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Blackthorn is a page-turning Gothic romance that contains dark themes and scenes that may not be suitable for everyone, including graphic sex, noncon and dubcon sex, explicit language, possible harm to a child, human sacrifice, disturbing imagery, the occult, religion, violence, murder, horror, incest, blood, death, grief and gore.





PROLOGUE

If malevolence could be a place, it would be Blackthorn Manor.

Nestled in the tangled black woods beneath leaden skies filled with flocks of circling ravens stands the brooding, ancient house where I was born and raised. Though to call it a house is akin to calling hell a warm destination.

The truth is far more terrifying.

I fell in love in that house.

I nearly died there, too.

Now, as I’m rolled away on a stretcher with an oxygen mask strapped to my face, I watch Blackthorn burn to ruins, the gnarled trunks of the old trees that stand sentinel beside it painted red like streaks of primordial blood from reflections of the massive flames devouring it.

And I know at long last that I’m free of this place and the stranglehold it has always had over me.

Except for my dreams where Blackthorn and its ghosts will always find me, I’m finally free.





PART ONE

HOME SWEET HOME

Hell is empty, and all the devils are here.

—The Tempest
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Solstice, Vermont, is a picturesque town nestled in the densely forested hills of New England. Like any small town in this part of the world, Solstice has its share of lore and legends. Hauntings, curses, unsolved mysteries, unexplained natural phenomena, they’re as abundant here as maple trees.

It’s to this place I now return, having fled twelve years ago after my mother’s death.

Or murder. Depends on who you ask.

My daughter, Beatrix, stands beside me on the deserted train station platform, looking around with trepidation at the old-fashioned bronze lampposts, wooden benches, and small depot with its flaking white paint, peaked roof, and clock tower.

It’s half past four on a gray October afternoon. The air is crisp and redolent with woodsmoke. The silence is broken only by the fading sound of the train as it chugs around a curve in the tracks. Then it’s swallowed by the fog-shrouded forest, and we’re alone.

The sense of having been transported back in time is palpable. So is the electrical crackle of my daughter’s panic.

She’s never been outside the city. I suffer a fleeting twinge of regret over that now, but I have good reasons for keeping her surrounded by skyscrapers and concrete.

The women in my family go feral if left in nature too long.

“Does this town have indoor plumbing?”

“Of course.”

“What about electricity? Cars?”

I take her hand in mine and squeeze it reassuringly. “I know it’s not Manhattan, sweetie. Give it a chance.”

“This place is like a creepy olden town from a horror movie. Those woods are probably full of escaped convicts. We could be hacked to pieces any minute.”

“It’s not creepy, it’s charming. You’ve been watching those crime documentaries again. We talked about that. It’s not good for your mental health.”

Shivering as she edges closer to me, she mutters, “Being chopped to bits wouldn’t be good for my mental health, either.”

Dry leaves skittering across our path, we walk across the platform and enter the depot. It’s deserted, too, which feels ominous. Then again, everything about this town started to feel ominous to me when my mother died, so I try not to read too much into it.

In the small parking lot in front of the depot, an ancient black Cadillac awaits, engine running. Ghostly white plumes of smoke from its exhaust pipe billow in the chilly fall air. When a man emerges from the driver’s seat, unfolding his long limbs like a spider rising from its web, Bea’s sharp intake of breath is audible.

I give her hand another reassuring squeeze. “That’s Quentin, the caretaker. I told you about him, remember? There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“You didn’t tell me he looked like a zombie.”

“He isn’t a zombie.”

She whispers, “Mom, he literally looks like he just rose from the dead. I’ve never seen a person that color in my life. He might as well be made of clay.”

“We don’t criticize people for their appearance. Be kind to him.”

I raise my hand in greeting to Quentin. He lumbers around the car to take our luggage.

Watching him, I understand why Bea’s startled.

Q is tall, stooped, thin as a rail, and has onyx eyes that gaze from under heavy brows with piercing intensity. He can stare for an unnaturally long time without blinking. His pale, parchment-thin skin stands in stark contrast to the severity of his antiquated black wool cloak, and his wispy white hair drifts around his skull like ethereal mist. His boots don’t have a right or a left, as he made them himself.

The way he moves suggests rigor mortis has set in.

I wonder for perhaps the millionth time how old he is, but Q has looked exactly the same since my earliest memory from childhood when he gazed seriously into my eyes as I handed him his birthday gift of a brilliant-green scarab beetle I’d dug from under a barberry bush in the garden.

He loves the creepy-crawly creatures of the earth as much as I do.

When he’s finished loading our few bags into the trunk, Q opens the back door of the Caddy. Our eyes meet briefly before I duck inside the car, and though Q is nonspeaking and always has been, I don’t need words to interpret his warning:

Be careful. They already know you’re here.

But of course they would. The wealthy and powerful Crofts know everything that happens in this town, and they have for over three hundred years.

We make the trip to the house in silence. Bea keeps darting nervous glances at me, so I keep my expression impassive and hold up my head with a confidence I don’t feel. With every mile that passes, the winch around my lungs squeezes tighter, until I’m breathing so shallowly, I’m lightheaded.

Then we drive through the rusty iron gates of Blackthorn Manor, and I lose my breath altogether.

