mortar and into a jar. “I don’t have time to talk.”

			“Tess, please. I really didn’t know what my dad was going to do. He’d told me about the new church, but he never said anything about where it would go.”

			I kept working, my mind racing. Why did he say nothing of the hex bag? Surely he must know it was real, that it had real effects. Did he not assume I had planted it?

			“I believe you,” I said. “I believed you the first time. There was nothing you could’ve done if you had known.”

			“But what are you going to do?”

			“Refuse to leave, of course.” As I said it, I longed for it to be that simple.

			“But what happens if everyone else sells? He’s already talking to the farmer down the road.”

			David doesn’t know about the deed, I thought. Zeke clearly didn’t trust his son. “Then everyone else sells. If your dad wants this land, he’ll have to take it over my dead body.”

			He winced. “He’ll try to get you arrested. Or get other people to harass you. There was a lady in our old church who left her husband, and he didn’t like that. Everyone just treated her like a ghost until she left. Aren’t you worried about what people will try to do? It’s so dry—what if they try to start a fire or something?”

			That was exactly why I’d made the runes, but now I doubted they’d be enough when Zeke decided to make his play; clearly, he had practice with this. I shoved the thought aside to deal with the matter at hand. “David, why are you here? Aren’t you going to get in trouble?”

			“I’m practically an adult, they can’t fucking ground me.”

			He said the swear like he was trying it on for size, and I hid my snort. “But why are you here?”

			“I said, I wanted to talk to you. And I’ve been wanting to come back. I love this place. And I wanted to see the sunrise from here.”

			My throat tightened; it hurt worse than I expected to hear him say that when my friends had not. But instead of turning toward the sun, he came deeper into the barn, peering at the stalls. His brow creased further. “Whoa. You have a lot more than before.”

			“Yeah, it’s been a rough couple of weeks.”

			“Any idea why?”

			I longed to tell him. The lack of my magic felt like a phantom limb, and I wished I could mourn it with someone besides myself.

			“No,” I said instead. “And since you’re already here, you might as well help me with the chores.”

			I put him in charge of scrubbing and refilling the water bowls and bottles, like last time. I knew I should’ve sent him away, should’ve frog-marched him down the driveway and watched until he was out of sight, but the mere thought of it exhausted me. Besides, he was the one person in Burrsville who wanted to see me, and I couldn’t deny that the presence of another person was a balm to my frayed nerves.

			“What happened to this little guy?” he would ask as he brought in the water, regardless of the sex of the animal. I would give a brief, thoughtless account of the call and the rescue operation, wielding a syringe or bandage in one hand and holding the animal still with the other.

			“I can’t believe they let you handle them,” he said admiringly, watching me soothe a disgruntled raccoon into compliance. “Do you get more babies or more adults?”

			“Depends on the year, but it’s usually about even. I get a lot more adult males than females though—they fuck each other up pretty good.”

			“What’s the worst you’ve ever seen?”

			“River otters,” I said without hesitation. “Couple of young males too dumb to pull their punches. Winner lost an eye and an ear, loser lost half his face and one of his legs. Animals take on a huge risk every time they fight; even if they win, they might die from infection or be too injured to hunt.”

			“Have you ever done anything with, like, apex predators? Like wolves or bears?”

			“No wolves around here, unfortunately. I usually see a few bears each year, but none that I’ve had to treat. I did have a young bobcat once, but trying to treat her without a sedative was a mistake.”

			I rolled up my sleeve, unthinking, to reveal the long scar that curved over the tender inside of my forearm. Too late I realized it also put every scratch from the thicket on full display.

			“Whoa.” He seized my arm and I stiffened, resisting the urge to return the grip and sink my nails into his arm until he released me. He ran his thumb gently over it, feeling the raised pattern of the scar. “That’s wild. What’s on your fingers?”

			That time I did pull away. “Berry juice,” I said, although I was no longer certain that was true. I had scrubbed my hands with soap and bristles and finally lye, and still they were stained black. It was as if the belladonna had marked me, claimed me as its own.

			The pastor’s son returned to the water bowl he’d been washing. “So what did you think of all that shit my dad pulled the other night?” he asked. “I’m pretty sure he made it all up.”

			“Made what up?”

			“The stuff about somebody putting a curse on our house and trying to make us leave.”

			I thought back to the disembodied rattle of the squirrel skull, the rage it exuded. How could he not think it was real? Was he trying to bait me into exposing myself?

			“He started talking about weird stuff he was seeing or hearing, and then when he did, Mom did, but he’s always been able to make her think what he wants. He did just enough to get Mom worked up and then her imagination took over. Then he said he found that little bag of sticks in the basement and she actually fainted.”

			“So you didn’t feel anything?” I asked, curiosity overcoming me.

			“Nothing like my mom did. I’ve had some trouble sleeping, but that’s for—different reasons.”

			“Ah. Find something worth sneaking out for?”

			“Nah. Coming here is the only sneaking I do.”

			“So why the trouble sleeping, then?”

			There was a long pause, and for the first time in the conversation, I glanced up from the antibiotics I was crushing to look at him. There was a deep flush spreading from his chest to his neck, and he was scrubbing the crease of a bowl with ferocity.

			Oh, I thought.

			“Just really vivid dreams,” he said finally, although I was no longer waiting for an answer. “Dreams that didn’t even feel like dreams. Like I was sure you—sure it was actually happening, so when I woke up I didn’t really know if I was awake. It was hard to tell what was real sometimes, and it was every night. Has that ever happened to you?”

			“Yes. Although more often I have moments when I’m awake that feel like dreaming. But you said ‘was’; are you not having these dreams anymore?”

			He paused, frowning. “Well, I guess—I guess not. Not the past couple nights.”

			“So maybe somebody really did try to curse your house.”

			“Didn’t feel like a curse to me.”

			This last was murmured under his breath as I walked away, my hands full of fresh bandages and a syringe of antibiotic slurry.

			There was only one animal left to treat, and it was the groundhog I’d come to dread dealing with. Most animals habituated to the daily routine quickly, allowing me to clean and dress their wounds even if they didn’t like to be handled, but almost every time I went into the groundhog’s pen, she acted like she’d never seen me before and this was all brand new. Her struggling made it harder to get a good fit on the bandage, which inevitably led to her fussing with it, which in turn led to me having to redress it.

			She was in a fine mood today, burrowing into a corner of the pen at the first sight of my makeshift exam table, then coming around with a snap of her huge, blunt teeth the moment she felt my hand. There was a moment, not the first, when I thought about just leaving her be for the day, but it had been an uphill battle against infection that I was finally winning, and I wanted this animal healed and out of my barn as soon as possible.

			I managed to avoid her teeth as I snipped off the remains of the last bandage, which wrapped around her wounded shoulder and then around her neck and chest like a sling. There was no sign of pus on the cotton, which was good, and although there was new, pink flesh visible, I didn’t want to leave it exposed. After a few minutes of struggling, I got a few swipes of salve on the wound, and I had to seize her by the scruff to get the antibiotic down her.

			“Everything okay?”

			David had appeared in the door, no doubt drawn by the groundhog’s furious squeaking and chittering.

			“She’s not my favorite,” I grunted, yanking my hand back to avoid another snap of teeth. “And I’m not hers.”

			“Can I help?”

			The answer, of course, was no. If she took a swipe at me, that was simply part of the job. If she bit him, an unlicensed minor with no training, that opened a Pandora’s box—my license could be revoked, his parents could sue me, Broder would finally have a real reason to fire me.

			“I’ll just sedate her,” I said, but I hesitated. I’d sedated her yesterday, and two days before that. I couldn’t keep doing it. Besides, I was nearly done; all I needed was another hand so I could hold her still and finish the new bandage.

			I glanced at David. He must’ve sensed my indecision, because he was still standing in the door, eagerness shining in his eyes.

			“Listen,” I said. “No, stop smiling. Listen. If I let you help, you cannot tell anyone. Not your parents, not your friends. I could lose my license.”

			“Okay.”

			“No, no. I need to hear that you understand.”

			“I understand, Tess.”

			“Okay.” I readjusted my grip on the groundhog, abandoning the bandage and the strip of vet wrap and holding her steady with both hands. “I’m going to hold her still, and you bandage her up.”

			“I don’t know how,” he said, coming forward anyway.

			“I know you don’t; I’m going to walk you through it.”

			For the next five minutes, our heads were bent together over the table. His hands seemed huge to me, but his fingers were nimble, his movements surprisingly sure. I told him where to position the wrap around her body, which direction to move his hands so they didn’t pass too close to her face and tempt her to bite, how tight to make the bandage. He did everything I said, his lower lip drawn between his teeth in concentration, asking, “Like this? Like this?” at every juncture. He seemed almost desperate to please me, and every time I said, “Yes, like that,” I sensed a spark go through him.

			How well you listen, I couldn’t help thinking. How obedient you are.

			I had meant it when I told him there was nothing he could’ve done to stop his father’s plans even if he’d known—it seemed clear that Zeke’s hope for a legacy was in his church, not in his son. The only opinion that mattered to Zeke was his own, and everyone else could be with him or against him. Any protest from his son would be dismissed as betrayal.

			And yet this offering seemed too precious to pass up, as if a lamb had climbed upon my altar and put its own neck on the block. Could I not find a way for him to help me? Could I not make him feel useful? From that, perhaps real salvation could emerge—perhaps he would find the weakness that would allow me to triumph.

			“Tess? Is that good?”

			I snapped back to reality. “Yes, yes, that looks good. Take a step back.”

			He backed away obediently, and I loosened my hold on the groundhog just enough to slide my pinky finger into the bandage and test its tightness. “Yes, that’s perfect. Go ahead and step out.”

			When he was safely outside the stall, I released the groundhog; as usual, she was perfectly docile by this point, scuttling away without a sound of complaint now that the hard part was over. I folded up the table and left the stall, sliding the door shut behind me.

			The aisle suddenly seemed narrower, or the pastor’s son larger, than a moment ago. The sun was fully up now, the barn unseasonably warm, and all I could smell was clean, fresh sweat. His face was a storm of emotions, desire and guilt and fear, all of it running with an undercurrent of knowledge, as if he had seen this precursor before, in his dreams.

			“David—”

			“Don’t.” He stepped forward, too close; I had to steel against the urge to push him back. “I know what you’re going to say, but you don’t have to say it. I understand. I just want to be—close.”

			I looked up at him. Strangely, the fear in his face showed more when I met his gaze, and yet he didn’t step away. “Do you understand?” I asked.

			“I do.”

			But his gaze flicked down to my mouth, and his tongue slipped out to wet his lips. His hands flexed—I saw it in a small twitch of the tendons in his shoulders. I knew what would come next, if I did nothing.

			I drew in a breath, hesitating.

			Behind him, the old woman’s crow cawed harshly, a three-note warning.

			David’s face screwed up suddenly, jaw and teeth and tongue all clamping down on a noise of pain. He reeled back, and I saw the fawn clinging to his right hand like grim death, her ears flattened against her skull and her eyes empty black pits.

			I scrambled forward, trying to get hands on her, but he was pulling away. I saw his free arm rise, fist clenched—I didn’t blame him, it was only instinct, but I couldn’t allow it. I dove in again, finally reaching them, covering her with my body and jamming my thumb into the gap of her mouth where the teeth ended. I pressed down on her jawbone through her gums and she released her prize, mouth working uncertainly as she scrambled backward out of my half embrace.

			“Fucking hell,” I said, my voice shaking. “I forgot—I forgot she was even out here.”

			David was fainting pale, holding his injured hand protectively against his chest, and I saw with horror she had drawn blood. “Fuck. Sit down, sit, sit.”

			I grabbed him by the arm, supporting him as he slid down against the wall. “I’m fine,” he said. “Just—she just startled me. Why did she bite me?”

			Because she’s broken, I thought. She’s wrong.

			“She’s just a baby,” I said aloud. “Your hand probably smelled salty—she didn’t know any better. She nibbles on my fingers all the time. Let me see it.”

			He flinched when I took his wrist, his hand trembling. The bite formed a rough U shape in the meat of his hand, the pattern of welts already swelling. She had broken the skin with sheer force, blood rising to the surface even though there was no sign of tearing.

			“Okay, come on. We’ll get it cleaned out and it’ll be fine. You’re okay.”

			He followed me quietly into the feed room. I washed it out with distilled water and soap, and by the time I was done, the water was already running clear.

			“See, not even bleeding now,” I said, trying to inject a reassuring note into my voice. “A little aspirin and you won’t even feel it. Okay? You all right, there? Are you dizzy?”

			“Yeah, a little. It’s going away.”

			“Do you want some—” I didn’t even know what to offer, because I drank wine when I felt faint. “Orange juice, or something? I can get some orange juice.”

			“No, no, I’ll be okay. I’m not going to get sick?”

			I huffed out a shaking laugh. “Oh, no, you won’t get sick. She doesn’t have rabies or anything. She’s perfectly healthy, all vaccinated. She’s just naughty.”

			“Okay.” The relief was raw in his voice. “Okay.”

			“All right, good. I’m going to wrap this up so it stays clean, okay? It’s really shallow, so you shouldn’t have to worry about infection. If it gets swollen, just—”

			I trailed off. I had a little stockpile of antibiotics, a pill here and a pill there left unused, but I was no pharmacist; how many sins did I want to pile on in an attempt to hide this one? I cursed myself, my momentary lapse, wishing for the hundredth time in five minutes that I could just go back, but time unspooled mercilessly away from the moment.

			“We have some antibiotics,” he said, meeting my eyes. “When Dad got a tooth out, he didn’t finish them. I could just take those, right?”

			A tightrope stretched between our gazes, my human decency tripping down its length. I didn’t look away when I said, “Yes, you could do that.”

			There was a long silence.

			“Okay,” he said finally. “They won’t notice.”

			I didn’t know if he meant about his hand or the antibiotics specifically, but I nodded anyway. “You can always tell them you hurt it in gym or something. I’m certainly not going to tattle on you.”

			Relief shone in his face again; the little lamb didn’t even realize he held the blade now. “Okay. Thanks.”

			“But we have to get you to school before your free period is up. Is there somewhere I can drop you off where nobody will see?”

			“There’s an old dirt road that runs behind the gym. We use it sometimes, but not during school hours.”

			I knew the one; a remnant of Norman’s days, when access paths for the logging wagons crisscrossed through much of the land in Burrsville. “That’ll work,” I said. “Why don’t you go hop in the truck; I’m going to put that little beast away.”

			He straightened up from where he was sagging against the sink. The color had come back into his face, but the uncertainty lingered. Once I was certain he was steady, I left him to go collect the fawn.

			She was gamboling in the short grass that stretched between the back of the barn and the meadow, her bright eyes trained on a fat, lazy bumblebee that was making the most of the remaining dandelions. I strode across it, but hesitated just before I bent to scoop her up.

			I picked her up often; she was becoming more independent, less inclined to follow at my heels, and I didn’t always have time to wait for her to decide she was ready to come in. But now all I could see was that long, flexible neck and how easily it might turn, putting my face, my ear, my neck within reach of those teeth.

			“Why did you have to fucking do that?” I asked softly.

			She didn’t even look at me, the only acknowledgment of my voice a little flick of her tail. I bent down, steeling myself, and lifted her up. There was a breathless, frozen moment where her head craned back to maintain her balance, and I anticipated the clamp of her teeth on my cheek, the ripping of flesh. It was all in my head, and she was silent and docile as I carried her to the house.

			The boy was silent too, as I drove him down the hill to the school. I kept to the backroads, but even then I was tempted to tell him to duck whenever we passed a house or another car. The sun beamed beneath my visor like a watching eye.

			“I’m really sorry,” he said as I pulled over at the edge of the access road. “I feel stupid. I almost passed out.”

			“Don’t be sorry—it’s natural. There’s not much you can do about it.”

			“You’re not going to put her down, are you? I’ve read stuff online about that, dumbasses getting bit trying to pet wild animals and stuff. I don’t want to be that person.”

			“You’re not that person.”

			“But you won’t, right?”

			I stayed silent for a moment, watching fear darken his eyes. Fear made men vicious, I knew, but he was still just a boy.

			“I won’t,” I said finally. “But it might not be in my hands.”
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			The rest of the day and the one following, my options ran circles through my head. There were few.

			The first was to drag another rehabilitator into this mess and send the fawn away; from there I could lie and tell Broder I had the fawn put down for testing, or simply hope that getting her out of Burrsville would be enough to satisfy him.

			But I couldn’t send her to another rehabilitator without telling them about her strange appetite, and if someone still agreed to take her, they’d be risking their license too. I knew a few who would still do it, purely to spite the government if nothing else, but I didn’t trust those few.

			The second was to hope that David would hold up his end of our implicit bargain. He was better, gentler than his father and grandfather; I’d seen his restraint, his desire not to hurt the fawn even as she was hurting him. Part of me believed he would keep this secret.

			Another part of me knew that faith in him was idiocy, and so I had a third option, which was to claim that he was trespassing on my property. I had a gate for a reason, and wild animals could not be expected to behave like pets when someone broke in and went sticking their hands into cages.

			Afternoon of the second day dimmed into evening. When my phone finally rang, fear shot down my spine like an electric shock, but it was just a harried-sounding mom from down in the village, asking for help with the skunk her dog cornered in the garage. In the background, I heard children wailing.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “They’re really worried about the skunk. I’m pretty sure Moose got a piece of him.”

			“I’m on my way,” I told her.

			The family’s garage was full of junk and reeked of spray, and it took me a while to locate the injured skunk. The obstacle course of kayaks, long-unused car seats, and boxes of Christmas ornaments gave the skunk plenty of ways to avoid me. Eventually, I shifted some of it into a funnel with my catch crate at the end, and as I moved a stack of boxes, a single, battered gay porn DVD stared up at me from the garage floor.

			I put the boxes back.

			“She was limping a little, but no visible blood,” I told the mother when I’d finally captured the skunk. Behind her, three small faces and six small hands were pressed against the window, streaking the glass. “She might still have been bitten, but probably nothing some rest and antibiotics can’t handle. Did your dog get bit or sprayed or anything?”

			The mother turned and gave a broad smile and a thumbs-up to the kids in the window, who all started to clap and cheer. “Sorry, what?” she asked. “I wanted them to know she’s okay.”

			“I was just asking about your dog, if he got bit or anything?”

			“Oh, no, he’s fine. I think he got crop dusted, but I’ve got some tomato juice in the cupboard. That can be my husband’s job when he gets home; maybe he’ll learn his lesson about leaving the garage door open.”

			I thought of the porn DVD and hesitated, wondering if I should tell her. Instead, I said, “If that doesn’t work, I know the feed store has some special shampoo.”

			I drove home, repeatedly glancing at my phone, trying not to jinx myself by being thrilled at my luck. I kept it on me as I examined the skunk; she did indeed have a bite wound in the meat of her hindquarters, but there was remarkably little tearing, the teeth having gone cleanly in and out. I gave her a spray of antiseptic, made a mental note to call the vet for antibiotics, and made a space for her by splitting a stall in half with a makeshift barrier. Her neighbor was a quiet woodchuck who hadn’t shown any inclination to pick fights, so I was hoping they could coexist peacefully with just a strip of chicken wire between them.

			Night had settled over the sanctuary while I tended the skunk, and I did one last check of the stalls before heading to the house. The silence that greeted me inside riddled me with guilt, in no small part because the peace and quiet was a blessed relief. The fawn got up from her little flannel bed and came to greet me.

			“You might’ve just gotten away with it,” I told her, my hand rounding the curve of her small head.

			When my phone rang at six the next morning and I saw Evelyn’s name on the caller ID, I didn’t know what to think. I’d been bracing myself for Broder or the DEC, and my heart gave a hopeful skip at the sight of one of my friend’s names. Perhaps this was the olive branch I’d been waiting for.

			“Hi, Evelyn.”

			“Just exactly what the hell do you think you’re doing up there, Tess Wynne?”

			The hope in my heart crumbled like ash. “Excuse me?”

			“Don’t play dumb. I’m not falling for it. I tried to warn you and you didn’t listen, and now I know why.”

