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PART ONE
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THE SEVEN OF BRANCHES




ONE
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ALL THE MOST IMPORTANT moments in May Hawthorne’s life had happened beneath the tree in her backyard.


She had come into the world there sixteen years ago; her mother, too stubborn to admit she was in labor until it was too late, gave birth all on her own as night faded into dawn on a blistering summer morning, then drove herself and her newborn daughter to the hospital.


May had touched the Deck of Omens for the first time beneath that tree. Challenged her older brother to see who could swing themselves up into its branches more quickly. Whispered a thousand secrets to the knot in the center of the trunk, forever frozen in the shape of a half-shut eye. When sleep eluded her, she would sneak outside and curl up beneath the hawthorn’s gnarled branches on a bed of moss and fallen leaves. Its deep, steady heartbeat never failed to lull her into slumber.


It was the only place in the world where she felt safe, the only place where she didn’t have to be someone’s daughter or sister to garner attention. And now, after a century and a half of watching over her family, it was gone.


May rested a hand against the hawthorn trunk that had give her family its name, warm bark turned to red-brown stone, and listened desperately for a heartbeat.


“There’s nothing,” she said, panic turning her voice raw and scratchy. “It’s dead.”


“We don’t know that for certain.” Augusta Hawthorne, May’s mother, stepped out from the other side of the tree, her feathery blond hair slicked back from her forehead. She wore black silk pajamas and a matching pair of gloves, her feet shoved hastily into work boots. The weak light of dawn seeped in behind her, turning the dark circles beneath her eyes into cavernous pits.


The tree had called her, just as it had called May. Its cry for help had woken May at the break of dawn, her heart pounding in her chest. Her throat constricted in a silent scream as she shoved her curtains aside and stared out the window. The hawthorn’s branches were frozen and stiff instead of swaying softly in the early morning breeze.


The tree had not called to Justin, her older brother. May had found her mother in the backyard, then run to fetch him. But he’d refused to even open his bedroom door, and she’d realized that he did not—could not—care about this the way she did.


Her mother cared, though. They stood in the backyard together, May pretending she didn’t see the tears glistening in Augusta Hawthorne’s eyes as they both surveyed the hawthorn’s frozen corpse.


“We’ll have to handle this,” she said now. “Just us. No sense in burdening your brother.”


And for once, May wasn’t angry with her mother for letting Justin off the hook.


When a Hawthorne turned sixteen, they asked the tree to give them access to the powers that were their family’s birthright.


These powers enabled them to protect the town of Four Paths from the monster that lurked in the woods in a lifeless prison called the Gray. But Justin had failed his ritual. Which meant there were powers he would never have—and responsibilities he would never bear. Keeping him around to watch them work would only have hurt him more.


It also gave May a chance to show her mother why the tree had chosen her over him in the first place. Because she could handle everything Four Paths threw at her. Even this.


“No one can find out,” Augusta continued, staring at the branches. “If the town discovers this attack on our family, the consequences will be catastrophic.”


“An attack,” May said, the words sour in her mouth. That was the right term for it, but it still felt dangerous to say. Because this attack hadn’t come from the monster they were supposed to be defending the town from. It had come from one of their supposed allies, someone she’d once considered a friend.


“This is Harper Carlisle’s fault,” May whispered. Harper, who was immensely powerful but had never known it—until now. “She got her memories back.”


Her mother nodded grimly. “It’s the only possibility.”


May stared at the hawthorn tree, its corpse turning more red than brown in the light of the rising sun, and thought of the past few weeks. The way the roots that connected Four Paths had split apart and woven themselves back together.


From the moment she flipped over Violet Saunders’s card a month ago, a passageway had opened up in her mind, roots tunneling down a path she’d never seen before. One where everything changed. She could have stopped it, let the roots wither. But instead, May had chosen to trust her brother and Isaac, chosen to give Violet Saunders her memories back after Augusta had erased them. She’d believed it had been the right thing to do to keep the town safe.


And Violet had kept the town safe—but surely she had realized that Augusta was capable of much more. That she had used her powers against other founders, like Harper. Violet must have figured out how to return Harper’s memories, too, leading Harper to seek revenge on the family who had taken them from her. Which meant that what had happened to the hawthorn tree was May’s fault. Guilt rose in her stomach, thick and bubbling, as she wondered how long it would take for Augusta to realize what she’d done.


May had been the perfect daughter to Augusta Hawthorne for the last seven years. But Augusta’s memory was long, and May knew that she had not forgotten the time before that, when her daughter’s attention and adoration was reserved solely for her father. It didn’t matter how well May behaved herself now. Augusta would never truly trust her. And if Augusta found out about what she’d done, it would shatter the fragile peace between them—possibly forever.


“How do you think it happened?” May asked, trying to keep her voice calm and methodical.


“The Saunders family,” her mother said immediately. May sagged with relief. “I was a fool to think I could change the old Carlisle-Saunders alliance. To be happy that June—” She shook her head and pressed a gloved hand to her mouth.


“Okay, so the Saunders family might have given Harper her memories back,” May said hastily. She didn’t like people paying special attention to her when she was overcome by emotion; she could extend her mother the same courtesy. “What do we do about it? How do we fix this?”


Augusta’s face twisted with fury. “If Harper Carlisle is truly the one responsible for this,” she said, “we will see to it that she sets this right, and answers for what she’s done.”


May let the word we kindle inside her—a promise. “Yeah.


We will.”


Augusta nodded approvingly. “You know what you need to do next, I assume.”


May sighed, but she inclined her head. It wasn’t that she minded using her powers—it was just that Augusta never asked her for any help beyond her abilities. They were the only part of her daughter she seemed to care about. “You want a reading.”