My family’s ancestral home looms at the end of a long, rutted dirt driveway choked with weeds. As much a part of the forest as the centuries of dense undergrowth and towering trees that surround it, the brooding stone structure is cloaked in ivy and surrounded by a tangle of native shrubs and uncontrolled bracken.

The house isn’t one structure, but many structures built over hundreds of years in a stubborn patchwork quilt of styles that lend it a chaotic, unsettled appearance. Part Medieval fortress, part Gothic mansion, and part rustic ruin, it defies easy categorization, much like its generations of inhabitants.

An architectural Frankenstein’s monster, the place seems to radiate a sense of foreboding, as though it guards secrets best left undisturbed.

The only modern additions are the large greenhouse at the back of the property, which holds all kinds of delicate herbs and plants that can’t survive the harsh New England winters, and a covered garage for the car.

Beyond lies the dark and menacing primeval woods, an overgrown wilderness the local children never venture into, terrified by tales from their parents of all the strange creatures that roam its twisted paths.

Spotting the house, Bea sits upright in her seat. “Is that where you grew up?”

“Yes.”

After a moment, she says quietly, “It looks like it’s haunted.”

I meet Q’s dark gaze in the rearview mirror. Then I look back at the house and suppress a shiver.

Home sweet home.

Where all the hungry goblins of my past lie in wait for my return.

I slide my hand into my coat pocket, run my fingertips along the smooth lines of the pistol nestled there, and remind myself to keep breathing.
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The moment Bea and I step through the front door of the house, we’re enveloped by the scent of my childhood. Old books and melting candle wax, the lingering perfume of dried herbs, a faint whisper of something sweet but also rotting, like overripe fruit. The air is still and heavy because the windows are never opened, but also somehow alive, as if charged with invisible energy.

Then my aunts appear from around the corner, and a whisper of static electricity lifts the hair on my arms.

Esme and Davina stand side by side, arms entwined, smiling sweetly at us like a pair of cherubs.

Any resemblance to angelic creatures ends there. Though they may look harmless, these women are as fierce and cunning as lions.

Like all the women of my lineage who’ve lived and died in this town, they’ve had to be.

“Welcome home, Maven,” says Esme, her green eyes glittering.

“Thank you. It’s good to see you.”

A floorboard creaks, a door hinge groans, then the house falls into deep, unnatural silence. I take Bea’s hand and pull her closer.

“Auntie Esme, this is my daughter, Beatrix. Bea, this is your great-aunt.”

“I’m the smart one.” Esme smiles, flashing the dimples in her cheeks.

Davina counters, “You’re as smart as a goldfish. Everyone knows I’m the intelligent one.”

“And this is your great-aunt Davina. And for the record, they’re both geniuses.”

Bea glances back and forth between them, staring in open-mouthed awe.

I try to look at them objectively, with the eyes of a stranger.

Tall, straight-backed, and square-shouldered, the sisters are dressed in identical simple, long black gowns. They wear no makeup, but their skin glows with health. They aren’t adorned with any jewelry, either, except for matching opalescent moonstones on their left ring fingers.

Despite their modest dress, they’re striking. But it’s their hair that really makes them remarkable.

The succulent red of fresh pomegranates, their hair cascades in fiery curls all the way down to their waists. They wear it loose, allowing it to move freely with each turn of their heads, an unruly mass of color that’s become threaded with silver since I last saw them.

My mother had that hair. As does my daughter. As do I, though mine has been dyed black and kept in a single tight plait for many years. I only unwind it twice a week to shampoo and condition, then it’s braided again as soon as it’s dry.

I almost cut it all off once, but I couldn’t do it. I stood in front of the bathroom mirror with scissors in my hand, hearing my mother’s voice in my head as I stared at myself.

“Never be ashamed of the things that make you different. That’s where your true power lies.”

By then, I was so tired of being different, I wanted to be anyone but myself. I wanted to be anonymous.

I wanted to disappear.

“Say hello to your great-aunts, Bea.”

“Hi. It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Thank you for having us.”

Pleased by Bea’s manners, Esme smiles. “You’re so welcome. Now, you must be hungry after your journey. Come into the kitchen with me, love, and I’ll fix you something to eat.”

She takes Bea’s hand, shoots me a loaded glance, then leads my daughter off into the kitchen.

The moment they’re out of earshot, Davina turns to me and grips my cold hands in hers.

“How are you?”

“I’m fine.”

“Of course. But how are you really?”

I exhale and briefly close my eyes. “Tired. I forgot how much I hate to travel.”

She makes a sound of understanding. “All those people.”

“Yes. How are you and Auntie E?”

She gazes at me silently for a beat, then lifts a shoulder. “The same as we always are. Surviving.”

I study her unlined face, wishing I’d inherited some of that buoyant collagen. The bags under my eyes have their own bags now. I’m not yet thirty, but you couldn’t tell it by looking at me.

Constant stress takes its toll.

“What have you told Bea?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?”

“The truth can sometimes do more harm than good.”

“Says the scientist.”

“In this case, it’s accurate. We’re only here for a few days. I’d rather not end her childhood prematurely. Where will we be staying?”

“You in your mother’s old room, Bea in yours.”