			“You better start explaining the purpose of this call, because I do not have the patience for this shit.”

			“David Abdee is the purpose of this call. Does that ring a bell?”

			When I didn’t answer, she gave a long sigh. “You know, I wanted to give you a chance to defend yourself, but I don’t think there’s anything you could say. A boy, a teenager, tried to hide a bite wound from his parents so that you wouldn’t get in trouble. How could you allow this to happen? This is sick.”

			“What exactly are you accusing me of, Evelyn?”

			“That’s the problem—I don’t even know. The Tess I know would’ve never let someone get bitten by a wild animal, and she certainly wouldn’t have ever told them to hide it. Now I have to wonder what else you’re capable of.”

			“So this kid trespasses on my property, refuses to leave when he’s told, gets bit, and I’m the problem here? You don’t want to tell your new best friends, the Abdees, to keep an eye on their son?”

			“Well, you can bet they are now, whether I tell them to or not.”

			“That’s great, hopefully they can keep him away from the matches and batteries.”

			“You think this is a joke?” she hissed; I could almost feel the spittle. “This is funny to you?”

			“I think it’s a fucking joke that you’re calling me about this. Who are you to reprimand me? Because you’re sure as hell not my friend. A friend wouldn’t have sat by silently while some Bible-thumping snake oil salesman broadcast his grand idea to bulldoze my sanctuary.”

			This time it was her turn to fall silent. I felt a wet trickle from my nose, dabbed at it: blood. “What’s wrong, Evelyn? Did you hope I would just curl up and die without saying anything about it? Did you think I’d pack up and move to some shitty little apartment at the Commons so your new best friend can have my land for his vanity project?”

			“No one is forcing you to do anything, Tess,” she said stiffly. “It’s a free country, and you can choose to sell or not. I wouldn’t presume to tell you what to do with your property.”

			“Oh, now you wouldn’t presume? You presumed a whole hell of a lot going into this phone call.”

			“I can see you’re not planning to be rational about this, so—”

			“Rational? I think I’m being perfectly fucking rational—”

			“It’s good to know where you stand on helping your community—”

			For a moment we were both shouting over each other. I pulled the phone away from my ear, came a hairsbreadth from smashing it against my countertop. Hot liquid ran over my upper lip, and I dabbed furiously at my nose.

			“Listen to me,” I breathed. “You and your pastor and the whole town can go to hell. Do not ever call me again.”

			I ended the call and set the phone down with exaggerated gentleness. A scarlet drop hit the screen a second later, and I grabbed a kitchen towel and stuffed the corner up my nose. A moment later, the fawn wandered into the kitchen, her nostrils flaring.

			“Oh, fuck off,” I told her.
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			I kept waiting to hear from Chief Broder or the DEC or someone about the fawn, but I didn’t. For three days, the only time my phone rang was for animal control calls, and even those had begun to settle.

			When I got a call early on a weekend morning, I was sure it would be Broder, thinking he’d lulled me into complacency and ready to take me by surprise. But the number that showed was Christine’s, and that did surprise me.

			“Hello?” I answered, trying not to sound overly suspicious.

			“Tess, I’m so sorry to bother you so early in the morning, but we’ve got an animal situation here.”

			“Okay,” I said, thankful to skip any awkward small talk. “What’s the situation?”

			“There’s some kind of animal here that looks really bad—I thought it was a possum but Max says it’s a fox. Hard to tell, honestly. Scared the bejesus out of me when I went to take the trash out, and it’s still in the yard. It keeps trying to drink from my watering can and I feel awful.”

			“Don’t feel awful; it’s not your fault,” I said. I guessed it was a fox with mange, which wouldn’t have been common at this time of year, but since the weather had stayed warm, wasn’t impossible. “I’ll be down in just a couple minutes.”

			When I arrived at Christine and Max’s Queen Anne Victorian—unmissable, as it was painted pistachio green and vaudeville maroon—they were both out in the driveway in their matching robes and slippers. They looked anxious, and Max came right to the curb to greet me.

			“It’s still in the yard,” he said without preamble. I realized abruptly that, except for my single glimpse of him at the church meeting, I hadn’t seen him since that last night at Paul’s house. Hello to you too, I almost said, but I could already taste the cruel edge on the words, so I bit them back.

			“How’s it acting?” I asked, unloading my carrier and grabbing a few tins of sardines out of the back.

			“Thirsty. I read that can mean rabies.”

			Why the fuck does everyone see rabies everywhere? I wondered. “It can,” I said. “It can be a sign of a lot of things. Let’s take a look.”

			I waved Christine and Max back inside and went down the driveway to their yard. It was a far cry from the golf course postage stamp most elderly suburban couples maintained, tithonia and rudbeckia ran rampant along the borders, the former so tall that the tree peonies I helped Christine plant were almost lost. I never managed to weave a spell into their roots, and I regretted it now even though I wasn’t sure it would help. There were a couple dolly tubs that had been upcycled into water features, although it looked like Christine had let them run dry.

			The fox was scrubbing itself back and forth on the corner of the shed, apparently undeterred by the voices out front or the opening and closing of doors. It seemed frantic, and there were chunks of hair being left on the siding. It definitely had mange.

			Far from just a patchy coat, mange was one of the biggest killers of red foxes in the northeast. What began as hair loss became manic, single-minded scratching while the infection attacked the immune system, and in the winter, the hair loss could contribute to hypothermia. This fox already looked like it was in bad shape, and I just hoped I wasn’t too late.

			I approached slowly, keeping my gaze averted and my movements smooth. The fox still darted away, but it only moved a few feet before it stopped to scratch again, mouth quirked up in a grimace and fur flying from its claws. It was a good sign that its survival instincts kicked in, even half-heartedly.

			I nestled the carrier into a cluster of tall grasses Christine had let go—“It’s my micro prairie,” she’d told me, although the grasses were, unfortunately, not native—and spilled a little sardine juice on the ground before sliding the tin inside. The fox perked up at the scent of the fish, which made me hope this capture would go quickly. When my magic was intact, it wouldn’t have been a question; I would’ve woven a little suggestion of sleep around the fox to give it relief and simply bided my time, but now I needed tricks.

			I retreated back behind the corner of the house to watch, the remote for the carrier’s door in my hand. Christine and Max came hurrying up to me and I waved them away, holding a finger to my lips.

			“Where is it?” Max whispered.

			“Still in the yard,” I hissed back impatiently. “It’ll probably take a while, so why don’t you two go inside and I’ll let you know when I have it?”

			Christine, clearly more attuned to my building irritation, tugged Max’s sleeve. They went back into the house, and I returned to my corner to observe.

			The fox took its—his, I eventually saw—sweet time approaching the carrier. He continued to circle Christine’s watering can, trying to stick his nose into it between fits of scratching, and I wondered if I should’ve lured him with a bowl of water instead of food. Eventually, he started to pay more attention to the carrier, approaching and then darting away again.

			My patience, which had always been so steadfast, wore thin. I could feel my undone tasks piling up on my shoulders; the weeding that had to be done as the summer vegetables died back, the windows that needed to be resealed before winter, the roadkill that needed to be processed. The thing I’d always considered the driving purpose of my life suddenly felt like a burden.

			Finally, the fox’s hunger won out over his thirst, and he darted into the carrier. I knew he would try to snatch the tin and bolt, so I wouldn’t get another chance. I pressed the button on the remote and the door flew closed.

			It was as clean a capture as I could hope for, but there was a brief second where the fox’s tail was caught by the door. I didn’t think it even pinched, the bottlebrush tail simply sliding through the wire, but it was enough. The fox immediately began to thrash and yowl.

			I ran to the carrier and planted both hands on top to keep it steady, wincing as his body thudded against the plastic sides. The sardine smell intensified, and I knew he’d splashed them all over the carrier. He would probably smell like fish for a week.

			It took a few minutes for him to give up, and all the while my heart broke for him. He didn’t understand his situation was about to improve drastically; he thought he was fighting for his life and losing. Even when he stopped flailing, I could feel him panting through the carrier, his distress palpable.

			Christine and Max were already hurrying down the front steps to meet me as I took the carrier to the truck; they must’ve been watching through the kitchen window. “Will it be all right?” Max asked.

			There was a time when I would’ve been reassuring, giving them the most hopeful outlook, and now I wondered if perhaps I’d coddled them. Perhaps I’d made them think I was invincible, and that’s why they’d so easily chosen to work against me.

			“I’m not sure,” I said. “He’s in pretty bad shape. I’m going to do everything I can, though.”

			“Okay,” Christine said. “Can you keep us updated on how he’s doing?”

			“Sure. Just do me a favor and don’t mention this to Evelyn. She’ll go running straight to Chief Broder, and he’s already up my ass about animals he’s randomly decided are dangerous, so unless you want this guy put down for arbitrary ‘public health’ reasons, it should probably stay between us.”

			“Tess, she wouldn’t!” Christine said reproachfully.

			“She would.”

			“Tess.” Christine laid a firm hand on my arm this time, and I resisted the urge to yank it away. “You need to talk to her. Whatever happened between the two of you, she’s really hurt by it. She thinks so much of you. She’s the same Evelyn she always was; she wants to help, but sometimes she goes about it the wrong way.”

			I rounded on her, bewildered. “Between the two of us? It doesn’t feel like the two of us—it feels like something happened between me and all of you. The only reason I even knew about that town hall meeting was because I stopped down to see Georgie, and lo and behold, there’s a projection of a megachurch built over my house. You didn’t even seem surprised. And not a single one of you has called to say you don’t want to see my sanctuary turned into a parking lot.”

			Christine heaved a bone-weary sigh, and for the first time in a decade, she looked exhausted. For a moment, I glimpsed what it must be like to be her—her heart and soul thrown into a town that gave her nothing back, the volunteers for the harvest festival dwindling every year, the other retired teachers leaving until there weren’t enough to staff the after-school programs, the superintendent not bothering to submit the grant applications she slaved over. How must she feel to see Zeke march into town and suddenly galvanize the same people who ignored her pleas for years?

			Relieved, I thought. She’s relieved.

			“I don’t expect you to be enthusiastic about a church, Tess,” she said. “Frankly, I don’t think another church is in the top five things this town needs most, and I certainly don’t think it has to be where your sanctuary is. I know Zeke will offer you a fair price, but if you don’t want to sell, that’s your right. You’ve put years of work into that place.”

			I flinched, hid it with a restless movement of my arm. Of course it seemed simple to her—she thought I had the option not to sell. She thought the best of me, and of Zeke, and believed we could be civil about it.

			“But no matter where this church goes, I’m going to support it. I’ve been trying for years, years, to get these people invested in their town, and maybe if they can care about a church, they can care about their school, or their library, or their downtown. If you don’t want to sell, and you don’t want to support it, I understand. That sanctuary is your life, but this town is mine.”

			Christine meant the words as a bridge, but to me, they were a blade, severing the last threads of my hope. I had never considered that the good of my sanctuary and the good of the town could be diametrically opposed. I had never believed Christine and I could end up on opposite sides just by holding true to what mattered the most to us. I couldn’t even explain myself, couldn’t tell her why without unburying the ugliness of the past, the ways I’d deceived them, the deals I’d made.

			“I see,” I said hollowly. “I’m sure that will make Evelyn happy.”

			“Tess, you have to talk to her.”

			“No, I don’t. She clearly thinks I’m a monster, and every time she opens her mouth, it’s a new accusation.”

			Christine hesitated, and her eyes shifted away from mine, but something hard settled into the planes of her face. “She’s not the only one accusing you.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Rachel—Rachel told me you left that thing in their house. The thing with the skull and the sticks. Did you? Did you want to scare them off that badly?”

			It was not the apprehension and disappointment in her eyes that made me lie, but the abject failure. If it had worked, I would’ve claimed it, but I couldn’t bear to take responsibility when it had ended up some impotent trinket trotted out for show-and-tell.

			“Of course not,” I snapped back. “You believe her?”

			“Tess, tell me the truth.”

			“I am.”

			I felt like a teenager again, telling my mother I had not spoken to Norman in the woods, I had not raided her stores of vetiver roots for perfume, I had not stolen a razor to make my legs clean and smooth. My mother had never believed me, and I could see Christine didn’t either.

			“They’re not bad people,” she said quietly. “They didn’t deserve that.”

			“Well, I guess I’m the bad one, then.”

			“Tess, wait—”

			But I didn’t wait. I slammed the truck door behind me, threw the truck into gear, and gunned away.

			As soon as I caught a glimpse of my own gate through the trees, I knew something was wrong. There was a flash of bright, raw metal that didn’t belong, and only the thought of the fox in the back kept me from roaring straight up to it. I swallowed hard and took a deep, calming breath, but the accumulation of every slight and stressor of the past few weeks rose to the surface of my skin as sweat.

			Even though I knew something was wrong, I couldn’t stop a gasp from spilling from my mouth at the sight of the gate. It had been rammed so hard the metal had buckled and, in some places, broken, and it was the shiny, jagged edges glinting in the sun that I’d seen from afar. The lock was all but sundered, the bolt barely clinging to the housing, the intricate details of the casing bent and disfigured.

			I got out of the truck, my heart climbing into my throat, but getting closer only made it worse. This was far beyond my skill and resources to repair. Even if I somehow found room in the barn for this project—a miracle in and of itself—it would take weeks to source the materials and longer to do the labor.

			Something crunched beneath my foot that wasn’t gravel. I glanced down and finally noticed the shattered bits of headlight on the ground, the streaks of rust and blue paint left on the bars. The paint was a ubiquitous shade, caught somewhere between cobalt and navy. It was the color of Georgie’s car, the color of my neighbor’s truck, the color of hundreds of cars. This one, most likely, had been pulled out of a scrap heap for this task and then returned.

			I reached for my phone, briefly determined to call the cops. I was still a taxpaying citizen even if I was a pariah, and I deserved to have this willful damage to my property investigated. It wouldn’t be hard to find the car, not with the front-end damage it obviously sustained.

			Just as quickly, my hand stilled. Broder didn’t care about my rights; he’d take this opportunity to gloat at my misfortune and mock me for calling. For all I knew, he was the one who arranged it, hoping to remove this obstacle to him entering the property without a warrant.

			I went over to the lock and worked the bolt free of the housing, bits of metal and old springs rattling to the ground. When they’d come apart, I found a place where the metal wasn’t shorn to razor edges and pushed.

			It opened. The noiseless, gliding swing was gone, replaced with a juddering shriek, but it opened. That was all I needed.

			If Broder thought he could make me lower my defenses, he had another thing coming.
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			Early the next morning, when the first set of chores was done, I dug the four-wheeler out of storage, loaded it up with every spare bit of detritus I could find—chicken wire, welded wire, bits of chain, old T-posts, roofing metal—and drove it down to the bent and broken gate.

			I’d always prided myself on the appearance of my property. It would’ve been easy to wave my hand and let nature do as it would, but I’d worked hard to cultivate elements of beauty that wouldn’t occur naturally. I’d wanted my friends to feel welcome here, to marvel at the flowers and eat from the gardens and orchards. I’d wanted the gate to stand as a sentinel, not necessarily a deterrent.

			But those days were gone.

			I brought my grinder and my toolbox down with me, thinking to dull the sharpest broken edges on the gate, but I ended up leaving them. Instead, I took out my blowtorch and softened up the metal just enough to bend it, then pushed the bars out until the sharp edges pointed toward the road. If the torch burned through one of the bars or it snapped off as I manipulated it, I didn’t care; I simply filled it in with wire. I welded the T-posts in wherever they fit. I put the roofing metal into the gaps, leaving it sticking out like the fins of a shark. Where the elegant lock once was, I wrapped a length of logging chain around and secured it with a massive padlock.

			When it was done, I’d added probably more than two hundred pounds to the gate, and it looked like the entrance to some apocalyptic hill person compound. I stepped back and laughed a little as I inspected my work. But the spots on either side of the posts—where my friends occasionally slipped through on foot if they didn’t feel like waiting for me to open the gate—were now weaknesses in my defense. I dragged more wire off the four-wheeler and created an ugly, makeshift fence on either side; if someone wanted to go around the gate now, they’d be picking their way through brambles and ditch water.

			Indeed, the brambles seemed to have sprung up by feet overnight, and the tree line that separated my property from the road was now a thick snarl of canes and thorns. The runes were finally at work.

			As I secured the wire on the west side of the drive, I noticed the hinges were sagging under the new weight. I didn’t have any larger ones, nor the equipment necessary to hold the gate while they were replaced, so I’d simply have to add more.

			I ended up having to run back up the driveway for a car jack, which groaned ominously under the weight of the gate even though I’d bought it for my truck. It did the trick, and after adding three more hinges, the gate sat almost level.

			I was testing its swing when I heard a car approaching—no, a truck. Ignore it, I thought. How paranoid are you?

			But my monstrosity of a gate answered that question now, and I moved to shut it. After working in the heat for so long, I had sweat dripping into my eyes and down my arms, and when one of the old hinges caught, it was enough to make the gate slip from my grasp. I was focused on the roar of the approaching engine, and my attempt to grab it was slow and clumsy. The new weight made it swing out wide, out of my reach, and when the truck pulled in, it was only me in the center of the driveway with a wrench in my hand.

			For a moment, Zeke sat in his truck, staring at me through the windshield. I made a show of dropping the wrench back into the toolbox. A scatter of fiery leaves whirled between us, driven by the wind.

			“Not worried about getting caught in the rain?” he asked when he finally got out. He had a leather portfolio tucked under his arm but nothing else. I glanced up, saw for the first time the heavy clouds rolling in from the west. The storm I’d called had finally arrived.

			“No,” I said. “We need it, anyway. It’s been too hot and dry for fall.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve been enjoying the sunshine.”

			“Is this about the fawn?”

			He paused, the lines around his mouth deepening in confusion. For a moment, I thought in horror that maybe Evelyn had been fucking with me, that David’s parents never learned about the bite and I had just given myself away, but then his expression morphed into recognition. He waved a hand dismissively.

			“Ah, the one that bit my son, you mean? He got what he deserved. Maybe he’ll learn to listen to me and keep his hands out of places they don’t belong.”

			“We can only hope,” I said acidly. “I can guess what brings you here, then, but I’ll save you some time. I’m not leaving.”

			He laughed and made a show of brushing off his hands. “Well, that’s that, then, isn’t it? I’ll simply go back and tell those folks down in the village that God’s will won’t be done here, because Tess Wynne isn’t leaving.”

			“None of them give a shit about God’s will.”

			“They will. The disciple Thomas may have doubted, but Jesus still offered him proof. They will see, and they will believe.”

			I laughed, an incredulous bark. My dry lips tore at the corners. “Sounds like you’re drinking a lot of your own Kool-Aid.”

			“You can mock me all you want, but I know you’re the reason this town is in such dire straits. I may not be able to convince everyone else of exactly what you are, but I don’t need to. All it will take for them to shake you off is for me to show them a better way.”

			“Yeah, yeah, I heard your speech the other night. I saw how they lapped it all up.”

			“And you don’t care? It doesn’t bother you at all that your friends and neighbors would throw off this yoke you’ve burdened them with, if only they knew how?”

			“ ‘Burdened them’? I’m the reason this valley doesn’t burn or flood. I’m the reason they get their crops planted on time and can bring in a full harvest without a loss. I’m the reason they’ve never had to conserve water. I’m the reason they still see fireflies every summer, and you want to tell me I’ve burdened them?”

			“Fireflies don’t pay the bills.”

			“Neither will your fucking church.”

			“You’re free to think that, Miss Wynne, but it doesn’t make a difference. This is my land, and I’m going to use it to build my church.”

			The belladonna vision painted itself before my eyes; the tree line burned to ash and became dyed mulch and concrete, and the meadow grasses were swallowed up by artificial turf. The driveway turned to rich black asphalt beneath my feet, and I knew if I turned, I would see a great white church at the top of the hill.

			The pastor opened his portfolio and withdrew a sheet of paper with a flourish. He glanced at it, then at me again, and thrust it in my direction. At the top, I recognized the old Burrsville village clerk’s letterhead—very old, multiple generations removed from the current version. The ink was faded to gray, and it was difficult to read the mix of ancient typeset and looping handwritten script. Or, it would be, if I didn’t already know what it said.

