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Content Warning

This book contains themes of ritual murder and ritual suicide
in a religious context.

This book also has a character who experienced sexual
violence in the past; this violence happens off page, before the
events of the story, but is referenced in Chapter Seventeen.






Here and there,
king and door,
cup and spear,
corn and war.

Proud and wild,

there he bleeds.

Thorn and rose,
tines and king.

—Thorne Valley folk rhyme, source unknown



Prologue

[T TOOK HIM A LONG TIME TO FIND THE CHAPEL, COMING FROM
the wrong direction. A few hours at least, striking from the
unnamed lane, which branched off an obscure B road, and then
straggling through open moorland until he found a pair of
standing stones at the edge of the property, like an ancient
stile.

Only when he walked through the stones did he see it
properly—the manor house with its glinting windows, the
trees in their autumnal riot of scarlet and orange and gold. The
strangely dark roses that were crawling everywhere.

And the chapel. The chapel.

He hadn’t been able to stop dreaming of it. Couldn’t stop
thinking of it. When he prayed, it curled in his mind like
candle smoke.

He had to come back.

His parents would be furious with him, he knew, for taking
his Nanna’s car; even the famously indulgent Hesses drew the
line at grand theft auto, especially when at home he only had a
learner’s permit, but he truly had no choice. It was either take
the car and drive to Thornchapel, or burn alive with a yearning
he didn’t understand.

He was called.
And now here he was.

It took some time to work his way down to the heart of the
valley, especially with the roses, which were guarded by razor-



sharp thorns and which snagged at his pants and coat as he
pushed his way to the chapel. He stopped between the trees
before he got to the clearing, something like awe and alarm
together filtering through his blood.

There was a door.
There was a door where there hadn’t been a door before.
And it was open.

The zeal flared in him, making everything blurred and
dreamlike.

The door.
The rest of your life is through that door.

He took a step forward—only to freeze as he realized he
wasn’t alone. There was someone else in the chapel-—a man—
a man who was on his knees in front of the altar. The man was
wearing a torc

around his neck, and while Becket watched, the man
lowered his head and wept.

Becket knew who he was.

Dislike and fear ran cold fingers up his spine. He’d seen
the man hurt Auden earlier this year—a backhanded strike
right to the face—and he’d seen how the man controlled the
other adults, sometimes with venom and sometimes with
charm. He had no doubt the man would hurt him if he knew
Becket was there—in fact, he had a knife dangling from one
hand, a pale knife that looked to be very, very old. As if the
man had come here to do violence anyway.

Becket swore softly to himself, his gaze going to the door.
The zeal whispered to him, plucked at his sleeves, entreated
him on.

The rest of your life is through that door.
Becket wondered if he could get to the door anyway.

But then a woman burst into the clearing, running, dark
hair tousled from the wind and her clothes creased as if from



travel. There was something small and white in her hand, like
a folded piece of paper.

Her voice carried from the ruins as she called out to the
man—she was relieved to have found him, but her distress was
palpable. His voice raised to match hers, and though Becket
couldn’t hear what he said, he could hear the pain shaking in
the man’s voice.

It was the pain of someone with nothing left to lose,
Becket thought, and he suddenly felt scared for the woman. He
stepped closer to see, and both adults whirled at the noise—
eyes scanning for him.

He ducked just in time, but then when he raised back up,
he saw something horrifying, something that sent adrenaline
flooding through him—a bright, chemical buzz to mingle with
the beautiful blear of the zeal—

The man was trying to kill the woman.

The knife was between them, and she was trying to grapple
the man away from her, she was desperately trying to keep
him from stabbing her...

Becket didn’t have to think, he didn’t have to decide.
Someone was in danger and he could help, he had to help. He
would help.

He launched himself from the trees and over the wall,
meaning to tackle the man to the ground, meaning to stun him
long enough for the woman to run.

He would never know, in the years to come, what his
mistake was. A mistake of trajectory, perhaps, or of speed. Or
maybe it was the zeal, which always muffled his earthly senses
at the expense of his spiritual ones. What Becket Hess would
know—and remember—was the slam of his body into
another’s.

The sound of puncture.

And the slick crimson of blood spilling into the earth.



Chapter One



Auden

Eight Years Ago

ONCE UPON A TIME, WHEN | WAS SEVENTEEN AND FULL OF
crimson misery and livid hurt, I came upon a flower in the
thorn chapel.

It was a rose. A rose so darkly and deeply red that it
looked black in the weak light of the frozen midwinter day.
And all around it was stone rimed with frost and dead vines
caught with small, cheerless snowflakes, and it shouldn’t have
been there, roses didn’t bloom in midwinter outside, roses
didn’t bloom surrounded by ice and snow.

Certainly not roses that looked like that, like a freshly
turned bruise.

We’d arrived at Thornchapel the previous night, and
already my family was miserable without the necessary
distractions of London. My mother was drinking, my father
was at turns distant and beastly, and I missed St. Sebastian so
much that it felt like someone had cinched my heart with razor
wire and doused it in petrol. I burned alive for the boy who’d
left me.

The boy who left me after I quite literally bled and broke
for him.

So I hated him, and my parents, and I hated the world, the
entire world, and everything in 1it, Thornchapel and St.
Sebastian most of all. But hatred for me has never been
simple, just as love has never been simple—not at least since I
kissed two people in front of the grassy forest altar and grew a
heart of thorns to replace my heart of flesh.

My hatred looked like this: a fervor that would have
rivaled a saint’s, an antipathy akin to worship. A reverence—a
vengeful carnality that bordered on the sacred.



I hated most of all that he wasn’t here.
With me.
Where he belonged.

I hadn’t meant to go to the chapel that morning; I hadn’t
meant to go anywhere at all. T just knew I couldn’t endure
another moment inside the house with my unhappy parents,
with my newly healed bones that still twinged sometimes, with
the knowledge that there was no beautiful, dark-eyed boy
waiting for me in the village. And so even though I despised
Thornchapel in general, I put on a coat and scarf and a battered
pair of boots and thought maybe I’d kick along the kitchen
garden paths for a few minutes, just until I was too cold to
remember how much I didn’t want to be inside.

But once I stepped out onto the terrace, my choice was
made for me. The maze, shrouded with snow and a hazy
morning mist, beckoned, and then once I was in the maze, the
center beckoned, and once I got to the center—once I saw
Adonis and Aphrodite in their doomed embrace, dormant rose
canes crawling over the base of the statue and twining over
their feet—I knew I had to go to the chapel. I didn’t want to, |
didn’t even decide to, truthfully. It simply happened. One
minute [ was staring up at Adonis, who seemed blissfully
unaware that he’d soon be mangled by a boar and his death
commemorated with broken pots and dead lettuce, and the
next | was walking down the stairs and into the dark tunnel
that led out to the woods.

The chapel looked much as it had when I was twelve and I
was married by the altar. Although the grass was no longer
emerald and the roses were no longer blooming on the walls,
thorns still crawled everywhere. The altar still huddled at the
far end of the ruins and the broken walls remained broken,
remained home to blackthorn clumps and the lingering sloe
berries caught in the frost and now quite dead.

But unlike then—when the clearing had been full of happy
summer sounds, birds and bees and the distant chatter of the
river—all was silent. The birds gone, the river choked with
ice, the blooms for the bees long since withered and rotted



away. If the thorn chapel was a flowering and a festival of life
in summer, then in winter it was a tomb. A church of hush, a
chancel of lack.

Mist clung to the standing stones and drifted through the
arched opening where a window had once been. It gathered
around the snow-powdered altar, and it swirled around my feet
like water as I pushed deeper into the clearing.

I had the strangest feeling that the chapel wanted me to
come inside, that I was meant to in some way. Like the mist
and the snow and the silence had all been waiting for me, that
it had all arrayed itself in solemn panoply for me, and now I
was supposed to receive it and to participate. To take it into
myself somehow.

Which was a translucently ridiculous idea.

And yet I couldn’t seem to test my own scorn by stepping
inside.

I wandered around the outside of the chapel instead,
hearing only my own breaths and the crunch of my boots in
the frozen grass, and heard nothing either to dispel or inflame
my unease.

It wasn’t that I was afraid to go inside, I told myself. It
was only that I didn’t want to. Why would I? The fallen walls
of the chapel hid nothing of its insides from view, I already
knew everything that was in there anyway. There was no point
in standing in there and remembering the day I'd never
forgotten in the first place, the day when I changed. When
everything changed.

A heart of thorns to replace a heart of flesh.
That’s when I saw the rose.

It was growing from inside the chapel, its vines twisting up
from someplace right behind the altar and up the back wall.
And here, where the stones had crumbled down enough to see
over, the rose peeked above the edge, impossible and alive.