I nod. “Thank you. She’ll appreciate having her own space.”

Davina gives my hands another squeeze. “Come and have some food.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“But you’ll eat. You need something in your stomach. You look too thin and pale, like you’re recovering from a chronic illness.” Lips pursed, she inspects my face. “Tuberculosis, maybe. Or something spread by mosquitos.”

Not even five minutes in, and the fun has already started. It’s no wonder rates of depression spike around holidays. That’s when people spend the most time with their relatives.

As she turns away, Q slowly walks up the main staircase to the second floor with our bags, his step as silent as a cat’s, and I look around the place.

The house hasn’t changed since my childhood. A colossal unlit fireplace of black granite dominates the main room. Beeswax candles flicker in niches in the cracked plaster walls. The mantel above the hearth is draped with woven boughs of fresh fir, and the high ceiling is crossed with dark wooden beams from which iron chandeliers hang, their arms wrapped in wisps of cobwebs.

Most notable are the books, which are everywhere.

Packed into floor-to-ceiling bookcases, stacked on the coffee table, side tables, and even on the floor beside the sofa and chairs, books are the dominant feature of the room. Ancient leather-bound tomes nestle beside contemporary hardcover editions. Academic journals and encyclopedias dominate one entire wall. I see the illustrated folio series on entomology that so fascinated me as a child, along with all the titles about history, astronomy, the arts.

The rest of the house is a labyrinth of rooms and passageways that defy conventional architecture, a maze where the unfamiliar can easily get disoriented and lost. Doors open onto steep drops. Staircases lead nowhere. Serpentine corridors wind back on themselves until they dead-end.

As I stand there, a cold sense of foreboding creeps over me. I feel suddenly as if I’m looking over the edge of a high cliff toward a black churning sea far below, bitter wind tearing through my hair and buffeting my body, an evil presence at my back readying to shove me over and send me screaming to my death.

Hoping it’s nerves rather than premonition, I shake it off and follow Davina into the kitchen.

Hours later, after the supper dishes have been cleared and Bea is asleep in my old bedroom upstairs, Esme, Davina, and I sit at the kitchen table, making good progress on our third bottle of pinot.

The Blackthorn women are many things, but teetotalers isn’t one of them.

“Bea’s quite precocious for her age,” observes Davina as she languidly traces a finger over one of the many marks carved into the ancient wood tabletop.

“As were you,” Esme says as she glances at me. “But she’s an angel. You were a little devil. Full of spit and vinegar, just like your mother.”

I chuckle into my wineglass, then swallow the final ounce. “You say that like the two of you are such sweet little lambs.”

Davina looks down her nose at me. “Pardon me, your royal highness, but we’re the most docile little lambs in all of New England. We hardly ever bite.”

“Tell that to Father O’Brian. Does he still make the sign of the cross over his chest when he sees you?”

“Psh. That old fool. He’s the only person who can read from the Book of Revelation and make it boring.”

“If you think mass is so boring, stop going.”

She smiles. “How else would we scandalize the good citizens of Solstice on a weekly basis? They count on us to give them something to gossip about. We’d be shirking our duties as the town outcasts if we gave up church.”

“Maybe if you didn’t purposely antagonize people, they’d be nicer to you.”

Davina studies me silently for a moment, her gaze assessing. “We’re Blackthorns. We antagonize people merely by existing. We’re different, and we always will be, no matter how we might try to pretend we’re not.”

She looks pointedly at my hair.

Uncomfortable for being called out, I shift my weight in the chair. “I’m not pretending anything.”

“That hideous dye job would suggest otherwise. And why shoe-polish black, of all things? You look like you lost a bet.”

“I’ll have you know, I get my hair dyed professionally.”

Her tone is amused. “By Morticia Addams?”

I laugh, but then I think of my mother, and my laughter takes a dark turn. I clap my hand over my mouth to stifle a sob.

“Oh, love, I know,” says Esme, reaching across the table to clasp my hand. “We miss her, too. It hasn’t been the same around here since Elspeth died.”

This is one of the many reasons I hesitated about coming back for Granny’s funeral. Goblin memories aside, it’s painful to be close to people who can read me so well. Since I left, I’ve carefully arranged my life to avoid such a thing.

Like all Blackthorns, I harbor far too many secrets for true intimacy.

I press my knuckles against my closed eyelids and exhale. Then I dash away the moisture gathered on my lashes and change the subject. “Bea asked on the train ride over why the three of you lived together with Granny and never married.”

Esme looks interested. “What did you tell her?”

“That men have never mattered much to the women of this family.”

Davina’s smile is small and satisfied. “They matter well enough for what they’re useful for.”

“If you’re about to start talking about your sex life, I’m going to bed.”

“Pardon me? Mature women aren’t allowed to enjoy sex?”

“Of course they are. But the last time we spoke on the phone, you went into graphic detail about your seduction of the handsome young doctor who recently moved to town. I’m still trying to scrub my memory of the images. If I need medical attention for any reason while I’m here, I won’t be able to look the man in the eye.”

Davina toys with a lock of her hair. “Men in their twenties are really at their sexual peak. Such stamina.”

“For the love of God, what did I just say?”

“Are you jealous, darling?”