			
				This deed, effective this eleventh day of March…vendor grants…the real property located at 66 Grayshore Road…purchaser Norman Abdee.

			

			“Well?” the pastor asked. There was so much gloating stuffed into that single word that some part of me tried to shake off the chains of dread to scream at him, but I had no voice. I felt like I was drowning again, because even though I’d seen the destruction of my sanctuary coming, I could do nothing to stop it. Now it was here, and the future was upon me, and the water was closing over my head.

			“Nothing to say, Miss Wynne?”

			Strange that it was pride that shook me out of my despair. Pride was, perhaps, truly what separated us from the animals—the thing that flew in the face of survival instinct, the thing we either clung to or abandoned when desperate. His triumph was a whiplash on an already raw wound, and the sting woke me from my stupor.

			“I already told you, I’m not leaving,” I said, obstinance the only thing I had left. “I’ll tie this up in court for years. We’ll see how long your congregation’s enthusiasm lasts.”

			“Years?” Zeke snatched the paper back from me; my fingers left a damp stain on the corner. “I have the deed. You don’t think I can get a judge to wrap this up quickly?”

			I didn’t doubt it, not for a moment. “Fuck you,” I snarled. “I don’t care what you do. You won’t get your hands on this sanctuary unless it’s over my cold, dead body.”

			“I will have it,” he said, “so you do what you want with your body. But I’ll pray for your soul, or what’s left of it.”

			He tucked the deed back into his portfolio and adjusted his glasses. The first few drops of rain began to fall as he turned his back on me to return to the truck.

			Stupid, stupid man. You don’t turn your back on a predator.

			This was the only thought in my head. I was not conscious of bending to retrieve the wrench, of its warm metal in my hand, nor the movement of my own feet. That one thought was enough, a guiding tether toward the end.

			He must’ve heard something, because he’d begun to turn back as the wrench struck him. It cracked into his lower jaw with a force that reverberated through my arm. It was no glancing blow, and he went down, putting one hand toward the truck to catch himself—and missing.

			I did not stop. For all my rage, I was cautious; wounded things were dangerous, and men were vicious when afraid. I struck the right shoulder next, to disable him. He sagged, forehead pressed to the earth, and strings of blood fell from his mouth. I raised the wrench once more and brought it down on the back of his head.

			His skull caved. I felt the sensation clearly, the bone plates splitting between the force of the wrench and the unmoving solidity of the ground. There was no blood here, for I hadn’t broken the skin, and yet even through his hair I saw the distortion, the wrongness in the shape of his skull.

			Sound returned. The first thing I heard was my own breath, dragged between my teeth in ragged sobs. The next was the irregular pinging of raindrops against the hood of the truck. Then a low rumble of thunder from the west.

			The pastor didn’t move. Patches of his shirt began to darken with rain. A small stream of blood crawled away from where his face was pressed to the driveway.
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			The rain was deafening. The body of the pastor was still at my feet, soaked through. My hand was still white-knuckled around the wrench, the tool suddenly heavy as an anchor.

			Every muscle and bone in my body was liquid with panic. I had killed a man—and not just a man, not just any man, but one certain to be missed, one whose disappearance would not be brushed off or handed down to a rookie detective or chalked up to a natural consequence of his life or actions. If no one had seen me already, standing here frozen over the body with a wrench in my fist, then someone would soon.

			I gulped in air, trying to think clearly, trying to dig up an ember of the rage that had filled me a moment ago. The first thing was to get the goddamn body out of my driveway. I imagined Evelyn chugging by in Georgie’s car, her eyes widening at the scene, her hands clutching the steering wheel as she yanked the car back toward town. I imagined her alongside Georgie and Christine and Max as I was tried and sentenced. I imagined Chief Broder, gloating over my unprotected sanctuary.

			I grit my teeth until my jawbone creaked with the pressure. I could not get caught. I would not let him win.

			The body. Then the truck. Then come up with your story.

			I nearly dropped the wrench back into my toolbox, then thought better of it; I’d need to clean it first. Instead, I set it down in the driveway and went over to the body. I rolled it over, ignoring the wide, staring eyes, and hitched it up from behind the arms. My ears strained for the sound of a car over the patter of the rain.

			I moved to heave the body off the driveway, and my hands slipped straight through; I tumbled backward. My knees shook as I struggled back to my feet, all my strength vented into the blow that had killed him. I grabbed the body again, braced myself. One step. Then another. Then another. Slow, too slow—like running in a nightmare. With every movement, I saw myself damned further, the blood in the driveway and the drag marks from his heels testifying against me.

			When the body was tucked into the overgrowth of the tree line, impossible to see from the road, I pulled on my work gloves, grabbed the leather portfolio, and slid into the driver’s seat of Zeke’s truck. I would leave the seat damp and dirty behind me, but that couldn’t be helped. I needed to dump it somewhere else, somewhere it wouldn’t be found too quickly. Maybe I could make it look like he crashed, wandered off disoriented—

			Every thought was swept away in a rush of terror as another car crested the hill toward me. The truck was far too recognizable, brand new and riding on fat dual tires, and if anyone saw me driving it, I might as well turn myself in. I jammed the wiper lever downward, hoping that enough raindrops would build up on the windshield to hide me. I ducked my head as the car went by, my heart pounding wildly in my chest as I glanced into the rearview mirror. The car kept going past my driveway without a hint of brake lights.

			I turned down one back road, then another, each one narrower and rougher than the last. Too late I remembered that I would have to walk home, and I had to get back there as fast as I could. I went in circles, my mind racing but no ideas coming to me, and finally, I pulled off on a private access road that meandered into the woods. I went down just until it curved, then stopped, panting hard. The portfolio had to stay with the truck, that much I knew, but I couldn’t risk leaving the deed. I tore it out and shoved it in my pocket, then tucked the portfolio between the seat and console. Finally, I gave the truck a little gas, wrenched the wheel to the side, and dove out the door.

			The clunk as it hit a tree sounded unbearably loud. My first instinct was to run, simply crash into the trees in the direction of home and not look back, but I forced myself to slow down and look for footprints, to see where my shoulder landed in the dirt when I dove from the truck. I buffed out a few of the more obvious marks, then froze at the sound of another car. For a moment, I was convinced it had turned onto the private access road, that in a matter of seconds I would see headlights beaming toward me.

			But no car appeared, and the sound faded. I was too edgy to stay any longer, too scattered—there was just as much chance I would leave more signs of my presence as erase them, so I turned for home.

			It took me three hours to get back to the sanctuary. The rain continued to pour, and the first creek I forded was already rising dangerously high. There would be flash floods in the valley, and I should’ve set buckets around the house to catch the rainwater, because I still hadn’t gotten around to patching my roof. I thought of the pond spilling its bank, colonizing the lowland around it, sending rivulets like fingers toward my cabin.

			As I made my winding way home, cutting through patches of woods and fields and rapidly filling ditches, I was struck by how poor the land outside my sanctuary looked. Everything out here was a sea of dying yellow thanks to the relentless, unseasonal heat; plants were wilted and curling, and flowers left behind no seedhead, just a naked stalk. Far from a healing balm, the rain beat the leaves from the trees and flattened the grasses, pockmarking the dusty ground and driving detritus into roiling black pools. My work boots were full of filthy water, and my wet socks had slipped down to leave me with the beginnings of raw blisters on both heels. I fell several times, my weak knees simply giving out on me, and each time I pushed myself up like a machine, knowing that if I took a beat to rest, I simply wouldn’t get up again.

			By the time I reached the patch of briars that stood across from my driveway, my hands were covered in grime and skinned raw. I lurched across the road and through the gate that still hung open; I couldn’t believe I forgot to lock it before I left. My toolbox was full of water, and the pool of blood from the pastor’s mouth had been diffused into a puddle. My paranoid eyes searched the tree line, trying to pick out his shoes, as if there were a chance he got up and walked away. When I glimpsed one boot in the brush, I turned back to the gate; its new weight felt impossibly heavy to my shaking limbs, but I threw myself against it until it closed. The new padlock did not have the same reassuring clang of the old lock sliding home, but it would keep the rest of the world out.

			For now.
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			For the first time that season, I lit a fire in the woodstove. The cold hinges shrieked as I opened the door, but in just a few minutes, the fire was roaring. The heat warmed my cheeks, and my eyelids felt heavier immediately.

			I dusted off my hands and paced the house, glancing out the front window obsessively even though it was too streaked with rain to see anything. Rainy days had been my excuse to get caught up on housework, and I half-heartedly started the dishes, started the laundry, started to clear the counter of gloves and tools and plant husks, but I didn’t finish a single thing. Every time I approached the fugue state of simple chores, I was yanked back to the present moment and the fact that there was a body on my property I couldn’t move until nightfall.

			Instead, I allowed myself to pace, planning my next moves. There was a tarp in the laundry room; I could use that. Up in the loft in the barn, I knew there was a coil of dusty old rope, not to mention bags stuffed with cast-off baling twine. The four-wheeler had sputtered all the way back up the drive in the rain, but it should be good for one more load, one more trip.

			But where? Where can I take him?

			There was only one answer, even though the thought of it made my stomach clench tight enough to cramp. The pond was the single place that gave me a prayer of staying undiscovered—no disturbed earth, no chance of the body getting dug up by a coyote. As long as I could cover my tracks and weigh it down…

			No sooner had I thought it than I was swamped with visions of the sanctuary crawling with police, four-wheeler tracks left clearly in the mud, the body bobbing to the surface of the pond like a gruesome balloon. I raked my hands through my hair and pushed the images away, focusing again on what had to happen next.

			There was a heavy logging chain looped around the back of the tractor, heavy enough to sink a corpse, and I could tuck rocks into the tarp. The old rowboat had been sitting in the lean-to on the east side of the pond for years—I had to hope it hadn’t rotted away too bad to float.

			What about when they find the truck? Once that happens, I’ll have forty-eight hours at most.

			And on I went, wearing the same pattern into the floor and glancing repeatedly out the window until I nearly tripped on the fawn. She nipped me, a hard scrape of teeth on my damp jeans, and bounced away with an irritated shake of her head. I realized it was past her dinnertime, and she hadn’t eaten since lunch, but outside, night had fallen fast and thick.

			“I know you’re hungry,” I said, “but you’ll just have to wait a little bit.” I reached out to stroke her head, and she snapped at me again.

			When I stepped outside, the temperature had fallen twenty degrees from where it was that morning. My breath misted gently in the damp air, and there were light raindrops still flecking down. It felt like any autumn evening, but this homage to normalcy mocked me.

			The barn was quiet, as if the animals were soothed by the rain. The four-wheeler sat at the front of the aisle, waiting for me. I pushed it outside, wincing at every groan and creak it made, and turned the key. The engine sputtered and heaved at first, but eventually kicked in.

			Away from the house and the barn, the night was black as pitch. My heart was racing by the time I reached the end of the driveway; I could barely see my hand in front of my face, and the idea of fumbling with a dead body suddenly terrified me. The real and rational fears of being discovered faded at the prospect of a malevolent corpse. How many taboos had I broken today, killing a man of God while his back was turned? When he was in the right?

			I wasn’t sure how long I sat there in the driveway, choking on my own fear, but I finally swung off the four-wheeler and trekked through the wet grass. I dragged the tarp and the length of logging chain behind me like a desolate ghost.

			In the end, it wasn’t so hard to find the body in the dark; a shaft of light from the house glinted off the glasses. The process of rolling it onto the tarp and securing the chain felt like it took hours, my trembling hands and the slippery canvas foiling me at every turn. To drag it back to the driveway and heave it onto the four-wheeler was another matter entirely, and there were several times the body slipped from my grip and thudded to the ground, accompanied once by the faint crack of a breaking lens. After a while, my paranoia of leaving evidence behind was buried beneath the fear that I simply wouldn’t be able to lift it, and I’d be stuck here so long that someone would find me.

			At long last, the pastor’s body was slung over the back of the four-wheeler and I was riding as fast as I dared for the woods. It had been ages since I took any kind of vehicle into the forest, and the familiar paths my feet knew were no good now. The forest was a nightmare tableau, jagged shapes peeling from masses of shadow, lurching like men, only to sift back into the dark. The evergreens reached out to drag dripping needles through my hair, and the oaks scrabbled their bone-like branches as if to snatch the body. The four-wheeler lurched and twisted through the trees, bouncing so hard over buried, rotten tree trunks and rocks that I nearly lost my burden. When I reached the edge of the neighboring cornfield, I realized I’d missed the pond entirely, and it was another half an hour before I found my way to the little dilapidated lean-to where the rowboat was stashed.

			I cut the engine, and with the wheezing, uneven hum gone, I could hear the pond. I hardly ever came this close to it, and unlike the rest of my sanctuary, there was nothing familiar about it. I didn’t know its moods, didn’t know how it changed from winter to spring to autumn; it was only ever a malevolent thing living in the heart of my woods, and it was thus now. The lap of water against the banks sounded like the slap of a wet hand groping for purchase. I could imagine some drowned thing crawling up the bank, trying to escape the grasp of the pond just to be dragged back again.

			Bathed in cold sweat, I clambered off the back of the four-wheeler and went to the lean-to. I kept my hand on its weather-beaten, cobwebbed side, inching my toes forward as if perched on the edge of the abyss. The planks were slippery with a sludge of soggy vegetation, and the stink of fetid water and rotting wood filled my nose. The pond seemed to be growing its boundaries faster than the rest of the sanctuary, and where once there had been ten feet of solid ground between the bank and the posts of the structure, less than a yard now remained.

			I dragged the boat out by its prow, the ancient wood digging splinters into my fingers. There was no bringing the four-wheeler closer; I was afraid to leave tracks in the muddy ground that led up to the bank. I rolled the pastor’s body off the vehicle and into the boat, wincing at the sound it made and thinking too late that I should’ve checked the boat for holes.

			Perhaps it would be better if there were some, I thought. Perhaps I should sink the boat along with the body—

			And then I’d have to swim to shore.

			The thought alone made me turn and retch into the bushes, down on my knees in the dirt and the wet ferns. For a moment I thought I’d pass out, my body drained of anything it could possibly give, but the wave of dizziness passed. I pushed myself back to my feet and began to heave the boat toward the pond.

			The first shock of cold, sucking mud was like a hand wrapped around my ankle; I almost ran screaming for the trees. I swallowed the sound, my tongue clicking in my dry mouth, and moved around to shove from the back of the boat. It was then the clouds parted like a stage curtain, revealing the moon in all her silvery glory.

			The shaft of glowing light glinted off the wet plastic of the tarp and illuminated the surface of the pond like a black mirror. The shadows at the far edge resisted the moon’s gaze, and I thought I saw the shape of a man, but when I blinked, it was gone.

			I gave the rowboat one last shove and, with energy born of terror, splashed into the shallows and leaped over the side. The entire thing rocked precariously, ripples spiraling away like traitorous messengers going to wake the rest of the pond. I leaned down, feeling until I grasped the rough handle of the single paddle, then wrenched it free from beneath the weight of the body.

			The boat rode low in the water, and even though I knew it was the weight of a grown man and the logging chain and the rocks, I felt like the pond was trying to pull me under. Rather than floating, I was creeping my way along the back of some giant beast, the sensation of malice so tangible that I was loath to even dip my paddle in.

			When I finally reached the middle of the pond—the place I could only hope was the deepest—I began to fumble with the tarp and the rocks. I didn’t dare only tie them to the outside, because who knew how long the strings of twine would take to rot? I crammed them into the bundle of tarp with the body, my fingers occasionally brushing cold, dead skin. The rocks met resistance, but I didn’t stop, shoving them in until I heard the crunch of cartilage. When I could fit no more, I tied a few on the outside for good measure, then stood up, bracing myself precariously, and heaved the body over the side.

			It was lost to my view in no more than a second, the dark water claiming it with rapacious greed. The shadow of the boat blocked the moon, and I stared hard after it, feeling nothing as it disappeared, no regret and no relief. I only hoped he would stay down there, and that the pond, for all its hostility, would side with me over him, over them.

			I picked up the paddle again and rowed for shore, expecting every moment to feel cold water rising to my ankles. But I reached the shore unscathed, no wetter than I had been when I arrived. I beached the boat and fled back to the four-wheeler, back through the forest and the meadow and the safety of home.

			As I closed the barn door behind me once more, I was stopped in my tracks by a slice of warm light cutting across the porch. I approached slowly, squinting to make sense of what I was seeing, no longer sure if my eyes could be trusted.

			The door was open.

			I stood there senselessly for a moment, trying to remember if I’d felt the solid thud of wood meeting frame when I left. The rain began to pour again, and I bolted up the steps, my heart rising in my throat like a viscous bubble.

			The house was empty. It was still warm inside, the fire burning down to embers. There was no tick tick tick of little hooves across the floor, no impatient bleat to greet me. I ran through the house, praying to gods I didn’t believe in that she’d taken up a new place to hide. I hunted through the bathroom, the laundry room, even the loft, hope rising at the sight of each unexplored corner just to die as I turned it.

			I stumbled back out onto the porch and to the gate, raising my hand as a shield against the rain. The rattle of it was unrelenting and intrusive, a sound that tried to crawl inside my head and get into my bones. If she called for me, I wouldn’t hear it. Would she hear me?

			She doesn’t even have a name.
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			When I woke the next morning, it was to the smell of clean, cold mud. I lifted my cheek from where it was pressed to the ground, dragging my own hand to my face to feel the imprint of the grass in my flesh. My clothes were soaked through, my jeans so heavy they might’ve been made of stone. When I wiped my nose, my fingers came away flecked with black.

			I only vaguely remembered my search the previous night. There had been too many times when I realized I’d been asleep on my feet and had to retrace my steps. The rain had never stopped, and when I was deaf from its sound and blind from the dark and numb from the cold, I’d kept going because I could not accept that I’d lost her.

			But I hadn’t found her.

			I laid my head back on the wet, crushed grass and shut my eyes, wishing unconsciousness would take me again. But instead, I felt the thing that had woken me—a quick, sharp pain on the back of my ankle. I yanked my leg up instinctively, rolling onto my side, then stopped dead, staring.

			The fawn stared back at me through eyelashes clumped with gore. Her face was stained a dark, rusty red almost up to her ears. Her little nose and top lip were marked with scratches.

			I raised my hand slowly, as if she were something truly wild and not the domesticated horror I’d created. She butted me softly, and my palm came away smeared with tacky blood.

			“What happened to you?” I whispered.

			She blinked oddly, more of a wince than anything, and rocked back on her heels. Her lips curled up and her back arched. I reached for her in terror, convinced she’d found her way home just to die in front of me.

			She coughed. It was an awful sound, a wretched, strangled gurgling that I felt in my own throat, and then something wet and hot landed in my outstretched hands.

			I recognized it by smell before sight: a clot of bone and cartilage, strung with fibers of muscle. The bones were small, but larger than the baby squirrels had been—larger than an adult squirrel, and brittle rather than soft. I suddenly recognized the scratches on her nose for defensive wounds. She had moved on to bigger, older prey, prey that had fought back and been eaten nonetheless.

			“You’re learning so quickly,” I murmured, wiping the clotted blood out of her eyelashes with my sleeve. She had escalated even faster than I imagined, but at least she had killed to eat. My prey would sit at the bottom of the pond for innumerable years if it wasn’t found, not even feeding fish, and worst of all, I didn’t know if Zeke’s dream would die with him. It could be taken up by Evelyn, or the town council, or even Rachel. I wondered if she would try to foist it on her son. Adults loved to use children for their own aims, and I had no doubt Burrsville would wholeheartedly embrace him as their totem in the shadow of his dead father.

			Murdered father.

			I got to my feet slowly, my body feeling every single one of my many years, the fawn leaping in a sprightly circle as if to mock me. My magic lurked like a thready pulse in the deepest reaches of my being, weak and unsteady, but I still needed it. I’d given myself a fighting chance, but the fight was just beginning.

