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PART ONE: THE TREE LINE

CHAPTER ONE
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The Shape at the Edge of the East Wood

The first morning Della Combs noticed the shape, she did not say a word

about it. She was in her herb shed at six-fifteen, harvesting bloodroot for a 
tincture she'd promised Carla June by the weekend. The light was the early 
kind — gray going to gold, the sky still soft with overnight humidity, the creek 
loud the way it always was after September rain. Della had been a herbalist 
since she was fourteen years old, when her grandmother — the woman who 
taught her everything she would ever know about the practical magic of plants 
and the impractical magic of Calhoun women — had handed her the family 
book and said this is yours now, baby, learn it before I'm gone. She had 
learned it. Her grandmother had been gone for eleven years. The book was 
still hers. She did not look at her east wood the way most people did, which 
was to say she did not look at it as scenery. She looked at it the way a Hollow 
Witch looks at a boundary — which is to say constantly, professionally, with 
the specific quiet vigilance of a woman whose job description included 
knowing when something at the edge of her property was wrong. The shape 
was at the edge of her east wood. She finished pulling the bloodroot. She set it 
in her basket. She walked the basket back to the porch. She did not turn 
around to look at the shape directly until she was inside, standing at her 
kitchen window with a cup of coffee, the curtain pulled exactly far enough to 
one side that a person at the tree line would not be able to tell she was 
watching. She watched for forty-three minutes. The shape did not move. It did 
not move the way a deer would have moved — startling at the porch creak, 
drifting between trunks, lifting and dropping its head. It did not move the way 
a person would have moved — shifting weight, adjusting a hat, lighting a 
cigarette. It did not move at all. It stood at the tree line the way an oak stood 
at the tree line: as if it had been there long enough to be part of the 
geography. Della was thirty-four years old. She had been a Hollow Witch for 
fifteen years. She had held the east fence alone since the morning her mother 
died, which was six years and eleven months ago. She knew what the Thinning 
felt like when it was healthy, and she knew what the Thinning felt like when it 
was about to fracture, and she knew what the Thinning felt like when 
something was on the other side of it pretending not to be there. What she felt 
at her east wood was not the Thinning fracturing. It was not the Thinning 
healthy. It was something at the edge of the Thinning that the Thinning was 
treating like part of itself — which meant either the Thinning had decided the 
shape was supposed to be there, or the shape had been there long enough 
that the Thinning had given up arguing. Neither of those were comforting 
interpretations. Della finished her coffee. She washed the cup. She went to 
wake Brian Lee for school. She did not
say anything to her seven-year-old son about the shape at the edge of 
her east wood, because Brian Lee noticed everything, and she did not want
him to spend the day worrying about a thing she had not yet decided to be 
afraid of. By the time Brian Lee's bus came at seven-forty-five, she had 
decided she was not going to be afraid of it. That was the first morning. There 
were twenty-two more. —
—
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—❖

The first time Della walked the east fence alone — six years and eleven 
months ago, the morning after the morning her mother died — she had worn 
her mother's gloves, because hers were in the truck and the truck was at the 
funeral home and somebody had to walk the fence. That was the whole of the 
thought she had allowed herself: somebody has to walk the fence. Not she is 
gone. Not the house is too quiet. Just the work, in its order, the way she had 
watched her mother do it on a thousand mornings from the kitchen window 
with her schoolbooks open and her oatmeal going cold. Down the porch steps. 
Past the pump house. Along the line where the yard gave up and the pasture 
started, to the first post — the one her mother always touched with two 
fingers on the way by, every morning, without ever once explaining why. Della 
had touched it that morning with two fingers. Her hand had known the work 
before her grief did. That was what nobody told you about a practice: it kept 
your body moving through the hours when nothing else would. She had 
walked the whole line — east wood to south corner — and the Thinning had 
hummed along beside her like a creek you stop hearing because you have 
lived next to it your whole life, and when she came back up the porch steps 
the coffee she had left was cold and she was still standing and the fence was 
held. She had held it every morning since. She did not call it grief. She called 
it the job. Some mornings the two were the same thing, and she let them be. 
—
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—❖

*FENCE LOG — COMBS PROPERTY · EAST LINE* Sept. 19 (cont.).

Subject: stationary presence, approx. 40 ft inside tree line, hickory / red-oak 
fork sightline from kitchen window. Height 6'2"–6'4", build heavy through the 
shoulders. No movement observed 5:40–7:20. Thinning reads subject as 
resident: no fracture signature, no pressure differential at the east seam. No 
hunger reading. No scan-cold. Bloodroot, mountain mint, south beds 
unaffected. Assessment: presence, not threat. Provisional. Action: observe. 
Reassess at seven days. —
—
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—❖

The second morning she ran the bloodroot tincture through its first 
decoction at five-thirty, which put her in the herb shed when the gray was still 
gray, before the light had decided what kind of day it was going to be. She 
told herself she was up early for the tincture.
She knew she was lying. She had set her alarm for five so that she could 
be at her east window with coffee at five-forty. The shape was already there. It 
was at exactly the same position as the morning before. Forty feet inside the 
tree line, between a hickory and an old red oak with a fork like a slingshot at 
the top. The shape was the height of a tall man. It had the broad-shouldered 
silhouette of a man. It did not have the stillness of a man. Della stood at her 
window and drank her coffee and thought about Edna Mae Calhoun. Edna 
Mae was the closest thing Della had to a senior Weaver since her 
grandmother died. Edna Mae was the matriarch of the Calhoun family three 
counties over, the holder of the Thinning's primary anchor seal, the woman 
who had — through means Della was still piecing together — apparently spent 
the previous winter brokering an integration treaty between Heaven and the 
Watchers from her kitchen on Route 119 while her granddaughter Dixie was 
busy bonding to the chief weapons-Watcher of the entire Grigori system. Della 
had been at Edna Mae's house twice since the new compact. She had seen the 
woman Dixie had become. She had seen the Watcher who stood at her side. 
She had felt the Thinning around the Calhoun property the way you feel a 
furnace running in a room you didn't know had heat. She had thought, at the 
time, that the integration was over and the world had settled. She thought 
now, watching the shape at her east wood, that the world had not settled. The 
world had reorganized. And the reorganization had not finished moving its 
furniture. She finished her coffee. She did not call Edna Mae. She told herself 
she would think about whether to call Edna Mae after she'd watched the 
shape for one more morning. She was not, she told herself, being prideful. She 
was being precise. A Hollow Witch did not run to the senior anchor every time 
the boundary did something unusual. A Hollow Witch did her own assessment 
first. She catalogued. She measured. She decided whether what she was 
looking at was a threat or a presence, and only when she had concluded that it 
was a threat did she escalate. What she was watching was not a threat. She 
knew this with the specific certainty of fifteen years of practice. The shape did 
not pulse with intent. It did not radiate hunger the way the Hell-side things 
she had occasionally felt at the south edge of the property radiated hunger. It 
did not feel like the cold scratch of an enforcer angel running scans through 
the Thinning — and she would know, because she had felt one of those exactly 
once, three years ago, and she had spent a full week afterward in bed with a 
headache that aspirin did not touch. The shape did not feel like any of those 
things. The shape felt like a man who was very tired and had been standing 
very still for a very long time. She did not know what to do with that. So she 
did what she always did when she did not know what to do with something. 
She watched. She waited. She gathered information. She moved with her 
ordinary
morning rhythm — bloodroot, coffee, Brian Lee's lunch, Brian Lee's bus,

