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PRAISE FOR THE HOLLOW AND THE HAUNTED

“Brimming with mystery, romance, and suspense… a charmingly eerie romp chock-full of deadly hauntings, snarky and heartfelt enemies-to-lovers romance, and twisty family secrets that will have readers at the edge of their seats. Raines is certainly one to watch.”

KAYLA COTTINGHAM, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF MY DEAREST DARKEST

“A darkly magical tale of fate, love, and all the other forces of the universe that conspire to either keep us together or tear us apart. With deeply flawed characters you can’t help but love, this wild ride of a story will break your heart, stitch it back together, and then set it pounding as you stay up way too late turning pages.”

GINNY MYERS SAIN, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF DARK AND SHALLOW LIES

“Spectral and spectacular, charmed and charming, The Hollow and the Haunted weaves a perfect balance of the macabre and the heartwarming. Readers will clamor for the sequel!”

KIKA HATZOPOULOU, SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THREADS THAT BIND

“An exciting, heartfelt paranormal world I adored spending time in. Queer disaster teens, magical mystery, scary spirits and a slow burn enemies-to-lovers romance that will have you screaming ‘just kiss you fools!’ I loved every moment!”

ROSIE TALBOT, AUTHOR OF SIXTEEN SOULS

“Propulsive, perilous, endearing, and full of heart—Raines has written your new favourite comfort read.”

COURTNEY SMYTH, AUTHOR OF THE UNDETECTABLES

“A winning combination of sweet, hilarious and intense. This was such a fun and feelsy read! The voice immediately leaps off the page, and Miles is not only funny but also relatable… His dynamic with the spiky recluse Gabriel is perfectly set up, and their rivals to lovers arc is beautifully done.”

FRANCES WHITE, SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF VOYAGE OF THE DAMNED

“An utterly charming debut from start to finish. The Hollow and the Haunted balances unsavory crushes, familial tension, and mysterious curses with a heavy dose of heart.”

TORI BOVALINO, INDIE BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF MY THROAT AN OPEN GRAVE

“A magical, genre-bending read, The Hollow and the Haunted is a wonderful story about the strength to be yourself and to do the right thing, even when its hard. Raines’s prose sparkles with humor, and Gabriel and Miles are impossible not to root for. I can’t wait for the sequel!”

LILLIE LAINOFF, AUTHOR OF ONE FOR ALL

“Raines has crafted a true successor to The Raven Cycle—a teenage psychic enemies-to-lovers story full of perfectly spooky and atmospheric settings, devious ghosts, tense family rivalries, and characters that will thoroughly possess your heart. All the while, a tender exploration of anxiety, depression, grief, and belonging is masterfully threaded through the mystery—this is a book that will reach deep into readers’ hearts and comfort them, letting them know they are never alone.”

LAURA R. SAMOTIN, AUTHOR OF THE SINS ON THEIR BONES

“As dark and suspenseful as it is heartfelt and emotional... sweeps you into a world of dangerous magic, vengeful spirits, and buried secrets. Filled with delightful banter and slow-burning tension, these two lonely boys on opposite sides of a feud unravel a chilling mystery while also stealing your heart. A compelling debut that leaves you on the edge of your seat, hungry for more.”

ROBIN WASLEY, AUTHOR OF DEAD THINGS ARE CLOSER THAN THEY APPEAR

“Full to the brim with creepy atmosphere, vivid characters, and whip-smart prose, Camilla Raines’s The Hollow and the Haunted is the perfect spooky fall-flavored fantasy! The rivals-to-lovers romance between Miles and Gabriel is on point, with the ideal amount of witty banter and angsty longing. Raines confidently navigates themes of identity, class, autonomy, and complex family dynamics, all while delivering a rip-roaring story. I loved it!”

KESHE CHOW, AUTHOR OF THE GIRL WITH NO REFLECTION

“Brimming with dark mystery and magic, the relationship between a kind psychic and broody seer stands at the heart of The Hollow and The Haunted. This rivals-to-lovers story set against a backdrop of graves, gemstones, and violent prophecies will have you laughing aloud, warmed by the love of family, and unsettled as the curtain between the living and dead is opened. Camilla Raines’s debut is a fantasy you’ll want to sink into and never climb out of.”

CRYSTAL J. BELL, AUTHOR OF THE LAMPLIGHTERS
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To my younger self,
who first dared to dream
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Digging up a grave in a foggy, freezing cemetery at one in the morning was not how Miles wanted to spend his Thursday night.

Well, technically, it was Friday morning now, but technicalities had a way of falling between the cracks when he’d been awake for almost twenty-four hours straight. There was something completely mind-numbing about the repetitive motions of gravedigging—the crunch of his blade in the ground, the swoosh of the shovel, and the quiet thud of dirt that followed.

He’d already been here for several hours. His shirt was stuck to his back with sweat, and the newly formed blisters on his hands refused to be ignored. He shivered, having shrugged off his jacket and tossed it out of the steadily deepening hole, but hating the way the night air chilled his damp skin.

He hoped his mom would be awake and have food ready when he managed to stagger home. It was too late for dinner, too early for breakfast, but she’d promised him a several-hours-past-midnight snack when he’d offered to finish this job for his dad tonight.

The thought of fluffy pancakes and a mug of hot Earl Grey had him digging with renewed determination. At least the ground was still soft, the weather not quite chilly enough that it had frozen yet.