			I took the fawn inside, where she refused her bottle. I washed her face with a warm towel, and she went to her usual spot in my flannel and laid down as if nothing had happened. I made sure to shut the door tightly behind myself as I left.

			As soon as I’d fed the animals and cleaned the cages out in the barn, I went down the driveway to where the pastor’s body spent most of yesterday. The grass had greened overnight with the rain, and the blood that had pooled in the driveway was gone, at least to my eyes. I went into the tree line, stepping carefully and searching the ground, but even the brush here seemed to be thicker and greener than it had been yesterday, and I could barely make out where I’d placed the body. I saw no drag marks in the grass, nor tracks from the four-wheeler—it was as if last night never happened at all, the entire nightmare washed away.

			I spent the next hours pacing through the meadow and the forest, not daring to believe my luck. Even the long meadow grass had sprung back up where I’d driven over it, the vivid stalks showing only the barest signs of damage. I found only a few hints of tire track in the woods, and even the boat pulled up on the shore of the pond looked like it had been there for years, untouched. I began to wonder if it really was a dream, some remnant of the belladonna visited upon me in my helplessness.

			That fragile hope was shattered when Chief Broder arrived. I was down by the gate again, finishing the hinge additions I’d been working on the day before. I saw the white flash of his squad car through the trees just before it pulled in, and I had mere seconds to steel myself, my hands going white-knuckled around the wrench that still reeked of bleach. He was early, much earlier than I thought he’d be.

			The gate was closed, and the car came to a halt a few inches shy of it. The chief got out, hiked his belt over his paunch, and took his time walking around the car.

			“Afternoon, Tess.”

			“Hey, Chief.” I paused my work long enough to acknowledge him, but that was all. I did not stop tightening the bolt on the hinge and I did not move to open the gate.

			He stuck his thumbs into his belt and cast a critical eye over the gate. “Looks like you’re preparing for war, here.”

			I shrugged. “Hopefully not. Just want to protect what’s mine.”

			“Oh?”

			“Somebody tried to take it down the other day. Rammed it in.”

			“News to me. You didn’t report it?”

			I gave him a thin smile. “I’m sure Burrsville PD has bigger things to worry about.”

			“Yeah, speaking of that—”

			The tension that seized my body made the wrench slip. There was a loud clang as it rang against a perpendicular bar, pinching my finger between, and I hissed a curse.

			“You all right there?”

			“Fine.”

			“Okay. Well, yeah, speaking of better things to do, we got a call this morning from the Kinsey family.”

			“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

			“Cute little family. Dad, Chris, is a teacher. He and his wife got two little girls, hair blond as yours, just about.”

			He paused for a beat, as if waiting for something. My impatience rose, but I shoved it down, said nothing. This felt like bait.

			“Called us this morning because they found their cat in the yard, gutted like a fish.”

			“Mm,” I said, thinking of the shape and size of the bones the fawn had coughed into my hand. “Coyote?”

			“Well, that is the likely suspect. I don’t have to tell you how many cats get snatched up by coyotes every year.”

			“But?”

			“But I’ve never known one to leave a carcass behind. This cat was…” He grimaced, made a scattering motion. “All over the lawn.”

			“So you think it was a person?”

			“I think it was your damn fawn.”

			I stopped and stared at him, incredulous that he would voice the thought. Even knowing it was the truth, it sounded insane to my ears. He came straight up to the bars, jammed an accusing finger through the gap.

			“Don’t you look at me like that. They saw it. They saw it.”

			“How do you expect me to believe you? Especially when she was locked in my house the entire fucking night? Not out in the barn, not out in some pen—in my house.”

			“I am not the one who has to prove himself!” he shouted. “I am the chief of police! You prove yourself to me!”

			The wrench felt so warm in my grasp, so eager. Is one not enough? I thought, but I knew the answer.

			“Where is your warrant?” I asked simply, the words a cool counterpoint to the hot metal in my hand, the taste of hot metal in my mouth. “That’s all you need.”

			“You and your goddamn warrants.”

			“I didn’t write the law.”

			“No, but you sure know your way around it.”

			It would’ve been so easy. If I’d agreed to open the gate, he would’ve walked straight in, charged up the driveway, given me a clean shot at the back of his fat head. It would’ve been for the best.

			But I did not open it.

			He chuckled mirthlessly, turning as if he would walk away. When he reached the cruiser’s door, he turned back.

			“I’m not sure why I’m bothering to ask, because you’ll just lie, but you haven’t seen Pastor Zeke in the past day or two, have you?”

			“I have.”

			“Oh? When?”

			“He came by yesterday afternoon. We had a conversation just like you and I were having now.” I rattled the gate to make my point. “He wanted to talk about the sanctuary.”

			“What about, in particular?”

			“Told me I should be prepared to sell my land for the good of the town.”

			“Sounds like you disagree.”

			“Sounds like you agree.”

			“Well, my opinion doesn’t factor in here.”

			“You sure about that?”

			His eyes narrowed. “Pretty sure. So he said you ought to sell. Then what?”

			“I told him I have no intention of selling. I’ve lived here my entire life, and I’m not going anywhere.” I watched him carefully as I said it, waiting for a glimmer in his pig eyes, wondering if he knew about the deed now stuffed under my mattress. “He got pretty pissy, and I told him to leave.”

			“He threaten you?” he asked, an obligatory question.

			“Not in so many words. Just said he was disappointed and he’d find a way to change my mind. Then he left.”

			“Which way did he go?”

			I pointed west, the way I’d taken the truck yesterday. “Tore off in that direction. Surprised he didn’t leave any rubber on the road. What is this about, anyway?”

			Broder ignored the question. “Would you say he was driving erratically?”

			It was so tempting to say yes. Tempting to color the account a little more, to say I could smell the booze on him, but I resisted. He wouldn’t have believed it anyway; he would’ve only heard an attempt to smear his newest friend and savior.

			“Erratically, I don’t know. Aggressively, sure. Did he get into an accident or something?”

			“Nothing like that. The missus called because he didn’t come home last night. Technically it’s not a missing persons case until he’s been gone forty-eight hours, but it is unusual for him by all accounts. If you see him again, tell me.”

			He issued it like a command, and I bit back a scathing response. “You and I are going to come to an understanding on this fawn,” he said, just before he closed his car door—a parting shot. I scraped up just enough magic to curse him as he drove away, the words so poisonous they stripped the taste off my tongue as I said them.

			As soon as he was out of sight, I bolted back up to the house and to my room. I thrust my arm under the mattress; the deed came out water stained and torn. I had almost destroyed it last night, but I’d been so frantic I hadn’t trusted my own mind. I’d waited, trying to anticipate if I’d have some use for it, but it was stupid to have kept it at all.

			I took it downstairs and held it over the sink as I struck a match. My hands were trembling and it took a few tries, but the paper went up quickly, and after a few seconds, I washed the ashes down the drain. I knew in my heart it wasn’t the last I’d see of it; Zeke probably had more than one copy. All I’d done by burning this one was hide the motive for the murder, give myself plausible deniability that I knew the true ownership of the sanctuary.

			The sanctuary belongs to me, I told myself. A single piece of paper doesn’t change that.
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			Christine called me the following day. I stared at the phone for several seconds, trying to summon the will to speak, to act as if nothing was wrong. I picked it up on what was probably the last ring and forced cheer into my voice.

			“Hi, Christine.”

			“Hey, Tess, glad I caught you. How are things?”

			“Oh, not too bad. What’s up?”

			“Well, I wanted to let you know the harvest festival planning meeting today is canceled. We’re organizing a search party for Pastor Zeke.”

			I was half-turned to look at my wall calendar, not even flipped to the correct month, but I froze when she mentioned a search party. I’d known they would find the truck eventually, but I had hoped for more time, more wind and rain and dust to settle over it and obscure the tracks I’d missed.

			“I thought you might want to come help,” Christine continued. She did not say to prove you’re not a bad person or to show you hold no ill will, but it was there in the long exhale that followed.

			“Of course,” I said. “Of course I’ll help. What happened?”

			“Rachel said she hasn’t seen him since the day before yesterday, but you know how it is with the police—”

			“Yes, forty-eight hours and all that.”

			“Right, yes. But some out-of-towner was checking on his hunting cabin yesterday and found the truck in his driveway, no sign of Pastor Zeke.”

			I closed my eyes at my wretched luck—of course the private drive had been to a hunting cabin. With bow season only weeks away, the truck was bound to be found.

			“I’ll bring first aid supplies,” I said. “Where are we meeting?”

			She gave me directions on how to get to the very spot I’d dumped the truck, which I probably needed anyway; the whole event was a blur in my mind, and I wasn’t sure I would’ve found my way back on my own.

			“I’ll see you there in an hour,” she said. “I just need to make a few more calls.”

			I hung up, feeling bile rise in my throat. The whole town would know. There was no way to smother the curiosity, no way to make people forget, no redirection or diversion I could provide.

			I bolted to the bathroom and retched into the toilet, my breakfast of black coffee running like acid over my throat. As I was bent over the bowl, I heard the sound of the fawn’s hooves across the floor, and I kicked the door shut behind me. I was no longer willing to show her my weakness.

			When there was nothing left in my stomach but gnawing anxiety, I washed out my mouth and went to pack a first aid kit. I was not particularly thorough, knowing there’d be nothing to find, but as I shoved the sterile gauze, antiseptic, and disposable gloves into a backpack, I found myself wishing I’d kept something of the pastor’s—a scrap of sleeve or, ideally, a boot.

			When more than an hour had passed, I left, locking both the house door and the gate firmly behind me. I dawdled down the road and to the private drive, wanting to make sure I wasn’t the first one there. The last thing I needed was to look like I was trying to get time alone at the scene.

			But the road opposite the driveway was lined with cars when I pulled up. As I walked around its curve, I spotted police tape and a small crowd of people. Broder was there, along with a handful of cops, and I spotted Christine and Max talking with Will Thornton, a town council member. There were three other council members there, plus a handful of folks I recognized but didn’t know. As I glanced around, I locked eyes with Evelyn; she turned away to talk to Georgie, who held my gaze longer but made no move to greet me.

			There was no sign of David or Rachel.

			“There you are, Tess,” Christine said, hurrying down the drive toward me. I was conscious of every eye that followed her to land on me. “I was starting to worry you weren’t coming.”

			“Sorry, I got caught up with chores,” I lied. “Is this it? I thought Broder would’ve called in the dogs.”

			“He did, but they couldn’t pick up anything. The handlers said it must’ve been because of the storm that went through.”

			“But they’re sure this is his truck?”

			“Yeah, I guess so.”

			“And Broder said it was okay for a search party to be here? It’s not going to mess up the scene or whatever?”

			Christine gave me a strange look; the question was paper thin. “We can’t go within the tape, but it’s not a crime scene—not yet, anyway. Besides, Chief Broder asked me to do it since they don’t have the manpower.”

			“Oh, okay.” I wanted to ask why the pastor’s wife and son weren’t here to join in the search, but Christine was watching my face closely, and I didn’t dare push my luck. “Well, I’m ready when you are.”

			My mind raced as Christine and Max rounded up the other volunteers. Since the dog hadn’t found anything, they already knew the truck was here before the storm. Unless Broder was even dumber than I thought, he would already have a timeline. How long before he decided it was a crime scene?

			The volunteers grabbed walkie-talkies and counted off in pairs, and there was an odd number. “I’m fine to go alone,” I said. Christine nodded.

			“I don’t think anyone should go alone,” Evelyn said—loud enough that everyone else went quiet and turned to look. “We should all keep an eye on each other.”

			I spun on her, a scathing reply on the tip of my tongue, but then a meaty hand landed on my shoulder.

			“Officer Perry will go with you,” Broder said; he was too close, and his breath reeked of onions. “We don’t need anyone else getting lost.”

			Officer Perry’s first name was Mark, and I’d met him before. He was a quiet, bookish man in his late forties. His wife had multiple sclerosis, and every year at the harvest festival he pushed her wheelchair around to the games and bought her cotton candy. He was clearly caught wrong-footed by Broder’s suggestion, but he didn’t argue, and neither did I.

			We set off into the woods. I had no walkie-talkie, but I could hear Perry’s radio crackling from his shoulder. For the first few yards, the pairs on either side of us were visible, but as the volunteers fanned out, they were lost to view. The woods here were not as old as mine, the trees dozens of years old rather than hundreds, but they were poorly kept and choked with scrawny saplings and brush. Perry trailed a few feet behind me, content to let me make the path.

			As dense as the woods were, the undergrowth was not spared in the recent deluge. There were large limbs down everywhere, many still showing live wood, and in some places the brush had been flattened into a mat by the weight of the wet, fallen leaves. In the few places where the forest floor was visible, water had cut little furrows into the dirt and piled leaves along their sides. The trees all seemed to be varying shades of gray, a forest of iron.

			“Doesn’t look like anyone’s been this way in a long time,” Perry said after a while.

			“Hard to tell when everything’s washed out,” I said. “Besides, if he was hurt or disoriented, he probably wasn’t walking in a straight line. We might intersect with a trail.”

			He didn’t answer, but his silence was doubtful. We walked for an hour more without saying a word to each other. How’s your wife? I could’ve asked, but the fact was that I didn’t care. All I cared about was how clear it was that no one had passed this way, and how clear it would be to the rest of the search party. There wasn’t so much as a deer path through the trees, and even if I’d had a boot or a scrap of cloth from the pastor, it would’ve been an obvious plant.

			Occasionally, Perry’s radio crackled to life, and he would mutter back into it behind his hand. I strained my ears to catch what was being said, but the snapping of the small branches around me and under my feet was too loud. Only once, he said, “No one else has found anything either.”

			Sometime later, we broke out of the trees. A field stretched at our feet, yellowed soybeans crushed into the mud or floating in standing water. About forty yards away, I saw another spot of color emerge from the trees—one of the other pairs.

			Perry clicked the button on his radio. “We’ve cleared the woods; no sign of him.”

			The voice on the other end instructed him to return. I heard it clearly, and yet for a moment I stood there, staring out across the field and swallowing down the panic climbing up my throat.

			“Time to go,” Perry said, as if I’d been arrested already, as if he would perp-walk me back.

			I spun around, preempting the hand I sensed was reaching for me. But instead, Perry’s hand shot to his holster, and his gaze was focused on the deep woods.

			“Who’s there?” he shouted.

			There was no answer.

			“Identify yourself!”

			“Who the hell are you talking to?” I snapped, his fear rubbing off on me.

			“There’s—there was a man. Right there.”

			I followed his pointing finger. “That’s a dead tree.”

			“You don’t see the eyes?”

			I plunged back into the woods, ignoring his warning shout. I could see how his eyes would play tricks on him; the tree had been burned or struck by lightning, and the dark pattern on the bark created the shape of shoulders, the suggestion of a face. But there were no eyes—

			I stopped.

			Sprouting from the blackened wood, right below where a shatter of bark gave the impression of familiar wind-whipped dark hair, were two sprigs of ghost pipe, just sprouted, silver as coins. A breeze rustled around us, and even standing close enough for the illusion to be dispelled, I could’ve sworn they moved like eyes.

			Perry puffed to a halt behind me. “Well, that’s just uncanny.”

			I reached up and grasped one of the flower bunches, expecting, inexplicably, warmth. The stem was cool to the touch, and I tugged gently at first to see if it had been placed there, but when it resisted, I pulled harder, harder. A long, vascular string of roots ripped free of the rotting wood, fine as hair and pale as bone, shivering as each successive strand was torn from its purchase.

			After my grandmother died, I’d nagged my mother for days to tell me the secret of the spell to bind the devil. She desperately wanted him gone, so the cost must’ve been something terrible, and I longed to know the whole of it. She told me again and again it was best I didn’t know, and then she found me tearing apart my grandmother’s room in search of her grimoire. “It’s a child’s blood,” she snarled, ripping my grandmother’s journals from my hands. “A child’s death. Are you happy now? Now will you leave it alone?”

			I had left it alone. I finally understood the impossibility of it; they both would’ve died before they let any harm come to their children. The devil came year after year, and I accepted that he was a fixture in our lives, and would always be.

			But now, when things were most dire, it seemed he was gone, leaving nothing but his likeness in the forest to taunt me. I dropped the little bunch of ghost pipe to the earth and ground it beneath my heel. “Just a tree,” I said, “but what if it had been the pastor? Were you going to pull your gun on him?”

			“I knew it wasn’t him.”

			We headed back, Perry taking the lead this time. He cut over several yards, splitting the difference between our first path and the next set of volunteers. He thrashed his way through the brush like a drowning man, slipping in the mud and pausing occasionally to disentangle the cord of his radio from the branches, and I trailed silently in his wake.

			When we finally broke through the trees back onto the drive, most of the other volunteers were already there, clustered around in an unbalanced half circle. The voices were loud, and I could hear a grating, high-pitched voice repeating, “Isn’t there anything else you can do? Isn’t there anything else?” It wasn’t until I glimpsed David, a head taller than most of the volunteers, that I realized the voice was Rachel’s. I’d never heard her speak so loudly, and from the strain in her voice, it might have been the first time she ever had.

			David looked more like Zeke than he ever had before, as if his father’s spirit had suckered to him like a lamprey when it lost its hold on its own body. His mouth was drawn into a deep frown, creating the lines that had been permanent on the pastor’s face and that would, someday, etch into his own skin, if—

			I paused.

			If what?

			I wished I could scrape away the unfinished thought. I needed to find a way to talk to him, to gauge what might happen next. Would he take up his father’s cross, or would he abandon it?

			But Rachel was clinging to him as if she couldn’t stand on her own two legs. Her hair was flat and lank, a few days unwashed, and the skin around her eyes was puffy and blotchy. As she stood there, looking desperately at the other volunteers, she lifted her arm several times to scrub her sleeve roughly across her face, like a child would. I would never be able to have a conversation with him while she was wailing at his side.

			Ironically, it was Broder who gave me the chance I was looking for. He’d briefly conferred with Perry, then walked over to the group of volunteers and clapped a hand on David’s shoulder.

			“Son, can you come take a look at the truck with me?”

			Rachel was a well-trained woman, and she fell back without argument, allowing Evelyn and Christine and Georgie to fold her into their protective circle while her son took on the role of man of the family. Broder walked David over to the truck as if he needed a guide to find his way there, and another officer handed him a polyurethane bag. I drifted closer, trying to blend in with the other stragglers from the search party, and caught a glimpse of the leather portfolio inside the bag.

			“This is everything we found inside,” I overheard Broder say, and the fact that it was bagged told me he already considered this a crime scene. “Can you take a look through and tell me if you notice anything missing?”

			David took the bag, hesitation plain on his face. “Dad doesn’t like me going through his stuff, so I…”

			He trailed off and opened the bag, drawing out a few items—a pocket Bible, a vehicle registration tag, a folding knife. He took out the portfolio and turned it over, but didn’t open it.

			“I mean, I can tell you these are his. He doesn’t keep a lot of stuff in the truck. I see his wallet’s not here, but he always kept that in his pocket, even when he was driving.”

			“What about this?” Broder tapped the portfolio. “Anything important?”

			“This is where he stores all his, like, documents and stuff, but he keeps it private. I don’t know what’s in here. I don’t even think Mom does.”

			For a moment, I was faint with relief, and the scene swam before my eyes: he didn’t know about the deed. Maybe no one else did. Maybe the sanctuary was safe.

			And yet, all I could see in David’s face was his father, and something deep in the marrow of my bones told me the threat was not over.

			“Why don’t you take a look through it? You never know, maybe something will jump out at you.”

			Broder walked away, leaving David with the portfolio. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Rachel wasn’t even visible from here, the butt end of one of the police SUVs blocking the view. This was my chance.

			Despite the lingering clouds and occasional drops of rain, the unseasonably warm temperatures that plagued this autumn had returned, and David’s arm was slick when I reached out to touch him. He jumped, tucking the portfolio tightly to his side and whirling to face me.

			“I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“Oh, hi, Tess. You didn’t. I just—I don’t know.”

			He seemed to bite through the end of each word, and the hard lines around his mouth only deepened. I felt my own ire rise in response and grasped for softness, for sweetness.

