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From the private journals of Earl Pritchard, Tree Keeper

October 14th, 1965

The tree took another one tonight.

I should be used to it by now. Seventy-two years old, and I've been keeping watch since I was sixteen, longer than most men live their entire lives. I've witnessed forty-three confessions and executions in that time. Forty-three souls judged and found wanting. You'd think the horror would dull, that repetition would breed numbness.

It doesn't.

My hands shake as I write this. Not from age, my hands haven't shaken from age in thirty years. The wood grain visible across my knuckles has seen to that. I look down at my fingers as I write, and the pattern is unmistakable now. Dark lines tracing across the backs of my hands like the growth rings of the tree itself, spiraling from my fingertips up past my wrists. In certain light, my skin has the faint sheen of polished oak.

I'm seventy-two years old. I look fifty. I'll probably live to see one hundred and twenty, maybe more.

This is what the tree does to its keepers. We become vessels. We endure.

But my hands shake tonight not from the contamination that's kept me alive decades past my natural span. They shake because of what I saw in Thomas Brennan's eyes when the noose tightened. The same thing I've seen in all their eyes, just before the end.

Recognition.

Not of me. Of what they'd become. What they'd always been, deep down, where the tree can see.

For Malcolm Cross

If you're reading this, and you will be, Malcolm, because the tree has already chosen you, then you've purchased the wood. You've brought it to your workshop in Asheville. You've run your hands over the trunk, marveled at the grain, breathed in its scent, and felt that strange pull to create something beautiful from it.

You've probably already started.

I know this because I've seen how the tree works. It doesn't force. It doesn't demand. It whispers. It suggests. It makes you want to do exactly what it needs you to do.

The tree knew you were coming before you were born, Malcolm. I left notes for you, instructions, warnings, methods to slow the contamination. But the tree also knew something else: you won't be able to stop yourself from completing the work. The tree will see to that.

By the time you truly understand what these objects are, you'll have already made a dozen of them. And by then, stopping will feel pointless. The contamination will have taken root in you. The wood will be in your lungs, in your blood, in your dreams.

So this isn't really a warning. It's a guide for what comes after.

But first, let me tell you about Thomas Brennan. Let me show you what the tree does to the guilty. Because every object you create will carry a confession just like his, and every person who touches those objects will experience what he experienced.

You need to understand the weight of what you're spreading.

***
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THOMAS BRENNAN CAME to the crossroads just after sunset, right when the October light turns everything amber and the shadows stretch like reaching fingers. I was already there, waiting. I'm always waiting. The tree tells me when someone's coming, a tightness in my chest, wood grain itching across my ribs like insects crawling beneath my skin. After fifty-six years as keeper, I still haven't gotten used to that feeling. I don't think you ever do.

His truck sat idling at the crossroads, headlights cutting through the mist that always rises when the tree is hungry. The engine ticked in the cooling air. He sat behind the wheel for a long time, hands gripping the steering wheel so hard I could see his knuckles white even from twenty yards away.

They all hesitate. Even the ones who've driven hundreds of miles, even the ones who know exactly what they've done and what they deserve. The tree's gravity is inescapable for the truly guilty, but that last moment before stepping into its shadow, that's when they feel the full weight of what's coming.

I stepped out from behind the old oak that stands sentinel at the north corner of the crossroads. Not the confession tree, that one stands alone in the center, ancient and massive, its branches spreading like a dark crown against the dimming sky. The sentinel oak is where I wait. Where I watch.

Brennan saw me and his whole body flinched.

"You don't have to do this," I said. I always say that. In forty-three confessions, it's never made a difference, but I still say it. It's the last kindness I can offer.

He killed the engine. The silence that followed was broken only by the wind through the leaves, a sound like whispered accusations. When he finally spoke, his voice was hollow, scraped raw.

"You Earl Pritchard?"

"I am."

"Then you know I do." He opened the truck door and stepped out. His legs nearly gave way. He caught himself on the hood, breathing hard. "It won't leave me alone. I can't sleep. Can't think. Every time I close my eyes, I see what I did. I see their faces."

"What did you do, Mr. Brennan?"

But he was already walking toward the tree, drawn like iron to a lodestone. They always are, once they get this close. I've watched professors, preachers, mothers, businessmen, all of them walk the same path with that same stumbling, inevitable gait.

I followed at a distance, my boots crunching on the gravel. The tree loomed ahead, five hundred years old if it's a day. Maybe older. Cherokee said it was ancient when they first found it, growing at this crossroads where the ley lines converge. They used it for judgment long before the Europeans came. We just... continued the tradition.

