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FOR THOSE WHO HAVE BEEN
MADE TO FEEL MONSTROUS.









What is love if not devouring
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This is a story of a boy looking for a monster, and it is also a story of well-placed rage.


People who belong to marginalized groups are often condemned for anger, for letting emotions spill, for messiness and mistakes, but we deserve to feel pain loudly and to feel injustices bloodily. Hazelthorn is a story of queer and autistic rage and of being pushed over the edge. It is a story of the horror of being denied autonomy. It’s also about internalized shame and being at your worst before clawing your way toward self-acceptance.


I hope you enjoy the collision of magic and love and horror, but please be aware this story contains dark themes such as blood, gore, child abuse, medical abuse, ableism, eating disorders, and body horror.
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ONE


He knows what it is to be buried alive, the feeling of dirt in his mouth and the quiet fitting around him like a well-tailored grave. Sometimes Evander still tastes it under his tongue, that rich earth clotting between his molars. He should have grown out of the memory by now, but he belongs to it, and not in a gentle way.


Sometimes he feels like he’s still outside, moldered down to the bone with roots woven through the soft tissue of his lungs and rot spilling from the remnants of his rib cage. No one saved him in time. He was never dug back up. Maybe all that’s truly left of him are white bones in the garden, and his ghost is the thing now rattling around the hollow expanse of this bedroom in the ancient, moth-eaten manor of Hazelthorn.


Except ghosts don’t develop blood blisters along their arms after being viciously pinched, and Evander has just given himself his fourth welt of the evening. A little shock of pain for proof of life.


The grim sky has brought on an early twilight, and the gloom has put his mood through the floor. It gets to him, sometimes, how lonely he is. Only the elderly butler flits in and out of his room every day, bringing doses of thick, milky medicine that makes Evander feel sluggish and dulled. He’ll flop onto his bed and stare at the wallpaper until the pattern of dead-eyed fauns and bloody thorns stops spinning and the loneliness passes.


Then he wakes.


And it begins again.




the same and the same and the same





He gave up screaming a long time ago.


All that’s left is to let the quiet thicken about him like a shroud as it runs a tongue around the rim of his ear, forcing him to listen to every noise he hates drifting in from the cracked-open window. The hushed whispers of trees, the trill of night birds and cicadas as they flitter between the many walled gardens, the humid breeze riffling the laurel hedgerows. The smell of summer is relentless, an unfettered punch of evergreens and florals, overturned soil and tree sap and life life life.


He could slam the window shut, but then the garden wins. Seventeen years old and afraid of the outdoors? Pathetic.


But it’s just that when he looks at the garden he thinks of blood.


He thinks of the shovel coming down.


He thinks of dirt hitting his face.


He thinks of the “accident,” as his guardian calls it.




it was an attack and you know it





His position in the oriel window seat isn’t exactly helping his spiral. He’s in a slouched U-shape with a book one inch from his nose, his legs halfway up the engraved scrollwork and his neck at a crooked angle against the velvet upholstery. The cushions are over a hundred years old, the emerald dulled to a decayed black that matches everything else in his musty room.


It’s all rotting, the Hazelthorn Estate.


And he’s rotting along inside it.


From his second-story vantage point, he has a fair view over the dense expanse of the gardens—the old stone walls and massive trees and hedges gone rogue as thorny vines steal over everything with writhing malevolence. The word overgrown doesn’t do it justice. The gardens are unmatched, unmanageable, terrible in their wildness. Even the cobbled path around the house is half-vanished, gnarly weeds sprung up between the stones and brambles clawing up the manor’s ivy-choked walls.


Sometimes Evander will sit in this window seat and watch Mr. Byron Lennox-Hall himself stomp out there with hedging shears, still wearing his creased dress pants and waistcoat, his shined oxfords soon flecked with grass clippings. He doesn’t hire gardeners or any kind of staff aside from Carrington, choosing to manage the grounds himself with irregular, though brutal, efficiency: snapping green throats, pruning vine arteries, glowering the shrubbery into submission. He’s an austere man, quiet and stern. But if he’s outside, he always glances at Evander’s window and raises a hand to say hello.


It’s what a father would do.


Not that Evander would know; he doesn’t remember his parents’ faces. Mr. Lennox-Hall has been his guardian since he was ten years old, though he’s often on business trips for interminable stretches. When he returns, he’ll visit Evander for a game of chess, a brief pat on the shoulder, and a promise of new books. Maybe he’s this brusque with his real grandson, but Evander wouldn’t know.


He isn’t meant to think about that boy, but still likes to put the wretched name in his mouth and roll it around like bitter hard candy.


“Laurence Lennox-Hall,” he whispers to the garden. “Laurie.” And, because his throat feels rusty from disuse, he adds, “I hate him.”


There is a morsel of heat to it, just enough to scald the underside of his tongue and make him think of how it would feel to etch that name on the window glass with his teeth.


He doesn’t remember what it was like before, when the two of them were children, the best of friends just as their parents were, living out of each other’s pockets while their laughs echoed between the garden walls.


But it’s common to forget things after almost dying.


An unmistakable thunk sounds from the heavy oaken door to his bedroom. Key in lock. Evander sighs and lets his legs slide bonelessly down the wall before he pushes upright. Eight p.m. sharp. Time for meds and then he’ll watch a documentary on his ancient laptop until he falls asleep. Hazelthorn has barely dragged its decayed corpse into the twenty-first century, and installing internet was apparently a step too far. But he has recordings. He has books. He’s safe here.


They’ve put him in the partially closed-up north wing. His room is neat and comfortable with a behemoth four-poster bed surrounded by dark velvet drapes and wallpaper imprinted with poison oaks and moths and feral little fauns. There’s no fireplace, though he always wishes for one when winter grows bitter. Bookshelves line the walls, a writing desk is tucked into the corner, puzzle and logic games are stacked in piles, and there’s a worn track in the carpet from the window to the door thanks to his pacing.


