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FOR THE SQUARE PEGS IN A ROUND HOLE. SOMEDAY YOU’LL FIND A SPACE WHERE YOU FIT JUST AS YOU ARE.

AND FOR J, S, AND O, WHO MAKE ALL OF THIS WORTHWHILE.
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Act I



THE DEVIL
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I know a bank where the wild thyme blows,

Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows,

Quite over-canopied with luscious woodbine,

With sweet musk-roses and with eglantine.

Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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The Beginning …

Initiation nights are always a bore.

The great hall of Mercy Ridge floods with runaways, led in from the cold like pigs to a slaughter. They stand in a silent line, backs against the wall and faces downturned. Hungry. Cold. Not a single one of them is impressive. They rarely are. This far north, the valley towns churn out nothing but errant schoolboys and bored pubescents, wayward youths sick of life in the rural hinterlands. Boys, not men, cowering in fear each time a wolf howls.

It isn’t the wolves that scare them.

Not really.

It’s the boy on the hearth, thin as a rail and quiet as a wraith. Oliver Lysander doesn’t need a mirror to know what it is they see when they look at him: heavily inked hands and an unsmiling face, his features uncanny, like a baroque artist’s rendering of a human. A little too pretty. A little too pale.

A little too hungry.

The boy directly before him is the last of tonight’s hopefuls. He isn’t privy to the bloody thoughts that pulse in Lysander’s head, or the way Lysander imagines sinking his teeth into his throat. If he was—if he had any idea at all—the boy would turn and run.

He’d take his chance with the wolves.

Like the previous initiate, there is nothing about this particular boy that Lysander likes. This one is from Little Hill—a tiny, dull-as-dirt town just south of the mountain. Lysander can tell because he’s dressed in the hideous uniform of Little Hill’s stuffy Hornbeam Hall, the bare oak crest silver against a jacket the color of mud.

His name is Tristan, like fair Iseult’s ill-fated knight. Last name Choi. His face is bloodless, pale. His hands open and close in trembling fists. At Lysander’s back, his own fingers twitch in a subconscious imitation.

He has never been able to help himself from mimicking his prey.

“You’re afraid of me.” He doesn’t pose it as a question, and so maybe that’s why Tristan doesn’t answer. The silence irks him anyway. “Don’t stand there and stare. Say something.”

“I’m not,” gasps Tristan, and he sounds nothing at all like a knight. “I’m not afraid.”

Lysander peers down at him, unconvinced. “I don’t need liars in my crew. I need people I can trust.”

Nearby, Lysander’s lieutenant makes a sound that is very nearly a groan. Cyrus Talbot stands propped against the adjacent wall, his face bloodless and his eyes dull. Desiccated, the way Lysander is desiccating. Starved, the way Lysander is starving. Neither of them has fed tonight, and it’s making them both tetchy.

“There’s no need to drag this out,” Cyrus says. “Either he’s in or he’s not.”

The silent implication hangs between them: Either he lives or he dies. Cyrus is clearly hoping for the latter. His mouth is already full of teeth.

In the room’s carpeted quiet, Tristan’s heart beats faster. “I think I’d make a valuable part of the crew,” he says. It comes out in a rush, words bumping one into the other.

Lysander drags his gaze back toward this boy-who-is-not-a-knight, considering him anew. “Valuable.” He mulls it over, pinning Tristan in his stare. “The Spartans were considered to have the strongest army in ancient Greece. Their battles were fought in a phalanx. Have you covered that in school?”

Tristan glances between him and Cyrus. “No.”

“No, of course not,” says Lysander. “God forbid they teach you history. It’s a tactical formation. Heavily armed infantry would stand shoulder to shoulder, several ranks deep. Linked together, they became a single entity. They moved as one. They killed as one. When the enemy pushed, they’d push back. Can you stand?”

Tristan swallows. “Yes.”

“Can you push?”

“Yes.”

“Then you’re valuable. That’s not the question I’m asking. What I want to know is whether you’re loyal.”

“I am,” says Tristan, without missing a beat.

“Maybe to someone,” agrees Lysander. “But will you be loyal to me?”

Cyrus grins, teeth sharp. “He has trust issues.”

Lysander ignores his lieutenant, watching Tristan fidget under his gaze. “Here’s what I think—you’re here tonight because you’re running from something.”

“Who isn’t?” asks Tristan.

“Me,” he counters, though this is a lie.

Oliver Lysander had run so far, he ran all the way here—to damp, dull New Hampshire. To the belly of Mercy Mountain, perennially frozen and perpetually dark. He dug out a home for himself in the shell of the old ski lodge and then assembled his crew from the ground up. Cyrus first, and then the rest. The Mercy Boys, his very own army. Ragtag and runaway and impossible to call to heel, but loyal to the bone. He needs them loyal. He needs them united—a single defensive entity. One day, the thing that chased him so far north will come looking. If it finds him alone, it’ll destroy him.

He doesn’t plan to let it.

“Tell me what you’re running from and maybe we’ll keep you around.”

Tristan’s throat bobs in a swallow. Whatever it is, he doesn’t want to say. Lysander can just make out the wild flutter of the boy’s pulse in the soft curve of his neck. He can hear it, palpitating through his veins in frantic ticks. He can smell it, ambrosia sweet.

His mouth waters.