The trunk is massive, fifteen feet across at the base, bark as dark as dried blood. The branches spread like grasping fingers, each one thick as a man's torso. And in the dim light, you can see them. The marks. Hundreds of marks gouged into the bark where the guilty placed their hands before confessing. Some shallow, some deep. Some old enough that the tree's grown over them, absorbing them into itself.

Brennan stopped three feet from the trunk. His whole body trembled.

"I can feel it," he whispered. "It knows. Jesus Christ, it knows."

"It always knows," I said quietly. "That's why you came."

He turned to look at me, and his eyes were red-rimmed, desperate. "Will it hurt?"

"The confession or the execution?"

"Both."

"Yes." There's no kindness in lying. "The tree will make you relive what you've done. You'll experience it from their perspective. Feel what they felt. Then, when you've confessed everything, it will judge you. And if you're truly guilty—"

"I am." His voice cracked. "God help me, I am."

"Then it will execute you. And yes, that will hurt too."

He nodded slowly, like a man accepting a terminal diagnosis. Then he turned back to the tree and placed both palms flat against the bark.

The change was immediate and terrible.

His body went rigid, back arching, tendons standing out in his neck. His breath came in short, sharp gasps, the sound of a man drowning in air. I've seen this forty-three times, and it never gets easier to watch. The tree was reading him, pulling his confession from his mind like a fisherman reeling in a catch, hook by bloody hook.

"I killed them," he gasped. The words seemed pulled from him against his will. "All of them. Four. Four young men."

"Who were they?" I asked. The tree requires details. It always requires details.

"Apprentices." Tears streamed down his face now, cutting tracks through the dirt on his cheeks. "I was teaching them electrical work. Good boys. Nineteen, twenty years old. Eager to learn. Trusted me."

His voice broke on the last word.

"There was a crawlspace," he continued, the words coming faster now, like poison being drawn from a wound. "Under the workshop. I soundproofed it. Told them it was for storing equipment. But it wasn't. It was for..."

He shuddered violently.

"The first one was Michael Parker. September 1960. I told him I'd show him advanced wiring techniques down there. Once we were in the crawlspace, I locked the door. He didn't understand at first. Kept asking questions. When he realized, when he saw the tools I'd prepared, he tried to scream. But the soundproofing worked. Nobody heard."

I wanted to look away. To close my ears. But that's not the keeper's duty. I have to witness. I have to remember.

"I kept him there for three days," Brennan continued. His eyes were unfocused now, seeing something I couldn't see. The tree showing him. Making him experience it from Michael's perspective. "I told myself I'd let him go. That I'd just scare him. But I didn't. I... I used electrical current. Started small. Worked up. I wanted to see how much the human body could take before—"

He screamed then. A raw, animal sound of anguish. The tree was making him feel it. Every volt. Every second of Michael Parker's terror and pain.

When he could speak again, his voice was barely a whisper.

"The second was David Kim. June 1961. Same pattern. Same lies. The third was Robert Jennings. April  1962. The fourth was Paul Martinez. January 1964. I buried them all in the woods behind the workshop. Forty yards from where I taught their friends how to wire a circuit breaker."

"How did they die?" The question felt obscene, but the tree demanded it.

"Electrocution. Eventually. When I was... finished." He pulled his hands from the bark and looked down at them, his expression one of absolute horror. "I'm an electrician, Earl. I know exactly how much current it takes to kill a man. I knew how to keep them alive right up until the moment I decided not to."

The wood grain on my own hands seemed to pulse with each beat of my heart. After all these years, I can sometimes feel what the tree feels. Its satisfaction. Its hunger sated, at least for now.

"The tree showed you," I said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes." Brennan's face crumpled. "I felt what they felt. Every moment. Every second of those three days. All four of them. Michael's confusion. David's terror. Robert's pleading. Paul's eventual silence when he realized pleading didn't help. I felt—"

He couldn't finish. He didn't need to.

"And you accept judgment?"

"I demand it." He said it with such fierce conviction that for a moment, I saw what he must have been before. A good man, maybe. Or at least a man who believed he was good. Before the darkness took him.

The rope was already there, hanging from the lowest branch. It's always there when the tree is ready. I don't question it anymore. Some things about the tree you just accept.

Brennan climbed onto an exposed root that often served as a platform. It's worn smooth from the weight of the guilty. Seventy-two people have stood here since I became keeper. Hundreds more before that. The root itself has grown into the perfect height and shape over the centuries. The tree learns. The tree adapts.