The blood in the carpet is imperceptible now. He hardly ever thinks about it.


He waits for Carrington to bustle in with his meds, but the door doesn’t open.


Evander frowns. He heard the lock turn—didn’t he?


Careful, as if this is a forbidden act, he edges across the room and presses himself against the hard oak of the door. His fingertips rest lightly on the brass knob.


He starts to twist it, slowly.


The knob gives with an old groan. The door swings open.


Beyond it, the inky dark of the hallway stretches like a diseased throat, no butler in sight.


Someone unlocked his door and then left.


Confusion pools in his gut, liquid anxiety that has him tapping his fingers against his thigh as he peers into the hall. The last time he left his room was—


He can’t remember.


The door is locked for a purpose, for his safety. He didn’t understand it as a child—newly ill and orphaned and traumatized—but now the boxed-in perimeters make sense. If he has an episode there is the safety of his bed, the restriction of these walls, the familiarity of everything in its place. To leave is unthinkable.


He lingers in the mouth of the doorway, anticipation raising gooseflesh along his arms.


“Carrington?” It comes out thin, echoing down the long hallway like a plaintive child. He coughs, deepens his voice, tries again. “Um, Carrington?”


The dark stares back, mouth wet.


He steps into the hallway, not quite breathing, no idea where he pulled this daring from. His bare toes curl on the worn carpet, his hand running lightly along the wall for balance since no lights have been turned on. Gilded-framed art lines the dark wallpaper and every door is shut. He tests a few knobs out of curiosity. Locked. No one uses the north wing except him, and the quiet is so dense that he never hears a single sign of life from anywhere else in the mansion.


The rabbit warren of twisting halls leads to a steep, narrow staircase that curls down to an odd landing, and he crouches to peer through the banister railings to the floor below. His legs feel ridiculously coltish, his chest full of hummingbird wings.


Faint voices drift up the staircase, muted and indistinguishable.


There are people in Hazelthorn.


Evander can’t breathe. His stomach is full of curdled cream and rotted violet stems and he can’t wrap his mind around the wrongness of this. Aside from Carrington and himself, no one else is allowed onto the estate—the sole exception being Mr. Lennox-Hall’s grandson, but even he’s only permitted when school is out and his grandfather is home. Which he isn’t. Mr. Lennox-Hall is still on his latest business trip.


That is the ironclad rule: Evander and Laurie can never again be left alone together.


Evander must have lost his goddamn mind, but he slips downstairs, his bare feet silent on the carpet. Go back to your room, something inside him hisses, but he can’t stop himself.


He blinks to adjust to the moody light flickering from chandeliers that line the hallways as he passes an ornate dining room and stuffy library, everything drenched in shadowy shades of deep green. The voices, the music, have sunk hooks in his throat and he is helpless as he is drawn in.


“… happens when you get yourself expelled.”


“I was not expelled, Carrington.”


“—your grandfather won’t take this kindly.”


“Since when does he ever take anything about me kindly? I hate the old bastard. Long may he rot.”


“That’s enough—”


Curiosity is a poison and Evander is furious at himself for being unable to resist. But he doesn’t stop until he’s in the wide archway. This parlor is an extravagant room, crammed with chaise lounges and bookshelves and potted plants, the heavy drapes and tasseled lampshades giving it a dim, boxed-in feeling.


And there is the person he should hate most in the world.


Evander stares.


The boy sprawls across an antique chaise with the languid disregard of a spoiled heir, unbothered and casual as if he’s never been denied a thing in his life. His hair is a rumpled riot of insufferable gold, his white shirt open at the collar to reveal the arch of an aristocratic throat. Only a brace on his left wrist interrupts his indolent perfection.


Seeing him this close after so many years gives Evander a discordant rush of vertigo. He only just manages to pull himself back into the shadowed hallway as the old butler bustles out of the room with a tray of dirty dishes. Carrington still wears black suits and white piqué vests as if he’s a butler cut out of a twentieth-century novel. His dislike of Evander is never hidden, but he still tends to him with rigorous dedication. It’s his job.


He doesn’t notice Evander flattened against the wall as he hurries off to the kitchen.


Evander waits until his rabbiting pulse smooths before he pushes back into the mouth of the parlor. Leave. Now. But he can’t.


He has to see Laurie again.


His fingers grip the archway, his knuckles gone white.


It takes only a second for Laurie to notice him, and he freezes.


Somehow Evander hadn’t been prepared for this, for the way Laurie has grown up while Evander still feels caught in the past. He must look a mess: his hair dark and lank, curling past his jawline and long overdue for a cut, sweater grubby and plaid pajama pants clinging to bony hips, his limbs too fluid and elastic, as if at any moment they could bend the wrong way. He is shaking, ever so slightly, though from fear or rage he doesn’t know.


He isn’t supposed to get angry. It isn’t good for his health.


Laurie sits up with a mocking smile tucked into one corner of his mouth. “Almost forgot you were real.”


Heat eats at Evander’s cheeks. “You can’t be here.” It’s somehow shocking to hear his own voice, but his teeth clench and he keeps going. “You aren’t allowed.”


Laurie flops backward onto the chaise, one eyebrow raised. “I think you’ll find this is actually my house. You’re the transplant.” He pulls out his phone as if this whole situation is uninteresting, though he seems to be breathing a little quickly.


As if maybe this is a shock to him too.


Laurie doesn’t think about him, Evander realizes. He travels the country and attends elite boarding schools and does whatever he pleases beyond the walls of Hazelthorn, and he doesn’t think of Evander or what he did to him at all.


While Evander has to think of Laurie every day.