“I graduate this year,” says Tristan. “My brother went to university, but my grades—my family expects me to enlist.”

“And you’re afraid to be on the front lines,” guesses Lysander.

Tristan balks. “That’s not—”

“You think this is the easy way out. Sleeping all day. Feeding all night. No responsibility to anything, or anyone.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You don’t have to. I’ve seen it before. No one wants to hunt us and die. Not when they could be us and live. You’re not special, you’re—”

“I don’t want to die for something I don’t believe in,” snaps Tristan, cutting him off.

It’s a pretty answer. A noble answer, full of conviction. Still, Lysander can hear the avoidance in it. The way Tristan skirts around admitting the whole truth. There’s something else. Something he’s too ashamed to admit. Here, now, is what he’s been looking for. These are the sorts of recruits Lysander needs.

The ones who have already shut the door behind them.

“Not everyone survives,” Lysander says. “Sometimes the Rot gets into your head instead of your blood. Sometimes it breaks you.”

Tristan’s eyes dart to Cyrus. “What does— Does this mean I’m in?”

Decisions, decisions. In or out. Live or die. Mercy Boy or carrion. The Rot is in everything. The beasts. The trees. The boys. They drink it up from the groundwater, let the hunger take hold.

If Tristan is in, he’ll live here at Mercy Ridge. If he’s not, they’ll cast him out and let the wolves have his body, let the forest gnaw on his bones. Either way, Tristan Choi won’t be leaving the forest again.

“Your membership is conditional.”

He watches as some of Tristan’s courage flags. “Conditional on what?”

“On what happens when you drink from the well.”

“Finally,” crows Cyrus, springing from the wall. “I can take him there.”

The well, as it were, is more of a pump. It sits in the courtyard, rusted and ugly and girded in lichen. Its pipes run deep, pulling from the same water that feeds the forest. The same spring-fed poison that gave the trees teeth. It gives them teeth, too—those who call the forest home. It makes them hungry. Sharp. Cold. Or else it consumes them.

Like he told Tristan, not everyone Turns.

“Thank you,” says Tristan as Cyrus ushers him toward the exit. He sounds a little regretful, the full weight of what he’s asked for dropping down on him like an axe. Cyrus tosses a knowing smirk at Lysander as he slings an arm over Tristan’s shoulder. There’s no undoing what’s about to be done, and both of them know it.

“I love an initiation.” Cyrus crooks his elbow, hooking Tristan in close. “It’s always a good time. Come on, kid, let’s go see how gods are made.”

The door skids slowly shut in their wake. Cold creeps in through the crack.

Outside, the hall is empty. Through peels of paint along the blacked-out windows, Lysander can just see the first few tinges of dawn. A pale, ashy light he’s never felt upon his skin. He sinks into an empty chair by the hearth, kicking out his boots. Letting the fatigue crawl into him. He’s only eighteen, but he feels a thousand years old. Like he carries the forest in his chest.

He shuts his eyes. Jabs a finger at his temple. He wishes for a sleep that won’t come. He’s not immortal—not in the storybook sense—but the possibility of eons stretches tauntingly before him regardless. A lifetime in the dark.

Alone.

“Hello?”

He jolts immediately to his feet.

A girl is there, standing in the doorway where there should have been no one. Silent, when he should have heard her approach. She looks very small between the room’s wide white columns. The lights of the chandelier emblazon her features, turning her elfin in the gloom.

He knows he ought to say something. Something clever. Something cutting. Instead, he holds himself still and charts her in silence. Her hair is a mousy blonde, cut just beneath her chin. She’s dressed similarly to Tristan Choi—in Hornbeam colors. A brown jacket. A pleated skirt. A regimental tie and scuffed leather shoes.

The hunger within him comes screaming to the surface. Not because he didn’t expect to see her here—there have been girls at initiation before—but because of her hand, held out like an offering between them. A deep gash runs across her palm. Blood gathers in the shallow creases, red and tempting.

He stares, and she stares back. He knows what it is she sees. There’s a hard pulse of hunger behind his eyes, an ache that chips at his control. When he gets like this—ravenous—his appetite leaves him bruised all over.

He knows what they call him, down in the valley towns—knows why they cross themselves when they pass too close to the trees, why they whisper his name in the midnight dark.

If the Gravewood is hell on earth, then he is its devil.

“That’s quite an entrance,” he says, doing what he can to ignore the trickle of blood along her fingers. “I’m curious to hear how you made it to the lodge in one piece.”

“I walked.” Her voice is low and sweet, an unplaceable accent softening its edges. His intrigue intensifies.

“Alone?”

“Do you see anyone else?”

It comes out combative—more so, perhaps, than she meant it to. Her face betrays nothing, but he can hear her heart hammering against her rib cage. His gives a single, hard thump in reply. A wordless call-and-response that leaves him rattled.

“You should never have made it here on your own. The trees in this part of the woods are carnivorous. They whisper all kinds of things when the wind blows.”

The girl’s shoulder lifts in a shrug. “I must not have heard them.”

Ridiculously, he finds himself biting back a smile. He shouldn’t be smiling at her impertinence—he should be throwing her to the wolves.

“I’m impressed,” he says instead. He means it. “I’ve seen hardened forest rangers follow the voice of a loved one into the pines.”

There’s a beat, during which he can see her fitting his words together. Then, “Maybe I have a secret weapon.”