the day's calls and the day's clients, the day's herbs and the day's 
bookkeeping. She made dinner. She put Brian Lee to bed. She read a chapter 
of the third Patrick O'Brian novel because she had been working her way 
through that series for three years and was not going to be derailed by a
probably-not-dangerous shape in her east wood. She slept badly. She set her 
alarm for five a.m. —
—
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—❖

On the fifth morning there was frost. First of the season, early even for

the ridge — every blade of grass between the porch and the tree line furred 
white, the fence wire beaded, the bloodroot beds blanketed under the burlap 
she'd laid two nights before because her knees had told her it was coming. 
The shape stood where the shape stood. The frost had gathered on it the way 
frost gathers on a stump — across the shoulders, along the top of what would 
have been a hat brim if it had worn a hat — and somehow that was worse than 
if the frost had refused it. It was not exempt from the weather. It simply did 
not care. A man, even a patient man, even a hunter on a stand, stamps his 
feet. Blows in his hands. Shrugs deeper into his coat by inches over an hour. 
The shape wore the frost the way the red oak wore it. Whatever it was, it was 
not pretending to be patient. It was patient the way the ridge was patient. She 
refilled her coffee, and noted the frost in the log, and did not call Edna Mae. —
—
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—❖

On the eleventh morning, Carla June Maynard came for the bloodroot 
tincture. She came at seven, the Maynard pickup rattling up the drive with 
one headlight out and the tailgate held shut with baling wire, because the 
diner didn't open till eleven on Thursdays and Carla June ran her errands 
early or not at all. Della met her on the porch with the tincture boxed and 
labeled — dosage written in her own hand, the same way her grandmother 
used to write it — and Carla June paid in folded bills and diner gossip in 
roughly equal measure: who'd quit, who'd been hired, whose husband had 
been seen where he had no business being seen. Della positioned herself, 
without appearing to position herself, so that Carla June stood facing the east 
wood. Eleven minutes. Della counted them. Carla June stood on that porch for 
eleven minutes with a direct line of sight to the hickory and the red oak and 
the shape between them, talking about a fryer that wouldn't hold temperature, 
and her eyes passed across that stretch of tree line four separate times the 
way eyes pass across anything, and nothing in her face changed. Not a flicker. 
Not a pause in the fryer story.
The only thing she said, climbing back into the truck, was: "Lord, your

woods are quiet this fall. Used to be all them jays out here raising Cain." Della 
stood on the porch a while after the truck had gone. The woods were quiet. 
She had logged it without letting herself look at the fact straight on: no 
birdsong within sixty feet of the shape's stretch of the line. Not for eleven 
mornings. The jays had reorganized their territory around the thing the same 
way the Thinning had — without argument, without fuss, the way a 
congregation gives a wide seat on the pew to a man it has decided not to 
wonder about out loud. She did not call Edna Mae. *FENCE LOG — COMBS 
PROPERTY · EAST LINE* Sept. 29. Visibility test, unplanned but clean. C. J.
Maynard, porch, 11 min., direct line of sight, four passes. No reaction. Subject 
either does not present to unpracticed eyes, or did not present to her. 
Conclusion: it chooses who sees it, or something chooses for it. Secondary: no 
birdsong within approx. 60 ft of subject, eleven consecutive mornings. The 
wood has accepted it. The wood is also avoiding it. Assessment unchanged. 
Provisional. —
—
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—❖

On the seventeenth morning she caught herself measuring. She had a

sightline she'd been using since the first week without admitting it was a 
method: the middle mullion of the kitchen window, held against the slingshot 
fork of the red oak. Lined up just so, the shape's left shoulder sat a hand-width 
inside the fork. It had sat a hand-width inside the fork for sixteen mornings. 
On the seventeenth it sat a half-hand inside. She stood very still with her 
coffee and worked the problem the way her grandmother had taught her to 
work any problem: rule out yourself first. She moved her feet back to 
yesterday's floorboard. She squared her shoulders to the window. Parallax: a 
half-step left or right at the glass moved the shape's shoulder a full hand 
against the fork — so the discrepancy could be her own boots. Probably was 
her own boots. She marked the floorboard with a pencil line, and finished her 
coffee, and could not make the half-hand go away. Eight inches in seventeen 
days. Or nothing in seventeen days, and a woman drawing pencil lines on her 
own kitchen floor. At breakfast, Brian Lee swung his feet under the table the 
way he did, eating his oatmeal in the methodical spiral he ate everything in, 
outside edge to center, and partway through it he looked past her shoulder at 
the east window. One beat too long. Children look at windows; she would have 
thought nothing of it at one beat. At
two beats his eyes came back to his bowl, and he said, in the tone he