He shouldn’t. He tries not to. But he still thinks of this boy until his lungs seize and his mouth fills with rust from a bitten tongue.


“If he finds you’ve come back while he isn’t here—” Each word trembles with a rage he didn’t think possible.


“He knows.” Laurie’s eyes are half-lidded with boredom. “He’s in the conservatory right now, messing with his stupid plants. I’ve been on summer break for a week already and he’s been here the whole time.”


Evander’s fingers curl into fists and there is a high-pitched buzzing in his ears. He’s trying to remember if it was like this before between them: Laurie dismissive and apathetic, Evander eaten through with jittery nerves.


“You can come sit down if you want.” Laurie tosses the words like a bone to a dog. “You look pale.”


Evander can feel himself winding up, his jaw clenched tight enough to crack. “This is just how I look.”


Because I’m always ill, he wants to scream. And it’s all your goddamn fault.


Though maybe he does need to sit down, because his vision has turned spacey and his stomach won’t stop doing loops. But he doesn’t understand. Mr. Lennox-Hall being back in Hazelthorn for days without bothering to visit Evander is unthinkable.


But then, who is he anyway except a charity case roped to them by guilt?


“I’ll find your grandfather and talk to him. There must be some mistake.” Evander sounds raw, but Laurie’s eyes track him with a sudden interest.


“Don’t,” he says. “He doesn’t like to be interrupted. Stay here with me.”


His gaze could pin Evander to the wall.


No.


That can never happen.


Suddenly Evander is in the garden again, caught against holly leaves and rose thorns, and he steps backward once, twice, before he turns and flees into the depths of the mansion.


His hate for Laurie is unmanageable, wild and bitter as wormwood on his tongue, and he should have lost all interest in him by now. He shouldn’t watch for him through his window. Or crave snippets of his voice. Or think about his cornflower-blue eyes and the beautiful shape of his wretched mouth.


Evander can still taste blood and earth and rotten petals and a death that almost spilled like indigo ink.


Seven years ago, Laurence Lennox-Hall tried to kill him in the garden, down amongst the roses. But somehow, Evander is still obsessed with him.
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TWO


Maybe he’s destined to always feel like this: the wounded damsel from a fairy tale, stumbling away from the wolf. He hates it, hates that this is all anyone sees of him.


Fragile. Delicate. Falling apart.


It only takes half a minute of rushing blindly through interconnected rooms crammed with expensive furniture, marble statues, and extravagantly thick rugs before he realizes he has no idea where the conservatory is. His bedroom is a decaying tooth in this sprawling monstrosity of a mansion, and it turns out the rest of the skeleton is unknown to him. He must have run these halls as a child, tagging along after Laurie like a devoted puppy, but nothing is familiar anymore.


Heat throbs behind his eyes and his cheeks flush with the shame of being driven to tears this easily. His lungs flutter like tremulous moths, unused to such exertion. This is why he should stay in the cushioned darkness of his bedroom where he belongs.


Where he can’t hurt himself.


Or be hurt.


A scattering of leaves is the only thing that saves him. They lie desolate on a landing, and when he follows the trail, it leads into a tight corridor with carpet as thick as moss. No windows. He feels his way to the end, where he finds a stained glass door accented with opulent rubies, the pulsing light beyond it sickly and cold.


The door whines open at the barest touch and then he’s staring into a glass room with a domed ceiling, the riotous garden outside pressed against the walls.


He breathes in loam and overturned soil, the fresh, earthy smell of snapped stems and growing things. Compared to the unfettered wildness of the outdoor plants, the conservatory is neat, full of long tables of seedlings and cuttings, massive philodendrons lining the walls and ferns hanging like a cloud from the rafters. Spilled potting mix litters the tiled floor. Rusted green watering cans sit next to buckets of small trowels. The only light comes from golden globes hung like miniature suns, and there is a hushed quality to the room, as if it hides a secret.


Unease hooks under Evander’s ribs and he can’t quite catch his breath. He feels untethered, unsure if he wants to back away or plunge deeper into the conservatory. He needs to stop being pathetic.


But it’s inside him, this unexplainable coil of dread.


He’s so distracted by the overwhelming amount of plants that it takes him a moment to notice the wicker table surrounded by overgrown alocasia and the old man reclining in a matching chair as if it were a throne.


Byron Lennox-Hall cuts a severe figure in his deep brown suit, his jacket flung over the arm of his chair and his shirtsleeves rolled, pruners still in one hand with green sap dripping from the blades like blood. Beheaded roses are at his feet, the table littered with stems in various states of being spliced.


He has been watching Evander this whole time, saying nothing.


Now he crooks a finger. Come here.


Evander slinks forward, feeling even sicker for his disobedient escape. He stops just out of reach of his guardian and rubs the tips of his fingers against his pajama pants. Looking like a disheveled mess is also very high on his guardian’s disapproval list, and sickness does not negate class, as he’s told, so if he’s out of bed, he should dress properly.


Be a gentleman. Be eloquent. Be sensible.


“Someone is not where they should be.” Mr. Lennox-Hall’s hair is stripped of color, his features chiseled from aristocratic marble, and his eyebrows draw together like two white-capped waves of judgment. His voice is deep and rich and currently holds a note of danger that Evander knows well.


He used to thrash about with tantrums when he was little, wild and hateful of his ill body, and he had to be held down until he took his medicine. The grip had been bruising, remorseless.


“My … door was unlocked.” Evander could not feel more childish.


There’s a flicker of something on Mr. Lennox-Hall’s face. Surprise, or maybe unease. Then it’s quickly masked. “And what have you been up to during your ill-gotten travels? I suppose you found Laurie.”


Evander wraps his arms around himself and nods, his eyes glued to the floor.


“Did anything happen?” Despite the casual tone, the warning is frigid. “I will deal with him for you, of course.”