This time, his smile breaks loose of its own volition. “Maybe you do.”

Silence falls again. She doesn’t rush to fill it, and so neither does he. He listens to the hard beat of her heart in the quiet. He tries to imagine her in the woods all alone, ignoring the beckoning of the birch trees, the hungry pleading of the ancient hemlocks—faces of the devoured grafted into their trunks. She stares back at him all the while, her blood gathering at her fingertips. He clears his throat.

“Unfortunately, you’re too late. I’ve filled all available slots.”

She blinks, surprised. “I’m not here to Turn.”

His curiosity is so deep, it’s tectonic. He wonders what her blood would taste like against the flat of his tongue. He wonders if Achilles knew, upon meeting Patroclus, that it would end in tragedy. If he went in with both eyes open anyway.

“I assume you have a name,” he says.

“It’s Shea.”

He likes how it sounds. One syllable, soft as a gasp.

“And you know who I am.”

“I do. You’re the Gravewood D—”

“Lys.” One syllable. Sharp as a knife. He angles his head to the side—watches her swallow his name the way he swallowed hers. The whole room smells like blood. It makes him feel stark raving mad.

“If you’re not here to Turn, then you must have a death wish.”

“I don’t want to die.”

The slight quiver in her voice narrows his focus. Suddenly, all he can see is her. All he can hear is her. The too-fast clip of her heart. The frantic rush of her pulse. The soft plink of her blood dripping to the floor. In that moment—her eyes shining with a resolve he feels all the way down in his gut—she doesn’t look like an obstinate girl from Little Hill. She looks like ruination.

If he were smart, he’d send her away.

“If you’re not here to die and you’re not here to Turn, then why come at all?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” She holds her hand flat between them. Her palm is red all over. “I’m here to make you a deal.”
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ONE

Shea

Camellia Thorley’s missing poster doesn’t stand out.

It’s one of a dozen overlapping sheets, each one pinned to the wall outside the grocer’s. It’s misting today, the whole of Little Hill swallowed up in a cloud. The paper is wet—nearly translucent. It curls in on itself every time the wind blows.

The girl in the photograph is small and willowy, her smile gapped with missing teeth and her golden hair pulled back in bows. The photo is outdated. At least six years old. The last time anyone at Hornbeam saw Camellia Thorley—two weeks ago, to be exact—she was half a foot taller and in possession of all her teeth. She hadn’t worn bows in years.

No one will find Camellia Thorley.

Just like no one ever found the others.

When the Gravewood swallows someone, it doesn’t spit them back out.

The bell rattles over the door when Shea slips out of the November chill and into Brer’s Corner Mart. The sound is muffled—nearly nonexistent—the way it always is on days when she’s forgone her hearing aids. The air inside the shop is warm and thick. It condenses in a cloud along the wide glass windows. She scuffs her boots against the mat, letting the heat chase the cold from her bones. She tries not to think about Camellia at all.

“Two students at a time,” shouts Silas Brer. The rest of his gripe is incomprehensible. Something about mud, she’s sure. He hates mopping the floors.

Shea’s come in alone, but Silas wouldn’t know that. The elderly grocer is perched precariously atop his stepladder, thoroughly preoccupied by stacking boiled fruits along the topmost shelf. She’s always thought his shop looked less like a grocer’s and more like a root cellar, canning jars arranged haphazardly in every direction. It’s the only way to eat anything grown from the ground—pickled or fermented, boiled and canned, the Rot cooked out of them.

She’s sick to the teeth of cured vegetables and freeze-dried fruits, but food is food, and the pantry back home has been almost empty for weeks. She plucks several jars of canned peaches from the shelf as she heads for the candy counter, weighing them in her palm before easing them into the battered shell of her knapsack.

Silas doesn’t notice. He never does. It isn’t that he’s inattentive, it’s only that Shea Parker is a creature of silence. It’s a benefit of being born in it—she knows how to come and go without making a sound. It’s why she leaves her hearing aids in her pockets whenever she’s sneaking. It hones the world to a point, lets her slink along the tip of it, quiet as a mouse.

The candy counter is picked over, as usual. Scant, the way everything in Little Hill is scant. She can’t remember a time when life wasn’t this way. When she was small, she’d fall asleep with her mother’s secondhand memories looping like a film reel through her head—Christmases in Manhattan, the windows of Saks Fifth Avenue glittering with lights. Summers on the Cape, catamaran sails puffed up with wind. Octobers in Salem, the stores packed with witchy trinkets and cheap souvenirs.

The Rot sprang up overnight, but the end of the world came in increments. Gradual—slow—so that no one noticed it happening until it was over. Once it was done, they carried on as best they could. Even as the stores shuttered. Even as the phone lines went down. Even when Washington went dark. Adaptive as rats, her father used to say—a comparison her mother detested. Unlike Shea’s well-traveled mother, her father never left home until the Rot arrived. The first time he set foot on a train, it was as a soldier of the newly established wood watch. Ready to fight and die to preserve the final echoes of a life he’d never tasted.

These days, there are no tinsel-clad holidays, no jaunts to the city, and no summertime excursions. Food is carefully rationed. Medicine, more so. The only way to get anything extra this far north is through the Mercy Boys, and fraternization with the Gravewood Devil isn’t just prohibited, it’s a death sentence. If something doesn’t snatch you off the path on the way to Mercy Ridge, the watch will gun you down on the return journey home.