“Yes.” Augusta gestured toward the hawthorn. “But I want you to do it for the tree itself. Is that possible?”


May stared up at the tree, her heart heavy in her throat. Normally the smaller branches would be bending in the wind, birds chirping from above as they nestled in the copper-and-yellow leaves. But the tree was stiff and still, the wildlife gone. Perhaps they had been scared away; perhaps they had been petrified, too, for May had spent the past three weeks with Harper Carlisle, and she knew by now that Harper had no mercy. Still, May understood that it was not in the branches where the true lifeblood of a tree lay, nor was it in the knot on the trunk or its yellowing leaves.


It was the roots that really mattered.


“I think so.” May reached into the pocket of her pink pajama shirt and pulled out the Deck of Omens, then knelt at the base of the tree. “I can do my best.”


Augusta’s lips pursed, and May knew exactly what her mother was thinking—that her best was not a guarantee of victory. That it had never truly been good enough. But she sat beside May anyway.


The Deck of Omens was the Hawthorne family’s greatest heirloom, crafted by the family’s founder, Hetty Hawthorne, from the bark of this very tree. In most hands they were useless, but in May’s grip they contained the power of possibility—the ability to gaze into the past and future of a living focal point, assuming she asked the right question. The cards changed over time, evolving with each generation to reflect the town and allow for more accurate readings. The only person May couldn’t do a reading for was herself.


May’s hands shook as she began to shuffle the deck, searching for the connection that always formed in the back of her mind when she touched the cards, the opening of a pathway that only she could travel down. Lives were complex, twisty things, brimming with a myriad of possibilities. It was her job to follow the pathways most likely to occur, to use the cards as a guide that would cut through any internal turmoil. People, she had learned, were often in deep denial about where they had come from and where they were going.


But it wasn’t her job to fix them. It was her job to tell the truth, whether they liked it or not.


For a moment, the pathway resisted her, and panic swelled in May’s chest, a bubble that burst a moment later as the familiar feeling coursed through her. May gasped with relief. It was not dead, then, merely hurt, and that meant she could find a way to heal it—she would find a way to heal it. Because without this tree her family would be broken; without this tree, she would be nothing at all.


“How can we fix what happened to you?” she asked the stone trunk in front of her, addressing her question directly to the gnarled, half-shut eye. A path unfurled in her mind, and she followed it, images rushing through her brain, as the cards in her hand began to disappear.


During May’s first few readings, the images had been overwhelming—people she didn’t know, symbols she didn’t understand, coming at her so quickly that it was impossible to process them. But she had learned to channel her thoughts and merely let them flow through her, a vessel for the Deck of Omens, for the Hawthorne family. It was almost like watching a slideshow. Now she saw a traffic jam on Main Street, a puddle of strange iridescent liquid, a flash of the Carlisle lake. And then suddenly one image, stronger than all the others: a tree with the bark half melted away. Something wrong was stirring in the wreckage of the collapsed trunk. May’s heartbeat sped up as a wisp of gray extended outward from the tree like an unfurling hand.


The vision faded, and May was left clutching three cards, the taste of decay in the back of her throat. Things were rising that should have been long buried—bodies and broken promises, betrayed friends and dishonored families.


Across from her, Augusta was staring intently at the cards. “Three seems low for this sort of reading.”


“I don’t control how many are left. You know that.” May pushed down her annoyance at how much Augusta always questioned this, questioned her, whenever she did a reading. Screaming would change nothing, and so all she had was this: the satisfaction that nobody else knew what she was thinking.


She inhaled shakily, then laid the cards out on the grass and pressed her palms to the earth, her fingers digging into the loamy soil. May pictured herself grasping the roots that tunneled beneath the ground, roots that had long ago taken up residence in her soul.


Some of the founders’ descendants wanted nothing more than a way out of this town, but May Hawthorne had never once considered it.


This was her home. This was her birthright.


And this moment, of dawn breaking, earth on her palms, hope in her heart—this was what she was meant to do.


May reached forward and flipped over the first card.


It was her card. The Seven of Branches. A girl with her arms lifted above her head, her face tipped back toward the sky. Branches wove around her body and rooted themselves in the earth; her fingers elongated into tendrils, leaves budding from the edges.


The card frightened Justin. He’d told her multiple times that he found it unsettling, the way the tree had taken her over. But May saw it differently: the serenity on the girl’s face, the peace in her posture. She belonged to the forest, and it belonged to her.


“Interesting,” Augusta said softly, across from her.


May tried to understand what the cards were telling her. She rarely pulled her own card in readings that weren’t for a family member—but maybe the tree was as good as a family member. Maybe that was why.


She flipped over the second card, and her heart twisted in her chest.


It was the Two of Stones. Harper Carlisle’s card. The art showed a single hand breaking through the surface of a lake, a stone visible in its clenched fist.


May’s gut had been right. This was her fault, and she had to clean up her mess before it got even worse.


“I think Harper can fix it,” she said. “I guess that makes sense.”


Augusta’s jaw twitched. “I suppose so.”


May sank her fingers into the dirt again and thought of the roots, felt the path in her mind unfurl a little further. She could feel the hawthorn more clearly. Another vision—herself, standing in the same place she was kneeling now as the tree changed from stone to bark. And yet it didn’t feel like a victory. The vision May had seen a moment ago tugged at her mind, a deeper dread, a bigger problem. Something she needed to solve.


“I don’t think my card is just here because I’m doing the reading,” she said, frowning.


Augusta raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


“No.” May swallowed. “The tree is asking me for help.” The doubt on her mother’s face hurt. “Are you certain?”


“Would you have said that to Justin?”