An odd knot tightens Evander’s throat and he shakes his head, though why he doesn’t want to get Laurie in trouble is beyond him. Nothing, nothing, will ever be enough recompense for what he did to Evander.


His body split open. Kidneys damaged. Broken ribs puncturing his own lungs. Forehead swollen. Blood, blood, so much blood.


“I thought—” He swallows hard and loathes how whiny this sounds. “You’d come see me once you got back from your trip? It’s just I was waiting …” He gives up, his mouth a coffin for all the things he can’t say.


But Mr. Lennox-Hall doesn’t have a chance to answer, because the stained glass door swings open and Carrington appears with a tea tray. He hobbles forward at such speed, he doesn’t register Evander until he’s placed the tray on the wicker table. Then he catches sight of the escaped patient and his eyes go wide.


“Mister Evander. How—When—” Carrington’s voice has the reedy quaver of old age and his rheumy eyes look ready to pop out of his skull.


“Not to worry, Carrington.” Mr. Lennox-Hall’s voice is even. “We’ll postpone what you and I were speaking of earlier. It’s clearly not the right time. I’ll escort Evander back to his room myself. Have his nighttime meds prepared, would you?”


“Of course, sir.” Carrington casts one more dismayed look at Evander before scurrying off.


So it wasn’t Carrington who unlocked the bedroom door.


Mr. Lennox-Hall reaches for the tray and pours himself a cup of tea as red as watered-down blood. “Laurie will not be staying at Hazelthorn for the whole summer, if that’s worrying you. I’ll deal with that useless boy so he isn’t bothering anyone.”


Evander is a tiny bit thrilled to not be the useless boy for once.


“Hazelthorn will return to peace and quiet,” Mr. Lennox-Hall says. “Your health is my foremost concern, as always, and I’d rather you not feel stressed.”


“I’m not stressed,” Evander says, his fingers tapping and flicking behind his back due to, perhaps, stress.


Mr. Lennox-Hall eyes him and then downs half his cup of tea. “You do understand why you can’t go wandering, don’t you?”


Agreement is on the tip of Evander’s tongue, because his reward for compliance is always a fond smile.


But something brackish spills out instead and he’s surprised at his own ungrateful daring. “I actually haven’t had an episode in a long time.” His fingertips rub faster and faster against his pants. “And I feel fine. I—I think maybe I should walk around more—”


“No.” Mr. Lennox-Hall throws back the last of his tea and claps the cup down hard enough to rattle the tray. He refills it, not looking at Evander. “Pushing yourself will send you backward and you need your strength for your next surgery. I know it’s hard to accept, but you’ve still a long, long road of recovery ahead.”


“But I don’t feel—”


“That’s enough. You’re getting yourself worked up.” Mr. Lennox-Hall coughs and pulls a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe at his mouth. “Damn this dry throat. Look, I understand you’ve become a bit, shall we say, root-bound as you’ve grown up.” He gives a thin smile and Evander slides a sideways glance at the worktable littered with plants pulled from too-small pots, their roots in matted knots. “But you have to understand your health conditions worsen as you age. I swore by your parents’ graves to give you the best care possible and I will.”


The car accident took all four of them, Evander’s parents and Laurie’s. Four deaths. Two children, orphaned. It should’ve made them close, him and Laurie, and instead it set their teeth at the other’s throat.


But it’s hard not to argue, to push back. “I don’t want another surgery.”


I don’t understand why I need it.


I don’t understand what’s still wrong with me.


I don’t understand—


Another coughing fit hits Mr. Lennox-Hall and he bends double, hacking into his handkerchief before using it to wipe his suddenly sweaty brow. He looks confused by the attack, reproachful at his empty teacup for not soothing his throat.


“We don’t want to trigger an episode,” Mr. Lennox-Hall says. “So let’s get you back to your room and into bed—” He cuts off, his hand going to his throat, and for a stretched minute, he struggles to swallow. His fingers prod at his neck and something moves beneath his larynx. Something that shifts, pushes, settles.


Evander’s heartbeat speeds up, his eyes snapping up to stare at his guardian. “Are you okay?”


“I’m—” But Mr. Lennox-Hall’s voice has turned to a serrated rasp, sweat beading on his forehead. A waxy sheen crosses his eyes.


Panic leaps across Evander’s skin.


Then Mr. Lennox-Hall spasms.


It happens fast, his regal position on his wicker throne crumpling as his body convulses and he topples to the gritty floor. Evander leaps forward in confusion, but he’s too slow. The old man collapses oddly, his fingers curled into gargoyle claws and his face spasmed in a rictus of pain. His eyes bulge, his mouth turning purple.


He’s choking.


Evander throws himself down by the old man’s side, grabbing his arm, though he has no idea what to do.


Mr. Lennox-Hall’s throat bulges again, that thing moving, pulsing, growing. When he opens his mouth for a soundless scream, black mucus starts frothing up his throat around the furred outline of what looks like—


Leaves.


No, that isn’t possible. None of this is possible—


Scream. Yell for help. Do something, goddamn it.


But Evander is paralyzed in mindless horror as he watches another convulsion shudder through Mr. Lennox-Hall’s body. His guardian’s hand shoots out and snatches Evander, tightening until his wrist bones crunch together in bright, white pain.


“I don’t know—” Evander’s voice is high with terror. “I don’t know what to do! I—I dontknowwhattodo—”


“Do not—” Mr. Lennox-Hall’s voice is all gravel as more black froth bubbles from his mouth and sluices down his chin. The veins around his forehead have popped out and they look—


black.


He can’t breathe. He’s choking. He’s choking.


“Do not—” Each syllable drags like rusted metal. His body begins to shake, violent, unstoppable. “Do not go into the gardens. Swear to me, Evander.”