No one comes back from the Gravewood.

Not when a single sip of spring-fed water is enough to Rot the blood. Everyone in Little Hill knows what happened in the neighboring town of Highbush—how the Rot swept through overnight. It’s a ghost town now, bordered in barbed-wire fencing. A cautionary tale, used to frighten children away from the trees.

They don’t take chances anymore.

If you step outside the bounds, you don’t come back.

Fishing through an assortment of old penny candy, Shea pockets a lollipop, cherry red and flat as a coin. It’s hardly substantial, as far as snacks go, but the sugar will stave off the pounding in her head, at least. It’s always like this the day after a feed—her throat dry, her skin aching, a percussive beat at her temples—but today it’s particularly bad. She was barely able to focus in school. She’s positive she failed Mrs. Appledorn’s latest pop quiz—she left the last three pages blank. At the rate she’s going, she won’t be surprised if she’s forced to repeat her senior year.

Not that it matters.

Rounding the shelves, she finds Silas stepping off the bottom rung of his ladder.

“Oh.” He draws up short. “It’s you.”

She watches his mouth shape the words, wariness tightening the corners. It’s the unfortunate side effect of being Calhoun Parker’s daughter. She drags her dead father’s reputation behind her like a ball and chain. She rattles his memory like a Dickensian ghost.

“I brought you something,” she says, before Silas can ask her to turn out her pockets. She twists her backpack forward to better rifle through its side pouch, careful not to shift the stolen contents as she tugs loose several shoots of white cohosh. Silas’s eyes thin in immediate suspicion.

“Baneberry like that grows out by the Gravewood.”

“By the Gravewood,” agrees Shea. “Not in it.”

Silas doesn’t budge. “At the rate the Mercy Boys have been picking off your classmates, I’d think you’d be a bit smarter than that.”

She thinks of Lys. She can’t help it. It’s a knee-jerk reaction. His dark, inhuman eyes. That sharp, inhuman smile. The scrape of his voice against the shell of her ear: That’s a boring rumor. I don’t take anyone who doesn’t beg to be taken.

“There was a patch of it growing out by Fletcher’s,” she says quickly, shoving all thoughts of the Mercy Boy in the dark where they belong. “I passed it on my walk to school this morning.”

“It doesn’t matter if you dug it up right in your backyard. You know I can’t sell that here.”

“You can if you boil it,” says Shea. “My mom likes to make it into tea.”

Liked. She liked to make tea.

The correction is a knife. It lodges in her chest.

“It’s not half bad with honey,” she adds, though her voice comes out pinched. “And it’s good for a cough.”

“Cough medicine is good for a cough,” says Silas, but both of them know there’s no cough medicine left. Still wary, he takes the wilting cohosh from Shea’s outstretched hand. The mention of her mother has softened his suspicion, just a little.

Ivy Parker—formerly Everly, and the only surviving member of Little Hill’s founding family—is Little Hill’s fallen angel. Pretty, popular Ivy, who disappointed everyone when she married a poor boy from Highbush and moved to the outskirts of town. Pitiable, innocent Ivy, who had a baby four short months later. A sickly little thing, too still, too small, too silent.

Lovely, golden-haired Ivy, who went gray in the weeks after Calhoun Parker left home in the dead of night and didn’t return.

“Is she all right?” Silas asks. “Your mother? Haven’t seen her around.”

“She’s fine,” says Shea, and this is a lie. Her very worst one. “She sends her best.”

Silas looks unconvinced. “Maybe I should have Marla stop over one of these days. She can bring her famous casserole. Check in on things.”

“No.” Her voice is too sharp to be mistaken for anything but panic. She tries again, softer this time. “Thank you, it’s just that she’s not up for visitors.”

“Right, of course.”

There’s no denying how thin the excuse has worn. It’s been seven years since Shea’s father disappeared. Eleven whole months since anyone has seen her mother outside the house. Shea can’t keep up the ruse forever.

Thankfully, Silas doesn’t pry any further. His head kicks up, angling toward the door. The bell has rung again, too far off for Shea to hear it. She feels, in the soles of her feet, the subtle creak of floorboards, the telltale shift of another customer arriving.

“You’d better get on home.” Silas reaches for his pushcart, his eyes on the sky. “Sun’s due to set within the hour. If Constable Foster catches you out of the house after curfew, that stolen candy in your pocket will be the least of your troubles.”

“It’s not stolen,” she argues. “I bartered for it. Don’t forget to add honey to the tea.”

“I’m throwing that poison right in the garbage,” Silas calls after her, but she knows he won’t. He’s far too frugal. The last shipment was late in the summer. No trucks have come through since then.

It’s those Mercy Boys, say the rumors. They’re smoking us out.

But Shea’s not so sure she believes it. The Mercy Boys weren’t around when her father got sick, and there wasn’t medicine then, either. It’s why he left—to take the burden of watching him wither and die off her mother’s shoulders. No debt. No doubt. No slow, painful demise.

Only the forest and its teeth, the lesser of two evils.

She’s so lost in thoughts of her father, she doesn’t notice Asher Thorley standing on the mat until she collides directly into him. Her backpack—still clutched protectively before her—jams between them. The stolen cans bite into her belly through the fabric. From the look on his face, he’s felt it, too. His brows lift in quiet amusement. His hand closes over the strap before she can wrench herself safely out of reach.