used for his serious questions, the ones he had clearly been carrying a while: 
"Mama. Do trees ever get tired of standing?" "Trees don't get tired the way 
people do," she said. "They rest standing up." Brian Lee nodded slowly, like a 
man hearing confirmed a thing he had long suspected, and went back to his 
spiral. She almost asked. The question was in her mouth: what do you see out 
there, baby. She swallowed it with her coffee. Asking would teach him there 
was something to see, and he was seven, and she had not yet decided what the 
something was — and so she kept it from him the only way she knew how, 
which was to speak carefully and out loud not at all. She would learn, weeks 
from then, that they had spent those mornings keeping the same secret from 
each other, in the same direction, for the same reason. He knew there was a 
shape at the tree line. He did not know who it was. And he had decided, in the 
way of serious children, to do his own assessment before he worried his 
mother with it. Love, in that house, did its assessment first. It was the family 
method. It came down the line with the book and the fence. *FENCE LOG — 
COMBS PROPERTY · EAST LINE* Oct. 6. Position check, mullion / oak-fork 
sightline, floorboard marked for repeatability. Possible advance of 8–10 in.
over seventeen days. Equally possible: observer error. Logging both, because 
honest logs are the only kind worth keeping. Subject does not eat. Does not 
sit. Does not shelter in rain. Frost gathers on it. Birds will not sing near it. The 
Thinning treats it as furniture. Assessment: presence, not threat. One 
amendment, underlined twice: patient. —
She watched the shape for twenty-two mornings before she did anything

about it. On the twenty-third, she walked to the fence. —

—
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CHAPTER TWO
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Twenty-Three Mornings

The morning Della finally walked to her east fence began the way the 
other twenty-two had begun: a five a.m. alarm, a slow careful descent of the 
stairs so as not to wake Brian Lee, coffee in the dark kitchen with the curtain 
pulled exactly so. The shape was at its usual position. Della watched it for 
eleven minutes — she counted, because by this point she had moved past 
observation and into research, and research required data — and then she put 
down her cup, and she put on her boots, and she walked out the back porch 
and across her side yard toward the east fence without giving herself time to 
talk herself out of it. The grass was wet. The light was still gray. The creek 
was loud. Della Combs walked across her own back yard the way she had 
walked across her own back yard a thousand times in her thirty-four years on 
this property, and she did not look at the shape until she was at the fence line 
itself. The forty feet between her porch steps and her east fence was the 
longest professional distance she had ever walked. She catalogued as she 
went, because cataloguing was what kept her feet moving: heart rate elevated 
but steady. Hands dry. The Thinning underfoot changing pitch as she crossed 
it — near the house it hummed the way it always hummed, the deep settled 
note of a boundary that had been held by one family's women for longer than 
the county had kept records, and with every step toward the east seam the 
note thinned, brightened, tightened, the way creek water changes its sound 
coming up on a fall. She had walked this yard ten thousand times. She had 
never once heard the boundary do that. It was not warning her. She knew the 
warning sound; she had been hearing the warning sound off and on at the 
south fence for years. This was something else. This was the sound of the 
Thinning paying attention — both of its attentions at once, one turned toward 
her and one turned toward the tree line, the way a congregation turns its head 
between the two ends of an aisle. She put that thought down the moment she 
had it. She would pick it back up at the fence rail, later, and she would keep 
picking it up for the rest of her life. Then she looked. The shape did not look 
back. Or rather — and this was the unsettling part — the shape did not need 
to look back, because it had already been looking. From its position at the tree 
line, the shape had a clear sightline to her back door, to her herb shed, to her 
bedroom window, to every part of the property that mattered. It had been 
looking for twenty-three mornings. There was nothing she could do at her own 
fence that would constitute a new piece of information for the
shape, because the shape already had all the information about her 
routine that it could possibly need. Della stopped at the fence line. She put her 
hands on the top rail. She felt the Thinning respond — the slight warm pulse 
that meant her presence was being registered by the boundary, the same way 
a doorman registers a tenant. The fence had felt her. The Thinning had felt 
her. The Watcher in the tree line — and at this distance, with this much
information about the shape's profile, she could not pretend to herself any 
longer that it was anything other than a Watcher — the Watcher in the tree 
line had felt her too. She drew breath. She did not raise her voice. There was 
no need to raise her voice. The morning was quiet, the shape was forty feet 
away, and shouting would only have signaled that she did not know how to be 
calm in this situation. She was, despite the considerable circumstances, calm. 
She was a Hollow Witch. Calm was what she did. "I know you're there," she 
said. The shape did not move. "I've known for three weeks." She did not let the 
words rise. They came out evenly, the way her mother had taught her to give 
bad news, the way her grandmother had taught her to give a diagnosis. "If you 
are going to watch me work every morning, you might as well have the 
courtesy to tell me your name." She waited. She had thought, before she 
walked out, about what she would do if the shape did not respond. She had 
decided that she would give it three full minutes — long enough to 
demonstrate that she was not going to be hurried, long enough to make clear 
that she would do this again tomorrow morning and the morning after that, 
long enough for the shape to understand that the cordial period was over. She 
did not need three minutes. The shape moved. Not abruptly. Not with the 
startled jolt of something that had not expected to be addressed. The shape 
moved with the deliberation of a thing that had been holding a position for so 
long that movement was an effort, and the effort was being undertaken now 
because the thing had decided — finally, after twenty-three mornings — that it 
was worth undertaking. It stepped forward. It came out of the tree line. It was 
a man. He was tall in the way that very old things were tall — not stretched, 
not lanky, but constructed on a scale that suggested the person who designed 
him had been working from blueprints that predated the standard human 
dimensions. He wore dark clothes — work pants, a long-sleeved shirt rolled to 
the elbows, no jacket despite the September morning chill. His feet were bare. 
His hair was dark and longer than was current. His face was — Della took the 
time to look at his face, because she was thirty-four years old and a Hollow 
Witch and she did not flinch from observations she had decided to make — his 
face was the face of a man who had been carrying something heavy for so long 
that he had forgotten what his face looked like without it. She knew the face. 
The knowledge did not arrive the way knowledge arrives in books — the gasp, 
the stagger, the hand to the mouth. It arrived the way floodwater arrives in a 
basement: from underneath, silently, already finished happening by the time 
you notice it. She was looking at a stranger's face, a Watcher's face, a face 
built on a scale that
predated standard human dimensions — and then she was looking at