But Evander tears free of the gnarled grip and surges for the conservatory door. He has no idea what he’s screaming, but it doesn’t feel loud enough until, from somewhere deep in the mansion, footsteps begin to pound.


Evander runs back to Mr. Lennox-Hall. He grabs at his convulsing body and tries to roll him on his side. He can’t remember the rules of CPR. He doesn’t know he doesn’t know whatwhat-what to do—


By the time the conservatory door bursts open and Laurie explodes inside, Evander is trying to do chest compressions.


He’s trying.


Tears pattern the old man’s white shirt before Evander realizes he’s crying so hard he can barely breathe. He can’t think, can’t feel, can’t even react when arms wrap around his middle and yank him away, someone yelling, “What the hell did you do!”


Byron Lennox-Hall’s eyes have gone blank long before his body stops seizing, and it is only later, as Evander sits discarded where he was shoved away, that he sees his own hands are covered in a slick, strange oil. It stains the half-moons of his fingernails. He stares as a high-pitched ringing crescendos in his ears.


He doesn’t remember when Carrington arrives, barely hears the feeble wail that spills from the man as he tries to help his employer. Laurie bolts from the room and returns with a phone, but they all know it’s too late. The Hazelthorn Estate lies deep within the steep green hills of New England, miles from any town.


Something is growing in his throat, Evander means to say. We should root it out so he can breathe again. But he can’t remember how to speak.


He sits there, numb, as he stares at the overturned teacup and then into Byron Lennox-Hall’s dead, dead eyes.
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THREE


When he fractures, it is in a place so deep inside himself that he cannot begin to collect the shattered pieces. He is kneeling there, terror unraveling in bloody ribbons from his mouth, his body a locked tomb.


He’s in shock, but knowing does nothing to thaw limbs now rooted to the floor. A small part of him is soundlessly screaming that these are warning signs he’s about to tip into an episode, but he can’t snap out of it.


He is looking at the body of the man who became his father, and he doesn’t understand what happened. It was so, so fast.


Someone needs to—




this isn’t real this isn’t real this isn’t real





He isn’t dead, he can’t be—


Hands hook under Evander’s armpits, bony fingers digging painfully into tender flesh, and it takes Evander a full minute to understand he’s being dragged from the conservatory. His legs don’t work. His brain isn’t processing sounds. Voices beat against each other, muddy and disorientating, until Carrington’s cuts through, shrill and reedy.


“You should be in your room. Quickly. Get up!”


Evander stumbles upright, steadied by the tight grip of the ancient butler. He glances over his shoulder once to see Laurie on his knees beside the body with a blankness to his face. When he raises his head, his eyes meet Evander’s and they look like dark cavities of disbelief.


Then Evander is rushed from the room, tripping as he keeps up with Carrington’s staggering pace. The mansion has been built in such a disorientating nest of hallways, every room so filled with antiques and collections of the bizarre and uncanny, that to traverse it is like stumbling through a fever dream. Carrington whips them through with a speed that doesn’t match his age until they are back in the stale, claustrophobic darkness of the north wing.


There is his door, the key in the lock.


The sight of it cuts through his shock and he finally tries to wrench free of Carrington’s grip.


“No, wait, please—”


But Carrington shoves Evander through the doorway.


It is not hard to move him when he is a creature made of gossamer moth wings pulled over fragile stick bones. He trips and slams down on his knees, his lungs heaving and fingers scrabbling like hooked thorns against his familiar, worn-down carpet. Carrington scuttles around him, hurrying to the window and slamming it closed before fishing another key from the heavy iron loop he keeps pocketed and locking it.


Then he whips around, bearing down on Evander. “What did you do?”


Evander wilts on the floor, drawing his knees up to his chin. He has always been slightly scared of the gnarled old butler and the sickly sweet, rotting smell that clings to him.


“Wh-what? I didn’t—” He breaks off, his teeth chattering as he tries to gather a full sentence. “I was j-j-just standing there.”


“You are not to leave this room,” Carrington hisses. “I have put your medicine on your desk. Take it and go to sleep.” Then he’s out the door just as Evander realizes what will happen.


He scrabbles forward, his hand outstretched. “No! Don’t lock—”


But Carrington has already slammed it closed and the key twists in the lock with a dull thud.


Such a familiar sound.


Evander’s world tips. The descent is too rapid; there is blood in his mouth. The sound he’s making is upturned and wretched, a keening that doesn’t end.


He flattens himself against the door, his mouth pressed to the sliver of space beneath as if he intends to scream for Carrington to come back. But he can’t. He shouldn’t. Everything inside him spins in a sick, tilted swirl, and if he doesn’t swallow this down, an episode will hit. His head feels inflamed, his stomach cramping so severely he thinks he might throw up. He should take his meds as instructed, but the idea of sleeping is ludicrous.


All he can think of is the tea and the thing growing in Mr. Lennox-Hall’s throat.


Unless he’s imagining—


No, he saw something. What if the tea was poisoned?


Thoughts feel too nebulous to hold on to right now, his heartbeat a runaway beast in his chest, and he can do nothing except lie there on the floor and pretend the door will open and his guardian will stride in and command Evander to pull himself together.


But no one comes.


Evander breathes in plumes of dust caught in the cracks between floorboards and suddenly remembers lying like this when he was a child—fever licking up and down his weak body, his stitches stretching from the exertion of hours of screaming, his skin flayed with red rashes from medication reactions. His memory is a pockmarked thing thanks to his many illnesses and his head wound from the day in the garden, but an image comes back in a sharp metallic rush.


He would lie here and listen to a soft voice whisper under a door, wait for the rustle of pages before the story would continue.


He’d forgotten that, forgotten the way he’d kicked his heels in a furious tantrum if the pauses grew too long. Sometimes there would be a tearing sound and a single page would slide under the door for him to look at while the soft little voice continued reading.


