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Chapter 1

The Thirteenth Drawing
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The single work light above Marcus's bench made an island of warmth—a yellow pool that held him, the paper, and the pencil within its circumference. Beyond that border, the workshop dissolved into shapes made strange by shadow: the hulking silhouette of the table saw, the ghostly gleam of stacked lumber, the wall of drawings that seemed to watch from the darkness with patient, knowing eyes. The air hung thick and still, layered with cedar dust and the sweet, pungent linseed oil he used to finish wood. It was the smell of transformation. Of things becoming.

His hands did not shake. They never did when they held a tool.

They moved with the same deliberate patience he brought to planing a board or fitting a joint, each motion considered, each pressure exact. The pencil had become an extension of his fingers, the line an articulation of something that had begun behind his eyes three months ago. A low, insistent hum. It had built steadily until it became the background noise of his waking life, as constant as his own heartbeat, as impossible to ignore as the ache in a tooth you couldn't help tonguing.

He did not need to look at the other drawings pinned to the wall. The building lived inside him now, as real and dimensional as the cherrywood block waiting on the bench to become a rocking chair arm.

He began with the roofline. A simple gable against a sky he imagined as the deep, starless indigo of a Southern midnight—that particular darkness that seemed to hold its own weight. He drew the long porch, counting the precise number of support posts without conscious thought, rendering the way the top step dipped slightly in the middle from generations of footfalls. A worn concavity that spoke of entrances and exits, of children running and old men shuffling, of a community moving through this single threshold for decades. The high, narrow windows came next, boarded shut in reality, but in his drawings, he sometimes left them open, sometimes dark, sometimes holding a faint interior glow as if someone had just turned down a lamp. Tonight they were black rectangles. Empty sockets in a face that had forgotten how to see.

The door followed, its proportions exact, the iron hinge a darker smudge of graphite where it met the frame at the lower left. He shaded the wood grain of the planks, the way weather had worn the paint from the trim in irregular patterns like the work of patient, invisible hands. This was not imagination. This was a transcription. He was copying from an original he had never seen with his waking eyes but knew with a certainty that lived in his bones.

When he was seven, he'd seen a woman's face in the shallows of the Ashwater. A flash of sorrow so profound it had stolen his breath and left him standing knee-deep in the dark water, trembling. He'd told his mother, who'd made the sign of the cross and told him to pray. He'd learned then that some things you saw were not for sharing—not because they weren't real, but because their reality operated in a register most people had trained themselves not to hear.

By then, watching the town gather at the river to speak the names it had swallowed, he'd understood something else: some things you saw demanded sharing, but only after they had been given a shape. A form that others could hold without burning their hands.

His gift had crystallized that day, shifting from vague, troubling impressions to something specific. Architecture. Geography. The physical record of where something had happened and what the walls had witnessed. It was a carpenter's gift, he realized now, had realized slowly over the years of watching Jamal and learning the weight of a plane in his palm. You had to understand the structure before you could repair it. You had to see where the load was distributed, where the stress concentrated, and where the joint had begun to fail.

The thirteenth drawing took shape under his hand. It was the most detailed yet, capturing the particular sag of the gutters, the way a lone tuft of grass had pushed through a crack in the foundation—in a photograph he hadn't yet seen but somehow already knew. He did not know the town's name. He did not know why this building called to him with such singular urgency while other places he drew came and went like passing weather. He only knew that when he was not drawing it, something built to a near-physical ache in his temples, and when he was, there came a fleeting, profound stillness. As if he were listening to a story told in a language of lines and shadow.

He finished with the last detail: the long, narrow shadow cast by the chimney across the east-facing wall in moonlight. He set the pencil down. The graphite dust on his fingertips looked like tarnish. He sat back, his spine cracking softly after three hours of stillness.

The drawing was complete. It was perfect. It was a prison.

He unpinned the twelve other versions from the wall and laid them in a grid on the bench alongside the new one. Thirteen angles on the same truth. Daylight, dusk, noon, rain. A front elevation, a view from the northwest corner, a close-up of the hinge. Each was a question he could not answer.

Where are you? What happened there? Why can't I stop?

The workshop was so quiet he could hear the hum of the old refrigerator in the corner, the scritch of a pine beetle in a beam overhead. He looked from drawing to drawing, and the building looked back, patient and implacable. It was waiting. Not for just anyone. For him. He felt it in his marrow, a sureness that had nothing to do with thought.

He spoke aloud, his voice a dry rasp in the silent room. "I know."

The words hung in the lamplight. He hadn't meant to say them.

"I'm trying to find you."

He gathered the drawings, careful not to smudge the fresh graphite. He pinned the thirteenth to the wall with the others, the newest leaf on a tree that grew in the dark. Stepping back, he felt no relief, only a shift in the tension. The immediate compulsion was gone, drawn out through his hand and onto the paper. But the larger pull remained a lodestone in his chest, pointing south.

He turned off the work light. Darkness rushed in, absolute and comforting. He knew the path to the door by muscle memory, his hand finding the cool metal of the latch without fumbling. He stepped out into the late August night.

The air outside was a relief—warm, humid, carrying the scent of cut grass and the distant, muddy perfume of the Ashwater. Crickets sawed their leg-song in the darkness. A lone lightning bug blinked its silent code near the fence post.

He looked back at the black square of the workshop window. Inside, on the wall, thirteen drawings held a building captive in another state. He had given it a kind of life here, in this shed in Georgia. But a drawing was a ghost. The real thing was out there, holding its silence under an Alabama sky.