Sam's face, and the two facts did not take turns. They were both true at once, 
in the same bones, and the morning reorganized itself around them. Sam. Who 
had come up her drive the summer she was twenty-six with his sleeves rolled 
exactly the way these sleeves were rolled. Sam, whose stillness she had 
mistaken, that whole summer, for the stillness of a careful man, when it had 
been the stillness of an oak at a tree line. Sam, who was the reason there was 
a seven-year-old asleep upstairs in this house who ate his oatmeal in a spiral
and went still in exactly that way when he was listening hardest — she had 
spent seven years watching pieces of this face surface in her son's face like 
stones coming up in a field every spring. His father's chin, she had said to 
herself, idly, a hundred times — folding laundry, watching him sleep — a 
phrase a woman keeps where she keeps the things that cost too much to say 
at full price. His father's chin was fifteen feet away now, standing in her wet 
meadow on a scale no pew in this county was built for. Sam, who had left 
when Brian Lee was three. Without a word. Without a fight. Without a 
forwarding anything. She did not make a sound. She would be proud of that 
for years — that at a quarter to six in the morning, at her own fence, with the 
floodwater standing silent in every room of her, she had not made one single 
sound. She held the rail. She counted her breath the way she counted drops of 
a tincture, because precision was the only raft she had ever needed, and she 
reconciled — there at the fence, in real time, while he stood in the wet 
meadow letting her look — the two true things that did not want to be the 
same thing. The man from that summer. And whatever this was, that had 
stood twenty-three mornings at her tree line wearing his exact shoulders. 
Twenty-three mornings, she thought. And longer. She knew now, with the cold 
arithmetic of a woman who kept honest logs, that it was longer. She waited for 
him to say a name. Some part of her — the fourteen-year-old with the family 
book — already knew which list it would come off of. He stopped fifteen feet 
from the fence. He did not come closer. He stood at the edge of the meadow 
between the tree line and her boundary, and he looked at her, and the look on 
his face was not the look of a thing that had been found. It was the look of a 
man who had been waiting twenty-three mornings — and possibly very much 
longer than that — for the question she had just asked. She felt the Thinning 
respond to him. Not as a fracture. Not as an intrusion. The Thinning 
responded to him the way it responded to her — registering him as something 
the boundary had agreed to make space for. Which meant the boundary had 
been making space for him for some time. Which meant the Thinning had 
known he was there, and had not flagged him to her, because the Thinning did 
not consider him a threat. The Thinning, Della thought with the very particular 
kind of dread that came from having
a long-established framework rearranged in the space of a single breath,

had been keeping his secret. He spoke. His voice was the voice of someone 
who had not used it much, which was strange in a different way from a person 
who had not used their voice in a long time. It was the voice of a person who 
used his voice carefully when he did use it — like every word cost something, 
and he was unwilling to spend casually. "My name is Samyaza," he said. Della 
went very still. She had, at fourteen, learned every name in her grandmother's 
book by heart. She had recited them from memory in the herb shed, in the 
kitchen, on the walks she took with her grandmother along the creek. She had 
recited the Watcher names the way other girls recited multiplication tables. 
Azazel and Samyaza and Baraqiel and Armaros, Kokabiel and Tamiel and 
Ramiel and Danel, Ezeqeel and Penemue and Kasdeja and Asael. The chiefs of 
the Grigori. The ones who had come down. The ones who, according to her
grandmother and her grandmother's grandmother and every Calhoun-trained 
Weaver going back as far as the family book recorded, had not actually been 
the villains of the Book of Enoch's account, regardless of what Heaven had 
subsequently chosen to publicize about them. Samyaza was the first name on 
the list. Samyaza was their leader. Samyaza was standing in her meadow at 
five-forty-six in the morning, fifteen feet from her fence, with the look on his 
face of a man who had been waiting twenty-three days to introduce himself 
and was prepared to wait a great deal longer if she was not ready to listen. 
Della made a decision. She made it the way she made most of her important 
decisions: quickly, and without consulting anyone, and on the basis of the kind 
of information that did not appear in any of her books. She made it on the 
basis of the look on his face, and the position of his shoulders, and the careful 
distance he was keeping from her fence, and the way his hands hung at his 
sides — open, empty, deliberately visible. She made it on the basis of the fact 
that the Thinning, which had known he was there for at least three weeks and 
probably very much longer, had decided that he was not a thing she needed to 
be warned about. And she made it — this was the part she would never put in 
any log — on the basis of seven years of a spiral-eating, serious-questioned, 
tree-line-watching boy asleep upstairs with this man's stillness in him. She did 
not say: I know you. She did not say: you left. She did not say: the first name 
on my grandmother's list spent a summer making me believe in quiet men, 
and then was gone before his son could say the word for daddy, and I have 
held a line alone before, so do not imagine for one minute that I walked out 
here because I needed anything. There would be a morning for every one of 
those sentences. She could feel them queuing up, patient as he was. This was 
not that morning. This was the morning the kettle was on.
"All right," Della Combs said. "Come up to the house. The kettle's 
already on." She turned around. She walked back across the wet grass to her 
back porch. She did not check, until she was at the screen door, whether the 
chief of the Watchers had taken her up on the offer. He had. He was three 
steps behind her, walking with the slow careful pace of a man crossing a 
threshold he had not crossed in a long time. At the fence line, something 
happened that she felt in her teeth. He did not climb the fence. He did not 
vault it. He came to the place where her boundary ran — the line her mother 
had walked, and her mother's mother — and he stopped, the way a man stops 
at a door, and he waited, and Della understood with her hand already on the 
porch rail that he was waiting for the boundary and not for her. She had said 
come up to the house. The words had been said. But the Thinning was hers, 
trained by her line for generations, and it held its note one full second — 
querying, the way it queried nothing, the way a doorman who knows every 
tenant queries the one guest arriving with an invitation in hand — — and then 
it let him through, and the note it made was one she had never heard the 
boundary make in thirty-four years of living inside it: a single clean tone, low 
and resolved, like the first string of an instrument coming into tune. Not an 
alarm. The opposite of an alarm. A registration. Spoken permission, freely 
given, across a trained line. She did not have a log category for it. She would
sit that night with the FENCE LOG open and the pencil in her hand and find 
that the columns she had ruled — position, movement, signature, assessment 
— had no place to put a boundary that rang like a struck bell because she had 
said five words at her own fence. Something had been seeded. She did not 
have the word for it yet. The word, though neither of them said it and one of 
them already knew it, was compact. She held the door open for him. She did 
not say anything else. She did not need to. —
—
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Kettle