Two things hit Evander as he lies there, fear collapsing his lungs.


He used to eat those storybook pages instead of giving them back.


And the person reading to him through the door was Laurie.
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He is forgotten.


It’s inevitable really, but as the night turns into dim, gray morning with rain flogging the windows, Evander wonders if it’s on purpose. Carrington views him as a chore to be done with stiff yet courteous diligence, and Laurie obviously hates him. They aren’t going to care how long he is left in here, alone.


All he knows is that Mr. Lennox-Hall could be dead—he is dead you know he’s dead dead dead stop pretending otherwise—and Evander is locked in his room with no way out.


Unless he breaks the window—


No, he’s being unreasonable, hysterical. Just be patient.


But the day stretches long and silent and empty, and Evander wears fear like a coat. He paces. Anxious sweating leaves his pajamas tacky against his skin, sour and uncomfortable, but he doesn’t change. He can’t sleep. Damp seeps through the walls as the rain strengthens, and he should be cold but his skin feels feverishly hot. He needs air, but no amount of rattling the window shifts the lock.


Last night was the first time he’d slipped free of his room in years and he can’t help think about how losing the window feels like punishment. But he’s safer in here. If the tea was poisoned, then it was done on purpose.


Somewhere in Hazelthorn, there is a murderer.


Descending down this thought spiral does little to stave off Evander’s growing panic, and as the day drags by and night falls again, he lines his arms with puffy purple bruises from senseless pinching. Time moves like a knocked-over jar of molasses, sticky and sullen, and all he can do is take another thousand paces up and down his room and silently beg Carrington to appear and explain what’s happening.


No one comes.


In the tiny attached bathroom, Evander sticks his head under the faucet and gulps enough water to swell his stomach. He shouldn’t think about food at a time like this, but he’s hungry, and Carrington does not walk in with the usual tray of oatmeal or buttered toast.


Evander is starving.


He can’t read, can’t study, can’t watch a documentary, can’t sleep.


There is a murderer in Hazelthorn.


The word murderer beats a merciless bruising rhythm against his skull. He’s read enough Sherlock Holmes classics to understand how one goes about solving a mystery, piecing together clues and analyzing forensics, but he’s too full of static to think through what he knows.


All he has is this:


Carrington served the tea.


But Laurie has tried to kill once before and he had just said, Long may he rot, about his grandfather. So what if—


There are only four of them in Hazelthorn, so one of them has to have poisoned the tea.


Evander paces.


He chews his fingernails down to bloody nubs. He’s starving and he hates himself for obsessing over it.


Eventually, he gives up pacing and sits in the middle of his floor, his knees drawn up to his chin, biting at his wrist until the teeth marks swell. He leaves the lights off. The deep green of his wallpaper breathes like wind filtering through hedgerows, the fauns stuffing the moths between their molars and chewing with morbid satisfaction.


Count to ten. Then Mr. Lennox-Hall will walk in.


Count to one hundred. Then Carrington will walk in.


Count to one thousand. Then—


Evander’s hand slips under his sweater and his palm presses hard up against old scar tissue. From the attack. From the surgeries that saved his life. He is an ugly thing when bared and he doesn’t like to think about it.


Somewhere, far into the deep of midnight, Hazelthorn moans.


In the back of Evander’s throat, he tastes the hot sting of poisonous berries.


It isn’t real.


It isn’t real let him out let him out let him out let him out let him out let him out let him out let him out LET HIM OUT LET HIM—


Only the dark is there to watch him beat himself bloody against the locked door.
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FOUR


He has spoiled like mincemeat left out too long, the rot of him a blackened hole that repels the sun. Blackberry bruises riddle his arms, and his forehead is swollen to the touch; maybe it’s a good thing his room has no mirror and he can’t look at the shameful aftermath of his spiral last night. At least it’s over. He remains inert where he sits on the floor under his window seat, afternoon light streaming over the curved half-moon of his spine and somehow not touching him at all.


If he had an episode last night, he can’t remember. He never remembers. No one is here to dose him with medications and smother him in quilts as he sleeps off the pain, so he simply sits and breathes as little as possible around sore ribs and lips bitten bloody.


This is the third day he’s been—


Alone.


Locked in.


Sweat trickles down the back of his neck, but he can’t seem to force himself to strip off his sweater or splash cool water on his face. A sultry, stifling heat has pressed two hands over his mouth. He never drank the milk or took his meds that first night, and the sour reek of the untouched glass fills his bedroom with a sickly stench that sends his stomach churning.


Tip it down the bathroom sink. Clean up. Do something, goddamn it.


He does nothing.


Then at last there is the turn of the key in the lock.


It is a melody, it is his savior, it is another strike of shame.


See? You didn’t need to freak out. Why are you even like this? Why are you so embarrassing—


Instead of rushing at the door, he stays where he is, drawing his knees up so he can rest his forehead against them, his face hidden, his mortification buried. He is so very, very wrung out, so devastatingly tired.


Even without looking, he can tell it’s Laurie lingering in his doorway. He must be taking it all in—this sanctuary, this prison—and there is a soft murmur of disgust when he finds the source of the foul smell. Evander squeezes his eyes shut so tight that white sparks dance behind his lids, and he only feels Laurie sweep past and dump out the glass in the small attached bathroom.


When a heavy shadow falls across him, he finally glances up.


Laurie looks down at him with his expression shuttered. Even in expensive jeans and a white shirt cuffed to his elbows, he looks disreputable, his top buttons undone and something jaunty about his popped collar. But, despite everything, he is a whisper of sunshine in the fetid oppression of this room.


“I went with the ambulance,” Laurie says finally. “I mean, obviously they were too late, but protocol and all that, and—” He stops, frowning, though it doesn’t seem directed at Evander. “I got stuck in town until Grandfather’s goddamn attorney drove me back here this morning.”