My laugh is dry. “Extremely.”

“What about Bea’s father? You’ve never told us about him. Is he still in the picture?”

Because this particular subject is a black pit filled with vipers, I pause to carefully choose my words. “No. We had different ideas about what fatherhood meant.”

The sisters regard me in silence, their green eyes sharp. Just as Davina opens her mouth to say something, a cold gust of wind rattles the windowpanes. The candles lining the sill above the sink gutter, then go out. The bundles of dried lavender and herbs hanging from the rafters begin to sway.

Looking up at the restless ceiling, Esme says in a low voice, “Someone’s here.”

Davina adds darkly, “Or something.”

Rising from the table, the sisters peer out the kitchen window into the night, but a sixth sense has me turning toward the living room. I stand, cross quickly to the stairs, and take them two at a time until I reach the landing on top. There’s a small window there that overlooks the front yard.

At first, I see nothing. All is dark and still. Then a sliver of moonlight spears the cloud cover and illuminates the iron gate at the end of the driveway.

A tall figure dressed all in black stands outside the gate, looking up at the house. Though his face is obscured by distance and shadow, I don’t have to glimpse his features to know who it is.

I’d know Ronan Croft anywhere, in any lighting, even in the inky blackness at the bottom of the sea.

You never forget your first love.

Especially when he’s also your worst nightmare.

Ronan remains motionless until the clouds obscure the moon again, then he’s swallowed by the same darkness that produced him and disappears.
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I don’t sleep that night. Lying in my mother’s old four-poster wood bed, its finials carved into hissing gargoyles, I stare at the shadows slinking across the ceiling as my brain picks through a graveyard of memories, overturning mossy headstones to reveal the dark soil and wriggling insects beneath.

Ronan.

His eyes, his scent, his mouth on my skin . . . I loved him with a desperation that felt like madness.

No greater fool exists than a teenage girl ensnared in the trap of first love.

When the gray light of dawn curls its skeletal fingers around the edges of the curtains, I drag myself from bed, splash cold water on my face, and dress. Then I check on Bea in the room down the hall, the one I occupied as a child.

She’s still asleep, arms flung out to the sides on the mattress as if in her dreams, she attempted to fly.

The house is weaving its spell over her already.

I press a soft kiss to her forehead, smooth her hair away from her face, then stand looking down at her for a moment. Though on the verge of adolescence, she’s small for her age, so she’s often mistaken for being younger. She often acts younger, too, but that changes from day to day. Sometimes, she’s still my baby, but with puberty on the horizon, those days are numbered.

Her moods are already beginning to shift as quickly as her hormones do.

I worry what other changes adolescence will bring. My own experience with it can only be described as traumatizing.

When I enter the kitchen, the aunts are already there. Esme waves me into a chair and sets a steaming mug of murky green tea in front of me while Davina hums over a pan on the stove.

“How did you sleep, love?”

“Great,” I lie, avoiding Esme’s eyes. I didn’t tell them I saw Ronan standing outside the gate last night. It would’ve incited a riot. “What about you?”

“Not so well, I’m afraid. Bad dreams.”

“Really?”

Looking pale, she nods. “Snakes. Huge dark snakes slithering around the house, trying to get in. They were hunting for something.”

Davina glances over her shoulder at me. When she returns to her cooking, she’s not humming anymore.

Through the kitchen window, I see Q in the yard outside, chopping wood on a block. He doesn’t look strong enough to hoist a book over his head, let alone an axe, but, like so much else in Blackthorn Manor, his appearance is deceptive. He splits open a log with a single, powerful strike, then tosses the pieces onto the small pile beside him.

It never occurred to me until this moment that chopping wood while wearing a tattered wool relic of an opera cloak might be considered odd. Then again, everything about my family is odd and always has been.

I sniff the tea Esme set in front of me and try not to make a face at the pungent smell that stings my nostrils. It’s sharp, herbal, and oddly sour.

“Do we have coffee, by any chance?”

“I made that herbal blend just for you.”

Her stiff tone and baleful stare indicate her displeasure at what was obviously taken as an insult to her hospitality, so I smile and let it go.

“Good morning.”

I turn to see my daughter standing in the kitchen doorway in her pajamas, sleepily rubbing an eye with her fist.

“Morning, sweetie,” I say, thankful for the distraction.

Bea yawns. Shuffling over to the table, she plops down beside me, then smiles shyly at Esme. “Good morning.”

“Good morning to you, little dove.”

Davina turns from the stove to smile at Bea. “Pancakes for you, darling?”

Bea looks at the pan on the stove and blinks in surprise. “You mean like, you made them?”

“Of course I made them. How else would they appear?”

Bea stares hungrily at the pancakes. “Mom never cooks. Unless it’s like frozen pizza or something. For breakfast I always have cereal.”

When Davina gazes at me in disapproval, I feel a little defensive. “I don’t have time to cook. Between my work and Bea’s schooling, I’m too busy. Besides, we have dozens of great restaurants that deliver within a mile of the apartment.”

Davina opens a cupboard, removes a plate, and uses a spatula to slide three pancakes onto it. She sets the plate in front of Bea, along with a fork.

Watching her sitting in the place where I always sat for meals as a child, that strange foreboding creeps over me again. It’s like déjà vu, only darker and with teeth.