The kitchen was the warmest room in the house. Della had laid the fire

in the wood stove at five, the way she did every morning in September, and 
the kitchen had been heating up for forty-five minutes by the time she came 
back in with a Watcher at her heels. The kettle was hot. The tea was in the 
canister on the counter. The mugs were where they always were. The light 
from the east window came through the white curtain and put a long pale 
stripe across the kitchen table. She did everything the way she always did 
everything. She did not change a single step of her morning kettle ritual. She 
measured the tea. She filled the strainer. She set the mug in front of the chair 
at the table that had been her grandmother's chair, then her mother's chair, 
then — for the seven years since Della had become the senior occupant of the 
house — Della's own chair. She set the other mug in front of the chair across 
from it, which was the chair Brian Lee used, but which was at this hour empty 
because Brian Lee was asleep upstairs. She poured the water. She handed the 
second mug to Samyaza. He took it in both hands. He took it the way cold 
things took warmth — without meaning to show how cold he was, but unable 
to hide it entirely. His fingers wrapped around the mug. His shoulders moved 
one degree closer to the heat. He did not, Della noticed, take the steam to his 
face the way a man would. He let the heat work through his hands and into his 
arms, the way a person who is too tired to use the easy methods of warming 
themselves takes the longer path. He sat down at her kitchen table. He did not 
sit easily. He sat the way a person sits in a chair that they have only seen from 
the outside for a long time and are now experiencing from the inside for the 
first time. He sat with the specific care of someone who is not certain the chair 
is for him. It was Brian Lee's chair. She had set the mug there because that 
was where you set a guest's mug — across the table, facing the east window — 
and she had done it before the arithmetic caught up with her, and now the 
arithmetic had caught up with her and there was nothing to be done about it. 
The chief of the Watchers was lowering himself into her son's chair. The chair 
with the cushion she had tied to the spindles herself the year Brian Lee 
graduated from the high chair, because the seat had gone shiny-slick with 
eighty years of suppers and he kept sliding off it sideways, mid-sentence, like 
a parenthesis. The chair whose left front leg Brian Lee kicked, softly, 
metronomically, through every bowl of oatmeal he had ever eaten. The chair 
that held her whole reason for steadiness, five mornings a week.
His father was sitting in it. Taking the warmth out of a mug with both

hands. Not knowing whose chair it was — or knowing; she could not yet 
decide which possibility was harder to sit across from. She ran two ledgers at 
once while she poured her own tea. The first ledger was the professional one, 
the one with columns, the one that catalogued hands and posture and the pace 
of a stranger's breathing. The second ledger she kept where she kept
everything she could not afford, and it wrote in shorter lines: Sam is in Brian 
Lee's chair. Sam is forty feet and one staircase from Brian Lee. Sam has had 
longer than anyone alive to know things, and I do not yet know what he 
knows. Both ledgers balanced. Neither could be shown to the other. Della sat 
across from him. She held her own mug in both hands. She did not bring it to 
her face yet either. She watched him. He was a great deal more present, 
indoors, at her kitchen table, than he had been at the tree line. At the tree line 
he had been a shape. At her kitchen table he was a person — a person who 
looked exhausted and ancient and contained in the way that only beings who 
had been managing some very large internal weight for a very long time were 
contained. His eyes were dark. His mouth was set. His hands — and Della 
noticed this with the specific attention of a healer who had spent fifteen years 
cataloguing what damage looked like in human bodies — his hands were the 
hands of a being who had been doing manual things with them. They were 
scarred at the knuckles. The veins on the backs of them were raised. The 
fingernails were short and clean but not in the way of a person who had a 
manicure recently — in the way of a person who kept his hands ready for 
work. She had not, until this moment, thought about what a Watcher's hands 
would look like. She thought, now, that she had been wrong to assume they 
would be soft. "How do you take it?" she said. He looked up from his mug. He 
looked at her with the specific surprise of a being who had not been prepared 
for the question. He blinked, once. "I don't know." Della nodded. "It's been a 
long time." He set the mug on the table. "I don't remember." "All right." She 
did not move. "It's a strong black tea. You can take it with milk, or with sugar, 
or with both, or with neither. Whichever you don't dislike." He considered the 
mug for a long moment. "Neither, I think." She nodded again. She drank her 
own tea. He drank his. And somewhere in the middle of that first shared 
silence, Della understood that he had read her at the fence. She did not know 
how she knew. Yes, she did. She knew because she had spent fifteen years 
reading bodies for a living, and the body across the table had stopped 
performing. There is a way a man sits when he believes his secret is intact — a 
millimeter of theater in it, a held edge. He was not sitting that way. He was 
sitting the way you sit with the one person in the room who has already seen 
the wound: spent, unguarded at exactly one seam, careful everywhere else. He 
had watched her hold the rail and count her breathing and make no sound, 
and he had understood
precisely what she was making no sound about — because of course he 
had. A being who had attended this fence longer than she had held it did not 
need her to say the name Sam out loud in order to hear it. He knew that she 
knew. She knew that he knew that she knew. And neither of them put it on the 
table, and the not-putting was not a lie. That was the thing she would try to 
explain to Edna Mae months later and never quite manage: it was not 
deception, what they did with their silence that morning. It was load 
management. You do not move a beam that is bearing weight until you have 
built the thing that will bear it next. Every house in these mountains was held 
up by sentences nobody had said yet, and every woman in her line had known
how to live inside one. They drank their tea. They let the beam bear. The first 
thing they ever built together — before the compact, before any of it — was 
that silence. Two people keeping one secret from each other in the same 
direction, on purpose, both knowing. It was not nothing. It was, though 
neither of them would have called it this yet, practice. They sat in the kitchen 
of her grandmother's house, and the chief of the Watchers drank her tea, and 
Della Combs watched him do it with the specific attention of a woman who 
had not until this morning believed, in any working sense, that any of this was 
real. She had been raised on the stories. Her grandmother had told her about 
the Watchers the way other grandmothers told their granddaughters about 
distant relatives — with names, and biographies, and a tone that suggested all 
of these people existed somewhere and might one day come back into the 
family if circumstances changed. Della had learned the names. She had 
learned the domains. She had learned the politics of the fall, as her family 
understood the politics of the fall, which differed from the church version in 
some particular and important ways. She had absorbed all of it the way she 
had absorbed the herb book — completely, professionally, with the assumption 
that she would never use any of it except as a reference for whatever ordinary 
practical mountain magic her own life would require. She had been to Edna 
Mae's twice since November. She had met Azazel. She had drunk coffee in 
Edna Mae's kitchen and watched her granddaughter Dixie sit on the lap of the 
chief weapons-Watcher of the entire Grigori system and call him baby in the 
way mountain women called the men they were going to be with for a long 
time baby — and Della had thought, watching them, this is happening to other 
people. She had thought, this is the Calhoun line. They are the senior 
bloodline. They get the chiefs. She had thought, the Combs line is junior. We 
do the work. We hold the fences. We do not get the chiefs at the kitchen table. 
She had been incorrect. Samyaza drank her tea. He said, when he was halfway 
through it, "Della Combs." "Yes." "You were eight years old when I first came 
onto this property." Della went very, very still. She had been about to say 
something — she did not know what, but
the rhythm of the conversation had required her to say something — and