It was midwinter today, it was cold enough that even the
hills seemed to shiver under the merciless December wind. All



the other roses were dead—along with the flowers, the trees,
the grass. Everything was dead. Everything except for this.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d seen since I last saw St.
Sebastian’s eyes.

I was curious. I was compelled.

Again, my feet moved without my willing them to, and
again I found myself drawn onward, as if I’d been meant to
take these very steps from birth. I walked around the walls and
standing stones to the front of the chapel and—knowing both
my resistance and my eagerness were equally contemptible—
went inside.

It was not as if a veil had been drawn over the world
outside the chapel. It wasn’t as if I stepped inside the chapel
and the silence deepened or the mist thickened. No, the chapel
wasn’t like that, it wasn’t a discrete and bounded space the
way it ought to have been. It was more like a cathedral, like a
Levantine temple, with a diffusion of holy spaces branching
and expanding from one central, sacred locus. The temple in
Jerusalem had its Holy of Holies protected by an outer
sanctuary, which was protected by courts, which were
protected by chambers, which were protected by walls and
gates, and so too did the thorn chapel have an altar protected
by walls, which were gated by standing stones, which were
guarded by the snow-dusted trees.

And so I cannot say that any one threshold made a
difference to what happened next, and I cannot even claim to
know what thresholds I crossed and what they meant. But I do
know this: all of Thornchapel is a threshold of sorts, and when
you are there, you are one too. I became a gate, a tabernacle,
and an altar. A holiness of lanky limbs and angry lust, and a
hallow of ink-stained fingers and unmet needs.

The mist seemed to part for me as | approached the altar
and the impossible flower behind it, and I skirted around the
spot where I once kissed Proserpina and St. Sebastian, I
skirted around the snowy heap of the grass-covered altar, and I
came before the wall. If it had been a proper chapel, a proper
church, the entrance would be at the west and the altar to the



east, but the thorn chapel was not a proper church, and so the
entrance was at the south and the altar was to the north. Which
meant this early in the morning, the rose was not only framed
by the old stone but also by the morning-dark woods. The rose
seemed to draw shadows to itself, seemed to be in a light all its
own, which was not a light at all, but a sort of murky umbra
that made me think of graves and thunder, of walking alone in
the fog-laden dark and hearing something move behind me.

It was fear that I felt, but it was an awakening too, a
recognition, like I’d been waiting for this, just as it had been
waiting for me. Like I was about to complete something I’d
started five years ago with flower petals stuck to my face and
St. Sebastian and Proserpina’s mouths on mine.

I tugged off my glove and reached for the rose.

There are many fairy tales that begin like this, with this
moment right here, and perhaps I should have known better,
perhaps 1 should have stopped myself. Perhaps I should have
waited, come back on another day when the light was less
strange and the mist had gone. Perhaps I should’ve understood
that the need and hunger in me were only fed by this place,
and nothing here could ever, ever soothe me—at least not until
I had my St. Sebastian back.

But 1 was seventeen and I didn’t want to be soothed. I
wanted to hurt, and I wanted to throb, and I wanted every
possibility in the world to lay itself bare to me, to come
running and kneel at my feet, heads bowed and begging
forgiveness for staying out of my reach.

It was not the first time I’d ever felt possessiveness—no,
Proserpina and St. Sebastian had made sure of that—but it was
the first time I’d ever felt possession.

Dominion. Imperium. Command.

I was entitled to whatever grew, crept, or slumbered at
Thornchapel, and it would reveal itself to me. My fingers
found the stem of the rose and followed its thorny tether up to
the heavy, tightly furled head of the bloom itself. I pulled it,
meaning to pluck only the bloom, but registered my mistake
an instant too late. An unseen thorn sank into my thumb and



bit into the skin, sending pain right down to the bone, up my
wrist, up my entire arm.

I swore, but I didn’t let go, twisting harder and tearing the
bloom right off the plant, until it was mine.

I looked down at my prize—a whorl of bruise-colored
petals, a scroll of silky impossibility. Blood from my pierced
thumb—a bright and shocking red against the dark, shadow-
scarlet of the rose—was smeared over the petals and sepals,
over my palm and my wrist. It dripped onto the snow below.

The back of my neck crawled with awareness, a feeling of
not-aloneness that superseded the usual watchfulness of the
chapel. I turned with the rose still in my bloody hand and then
took a step back.

A woman, beautiful and feral looking, with pale skin and
eyes as green as a cat’s, was staring at me from the other side
of the altar. She wore a long dress—a near-white, with the
kind of shapeless fussiness that spoke of Victorian origins—
and a slender torc of gold around her neck, its terminals etched
with interconnected spirals. She reminded me forcefully of
Proserpina—those cat eyes—but also of Proserpina’s mother,
who’d gone missing here at Thornchapel five years ago.

I was reminded of something else. A painting. But that was
an impossibility.

The woman didn’t step forward, she didn’t move. She only
tilted her head. ““You are a Guest,” she said.

I suppose it was a testament to how thoroughly my
manners had been bred into me that I answered a ghost. “Yes.”

My bloody hand continued to cradle the rose. My thumb
hurt.

“It was the Kernstows first,” the woman said, “before the
Guests. But it was always a king. It has to be a king.”

Her voice was pure Devonshire, big vowels and bigger rs,
and shockingly loud. Unnervingly present. I could have been
talking to someone from Thorncombe, talking to one of the
gardeners who came in to tend the grounds. That’s how here
she was.



But she couldn’t be here, she couldn’t. Either my
conception of reality had to bend or I was finally succumbing
to St. Sebastian-leaving-me-without-a-word-induced insanity.

“You’re not real,” I said, pointlessly.
“And you’re not a king,” she replied. “Yet.”

I could only stare. I used to pretend to be a king as a little
boy—and for a brief time last summer, I made myself the king
of one St. Sebastian, and he would be mine to kiss whenever
my royal heart desired. But I knew better now. I knew that
boys like me didn’t get to be kings—of pretend or kink or
otherwise. Boys like me went to Oxford or Cambridge, they
married girls like Delphine, they found respectable careers that
had nothing to do with art and everything to do with being
quality, with furthering the undefinable but all-important
Guest-ness that had been assigned to me from birth.

The woman touched her cheek—a mirror to the place on
my own where a cut had healed into a bright pink divot. “That
is the scar of a king,” she said, nodding to the healed wound.
“A someday king.”

She closed her eyes as her hand dropped, her fingertips
settling on the curve of the torc around her neck. “You must
remember,” she said, “because it will happen again. Who is
John Barleycorn, little Guest prince?”

John Barleycorn. It was a Burns poem, a folk song. I stared
at her.

“John Barleycorn is a memory,” she said, opening her eyes
and answering her own question. “A memory of the kings who
walked to the door.”

I was utterly lost now. “The door.”

“By dusk,” she said softly, and there was something like a
shudder in her voice. “If it’s not done by dusk, it may be too
late. It almost was for me, and through the door I saw—"

Another shudder.

“And it has to be a king,” she went on, her voice firming
slightly as she spoke. “A true king would never let anyone go



in a king’s place. That is the price, you see.”

Fear, not cold but hot—hot and sticky like the blood
dripping off my thumb—was all over me when I spoke. “The
price of what?”

There was a kind of tender pity to her words when she
finally answered.

“You will learn.”

And then she nodded at my hand, as if all the answers were
there.

I looked down too, and when I looked back up, she was
gone, with only the swirl of the mist to testify that she’d ever
been there in the first place.

With a sharp inhale, and long-delayed panic, I bolted from
the chapel, and tore my way home as if every ghost in England
was on my heels. And when I got home, I slammed the
crumpled rose into the biggest book I could find, stripped off
my clothes, and then stood in the shower for as long as it took
for me to believe that I’d hallucinated the entire thing. I’d
hallucinated Estamond because of my childhood games, I’d
hallucinated the part about John Barleycorn because ... well,
because who knows why. So it hadn’t been real. None of it had
been real.

Except for the rose. The rose which later on I’d open the
old, heavy book to stare at. The rose which grew brittle and
dried but never, ever lost that distinctive, bruised hue.

If nothing else, the rose had been real.

It has to be a king. That is the price.

&

YEARS PASSED, and I never told anyone what happened that
day. Why would 1?

But if I had, maybe Proserpina and St. Sebastian would
still be here at Thornchapel, maybe Delphine would be curled
at Rebecca’s feet. Maybe Becket wouldn’t be enduring a



sinner’s exile in Argyll. Maybe we would all be together.
Maybe all would be as it should be.

Then again, maybe not. I’ve learned caution when it comes
to Thornchapel, to predicting how this place moves through
people’s minds and bodies.