I remind myself that we’ll soon be safe back in New York, far away from this house with all its secrets and this town with all its hidden trapdoors.

Davina takes pity on me and changes the subject from food. “We’d like to arrive at the funeral home at ten. Will you be ready to leave soon?”

“Ten? Doesn’t Granny’s viewing start at eleven?”

Her pause is brief, but it carries a weight. “We want a few moments alone with Mother to say goodbye before the circus begins.”

I’d ask why they arranged for a public viewing at all if they’re so concerned about privacy, but I already know the answer.

They might be the town outcasts, but they’re far too proud to hide.

Q enters the kitchen, carrying a load of firewood in his arms. He nods a greeting at Bea, then fixes his piercing dark gaze on me.

I lift my chin slightly to let him know he doesn’t have to worry. I won’t let Bea out of my sight. Solstice might be a small town, but it’s plenty big enough to get lost in.

Lost and never found.

At a quarter to ten, we’re gathered in the foyer, four silent females in black waiting for Q to bring the Caddy around.

Bea’s patent leather shoes are polished to a mirror shine. Her unruly hair has been tamed into a single braid, matching my own. She looks even smaller than usual, her slight figure overpowered by the knee-length wool coat dug from the back of one of the many closets in the house.

It belonged to me once, long ago. It was my mother’s before that, and her mother’s, too.

This house doesn’t let things go easily.

“Your dresses are pretty,” says Bea.

“Thank you, darling.” Davina regards me. “What do you think?”

I take a moment to assess their long, formal beaded gowns and elaborate headwear. “I think if you were going for elegant Victorian beekeepers in mourning, you nailed it.”

She lifts a gloved hand to the wide brim of her veiled hat and smiles. “I knew you’d say something clever to lift our spirits.”

“I forgot to tell you,” says Esme, turning to Davina. “Did you hear that Elijah Croft was attacked by a flock of ravens the other day?”

“Ravens?” muses Davina. “How strange.”

“Yes. Very. I heard they nearly pecked the old man’s eyes right out of his skull.”

“They aren’t usually aggressive to humans. Maybe they were protecting a nest.”

Esme glances at me, her expression unreadable. “Or maybe they know evil when they see it.”

Q pulls into the driveway. Bea and I follow behind as the aunts sweep hand in hand out the front door, their long red hair cascading down their backs like fresh blood.

Eight minutes later, we’re all standing inside the relentlessly beige parlor of Anderson’s Funeral Home, listening to an old man in an ill-fitting suit murmur his condolences as he wrings his hands and trembles and does everything short of fainting at our feet.

The Blackthorn women have an uncanny ability to terrify people.

“This way, this way,” he stammers, gesturing down the hallway. “Lorinda is in our best reception room, of course.”

We enter a large room with hideous maroon shag carpeting and wallpaper with a gaudy red-and-black floral pattern that could cause seizures if stared at too long. Four windows are draped with heavy burgundy velvet that blocks out any trace of daylight. Overstuffed leather sofas line the walls and half a dozen rows of upholstered chairs are arranged in front of a gleaming black casket, which is flanked by huge sprays of red tiger lilies that lend their cloying perfume to the stale, unmoving air.

Davina looks around in horror. “Good God. Remind me to get cremated.”

With a gulp, Mr. Anderson backs out of the room and disappears.

Esme marches over to one window and throws open the velvet drapes. Daylight floods the room. She turns back to us and huffs. “The best reception room, my behind! Who decorated this place? Dracula?”

“The Marquis de Sade would be my guess,” says Davina. “One wonders if the Andersons are color-blind.”

“This room would be an abomination even in black and white.”

Davina sighs. “Well, it will give people something to talk about.”

“Something else, you mean. I hope they don’t send those awful lilies to the funeral tomorrow. That stench is already giving me a headache.” Esme marches over to another set of windows, muttering about the stupidity of men.

I suspect Mr. Anderson is in for one of the more unpleasant days of his life.

When Bea squeezes my hand, I glance down at her. “You okay?”

She stares warily at the open casket and inches closer to me. She’s never seen a dead person in real life before. I wind my arm around her shoulders and press a kiss onto the top of her head.

Davina reaches out and strokes a gloved finger gently down Bea’s cheek. “Death is nothing to fear, sweet girl. Nature remakes everything she creates. We’re not finished when we die, we’re simply transformed into something better.”

Bea looks dubious. “Mom says there’s no afterlife.”

Davina smiles. “Your mother is very smart, but she doesn’t know everything. Now, come along and meet your great-grandmother.”

She takes Bea’s hand. With me on one side and Davina on the other, we lead her toward the casket. When we’re standing at the edge, looking down at the body inside, I can’t help but smile.

Even in death, Lorinda is fierce.

She looks wild, a creature who walked straight out of the forest with captured prey between her teeth. Her long white hair is unbound, her strong jaw is clenched, and her closed eyes appear ready to snap open any second and scan the room with the feral intelligence that left most people quaking.

If there is an afterlife, Granny’s kicking ass in it.

We stand in respectful silence for a moment, until Bea says, “What’s that?”

She points at something wedged between Lorinda’s elbow and the cream satin lining of the casket. I lean over and pluck it out.