his words stopped her. Not because of what they said, exactly. Because of the 
way he had said them. He had said her name — Della Combs — with the 
specific intonation of a man who had said her name to himself, in his own 
private silences, a great many times across a great many years. He had said 
you were eight years old the way a man says a date he personally witnessed. 
She set down her tea. She put her hands flat on the table. She said — and her 
voice was still even, because she was a Hollow Witch, and even was what she 
did — "Tell me what you mean by that." He looked at her. He did not look 
away. "I mean" — he said it carefully, like a man setting down something 
breakable — "that I have been watching you for considerably longer than 
three weeks." The kitchen clock ticked. The fire in the wood stove popped. 
Upstairs, very faintly, Brian Lee rolled over in his bed. Samyaza's eyes went 
up. It was half a second. Less. A man hearing a sound in a house and placing it 
— anyone would have done it, it meant nothing, eyes go where sounds are. But
Della had spent fifteen years watching what bodies did before their owners 
could vote on it, and what crossed the table from her was not a man placing a 
sound. It was a man locating a heartbeat he already had memorized. His eyes 
went to the exact joist. They held there one full breath, with an expression on 
his ancient face that she had no professional category for and one private one, 
and then he brought them down, deliberately, the way a man sets down a 
thing he is not permitted to carry. He knew exactly which room. He knew 
exactly which boy. Della's hands stayed flat on the table. The second ledger 
wrote itself a single line and underlined it twice. Then she closed it, because 
the man across from her was about to be asked how long, and the answer was 
arriving in his shoulders before it reached his mouth. Della Combs sat at her 
grandmother's kitchen table with a fallen angel on the other side of it, and she 
understood, with the slow terrible clarity of a woman whose framework was 
being dismantled while she watched, that the shape she had been observing 
for twenty-three mornings was not the beginning of this story. The shape was 
a very late chapter in a book she had been a character in since before she 
could read. Her memories began re-shelving themselves while she sat there — 
the whole archive at once, a library in an earthquake. The morning she had 
walked the fence in her mother's gloves: witnessed. The thousand school-bus 
mornings, the skinned knees, the prom dress hemmed on this exact table: 
attended. The funeral. The first solo decoction. The nights she had stood on 
the back porch at two in the morning, twenty-seven years old, a four-month-
old asleep upstairs, and certain she was fundamentally, permanently alone on 
her line — there had been someone at the tree
line the whole time, holding still, holding watch, holding whatever it was

he had been holding, for a span of years she did not yet have the number for. 
She did not know yet whether that was the most comforting thing she had 
ever learned or the worst thing that had ever been done to her. She suspected 
— correctly, it would turn out — that it was going to insist on being both, 
permanently, and that learning to carry both was about to become her life's 
second practice. The loneliest mornings of her life had had a witness. She 
needed the number. "How long," she said. He did not answer immediately. He 
looked at his tea. He set the mug down on the kitchen table with the careful 
precision of a man who had been preparing to give the worst answer of his life 
and was buying the last possible seconds before he had to give it. "Longer 
than three weeks." "How long, Samyaza." He looked up. His eyes were dark 
and ancient and tired in the way of a being who had been postponing a 
particular sentence for a very long time and was now standing at the end of 
his postponement. "Thirty years." —
—
[image: ]


—❖

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FOUR
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The Number

Della did not move. She did not stand up. She did not break the mug.

She did not raise her voice. She did not, despite a number of things suddenly 
being true that had not been true four minutes ago, do anything that would 
have looked, to an observer, like the reaction of a woman whose entire adult 
life had just been retroactively rewritten. She sat at her grandmother's 
kitchen table, and she looked at the chief of the Watchers, and she said, very 
evenly, "Tell me what that means." He inhaled. He let the breath out slowly. "I 
have been watching this property for thirty years. I have been watching the 
east wood for thirty years. I have been at the tree line, or in some other 
position within sightline of the house, for thirty years. I have not been 
continuously present — I have other responsibilities, and I have spent time 
away — but the average across thirty years is approximately three mornings a 
week." Della counted. Three mornings a week. Fifty-two weeks. Thirty years. 
Four thousand six hundred and eighty mornings. She did not say the number 
out loud. "Why." He did not answer. He drank his tea. He set the mug down. 
"Della. You are asking me a question that I would like to answer in stages, if 
you will allow me to do so. The answer is not short. The answer has several 
components. And the order in which I tell you the components matters 
considerably." "Pick an order, then." "I will." He paused. He arranged his 
hands on the table — the way, she thought, a man arranges his hands before a 
deposition. He paused, arranging his hands on the table. "The first component 
is that what I am doing — what I have been doing — is not, in any version of 
how I understand the question, a thing I have any right to do. I am aware of 
this. I have been aware of this for thirty years. The fact that I have done it 
anyway is not a defense. It is an admission. I want to be clear about that 
before I tell you anything else." Della said nothing. He continued. "The second 
component is that I did not begin watching this property because of you. I 
want to be precise about that. I came to this corridor in nineteen-eighty-six, 
before you were born, under Council assignment. The Pike County boundary 
had been weakening at its south edge for years, and your mother's fence was 
its load-bearing segment. For eight years I watched this property from the 
east ridge the way I watched every other segment of the corridor: 
professionally, at a distance, as one responsibility among many. I first crossed 
onto this property in nineteen-ninety-four because of your mother." Della's 
hands tightened on the mug. She did not interrupt. "Your mother" — Samyaza 
looked at his hands — "had been petitioning the boundary for assistance with 
a south-fence intrusion for approximately six months. She did not know she 
was petitioning. She was performing a particular set of bloodroot 
reinforcements that, in the older Hollow Witch tradition, function as a
request for boundary backup when the practitioner has determined the