He positioned the noose around his own neck with steady hands. They always do it themselves. The tree judges, but the guilty execute themselves.

"Will anyone know?" he asked, looking down at me. "What I really was?"

"The police will find your workshop eventually. They'll search it. They'll find the crawlspace. They'll find the bones."

"Good." He nodded, satisfied. "They deserve to be found. Their families deserve to know."

"Mr. Brennan—"

"Don't." He held up one hand. "Don't try to comfort me. There's no comfort for what I am."

Then he stepped off the root.

The sound was terrible. Quick, but terrible. The tree's branches didn't sway. Brennan's body jerked once, twice, then hung still. His eyes stayed open, staring at nothing.

I don't know how long I stood there. Minutes. Maybe hours. The tree holds them until it's finished feeding, until it's absorbed their guilt, their sins, their very essence into its rings. The growth ring for 1965 would contain Thomas Brennan's confession forever. Locked in the wood like data in a computer. Waiting.

When the tree was finally done with him, I cut him down. His body was lighter than it should have been. Something fundamental had been taken. The weight of his soul, maybe. Or just his guilt. The tree takes what it needs.

I drove his truck back to his workshop in Boone. Left it in the parking lot with the keys in the ignition, just as he'd asked. The police would find him tomorrow, hanging from a beam in his shop. They'd call it suicide. They'd search and find the horror in the crawlspace. Four young men who'd trusted their teacher.

Thomas Brennan would be remembered as a monster. And the tree would remember him too, in its own way. His confession locked forever in that year's growth ring, ready to contaminate whoever touched wood from 1965.

Ready to spread.

***
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MALCOLM, IF YOU'RE reading this, you've already felt the wood's pull. You've already started creating the objects. And I need you to understand, you won't be able to stop.

The tree is dead now, cut down for a highway expansion. But the wood remembers. Every confession, every execution, every drop of guilt absorbed over five centuries, it's all locked in those growth rings. When you mill the wood, you're not creating art. You're creating vessels for contamination.

You probably know this already. My notes should have warned you. But the tree whispered louder than the warnings, didn't it? You woke up with designs in your head. A rocking chair for the 1734 ring. A table for 1823. A picture frame for 1889. You thought they were your ideas, your artistic inspiration.

They weren't.

The tree guided your hands, Malcolm. It needed you specifically, a master craftsman who could create objects beautiful enough that people would want them. Objects that would spread across the country through normal commerce, carrying their contamination with them.

And now you can't stop. By the time you fully understand what you're doing, you'll have already made a dozen objects. Touched a dozen growth rings. Breathed in enough sawdust to ensure the contamination takes root in your lungs, your blood, your dreams.

I'm not telling you this to frighten you. I'm telling you this so you'll understand what comes next.

I've left detailed instructions hidden in places you'll find them. Tucked between the pages of this journal. Folded into the sale documents. Carved into the crossbeam of your workshop where you'll see them when you look up from your bench. Don’t ask how. At this point you shouldn’t be surprised about anything.

Three methods to slow the contamination. Not stop it, nothing can stop it once it takes hold, but slow it. Buy yourself time. Time to prepare. Time to help who comes after.

The Grounding Ritual: A way to shed contamination like a snake sheds skin. Painful. Excruciating, actually. But it works. For a while.

The Distance Protocol: Wait between exposures. Let your body reset its defenses. Diminishing returns, but better than nothing.

The Enhanced Barriers: Copper and silver slow the transfer. Not much, but enough to matter.

Use them, Malcolm. They'll keep you functional longer than you'd last without them. And you'll need to stay functional, because someone else is coming. Someone who'll need your help even more than you need these methods.

Her name is Grace Pritchard. She's my granddaughter. She's seventeen right now, and she doesn't know what's waiting for her. But she will. The tree has already marked her, just like it marked me, just like it's marking you.

When she comes to you, help her. Give her everything I've given you. Teach her what you've learned. Because she's going to need it more than anyone.

She's going to try to collect all forty-three objects you're creating. She's going to try to contain the contamination you've spread.

And it's going to transform her into something that's no longer quite human.

But here's what terrifies me most, Malcolm. What keeps me awake during the few hours I still need to sleep.

The roots.

When you bought the tree, you only took what was above ground. The trunk. The branches. But the roots remain. They spread deep, far deeper than anyone dug. And they're still alive down there in the dark, still connected to... something.

I don't know what. Other trees, maybe. Other crossroads where judgment occurred. Other places where guilt gathers and festers.

The tree you bought was never alone, Malcolm. It's part of a network. And by creating your objects, by spreading the contamination, you didn't end anything.