I’ve learned caution about a lot of things.

But I’ve learned too late, it seems.



Chapter Two



Auden

TEN DAYS AFTER THE TWO LOVES OF MY LIFE LEAVE ME, THE
phone rings.

“Guest,” a voice says after I answer. “You should come
down here.”

I stand and go to one of the many windows in my home
office. Out on the south lawn, my oldest friend stands in an
emerald-green jumpsuit, facing the house and looking up at
me. Behind her, the workers hired to demolish Thornchapel’s
maze have stopped working, and they’ve all gathered around
something I can’t see.

Something low. Something in the ground.

“Can it wait?” 1 ask, glancing back at my desk. I'm
supposed to be finishing a proposal for Historic Environment
Scotland—a visitors’ center situated near the Ness of Brodgar
in Orkney—and I’ve already told Isla I’d have it on her desk
this afternoon. Earlier than she needs it, yes, but what else do |
have to do? When St. Sebastian has left me and Proserpina has
followed him?

“Im afraid it can’t wait,” Rebecca says. “We found
something.” She pauses, and then adds, “Auden ...~

“Yes?”
“We’ll need to stop construction.”

Worry kicks in my stomach. Any number of capricious
variables can halt construction—bad weather, any weather at
all, planning difficulties, parts delays, labor delays, labor
disputes, protected birds roosting in the construction
equipment—but there is only one variable that truly worries
me. Only one that no amount of money can fix, that no force
of will can bend into submission.

“Fuck,” I mutter, already moving. “I’ll be down straight
away.”



&

A cHARcCOAL skYy hangs above the world. Broken slabs of
stone litter the site.

“We knew there was rock,” Rebecca Quartey says. She
looks down at the exposed chasm before her feet, frowning at
it like it’s a badly trained submissive. “But there was no reason
to think ...”

She’s right, there really had been no reason to think this
was possible. This had been a maze for a century and a half,
and a labyrinth before that. When Rebecca had asked if I
wanted a ground survey when I’d first hired her, I’d waved her
off, telling her I didn’t need an overpriced map of hedge roots
and dormice nests. I knew the maze’s secrets already, I knew
about the tunnel leading down to the woods. There was no
reason to think this place was anything other than a Victorian
diversion, an elaborate gate Estamond had erected to conceal
her comings and goings to and from the chapel.

“How many of them are there?” I ask, squatting down to
peer inside the pit. Now that all the hedges are gone—the
statues removed, the gravel scraped away—the site is mostly
damp, dark earth. The site is mostly as it should be.

Except for the squarish slabs of granite embedded right
into the soil. Except for the chambers underneath them.

Those are not at all as they should be.

“We’ve found seven that would have been underneath the
maze itself,” Rebecca answers, and then points to the middle
of the site, where the now-exposed tunnel opens like a hungry
mouth. “And then the one by the tunnel makes eight.”

She hands me a small torch and I click it on. The slab at
our feet has been shifted enough to reveal the empty space
underneath, lined with more stones to create a box. Like a
granite chest that’s been sunk into the earth and then lidded.

A kistvaen. A cist.

A Dartmoor grave.



When I shine the torch inside, I see more soil, and then the
unmistakable shape of a mostly-buried axe head, which
appears to be a dull greeny-brown. If there were any doubt that
these could be some kind of naturally occurring coffins in the
landscape, it’s extinguished then.

What a fucking bind.
“It’s bronze, Auden.”
“So it is,” I say, standing up. “We’ll have to make the call.”

“The planning authority first. Then they’ll call the
shovelbums.”

The archaeologists. Neither Rebecca nor I are strangers to
this particular roadblock. Like flooding or subsurface clays
with unpleasantly high plasticities, archaeology is yet another
construction hazard waiting to happen, and archaeologists are
the natural, necessary evil that follows. Like plumbers after a
broken pipe, or stumbling heiresses after a few hours in the
tents at Henley. Cause and effect. Catalyst and reaction.

It’s not that I hate archaeology—or archeologists. Of
course not. Yay history, and all that. But I would rather it not
interfere with the things I want to do ... such as remake the
face of my ancestral home into something that would horrify
my very dead but no less loathsome father.

I run my free hand through my hair, trying to think. “We’ll
need to let the project manager know—a full excavation could
take weeks, even if ’'m leaning on them to go faster, and we’ll
have to furlough the workers until it’s over. I’ll also make sure
the archacology team knows the thorn chapel is off limits. I
don’t want to risk any curious excavators wandering back and
seeing the door. At least not until we understand it better.” I
pull at my hair once more before dropping my hand. “I’ve a
friend from school who does rescue archaeology. I'll see if his
firm is available.”

Rebecca nods. “If you can handle the authority and
commissioning the excavation, I’ll deal with the rest.” Then
she pulls her lower lip into her mouth and releases it with a



decisive exhale. “There’s one last thing I think you should

29

SEc.

She leads me past a few more slabs, these still covering
their chambers underneath, and together we walk to what used
to be the center of the maze. There’s no real pattern to the
graves that I can discern—they seem dropped into the earth at
random, as if a giant stood here and carelessly emptied his
morbid pockets—but the one near the center is uncomfortably
close to the tunnel entrance. Too close to be coincidental.

“This was the first stone we moved,” Rebecca explains as
we get closer. “We thought it was part of the tunnel entrance at
first, but then ... ”

“Another grave?”

She shakes her head slowly. “I don’t think so. But I don’t
know what it is either.”

I click the torch on again and approach the cist—only to
realize it’s not a cist at all, but something much, much bigger.
A space large enough for a person to stand in, to take a few
steps in even. I get on my stomach, ignoring the damp kiss of
the earth through the linen of my popover shirt, and shine the
light farther inside. This chamber has fared better than the last
one—I can still make out parts of the stone floor at the bottom
—although I don’t see anything else on the floor. No bronze
axe heads, no beads or jewelry or burned bits of bone. There’s
only the stone. But that’s more than enough, because—

“You see it?”” Rebecca asks quietly.

“Yes,” I say, shining the torch this way and that, trying to
make sense of it. The walls are covered with carvings of
double spirals—spirals just like the one Proserpina found at
the Kernstow farmhouse, just like the ones that decorated the
ends of Estamond’s torc. A carved coil going clockwise, which
then leads into another coil, this one carved in a counter-
clockwise fashion.

And in between the spirals are other shapes—two other
shapes, I realize—Ilaid out sporadically and rather crookedly.



“I thought those could be antlers,” Rebecca says. She
doesn’t get on her stomach, instead squatting very easily for
someone in heeled boots, pointing to the angled tines carved
between the double spirals. “And those other shapes—what do
they look like to you?”

I don’t need to think about it long. “They look like roses.”

Not roses like one sees in medieval heraldry or on the
walls of Knossos, with flat petals and overzealous sepals
poking out underneath. No, these roses are surfeits of silky
petals unfolding into glory, practically spirals in their own
right.

What color were the roses in their minds when they carved
these walls, I wonder. Pink roses? White or red?

Black?

I get to my feet and turn off the torch, handing it back to
Rebecca as I pivot to take in the scattered cists. “It’s like a
field of bones.”

“It was a field of bones,” Rebecca says, stepping forward
to a cist that faces the chamber with the rose-and-spiral-etched
walls. They are only a few steps apart, almost as if they are
facing off against each other, almost as if this grave was meant
to be within reaching distance of the spiral chamber. It reminds
me of something, but the harder I try to think of what it is, the
more it eludes me.

(13

a handful of centuries,” Rebecca is saying to me.
She uses the side of an elegant ankle boot to nudge the soil
around the grave. “The soil here might be too acidic for
unburnt bone to last longer than that. The archaeologists may
find some cremains, however.”

“You’re saying Thornchapel eats bones.”

She gives me a look indicating I’'m being dramatic, which
1s something I’ve never been able to help. “I’'m saying
Dartmoor eats bones. Most moors do. Because of the low—"

“If you say pH to me, I’'m going to stop listening.”



Rebecca gives me a stare that would singe the eyelashes
off a lesser man. “Because of the low pH, you absolute
dickhead.”

I sigh.

“But,” Rebecca goes on, “we are quite lower down here, in
our valley. The soil is different. Who knows what they might
find?”

I think of Adelina Markham, buried behind the altar by my
father, and I squint at the trees under the dark sky, as if I could
see through them to the chapel itself and the grave it once hid.

The chapel. The memory of kissing St. Sebastian there, of
feeling that lip jewelry against my mouth as the rain streaked
down around us, comes so abruptly that I have to close my
eyes.

A hand touches my elbow, right above where my sleeve is
rolled up. I open my eyes to see Rebecca looking at me with
an expression of pure empathy.

