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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.


[image: ]

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
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