“Fourteen months away and nothing has changed. You’re still a little kleptomaniac.”

“Let go.”

He doesn’t. “What do you have in there, Parker?”

“It doesn’t matter, it’s mine.”

His smile is faint but familiar. “Somehow I doubt that.”

He’s dressed in a sherpa jacket, his hair buzzed short. The last time she saw him, he was leaving for boot camp. She and Camellia watched the scene unfold from across the street—crouched behind the curtains of Poppy Zahar’s bedroom window as he’d argued with his father, his duffel bag banding his chest.

He didn’t want to enlist, Camellia said, watching her brother through the steam of their breath on the glass, but we need the stipend. Dad’s been out of work for months.

The Asher standing before her is incongruous with the way she remembers him. His face is more harshly defined, his shoulders broad. Even the way he carries himself is unfamiliar—at attention, his shoulders thrown back instead of rounded against the mountain cold. He looks unyielding as a wall, the playfulness drilled out of him. Only his eyes are the same—a rich golden brown. The color of Fletcher’s field in late summer. In his free hand, he grips his sister’s poster. Shea’s heart plummets to her feet.

“I didn’t know you were home,” she says, eager to get the focus off her backpack.

“I’m on leave.”

“Oh.”

It’s not that she’s been counting the days since he left, it’s only that she knows he’s not due back for several more months, which means he’s been granted special permission. Emergency permission. The happy, gap-toothed smile of Camellia Thorley is a bulwark between them. This time, when she tugs at her backpack, he lets it go.

“I’m sorry,” she manages. “About Camellia.”

His face closes up like a fist. “Everyone’s sorry. Her teachers. Constable Foster. My parents. Sorry doesn’t bring her back.”

Shea thinks of how her mother retreated into herself after her father left. How she visibly recoiled each time someone offered up their empty condolences, their shallow sympathies. Sorry was a poison. It tainted everything it touched.

“I know.” She hopes her tone conveys just how deeply she means it. “I know it doesn’t.”

“Sorry is what people say when someone dies.”

There’s a worrying determination in his eyes. It’s the same conviction she saw etched into her mother’s face, in the days and then months after her father disappeared. The same resolve that drew Ivy Parker to the forest’s edge night after night, barefoot and shivering, chasing the sound of Calhoun Parker’s voice on the wind—ignoring her daughter as she pled with her to come home: Mom, it’s the trees. It’s just the trees, it isn’t Dad.

“Ellie’s not dead,” says Asher. “She’s missing. And missing people can be found.”

Still on the floor, Shea’s heart forms a single, deep fissure. “She’s not missing,” she tells him as gently as she can. “She’s in the Gravewood.”

She shouldn’t have to say it. She shouldn’t need to remind him. It’s been beaten into them from the moment they were born: Don’t go into the forest. Don’t answer if it calls. Don’t bleed where the trees can taste it.

No one comes back from the Gravewood alive.

She ghosts a thumb over the bite at her wrist and thinks: Not without the devil’s permission.

“I thought you weren’t afraid of the trees.” His teasing falls flat, their rapport rubbed thin by his time away, by his missing sister, by the awful things she’s done in the months since he left. Her guilt is a wild, clawing thing.

She tugs the sleeves of her blazer lower just as he says, “You look different.”

“You look different.” It’s a feeble comeback, and both of them know it. A band of worry runs through her. She wonders if he can tell. If he can see it on her—the pale skin, the glassy eyes, the tremor in her hands. If he knows, after months of training, how to recognize signs of a bite.

“Combat training will do that to you.” The look on his face invites no further inquiry. “Did you talk to my sister? Before she left? Did she say anything strange?”

The question is like being doused in ice water. Every answer she could possibly give feels like the exact wrong one. In the end, she settles on a partial truth.

“I’ve already told Constable Foster everything I know.”

“Well, he’s not asking,” says Asher. “I am.”

He says it like it ought to count for something, and maybe it should. She thinks of six years past—when she’d been eleven years old and perpetually angry, every part of her itchy and ill-fitting. Earlier that day, Mr. Belrose had pulled her aside and chastised her for disrupting the lesson—made her stand and write lines on the board while the rest of the class read silently from the textbook: I won’t talk back to my elders. I won’t talk back to my elders. I won’t talk back to my elders.

When school was done, she’d raced home with tears in her eyes and wrath in her throat, furious at the terrible injustice of it all. It wasn’t that she’d misbehaved on purpose, it was only that she hadn’t heard Mr. Foster call for order. The harder she’d tried to explain it to him, the less he’d listened, until she’d finally accused him of being the one with non-working ears.

Still bristling from the encounter, she’d wedged herself into the top of an old dogwood tree at the forest’s edge. She sat and watched the trees undulate in the wind, wishing she could hear the promises swaying in their branches.

Camellia and Poppy found her there a short while later, her palms abraded and her stockings torn. When she refused to come down, they left to get help. Reinforcements arrived fifteen minutes later in the form of Asher Thorley—thirteen years old and fed up with her antics.

“I’m not afraid of the Gravewood,” she’d insisted as he coaxed her down. “There’s nothing to do in Little Hill but wait to die. Why not do it where the trees can see?”