“Are you okay?” she asks quietly.
“You know I’m not.”

She nods.

She does know, just as I know that she’s also not okay.
We’ve spent the last ten days in the same loop of misery and
work. Getting up early, staying up late. Working until our eyes
hurt and until not even tea sounds good anymore, drifting
through the house like wraiths with iPad Pros, sighing over
emails like widows sighing over embroidery.

Because working is the closest we can come to forgetting,
even just for a moment, that the people we love aren’t here.

“Get inside and call the planning authority,” she says. “I’ll
see you tonight.”

I start to leave, and then I stop. “Quartey.” On the edges of
the lawn, the trees stretch and hiss and sigh. “Thank you,” I
tell her.

“Of course.”



“No, not for the work. For coming back.”

She stills, her face turned to the ground. Her braids are
pulled into a high bun today, and so I can see the effort it takes
for her to keep her face schooled and expressionless.

“You’re the one who comes back, Bex. Always.”

There’s a quiver to her lips as she looks up at me, and I’'m
seeing what almost no one else has ever seen: Rebecca
Quartey trying not to cry.

“Heeeey, hey, hey,” I say gently, pulling her into my arms.
She’s tall, but I’'m taller, and she can nestle her face into my
neck, which she does. And soon I feel why, with the tears
wetting my throat and her shuddering breaths coming in fast
and hard against my wet skin. “It’s okay, Bex. I’'m here. I'm
here.”

As she cries, I carefully angle us away from the workers
clustered around the excavators and backhoes on the other side
of the site. I know Rebecca would be furious with herself if
anyone in a professional setting saw her cry, and I understand
why she can’t afford to be seen as emotional, as anything less
than perfectly composed.

But I also understand why she can’t hold it inside any
longer, I understand that sometimes it’s a seemingly irrelevant
remark or gesture or memory that brings reality crashing back
n.

The woman she loved hurt her. The woman she loved
embarrassed her in a way that’s nigh impossible to forgive.
And now all she has left is work and an equally broken-
hearted—but useless—best friend.

Her wet eyelashes move against my throat. I hold her as
tight as I can, kissing her temple, and murmuring, “Hey.” 1
have little practice soothing people—only my mother soothed
me as a child, and it only happened when I was too young to
really remember it. But Rebecca herself has taught me over the
last few months how to care for someone in pain. How to
show love and concern when someone is vulnerable in your
arms. It’s the heart of kink, after all. Pain and concern.



Vulnerability and safety. No reason it can’t work with friends
too.

I kiss her again, and then squeeze her into my chest as I
rub my hands along her back. “It’ll be okay,” I murmur. “It’1l
be okay.”

When she speaks, her voice is thick. “I want it to be okay. I
want it to be okay so badly. 1 hate myself for feeling this.”

After a minute, she says, ducking her face into my
collarbone, “I never stood a chance, you know.”

“Against what?” I’m thinking of Thornchapel, of the door,
of the graves. Of my father’s sins, of the prices we’ve all paid
for those sins.

I never stood a chance against those things either.

“Not what—who, ” Rebecca sighs. “I never stood a chance
against her.”

&

THE EVENING 1s cooL, like the sky promised it would be.

A rumpled vista of yellow gorse and pinky-purple heather
greets me as I reach the equinox stones, panting from my
punishing run from the house. I stagger in uneven circles as |
unscrew the cap of my water bottle and take an ill-advisedly
long drink—gulping the water down and immediately feeling
nauseous. | stop drinking and focus on pulling in precious air,
very aware that the wind seems to be gasping with me. Aware
that the grass and gorse around my feet are slowly tossing in
agitation, as if trying to catch their breath too.

I thought a run would clear my head, but it didn’t. Instead,
I feel even fuller of everything: my missing Poe and my
missing St. Sebastian, Rebecca’s grief, Delphine’s seclusion,
Becket’s forced retreat. The graves. The chapel.

The roses.
The door.



I can nearly see the chapel from here, although not quite.
The view from Reavy Hill would be better. Instead, I can see
above the lip of the Thorne Valley, I can see out to the myriad
villages, tors, farms, fields, hedges, rivers, and rocks that make
Dartmoor the beautiful place it is. I can see nearly to the
farthest north end of the wvalley, where the Kernstow
farmhouse huddles against the wind, bleak and beleaguered.

It was the Kernstows first, before the Guests. But it was
always a king.

For centuries and longer, it seems, people have been going
to the door. The door which is now open.

And what’s terrible 1s I don’t even care.

I don’t even care right now, because I turned into my father
and St. Sebastian ran from me, and I made Proserpina run after
him, because I’'m a monster who should be alone and I'm a
man who can’t be trusted.

I’m the wrong kind of king.

I should go back to the house. I should go back and eat the
supper Abby’s prepared for Rebecca and me, and I should sit
in the library with my friend and work in silence until one of
us breaks down and gets the gin or the scotch or whatever our
nightly poison will be.

I should go home and pretend I’m not checking my phone
every five minutes, pretend I’m not miserable at the prospect
of more and more days like this. Working at Thornchapel,
working in London. Sleeping alone.

Regretting everything and yet not regretting enough.

Would I do it again? Would I tie antlers to my head and
chase St. Sebastian through the forest knowing we shared a
father? Would I make him vow to be mine forever and ever?

I don’t even have to ask myself that. Of course I would. I
won’t absolve myself, I won’t release myself from the utter
wrongness of lying, but when it felt like the other option was
saying goodbye . . . losing him once I’d finally gotten him
back ...



No, I would have held on to him with my teeth if I could
have.

See? I told you.
The wrong kind of king.

[ turn away from the moors—currently misting over with
an effete evening rain—and make to go back down to the
house below, and that’s when I see it, tucked against the base
of a standing stone. A small sheep ... or a large lamb. I think
it’s asleep until I realize its eyes are open, and it’s in fact quite
dead.

I pull out my phone to call the Livestock Society—dead
animals are common enough that I’'m familiar with the
reporting process—but the reception up here is shit. I’'m going
to have to wait until I get back to the house to report it. With a
sigh that would definitely earn the label of dramatic if Rebecca
were around, [ get closer to take a quick picture in case the
livestock people want it.

I see it on the screen of my phone before I see it on the
sheep itself: a rope of thorns caught around one hoof. Strung
along the thorns like fruit on a vine are several black roses,
looking fresh and full and totally out of place up here in the
open hills and the green grass.

The sheep must have wandered into the chapel and back
out again. It’s not uncommon for the sheep to find their way
down there, not at all, but the sight of the roses gives me pause
all the same.

I walk closer, approaching the carcass like it’s a trap
designed to snare lonely architects, and then crouch in front of
the animal to examine it more closely. It must be recently dead
—there’s no bloating of the belly, no awkwardly jutting legs
indicating rigor mortis. No flies, no nothing. It looks like it
simply laid down to rest next to the standing stone and never
got up again.

Unease crawls along the back of my neck and I stand up.

It’s nothing, it’s absolutely nothing at all. This is Dartmoor,
sheep—alive and dead—are everywhere. That it could have



been in the chapel is nothing. That the animal doesn’t look
sick or injured or anything other than half garlanded with the
roses from near the door is nothing.

I’m just on edge because I miss the two other pieces of my
heart, because 1 found eight graves within sight of my
bedroom window today. It’s nothing and perhaps if I keep
telling myself it’s nothing, I’1l believe it.

I turn and jog down the hill as the rain finally comes, as
listless and feeble as I feel.



Chapter Three



Auden

I HADN’T MEANT TO KEEP IT FROM HIM. NOT AT FIRST.

I’d set the letter from my father down, and I’d stared at my
desk—brand new, empty, the desk of a fresh start—and I’d let
myself quietly bleed out onto the floor.

My father was a murderer, an abuser, an adulterer. During
his life, he’d inflicted his strange combination of toxic
charisma and cruelty on anyone within reach. That he fathered
a child I hadn’t known about shouldn’t have surprised me; it
shouldn’t have counted among the worst of his sins.

In a way, it made a perfect kind of sense. The money my
father gave Jennifer Martinez, the way Jennifer stayed here in
Thorncombe long after her husband’s death. My father’s
reaction to our assault in the graveyard: cold fury and
possessive concern not only for me, but for St. Sebastian too.

The way St. Sebastian himself seemed drawn to this place,
to its wild edges and lonely secrets. The way we seemed
drawn together—to fight, to fuck, to love the same person—
and the way that however we came together, we also always fit
somehow. Even with fists and blood, even with bites and
kisses, we fit.

In architecture, we talk about honesty. An honest structure
is one that shows its history and its bones. Visible struts,
rivets, trusses. You can walk into a building and see what
holds it up and why; you can perceive the need of each and
every element; you can see the fingerprints of its builders, the
concessions to budget, the compromises and the mistakes.