situation has exceeded her own capacity. Your mother had determined that

the situation had exceeded her capacity. She did not say so to anyone — not to 
Edna Mae, not to your father, not to her own mother, who was still alive at 
that time. She said so to the boundary. The boundary heard it. The boundary 
contacted me, in the way the boundary contacts the Watcher whose domain is 
closest to the situation at hand. I came to assist." Della did not move. She was 
thinking about her mother. About her mother's bloodroot tinctures. About the 
south-fence ceremonies she had watched her mother perform in the autumns 
of her early childhood without knowing what they meant. She was thinking 
about her mother — her mother, who had been dead six years and eleven 
months, who had handed her the house and the practice and the fence and 
gone without ever once mentioning anything that resembled this conversation 
— She kept her voice even. "What was at the south fence." "A Hell-side 
intrusion." Samyaza set the mug down. "A minor Prince operating through a 
human proxy in Pike County. Your mother was, correctly, refusing to 
negotiate. The Prince was escalating. I came to address the escalation. I did 
so. The intrusion stopped." "How long did that take." "Two weeks." "All right." 
"After it stopped," Samyaza said, "I did not leave." He paused. The kitchen was 
very quiet. "I did not leave" — quieter now — "because the day I came to assist 
your mother was the same day I first saw you. You were eight years old. You 
were standing at the edge of the herb shed, holding a bunch of mountain mint 
that you had cut yourself and were carrying inside to your grandmother. Your 
hands were stained green. Your hair was in two braids. You looked at me — 
directly at me, across the property, through the boundary I was operating 
behind — and you said, to your grandmother, who's the man at the south 
fence. Your grandmother told you there was no man at the south fence. You 
did not press. You went into the kitchen. You came back out with a cup of 
water and you set it on the porch railing and you said, again, to no one in 
particular, in case he's thirsty." Della did not breathe. She remembered the 
cup. She remembered, vaguely, the specific morning — or one very like it — 
when she had been eight years old and had set a cup of water on the porch 
railing and her grandmother had laughed and called her a strange little soul. 
She had not, in the way of small children, attached the memory to anything in 
particular. It had been one of a thousand small strange Della-things that her 
family had remarked on and filed away and never made anything of. He was 
telling her, now, that the cup had been for him. That she had seen him. That 
she had been eight years old, and she had seen him through a boundary that 
he had been actively operating behind, and she had set a cup of water out for 
him. He was telling her that this — this, this entire thirty years, this thing that 
was happening in her kitchen right now — had begun with her, at eight, 
deciding that a person she could see but no one else could see was probably 
thirsty. She wanted to put her head on the table. She did not. She held her 
mug. She
said, "Keep going." He looked at her for a long time. "Della." His voice

was careful. "I would like to ask you, before I continue, whether you would 
prefer that I tell you the rest of this now, or whether you would prefer that I 
leave and come back at a time that is not — that is not before sunrise, with
your son asleep upstairs, and you sitting at your kitchen table in clothes you 
put on to harvest bloodroot." Della laughed. It was a short, hard laugh. It was 
the laugh of a woman who had not, twenty minutes ago, been expecting to be 
having any kind of laugh, and was therefore having the only kind that was 
available to her. She said, drily, "Samyaza. With respect. You have been at my 
east wood for thirty years. You have been at my kitchen table for forty 
minutes. I have a seven-year-old who is going to wake up at six-thirty-five, and 
the bus will be here at seven-forty-five, and there is no version of this 
conversation that is going to be improved by being deferred. Tell me the rest 
of it." He nodded. He drank his tea. He set the mug down. "All right." He 
inhaled slowly. "After I saw you, I did not leave. I told the Council I was 
extending my deployment in the Pike County corridor for unspecified 
surveillance reasons. The Council did not question this. The Council does not 
generally question my deployment decisions. I established a position on the 
east ridge. I began monitoring the property at a frequency I judged to be 
sustainable. I told myself, at the time, that I was monitoring you because you 
were the only person currently alive who had seen me through an active 
concealment field, and that warranted further observation. This was not, 
strictly speaking, untrue. It was also not, strictly speaking, the whole truth. 
The whole truth was that you had set a cup of water on the porch railing in 
case I was thirsty, and I had not, in nine thousand seven hundred years of 
operations on the boundary, ever been offered a cup of water by a human 
being. I did not know what to do with that. I decided to watch and see whether 
anything else would happen." Della closed her eyes. She opened them. "Other 
things happened. Across the next twenty-six years, other things happened. 
Your grandmother died. Your father died. Your mother died. You finished 
school. You went to nursing college in Lexington for three semesters and came 
home. You inherited this house. You inherited the practice. You inherited the 
fence. You took it on alone, at twenty-seven years old, without senior support, 
in a county where the boundary had been weakening at the south edge for 
some time. You did it well. You did it without help. You did it without asking 
anyone." He paused. "I want to say something, before I continue. I want to say 
that you did it well. Della. You did the work of three generations of senior 
Weavers, alone, between the ages of twenty-seven and thirty-four, with a 
seven-year-old in the house. The boundary held. The Thinning around this 
property has been one of the strongest segments in the Pike County corridor 
for the last seven years. That is your work. I want you to know that I know it is 
your work. I want you to know that whatever else this conversation is going to 
contain, the fact of what you have done as a Weaver in this house is not in 
dispute." He stopped. He let
the words land. Della — who had not, in six years and eleven months,