She’d dropped to the ground to find Asher’s expression a careful blank. She’d known right away that he was thinking of her father—of the way Calhoun Parker left his family without a word. She’d braced herself for yet another empty platitude. Another meaningless scrap of sympathy.

Instead, he’d said, “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“It isn’t stupid. It’s true. Which would you rather? A slow, horrible death, or a quick, painless one?”

“You’re not dying a slow, horrible death.”

“That’s what you think.”

Feeling mulish, she’d thrown out her arms and collapsed into a patch of auburn overdam, sending several woolly aphids skyward. Directly overhead was a marmalade sky and a dozen feathered seed heads and Asher Thorley’s lopsided frown.

“Get up,” he’d ordered. “Sun’s almost down.”

“So what? Are you afraid?”

His face tightened and she counted twelve whole heartbeats before he eased himself down beside her, muttering under his breath as he went. They lay that way for a long time without speaking, watching a dragonfly drift from stalk to stalk. Beneath the earthen musk of the meadow, she’d been able to smell the sharp turpentine of the trees. Cold. Crisp. Inviting. It said nothing at all to her. It never did.

“See,” she’d said, “it’s not so bad.”

“That’s because you can’t hear it.”

She’d turned to face him, each of them mottled in shadows like bruises. “Can you?”

He’d nodded, quiet, his arms crooked behind his head. He’d looked riveted—uneasy—focused on something faraway. A strange sort of jealousy gripped her like a fever.

“What’s it saying?”

Asher didn’t answer. Not for a long time. Not until dusk fell, and a nearby bullfrog began to croak. Slowly, he rolled on his side to mirror her. They lay face-to-face, the shadow of the forest looming over them.

“I’m not going to die in Little Hill,” he said. “I refuse.”

The wind picked up, clicking the branches. He met her eyes across the swollen dark.

“I won’t let you die here, either.”

It wasn’t a promise from the forest, but it was a promise.

For years, she’d clung to it like a life raft.

“It’s almost curfew,” she says now. “I should get home.”

She doesn’t tell him what he wants to hear—she doesn’t say a word about his sister, or about the horrible way they fought the day before she disappeared. She doesn’t mention how Camellia found her in the third-floor lavatory, changing her bloody dressings between classes, or how she’d gasped when she spotted the half-moon lesions scored into Shea’s wrist.

“Asher is risking his life to keep those things away,” Camellia had hissed, the color going out of her face, “and you’re letting one of them feed on you.”

“Quiet. Someone will hear.”

“Do you know what they’ll do to us? If you bring the Rot home to Little Hill?”

“Stop talking.”

“It won’t just be your life on the line, Shea. It’ll be everyone. Do you remember Highbush? What they did to all those people?”

The way Asher is watching her is too intense. Like he’s searching her. Like he knows everything already, without her even having to admit it. She wishes he’d never come home. She’s not the same girl she was when he left. She stopped waiting for him to save her a long time ago.

She’s grateful when the bell jingles and two more students slip inside the store. Silas barks something incomprehensible from somewhere out of sight. Two at a time, most likely.

“I’ll see you around,” says Shea.

Asher’s gaze turns unreadable. “Parker, wait—”

She doesn’t. She escapes out into the cold before the door can drift shut. Before her guilt can consume her. Off in the distance, the vast goliath of Mercy Mountain rises out from above the shadowed tree line. The town of Little Hill is gray and cold, but the mountain’s craggy face is awash in brilliant gold. The gilded peak feels like a lit beacon, beckoning her back.

A reminder that she belongs to the Gravewood.

To the boy who lives at the heart of it.

It’s the deal she struck. It’s the reason Camellia is gone. It’s the damage she did, the path she chose, and she can never tell Asher any of it. She can never tell him that she had no choice, that she was out of options—that there’d been no more deliveries in months, and she badly needed hearing aid batteries to keep the quiet at bay.

In seven months, she’ll be done with high school. Everyone in her graduating class at Hornbeam will go off and find their place. They’ll further their studies. They’ll join the watch. They’ll settle down. They’ll make something meaningful of themselves, keep the wheels of Little Hill slowly turning.

Not her. Shea Parker is a liability. A sunk cost. A burden.

Poor Ivy, she once overheard Marla Brer say to Silas. She’ll be stuck caring for that one all her life.

In the end, the trees didn’t need to offer up promises to lure Shea into the Gravewood—she’d gone in all on her own.

Asher won’t understand. Just like Camellia hadn’t understood. Their parents still live at home, unscathed by the Rot, their pantry full. Their people haven’t left. Their bodies haven’t betrayed them. They don’t need. They’re not desperate. Not like her.

She can feel Asher watching her all the way to the end of the road. The weight of his stare is unbearable. She breaks into a run the moment she turns the corner out of sight, where the cluttered main street gives way to farmland, the roads to crumbling stone walls and flattened cattle paths. The air is heavy and wet. The cows lift their heads to watch her pass.

Though nothing is chasing her, she doesn’t stop running until she reaches home.




TWO

Shea

When Shea was young, she and her parents spoke with their hands. In the mornings, she’d grudgingly don her hearing aids and trundle the two-mile walk to Hornbeam. She’d spend the next eight hours wading through the stream of inscrutable schoolyard noises and indecipherable classroom cross talk—speaking out of turn, or else not speaking enough.