It is a thing of beauty to walk into a space and see with
such unvarnished clarity its purpose, its very existence.

I was not honest later, but in every other way, my love was
an honest thing made even more honest by learning the truth.
Yes, I could see the rivets and trusses now.

Yes, I could see the stains, the splinters, the scars.



I chose it anyway. My sin was not trusting that he would
too; my vindication was knowing I was right, because I lied
and 1n the end, it was for nothing.

In the end, he chose to be alone.

&

“Sun,” I tell Sir James Frazer after a solid thirty seconds of
growling. I’'m typing my weekly email to Becket. While he’s
on his leave of absence, he’s not supposed to have access to
email and social media, so I don’t expect a response, but I’ve
grown used to having him around, to having him only a few
miles away whenever I wanted company, and so the emails are
a temporary balm.

I miss him. I miss him, and now is when I would need my
priest the most, not only his conversations by the fire, but his
blessings and his absolutions. The way he looked at you like
he was going to lead you right to God himself and help you
press your forehead to the top of God’s presumably sandaled
feet.

But now he’s gone and Poe’s gone and St. Sebastian is
gone and Delphine is with her parents, and everything is
hollow here, including me.

Sir James doesn’t listen to my admonishments and
continues to growl at the glass. He loves the new office
because the windows offer vantages out to the lawn—where
bunnies quite rudely nose for clover without his permission—
and into the trees along the front of the house, where the even
ruder birds flap around without giving him a chance to chase
them. I assume he’s growling at the birds now, until his growls
abruptly change into happy puppy-barks and he’s tearing
across the length of the office and down the stairs.

I go to the window in time to see Proserpina locking the
door of the car I lent her, a bag slung over her shoulder, her
hair a waterfall of dark silk down her back. Even from here I
can see the expression on her face—pensive, sad—and the
short skirt she’s wearing with no tights underneath.



My dick is hard in an instant, my heart is outside my body
even faster than that, and then I’m tearing downstairs just like
Sir James, desperate to see her, to see those green eyes I feel
like I’ve known forever. Eyes as green as the trees around the
chapel. Kernstow eyes.

Twice while she was with St. Sebastian, she called me. |
didn’t ask her to—in fact, when I told her to leave, I told her
not to call, to spend all her time with him, to focus entirely on
him. I didn’t want her to feel like her loyalty was bifurcated or
split—I didn’t want her to be anything less than whole and
happy with him, as much as wholeness and happiness were
possible in the circumstances.

But even then she called me twice from the hotel room she
was renting. Both times needing something only I could give
her, and so I did, out of weakness or mercy—or both, because
I needed it too.

The first time, I had her kneel alone on the floor, her skirt
up and her cute little blouse unbuttoned, and then I had her
prop her phone against the wall so I could watch as she slowly
brought herself off. The second time, I had her pinch herself
from the inside of each knee to the dip of her navel and then in
one line across the soft stretch of her lower belly—making a
long, skinny A of bright red blotches on her body.

And then she made herself come for me.

It was a relief—a small blessing in a time that seemed
starved of them—but it wasn’t enough. How could it be
enough? I’d barely been satisfied having both Proserpina and
St. Sebastian constantly available to me in my house. Two
phone calls, however filthy, were never going to slake me.

And so when I reach Proserpina downstairs, when I see her
in the Great Hall murmuring to Sir James as she scratches his
ears and he wags his tail in big, excited tail-circles, I can’t
handle it, I can’t stop myself. Even though I know there are
workers in the old wing of the house, even though I know
she’s probably had a long drive. I love her and I want her, and
the line between loving and wanting has always been thin for
me.



As has the line between loving and taking.

I stalk over to her and thread a hand through her hair while
my other hand moves her so she’s pressed against me, her
back to my front. I find the placket of her blouse, run my
fingers up the buttons until I find the top one resting at the
base of her throat. “You’re not supposed to be here,” I say,
popping buttons open and reaching inside. Through the lace of
the bra, her nipples are drawn into hard little points. “I sent
you away.”

“I couldn’t stay away,” she says, sounding miserable. “I
missed you and I missed this place and I have a job to do and
also I had this dream—ohhh.”

I’ve found a nipple, and I roll it between my fingertips.
“No, little bride. You promised.”

“You know I think that promise was bullshit anyway—"

I’ve found her other nipple now, and I pull on her hair, not
hard enough to hurt, only hard enough to tug her head to my
shoulder and expose her throat. I can look down the front of
her like this, down the path of skin and lace I’ve just exposed,
down to where my hand is toying with her. Glimpses of berry-
pink tease up at me through lace and between fingertips.

She shivers against me, and I’m shivering right back. It’s
been so long, too bloody long, and when I think of her with
him—when 1 think of Aim—I’m burning with that feeling
again, that feeling I felt in the thorn chapel as a youth, that
feeling I felt during Beltane. Like I’'m full of the entire world,
like I’'m full of leaves and sunlight and fire and doors that will
go anywhere I want them to, absolutely anywhere.

Like a king. And not a king trimmed with ermine and
jewels, but a king like how kings used to be. Stripped to the
waist and panting, young, half reckless and sometimes-wild.

I wish it were Beltane. I wish I were running through the
woods now, hunting the people I love, getting ready to claim
them by the fire with ashes in the air and hunger in my heart.

Proserpina goes pliant against me, her body softening and
molding against mine. “I know my safe word,” she whispers.



“You don’t have to hold back. Not now.”

There’s a long table in the hall-—old enough that I’ve never
had the heart to throw it away, but ugly enough that I donated
it to the renovation efforts—and I have Proserpina bent over
the top of it in less than an instant, her hands braced next to a
coil of wire and cans of paint, and her skirt flipped over her
creamy bottom, which I quickly redden with a few judicious
swats. Not as punishment, not as discipline. Not for any other
reason than I like seeing her lips part as she gasps against the
table. I like seeing the arch of her back and the reflexive kick
of her feet. I like feeling her skin against my palm and
knowing that here, right now in this moment, the gnaw of the
thorns around my heart no longer hurts as it normally does. It
feels right and necessary—and inevitable. Lightning finding
the ground, rivers finding the sea ... and my body against
hers.

“You’re not wearing anything under your skirt,” I say, my
knuckles brushing against her bare skin as I unzip my trousers.
“Good.”

“I hoped for this,” she confesses, looking back at me as
much as she can. “I missed this.”

I was the one who told her to leave, I was the one who
made her promise, and yet I’'m squeezed all over by miseries
and longings too numerous to name. “Did you miss this?
While you were fucking him?”

I sound jealous. I am jealous. And I’m also not jealous at
all. There’s no explaining it, except to say that even jealousy
can be exquisite sometimes. Who can account for all the ways
we like to be bruised? The beautiful girl in front of me likes to
be spanked and bitten. I instead have chosen to fall in love
with two people who also love each other.

One of whom now hates me.

You're being selfish and you’re trying to keep people who
don 't want to be kept . .. you're no better than him.

So that s the equation you 're proposing. I'm not our father
if I let you leave me.



He was right. And I was right to make Proserpina leave
too, but I’m too selfish to make her leave again. I'm too selfish
to let her go.

Maybe [ am my father after all.

She’s nodding against the table at my question, panting
softly as I run my fingers up her thigh to see if she’s ready to
be fucked. “You know I did. You know he did. We can ... try

with each other, but it’s not the same, it’s never the
same.”

She’s mostly wet but not quite there. My aching cock
surges in envy as I slide a finger inside her tight heat. “You try
topping each other without me there?” It fires my blood to
think about—both with hunger and with an irritated
possession. “You let him, what? Spank you? Bite you? Fuck
you rough?”’

Her eyelashes are fluttering—I haven’t let up on my
exploration between her legs—and when she answers, her
voice is breathy and low. “Sometimes. If I make him do
things, it almost works.”

Because she likes the pain, the roughness, the touch of it,
and St. Sebastian needs the spirit of the thing, the subtextual
anima that makes kink work. The compelling would almost be
enough for him, and the pain would almost be enough for her.

Fuck me, I wish I could watch them do it. Not that I’d be
able to stand it for very long. Within minutes I’d be on them
both, my fingers in their hair, my mouth seeking theirs. Even
imagining it has me crawling out of my skin.

“You know your safe word?” I confirm as I slide my
fingers free. She’s still not wet enough, but she told me once
that she likes it that way. She likes the first few thrusts to walk
that line between pleasure and pain. My organ is ready to
oblige, throbbing painfully as I rub the dark, swollen cap
against her skin, seeking out her entrance.