May hadn’t meant to put it so bluntly. She knew from the thinness of Augusta’s lips that she would pay for it later somehow, in a privilege taken away or an unpleasant patrol schedule for the next week. But it wasn’t fair—it wasn’t. That nobody seemed to believe she could be that important. That, deep down, May worried they were right.


“Justin isn’t here,” Augusta said. “And you still have one card left.”


May stared down at the all-seeing eye. It was easier to look at the card than her mother’s face. Her hands trembled as rage, hot and heady, swirled within her. Rage for her tree. Rage for her mother, still desperately chasing down the child who could not help her and ignoring the one who could.


Deep in her mind, the pathways spiraled and wound. May felt something unfurling—a path that was hers. Thin and spiky, coiling around itself like a tangled knot of possibilities that could not yet be unraveled.


It pulsed in her mind like a beating heart, and for the first time, May reached for it. She grasped at the tendrils and pulled that path into focus, letting the roots worm their way into her mind.


It’s mine, she snarled, at the cards, at Four Paths itself. Whatever happens next belongs to me.


A surge of energy coursed through her, to the card in her hands. It burned white-hot between her interlaced fingers, tracing the maps of old wounds that had long since faded. It was only her sense of self-control that kept her from crying out.


May felt the path lock into place. Felt the card in her hand vibrate—then shift, until the heat on her palms had faded.


She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. She could feel blood pooling beneath her nostrils and at the rims of her eyes, blurring her vision. When she blinked, crimson splatters appeared on her pajama pants.


“What was that?” Augusta said sharply.


May’s lie was quiet, easy. “The cards had more to tell me.”


But it had been just the opposite. She’d had more to tell the cards—and they had changed. They’d listened to her.


A Hawthorne shouldn’t have been able to do that. But she had.


May flipped over the final card without another word, ready to see her path, ready to accept her future.


And gasped.


Her eyes took in the Crusader—a knight on a horse, reared back to charge, no part of him visible but two fiery eyes beneath his helmet.


Her father’s card.


May already knew that when she looked at her mother’s face, all she would see was crushing, inevitable disappointment. Augusta would insist it meant nothing, that it was a sign to be ignored.


But May knew better.


Because the Crusader in this context could only mean one thing: She would not be able to fix the hawthorn tree without her father. And if that meant going against Augusta’s wishes, so be it. After all, the Deck of Omens wasn’t her mother’s to command. It was hers.




TWO
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ONE WEEK LATER


HARPER CARLISLE WAITED FOR her reckoning with a blade in her hand and a deep, impenetrable dread in her heart.


“You can put that down,” Violet Saunders said, the calm in her voice belied by how aggressively she was gripping her cup of coffee. They stood side by side in the backyard of her friend’s imposing manor house, staring out at the woods. The treetops on the hill before them shone like a wildfire in the late-afternoon sunlight. “They aren’t going to hurt you.”


Harper eyed the two figures standing at the bottom of the hill, perhaps twenty feet away, and opted not to lower her sword. “They’re my family,” she said. “Of course they’re going to hurt me.”


This meeting hadn’t been her idea. But she had agreed to it when her siblings texted Violet, desperate to see her. Because after a week sequestered in the Saunders manor with nothing to do but stare at creepy taxidermied animals, Harper was sick of hiding.


There were problems she needed to deal with if she ever wanted to leave the safety of Violet’s house again. And although she didn’t want to talk to them, Seth and Mitzi Carlisle were still the least awful of the conversations she had ahead of her.


Nobody spoke beyond awkward greetings as Harper’s siblings shuffled through the back door. Violet shepherded them all to the living room, where Seth and Mitzi sat on the wide leather couch. Harper took a plushy armchair, her residual limb twinging with pain as she surveyed her brother and sister. Her left arm ended just after the elbow, the result of an accident that had happened right after her ritual. When she was particularly frightened or upset, she could still feel the pain in her phantom limb, an invisible left hand aching.


They had both seen better days. Mitzi’s long red hair was piled in a messy bun atop her head, her eyeliner smudged at the corners and a zit budding on her chin. Seth was wearing a sweatshirt that read PUBLIC SAFETY HAZARD; it looked more like a statement of fact than a bad joke.


“I brought this,” her sister said quietly, shoving a duffel bag onto the coffee table between them. “It’s your clothes and makeup and shit.”


Harper raised an eyebrow. “You’re wearing my black sweater right now.”


“I didn’t say all your clothes.” Mitzi was fourteen, and in that moment she sounded it, petulant and frustrated. “You know you don’t have to do this, right? You could just come home.”


“Mitzi.” Seth’s voice was low and hoarse. He reached into his pocket, pulled out Harper’s phone, and tossed it onto the table beside the duffel bag. “She was so desperate to get away from us that she didn’t bring anything with her. She’s not coming home just because you ask.”


Harper stared at the gauntlets her siblings had thrown on the table, her heart heavy. She wanted to give Mitzi skin-care advice and tell Seth to wash his hair. She lowered the sword onto her lap instead. It was the only thing she’d brought with her when she’d shown up here seven days ago—that and a muddy, soaking-wet nightgown that she’d been forced to throw away.


“Seth’s right,” she said. “I’m not coming home. But it’s not because I’m trying to get away from either of you.”


Mitzi leaned forward. “Is it . . . ?” Mitzi’s voice was soft. “The reason you’re not coming back . . . is it because it’s true? What the Hawthornes are saying about you?”


Harper’s heartbeat hammered in her throat. Violet, who’d remained perfectly silent until now, cleared her throat.


“Careful,” Violet said. Orpheus, formerly a house cat and currently Violet’s undead companion, leaped into her lap. “You promised not to ask too many questions.” It wasn’t a threat, not exactly, but Harper’s siblings stiffened just the same.