since her mother died, heard another Weaver acknowledge the work she had 
been doing — felt something move in her chest that she did not have a 
category for and was not, at five fifty-seven on a Tuesday morning, prepared 
to examine. She kept her voice even. "Thank you." A beat. "Continue." He 
nodded. "There is one more part" — he said it as though completing an
inventory — "of the answer to your first question. The question of why I have 
been watching this property for thirty years. I have told you about your 
mother, and about the cup of water, and about the twenty-six years of 
observation. There is one more component. It is the component that is going 
to be the most difficult, for both of us. Do you want me to tell you it now, or do 
you want me to defer it." Della looked at him for a long, long time. She had a 
feeling — the kind of cold quiet feeling that a Hollow Witch learned to trust 
over time — that she already knew what the last component was. That she 
had, in fact, suspected what it was for about ninety seconds, since 
approximately the moment he had said I did not know what to do with that, I 
decided to watch and see whether anything else would happen. That the 
answer to what happened was a thing she had been carrying in her own 
house, sleeping upstairs in the room at the end of the hall, for seven years and 
three months. She had known, on some level, that the man who had come into 
her life in the summer she was twenty-six and had then disappeared had not 
been quite the man she had told herself he was. She had known that she did 
not remember his name as clearly as she should have. She had known that her 
memory of the few weeks they had spent together had a particular quality of 
unrealness that she had attributed, for years, to grief — to the fact that she 
had been twenty-six and her mother had been dying and she had been alone in 
this house and would have, she thought, latched onto any kind of warmth that 
crossed her doorstep. She had been wrong about that. She had been wrong 
about that in a way that had been sleeping upstairs for seven years and three 
months, and had his father's chin, and could be heard, faintly, in the bedroom 
at the end of the hall, beginning the small soft sounds that meant he was 
about to wake up for the day. Della stood up from her kitchen table. "Brian 
Lee is going to be up in nine minutes," she said. "I need you to leave my 
house." He did not protest. He did not argue. He stood up immediately, with 
the specific obedience of a being who had been preparing himself for exactly 
this instruction and had decided in advance that he would follow it without 
making her say it twice. He set his mug carefully on the table. He said, "I 
understand." She said, "I am not telling you to go forever. I am telling you to 
go right now. Because I cannot have my seven-year-old come downstairs in 
nine minutes and find his — find a stranger at the kitchen table, and I cannot 
have this conversation continue while he is in the house, and I cannot — I 
cannot do whatever I am going to do next while I am still digesting the last 
forty minutes." "I understand." "Come back tomorrow morning." "Yes." "Five-
forty." "Yes." "Do not come into the house." "No." "Stand at the east fence. 
Where you have been
standing. We will continue at the fence. Not in the kitchen." "All right."

He walked toward the back door. He stopped at the threshold. He turned 
around. He stopped at the threshold. He turned. "Della." "What." "What I am 
going to tell you tomorrow is the worst part of the entire thirty years. I want 
you to have one day to prepare. I want you to know that I know how badly this 
is going to land. I want you to know that whatever you decide to do about it — 
including, if you decide, never speaking to me again — I will respect entirely. I
have spent thirty years deciding not to come to your door because I did not 
believe I had the right to. I have come to your door now because the situation 
has changed and I did not have a choice. I am telling you this because I do not 
want you to spend today thinking that I am going to argue with whatever you 
decide. I am not. I have already decided to accept it. Whatever it is." He 
looked at her. He looked at her with the look on his face of a man who had 
been carrying a particular weight for thirty years and was, finally, putting it 
down on her kitchen floor, and was apologizing for the size of it before he set 
it there. "I am sorry, Della." She held the mug with both hands. "Get out of my 
house." He went. The screen door shut behind him. Della Combs stood in her 
grandmother's kitchen, alone, with one full mug and one empty mug on the 
table, and listened to her seven-year-old son begin the small sounds upstairs 
that meant he was waking up for the day, and she thought, with the specific 
cold clarity of a Hollow Witch whose framework had just been dismantled 
while she watched — He has his father's chin. She had said it to herself, idly, 
for seven years. She understood, now, with a specificity that made her sit 
down at her own kitchen table and put her face in her hands, what she had 
been saying. She had nine minutes. She used them. The first minute she spent 
at the east window. He crossed her yard the way he had crossed it coming in 
— unhurried, deliberate, a man walking a distance he knew to the inch — and 
at the fence line he stopped, and she felt the boundary do the thing again, 
softer this time, a low note let down gently: an exit, registered. He did not 
climb the fence this time either. He was on one side of it and then the other, 
the way weather is. He walked into the meadow, and she waited for him to 
take up the post — the hickory, the red oak, the forty feet of habit — and he 
did not. He went past it. The tree line took him the way water takes a stone, 
one ring, gone, and the east wood stood there afterward looking exactly the 
way it had looked her whole life, which was, she understood now, exactly the 
way it had looked while containing him. Eight minutes. She washed both 
mugs. She washed his the way she washed anything — thoroughly, without 
ceremony — and if her hands held it half a beat longer under the water than 
the job required, there was no one in the kitchen to log it. She set them in the 
rack to dry, his and hers, side by side, and then she took Brian Lee's cereal 
bowl down from the shelf and set it on the table, and for one full breath the 
rack and the table held the three of them in ceramic — the father, the mother, 
the boy —
assembled in her kitchen for the first time in any form at all, a whole

morning's worth of new arithmetic standing quietly in the dish rack like it was 
nothing. She wiped the table. She put the kettle back on for the hot chocolate. 
The FENCE LOG sat in its drawer. Tonight she would open it and rule her 
columns and discover — she already knew it, standing there — that there was 
no column for any of this. Position: the kitchen. Movement: thirty years. 
Signature: his father's chin. Assessment — She closed the drawer of her own 
mind on it. Two minutes. She stood at the bottom of the stairs with her hand 
on the newel post, which her grandmother's father had turned on a lathe the 
year the county got electricity, and she did what the women of her line had
always done at the bottoms of staircases, which was assemble, out of 
whatever was actually true that morning, a face her child could safely eat 
breakfast in front of. She was a Hollow Witch. Even was what she did. She 
went upstairs. She knocked softly on his door. He called out, I'm awake, 
Mama, in the slightly-too-cheerful voice of a seven-year-old who had been 
awake for about three minutes and was deciding to make a project out of 
being cheerful about it. She opened the door. He was sitting up in bed, 
holding the notebook he kept under his pillow, drawing — the way he drew 
every morning before school, the way she had been finding him drawing every 
morning for two years — in the margins. She walked to the bed. She sat down 
on the edge of it. She looked at the page he was working on. He was drawing 
wings. He had been drawing wings, in the margins of every notebook in this 
house, for two years. She had not, in two years, asked him what they were of. 
She had not, in two years, said anything to anyone about the drawings. She 
had treated them as one of the small strange Brian Lee-things that her family 
— the Combs line, the junior bloodline, the workers, the fence-holders — had 
always made room for. She had filed it. She looked at the wings he was 
drawing this morning. They were dark. They were folded. They were the wings 
of a Watcher who had been standing at the tree line of an east wood for a very 
long time, at the back of a property that had been waiting for him without 
knowing it was waiting. Brian Lee looked up. "Mama, you okay?" "Yeah, baby. 
I'm okay. Get dressed. The bus is in an hour." She got up. She left the room. 
She went into her own room and she closed the door and she pressed her 
forehead against the cool wood of it for sixty seconds. Then she went 
downstairs and made her son's breakfast. She had a day to figure out what she 
was going to do. She used it. —
—
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