She’d race back home with her head ringing, her molars ground to dust, and find immediate reprieve waiting there to greet her. She’d cross the threshold and drop her hearing aids onto the hall tree, let the tension rush out of her as the quiet rushed in.

It was like having a secret language. At first, her parents created their own signs—a cupped hand for milk, pinched fingers for food. As she grew older and her language evolved, her father found a battered old American Sign Language dictionary stuffed into the back shelves of the Little Hill library. He brought it home with him, rolled up in his coat.

Calhoun Parker was always like that.

If his family needed something, he got it.

She remembers her father with dark, twinkling eyes. A smile that shone, even when the rest of him began to waste away. He’d lie propped in the living room recliner, a blanket in his lap, his body thin as a matchstick. With hands calloused from years of hard labor, he’d tell Shea stories about Highbush. Her grandmother’s cooking. Her grandfather’s love of carpentry. The little beach on Rattlesnake Island where he used to row with her uncles—spend the endless summers fishing for walleye and white bass.

He’d been away when the Rot came to Highbush—stationed on a watchtower out in western New York, where the Gravewood bled down from the Adirondacks. He’d come home on leave to find the entire town empty, as if all of Highbush had blinked out of existence overnight. The plates his mother had set out for dinner were still on the table. A basketball lay punctured in the grass. The car in the driveway sat askew. Doors open, key in the ignition.

Sometimes, after he’d gone, Shea wondered if her father had given any thought to that day when he left. If he’d cared, even a little, that his only daughter would come home from school to the exact same reality: an empty house, a mug of tea cooling on the kitchen counter.

She wonders if he knew he was taking the very last leftovers of her language with him when he went. That she’d have no one to talk to once he left. That without him around, she’d spend the next several years watching the pantry empty. Watching her batteries dwindle. Watching her mother disappear.

She wonders if he knew she’d grow to loathe coming home.

Poppy Zahar is seated on the front porch when Shea arrives. Even in the twilight, Poppy is impossible to miss. Out of uniform, she’s dressed in her usual array of colors, from the mulberry-and-green stripe of her sweater to the lumpy fleece of her bucket hat, beneath which a brown, heart-shaped face and a slim, straight nose peek out. Her cargo pants are just a little too short, and a pair of boldly patterned socks stick out from the cuffed ends. She looks wildly incongruous against the dilapidated face of the Parkers’ lonely Victorian.

There’s a possum in her arms. It’s a significant improvement from the previous week, when she took to carrying around an injured milk snake. At least this one has fur. It looks vaguely distressed and more than a little bit mangy, and it bares its teeth at Shea as she approaches, fitting on her hearing aids. There’s a beep, and sound wheezes into her head in a dizzying rush.

“Are you sure that’s not rabid?” she asks, ripping into her lollipop.

Poppy’s expression is scandalized. “Possums don’t carry rabies.”

“Oh, okay.” The taste of cherry chases away the dry-cotton feel of her mouth. “It’s just that it looks a little bit like roadkill.”

“Kit,” says Poppy pithily, “is the picture of health.”

As if to punctuate her point, the possum goes suddenly limp in her arms. It looks halfway dead, its tongue lolling, its legs jutting stiffly skyward.

“You’ve scared him.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

The silence that widens between them feels like a chasm. In it echoes thoughts of Camellia—a half dozen secrets Shea can’t bring herself to say. Poppy is the first to breach the gulf.

“He’s home, isn’t he?”

Shea doesn’t need clarification—she knows Poppy means Asher. Her lollipop clicks against the backs of her teeth. “He is.”

“I knew it. I saw his bike outside on my walk home from school.”

Asher Thorley had gotten that dirt bike the summer he turned sixteen. Against his mother’s wishes, he’d hauled it home from the junkyard and then spent the next twelve months slowly fixing it up in his garage. Shea had seen him there every day after school—an oiled rag slung over one shoulder as he nursed the heap of rust back to life. She’d wave at him from the road and keep going, his promise thrumming between her ears: I won’t let you die here.

She hadn’t realized how quickly things would change once he left.

On the stairs, Poppy rises to her feet. “We should go by the house tomorrow after school. We’ll tell him everything we know.”

Her insistence startles Shea. “And what is it we know, exactly?”

“That Ellie didn’t leave on her own,” says Poppy, indignant. “She wouldn’t have. You know she wouldn’t have. Something lured her. She could be at Mercy Ridge.”

Thoughts of Lys pop back into her head, unbidden. She pictures the crumbling grandeur of Mercy Ridge, the fires in the hearth and the chatter in the rooms and the cold, mercurial boy at the helm of it all. A veritable prince, holding court in the shadow of the mountain. Camellia isn’t at Mercy Ridge and Shea knows it, but she can’t tell Poppy that.

“Maybe she got sick of Little Hill,” Shea says instead. The truth sits on the tip of her tongue: We fought. She ran. And now she’s gone.

“We’re all sick of Little Hill,” says Poppy. “That doesn’t mean you just wake up one day and leave without warning. Without even saying goodbye.”

And suddenly, they’re both thinking of Shea’s father. How he did exactly that.

“Shea, I’m sorry,” says Poppy, backpedaling. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

“I should get inside.” The taste of cherry sours in her throat. “My mom will be expecting me for dinner.”