This was why Harper had asked Violet to sit in. Not for physical protection—Harper was more than capable of defending herself if necessary—but because there were things they both knew she was unwilling to talk about. Truths she wasn’t ready to tell. This one, though, Harper was okay with.


“It’s all right,” she said. “You want to see what I can do? You want proof?”


Harper’s hand brushed the edge of the neglected fern sitting beside the table. She took a deep breath and pushed.


She had not gone to the Hawthorne house the night she got her powers back with the conscious thought of destroying their tree. But when she saw the hawthorn’s great branches spreading behind the roof, waving in the wind, she had felt the cumulative rage about everything that had been done to her—her father’s hands closing around her neck, the Church of the Four Deities in their dark brown robes, Justin staring at her, a sword pressed against his neck, and, of course, the night that had just come back to her. The night Augusta Hawthorne had taken her powers away before she’d ever gotten the chance to use them.


Violet was obviously the reason her memories were back. Violet had gotten them back herself, after all, and so had Violet’s mother; clearly she was the one who had figured out the secret to restoring herself, clearly she was the one who had left Harper that note.


There was so much to sort through. So much to feel. Harper understood now why Justin Hawthorne had behaved strangely toward her these past few weeks—because his mother wasn’t the reason she’d lost everything.


He was.


He’d betrayed her the night of her ritual. Sold her out to his mother before she could have the chance to use her newfound powers.


Pushed her into the lake, which had led to the accident that had cost her a hand—and led her straight into the Gray.


Harper had lost sight of herself in that moment, dizzy with longing for everything Justin and his family had taken from her. She’d reached forward, her palm pressing tightly against the trunk, and pushed her anger into it. And when she pulled back and realized that the hawthorn had gone deathly still, she hadn’t wanted to reverse it.


This time, the change was smaller, almost gentle. The leaves froze in place, their color fading to red-brown and spiraling down into the dirt, until there was no plant remaining, only stone. But then Harper felt something else: a push to keep going. The stone spread down the side of the fern pot, encroaching toward the floor, and Harper’s throat went dry with panic as she realized that she didn’t know if she could stop.


Violet’s hand landed on her shoulder, wrenching her focus away. Harper exhaled with sharp relief as she realized that the spread of stone had stopped. When she looked up, Mitzi and Seth were both gaping at her.


Her brother spoke first. “Shit.”


Mitzi knelt on the floor, examining the plant. When she caught Harper’s gaze, her eyes were as round and wide as two full moons. “You have powers?”


Harper’s laugh was slightly bitter, slightly manic. “Yeah.”


“And you used them . . .”


“On the family that deserved some retribution,” she said. “So, yeah, I left, because I didn’t want Augusta Hawthorne to punish any of you for me. Because you deserve to make your own choices instead of being forced to go along with mine.”


“Choices?” Mitzi returned to the couch, tugged on her earring—a nervous tic.


Harper sighed. This was the part of the conversation she’d been dreading the most.


“Augusta Hawthorne took my memories of my powers away,” she said. “Do you still want to patrol for her, knowing that?”


Mitzi hesitated. “Patrolling is what keeps the town safe.”


“Does taking my powers away seem safe to you? Maybe if I’d had access to them, fewer people would have died.”


“Or maybe you would’ve turned more than the hawthorn tree to stone.” Seth’s voice was the most somber Harper had ever heard it.


Her stomach churned with nausea. She’d known it would go this way—but she’d still hoped otherwise.


“Well,” she said. “I’m here if you change your minds.”


After Harper’s siblings had left—Mitzi stomping hastily out the door, Seth moving a little more slowly, eyeing a taxidermied bear head in the corner suspiciously—Violet helped her carry her things up to the room she’d claimed.


“You could have told them the rest of the truth, you know,” Violet said as Harper shoved her clothes into a musty old dresser and grabbed her phone. “That might have changed their minds.”


Harper looked up from her phone screen. She’d been trying to turn it back on, but the battery was dead. Phantom pain twinged at the end of her residual limb again.


She wasn’t just staying with Violet and her mother because she’d turned the hawthorn tree to stone. The real reason she couldn’t go home was because her dad had tried to kill her. He couldn’t remember it, thanks to Augusta Hawthorne, but she would never forget.


“You saw how it was with them,” she said, plugging her phone in to charge. “They wouldn’t have believed me anyway. They don’t even need Augusta to use her powers on them to be in the Hawthornes’ pockets.”


Violet’s mouth thinned into a sharp line, and Harper could tell she disagreed with her, but to her relief, the other girl didn’t push it. Maybe she figured Harper had been through enough for the time being.


“All right,” she said. “Hey—I’m meeting Isaac to do some research into the founders this afternoon. Do you want to come? We could use the extra pair of eyes.”


“I do not want to talk to Isaac Sullivan right now.” Harper knew she sounded irritable and petty. She didn’t care. She was worn thin enough as it was. “And I can’t even leave the house, remember? I’m stuck waiting around until the Hawthornes decide they don’t want to kill me.”


“You don’t usually wait around for someone to give you permission,” Violet said, fixing her with a pointed stare. “Why now?”


Harper hesitated.


The truth was that for so long, she’d been ignored. It had felt a lot easier to be bold when she knew no one was watching her. The town’s eyes had made her cautious, because she knew that in many ways what happened next would be a kind of first impression. And the Hawthornes’ attention had made her most cautious of all.


“You’re right. I just don’t know how to make the Hawthornes see me as anything but a threat. And we both know what they do to threats.”


Violet paused. “I’m not entirely sure it’s true that the Hawthornes do see you as a threat. Not all of them, anyway.”


“Sure they don’t.”