It takes a full minute of silence to put together that this is meant to be the explanation for why Evander was left, forgotten. That he is meant to be fine with the fact people were in Hazelthorn all of today, they just couldn’t be bothered to check on him. Of course he heard nothing because he never does, not all the way up here in the north wing with a heavy oak door shut and locked.


“But is he—” Evander’s voice comes in a damp rasp. “I—I—I just thought maybe he isn’t …” But he trails off as Laurie makes a face.


“Stowed away in some mortuary freezer drawer?” he says. “Well, he is. We’re waiting on my great-aunt to arrive to organize the funeral.”


Evander hates the way his mouth wobbles, but he forces himself to nod. He needs to pull himself together and not act like a sickly, unpredictable brat, demanding attention when the Lennox-Halls are busy dealing with a family tragedy. Byron Lennox-Hall wasn’t even his grandfather.


Laurie starts playing with his brace, his eyes skirting past Evander to stare out the window. “I thought Carrington stayed here with you, but … I think he was hospitalized. The shock and everything.” There’s an odd, detached blankness to Laurie; he’s grieving, he must be. “Anyway, the attorney is here to read the will. So get up.”


“What?” Evander rubs hard at his swollen eyes. “But I’m not …”


Laurie shrugs. “He said no need to wait for my relatives to arrive for the reading, just to get you. So let’s call a truce between us.”


It’s such a ludicrous request, Evander almost laughs. His limp hair is stuck to his face from two days of anxious sweating and his stomach has punched in on itself with hunger and his whole face is puffy from crying and someone is dead—and Laurie wants a truce?


“I don’t—” Evander clears his raspy throat. “I don’t even understand why you tried to kill me. What did I ever do to make you hate me so much?” The question feels like a vulnerable, childish whine, and it cracks at the end.


Something unreadable plays around Laurie’s mouth. “It’s hard to explain.”


“Try,” Evander snaps, but then shrinks under his own outburst.


This isn’t him. He is soft-spoken and deferential. He is a gentleman, crafted by Byron Lennox-Hall’s careful tutelage, and he dedicates himself to squeezing into that shape.


Three days alone and he is already losing who he is.


“Ask me later,” Laurie says finally. “When an impatient attorney isn’t breathing down my neck.”


Evander has waited seven years to understand why Laurie attacked him, so it shouldn’t matter that his trembling fists are still empty of answers. He feels dull-eyed as he watches Laurie drift over to the redwood wardrobe and flick through the collection of knit sweaters, vests, and crisp trousers. Most of Evander’s clothes are vintage, hauled in from storage courtesy of some long-dead Lennox-Hall relative. Laurie selects a dark button-up and a brown cable-knit and dumps them at Evander’s feet. They smell of mothballs.


Evander takes the clothes and watches the afternoon sunlight glance off the side of Laurie’s face, haloing his skin like a gold-brushed angel.


Someone had to have poisoned Byron Lennox-Hall and, aside from Carrington, there’s only one other option.
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The mansion has grown or maybe Evander has shrunk, his bones wobbly inside too-loose skin and his limbs like soft, green sticks that feel bent too far. He follows Laurie at a careful distance, masking the way he keeps steadying himself on a wall or taking the stairs one at a time. It feels irreverent to think about how hungry he is, but it cycles in his skull.


He hasn’t eaten in three days.


At least he looks less bedraggled now, his shirt buttoned to the throat and tucked in, his belt tight and sweater neat, the thickness welcome despite the warmth of the afternoon because anxiety leaves him perpetually cold. The only thing missing is shoes, forgotten out of habit since he never needs them while alone in his bedroom.


Laurie says nothing as they walk, leading him down the intimidating grand staircase and toward his grandfather’s office.




he’s dead dead dead they buried him and they forgot about you and he was the only one who loved you and who will care for you now that he’s deaddeaddead—





He hates how little he remembers of these halls, of running up and down them shouting and playing with Laurie. A black void stretches instead, eating away at the edges of the childhood he should know.


It scares him, to think of what else he might have forgotten.


It scares him more wondering what will be done with him now. Especially if Laurie takes this chance to make him leave and be free of him once and for all.


He can’t leave. He has no idea what Mr. Lennox-Hall planned for his future, but a vast, unmappable emptiness spreads before him. College had to be the plan, somehow, what with all the studying he did, but he can’t imagine himself actually stepping off the estate. Just thinking about it brings him near to hyperventilating.


He could think if he wasn’t so hungry, could compartmentalize all the questions puncturing thorns through the inner flesh of his cheeks, could work out how to hold in all the fear and questions and grief.


Instead, he keeps his shoulders tight as he enters a study with vaulted ceilings and soaring bookshelves behind a massive dark wood desk. Hard leather sofas sit by the old fireplace and deep forest green Persian rugs cover the floor, everything drenched in musty, lavish austerity. What catches Evander’s eye are the lancet windows with the garden pressed so hard against them that vegetation has left stringy trails of rot and deep scratches across the glass. Never has a garden looked so angry to be kept out.


Two wooden chairs have been placed in front of the desk, and Laurie slumps into one with a bored sigh.


“Ah, here you are.” A man rises from behind the desk and Evander jumps half out of his skin.


This must be the attorney, though he looks more like a young college student in owlish glasses and a brown suit, his watch heavy and expensive, his dark blond hair slicked back and sandalwood aftershave too strong in the closed space. He has a square jaw and the casual ease of someone attending a garden party instead of being here to read the will of an incredibly wealthy dead man.


It occurs to Evander he hasn’t spoken to anyone aside from Lennox-Halls and Carrington for seven years. He doesn’t know how to talk to people. He probably looks shell-shocked standing here, gawking at the stranger.