			“How are you holding up?” I asked.

			“We’re okay. I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

			“Yeah, absolutely. I’m sorry we didn’t find any sign of him.”

			He glanced around, as if realizing only now why I was there. “Oh, you were in the search party?”

			“Yeah. With the washout, I’m not surprised we didn’t find anything.” I gestured at the truck. “My best guess is he bumped his head when he hit the tree, then went back out to the road and flagged down some help.”

			“Hmm.” He glanced down at the portfolio. “Why wouldn’t he have called, then?”

			“Did he leave his phone at home?”

			David held up the polyurethane bag and shook it. “Nope—right here.”

			“Well, you know, if he hit his head, he probably wasn’t thinking clearly. And hospitals take head injuries seriously even if they’re minor.”

			“Yeah. Chief Broder told Mom you’re the last person he can find who saw him.”

			I met his gaze. Despite his stone-faced expression, there was desperation in his eyes.

			“I saw him the day before yesterday,” I said. “He seemed fine.”

			“He came to the sanctuary?”

			“He came to the gate.”

			“Why? What did he say?”

			“Can’t you guess?”

			He looked away. “I guess I’m not surprised. He talked to me about it—I guess it was the night before. His vision for it. How important it was to him.”

			I felt my heart going cold in my chest. But then he gave a small smile, the lines around his mouth softening, and shook his head. “I think it’s crazy. I couldn’t say that to him, though.”

			“Get away from him!”

			Rachel’s shriek was so loud and strident that I nearly choked on my own inhale. I turned in time to see her storming at me, eyes bulging and sweat gleaming on her large forehead. She raised her hands to shove me away from her son.

			She came so fast I only had time to react, not to think, not to mitigate my response. Perhaps if I’d allowed her to push me, perhaps if I’d taken the impact and fallen back, it would have helped. But I was not in the habit of allowing people to push me, and my instinct was to brush her aside. Her momentum made her stumble, and she screamed as she did, as if I’d seized her by the back of the neck and driven her to the ground.

			Everyone had already turned to look, but they lurched forward now, and suddenly half a dozen cops were holding out steadying hands. David rushed forward, gathering his mother into a protective embrace, and she sagged in his arms and wailed. He had been right there—he’d seen exactly what happened, and yet he glared at me.

			“I didn’t—”

			“Tess!” came Christine’s voice, loud and authoritative. “You should go.”

			Evelyn was just over her shoulder, her mouth pulled into the same self-righteous pucker I’d seen at the library. I hated her the most in that moment—more than Rachel and more than Broder, who was stepping forward as if he wasn’t sure he would allow me to leave.

			“Just go,” David snarled at me over his mother’s caterwauling. “You’ve done enough.”

			I went. The other volunteers parted for me as if I were a leper. Christine stared at her feet as I passed, Max tugging at her elbow as if he didn’t understand what was happening. Evelyn was whispering furiously to Georgie, who watched me as I went.

			This is how it starts, my mother’s voice whispered.

			Then I will finish it.
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			I awoke the next morning to a grinding, shrieking crash. I was out of bed before I’d peeled open my eyes, adrenaline flooding my system. I dragged on a pair of jeans and a shirt as I ran down the stairs, only taking the time to do up a couple of buttons.

			The fawn was on high alert in the living room, legs splayed out and ears pricked. It was yet another departure from a wild fawn, which would curl itself into the tiniest ball possible at the first hint of danger. She was ready to run, or perhaps fight, and she flew onto the porch alongside me.

			I ran out onto the driveway barefoot, heedless of the gravel. The grass was thick with dew so cold it was nearly frost; dawn was still an hour away, and there was no light to see by.

			Except for the cluster of headlights at the bottom of the driveway.

			For a moment I thought this must be a nightmare—there was no way bumbling Broder found evidence enough to link me to the pastor’s disappearance so quickly. But then one of the vehicles pulled within the taillights of another, and I saw the lettering on the side was not the Burrsville PD but the Department of Environmental Conservation. There was another long creak of metal, followed by a crash and a shout: they were trying to rip the gate down, but it was holding.

			Hold another moment for me, I pleaded.

			There was no time to reconsider. I scooped up the fawn and fled into the meadow, toward the forest that rose blacker than the night itself. As I reached the trees, I heard one last scream of metal and then a boom as loud as thunder. I pressed on, my heart in my throat, seeking the shelter of the deep woods before the questing headlights found their way up the drive.

			It was just two nights ago that I was here, fighting to navigate the four-wheeler through the trees, but already the forest seemed to have changed. It was never the same at night, and it seemed all the more hostile now, as if I were the threat. As if I brought the threat.

			I am a threat, I thought. By making this choice, I’m putting the sanctuary even more at risk.

			But the choice was made. The choice was made when I didn’t press Sarah about her bandages, and made again when I chased Mac away. It was made when the fawn bit me and made when I forgave her. It was made again and again, every second that passed when I stared down the barrel of the gun and failed to pull the trigger. I could not unmake it now.

			The rose thicket found me, or allowed me to find it. It was still blooming, and the flowers were mere pale smudges in the dark, haloing a perfect little hollow where a fawn could hide. I didn’t trust it—it let the devil in to tempt me when I was at my most vulnerable—but I had precious few friends now.

			I thrust the fawn into the hollow, fighting the urge to simply press her to the ground. “You need to stay here,” I whispered to her on a trembling breath. “Can you stay here and hide? Can you be good, for once?”

			Perhaps she sensed my fear, or perhaps this drastic break in our routine had rattled her. Perhaps the instinct of a prey animal finally overrode whatever strange, unnatural inclination ran through her. Whatever the reason, she dropped to the ground and curled up, like a leaf shriveling in the frost.

			Tears burned behind my eyes. I dropped to my knees and elbows and planted a kiss on her head, breathing in the wretched, grave-dirt scent of her. “I won’t let them take you. I’ll be back. Just stay here.”

			I went, cautiously at first, expecting to hear the minute crunch of her cloven hooves behind me. When I didn’t, I began to run again; I couldn’t abandon my other animals.

			By the time I reached the meadow again, my feet were cut and bleeding, and my jeans were so wet with dew I looked like I’d been swimming. There were trucks and SUVs parked in my yard, my cut flowers crushed to mud, my barn and house laid bare by flashing lights. Interior light poured from the barn, and through two of the windows I could see the mange-stricken fox and one of the skunks pacing anxiously.

			The wards were at work; it was only because of them that the gate held as long as it did, and now that the intruders were inside I felt the magic trying to expel them. There was no sign of coming dawn on the horizon, the dark so thick that there were tendrils of it like mist, and the voices of the invaders and the lights from the trucks were muted, as if the air itself devoured them. Unnatural shadows curled in the corners and at the edges of every pool of light. Every DEC officer I saw was wide-eyed and shiny with sweat, their movements stiff with nerves. I could feel their hearts racing, their necks prickling with an animal instinct they’d almost forgotten. They kept glancing at each other, waiting for someone else to acknowledge it, but no one did.

			But they didn’t stop. They kept moving, kept taking my animals, kept stuffing them into trucks.

			I stormed into the yard, my fury so potent that I was no longer afraid or exhausted. I saw one of the SUVs was already full, stacked to the ceiling with crates of my animals. Just before the truck closed, I heard the caw of the old woman’s crow.

			One of the many anonymous, logo-jacketed DEC officers bumped into me, and I reacted without thinking, shoving her face-first into the muddy ground.

			“Hey!” she cried, a high-pitched distress call like a wounded bird, and I felt the predator urge to clamp down on the thing until it stopped its squeaking. But the commotion around us stopped, all eyes turning on us. It seemed all eyes were always on me now, always drawn by a scream, always bright with horror and judgment. I turned in a slow circle, looking for a face I recognized.

			“Who the fuck is in charge of this bullshit seizure?” I snarled.

			Another couple of figures detached from the chaos of the barn, and finally Shim Paulk emerged into the glare of the lights, his long, thin face set in an apprehensive grimace.

			Shim was the county DEC rep, which meant Broder had gone running to the biggest dog who would give him the time of day. I’d never liked Shim—always thought that farming whitetails should’ve precluded him from working at the DEC—and it had only taken a few phone conversations with him before I wrote his name on a slip of paper and burned it over a Beltane fire, whispering a spell of forgetting.

			But that spell was long dissipated, and he was here now, taking my animals. He was a small man—I would’ve towered over him even if I didn’t intend to, but I did intend to, and he took a step back to lessen the angle of his neck.

			“I tried to call you, Tess. Wish you would’ve picked up.”

			“I don’t take calls from little pissants like you,” I spat back. “I don’t pick up for anybody less than your boss, and I’m sure she’ll be dying to hear about this.”

			An uncomfortable little murmur went through the rest of the DEC officers. The fact was, I had no idea whether Kathy, the state DEC rep and Shim’s boss, had signed off on the raid, but they clearly didn’t either. No doubt they were looking at my clean barn and my well-cared-for animals and wondering what could’ve possibly warranted this seizure. They were wondering if the unease they felt in this place was because they shouldn’t be here at all.

			“Kathy’s not the only person in the state office,” Shim said loudly, for his officers’ benefit as much as mine. “She just has a soft spot for you, and I went around her.”

			“Oh, she’ll really love that. Sticking your neck out a little far, aren’t you, Shim? Somebody must be making it worth your while. My money’s on Broder.”

			“That’s enough,” he said, even louder this time, and I knew I’d hit close to the truth. “I’m not here to argue agency politics with you. Your wildlife rehabilitation license has been revoked due to noncompliance of local regulations that are in place to protect public safety and health.”

			“ ‘Local regulations’? What a fucking joke—”

			“Where is the fawn?”

			I paused. Some of the officers had started to wander away, but the ones who were still watching glanced at each other and shrugged.

			“What fawn?”

			Shim made a noise of frustration behind his tightly pursed lips. “Don’t play dumb, Tess. It’ll be better for you if you cooperate. We have multiples sources that reported a fawn here.”

			I spread my arms wide and gave him a knife-edged smile. “Well, you’ve got the run of the place, Shim. Do you see a fawn?”

			I knew what I must’ve looked like—hair wild, shirt half-open in the October wind, jeans soaked, feet bare and bleeding. Shim probably wanted to have me arrested, and he knew Broder would be only too happy to do it, but I was right when I said he was sticking his neck out. He knew this seizure would be under scrutiny, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to add wrongful arrest to the mix.

			“Ken, Mike, and Jaime, you come with me and search the property. Everyone else, keep emptying the barn.”

			One of the three he called on balked. “The whole property? That’ll take half the day.”

			“Then as much as we can while the rest are being loaded,” Shim snapped. “If I have to come back and search the whole fucking property, I will. That fawn is coming with me.”

			The officer who protested shut his mouth, and they split off in pairs—two heading down the driveway, and Shim and the remaining one going toward the meadow. I instinctively lurched to follow Shim, but I couldn’t; if I did, he’d know he was headed in the right direction. Instead, I watched him as he moved behind the halo of lights and murmured every curse I could think of under my breath.

			A muted clang and an animal screech stole my attention. One of the officers had tripped over the barn doorway and dropped the crate they were carrying. Through the wire I saw the groundhog, the one David helped me bandage—I’d planned to release her any day, as soon as she told me she was ready. She was backed defensively into the corner of the crate, sides heaving and mouth gaping, panting in distress.

			I lunged to the crate before the officer could recover and ripped the door open, the spring-loaded hinges creaking violently. The groundhog shot out without hesitation, winding her way through the forest of legs and disappearing into the dark.

			“Hey!” the officer shouted, scrambling up. He was heavyset and baby-faced, blond curls stuck to his forehead.

			I stepped in close, close enough to smell the fear-sweat under his body spray, close enough to see the pulse point beating in his neck. “You better watch your step,” I said. “Hospital’s a long way from here.”

			“You can’t set them loose!”

			It was so stupid of a protestation that it was nearly innocuous, as obvious as it was useless, a waste of the air it spent, and yet the words opened a depthless well of cold, black hatred inside me. It was as old and dark and malevolent as the pond, as if the water I swallowed the day Norman Abdee drowned me had been sitting in the bottom of my chest since then. Every slight from my friends and every move from the pastor had dug away the thin veneer of civility that covered it, and those words were what finally broke through. There was no searing flash of rage, no simmering anger—there was only frigid black, and it froze my heart solid.

			I reached into the ether and seized the remaining threads of my magic. I wove them tight. I dragged them over his head like a suffocating bag and cinched it hard enough to choke.

			“Then why don’t you go chase her?” I said.

			His face registered only the barest glimpse of surprise as his will was stolen from him, and then he went slack. He jerked around like a poorly handled puppet and stumbled after the groundhog, nearly colliding with another officer.

			“Jeff, don’t!” she said. “You’re never going to catch it. Just let it go.”

			He moved on without any sign of hearing her, quickly disappearing into the dark, the reflective DEC lettering on his jacket winking out like a candle. The female officer glared at me and then chased after him, the empty carrier in her hand banging against her leg.

			Long minutes passed, and they didn’t come back.

			The magic began to creak and strain in my grip, the wards unable to sustain this sudden demand on them while they continued to work against the intruders. I poured my own energy into it instead, until my very skin felt shrunk against my bones and my eyes went blurry with exhaustion.

			Dawn still did not arrive, and even above the general noise of the operation, the intruders began to notice there was no other sound in the sanctuary. There were no bird calls to herald morning, no insects chirping or buzzing in the grass; it was as if the barn and house existed in a void. I saw them staring anxiously into the unyielding night, or turning suddenly, as if they’d felt a hand on their shoulder. One of them reeled out of the feed room in horror, pointing with a shaking hand: “There’s a huge snake in there! Behind one of those bins!”

			One of his braver partners went in, and he emerged a few minutes later with something on the end of a stick. “It’s just an old sweatshirt.”

			“No, no!” the first one insisted. “There were eyes, I saw them. And it hissed at me.”

			“Then it’s not there now,” the second said doubtfully. Nonetheless, he raised his voice so the other officers could hear him. “Everyone keep your eyes peeled for a snake.”

			There was a murmur of relief when Shim and his lackey returned, but Shim was glowering. “Can’t see a goddamn thing out there,” he said. He checked his watch. “Sunrise is supposed to be in twenty minutes.”

			Just then, the female officer who had chased after the baby-faced one returned, soaked with sweat and with a rim of white visible around her dark irises. “Something’s wrong with Jeff,” she panted. “One of the animals got loose and he’s looking for it, or something—I don’t really know what he’s doing, he just keeps walking straight ahead, not looking around or talking or anything. I think he’s having some kind of episode. I couldn’t get him to stop or come back, he’s still out there walking! He’s off the property now, I’m pretty sure.”

			Shim swore and motioned at the officer who just returned with him. “Mike, go with her and see what the hell’s wrong with Jeff. Take your car. Where are Ken and Jaime?”

			“Here,” someone said, and everyone turned to see the other pair coming back up the drive.

			“Find anything?” Shim asked.

			“Not a thing, but it’s practically a jungle down by the road. The thorns are like knives in there—Jaime got pretty cut up trying to get through it.”

			The shorter one, who must’ve been Jaime, rolled up a shredded sleeve to reveal bloody tracks from his shoulder. There was cotton fill hanging from the rips in his jacket, and I glimpsed more scratches through the tears in his pants.

			“Why’s it still so fucking dark?” he asked, sounding plaintive and unsettled. “Shouldn’t the sun be coming up?”

			“Probably just cloudy,” Shim grunted.

			“Not supposed to be.”

			“I don’t know, Jaime, I’m not a goddamn meteorologist.”

			“Can we go?” someone else asked loudly. “This place is giving me the creeps, especially with her standing there smiling like that.”

			Every head turned toward me again, and I realized I was the “she” they were talking about. I hadn’t felt the smile on my face, but I did now, an alien stretch of my lips. Worst of all, I couldn’t seem to stop.

			“Listen,” Shim said, stepping into the center of the gathered headlights in an attempt to get everyone’s attention. “The report we got specifically mentioned a fawn that may or may not be rabid. The animal was the number one concern. We can’t just—”

			There was a strangely loud clink as he took a step, something that clearly wasn’t gravel. He bent down to pluck it from the ground, then held it up to the light.

			At first I thought it was a shard of glass, but then I realized: it was a lens. I recognized the shape, could almost see the stone-blue eye that was once behind it. There was a spidering crack in the center, and even from here I could tell the clouded stains on it were an unmistakable rusty red.

			“Don’t wear glasses, do you, Tess?” Shim asked.

			“The trucks are loaded,” said another officer, a note of urgency in his voice. “Barn’s empty. If there’s another animal here, we’re not going to find it now.”

			A murmur of assent went up, and everyone started to edge toward their vehicles. Shim must’ve sensed his control of the group waning, because he made a disgusted noise and waved a hand at them. “Fine, fine! Let’s go.”

			He turned back once and pointed a finger in my face. “This is not finished.”

			“You’re fucking right it isn’t,” I snarled back. “You better keep good records of every single one of my animals, because the instant my license is reinstated, I’m coming for all of them. If there’s a single T that isn’t crossed, it’ll be your ass.”

			His cheeks bulged, spittle showing at the corners of his mouth like he was about to shout at me, but then he spun away. As the car door slammed behind him, half a dozen engines revved, gravel and grass churning beneath their tires. There was nearly an accident as they all tried to peel out at once, and sinuous shadows chased them down the drive, lurking at the edges of the taillights’ glow.

			I stood alone in the driveway for a long time, unable to face the echoing hollowness of the barn, afraid I would feel it mirrored in myself. The darkness began to lift, revealing the reddish tint of sunrise that had been creeping at the horizon unseen for an hour or more. The remains of the gate were barely visible, multiple pieces strewn at the edges of the drive, the concrete-set posts listing drunkenly toward the road.

			Shim took the lens.

			It seemed like the wrong thought to have at this moment, when my animals had been ripped from me and were on their way to who knew where. Some of them would injure themselves in the stress of the journey, and Shim would have them euthanized without any attempt to treat them. The ones who weren’t killed would be scattered to the first rehabilitator or sanctuary who put their hand up, and no one would bother to check if they really had the room or the food or the funding.

			Even knowing all that, the thing I kept seeing was Shim sliding the lens into his pocket, the ovoid outline it created in the denim. I was imagining him pulling it out, handing it to Broder: “No fawn, but I did find this.” It could be happening now, and all I had for Shim were empty threats and a few impotent shadows. I was left to wonder when my magic became so toothless—had it ever been strong enough to truly protect me, or had I been lying to myself all along?

			I had no answers. I had no defenses. I had no time. I had just one thing now, and I’d left her in a thicket of thorns.

			I walked back across the destroyed yard, the soles of my feet finding splintered dahlia stalks and crushed petals slick with mud. The soaked fabric of my jeans dragged at me like a ball and chain, and for a moment I longed to strip down to my skin, to walk in the woods and simply keep walking until my body gave out.

			But instead I pulled my ill-buttoned shirt closer against the wind and went back through the trees I ran past only an hour ago, following my own trail of bruised grass and trampled ferns. Despite having a clear path, it took me far longer to find the thicket than it did the first time, and when I finally caught a glimpse of pearly petals through the leaves, the coils of tension in my stomach began to release.

			But the hollow in the thorns was empty. I squeezed my eyes shut and took three blind steps closer, willing her to be there when I opened them again. Let it be some trick of the light, I thought. Let her be here, where I left her. Can I not have even this?

			It was no trick of the light—my fawn was gone. I sank to my knees and traced the outline she’d left in the dirt, the faint angle of a shoulder and a bent knee, the shallow divot from when she’d stood. A breeze moved through the otherwise silent forest, and one of the blackberry canes reached out for me, its oblong leaves rustling.

			I swatted it away. “I should burn you to the ground,” I said.

			I got to my feet again, casting about for any sign of which direction she went or why she would’ve left the hollow, but the only disturbances in the forest floor were mine. If she had started for home, she would’ve most likely followed my scent and we would’ve run into each other. She would avoid the pond, of that I had no doubt.