“No, seriously.” Violet hesitated, as if considering something, then exhaled and continued. “You remember when I had my memories taken away by Augusta?”


Harper nodded, unease stirring in her gut. “Of course.”


“Well, May’s the reason I got them back.”


Harper gaped at her. “That’s not possible.”


May Hawthorne was a perfect blond automaton, an extension of Augusta with shiny teeth and an endless supply of pastel bomber jackets. She was the last person Harper would expect to defy her mother.


But if what Violet was saying was true, then she had, in a major way.


“I know how impossible it sounds,” Violet said. “But it’s true. There’s . . . more going on there than you might think.”


On the nightstand, Harper’s phone had finally come back to life. Blinking on the screen were dozens of unread texts. She didn’t have to look at the number to know who most of them were from.


“Maybe you’re right.” She turned away from Violet to stare at it more closely. If her friend was telling the truth about May, surely it stood to reason that Justin couldn’t be as mad at her as she’d imagined. Surely there was some way to work all of this out. “I . . . I need to make a call.”


* * *


Violet met Isaac Sullivan in the foyer of the town hall that evening, as planned. The familiar echo of her feet on the marble floors agitated her. This was the third time they’d met in the past week, all with the same goal in mind, and she had no reason to believe this excursion would be any more successful than the others.


Unfortunately, the only other idea she’d brought up had just gone to shit.


“The hair’s new,” Isaac said, detaching himself from the shadowy corners of the foyer like a lanky wraith. He was fond of making dramatic entrances, although he’d been careful to avoid startling Violet after she’d cursed him out the first time he emerged unexpectedly from a dark hallway. “Is it part of an early Halloween costume or something? Because you know Four Paths doesn’t celebrate that.”


The hair was indeed new. It had taken Violet all afternoon to get from her natural color—a brown so dark it was almost black—to this new one. Bleach, toner, box dye, and one blow-dry later, though, she was finally done.


The result was a bob the bright crimson of a founders’ medallion. Of an open wound. Of a rose.


“I’m going to kill a monster,” Violet had whispered at her new reflection, letting the words echo through the bathroom, and in that moment, she could almost believe they were true.


Now, staring at Isaac, she felt a little foolish.


“I know,” Violet said tersely. The Halloween thing was another Church of the Four Deities holdover—nobody dressed up or trick-or-treated, since it wasn’t considered safe. “I just . . . wanted a change, okay?”


“Fair enough.” Isaac frowned into the darkness behind her. “Did you invite Harper?”


“I tried,” Violet said, the words sour in her mouth. “She’s not interested. The Hawthornes are a bigger problem than the Beast right now, as far as she’s concerned.”


Violet knew firsthand how dangerous the Beast was. Fighting it was bigger than all their petty disagreements—but she couldn’t force Harper to see that. Her friend had already been through enough.


“We could’ve used another founder’s help,” Isaac said. Violet nodded. She followed him up the stairs at the back of the foyer and to the locked door in the hallway behind it, one Isaac had somehow managed to get a key to. It led to the founders’ archives—the best store of information either of them had been able to find on the history of Four Paths. They’d been meeting here regularly since Isaac had agreed to help her try to kill the Beast.


Violet was grateful that she didn’t have to search for answers alone. But it was hard to keep her emotions toward Isaac contained at grateful. She hated that she’d wanted some kind of reaction from him—about the hair, about anything. When she’d first moved to Four Paths almost two months ago, Violet had mistaken Isaac’s basic human decency for romantic affection. She’d been too starved for human connection to know the difference between friendship and a crush. But she knew better now.


Isaac had a crush, all right, but it was a crush reserved entirely for Justin Hawthorne. And it didn’t matter that Violet could tell Justin didn’t feel the same way—that Justin and Harper were locked in their own messed-up story. It still hurt. Which made her feel pathetic and grumpy and annoyed with herself.


She flipped on the row of harsh fluorescent lights in the founders’ archives, blinking at the sudden brightness, and sighed at the familiar piles of papers that loomed in front of them. The portraits of the four founders on the wall across from her watched them intently, something like judgment in their gazes.


“Well, then,” she said. “Let’s go look at some more useless newspapers.”


“Wait.” Isaac gestured to the desks in the middle of the room where they’d centralized their research efforts. Violet looked over and saw a stack of materials she didn’t recognize—notebooks kind of like the one that had held Stephen Saunders’s journals, clearly well-worn and referenced. “I found something new I think you might be interested in.”


“What are those?” Violet asked, stepping toward the stack.


“They belonged to the other members of the Church of the Four Deities,” Isaac said. “Augusta confiscated them when she took their memories—it’s everything she could find about their resurrection of the cult. Meeting times, rituals, goings-on, et cetera.”


“And she gave them to you?”


“Nah. I stole them from the evidence lockers at the station.”


Violet’s heartbeat sped up. “Holy shit. These could actually be helpful.”


“Wow,” Isaac drawled. “That was, like, eighty percent of a compliment.”


Violet raised an eyebrow. “Maybe it’ll be a hundred percent of a compliment if the Church actually knew how to attack the Beast.”


“I break the law for you, and this is the thanks I get?”


“You work for Augusta,” Violet said, flipping the first notebook open. The symbol etched into the inside of the cover was all too familiar: a circle with four lines cut into it, extending nearly to the center. “You basically are the law.”


“I’m not the Hawthornes’ attack dog.” Isaac’s voice was low but vehement. “You know that, right?”


Violet glanced up at him. He was looking at her a shade too intensely, and she knew that although she’d been mostly teasing, it was important to him that she didn’t actually believe what she’d said.


“Yeah, I know.”


His jaw loosened, and he nodded once, brusquely. “Good.”