“Yes,” she says, moaning impatiently. “I already told you

2



I push inside without any further warning, spreading my
hand between her shoulder blades to keep her pinned to the
table as I fuck. Quick, shallow, a little mean.

She comes almost immediately, keening into the table as
her hands scratch at the surface of it. I curse as I feel it, that
first sharp quiver, and my testicles draw up tight to my body,
already aching to come too. My head drops to my chest, and |
drag in a long breath, fighting for control. But I can’t not look
at her for too long. She’s too wonderful like this, pinned under
my hand and whispering my name as her body shivers around
my erection.

Though I’ve been keeping a loose watch on our perimeter,
I check the doorway joining the old wing to the hall to make
sure her hardly-quiet climax hasn’t brought us any voyeurs.
The team is working on the top story this week, but workers
on a site are like ants on an anthill, swarming everywhere, and
so it’s very possible we might have someone coming through
the hall for something. Proserpina is an exhibitionist and
probably wouldn’t mind being seen so much, but “can the
construction team watch me shag you over a table” is a
conversation we haven’t had yet, and I wouldn’t cross that line
until I was sure.

Satisfied we’re alone for now, I pull out again, looking
down so I can see how her body grips mine as I slide away.
She’s tight and warm and sweet, and her curvy bottom makes
the perfect heart shape when she’s bent over like this. A heart
shape I get to fuck.

“Auden,” she breathes. “Sir.” A hand reaches back for me,
and I catch her fingers in mine as I pierce her again, this time
driving all the way in until every inch of me is squeezed and
wet.

“Fuck,” 1 say, because that’s it, that’s it, that’s it. Who can
get anything done when there’s a Proserpina around?

But there’s more—we both want more. So I press in, hard,
harder, watching her face carefully as I do. I wait for her sharp
intake of breath, the quick wince—I want the edge of the table
to bite into her hips enough that she feels it, but 1 don’t



actually want to bruise her like that—and right there, there it
1s. The breath, the wince, the furrow in her forehead: the crest
of the pain curling in over itself like a wave.

I ease up a little with my hips, keeping my hand firmly on
her back, and then I fuck in earnest, I fuck her like I haven’t
fucked in ten years instead of almost ten days. I fuck and feel
the moment her brain starts to unload endorphins into her
bloodstream, the moment she starts sliding into a bliss beyond
the usual gratification of sex, going loose and shivery with a
small smile curved against the scarred wood of the old table.

And I follow her in.

I let the slick pleasure thrum along every nerve ending, run
down the backs of my thighs and up my spine and down to the
very fingertips that hold my little bride in place. I let every
part of her overwhelm and conquer every part of me—her hair
spilled onto the table like a Pre-Raphaelite muse’s, her soft,
needy moans, the hot heaven of her cunt. Those eyes—framed
by dark lashes so long they rest against her cheek when she
shuts them.

And when she opens them, gazing back at me with eyes
like the color of life itself, I’'m sawn wide open, like nothing of
me will ever be held apart from her. How could it, when she is
who she 1s? When it was always meant to be her? Even when
we were children and playing children’s games, somehow I
knew. Proserpina Markham, the dreamer, the believer.
Proserpina who kissed two boys as lightning cracked across
the sky.

My feet have always been sunk deeper in the earth than I
would like, even before I made it my job to think about
footings and foundations. I used to blame this place for that, I
used to blame my family, stuck as they were in a backwards-
looking way of life, in what it meant to be a Guest. But now |
know it’s me, that I was somehow this way from the
beginning, all on my own and apart from swollen bank
accounts and ancient properties. And the problem with being
so thoroughly planted in the ground is that it’s almost
impossible to drift or to dream, it’s almost impossible to
remember that sometimes the questions are more important



than the answers. Which is why she is everything to me. I need
her questions, her buoyancy and dreams and smiles.

Those smiles. Wide and dimpled and with that creased
lower lip I love so much. She’s smiling up at me now, her eyes
bright and her pupils blown, as if she’s drunk, drunk, drunk
from me.

From only a handful of minutes with me.
Oh, that’s a dangerous feeling indeed.

And it’s that feeling that pushes me over the edge—more
than the actual fucking. It’s the warmth of her back under my
hand, it’s her shoulder blades moving like a bird’s wings under
my spread fingers. It’s the sight of her lace-covered breasts
pressed against the table, her unbuttoned shirt open and the
plastic buttons shivering on the wood. It’s the giddy dent of
her dimple as she smiles in subspacey bliss.

My thighs tighten and my belly clenches, and then I'm
flooding her, pulse after jerking pulse, emptying myself into
her body and already knowing it won’t be enough, it’s never
enough with her or St. Sebastian. Like I could make it my job
and my vocation to fuck them every day for the rest of my life
and I’d still never be satisfied.

I finish with a soft exhale, reluctant to stop, deciding not to
stop. I pull free—and with a final glance at the entrance to the
old wing—tuck myself still hard and wet inside my trousers.

I scoop Proserpina into my arms. She’s limp and loose and
she nestles right into my arms like it’s the only place in the
world she belongs. I don’t disagree.

“Where are we going?” she asks, in the hazy voice of the
well-endorphined.

“Our room.”
“For more?”

I kiss her hair as we walk to the stairs of the south wing,
smelling flowers and leaves and sun. Her hand is toying with
the hair at the nape of my neck, and with her blouse open and



her skirt still around her hips, she looks like a debauched
schoolgirl.

“For more,” I confirm.



Chapter Four



Auden

AN HOUR LATER, AND PROSERPINA MARKHAM IS STRETCHED
sideways across my bed on her stomach, her head pillowed on
her arms and her eyes closed. I’'m rubbing arnica gel onto my
sub’s bare bottom and thighs, admiring the geometric welts the
crop has left on her skin and also keeping an eye on the usual
things—her breathing, the goose bumps on her arms and legs,
the expression on her face. I can still taste her on my lips from
when I rewarded her for taking the cropping so well, and I
consider tasting more straight from the source ... but her
contented sighs as I massage the soothing gel into her skin are
almost as delicious.

I love those sighs. I love feeling like the whole world
could be this. Us.

Sighs and welts and cum.
If only he were here too.

I finish with the gel and go to the en suite to wash my
hands. When I’'m finished and changed in a fresh pair of
cotton drawstring pants, I come to lay next to her, propped on
my side and toying with her hair. Her eyes are still closed, but
she makes a purring sound as I sand my fingertips lightly over
her scalp.

“You should have stayed with him.”
I’m not angry. But I don’t want St. Sebastian alone either.

“I told you I thought that promise was bullshit,” she
murmurs. ‘““You’re not your father.”

I don’t have the heart to argue with her. Not now, at least,
when she’s back in my bed and allowing me to run my fingers
along the gel-slick welts I’ve just given her. Instead, I ask what
I really want to know. “How is he?”

Poe sighs. “Sad. Stubborn.”
My raw, moody Saint. “So he’s St. Sebastian then.”



“He misses you.”

Bitter, defensive words press at the back of my lips. Words
I would have said just a couple weeks ago, accusations I
would have flung back at her, as if she were some kind of
Saint lawyer, as if she were our messenger, our meditator.

How dare he miss me when hes the one who left? How
dare he leave again when I was willing to do anything—
anything—even if it killed me inside to do it?

She’s not our mediator. She never wanted this separation,
she never wanted to be caught between. She wanted all of us
together, and it would be careless and cruel of me to press her
into the role of referee.

Anyway, as soon as the words take shape, they dissolve
right back onto my tongue. I’'m not sure why—because it’s not
out of forgiveness, or not exactly—and I still feel as selfish
and greedy as ever. But something’s shifted inside of my
selfishness, inside of the greed.

Or not shifted, but grown inside it.

“I miss him too,” I finally say, and it’s funny how ten days
of misery can be flattened into a mere four words. Four dry
and lifeless words, one prosaic phrase, and there you are, a
torn and empty Auden.

Proserpina doesn’t say anything, but not in a way like she’s
not paying attention or like she’s slipping into sleep, but like
she’s waiting for me to say more, like she knows I miss him
too isn’t what I really want to say.

“I feel like half my heart is gone,” I admit.
“And the other half?”

I roll her over. The bedspread has left lines and creases on
her breasts and stomach like the veins of a leaf. I want to
follow them with my tongue before they disappear.

But for now, I press my hand to her chest. “You carry it for
me. You have for a long time.” And it’s the truth. The physical
truth. When St. Sebastian left, I felt the incision on my chest, |
felt my rib cage crack open. I felt it as one ventricle was



excised away, then one atrium, the superior vena cava. I felt it
as my body struggled to pump blood to the tips of my fingers
and the ends of my toes, I felt it as my thoughts grew sluggish
and muddy from lack of oxygen, as my organs began to shut
down one by one.