It’s a feather. A glossy black bird’s feather, as long as my forearm.

Smiling, Davina shakes her head. “Oh, Mother. You and your birds.”

Bea looks at me in confusion, but gets distracted by the sight of Davina withdrawing an elegant pearl-handled knife from a pocket of her dress.

“Here. Put this in the casket.”

Bea stares at the knife Davina’s offering her as if it’s the most fascinating thing she’s ever seen. Which it undoubtedly is.

“Why would you want that in her casket?”

“Because she’ll need it where she’s going.”

I look at the ceiling and exhale in a gust. Why is my family so determined to be flamboyantly strange? It’s as if they’re getting paid for it.

“Your mother can sigh all she wants, Bea darling, but before we can pass through Death’s cleansing fire and be remade, we have to battle some nasty characters in our journey through the underworld.”

“For God’s sake, Auntie D. She’ll have nightmares for months.”

She dismisses my parental concern with a flick of her wrist. “Life is a knife fight. Why should the afterlife be any different?”

“That’s just great. Thank you. I’m sure she’ll be discussing this in therapy for years to come.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Blackthorns don’t need therapy. We make other people need therapy. Bea, put the knife in the casket along with these.” She withdraws a pair of silver coins from her bodice.

“What are those for?”

“To pay the toll to the ferryman to cross the River Styx.”

When Bea looks at me, I regret I didn’t prepare her better for this visit. I should’ve made up something plausible, like we used to be circus folk.

I say drily, “He doesn’t take Visa. Just put everything in the casket, honey, and we’ll deal with your mental trauma later.”

She shrugs. “It’s okay. I’m good.” She takes the knife and coins from Davina’s hands and turns back toward her departed great-grandmother, lying in state like a queen.

Davina clasps her hands over her waist and smiles at me. “Don’t make such a sour face. It could’ve been worse. Esme talked me out of sending Mother off to the great beyond with Quill by her side.”

Quill is a great horned owl with yellow eyes and a five-foot wingspan that Granny found when it was a chick. It had fallen out of a tree in the yard. She nursed it back to health, and the two became inseparable.

When Quill died, Granny had it preserved and mounted for display. The gruesome thing has been gathering dust for years on its perch above the fireplace in her bedroom.

Seeing my expression, Esme says, “Here.” She draws a small silver flask from her sleeve.

I watch my daughter carefully slip money and a weapon under a corpse’s cold white hands. Then I accept the flask, unscrew the cap, and take a big swig of whiskey.

With any luck, I’ll drink myself straight through the entire weekend.
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Davina, Esme, Bea, and I are sitting front and center in the row of chairs when people begin to arrive to pay their respects to Granny.

Or rather, gape at her up close like they were never brave enough to do while she was living.

The first pair in are Ingrid and Helmut Schneider, the elderly German couple who run the local bakery. Helmut removes his cap and nods respectfully at the aunts. Ingrid makes the slightest little curtsey, then Davina inclines her head in acknowledgment. Looking solemn, they approach the casket arm in arm.

Esme leans closer and says under her breath, “I wish everyone were like the Schneiders.”

“Why do you say that?”

“People from the old country still have respect for the ancient ways. Oh look, there’s Becca Campbell, that nasty little piece of work who used to bully you. Remember that time she spat on you in front of everyone at the winter carnival?”

I do, but I’m too distracted to answer. The sight of my archnemesis—once a leggy blonde all the boys went crazy over, now frumpy and frazzled with deep acne scars marring her face and a pronounced limp—has produced in me a profound sensation of pity.

Seeing my pained expression, Esme tuts. “Pardon me for saying so, love, but that soft heart of yours will someday be your downfall.”

“I’m not softhearted. I’m a Spartan. I’m a warlord. I’m Attila the Hun.”

She pats my hand. “That’s the spirit.”

When I turn my attention back to Becca, she’s frozen in the doorway, staring at me with bulging eyes and flared nostrils.

Two seconds before it happens, I realize she’s about to do something weird.

“You!” she shrieks, then lunges from the doorway toward me with her arms outstretched and her fingers curved like talons.

I leap to my feet, ready to defend myself. But before Becca can reach me, she trips and crash-lands face-first onto the shag carpet.

When she looks up, her nose is crooked, her mouth and chin are smeared with blood, and Auntie E is smiling.

“Careful, now,” she drawls. “We wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

Helmut Schneider makes a move to help Becca rise, but freezes when Esme pins him in a hard stare. He blinks, swallows, and turns quickly back to his wife.

Looking afraid instead of angry now, Becca scrambles to her feet and backs away from us. She bumps into Davina and spins around.

Davina’s gaze is withering. She says something too low for me to hear. Whatever it was, it makes the color drain from Becca’s face. With a strangled scream, she runs from the room.

From her chair, Bea watches her great-aunt with a look of utter fascination.

More people enter the room. I recognize some of them, others I don’t. Stomach churning and heart racing, I walk to a window and stare out into the gray morning, trying to catch my breath.

This goddamn town. Why did I think anything might have changed? It’s as awful as ever.

I don’t know how long I stand there, but when I turn around, the Schneiders have left, and Bea and Davina are standing hand in hand a few feet from the head of the casket, engrossed in conversation.