“Nice to meet you, Evander.” The attorney flashes a bright, white-toothed smile, but there’s something too intense about his enthusiasm. “My name is Benedict Dawes and I will be serving as executor of the will. Please, sit down. Get comfortable.”


Evander tugs his sweater sleeves over his fingers and stares at the rug.


“So, we have a few things to go over.” The attorney opens a leather folio and pulls out gilt-edged papers, before peering at Evander again. “Sorry, do you, ah … talk?”


Evander wants to melt into the floor.


Laurie snorts. “He does if he can argue.”


Dawes gives Laurie a stern look and then turns to Evander with a sympathetic smile. “I can imagine this is all hard on you. I’ve only recently started working for Mr. Lennox-Hall, but he was a brilliant man. To see him taken so suddenly by an aneurysm is devastating.”


Evander glances at Laurie, who doesn’t react. Aneurysm? It wasn’t—no, couldn’t have been. Evander has read a few medical textbooks—out of sheer boredom—and he never lingered over descriptions of aneurysms, but he’s sure they don’t involve black foam frothing from the mouth and something growing inside the throat. He wasn’t the only one who saw that. He couldn’t have imagined it.


Frustration pinches Evander’s brow and he can feel a headache brewing. He doesn’t know how to question this, so he simply grabs the second chair and drags it backward a few feet. Then he flops onto it.


Dawes blinks rapidly.


Evander folds his arms and scowls.


“Oh, and also,” Laurie says, “he hates me.”


“Er, right.” Dawes peers back at his papers. “Well, this reading shouldn’t take long. If we’re all ready?”


“Question.” Laurie lets his tie slip through his fingers. “What happened to Godfrey? Thought he was Grandfather’s main attorney.”


“His health took a bad turn,” Dawes says without missing a beat. “The firm asked me to step in.”


“Sure.” Laurie’s mouth is a flat line. “Sounds convenient.”


Evander can’t focus. His chest is full of matchsticks, his tongue a greased wick, and he thinks any second now the flint will strike and he will simply explode. Why would they lie about an aneurysm? Hazelthorn should be swarming with detectives scooping up clues and building a case against the murderer—and yet it isn’t. It sits silent and contained, all its secrets cloistered in its crumbling mouth.


This is all wrong. Everything is wrong.


Dawes plucks a single sheet of paper from his folio. “This is the Last Will and Testament of Byron Laurence Lennox-Hall. The distribution of his Estate, known from hereon as Hazelthorn, is as follows—”


A sick, wet weight pools in Evander’s stomach. The legal jargon makes his head swim as it drones on, and it’s hard to focus instead of thinking about what will happen if they throw him out of Hazelthorn. He doesn’t think he could survive it. Heat stings the back of his eyelids and he wants to leave. He is out of place here, unwanted.


“‘… if I have omitted in this Will to leave property to my descendants, this is intentional …’”


The carpet pattern has dislocated itself from the floor and taken hold of Evander’s ankles. He’s going to throw up. Or have another episode. He’s been too long without medications.


Laurie makes a small noise in his throat. The attorney seems oblivious to any discomfort in the room and reads on with a flourish.


“‘All properties, including the Estate of Hazelthorn, along with the sum of my accounts, which amasses to 1.1 billion dollars at this time, is to be given to my sole heir and current ward, Evander. I have signed this document while of sound mind under the witness of these ensuing signatures …’”


His words turn to mud as he continues and then, quite suddenly, stops.


Silence falls.


It takes Evander a dizzying moment to notice Dawes has laid down the will with a decisive nod. That’s it.


Outside, branches scrape along the study window under a sudden flick of afternoon breeze. It sounds like claws against glass.


Laurie lets his chair legs hit the floor. “What,” he says, “the fuck? He didn’t mention me at all?”


“It appears not,” Dawes says.


Silence again.


Evander’s heartbeat has turned sluggish, each throb sicker than the last. He is in the earth again, the shovel is coming down, the bright blue of a perfect summer sky has been caught in the cornflower eyes staring down at him, cheeks flecked with freckles of Evander’s blood.


Sole heir.


Sole heir.


Sole heir.


Laurie hated him for the act of existing before. Now Evander has stolen his inheritance.


“Read it again.” Laurie’s voice is deadly cold.


“It won’t change.” Dawes shuffles papers and he seems unbothered, though of course he would’ve looked over the will before he arrived. No wonder he wanted to read it out now to just the two of them—without more Lennox-Halls waiting for inheritances that would never be doled out. “Evander is seventeen, correct? So as a minor he’ll be placed under the guardianship of Byron’s closest kin, who I suppose would be his sister—”


“Kill me now,” Laurie mutters.


“—Oleander Burnett,” Dawes says. “Or I see she’s gone back to her maiden name of Lennox-Hall. This will just be until Evander is of age to come fully into his inheritance. She’ll take on your guardianship, too, Laurence, so not to worry there. I’ve also received word that several of your relations are on their way here for the funeral, so I suppose we’ll—”


“Who is coming?” Laurie’s voice rises, his neck going red. “My grandfather locked everyone out of this goddamn estate seven years ago, he wouldn’t want them here.”


Dawes seems unfazed as he twirls a pen. “Let’s remain calm over this. I can’t stop your family from paying their respects to your beloved grandfather, plus they all seem eager to meet Evander.”


Laurie stands suddenly and turns to look straight at Evander. “You,” he says.


Evander doesn’t wait.


The sole heir of the Hazelthorn Estate bolts from the study.


His legs eat up empty hallways and alcoves as he flies through the convoluted maze of the house until he sees the gaping maw of the back kitchen door. Shouts ricochet after him. But Evander has torn holes in his threadbare universe and he wrenches open the door and explodes outside.


Do not go into the gardens.


But no one is here to stop him anymore.
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