And then when Proserpina left?
I was dead altogether.

My little librarian covers my hand with hers. Her eyes are
wet when she looks up at me. “It wasn’t supposed to be like
this.”

“I know.”
“I don’t know what happens next.”

Ten days ago, I wouldn’t have known how to say what I
say next. I’ve gone from knowing everything to knowing
nothing at all. “Neither do .”

Is that what heartbreak does? Is that what /ove does? Or is
it only here at Thornchapel—

is it only us, only the fucked-up rich boy and the fucked-up
poor boy and the reckless dreamer who loves them both?

I used to have every answer to any question I cared to ask;
the answer was always what I wanted it to be. I should have
learned my lesson the day I wrenched a midwinter rose from
the chapel wall.

Real answers bite back.

Poe’s hand tightens on mine. “Auden ... I had a dream,”
she says softly. “Last night.”

She’s no longer a limp, leaf-veined woman. She’s tense.
Anxious.

I slide my arms around her and then move us so that I'm
sitting against the headboard and she’s curled against my
chest. “Is that why you really came back?” I ask.

“Yes, although I wasn’t lying about needing to get back to
work,” she mumbles into my chest.



I resist the urge to sigh, because I really want to tell her
that / don 't care how often she works in my library, because /
trust her and also I really just don ¥ care, but I know keeping
our professional relationship separate from our personal one is
important to her. “What was the dream about?”

Her hands find my forearms and wrap around them, as if
it’s not enough to be in my arms, she needs to hold on to me
too.

There’s a clammy bloom at the base of my neck as she
starts talking.

“We were in the chapel,” she whispers. “All of us. It was
late afternoon, and we didn’t have a fire burning yet, although
the light was fading and the lanterns were already lit. Dark red
roses were everywhere. Not just near the door, but all over the
chapel, all over the standing stones outside. They’d twined
through the trees, they covered the front of the house. They
were in the village, Auden. Climbing through the gravestones
and around people’s doors.

“Someone had come to the house earlier. I don’t know
who. We were arguing about it in the chapel, arguing about
what to do. You and St. Sebastian were arguing about who
should—" Her voice gets thick, and I can feel the tears against
my bare chest before I feel her shudder with them. She’s trying
not to cry and failing. “You were arguing about who should
die to close the door. You said it had to be you, and Saint was
refusing.”

I remember being in the chapel on my birthday, the
Lammas storm threatening overhead, and St. Sebastian’s teeth
on the skin over my heart. His fingers around my neck, his
drugging kisses. Him sketching the act of sacrifice for me, but
making it wonderful, so unbearably wonderful.

I remember the woman in the chapel, standing in the snow
with bright green eyes.

A true king would never let anyone go in a king's place.

I press my lips into Poe’s hair, making a soothing noise as
I do. “A very discomposing dream. But I can assure you that I



have no plans for self-slaughter, not now or at any point in the
future. No matter where some roses are growing.”

I mean the last part to be dismissive and blithe to allay her
fears, but it doesn’t come out blithely at all—in fact, I sound
quite uncertain. I think of the chamber Rebecca’s team found
near the entrance to the maze, the walls covered in ancient,
carved roses, and I think of the rose I once plucked on a
midwinter’s day, growing eerie and alone among the ice and
rock.

It’s not as easy to dismiss as it should be. Not the self-
slaughter, of course, that I can easily dismiss. But the idea that
the roses would do things that roses shouldn’t. That we would
be driven to do something, anything, that we would be arguing
in the chapel in the long, gray twilight with the door yawning
in front of us . ..

That idea is much harder to dismiss.

Proserpina is shaking her head, tears still sliding off her
face to pool against my chest. “You had changed your mind.
Something had changed your mind a long time ago, and you
were determined, desperate. We all were desperate, and
yelling, and Becket’s eyes were so strange ... and night was
coming and that meant something, I don’t know what. I just
know that the door was open and the roses were everywhere
and when night came, we had to be ready.”

I hold her close, but I don’t placate her. I don’t tell her that
it was just a dream. I don’t know that I could with any honesty
anyway. Proserpina has a connection with Thornchapel, a deep
one, and it’s one that defies rational explanation, like so much
else here in the Thorne Valley.

“At least the door isn’t open yet,” Proserpina says, with a
sorry attempt at brightness. “So the dream can’t happen any
time soon.”

I haven’t told her about the door. I told myself it was
because I didn’t want to trouble her while she was with Saint, I
told myself it was because the door could close on its own at
any moment, and so there was no sense in making any kind of
fuss about it.



But truthfully, I didn’t tell her because I thought I could
mend it before she came back. I thought I could light the right
fire or sing the right songs to somehow make it close itself
again. It was nonsense to think so, and I felt quite silly night
after night burning logs and singing and dancing alone, but
given that I’d seen the door after Beltane, it seemed reasonable
to assume that the same things that made the door appear
might make it disappear.

None of it worked. Plainly.

“Poe,” 1 start, as gently as I can. “Staying away on
Lammas, staying away from the chapel altogether—it didn’t
work. You were right all along. It was going to happen no
matter what we did.”

“What was going to happen?” she whispers, although I
think she already knows.

“It’s open,” 1 tell her. “I don’t know how, but the door
opened during Lammas, and it hasn’t shut itself since.”

She chews on the inside of her lip. ““And the roses?”

“They’re there too. We can go down and look if you’d
like.”

“I don’t suppose it will do me any good not to look. Oh,
Auden, what are we going to do? About the door?”

I angle her in my arms so I can meet her eyes with my
own. “I know what we are not going to do, and that’s act out
anything you saw in your dream. Understood? I am not letting
anything hurt us, I am not letting anyone hurt themselves. We
can get through this without death, without harm.” 1 almost
add it’s just a door, but I don’t. We both know it’s not just a
door, we both know it matters in some way that we don’t
entirely understand.

“My mother couldn’t get through this,” Poe says.
“Estamond couldn’t. Is it arrogant to think that we can?”

“Of course it’s not arrogant,” I say.

Okay, and maybe there is a fouch of arrogance to my voice
when I answer. But really. How hard can it be not to human-



sacrifice myself? I think some confidence is warranted.

“In the dream, it was so necessary,” she murmurs. “There
was no other way.”

“There’s always another way,” I say, and I may not know
anything about myself or my own life anymore, but I do know
this. “Always.”

“But there wasn’t. John Barleycorn is a memory,” Poe
says. “That’s what Estamond said in my dream. You remember
what I told you about what Dr. Davidson said. It’s a memory
of killing the Year King—a memory that keeps coming up
when we learn more about Thornchapel.”

John Barleycorn is a memory. I open my mouth to tell
Proserpina about the midwinter in the chapel with the roses,
but then I don’t. I'm not sure why—most likely because it
won’t materially change anything vis-a-vis whether or not I’ll
one day kill myself in the thorn chapel—but also because
something about that memory feels intensely troubling. I don’t
want to worry Proserpina with it.

Also—and I recognize this is beyond ridiculous given the
circumstances—but I’'m almost worried she won’t believe me.
That if I tell her I saw the ghost of Estamond Kernstow in the
chapel along with an impossible rose, she’d smile and nod in a
patient way, the same way someone might nod at a child’s
story of how their cat can secretly speak and read minds, and
then tell me not to worry about it. That surely I imagined it or
dreamt it up.

Proserpina wouldn 't do that. Not only because of who she
is and what she dreams, but because of the things we’ve seen
in this place together. I know this deeply ... and yet, the
words still don’t leave my lips. Instead, like a coward, I steer
the subject toward less personal waters. “Rebecca found
graves under the maze. Eight of them. They look to be quite
old.”

Proserpina’s eyes widen. She’s practically twitching
against me, like a kitten who’s just seen a length of abandoned
yarn. “How o0ld?” she asks.



“Bronze Age. We think.”

She wriggles out of my arms and walks over to my
window to peer out onto the south lawn. The rainy light from
outside limns her form in a hazy silver glow, highlighting very
faint notes of red in her dark, dark hair.

Like the roses, 1 think. Such a dark red they’re nearly
black.

“We had to stop construction,” I continue, getting off the
bed too. The whisper of my hands over her skin as I pull her
into my arms is drowned out by the spatter of rain against the
window. “There will be a team of archaeologists coming in
Monday to assess the site and plan an excavation.”

“Graves,” she echoes, looking out onto the rainy expanse
in front of us. The lids of the kistvaens are barely—and I mean
just barely—visible at this distance, through the rain and the
metal forest of fencing and digging equipment.