He walked to the house, his boots crunching softly on the gravel path. In his mind's eye, he saw not the building, but the hands that had built it. Rough hands. Skilled hands. Hands that had fitted those porch posts and hung that door with its iron hinge. Hands that remembered a story the town had chosen to forget.

That was the heart of it, he realized, pausing on his own back step. It wasn't the building that was calling. It was the memory in the wood, in the nails, in the very grain of the floorboards. A memory held so tight for so long it had become a shape, an echo in space. And he was the one whose gift was to hear echoes as lines on a page.

He went inside and washed the graphite from his hands at the kitchen sink. The water ran clear, then gray. He dried his hands on a towel, studying the familiar lines of his palms, the calluses at the base of his fingers from tools and wood. Grandma Lila used to say things like that—the hands remember—sentences that sounded like riddles until you lived into them. His hands remembered how to draw a building they had never touched. They remembered how to plane a board until it was smooth as skin. What else did they remember that he did not yet know?

Upstairs, in the narrow bed of his rented room, he lay awake staring at the ceiling. The compulsion was gone, but the knowing remained. It was his now. His to solve. His to answer.

He thought of Mara, ten years into her peace, her gift woven into the daily fabric of Willow's Crossing like a strong, subtle thread. She had earned that. She had fought for it. His path would be different. He would not have to fight the gift itself—he had never been afraid of it. His fight would be to learn its use, to turn a haunting into a craft. The drawings were the first step. The building was the second.

He finally slept as the first pale hint of dawn brushed the horizon.

He did not dream of the building. He dreamed of hands—his own, and others, older and rougher—passing a piece of warm, fragrant wood between them. Each set of fingers reading its grain. Understanding its potential. Agreeing without words on what it needed to become.

Chapter 2
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A Keeper's Recognition
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The August morning was already thick with heat when Elijah Brooks pushed open the workshop gate. The sound of its rusty hinge was particular, known to Marcus's ear—a familiar creak that had announced visitors for as long as he could remember. He was sanding the arm of a cherrywood rocking chair, his rhythm steady, his back to the door. He didn't turn. The footsteps on the gravel were slow and considered, the pace of a man who had long ago stopped hurrying to anything but the arrival itself.

Marcus kept sanding. He knew who it was.

Elijah stopped in the doorway, a silhouette against the flat white light of the yard. He stood there, taking in the room with the patient attention of a man reading a sacred text. Marcus's workshop was a sanctuary of order: workbench clean, tools hanging on their traced outlines on the pegboard, lumber stacked by grain and thickness along the far wall. And on the wall behind the bench, the drawings. Dozens of them, pinned and layered, a topography of places that did not exist on any map Marcus owned. At the center, a cluster of twelve, and now a thirteenth, pinned just that morning before dawn. All the same building. The Holloway House, though Marcus did not yet know its name.

"I see you're already at it," Elijah said, his voice a low rumble that seemed to start in the earth and work its way up through the floorboards.

Marcus set the sanding block down and wiped his hands on his apron. "Coffee's fresh."

He poured a mug, black, the way Elijah took it. The old man came inside, moving with a careful grace, as if his body were a vessel carrying something precious that must not be spilled. He was seventy-four, thinner than he'd been a decade ago when the vigil at the Ashwater had cemented his life's work into local stone. But his spine was still straight, and his eyes, the color of wet bark, missed nothing.

He took the stool Marcus kept for visitors—a three-legged thing Jamal had welded from scrap iron years ago, its seat worn smooth by those who had come seeking and listening.

He didn't speak. He sipped the coffee, his gaze traveling over the workshop, cataloging its state, and then settling on the wall of drawings. He looked at them the way a farmer looks at a field before planting—assessing the soil, the light, the lie of the land. His silence was not empty. It was a listening silence, the kind that made the air in the room feel denser, more charged, as if the space itself were leaning in to hear what would be said.

Finally, he stood. Set the mug down. Walked to the wall.

He didn't ask permission. He leaned in, his face inches from the thirteenth drawing—the one rendered in moonlight. His eyes traced the lines of the porch, the boarded windows, the particular angle of the roof. He moved to the twelfth, the eleventh, the tenth. He was not looking at them as pictures. He was reading them, the way a man might read a familiar letter written in a language he'd almost forgotten.

Marcus stayed by the workbench, the fine dust of cherrywood settling on his hands. He let the man read.

"Your daddy's side of the family," Elijah said, still facing the wall. "They from Alabama, aren't they."

It was not a question. It was a statement of fact pulled from the deep well of a keeper's memory. Elijah knew the bloodlines and migration patterns of Willow's Crossing the way some men knew engine parts or scripture. He knew who came from where, and when, and what they brought with them in their silence.

"Yes, sir. My grandfather, Earl Jefferson. He was from a place called Heron's Mill. Left in the fifties."

Elijah nodded slowly, as if this confirmed a long-held suspicion. He reached out a hand—the skin like old leather worn soft by years—but didn't touch the paper. His finger hovered over the iron hinge on the drawn door.

"This detail," he said. "You see how it's set? Not centered. It's a repair. Someone replaced the original and didn't have a hinge the right size. That's not something you imagine. You see it."

Marcus felt a strange ripple of validation, cool and clear, like the first drink of water after a long day's work. "I just draw what comes."

"No." Elijah turned to
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