Over Poppy’s shoulder, the house is dark. There’s no hint of movement behind the curtains. Shea hopes Poppy doesn’t notice. She hopes she doesn’t see the way her stories never quite make sense. The way the lies are piling up.

The way she hasn’t invited her inside in months.

“I shouldn’t have said that,” Poppy adds as Shea edges past. “I wasn’t thinking. But Shea, we have to go talk to Asher. Tomorrow. He deserves to know whatever we know.”

Shea pauses on the threshold. She feels as though guilt might split her apart.

“We don’t know anything,” she says coldly, and pulls the door shut.

Alone, she breathes in deep. The foyer is empty. The air smells wet—there’s a leak in the kitchen she hasn’t gotten around to patching. On the stairs, several balusters have popped loose. The wallpaper has been gashed open in places. It ribbons down the wall in thin, floral ravels, a stark reminder of the violent secrets she keeps.

Some days, she thinks she is entirely composed of secrets. They live within her, chewing at her bones like beetles. One day soon, there will be nothing of her left. She gives herself thirty seconds to feel sorry for herself. Thirty seconds, and then she shrugs out of her blazer and heads for the basement.

A dark shape darts out from underfoot the moment she takes her first step. She yelps, leaping to the side to avoid stepping on Hemlock, the old tortoiseshell her father found under the porch nine long winters ago. Her mother’s cat, through and through. A pair of yellow eyes peer sulkily out at her from beneath the hall tree. At her feet curls a small, dead mouse.

“Good thinking,” Shea tells the cat, pushing up her sleeves. With only the smallest amount of disgust, she leans down and pinches the mouse by the tail. It dangles in front of her as she walks, its little body curling on itself. Still warm. Still fresh.

Just the way she likes it.

It takes Shea nearly a minute to unlock the basement door. She’s installed extra security in the past few months. A rusted padlock. A thick barrel bolt. A sliding steel chain. Prying it open, she’s met with a cool, ubiquitous dark. The stairs are steep, wood worn smooth.

“Mom?” If her voice has an echo, she doesn’t hear it. “Mom, I’m coming down.”

In the quiet, there comes a sound. The pull of chains dragging over concrete. The shift of something waking. Holding the mouse at arm’s reach, Shea descends.

The basement is mostly empty. They never used it for much. A boiler sits in one corner, valves rusted. In the other, a set of empty industrial shelves has been anchored to the wall. There—in front of the shelves—sits her mother. Silvered beneath a fall of moonlight, she is white-haired and emaciated, her wrists cuffed in a set of chains Shea found in her father’s workshop. When she lifts her head to watch Shea approach, there’s nothing in her eyes.

“I brought dinner.” Her voice has an echo. Gingerly, she holds up the mouse by the tail. It spins between them in a slow pivot. On the floor, her mother’s head quirks ever so slightly to the side. She’s scenting blood, Shea knows, but she likes to think her mother recognizes her voice. It’s a little lie she tells herself.

“I guess it’s more like a snack. I didn’t have time to stop by the butcher’s after school. I had to stay late, and then I ran into Asher at the shop. Asher Thorley. Do you remember him? He used to come over and walk Camellia home. He always ate all the leftovers.”

She used to be unnerved by the way her mother stared. By the way her jaw hung slack. By the way she never bothered to push her hair back from her eyes, when she used to hate having it in anything but a braid. She’s not unnerved anymore. She’s used to it.

When Shea tosses the mouse, her mother lunges. The chains rattle as she drags herself across the floor on all fours, snatching the rodent with birdlike fingers and then ripping into it with completely unbirdlike grace. Shea takes a seat on the bottom step and tries not to watch, unbothered—after months of the same—by the snap, crackle of bone, the wet tear of flesh.

“I’m sure you want to know why I’m home so late. I politely suggested to Owen Davies where he could stick his pencil, and Mrs. Lennox was standing right behind me. She slapped me with a detention, which I personally think was an overreaction.”

There’s not much meat on the mouse. Her mother will be done soon. Still starving. Still silent. Still squatting there, listless, her hair in her eyes. At the top step, Hemlock has settled in to watch, tail flicking.

“Dad would have laughed,” Shea adds, watching the moonlight drag along the floor. “If he were here, I mean. He would have tried not to, but he’s always had a terrible poker face. And I know you’re disappointed—you’ve told me a million times to keep my cool—but I’m telling you, Davies deserved it. He was saying these horrible things about Dad.” Her voice sticks in her throat. “About him leaving.”

The mouse drops to the floor. Slowly, her mother’s face lifts. There’s blood on her chin. A blank, hungry look in her eyes. For a fraction of a second, she looks at Shea.

Right at her.

A wick of impossible hope alights in Shea’s chest. “Mom?”

There’s a loud meow from the top of the stairs. A single warning caterwaul. And then her mother lunges. Like so many times before, the chains clatter noisily behind her. Unlike the other times, there’s no resounding clank at the end. No violent rattling of the shelves. The couplings come loose in a horrible trill, and her mother is still advancing. Rocketing upright, Shea staggers backward up the stairs.

“Mom—Mommy, it’s me.”

The woman before her—this being, this creature, this almost-mother—doesn’t stop her pursuit. She lurches onward, tangled in the chains, her arms outstretched. Shea’s boot catches on a step and she lands hard on her tailbone, scrabbling on all fours.

“It
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