			With my most likely options being east or west, I headed east, hoping she moved farther into the sanctuary rather than toward the farmland. Through the trees, I could trace the sun’s path, and it wasn’t long before the gilded light of autumn took the forest. The birds began to sing; they sounded hesitant to my ear, their internal rhythms disturbed by the protracted darkness. More signs of life appeared—a glimpse of a ringed tail disappearing up a tree, the chittering scold of a squirrel somewhere above my head, a doe standing like a breathing statue as she watched me pass. Have you seen her? I wanted to ask.

			But with each rustle in the leaves, each flash of a tail or a button-bright eye, my heart sank further. I suspected these animals all would’ve avoided the fawn, which meant she passed through long enough ago that they’d come out of hiding, or she never came this way at all.

			I reached the eastern border, and there was no sign of her, so I turned north. I walked for hours, stopping to examine every snapped twig and bruised leaf that caught my attention, but there were no little cloven hoofprints in the dirt, no tufts of copper fur caught in the bushes. It had been weeks, months, since I’d had time for such a walk, and in the past it would’ve rejuvenated me. I would’ve felt the slow reanchoring of my own roots in the soil, would’ve remembered my place here, would’ve embraced the magic of every birth and death and hunt and escape and flight and fall. Instead, I felt like an alien organism, disconnected and resentful of the life around me. For the first time, the forest seemed to mock me with its beauty, dangling mirror-still puddles and crimson leaves and glistening berries like shiny baubles to distract me. The wide avenues between the oaks taunted me with their emptiness.

			When I reached the northern border I went west. I could feel the magic of the wards thrumming stronger here, more effortfully, and I paused at my row of new ward trees out of instinct more than intention. Across the scalped cornfield, I saw that my neighbor’s house was empty—no car in the driveway, weeds grown up so tall they nearly reached the windows of the house, the front door hanging open and bumping gently in the wind.

			He’s gone, I thought, this blow hitting with a faraway sting. He’s sold the land to someone. I’m losing this fight.

			I stepped into the field, my feet too numb to feel the scrape of broken cornstalks. Here especially, where the land wanted to be swamp, the soil sucked at me. The bottoms of my jeans were filthy by the time I was halfway across, and it was there the prints appeared, suddenly, as if she flew here and dropped back down. I crouched onto my haunches to examine them, trying to remember exactly the size of her feet; I placed my upturned hand alongside one, seeking the sense memory of the last time I held that sharp little hoof in my hand. Yes, these were about the right size.

			Why would you come here? I asked, suddenly wild with hope and fear and fear of hope. Why would you leave the sanctuary?

			I was half running now, jerking to a stop occasionally when I lost the track, hurrying on when I found it again. In a damp cornfield it should’ve been easy to follow, but there were great swaths of standing water that swallowed my prints back into the earth as soon as I left them. I couldn’t stop myself from glancing around anxiously, willing there to be a flash of copper in my vision.

			The track continued when it reached the neighbor’s overgrown lawn, a little trail of mud that eventually became a clean line through the heavy dew. It looped through the yard before curving around the shed, and I shortcut it, leaving my own trail of blood and mud to the small outbuilding.

			As I came around the corner, I heard the unmistakable sound of a buck blowing.

			It was a sound I heard often this time of year, when whitetails were in full rut and bucks were constantly challenging each other for breeding rights. There had been mornings when I woke to the rattling of antlers and the crash of bodies through the orchard. Even when my magic was at its height, I knew to watch my back around a buck in rut.

			This buck was a monster to my eyes—only eight point, but with a height and heft that rivaled an elk. At any other moment, he would’ve been a magnificent sight to behold: head high, antlers wreathed in autumn leaves, each snort producing a jet of vapor like dragon smoke. But in this moment, my fawn was before him, caught in a shaft of sunlight. Unlike bears or lions or primates, whitetails were not known for killing their young, but the male of any species could not be trusted. I let loose a wild, banshee scream and surged forward.

			The buck’s ears flicked back, forward. His legs braced, stilt-like, a precursor to flight. His eyes were as dark and shining as the surface of the pond.

			The fawn turned at the sound of my voice, and she didn’t see when the buck charged toward her instead of away. I had no hope of outmatching an adult whitetail at full tilt, let alone this beast, but I met him anyway, terror racing through my limbs like wildfire. My hands miraculously found the branches of his antlers rather than the points, and the instant it took for his bowed neck to take my weight and hurl me away was an instant long enough for the fawn to bolt out of his path.

			I crashed against the shed and blacked out, coming to seconds later in a heap on the ground. I was on my feet again before I could fully see, adrenaline moving me like a puppet. My right sleeve fluttered in the wind, torn from shoulder to wrist, and I could see blood streaming down my arm but I felt nothing.

			The fawn had fled to the edge of the yard but was frozen now; a normal fawn would’ve collapsed into a ball, knowing that was their best chance, but she was caught at the edge of that instinct. The buck crept forward, neck low and straight, not ready to let this rest. Even though I was clearly the bigger threat, his eyes flicked between the two of us, undecided. I would just have to make his mind up for him.

			I screamed again and ran at him, hair flying loose, hands bunched into fists. Every muscle in his body tensed, and for a moment I thought he would call my bluff, almost felt the sensation of antler piercing flesh. But then his head jerked up, and with a last, violent snort, he wheeled and fled into the woods.
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			When we got home, I made the fawn a bottle. I wondered if she would even want it—perhaps she’d left the thicket to go hunt. There was no such evidence, no scratches on her nose or blood on her face, and she sucked down the bottle as if she hadn’t eaten in days. After that, she collapsed into her usual spot in the living room and immediately fell asleep.

			I limped to the bathroom to assess the damage. At some point in my search, or maybe when the buck had hit me, I’d twisted wrong, and now there was a deep ache radiating through my back from my left hip. The blood that coursed down my arm had already dried to rusty flakes in the creases of my palm, its source a shallow scrape dragging across my shoulder. I had another, shorter one across the top of my ribs, and a third that stretched from the left point of my collarbone to the right side of my neck. How close I had come to death.

			I washed out the broken skin and applied an antiseptic ointment, my fingers clumsy with exhaustion. All I wanted was to sleep, but I had to prepare for what was coming while I had time—there were no animals left to feed except the fawn, no cages to clean, no wounds to dress except my own. Even my phone was silent for the first time in weeks, and I wondered if Broder could’ve possibly had me removed from my animal control post already. I couldn’t afford to grieve my losses. I had to protect what I had left.

			The first thing, I decided, was to rebuild the gate.

			I didn’t know how I could do it or if it was even possible, but I would rebuild something. If these fools wanted to come for my land, they would find their way blocked every time. To do that, I needed materials, and there was nothing left in the barn.

			But there was the barn.

			I slipped out of the house. The old barn door creaked sharply as I shoved it open. Everything else was quiet, motes of dust drifting undisturbed through patches of sunlight. The makeshift barriers and walls I’d used to split up the stalls looked like a prison, and I hated the sight of them.

			I ripped them down. The planks of sheet metal, and sections of chain link and straggles of chicken wire were torn from the walls and dragged into the back of the truck, and when they were gone I knocked down the original stalls too. Walls that had stood for almost a hundred years crashed to the ground beneath my hammer, nails shrieking as they were wrenched free of their homes.

			When I was done, I didn’t stop to take in the result of my work; I didn’t want to see the cavernous, silent space. The truck’s bed rode low under the immense weight, but I gunned it down the driveway anyway, right up to the remains of the gate.

			The end of the drive looked like a war zone, hunks of metal strewn all the way up to the shoulder of the road. Someone tried to toss pieces into the ditch to get them out of the way, but rather than bow under the weight, the briars and thorns caught and held them like deranged Christmas trees.

			The original gate itself was still hanging off a couple hinges, its corner having dragged a deep furrow through the grass. The first thing I did was melt through the bolts that held it with my blowtorch, and for a moment it stood unmoored, its broken bars gleaming in the sunlight. I backed away as it toppled, slowly, and the ground shook under my feet as it crashed to its resting place in the driveway. Not even I would be able to drive over it now, but there was only one way I was leaving this place.

			I hauled the leaning posts back into place with the truck, then dragged my looted materials out of the bed and began to cobble them together. The boards were long and solid despite how I’d treated them, and they could take the weight of metal. There was more than enough, and I lost myself in the work for a time, seeing only the wire and screws and staples.

			When I was finished, a wall stood across my driveway. There was no lock or latch or hinge; it did not open.
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			Dawn broke red the next morning, and I was awake and waiting when the flashing lights came up the road. I set down my cup of coffee, and went to the fawn, who was just settling down to sleep off her breakfast. She reared her head back indignantly as I picked her up, almost clocking me in the chin.

			“You’re not going to like this, but I’m not taking chances this time.”

			I carried her down to the cellar, through the crates of apples and squash and past the silent shelves of canned peaches and green beans, all the way to the plain wooden door at the back. I tossed down the flannel she’d been using as her bed, arranged it hastily with the toe of my boot, and set her down on it. The flower chain I’d made the day before, a simple twist of valerian and chamomile, waited in my pocket, and I slipped it over her head before catching her little face in my hands and whispering a sleep spell. She might’ve slept anyway, but as I’d told her, I wasn’t taking risks.

			When she was fast asleep, I shut her in with the jars of hearts and vials of venom and boxes of bones. The ward on the door was my strongest one, enough that the wrong person wouldn’t see it even if they stared straight at it, but I pulled a shelf in front of it anyway.

			Back upstairs, I saw the flashing lights had collected at the bottom of my driveway. I briefly pondered the shotgun in its place above the door, and went out.

			There were six black-and-whites and an SUV, and a little clot of uniforms buzzed around like flies on a carcass. They were clearly expecting a free run up the drive and were confounded by what I’d built yesterday. One of the cruisers tried to drive over the original gate, and I heard the tires blow from where I stood. They used the SUV to drag it back, and it left its undercarriage on the sheared-off edges of the bars.

			There was some shouted consternation and arguing, and eventually they hauled the gate out of the way, sparks flicking up behind it. With the way cleared, the SUV came roaring through, bulling into the wall.

			The welded wire collapsed under the blow, folding around the front of the SUV. As the vehicle reversed, the barbed wire hooked around the fenders and front tires, and there was more arguing and gesturing, someone asking for wire snips, which no one could locate. “Just gun it!” someone else finally shouted, and the SUV revved backward. The fender creaked and bent and there was a loud pop from one of the tires, but the wall still held, anchored in place by the briar canes that had snarled through the wire.

			One of the uniforms came through with an emergency axe and began to hack at the briars, and a howl and a curse drifted up the drive. I found myself smiling again, even though I knew it wouldn’t hold them for long.

			It was another ten minutes of slashing and shouting before they got through the briars, and the SUV limped back, dragging the mass of wire, wood, and plant life with it. The black-and-whites came screaming up the drive, but when Broder got out, I could see he was irritated to find me standing there, his element of surprise long gone.

			“Tess, we have a warrant to search the premises,” he said without preamble and thrust a sheet of paper at me. I scanned it quickly; the object of the search read, Ezekiel Abdee’s person or property.

			Satisfied I wouldn’t object, Broder made a few jerky motions, one toward the house and one toward the barn. Four cops barged into my house, and another four slammed open the barn door. Another couple cruised up the driveway on four-wheelers retrieved from the SUV’s trailer, and they immediately headed into the meadow.

			Broder poked his head into the barn. “Looks a little empty in here. Where are all your critters?”

			The mockery in his voice made me want to claw his eyes out, but I was actually grateful Shim had taken all my animals; the DEC officers were far gentler than Broder’s cretins would’ve been. I shrugged and gestured to the officers currently ripping apart my feed room. “I don’t know, I see plenty of pigs in here.”

			Broder grimaced. “You better watch your mouth, Tess.”

			“Or what, Broder? You’ll arrest me for resisting arrest?”

			“I’m sure you won’t make me do that.”

			There was a loud crash from the storage section of the barn—my ceramic pots, a slow collection built from gifts, reduced to broken pottery. I didn’t flinch at the sound, barely registered the loss. What was one more? Each of these little injuries dropped like a stone into the black pool of hatred in my heart, and even though every one sank with barely a ripple in my consciousness, I knew the level was rising.

			I left the barn. My front door was hanging open, and I heard the squeal and thud of furniture being moved, or perhaps tossed. The four-wheelers had disappeared, leaving winding trails through the meadow, but the buzz of their engines still reached me through the woods.

			One of the cops exited the barn behind me and brushed past. I reacted before I thought better of it, shoving him in the back. He caught himself on the railing and whirled, hand instantly going to his gun.

			“Fucking watch it!”

			It was Mark Perry. Two days ago, he had been an annoyance, but today he was an enemy, and I would’ve torn his throat out.

			I’d butchered enough roadkill to know what it would take. My hands knew the force required to rip muscle from bone, to snap tendon, to crush cartilage; I could almost feel the shape of his esophagus in my fingers, the slick slide of skin beneath my nails.

			He could see that knowledge in my eyes, and he shrank back from it. He was just a village cop, after all, unfamiliar with a willingness to do true violence. Perhaps he’d thought I would forgive him, that I would understand he was only doing his job, but he saw now there would be no understanding, no forgiveness, no return to a comfortable acquaintance when this all blew over.

			“What’s going on?” came Broder’s voice, and I saw Perry mulling over his words. She pushed me, he wanted to say, and it would’ve sounded like an impotent whine to his own ears.

			“Nothing,” he said instead, and started back up the porch steps again. It was then that the four who’d been inside emerged.

			“There’s nothing in there,” one of them said. “Just a mess.”

			If nothing else, the spell on the cellar door had done its work.

			“It’s a big property,” Broder said easily. “Lots of places that need searching yet.”

			One of the four-wheelers returned, bumping over the ruts left in the yard by the DEC trucks. “We found the pond,” the cop said. “Pretty far back, and pretty big. Can’t tell how deep it is.”

			“We’ll need the diving stuff,” Broder said gleefully. “Make the call. Why don’t we take a walk out there, Tess?”

			It wasn’t a request, but I had no more intention of letting him traipse around the sanctuary unwatched than he had of letting me out of his sight. The other cop offered the four-wheeler to him; Broder swung on and looked at me expectantly. I laughed.

			“Keep dreaming.”

			I turned and headed toward the meadow without waiting for an answer. After a minute, the four-wheeler revved up behind me, close enough to make my eye twitch; I half expected him to run me down but was unwilling to give him the satisfaction of flinching. The vehicle stopped just short of me, and it settled into a little putter at my heels the rest of the way.

			The banks of the pond were swarming with cops. Somehow it looked even larger than usual—a gaping, patient maw just waiting for the right time to close.

			“How often you use that boat?” Broder asked.

			“Don’t use it. Been here as long as I can remember.”

			“You don’t use the pond for anything? No fishing?”

			“Don’t stock it. The only thing you’d catch in there are frogs and snappers.”

			“Watch out for snapping turtles, boys!” Broder called, and a few of the cops pushing through the edges of the cattails beat a hasty retreat.

			From beyond the pond I heard the other four-wheelers buzzing through the trees, and there was a clatter of rising wings and rasping calls. Dozens of crows passed over us, heading west and crying a warning. The trees stirred with their passing although there was no wind, and somewhere in the woods, an engine cut short.

			We all heard it. Broder turned to scan the forest, the hand on his belt sliding a few inches toward his gun. “You got any friends out here, Tess?”

			“Not unless you count the trees,” I said. “I’m guessing you don’t.”

			Next came a loud snap, sharp as a whip, and someone shouted, “Whoa, whoa, whoa!”

			Every cop’s head turned that time, and Broder shouted, “That you, Sid?”

			There was no answer, but a few seconds later, another officer came crashing through the brush on foot, pants covered in muck to the knee. He was pale as milk above his too-tight collar, long scratches standing out alarmingly across his cheeks.

			“I hate this fucking place,” he spit. “I just lost the four-wheeler.”

			“What do you mean, you lost it?”

			“It’s like a bog back there, all thorns and prickers and mud. Didn’t realize it until it was too late. Whole thing sank, nearly pulled me in with it.”

			Broder swung around to me accusatorily, then realized whatever he wanted to say would sound insane. Instead, he crooked his head and barked into his radio.

			“Where are we on that diving equipment?”

			“On our way.”

			After a moment, we heard another vehicle approaching. The branches and briars were animate now, a constant movement in the darkness of the trees, and as the van made its way through, the crackle of branches was interrupted by the shriek of wood scraping metal and glass. The other officers were starting to break through the trees too, most of them on foot, as if the sanctuary were herding them all here. They’d already begun to shout and snap at each other, unnerved by the forest and the things they didn’t want to believe they’d seen.

			Only two of the wetsuits survived the short walk between the van and the pond; the third was torn open from hip to knee on a pricker cane. “I ought to come in here with a machete!” Broder snarled to no one in particular.

			As the divers descended into the pond, a cloud went over the sun. The water suddenly lost all reflective quality, and the divers paused, staring into a motionless black void. One reached back to tug on their retrieval ropes. “You sure these are secure?”

			“They are,” Broder barked. “Let’s get to it.”

			They bobbed out into the pond, diving for minutes at a time and resurfacing a few feet from where they went under. Broder paced a track behind me, his radio occasionally letting out a hiss of static, while I silently watched the faint ripples from the divers.

			Any moment could be the end.

			Every time they resurfaced, I braced myself for a shout. With every bubble that rose to the surface, I expected the orange inflatable marker they took down with them. But it never came.

			Barely thirty minutes had passed when they surfaced and struck back toward the shore. Broder muttered under his breath and went to the water’s edge as if he would head them off. “Out of air already?”

			“No,” one of them panted, pushing up his goggles, “but it’s like snorkeling in an oil pan. We can’t see shit. Haven’t even found the bottom.”

			“It’s a pond!” Broder protested. “How deep can it be?”

			“I don’t know. I dropped a measure to find out and it just kept going—must be an underground current or something.”

			Broder whirled on me and advanced. “How deep is the fucking pond?”

			“How the hell would I know—”

			“How deep is—”

			There was a splash and a cry from behind him. One of the divers had slipped in the shallows. He raised his arm out of the water and red poured from his forearm, a deep, vertical gash like a suicide wound. In the hood of his wet suit, his face went gray.

			“Oh, fuck,” he said. “I think that’s pretty deep.”

			The other diver caught him under the armpits and heaved him to his feet. “Help him!” he shouted in exasperation at the rest of the officers, who were standing on the shore like cats afraid to get their feet wet. They stretched out their arms for him, only a few venturing even ankle-deep.

			“He needs to get to a hospital,” one said.

			“Then somebody take him!” Broder roared. “And nobody else leaves. I’m calling in a dredge.”

			He stormed over to the van and made a series of irate calls. I was too far away to hear the replies, but he clearly didn’t get the answer he wanted. After a few minutes he emerged again, face flushed as he fought for calm.

			“I will have that dredge tomorrow,” he said, pointing a finger in my face. “So don’t you think about going anywhere.”

			I could have fainted with relief. One more day felt like a lifetime, more than enough to figure something out—to move the body, or call a lawyer and get the search warrant revoked somehow, or plant evidence that pointed them in a different direction. I could find a way.

			The cops retreated slowly, picking their way around the edges of the pond, driving the remaining vehicles back toward the meadow in cautious fits and starts. Broder remained behind me, a sweating, heaving mass just beyond my peripheral vision, as the others disappeared into the trees one by one. I turned on an angle, making sure to keep the forest at my back rather than the pond.

			Broder stared at me silently for a long time, as if he’d never quite seen me before. There was genuine curiosity rather than bluster and impatience in his gaze, and that made my skin crawl with a warning.

			“You know, Tess, I really didn’t think you had anything to do with it,” he said. “It’s no secret that I don’t like you any more than you like me, but murder? I would’ve said, ‘Nah, not her. Not with her little bleeding heart for the animals.’ When Shim brought me that little piece of plastic he found here, I was sure it was just some bit of trash. Even when the DNA came back, I thought there must be some good explanation, because what would Tess Wynne have against Pastor Zeke? Sure, he wants to build a church up here, but a good offer to buy the land isn’t anything to get mad about, right?”