You just made it mobile.

Someone will find the roots eventually. Someone will dig them up. And when they do, you'll understand that cutting down one tree didn't solve the problem.

It just opened a door we should have left closed.

I'm seventy-two years old. I've kept the tree for fifty-six years. I look fifty. I'll live to see one hundred and fifteen, twenty, maybe more. The wood grain covers my hands, my arms, my chest. My eyes reflect light strangely in the dark. I need only three hours of sleep per night.

I'm becoming what the tree's keepers always become. Less human. More vessel. A living repository for confessions I've witnessed but didn't commit.

Grace will become this too, if she follows the path the tree has laid for her. You'll become something similar, Malcolm, though slower. The contamination works differently depending on exposure.

But we all end up in the same place eventually. Changed. Other. Neither fully human nor fully tree.

The tree has all the time in the world, Malcolm. It doesn't age. It doesn't forget. It just waits. And remembers.

Even after death, it remembers.

Earl Pritchard October 15th, 1965 Tree Keeper, Sixth Generation

￼

The journal continues for several more pages, technical notes on contamination management, diagrams of the Grounding Ritual, chemical formulas for the Enhanced Barriers. But the final page contains only a single sentence written in shaking handwriting:

Malcolm: You're already making the objects, aren't you? I'm sorry. The tree chose well.
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​Chapter 1 - The Cradle
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Appalachian Crossroads, 1742

Elizabeth Hawthorne came to the tree on an October morning when the mist hung so thick you couldn't see ten feet ahead. She walked alone, carrying nothing but the weight of fifteen years' worth of secrets.

Earl Pritchard's great-great-great-grandfather, William Pritchard, was keeper then. He watched her approach from his position beside the sentinel oak, noting the way she walked, back straight, head high, no hesitation in her step. This wasn't a woman being drawn by guilt. This was a woman who'd made a choice.

"You know what you've come for?" William asked as she stopped before the massive trunk.

"I do." Elizabeth's voice was steady. She was forty-three years old, weathered from decades of delivering babies in rough mountain country. Her hands were strong, capable. Hands that had brought life into the world.

Hands that had also taken it away.

"Then confess," William said.

Elizabeth placed her palms against the bark. The tree read her immediately, pulling the confession from her mind in images that William could feel even from his distance, the tree sharing its knowledge with its keeper, as it always did.

Seven babies. Seven over fifteen years.

The first had been in 1727. A girl born to the Macklin family with a twisted spine and a face that looked, as Elizabeth's mother would have said, "marked by the devil." The parents had been young, terrified, overwhelmed. Elizabeth had offered to help. Had sent them from the birthing room to fetch water that wasn't needed.

When they returned, the baby was dead.

"She went peaceful," Elizabeth had told them. "Sometimes God takes the weak ones before they suffer."

The parents had believed her. Had been relieved, though they'd never say it aloud. Had buried the child and thanked God for His mercy.

Elizabeth had gone home and slept soundly.

The second baby came three years later. A boy born without his left arm, the shoulder ending in a malformed nub. Elizabeth had seen the father's face, the shame, the horror, the fear of raising a cripple who'd never work the farm properly.

She'd helped again.

Then a third. A fourth. Each time, Elizabeth told herself she was being merciful. Saving these families from shame and burden. Saving the children from lives of suffering and mockery. God had made her a midwife for a reason, to make these difficult decisions that others couldn't bear.

By the seventh baby, in 1742, Elizabeth had perfected her method. A hand over the mouth and nose. Gentle pressure. It took less than three minutes. The babies never struggled much, they were too new to the world to understand they were leaving it.

But the seventh baby had been different.

The seventh baby had opened her eyes as Elizabeth pressed down. Had looked directly at Elizabeth with an awareness that shouldn't have existed in a newborn. And in that moment, Elizabeth had seen herself, truly seen herself, reflected in those dying eyes.

Murderer.

Not mercy-giver. Not savior. Murderer.

She'd finished anyway. The baby had gone still. Elizabeth had told the parents the same lie she'd told six times before.

But this time, she couldn't sleep.

This time, the guilt found her.

"Seven babies," Elizabeth said aloud, her hands still pressed to the tree. Tears streamed down her face now, though her voice remained steady. "I told myself I was saving them. Saving their families. But I was wrong. They deserved to live. All of them. I took that from them because I believed I knew better than God."

"The tree knows," William said quietly.

"I know it knows." Elizabeth looked at him, and William saw no plea for mercy in her eyes. Only acceptance. "That's why I came. I don't deserve forgiveness. I don't deserve anything but judgment."