“When you were researching for Imbolc and Beltane, did
you ever come across any mention of them?” I ask. “Rebecca
thinks Estamond must have known of them when she built the
maze, and if that’s the case, then I’d think the medieval Guests
who built the labyrinth predating the maze must have known
about them too.”

Proserpina shakes her head, her hair brushing against my
shoulder and her eyes still on the graves outside. “No. I don’t
recall ... ” She thinks for a minute, as if to make completely
sure. “No. No graves.”

We stand there for a long minute, Proserpina looking
outside while I hold her against my chest and draw circles
around her exposed navel. My cock is fully hard again, aching
against the top of her backside. After a while, she turns to me
with a sigh.

“Well?” she prompts. “Are you going to ask me?”
“Ask you what?”” Although I already suspect.
She sighs again. “Where he is.”

“I don’t want to know,” I lie.



“That’s what you said the first time you and I spoke on the
phone too. But I’'m not giving you his postcode and flat
number, Auden. I thought you’d just like to know, as his
Dominant and his half-brother, that he was safe somewhere.”

“I don’t want to know,” I repeat, and she gives me a look
like she sees right through it, although when she speaks, her
voice 1s kind.

“You’re not your father, Auden. You can trust yourself.
You can trust yourself with this. The name of a city, nothing
more.”

I brush the hair away from Proserpina’s face, marveling for
the millionth time how lovely she is to me, how wonderful.
The rise of her cheekbone, the corner of her eye. The slightly
elfin peek of her ears between the waves of her hair. She
cannot be sketched, she can only be drawn, and when I draw
her, I need all of my pencils.

Leaf Green and Chrome Oxide Green and Viridian for her
eyes. Browns 946 and 947 for the undertones of her hair,
Espresso and Chocolate and a hint of Burnt Ochre for the rest.
Blush Pink for the tips of her ears and her nose, Rose for her
lips and cheeks, and Black for the sooty lashes that frame her
summer eyes.

Even her imperfections are art—the asymmetrical widow’s
peak, the creases in her full upper lip—and I abruptly want to
cancel the rest of my life, my job, my work, the renovation,
eating meals, all of it, and spend the rest of my life drawing
Proserpina Markham. I want to spend the rest of my life with
her naked in the late summer light, stained and smudged with
the marks and bruises I’ve given her, and I want the most
important question I ever answer to be which shade of blue to
use for the veins tracing their way along her throat and chest.

“Do you know how long I waited after the two of you left
before I went to Thorncombe looking for him?”” I ask her now.
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“Three hours. I made it three hours before I decided I was
dragging him—and you—back to me.”



“But he didn’t go to Thorncombe,” she says. And then she
understands. “Oh.”

“Exactly. He didn’t go back to his house, because he
knows me. He knows I can’t be trusted. It’s just better if |
don’t know anything about where he is, because even now, I
still—"

I stop, too ashamed to continue.

Even now, I still want to chase him, catch him, pin him to
the ground.

Make him swear that this time he’ll stay.

Poe searches my eyes, and then she shakes her head. “I
don’t believe you,” she says softly. “I think you’re a better
man than you think you are. Your father was a murderer,
Auden. An asshole. You’re not.”

“I lied to St. Sebastian. I hid things. I pushed every
boundary he set. I’'m well on my way to being him, Poe.”

She leans in, her breasts pressed against my chest, her lips
against my throat. “So you fucked up,” she murmurs. I can
feel the vibration of her words against my throat, humming
right down into my chest. “We all do, every single one of us.
The important thing is doing better now.”

“I don’t know if I can,” I admit, holding her close. Outside
the rain sweeps even harder across the lawn, like the Hyades
are personally weeping over my valley, and somewhere in the
house I hear Sir James bark. “Doing better means letting him
go. For real. And I just—I don’t know if I can.”

“You held on to him all these years,” she says. “Not with
your hands or your words, but inside your thoughts, inside
your heart. You don’t have to stop loving him, Auden. All you
have to do is give him the space to choose that love or not.”

She’s right, of course, she’s right.
But.

“He’s already chosen,” I say, and then I pull her away from
the window. “Let’s get dressed. We can go see the door now, if
you’d like.”



She makes a face. “In the rain?”

“Unless there’s something else you’d like to do while we
wait for the rain to pass?”

She gives me a wicked smile and then lowers herself to her
knees in front of me. “I can think of a few things.”

I’'m deeply indebted to the inventor of drawstring pants
because I have my cock past those rose-hued lips in seconds. I
let out a long, relieved sigh at the feel of her tongue against the
underside of my erection, and then my hands are in her hair as
she looks up at me. I go slowly, so slowly, letting myself skate
along the edge of restraint and release, until I can’t take it any
longer and tie her to the bed. I fuck her until she comes, and
then I allow myself a long, trembling release, the kind that
feels never-ending.

After I come, I keep her tied to the bed for a little while
after, just because it makes her happy and it makes me happy,
and when I untie her, she curls into my arms and falls into a
sleep that seems thankfully dreamless.

Wise, curious, dreamy girl.

And I lied earlier, I now realize. Because there is one thing
I would sacrifice my own life for, there is one thing that could
make Poe’s dream come true.

If something ever threatened her or St. Sebastian—or even
Rebecca or Delphine or Becket—and if my life was the only
price that could be paid for their safety . . .

Then yes.

Yes, I would walk to the door without ever having to look
back.



Chapter Five



Rebecca

“IT’S YOUR MOTHER’S BIRTHDAY NEXT WEEK.”

“I know. Have you heard back about the play park yet?” I
ask.

My father sets his fork on the table and dabs efficiently at
his mouth with a napkin before leaning back in his chair.
We’re not in an office at Quartey Workshop, we are not even
in a company car on the way to an important meeting.

No, we are at a restaurant.
During business hours.

And not just any restaurant—not someplace fast,
convenient, inexpensive. We are at a French restaurant in
Spitalfields with several courses, with an elegant (if rather
fussy) menu, and a wine list longer than many bestselling
novels.

The building used to be a chapel, and so light pours
through the stained glass windows and floods the space,
illuminating the wooden trusses of the Victorian ceiling above
us. Auden would like it. He’s reliably pleased by buildings that
emphasize capaciousness or history or both. Even I like it, as
it’s unpretentiously designed and filled with glimpses of sky,
which I always crave in the city.

The surprise is that Samson Quartey seems to like it. The
man who spent the last fifteen years eating apples and reheated
rice in his office because he refused to take time away from
work in order to get a proper meal for himself. The man who
once scolded me for eating my lunch in the nearby park
instead of at my desk.

This same man came into my office this morning and
suggested we get lunch somewhere today. And this same man
i1s now smiling at me over the table as he reaches for his wine
glass. “Not yet, but I have every confidence it will be
approved.”



We’d decided, after a citizen’s meeting about the Severn
Riverfront project, to incorporate a play park into our plans.
An 1dea that is very popular with the borough council
members and significantly less popular with the borough’s
solicitors, since it opens up a fresh host of safety concerns. It
is the sort of development that normally calls for several
meetings, twice-a-day emails, and a daily visit to my office to
make sure I’m on top of the situation.

But instead he’s sitting here, sampling Continental cuisine
in a stylish restaurant and telling me he has every confidence.

I stare at him. “You’re not worried? You don’t want me to
call our contact at the council or pressure the solicitors into
moving faster?”

He swallows his wine with a faint smile still tipping the
corners of his mouth. “It’s only been a few days, Rebecca.
Give them time.”

I continue to stare. He’s been like this since he reconnected
with David Markham. Warmer, smilier. Happier. Like the man
I vaguely remember from my childhood, the man who used to
carry me on his shoulders and ask me to point out the horizon.

You missed that man, 1 remind myself. You should be glad
he's back again.

“Enough about work,” he says, setting down his glass.

A sentence I’ve literally never heard him utter before. It’s
like waking up one day to a green sky or a slightly tilted floor
—something that could be normal, but is so very not.

“I want to know how you’re doing.”

“How I’'m doing?” I echo. “Not ... how my projects are
coming along?”

“Of course not,” he says, smiling at me like I’'m being the
silly one. “How are you?”

I’m so unused to talking about anything other than work
with my father that question almost feels invasive. Even
though I don’t want it to be invasive, [ don’t want it to feel like
an inveiglement or an intrusion. Because this is what I wanted



from him, for so many years, since we moved to London,
since I took that first cursed 1Q test.

I wanted him to see me as more than the vessel of the
Quartey name. To see me as more than a Cartesian brain in a
jar whose sole purpose is to win awards and make money.

So why do I feel resentful now that he's giving it to me?

When I don’t answer, he prompts, “How are you and
Delphine Dansey?”

And that’s it, that’s the spade driving right through the soil
of my heart and hitting the rock underneath. I feel the strike of
her name in m