			Dread crashed over me in a hot, sick wave. The bulrushes and ferns swooped and blurred in my vision, and I fought to stay steady on my feet, to keep my face from showing what I felt.

			“So I got curious, and I thought I’d take a look, maybe see exactly where the property lines are. I did a little digging in the records department, and I had to dig a lot further back than I expected, but—well, you can probably guess where I’m going with this, right?”

			He waited for a long time. Maybe he expected me to offer a reason, an explanation, a lie, but my mind was blank. His hand stayed perched on his holster the entire time he stood there.

			“It doesn’t matter what we find in that pond tomorrow; I know you did it, and I know why you did it, and it’s not going to work. I’ve already told the judge, and I’m going to tell that boy and his mother that they’re owed this land. You killed that man for nothing, and even if it doesn’t weigh on your conscience, I’ll be damned if I let you get away with it.”
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			My house was destroyed. The kitchen table, where just a few weeks ago my friends had gathered and laughed and ate, was tipped on its side, one leg broken off and another bent. The couch cushions were disemboweled, the X-pen mangled, the drawers of my desk hanging open, mugs shattered in the sink. I moved through the wreckage like a ghost.

			The cellar had not been spared. Fruits and vegetables were strewn across the floor and stomped to pulp. A full shelf of my canned produce had been tipped, beets and cherries and plums now mixed with broken glass. The shelf in front of the wooden door had been cleared but not moved, and even empty, I barely had the strength left to push it aside.

			I opened the door. The shaft of dim light barely illuminated the fawn, still asleep on my jacket. I scraped a match to life and lit the stub of a candle, then stepped inside and shut the door behind me.

			This room was never as silent as it should’ve been. There was the fawn’s slow, shallow breathing, but if you stayed long enough, you’d become aware of other sounds—soft pings from the glass jars, faint scratches from the boxes, a rustle like spider legs across the pages of a book. The things in here were restless, eager to be used, but there was nothing in here that would save me.

			I slowly paced the room, running my fingertips across every lid and surface, stopping only when I came to the poisons. The quickest would probably be the oleander or the hemlock, but the lily of the valley would also do the trick. They all promised the same fate, my last moments spent vomiting and disoriented, but at least it would be by my own hand. The wolfsbane seemed to gleam at me from its dark bottle, and I picked it up, considering. It was, perhaps, one of the worst ways to go—every muscle locked, conscious and trapped in my body until the paralysis reached my lungs, drowning me on the floor of my home.

			There was a ghost of a whisper over my shoulder, something I sensed more than heard. I turned, following it, and found myself standing in front of my grandmother’s grimoire. I picked it up, felt its familiar weight and the rough edges of its pages, let it fall open in my hands even though there was nothing inside that could help. I’d thought this book was my salvation once, thought it contained all the secrets of the universe, and, after my mother died, ransacked every corner of the house to find where she’d hidden it. But it had yielded all its secrets, and none of them could save me now.

			I flipped to the back cover and ran my hands over it. Familiar as it was, my thumb caught on something new—a thin line, like a seam. It was barely perceptible, so small it could’ve been mistaken for a flaw in the goatskin, but it didn’t align with any of the stitches.

			I kept my needles and razors in a leather case, and I snatched out one of the blades now. The ancient skin parted easily beneath the blade, revealing that the cover was indeed two pieces, and I peeled them apart, exposing what lay between them.

			The scrap was ancient, not paper but vellum, and I didn’t dare touch it; the edges had begun to curl the moment I lifted the goatskin away. The writing was in a strong, slanted hand, but even so, I could barely make out the letters at the top:

			
				To binde The Devil to thy will

			

			There were only two lines beneath that. Two components. Just two components to gain power over the devil himself, and yet it was out of reach.

			
				The signe of God

				The blood of a child moste precious

			

			It gave no incantation to speak, no other ingredients, but I’d done enough spellwork to read between the lines. I knew, for instance, that the crucifix had to be made within a circle, because any time you wanted to summon and bind something, it had to be contained.

			I knew that the circle and the crucifix were meant to be dug out or hollowed out of a surface so that the blood could fill them.

			I knew that the child had to be precious to the caster of the spell—not biologically related, perhaps, but you couldn’t steal someone else’s beloved child. Someone else’s pain would not satisfy the requirements of the spell. The devil was not meant to be easy to bind. The caster was meant to sacrifice—

			I froze.

			In her sleep, the fawn gave a soft sigh.

			The vision from the belladonna came to me again: the terror in the fawn’s eyes, the fountain of blood. What had I said to the devil, just before that vision was granted? I didn’t come for power. I came to learn how to save my sanctuary.

			“No,” I said aloud, so harshly that all the dead things in their jars went quiet. “No. Fuck you. I won’t do it.”

			But it was only me in that room. My mother was dead, even if I imagined her there. So too was the pastor, the reason this was all happening. There was only me, and the fawn, and the choice.

			The belladonna had given me what I’d asked for. The fawn wasn’t a human child, but she was mine all the same. And precious.

			I knew the destruction of the sanctuary was coming. That was not a far-off possibility but a certainty, and yet if I lost the sanctuary, it would be because I did nothing.

			If I lost the fawn, it would be because I cut her throat.

			It would be so easy to do nothing. It would be so easy to dose myself with wolfsbane, to curl my body around hers on the dirt floor and let the poison take me while she slept.

			The vellum blurred before my eyes. I staggered back against the opposite counter and sank to the ground, biting down on my fist to hold back the sob unfurling in my chest.

			It made no sense. Why would she have come to me? Why would she have fought so hard to live? Why would I have shielded her with my reputation and my magic and my body if I were going to kill her myself?

			Why give her teeth if she was meant to be slaughtered like a lamb?

			And even as I thought it, railed against the madness of it, it made perfect sense. These were the things that made her precious. These were the things that made her mine.
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			The candle burned out after a few hours, leaving me in total darkness, but I still didn’t move. I’d been staring at her so long, the curled, spotted shape of her was burned into my retinas.

			The unbroken sleep spell was leeching my already feeble strength, and I kept thinking I should break it, that the very least I could do was feed her and take her out to feel the sun and the grass and the wind one last time, but every time I thought it, my mind simply…left me. I would come to a moment later, my eyes frozen open, my lips raw and swollen where I’d bitten them, and start it all again.

			It was my ringing phone that moved me. The sound shocked me to my feet, and as I stood there swaying, my vision blurring and clearing, Georgie called, and then Christine, and then Paul, and then silence. A moment later, a text from Christine came through:

			Tess, please tell me you had nothing to do with this.

			The clock read ten at night. The day was gone already. I was running out of time.

			I gathered the fawn up, her sleeping body dead weight in my arms, and staggered through the ruined cellar back to the main floor. I gathered what I needed—the spade, and the knife, made so sharp it hurt to look at, and the bolt cutters, for later. I went out into the dark and saw a great, golden harvest moon hanging just over the tops of the trees.

			All I needed was a patch of clear ground, somewhere the circle would not be marred by four-wheeler or truck tracks, and in the end I found it among the apple trees. I gently laid the fawn in the cool, damp grass. I picked up the spade and began to dig.
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			I realized I was weeping as I finished digging the sigil. My eyes were dry, but there was a terrible ripping, keening sound working its way out of my mouth from my heart. I realized in the same moment that the last of my magic was gone, and the sleep spell had broken. The fawn was awake.

			She watched me warily from the edge of the circle, her ears flicking at the sounds I made. I wished she would run and leave me to the fate I’d wrought for myself; I didn’t have the strength left to chase her.

			But why would she run? I had always fed and protected her, kissed her little head and inhaled her old rot stench like some cherub’s hair. She had no reason not to trust me.

			I dropped the spade and picked up the knife. The burned spots in the blade were like dark eyes in the moonlight. After making the runes, I had sharpened it until it could part hair, but perhaps she could still smell my blood on the metal, because she stepped forward eagerly.

			“No,” I whispered brokenly. “Don’t you understand? You’re supposed to run.”

			But she didn’t run. She stretched her neck out toward me, nostrils quivering. It was only when her eyes went flat and black that I understood what she was about to do.

			She seized my hand with a coyote’s darting quickness. She caught just the edge of my palm at first, and then, when she realized she’d found her mark, bit down again, harder and more fully. Her teeth were sharp now, jagged edges ground in from having gnawed on bones, and they pierced my skin easily.

			I sobbed a laugh—a shattered, mad sound. “Good girl,” I told her. “That’s the way.”

			I swung my leg over her, trapping her body between my knees. I wrenched her head up and she bit down harder, my blood running over her lips and down my arm. I kissed her head.

			I cut.
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			The last of the blood dripped into the sigil, shining briefly. The orchard was silent, not a night bird or insect stirring. The moon was so bright overhead that the apple trees cast gnarled shadows over the sigil.

			My teeth were in my lower lip. I opened my mouth, my jaw creaking like a rusty machine, and probed the loose flap of flesh with my tongue. My scalp ached, and when I lifted my hand, there were long strands of flaxen hair wrapped around my fingers, stuck in the drying blood that covered my skin. I pulled them free, let them drift into the grass.

			There was a body at my feet, small and spotted. I sensed it, felt the leaden weight over my bare foot. I could not look.

			The blood sank into the dirt.
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			A hand burst through the center of the crucifix, six fingers reaching toward the sky.

			I strode into the circle and caught it, pulling the devil up out of the earth as he had once pulled me from the water. He gave a sawing gasp as his head broke the surface, gagging up mud and blood. His silver eyes gleamed wildly from a face dark with gore, all his salt-white skin streaked with evidence of my sacrifice.

			“Tess.” His gaze was focused beyond me, at the edge of the circle. “Oh, Tess, what did you do?”

			I seized him by the throat, and he followed the pressure of my hand, getting to his feet. “I did what I had to do,” I gritted out. “I couldn’t let you take the sanctuary. I couldn’t let you loose in the world.”

			He sucked in a breath, as if I’d hurt him. Beneath my fingers, his pulse beat like a butterfly’s wings. How human he seemed like this.

			“I would’ve taken care of it,” he whispered. “I wouldn’t have hurt it. I would’ve kept it, just like you did.”

			“Don’t.” My voice cracked over the word, my fingers tightening convulsively. “Don’t lie to me.”

			His eyes searched my face for a long moment, and for the first time, I realized it was sticky with blood—blood drying in the creases of my forehead, blood clotted in my eyelashes, blood crusted in rivulets down my neck. He raised his hand, and I thought he would wrest my grip from his throat, but instead he cupped my cheek softly, his thumb stroking my ruined lower lip.

			“I knew I would see you like this someday,” he said. “From the moment I laid eyes on you, the moment I learned your name, I knew you were an animal. You just had to shed your skin, didn’t you?”

			I released him at last, my fingers instead finding the buttons on my shirt, then my jeans. I threw them off piece by piece until I was as naked as him, revealing the knife-sharpness of my body, the long weals left by the buck’s antlers. My left hand was stiff and swollen, puncture wounds dotted across the tendons.

			“Down,” I said, “on your back.”

			He obeyed, lowering himself onto the bloody earth, white as a statue fallen in the garden. I sank to my knees beside him, hearing the scream inside my head that had not stopped since the moment I picked up the knife, but he was right; all I needed was to shed my skin. All I needed was to take what was in front of me.

			In the moonlight, the shadows of his hips and ribs and collarbone were crater black. I went to each place, dipping my mouth into the hollows as if to drink the darkness, and I tasted the dirt of my orchard, the blood of my sacrifice, the salt of his skin in one. When I came to his neck, I felt the throb of his pulse and, resisting no urge now, bit down.

			He moaned, his entire body surging like a wave, muscles flexing and shuddering with sensation. I hummed, satisfied, and swung astride him, pinning his hips with my own; dirt turned to bloody mud swelled on either side of my knees, the iron scent all around us. He reacted again when I took him inside, his head rolling back, the tendons in his neck as taut as harp strings. When he moved to grab me, I seized his hands, slamming them to the ground above his head. He went still, freezing like prey.

			“You told me there was power to save my sanctuary.”

			“Yes.”

			“I bind you to that.”

			Magic thrummed beneath us, through the blood and the sigil. A ghost of pain flitted across his face. He arched beneath me, but he couldn’t escape the binding.

			“Yes,” he grunted again.

			“But more than that, you said there was power to let it grow. Power for it to flourish, not just survive.”

			“Yes.”

			“I bind you to that.”

			Another tremble through the earth. He gasped out a laugh, his six fingers flexing spasmodically. “Yes.”

			“This is my power. It belongs to me, to replace what I lost, to make me new.”

			“Yes.”

			“I bind you to that.”

			The ground shook. His eyelids, which had been half-closed in agony or ecstasy, snapped open.

			“I would’ve given it to you,” he snarled, blood slicking the cracks between his teeth. “You didn’t have to kill her. I would’ve just given it to you.”

			I leaned down, releasing his hands to gently trace the plane of his cheek. I kissed him, mingling the taste of my blood with his.

			“Power can only be taken,” I said. “You, of all people, should know that.”

			There was neither breath nor energy to talk after that. We were driven by need, all of existence winnowed down to sex. I did not feel the moment when his power became mine; it was suddenly there, simmering beneath my skin as I came, and I lost myself in the roar.
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			I told the devil my plan, and he was silent for a long moment. Finally, he nodded. “Come on,” he said, offering me his hand. “We have a lot to do, and not much time to do it.”

			I went back to the house to gather my materials. When I returned, the tarp-wrapped body of the pastor was rising from the water, long strings of mud and weeds dragging from it as if the pond were trying to hold on to its prize.

			I snapped the chains that bound it with bolt cutters and hurled them aside, finding my own body strangely hot with anticipation. I stripped the corpse down, hanging the clothes on nearby trees to dry. It was not as rank as I expected, perhaps preserved by the frigid depths of the pond. But the skin was still slick and blue, and the abdomen bloated. It would need work.

			I drew my knife and rent the torso open from chest to belly. The viscera swelled upward, released from its prison, and I rolled the body on its side so I didn’t have to go in up to my elbows. The intestines spilled out onto the grass, and I worked out the remainder with my knife before returning the corpse to its back. The lungs and heart I had to forcibly scrape out, the blade of my knife bumping over ribs and vertebrae.

			“I think that’s good enough,” I said, mostly to myself. “It’ll help with the stink, at least.”

			I sewed the body back up, clumsy and hurried; there was no need to make it beautiful, but it had to be tight. It was strange to me how, even days dead and years older, I saw shades of Norman in certain lines and angles. It stayed my hands ever so briefly, and for a moment I saw it as the remains of a person rather than a cold, slimy puzzle.

			When I’d finished, I stood up and shook out my numb legs. The body was, perhaps, even more horrifying now, the once-bloated stomach sunken over the ribs, blood smeared around the long, hastily stitched gash down the center, more of it matted in the gray pubic hair.

			“I don’t envy you,” I said to the devil.

			“I’ve done worse.”

			I didn’t ask. I gathered the coffin nails and the red thread from my satchel, and the devil stood over the body, interposed between it and the moon so his faint shadow fell over it, matching it hand to hand and foot to foot. I placed the point of the first nail at the pallid left wrist, lifted the hammer, and drove it home.

			The body jolted, a spasm wracking it from head to toe. My throat closed around my scream, and the hammer fell from my nerveless fingers.

			“Don’t stop,” the devil urged, just as he had when I took my mother’s teeth and bones. “Don’t be afraid. It’s just the magic.”

			I nodded, picking up the end of the red thread and looping it around the nail and then the wrist, knotting it once. Then I went to the left foot, repeating the entire gruesome process, and then the right, and finally the remaining wrist. Each time I drove in a nail, the pastor’s corpse arched and strained, and each time the devil told me not to stop. His voice came quieter and quieter, but I didn’t dare turn to look over my shoulder.

			When I knotted the final thread, there was a terrible moment of long, cold silence. Sweat dripped into my eyes, and my hands were slick up my forearms from the body’s entrails. “What now?” I asked the devil.

			There was no answer. So long did the silence stretch that I nearly glanced back, but then the pastor’s eyes locked on mine.

			A shiver of awe went through me. The eyes, by color and shape, were the same as Zeke’s, but I saw the devil in them. “You’re really in there,” I said.

			The mouth cracked open suddenly, tendons in the jaw snapping. I expected to hear a breath, a gasp, but of course there was none—there were no lungs in that body. “Yeessss,” came the answer, a sound like an old door creaking open.

			Minutes passed as the devil returned movement to the corpse, elbows folding, fingers digging into the mud, knees flexing. When he could finally stand again, it was with the wrinkled old back to me, and I saw the misshapen place in the skull where I’d struck.

			“I need some time,” he said; the voice was Zeke’s but also not his at all. “Go get dressed.”

			I gathered up my clothes in my bloody hands, and I took the pastor’s too, sodden and weed-netted, and went back to the house. The pastor’s clothes I threw in the dryer, stinking and filthy as they were. I brushed my hair and washed the worst of the grime from my face, the blood stinging my eyes as it sloughed away. When I’d finished, I went to my closet and took out a single clothing bag.

			The dress inside was black. The skirt and sleeves were long and full, layers and layers of chiffon; they dragged like filmy hands over my skin. The neckline plunged deeply, the V of my exposed skin a white fang in the lamplight. The bodice pulled in as tight as armor. I’d never worn it.

			The dress was a gift from Evelyn. She’d stopped by one day, years ago now, her eyes sparkling as she’d pulled the bag from the back of her car.

			“I know this isn’t your usual wardrobe,” she’d said, giddy as a schoolgirl, “but I thought of you when I saw it. I thought you could wear it to the harvest festival with Paul.”

			She’d dropped a wink as she said it, as if Paul and I were going together rather than the entire group of us manning different booths and stations the entire evening. The dress was far too formal for any Burrsville event, but I’d thanked her anyway and told her I loved it.

			I’d never found a good time to wear it, so it might as well be tonight.

			The devil walked the pastor’s corpse to my door some time later. The fingers were still stiff and swollen, the nails tinged blue, so I helped him dress, buttoning the sleeves to hide the coffin nails and thread. He did not speak, but I felt his eyes on me.

			“Can you talk yet?” I ventured.

			“Yes,” he said. “I didn’t know if you’d want me to.”

			“It’s all right. I know it’s you in there.”

			It was true, and yet I found that I avoided looking at him. It was too confusing with him wearing the pastor’s flesh like a mask, and besides, I had other things to focus on now. The real work still had to be done.

			When he was dressed in all his dry but stained and reeking clothes, the buttons all done up to hide the nails and the thread and the very top of the incision at the sternum, we descended into the valley. The walk, which would normally take an hour or more, felt like a scant five minutes. The meadow grass was soft as paper under my bare feet, the soil cool and damp.

			The wind came with us, whipping my hair around my face and the gown around my legs. On this night, Main Street would usually play host to the harvest festival, and there should’ve been lanterns throwing ghoulish shadows up and down the block, pumpkins stacked in front of the businesses, carnival games and caramel apples. Instead, the street was empty, but I could hear the faint sound of singing.

			Curious, we followed the sound, and it didn’t take long to find where it was coming from. The Pentecostal church was lit up like a beacon, golden light pouring from the windows and illuminating the sea of faces crammed into the building. The strains of “Jesus, Savior, We Implore Thee” were so loud I could barely hear the out-of-tune piano playing accompaniment. The vinyl sign outside, its new red letters slick as viscera, read, Prayer Vigil for Pastor Zeke.

			The devil grinned at me with Zeke’s mouth, an expression far too wicked for a pastor’s face. “This is better than I ever could have imagined,” he said, and he seized the double doors and threw them open.

			The music swelled into the night, but several people at the back of the church turned at the sound of the doors and fell into startled silence. Their neighbors in the pews ahead of them sensed the disturbance and looked back, and one by one the voices died as the devil passed by them. They sank into their seats like slow-moving rows of dominoes until, even from my place outside in the dark, I could see Rachel at the front of the church bent over her hymnbook, Evelyn’s arm wrapped around her narrow shoulders, David standing straight and tall as a sentinel beside them.