Something had been off about Isaac lately—a layer on top of other layers, a problem Violet told herself wasn’t hers to try to solve. Besides, if she didn’t ask questions, she could still maintain the illusion that she didn’t want to know how he’d got ten that scar on his neck—or what had really happened to his family.


“Anyway,” Isaac said, a little too quickly, “I already looked at the Church’s archives. You can read them all on your own time if you want, but the only interesting stuff is in here.”


He pulled a different notebook out of the stack and flipped it open, tapping on the name scrawled on the title page. Maurice Carlisle.


“This belonged to Harper’s dad.”


Isaac nodded. “I wasn’t sure how Harper would take it if she was here, honestly. Us rifling through his things. But you said you wanted to kill the Beast—and I don’t think we’re going to solve a mystery that’s plagued this town for a century and a half by playing nice.”


“I know we aren’t,” Violet said quietly. “I don’t care. It messed up my family. I want it dead.”


“So do I,” Isaac said.


“You read these notes already. And you must have found something, or you wouldn’t have bothered with all this.”


Isaac met her eyes, and she knew she was right.


“Here,” he said simply, flipping the notebook open to a bookmarked page. “It’s how the Church of the Four Deities planned the ritual they tried to do on your mom. The one to turn her into a vessel for the Beast.”


Violet looked down at the page. The words were scratched in messy handwriting.


The Beast has warned us that it cannot survive in corporeal form in Four Paths without a host. If cut off from the Gray for too long, it will wither and die. We cannot allow this to happen. We must not seal the gate before the transfer of its soul is complete.


* * *


Her throat went dry. This was exactly what they’d been looking for: a weakness.


“So if we can draw the Beast out,” she said slowly, “the same way the Church did, but cut it off from the Gray . . .”


“It’ll die,” Isaac finished.


“How can we close the Gray, though?”


Isaac raised his hands in the air. “My power extends to the Gray, remember? Any portal it opens, I can disintegrate.”


Violet winced, remembering how much messing directly with the Gray had seemed to cost Isaac, but nodded.


“Okay,” she said. “But that doesn’t answer how we would lure it out, does it? We’d need somebody connected to it. Somebody—oh.”


Suddenly she was back on the night of that ritual again, staring at her mother’s lifeless body lying in the circle of bone. Watching Rosie appear in front of her, in her bedroom, in the Gray, in the spire.


She couldn’t do that again. Not willingly. Not when it had taken everything she had just to escape with her life.


“Absolutely not.” Violet slammed the book shut. “I refuse to be monster bait.”


“You just said you agreed that we couldn’t play nice,” Isaac said roughly. “And you already drove it out of your head once. I know you can do it again.”


“This is different,” Violet whispered, thinking of how the Beast had melted the flesh away from Rosie’s face, forced her to watch it decay. “I beat it that one time, yeah. But if it comes back, it’s not going to let me get away so easily. And we don’t even know if this will work. To risk everything like this—it’s reckless.”


“Maybe it is,” Isaac said. “But if you really want it dead, well, this might be our best chance.”


“I have to think about this.” Violet snatched up the journal and stuffed it in her bag. “Just give me a little time, okay?”


Isaac’s face softened. He made no move to get the book back from her, which Violet appreciated.


“All right. But know this: Nobody’s ever changed things in Four Paths by pulling a punch. They pay for every victory.”


Violet’s eyes strayed to the founders on the wall, all solemn, all beautiful, all dead.


“I know,” she said, and then she turned and strode out the door.




THREE
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MOST OF FOUR PATHS avoided the depths of the forest, especially at night. But it was the part of town May loved best. She tipped her head back and shook the tension out of her shoulders, listening to the birds chirping in the trees. A yellow moon hung above her head, a waxing gibbous surrounded by a sea of hazy stars.


“I think I just twisted an ankle,” grumbled a voice beside her. “This is totally going to mess with my race next week.”


The tension returned to May’s shoulders immediately. She moved her gaze away from the sky and toward the figure on her right—Justin Hawthorne, her older brother, Four Paths’ guiltridden golden boy and their mother’s undisputed favorite child.


“You’ll live,” she said tersely. “Stop complaining. You should feel lucky you’re back on the patrol schedule at all.”


“Yeah, on a trial basis,” said Justin.


May thought bitterly that a trial basis was more than Justin deserved considering all the shit he’d put their family through. He’d betrayed their mother and she’d still given him what he wanted.


Justin, it seemed, was impervious to true damage—he would spring right back up again no matter how many times you knocked him down, while May felt sometimes as if she would shatter into tiny pieces if she had to handle one more catastrophe.


“Let’s just concentrate on completing the route,” May said. He was ruining the way the forest made her feel at night, reminding her of everything she couldn’t be. “We need to be on alert. We don’t know when or how Dad is coming back.”


Mentioning their father was a cheap shot, but it did what May had intended—made Justin tense up, too.


“Are you totally sure you saw him returning?” he asked, not for the first time.


The Hawthorne family did not talk about Ezra Bishop. No one had ever specifically made the rule, but May had followed it anyway—it was an unspoken truth in a sea of other unspoken truths, and May had grown quite good at learning how to veer away from anything that might tip the delicate balance between herself, her mother, and Justin.


But there was no avoiding this. Not anymore. And deep down, May was grateful for it.


Augusta hated May’s father, so of course Justin did, too. But May missed him. He was the only person in her life who had ever chosen her over Justin. Who had ever made her feel special. She knew he wasn’t perfect—but neither was Augusta.


“I’m certain,” she said. “Mom’s pretending it isn’t happening. But it will. Those cards don’t lie.”