The tree had already judged her. William could feel its verdict like a weight in his chest.

Guilty.

The rope appeared, hanging from the lowest branch. But Elizabeth didn't climb onto the execution root. Instead, she looked up at the tree one final time.

"I ask only one thing," she said. "Let every mother who sees these hands, in whatever form they take, know what they've done. Let the guilt spread. Let it be remembered."

Then she put the noose around her own neck and stepped off the edge.

The growth ring for 1742 would remember Elizabeth Hawthorne forever.

And in 280 years, when a master craftsman named Malcolm Cross milled that particular ring into a cradle, Elizabeth's guilt would find new hands to contaminate.

New mothers to show what evil looked like when it wore the mask of mercy.

***
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MARCUS WEBB JR. DID not believe in ghosts. He did not believe in curses, or haunted antiques, or trees that ate sin. He believed in telephoto lenses, bank statements, and the immutable fact that everybody, eventually, lied.

He sat in his gray Ford Taurus, parked three houses down from a manicured brick colonial in the Myers Park neighborhood. The engine was off, the windows cracked just enough to let in the humid October air. On the passenger seat lay a manila folder labeled PRITCHARD, GRACE.

Inside were photos that didn't make sense.

Grace Pritchard, sixty-four years old. Published novelist. Widow. By all accounts, a recluse. But the photos Marcus had taken over the last three weeks showed a woman who moved like a soldier. She wore heavy coats in seventy-degree weather. She wore leather gloves to buy gas. She walked with a stiff, deliberate cadence, as if her joints were calcifying.

And she was currently breaking into the Brennan house.

Well, not breaking in. Marcus adjusted the focus on his Nikon. She had walked right up to the front door, knocked, and been let in by Tom Brennan. But there was something about the way she stood on the porch, tense, vibrating, like a tuning fork struck against granite, that set Marcus’s teeth on edge.

He checked his watch. 10:14 PM.

"What are you doing, Grace?" he whispered, lowering the camera.

He had tracked her here, keeping a three-car distance so as not to be seen. She drove an old red Dodge truck that smelled of exhaust and something else, earth, maybe. She hadn't stopped for food. She hadn't stopped for the bathroom. She had driven two hours straight to this affluent, quiet suburb, walked up the steps, and disappeared inside.

Marcus picked up the file again. He flipped to the copy of the police report from 1978.

Victim: Marcus Webb Sr.

Suspect: Daniel Pritchard.

Status: Deceased.

Danny Pritchard had killed his father. That was a fact. Grace Pritchard was Danny’s sister. That was a fact. But what Grace Pritchard was doing inside the home of a young couple with a newborn baby... that was the variable.

A scream cut through the heavy air.

It wasn't a movie scream. It was raw, jagged, the sound of an animal caught in a trap. It came from the second floor of the Brennan house.

Marcus didn't think. He didn't weigh the legal ramifications of trespassing. He moved.

He was out of the car and sprinting across the damp lawn before the echo of the scream had faded. He hit the front door, found it unlocked, and shoved it open.

"Police!" he shouted, a lie that came easier than the truth. "Everyone stay where you are!"

The house had a smell underneath the lemon polish and potpourri, thick and cloying. It smelled like wet sawdust and old copper.

"Upstairs!" a man’s voice yelled. Tom Brennan. He sounded terrified.

Marcus took the stairs two at a time, his hand instinctively going to the concealed carry holster at his hip, though he didn't draw. He reached the landing and saw the open door at the end of the hall. The nursery.

The smell was stronger here. It made Marcus’s eyes water.

He burst into the room and froze.

The scene was a tableau of madness. To his left, Tom Brennan was pressed against the wall, his face pale, hands clutching his hair. In the center of the room, a young woman, Sarah, was on her knees. She was weeping, her hands clawing at her own face, leaving red streaks on her cheeks.

"It's broken," Sarah was sobbing, her voice a wet gurgle. "It's all broken. Look at it. Look at the spines. It's twisted. I have to fix it. I have to fix it like she did."

And there, standing between Sarah and a dark wooden cradle in the corner, was Grace Pritchard.

She looked monstrous.

She was wearing a heavy canvas duster coat, the collar turned up. She wore thick leather gloves that looked like they belonged in a welding shop. But it was her face that stopped Marcus cold.

Her eyes. In the dim light of the nursery lamp, they flared with a reflective, amber luminescence, like a cat caught in headlights.

"Don't touch her," Grace said. Her voice was low, scraping like sandpaper. She wasn't talking to Marcus. She was talking to Tom. "If you touch her
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