I start to cross to them, but stop in my tracks when an older man in a wheelchair rolls through the door. Though one eye is taped over with bandages, and his hair has turned pure white since I last saw him, I recognize him instantly.

It’s Elijah Croft. Patriarch of the Croft family, and former head of Croft Pharmaceuticals until his eldest son took over.

He’s Ronan’s father.

Everyone’s attention swings to him. The room falls silent. Esme rises stiffly to her feet and gazes at him with a hatred I can almost feel from where I’m standing.

The hatred on his face as he looks at Esme matches hers.

Unsurprising, considering our families have loathed each other for generations. Ever since Megaera Blackthorn was hung for witchcraft in the town square more than three hundred years ago, we’ve been feuding.

Megaera’s judge was the prominent local magistrate, Levi Croft.

“You’re not welcome here, Elijah.” Esme’s voice is stone cold.

“Did you think I’d let you get away with it? Did you think I’d cower like the rest of them? Because you were wrong.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now leave.”

He pushes a button on the arm of his chair. With a mechanical whirr, he glides a few feet farther into the room. He glances at the casket, then at Davina, then turns his attention back to Esme. “Call it off.”

Esme responds with scathing contempt. “I see you’re getting dementia in your old age. Not surprising, considering you were never very bright to begin with.”

“I said, call it off.”

She snaps, “I don’t know what you mean.”

“The birds! They’re attacking me!”

She and Davina share a fleeting glance, then she says icily, “If you’re being bothered by wildlife, maybe you should try a different cologne.”

A movement outside the window catches my eye. A big black raven has landed on one of the bare branches of the maple tree in the yard outside. As I watch, another one glides down from the sky and lands on a nearby branch.

Then another. And another.

In a moment, the branches are full of them, restlessly fluttering their wings so the entire tree looks alive.

One by one they settle, peering with strangely intelligent black eyes at the window.

No, not at the window. Through the window.

At me.

In the distance, the eerie wail of a siren rises through the air. I catch an acrid whiff of sulfur at the same time I see the first black tendrils of smoke rise above the forest’s tree line and billow up into the cold October morning.

Somewhere out in Solstice, a fire has started to burn.

Elijah leaves in a state of agitation. The rest of the viewing is less eventful, but still awful.

I’d almost forgotten what it feels like to be the town curiosity, the carnival sideshow act everyone wants to stare and snicker at but only from a safe distance. It’s as if they think our strangeness is contagious, but they still can’t resist.

The only bright spot of the day is that Bea witnesses firsthand what dignity looks like. Even knowing they’re the subject of as much ridicule as they are fear, Esme and Davina are regal. Shoulders back, spines straight, chins lifted, they look every person in the eye without a hint of shame.

Finally, it’s over, and we’re on the way back to the house. Sitting in the front passenger seat of the Caddy next to Q, Bea turns around and looks at me.

“Are we in the Mafia?”

If only it were that simple. “No, honey, we’re not in the Mafia.”

She glances doubtfully at Esme, then Davina. “You sure?”

Davina says, “Not the kind you mean.”

“Not any kind. We’re a normal family.” After a beat, I add, “Okay, that’s untrue, but we’re definitely not mafiosi.”

“We’re much more interesting,” says Esme dismissively.

“Why did that lady scream at you? I thought she was going to beat you up. She was really mad.”

Esme scoffs. “Your mother would’ve pummeled her.”

“She’s always been wickedly strong,” Davina agrees. “When she was your age, darling, she chopped down a maple tree all by herself. Has she told you that story?”

Bea looks intrigued. “You chopped down a tree? Like with an axe?”

I want to say no, but I’ve got two witnesses. I try a diversionary tactic instead. “It was a small tree.”

Esme pats my hand. “She’s being modest. The tree was huge.”

I should have known that wouldn’t work. “It was diseased. Hollowed out.”

“Now you’re just fibbing. There was nothing whatsoever wrong with that maple.”

Davina agrees with a nod. “Except its location.”

I draw a breath and try to block the memory. But the harder I try, the more strength the memory gains, until I’m seeing it in vivid Technicolor under my lids.

The tree in question stood just outside the iron front gates of the house. It had a wide canopy with staggered branches that grew out a few feet up from the base of the trunk, making it an easy climb.

It was clearly visible from my bedroom window. I can’t count how many mornings I woke up to find the branches fluttering with pieces of paper scrawled with hateful messages.

Burn, witches!

Blackthorn whores!

Go back to hell!

Sometimes, there were effigies. Naked plastic dolls with nails driven through their chests for decoration.

Q would climb up the tree and take everything down, but not before I’d gotten an eyeful. I’d sneak into the trash bins afterward and go through the crumpled papers with shaking hands while tears silently streaked down my cheeks.

Every nasty word was a fresh cut. And every time it happened, the wounds opened deeper.

We never discovered who the perpetrators were, but knowing their identities wouldn’t have made a difference. There wasn’t anything anybody would do to stop it.

Until I—literally—took matters into my own hands.

“It was the wrong thing to do,” I say, my voice low. “It wasn’t the tree’s fault that people can be monsters. I wish that maple would’ve lived.”