But they’d changed—changed for May. Justin didn’t know that, though. Nobody did. And although Augusta had reacted to the news of her ex-boyfriend returning to town about as well as she’d reacted to her ex-girlfriend returning to town—which is to say she’d firmly refused to talk about it—May knew that the future she had chosen would come to pass.


She trusted the cards. She trusted herself.


“I know,” Justin said quietly. “But he left so long ago. I thought maybe this time, he was finally gone for good.”


May remembered their father’s last day in town. It had begun with a fight, as most days did, but this time, when Augusta had told him to get out, he’d listened.


I’ll be back soon, he had told May, planting a kiss on her blond head. She’d clung to his waist, her head buried in the soft leather of his jacket, and wailed like a banshee when Augusta peeled her away. It was the last time she had cried in front of someone else.


Take me with you, she’d asked her father, and Augusta would never forgive her for it.


It had been seven years, long past soon, but May still held out hope for his return.


The birdsong had faded away now, and there was only the sound of their footsteps as they crunched through the underbrush.


“He promised he’d come back,” May said to Justin.


Justin shrugged, his broad shoulders silhouetted in the moonlight. What little she could make out of his face was frowning. “Yeah, well, he broke every other promise he ever made to us. Why would he have told the truth that time?”


The words flew out before she could stop them. “You’re not really one to talk about lies.”


Justin scowled in response. “Neither are you, May. Don’t think I’ve forgotten how you sold us out to Mom.”


“I didn’t sell you out,” May said. “I was worried about you. And I apologized for going too far.”


She had said some awful things to Justin. She felt bad about that. But she had been tired of tagging along while he dragged people into dangerous situations, and worried that his propensity for playing the hero would only end in tragedy. Isaac cared about Justin far too much to ever call him out, and Augusta indulged him too much to see the truth. May had been the only one to hold him accountable for his decisions—and in the end, it hadn’t even mattered.


Justin got to be the hero who helped save the day, and May’s hawthorn tree got turned to stone. It wasn’t fair.


“I know you said you were sorry,” Justin said. “But our mother has been taking peoples’ memories away for years, and you don’t seem to care about it at all.”


“That’s not true,” May whispered. “I care more than you know.”


She had cared enough to give Violet her memories back—but she wasn’t Justin. She couldn’t just go around flagrantly disregarding her mother’s rules and expecting to be welcomed back with open arms. Justin would never understand how hard she had to work to be treated half as well as he was on a bad day. Which was why she hadn’t told him about Violet.


Because he wouldn’t be impressed. Because he wouldn’t understand what a big deal it had been for her to act against Augusta at all.


Justin coughed, grimacing, and turned toward her, jolting her away from her rising fury.


“Holy shit,” he said. “Do you smell that?”


May breathed in deeply. She knew the smell of Four Paths’ woods well—earth and oak. This time of year it was often tinged with the slight scent of dying leaves.


But May held a hand up to her mouth as a wave of decay washed over her, frowning. Dead leaves didn’t smell like this. Perhaps there was some kind of rotting animal—but no. This was more than that. It was the kind of smell that felt like a tangible thing, like the very air around her was somehow diseased.


“Yeah, I smell it,” May said, pulling her flashlight out of her pocket and shining it on the thicket of branches in front of them. Again she noticed how silent it was, but this time she felt a twinge of unease. She should’ve picked up on the strangeness of that ages ago, but she’d been too busy arguing with Justin. “Something’s wrong.”


“You think the Gray got someone new?” Justin asked grimly. They both had their flashlights out now. May scanned the clearing around them for any sign of the smell, but there was nothing strange about the nearby forest.


May shook her head. “The bodies . . . they don’t smell like anything.”


May was deeply disturbed by the corpses that the Gray spat out, but at least she knew what they looked like. She didn’t know what this was.


She held up her hand, noted the direction the wind was blowing, and pointed into the trees. “It’s coming from over there.”


“Great.” Justin crashed forward through the underbrush with all the subtlety of a steamroller.


“Hey!” May yelled after him, reluctantly following in his wake. “You are literally that dude in the first five minutes of a horror movie right now. I hope you know that.”


“We’re on patrol,” Justin said cheerfully from in front of her. “It’s our job to walk into trouble.”


May vehemently disagreed with that. Anomalies in the woods were meant to be mapped—she whipped out her phone and placed a pin at their location—and reported to Augusta. But this was classic Justin, breaking the rules, knowing there would always be someone there to catch him if he fell. If the Beast didn’t kill him, maybe she would.


The ground sloped upward into a small hill. May paused for a brief rest while Justin, always in better shape than her, surged ahead. She was searching her backpack for a water bottle when she heard her name.


“May . . .” Justin’s voice floated through the trees. “I found it.”


His tone was too somber to warrant a snippy I told you this would be disturbing.


“All right. I’m coming.” May clambered uphill and ducked beneath a low-hanging branch, pinching her nose in a futile attempt to block out the smell of decay.


She found Justin standing stiffly in the center of a small clearing, the shaky beam of his flashlight trained on the tree in front of him.


There was something horribly wrong with it. Part of the bark had faded from brown to a dark gray, and rivulets of liquid dripped down the trunk, leaving a slick, oily sheen behind them. The smell that wafted from it was nearly unbearable. May’s eyes stung; she tried to blink her tears away, coughing.


May raised her flashlight, shuddering as she traced the spread of gray toward its branches.


“What do you think is happening here?” Justin asked, his voice muffled by the hand he’d clapped over his mouth and nose.


“I don’t know,” May said. She had been in the Gray just once, the time she had saved Justin from the Beast after he’d failed his ritual. Something about this tree reminded her of the forest she’d seen there, pulsating and alien, branches twisted toward her like clawing hands. But it wasn’t the same—although it was damaged, the bark that remained was still unmistakably normal, still part of Four Paths.