			The music faded further, and I realized the devil was singing along in Zeke’s slightly flat baritone. The pianist—Max, I saw—caught sight of him moving up the aisle and stopped playing, the final note a sharp tink that cut off the rest of the singers. Everyone at the front of the church silently followed Max’s gaze, and the devil was left to finish the hymn’s line on his own:

			“In our weakness, Lord, befriend us; from the tempter’s power, defend us.”

			There was a long beat of silence, and while everyone else’s faces went rapt with awe, I watched the horror dawn in Rachel’s eyes as she stared at the thing that used to be her husband. The nails and threads were hidden, the blue bloat of the pond gone, but she could see the devil in him, just like I could.

			“Dad?” David asked.

			“It’s a miracle,” Evelyn breathed. Someone repeated it, then someone else, and suddenly it was a shouted, jubilant chorus. Chief Broder, who clearly thought his time was better spent praying than out beating the bushes, suddenly stumbled into the aisle, having climbed over the rest of the people in the pew. The reflection of the pendant lights glistened on his bald head, and he leaped forward as if he would embrace the pastor. The devil brushed him aside like a fly and opened his arms to Rachel.

			“My wife,” he said. “Your prayers have brought me home.”

			The church fell silent again. I saw immediately that she wanted to shrink back. She knew the thing walking toward her was not her husband; she could see the depth of the madness and hunger in its eyes. She rocked back on her heels almost imperceptibly, and for a moment I thought she would run.

			But the interest of the gathered crowd held her like a cage. Almost everyone in Burrsville had come to pray her husband home, and now they were gazing in awe, watching this supposed reunion with bated breath. She had always been a pastor’s wife; she had made obedience her crowning virtue, always following her husband’s lead but especially in public. She’d worn that pattern so deep that she couldn’t escape it even now, when she knew she was being hunted by a monster.

			In that long-held breath, Evelyn—Evelyn, who always thought she was helping—put her hand on the small of the woman’s back and gave her a gentle push into the devil’s waiting arms. He wrapped her up so tightly that her expression of utter terror was hidden by his shoulder.

			The congregants broke into cheers, and I heard “miracle” repeated again and again. I caught sight of Georgie, just on the other side of David, clapping wildly. Christine was perched at the edge of the stage as if she’d been moral support for Max’s piano playing, and she stood with her eyes closed, hands clasped over her heart.

			The pastor’s corpse released his wife, clasped a brief hand to his son’s shoulder, and ascended the steps to the pulpit. I saw his brief hesitation as he moved to grasp it, as though he thought it might burn him, and the gleam of his grin when it didn’t.

			“Something is happening tonight!” he bellowed. “Can you feel it?”

			There was a long, assenting noise, almost a moan, from the crowd.

			“I have returned, just as Jesus did from his forty days in the desert. You have brought me here. The spirit moves through you!”

			Another answering sound from the congregation. They were starting to move, rocking from foot to foot, arms rising and reaching, heads swaying on their necks like charmed snakes. “Hallelujah,” someone called, and the rest of them took up the cry. Rachel was frozen in the front pew, her arms wrapped around her hymnal, and I saw her glance toward her son.

			“The spirit moves through you!” the devil repeated, and pointed directly at Evelyn, who stood between Rachel and David.

			I couldn’t see Evelyn’s face from where I stood, but her entire body seized suddenly—shoulders lifting toward her ears, fingers splayed and trembling. She began to chant, at first too softly to be heard over the other voices, but then louder and louder until everyone’s attention was focused on her. I thought it was a song, but the rhythm was unsteady and off balance, and I realized the words were complete gibberish.

			Georgie moved toward Evelyn, concern creasing her brow, but the devil waved her away. “She has been anointed by the spirit! Let it move you! Let it move you!”

			The rocking and swaying and nodding of the mass intensified. The floor groaned under stomping feet, and the pendant lights rattled at the end of their chains. Evelyn’s chant was infectious; one person picked it up, and then another and then another, repeating the same meaningless sounds. People stammered and shrieked, and the stamping became jumping and spinning and thrashing. The pews groaned as people hauled on them, tread on them, and more than once I saw someone fall, unheeded, between them. Broder collapsed in front of the altar, his heels stuttering against the floor as if in a fit. The worshippers overflowed the pews, the pounding rhythm of their dance shaking the entire church, and a foot landed hard, pushing Broder’s teeth through the back of his throat. Perhaps they never noticed, or perhaps they simply had no choice but to dance, but moments later the police chief’s head was nothing but a pile of brain and broken skull on the ground.

			Through the reveling throng, the devil’s eyes found mine.

			I waded into the crowd, weaving my way through the outside aisle until I reached the front pew. David was pressed against the wall, his chest heaving in terror, an ecstatic clump of congregants separating him from his mother. I reached out to seize his hand. His fingers were so wet with sweat that they nearly slipped through mine.

			“Come on,” I said roughly. “We’re getting you out of here.”

			He came, docile with fright. I folded his hand more firmly in mine and led him away. If anyone saw us go, they would not remember it.
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			When we were halfway up the hill, the pastor’s boy turned around, his hand pulling free of mine. “Wait,” he said uncertainly. For a long moment he stared down into the valley, the glow of the church visible even from here, the stamping and clamor of the crowd a distant hum. The wind hissed through the grass around us; soon it would carry the last toll of the church’s bell.

			“My dad,” he started, but faltered. Perhaps he was remembering the smell, or the prick of the coffin nails through the sleeves, or the glint of silver in the eyes. Alive, his father had been a looming shadow of God’s judgment; dead, he was a martyr and a saint. Now he was something else.

			“I don’t think I should leave my mom alone.”

			His instincts were good, even dulled by the heavy hand of my new magic. His heart was good. But there was no more room for goodness.

			“It’s too late for that,” I said.

			He started to run, fleeing back down the hill toward the safety of the village and his mother’s arms, but he couldn’t escape me. Every tree and vine and blade of grass in the valley heeded my call now, and he had not taken two steps from me before the ironweed and bearberry and thistle wrapped around his ankles. He went down hard, his scream cut short and replaced with a breathless groan. The roots and vines and stems coiled and strained, answering the call of my newfound power and dragging him along behind me.

			I turned and continued up the hill.

			By the time we reached the southern border, he had screamed his throat bloody. His fingernails were broken nubs from clawing at the ground, but the roots and canes and branches were inexorable. They rose like ancient bones, deep earth clinging in black tendrils as they curled around his knees and wrists and neck, extending to their full length before another stretched out to take the burden. His skin was scraped raw by the bark.

			I expected the noise to frighten away any creature within a mile, but instead the woods were dotted with the shine of hundreds of eyes. Coyotes, foxes, deer, squirrels, owls—animals of both the day and night, big and small, predator and prey, came to watch our progress through the dark.

			This is all for you, I thought. Soon you will all be safe.

			We came to the place where my rose had been, and just beyond it, I sensed the new shroud that had been cast over Burrsville. The weave of my old magic paled in comparison to this; there would be no danger of greedy opportunists finding us, not when their eyes skipped over Burrsville’s name on a map, not when their ears muddled the very sound of it, not when their minds refused to hold the memory of it.

			David was nearly quiet, his wails reduced to croaks in a ravaged throat. The hole left by the rose’s roots yawned like a grave, and I set him down gently beside it, the roots and vines disentangling from his limbs. His shirt hung off one shoulder, and tears shone on his young cheeks. I bent down, my gown rustling in the grass, and wiped them away with my thumb.

			“What’s happening, Tess?” he whispered. “I want to go home.”

			I took his hand again and lifted him to his feet. His fingers were a ruin now, but I remembered how gentle they’d been with that first, ill-fated squirrel. I remembered how they’d trailed over the bunches of herbs in the feed room, how they’d administered salve and bandages at my direction. In my periphery, the devil emerged from the clinging shadows of the trees, the pastor’s skin shed. That meant his part was done, and David was all that was left.

			“You don’t have a home anymore,” I said quietly. “Isn’t this what you wanted, to be free of them?”

			David glanced over his shoulder, his wet, long-lashed eyes open wide and guileless, and caught sight of the devil. I gripped his chin, turned his face back toward me. “You tried to help me, David. You were the only one who did. It didn’t work, but you tried, and now I’m trying to help you. I don’t know if this will work either. I don’t know what will happen to you. But I’m doing my best.”

			He shook his head. “No, please—just let me go home.”

			“Burrsville is not your home. You have no place here.”

			He turned to run back into the trees. I summoned the grasses and the vines again, and they brought him down. He lay there on the ground and wept; I went to him and pulled him up, steadied him as he swayed.

			“It won’t hurt. If that’s what you’re worried about, it won’t hurt.”

			The veil shimmered in my periphery, close enough to touch. On the other side was the wide world, a place over which I had no power and little knowledge. It was cruel and chaotic, a collapsing system that was almost certainly beyond saving. Worse, I would leave him with nothing—no friends, no protectors, no memory. He might get hit by a car a mile down the road. He might get picked up by someone even more dangerous than me. He might receive all the help the world could possibly give him and still end up destitute and alone, unable to grow once severed from his roots.

			But he would have a chance.

			“Tess?” the devil asked. “What are you thinking?”

			His silver eyes were sharp and curious, but there was no judgment in them. I wiped away the tears still streaming from David’s eyes, and as I did, I wiped his mind clean. He didn’t just forget me, and Burrsville, and the fawn; he forgot his mother, and the way she frowned when he spoke. He forgot his father, and the bike he made him give up for the sake of appearing righteous. He forgot his grandfather and the callouses on his palms from wielding a saw. He forgot his own name, and everything that came with it.

			“I’m thinking that I’m not my mother’s daughter,” I said, “and he’s not his father’s son.”

			With that, I pushed him through the veil.

			He ran. I thought he would fall at first, that I had hollowed him out entirely and he was now just another body, but then his foot stepped out, took his weight, and he ran without hesitation, without looking back. I couldn’t see his face, and I didn’t know if it was freedom or fear that he felt, but a little of both might keep him alive.

			The devil came to stand beside me, looking out over the moonlit landscape. “You’re taking a risk,” he said. “What if he finds his way back?”

			“Then he finds his way back. I have nothing left to be afraid of.”
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			The truck rumbled down the driveway, its old bed rattling as I passed over stones and potholes. A brisk wind chased crimson leaves across the driveway, bright as tumbling gems, and the gray clouds above scudded across the sky but never broke. A fine autumn day.

			With a wave of my hand, the snarl of briars that covered the driveway furled back. I pulled out onto the road and made my way down the hill, admiring the splashes of lemon-yellow hickory leaves among the wine-dark maples and surly evergreens. On the narrowest parts of the road, the trees touched overhead, and their roots had begun to eat away at the edges of the asphalt.

			When I reached the main road, I braked only out of long habit; the stop sign was completely overtaken by sumac, and no one had thought to cut it back. So too had the Welcome to Burrsville sign disappeared under a curtain of ivy, and many of the streetlights were surrounded by trees, their bulbs glowing like fairy lights at night.

			The village was quiet, its children walled up in the school for a few more hours. In a year or two, the school would close, and whatever children remained would be bused to the neighboring town. Their new teachers would ask where they lived, and when they answered, “Burrsville,” they would hear, “Hmm, I’m not familiar with it,” so often they’d begin to question whether it really existed. When they eventually left, for college or for work, they would not return. It was the way of things.

			As I came to the village proper, I braked again for a doe and her pair of fawns. These would’ve been born in the spring, when fawns were meant to be born, and they were more than half their mother’s size, but they still tagged close behind her, gawking at the truck as they passed. Somewhere else, it was bow season, and they would’ve been watchful and skittish from the intrusions in their woods, but not here.

			My hand rose to my neck as I waited for them to cross, fingers absently playing over the teeth strung there. It was a gift from the devil, my mother’s teeth set alongside those of the fawn. It was surprisingly difficult to tell them apart.

			The little family made its way fearlessly into a front yard, the lawn overtaken by meadow, and I watched until they disappeared behind the house before driving on. Here in the heart of the village, most of the street signs were still visible, but the curbs had been swallowed by moss and the yards had all grown up high as my knee or more. It was hard to tell the houses that were empty from the ones where people still lived, because green had engulfed them all. Most people would probably say Burrsville looked abandoned, but all I saw was life—wild dog roses peeking over sills like curious children, squirrels running unhampered through broken attic windows with their winter storage, songbirds resting in the hedges before beginning their journey south. These houses were still homes.

			The Pentecostal church and its parsonage, however, were truly empty, and had been for two years. The bell tower of the church was missing its roof; inside, the bell was a moldering heap of crumpled copper on the ground. A wild rosebush had taken root in the amassed leaf mold and branches that piled on top of it, and its canes had begun to climb the inside of the tower.

			For a short time, the only thing the town could talk about was the Abdee family and their untimely end. The pastor, feared dead, returned miraculously as they’d all gathered to pray for him, only to strangle his wife in their bed. He then climbed the condemned bell tower—to jump, everyone assumed—and instead was crushed when the tower collapsed, the ancient bell crashing through three rickety floors before ringing its last at the bottom. The pastor’s son disappeared the same night, and was never heard from again.

			I passed the strip mall where the feed store used to be, great swaths of the asphalt buried under the flowers and grasses that sprung up in its cracks. Georgie had only stayed long enough to convince Evelyn to join the slow but steady exodus, and together they’d left Burrsville forever, headed for Chicago in Georgie’s little navy-blue sedan. She’d abandoned the store with boxes on the shelves and pennies in the cash register, and even though I needed very little now, sometimes I would go inside and wander the aisles, just for the smell of the feed and the fertilizer.

			The old woman’s house was just beyond the former library with its thistle and milkweed roof, and I pulled up to the curb with a flutter of excitement in my stomach. The front yard was a fairy-tale tangle of color; she’d planted pumpkins this year, and the vines sprawled lazily across the ground, the occasional curve of orange or yellow peeking through the large, flat leaves. A stuffed scarecrow had been tied to one of the porch posts as decoration, and a mouse scurried up one arm and disappeared into the seam of the shoulder.

			I hoped she’d gotten the message I left on her machine. Her grandson had gone back to live with his parents out of town, and I’d called three times in a row, thinking I might annoy her into picking up, but no such luck. This moment had been two years in the making, and I wanted her to be prepared.

			I got the carrier out of the back and went down the driveway to the back deck, where I normally found her. She was there, barefoot in the wild lawn, stuffing a white slab of suet into a wire feeder, and her eyes narrowed suspiciously when she saw me.

			“Can I help you with something?”

			“I’m Tess,” I said, just as I had when I’d brought her a cutting of my old rose wards, and when I’d come to fix her porch step, and when I’d dropped off a basket of tomatoes and zucchini. “I’m a wildlife rehabilitator. I have a surprise for you.”

			Her eyes narrowed further, but I was too excited to care. I reached into the carrier with both hands, earning myself a hard bite between my thumb and forefinger, and withdrew my prize.

			“Shadow!” she cried.

			After Shim raided my barn, it had taken me two years to find the crow. The trail went cold last year, and I’d given up hope of ever seeing him again; his injury wouldn’t have demanded a multi-year rehabilitation, and the best I could expect was some record of him having been released. Instead, I’d found him at a wildlife center halfway across the state, having failed several reintroductions back to the wild and multiple attempts to acclimate him to educational demonstrations.

			“As far as we can tell, he’s perfectly healthy,” the director had told me, no small amount of exasperation in her voice. “He whips around the flight cage like he’s making fun of us, but whenever we try to release him, he just won’t go.”

			But here, in his home, Shadow seemed ready to go. His wings strained against the gentle cage of my hands, and I could’ve sworn his beady black eyes glinted with eager recognition. He clacked his beak impatiently and took another half-hearted stab at my fingers.

			The old woman crossed the yard to us, all the hard lines of her face made soft with wonder. She held out a chunk of suet in the flat of her palm, and he snatched it greedily, neck feathers bristling as he gulped it down. “Where did you find him?” she asked.

			“With another rehabilitator. They were taking good care of him, but they said he had no interest in being turned loose. I’m hoping, now that he’s home, he’ll feel ready. Should we find out?”

			She nodded silently, her eyes fixed on the bird. I carried him up onto the back deck and set him on the railing so he could get something solid under his claws before I let him go. He took off as soon as I released him, the wind from his wings buffeting my face, and a single blue-black feather drifted down to land in the coneflowers.

			Shadow took three languid spirals over the yard, climbing higher and higher until he landed in the boughs of the tall pine in the northwest corner. He cawed loudly, and the old woman clasped her hands over her heart.

			“Listen to that! He’s telling them all he’s back. You’re back, aren’t you?”

			I hid my smile—she always seemed wary that she was being laughed at—and closed the carrier door. “I’ll stop down in a couple days and see how things are going, if you don’t mind.”

			“I can email you. I do that now. It’s how I keep in touch with my daughter.”

			I wrote down my email address on a slip of paper; she folded it and tucked it in her pocket, where it would stay until it went through the wash and emerged as indistinguishable fibers. I left her there in the yard, staring up at Shadow with such awe and delight he might’ve been a phoenix rather than a common crow.

			The way home took me down Fourth Street, past Max and Christine’s old house. Like many on the block, no one lived there anymore, but if you pushed aside the curtain of Virginia creeper to look in the windows, you could see their matching armchairs in front of the fireplace, the books still on the shelves, the coats still hung by the door. They’d gone to visit their daughter after she had her baby, and they’d forgotten to come back.

			I had gone in, just once. I’d taken a few boxes and filled them with all the things Christine loved the most—her wedding jewelry, the crooked vase Max made her during his pottery phase, the silk scarf she wore at Christmas, all the odds and ends she’d collected over the years. I’d placed the little book of poetry she read at our last Mabon dinner on top, and then I’d found her daughter’s information in the little book on her desk and shipped them off with no return address.

			As I arrived home, the briars closed back behind the truck, so thick and dark it was impossible to see the driveway from the road. Inside, the house smelled of baking squash and apples and cinnamon, and there was just enough time left on dinner that I could go out and care for my animals.

			The barn was different now too. I had never replaced the walls; any partition needed was made from greenery that crept in from outside. There were little gates of wicker and vine, hollows dug into the dirt floor, nests in the green walls and the rafters. Sometimes it took me a few minutes to find my charges, curled up in their burrows and hidden with leaves and grasses, but they always came out for feeding time.

			The rabbits were a funny pair, both female and both with the same black points that suggested they shared a melanistic gene. One was injured, the wound in her back from where the predator’s jaws stripped her skin. The other simply refused to leave without her sister.

			The fox came from outside my borders, anemic and infested with ticks. He was nearly strong enough to make it on his own again, and I saw him standing at his door often, tongue flicking out as he tested the wind. Perhaps he would leave tonight.

			The groundhog was the same female I set loose the night of the raid. Other than Shadow, she was the only animal I ever got back. Physically, I couldn’t find anything wrong with her, but day after day, week after week, she chose to stay. Now, she watched me from a corner as I piled carrot tops and alfalfa pellets into her bowl, her nose twitching.

			“You are welcome for as long as you need,” I told her, as I always did.

			It was full twilight when I left the barn, purple fading to gray in the shadows. As I started up the porch steps, something stirred in my periphery, and I turned.

			The devil made his way across the meadow, dark hair whipped across his face by the breath of autumn. He looked the same no matter the season, and I found bare, six-toed prints across my land in spring mud and winter snow and summer dew alike. He came more often now, and stayed longer, and many times I woke up with him still in my bed, his fingers twining absently in my hair as he watched the chickadees and juncos darting at the feeder outside the window.

			If he resented me for binding him, for taking the power he would’ve otherwise traded, he didn’t show it. I was grateful to have someone with whom to share my holidays and my food and my bed, grateful that I no longer had to hide the darkest parts of myself, grateful simply for his presence that kept me from being wholly alone, but I was also wary—these things too could be used to bargain.

			But that was not a problem for tonight. Tonight was for celebration.

			The devil, who was only a man to me, came to the gate and waited, as he always had. I went down and opened it for him, my heart swelling in my chest. He wrapped his arms around me and I pressed my lips to his, breathless with anticipation and desire.

			“Happy Mabon, reaper,” he murmured against my mouth.

			“And to you,” I said.
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