After a moment, Esme says, “Maybe it will.”

“It’s been a stump for almost twenty years.”

Her smile is mysterious. “Some things only appear to die. There are more states of being than you can imagine.”

“What was that old man in the wheelchair saying about the birds who attacked him? That was weird.”

I open my eyes to find Bea staring at me, her chin resting on her folded hands, her green eyes bright with curiosity.

I keep my face stony when I respond. “Poor Mr. Croft. He fell and hit his head. His mind hasn’t been the same since.”

Davina snorts.

“Bea, turn around and put on your seat belt.”

She obeys me without an argument. But the moment she’s finished clicking the belt into place, she sits upright and points at the windshield straight ahead.

“Look! There’s a fire!”

I lean forward, peering out at the view of the street. We’re slowing to a crawl because the street has been blocked off with orange cones at the intersection ahead. A uniformed police officer waves oncoming traffic around the block. A few hundred yards up from the intersection, three fire engines are parked in front of a house.

It’s engulfed in flames.

Plumes of noxious black smoke billow from the broken upstairs windows. Orange licks of fire climb the outside walls. The roof over the front porch has already been obliterated and lies in smoking piles of blackened timber on the lawn.

As we turn the corner, a portion of the main roof collapses in on itself, releasing a huge shower of ash and glowing cinders high into the sky.

Q accelerates. The house disappears from view. Only the smell of smoke remains, lingering heavily in the air.

“Auntie D?”

“Yes, darling?”

“Was that Becca Campbell’s house?”

Behind the black netting of her veil, her green eyes burn eerily bright. Another fire engine roars past us in the opposite direction, lights ablaze and sirens screaming.

“Was it?” She turns her head and gazes out the window, her lips curving into a small, secretive smile.
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I can’t sleep again that night. The house is eerily quiet but it feels as if it’s watching, waiting, biding its time. Every time I move my head, shadows slink away from the edges of my gaze. Twice, I think I hear muffled sobbing, but when I listen harder, the sound fades into silence.

Finally, somewhere around midnight, I abandon my room.

After checking on Bea, I head downstairs. Except for the embers smoldering in the fireplace in the great room, the house is still and dark. The wood floor is cool under my bare feet, worn smooth from the steps of generations. In the kitchen, I pour water into a glass from the tap, then stand looking out into the night while I drink it. Then I wander back into the great room to peruse the shelves of books.

I flip on a floor lamp and pull out a slender volume about herbal home remedies, then stand there scanning the pages until a noise distracts me. It’s a thump that came from directly above my head.

Frowning, I look up at the ceiling.

Closing the book in my hands, I cock my head and listen hard into the silence. I hear nothing. But a sudden urgent need to check on Bea has me tossing the book onto the coffee table and returning quickly upstairs.

I find her exactly where I left her, sound asleep.

Relieved, I brush my knuckles against her cheek to feel for fever, but her temperature is normal. So I tuck the blanket around her, kiss her forehead, and tiptoe out. In the hallway, I turn to go back to my own room, but spin around when a flash of light illuminates the darkness.

It vanishes as quickly as it came, but it originated from under Granny’s bedroom door.

My scalp tingles. My pulse ticks up a few notches.

Is someone in Granny’s room?

Why the thought should unnerve me so much, I don’t know. But it’s precisely that it does that makes me straighten my shoulders and march resolutely down the hall.

I step inside and flip the wall switch. The room floods with light.

It’s empty, but there’s a presence that’s palpable, emanating from the furniture, the walls, the very air itself.

Lorinda Blackthorn left her mark on this space. The same way she left her mark on everything she touched. She was larger than life, and I didn’t get to see her before she died to say a proper goodbye.

My heart throbs with a dull ache.

I didn’t get to say goodbye to my mother before she died, either.

Stepping farther inside, I glance around. Nothing looks out of place. The bed is made, the drapes are drawn, the room is tidy. Perched on the rough wood mantel above the unlit stone fireplace, Quill watches me suspiciously with his dead yellow eyes.

“Give me a break, bird. It’s been a long day.”

I cross to the wooden dresser, trying to shake the strongest sense that the owl’s dead eyes are following me. I pick up an ornate silver picture frame, its finish dulled with age. It displays a large black-and-white photo, taken in front of the greenhouse, of seven females of various ages.

Granny Lorinda and her two sisters, Tisi and Perse, flank a woman with gray hair wound atop her head in tightly coiled braids. The younger women wear plain, long-sleeved wool dresses with white aprons tied around their waists. Great-Grandma Cleda wears a severe, high-necked black dress and an expression as cold as a headstone.

She died long before I came along, but her reputation as a woman who took zero shit and scared the bejeezus out of the townsfolk is legendary.

Clinging to Lorinda’s skirts are two small girls, Esme and Davina. In her arms is Elspeth, the baby.

My mother.

I remember this photo well, mainly because of the answer I received when I asked where everyone’s husbands were. My mother’s laugh was a pretty thing, bright and full of mischief.

“Husbands? The Blackthorn women are far too smart to fall for that old trap.”

By that point, I already knew my own father was regarded as nothing more than a means to an end, some disposable man my mother made use of when she felt the time was right for her to have a child.

His identity was never revealed
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