She took a picture of it on her phone, then lowered her flashlight to the ground.


Iridescent liquid pooled on the ground below, soaking into the soil. May watched, alarmed, as it slid toward them. She’d never heard of anything like this before, yet it looked oddly familiar.


“We should move,” she said, grabbing Justin’s arm and yanking him back. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to touch it.”


For once he didn’t protest, his expression nervous. “Yeah. Wait—what’s that?”


He gestured at the tree, and May swung her phone flashlight forward, a terrible sense of déjà vu washing over her.


She didn’t know why it had taken this long for her to recognize it. But now, as she saw the half-melted trunk, harshly illuminated, and watched a tendril of gray emerge, she remembered sitting beneath the hawthorn tree just a few days ago, shuddering at that exact image. Before she could even fully process what it might mean, the gray dissipated, vanishing into the air like a puff of smoke. She shone her flashlight on the tree, on the iridescent trails of liquid still creeping toward them, but all signs of it were gone.


“Shit,” she whispered, her grip tightening on Justin’s arm. She had seen this coming for them, but that didn’t tell her what it was—or how to stop it.


“You saw that too.” His voice was raw. “The Gray. You saw it, right?”


May nodded, nausea churning in her stomach. “Let’s get out of here. Mom needs to know about this.”


They hurried back through the forest, their earlier argument forgotten. Long after the smell faded away, May still felt the touch of decay against her skin, as if rot were seeping into her very pores. And in her mind, that smoke unfurled over and over again, reaching for her.


* * *


Isaac Sullivan pressed a hand against the vault in his family’s mausoleum that he should have been buried in, the plaque still engraved with his full name, and sighed.


Then he flipped it off.


He didn’t particularly enjoy visiting his grave—it was always an unpleasant experience, best done with a stolen six-pack and a friend. But today it had felt necessary, even though he was stonecold sober and was currently not speaking to the only friend he would have wanted to take here.


“This fucking family,” he muttered, the sound of his footsteps echoing off the mausoleum’s marble floors as he paced down the row of vaults. “This fucking town.”


Most of Four Paths’ dead were buried deep underground, their ashes stored in forgotten passageways in the catacombs beneath the town hall. But the founders each had their own wing in the mausoleum’s main building. It was red-brown stone and polished marble, dozens of urns tucked away in neat rows of vaults.


Isaac’s eyes strayed to the biggest plaque, the one at the top of the room, engraved with the Sullivans’ signature dagger.


Richard Sullivan was buried here. His founder. His ancestor. Isaac had never met him, but it didn’t matter—he hated him. For making a deal he didn’t understand with a monster he’d never properly seen. For trapping his descendants in a town where people died in awful ways and leaving them to stop it. For giving Isaac the powers that had led to the urns slotted neatly beside his own empty grave.


Guilt churned in his throat and made his eyes water, but Isaac forced himself to look at the plaques on either side of his. Caleb’s and Isaiah’s. It was the least he could do, considering the fact that two of his older brothers were dead because of him.


Grieving them was a harsh, strange thing, a double-edged knife that caught Isaac unawares each time he thought, perhaps, he’d begun to heal. It had only stopped hurting as much once he stopped trying to stanch the flow of his agony, once he accepted that his grief would always be an open wound.


But then a voice rang out from behind him and gouged it all open again.


“This fucking family, indeed,” said Gabriel. “Shit, I hate this place.”


Isaac turned around, trying to push down the steady pulse of panic in his chest as he stared at the only brother he had left. Gabriel had towered over Isaac when he’d left four years ago, but a growth spurt had evened the gap between them. They were about the same height now, although Isaac was lanky where Gabriel was broad-shouldered and muscular. Tattoos spilled out from beneath his brother’s sleeves and across his forearms, covering the scars Isaac knew lurked beneath them. Isaac studied the ink on the hand closest to him: a skull with a dagger stabbed through the eye socket.


His own scar, a line drawn across his neck, began to throb beneath his high-necked sweater. A souvenir from the last time he and Gabriel had been together.


“You wanted me to meet you here,” he said softly, the words echoing off the marble walls. “We didn’t have to do this in front of the dead.”


“You’re wrong,” Gabriel said evenly. “This is a family affair.”


“Is that why you’re here?” Isaac asked angrily. “To make me join them?”


Gabriel sighed. “I’m not going to kill you.”


“I find that very difficult to believe.”


Looking at Gabriel was like glimpsing a portal to the past. It had happened the first time Isaac had seen his brother a week ago, too, at the Sullivan ruins. Isaac hadn’t said a word. His strength to speak had been gone, replaced by the sharp, insistent press of fear. He’d bolted instead, the scenery blurring with a memory he’d pushed down a long time ago, the memory of his fourteenth birthday, the night his family had taken him into the woods behind their home and tried to slit his throat.


He’d run that day, too, staggering through the trees. Crimson had followed in his wake, falling in dark, uneven splotches on the yellow leaves.


Follow the blood, he had grown up hearing. Follow the blood, and you will find the Sullivans.


And at last, too late, he had understood why.


He’d lived through that day somehow. And for the past few years, he’d convinced himself he was safe. But now Isaac understood just how wrong he’d been. He’d agreed to meet with Gabriel because he was tired of running. Because at least now he could face his brother, not in chains, but with the full might of their family’s power in his blood. But so far, Gabriel hadn’t tried to attack him. He genuinely seemed to want to talk. Which was almost worse, because Isaac had made a terrible mistake all those years ago and he deserved to be punished for it.


“Listen,” Gabriel said, his voice even. “I’m not here to hurt you. You’re my brother. I’m here about Mom.”
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