Bushes rustled nearby. Miles froze, shovel hovering in mid-air. After years of dealing with hauntings, he would love to say he had nerves of steel, but he’d long since learned one of the few consistent rules of the universe: cemeteries at night were creepy.

Everything about them was flawlessly designed to give you the heebie-jeebies. Gravestones and obelisks looming in the darkness? Creepy. Faint light from the crappy camping lantern Miles’s dad had gotten at a yard sale? Creepy. Being mostly submerged in a hole with only his head poking out to check if anyone was sneaking up on him? Super creepy.

He listened carefully, trying to peer through the gloom, but all he could make out were vague shadows and the few headstones within range of his lantern. No one would be working here this late—the caretaker left at six and the morning shift wasn’t due for hours.

It was probably a bird or a rabbit. Definitely not a zombie hauling itself from a nearby coffin to shamble over and eat his brains.

Miles firmly reminded himself that zombies didn’t exist. Ghosts, sure. Zombies, however, had never been proven. He knew that for a fact—he’d done a very thorough amount of research. A big part of the family business involved spending late nights all alone in cemeteries.

He made himself get back to digging. If anything came at him, it was going to get a shovel to the face.

Not many people realized caskets weren’t buried six feet down—at least, not more recent ones. It was usually closer to four, and while a couple feet less might not seem like much, it made a big difference when you were digging by yourself in the middle of the night. It also meant if a hypothetical zombie came lurching towards Miles, he could climb out of the hole fairly easily and run for his life.

At times like this, he really had to appreciate the little things.

His shovel thudded against something solid.

“Finally,” he muttered, reaching over to grab the lantern perched precariously on the lip of the open grave. As it swung, it sent shadows dancing across the dirt walls, swirling in a hellish kaleidoscope.

Miles dropped to his knees, digging with his bare hands to reveal the once-polished lid of the casket. He scraped and brushed debris away until the seam was visible, then grabbed his crowbar.

This was always the worst part: the stench that poured out when he first cracked a casket open.

Shuddering, Miles swallowed. Mrs. Mendoza had been buried for long enough now that she didn’t smell rotten, but an unmistakably sour, musty scent coated his mouth and tongue. Sure enough, when he managed to leverage the lid fully back, what was left of her body was leathery and withered, her lank hair spread across the silk pillow. Yellowed bone peeked out where her skin had stretched too tight and split, her hands clasped over the breast of the faded blue jacket she’d been buried in.

“Forgive me,” he told her quietly, “I’m just returning something that belongs to you.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the heavy golden locket, polished metal glinting in the weak light. It hummed against his skin, sparking with electricity from the vicious aura it gave off. Miles ground his teeth against the flood of rage and pain that washed over him. Poor Mrs. Mendoza.

In the casket, she sat up.

Miles’s brain screamed at him—a panicked jumble along the lines of holy shit, zombie, zombie, I knew it—before it caught up with what he was seeing.

Mrs. Mendoza wasn’t undead. Her spirit had decided to make an appearance. It was harder than usual to see the blurry edges of her form in the dim light, but if he focused through it, he could make out her corpse still lying prone and lifeless in her casket. Similar to peering through a film of condensation over a window.

“Ah, sorry.” He wasn’t sure if she could hear him, or how coherent she was, but saying nothing seemed impolite. “This is a little awkward, I’m here to—”

Mrs. Mendoza lunged forward and grabbed him by the throat. Instead of passing through him—which usually gave Miles the sensation of icy water dripping down his spine, raising goosebumps across every inch of his skin—an unmistakable pressure squeezed around his neck.

A black hole gaped as her mouth opened, letting out a low groan that sent hairs standing up all over Miles’s body as it echoed through the open grave. Overhead, trees shuddered in the wind.

Sometimes, getting the job done was as easy as a quick ritual to release a spirit or cleanse a possessed object. Sometimes, it required midnight gravedigging in a cemetery. And sometimes, Miles was unlucky enough that an angry spirit showed up to make things difficult when all he wanted was to go home, eat a mountain of pancakes, and go to sleep.

And Mrs. Mendoza was angry. She’d moved past the whole rattling dishes and slamming doors phase and straight into physical manifestation, a skill that required a lot of energy or a real rage high. And she’d decided that with great power, it was her great responsibility to strangle the life out of Miles.

“Come on… give me a break,” he ground out, sucking in ragged breaths around her relentless, ghostly grip. It wasn’t unbearably tight—despite being pissed off, she wasn’t quite that strong—but it was making things uncomfortable.

He reached down to grab the wrist of her corpse, gagging as the dried flesh gave way under his grip. No matter how many times he did it, he was never going to be okay with wrestling dusty old corpses—and those were the good jobs, where the bodies weren’t in the early stages of decomposition.

He should be used to it at this point. But reminding himself that this was just how his life was didn’t make him any less bitter when he was knee-deep in a casket, inhaling musty dead person air and trying not to get strangled by the ghost of a sixty-year-old woman with a murderous passion for gaudy jewelry.

The locket was still in his other hand, a living heart pulsing in response to Mrs. Mendoza’s presence.

“Thief,” she rasped, her voice a frigid wind that whipped around the hole. “Give it back.”

“Yeah, I’m trying.” The protection charms around Miles’s neck grew warm as they worked to repel Mrs. Mendoza’s aura. A maelstrom of negative emotions whirled around her, threatening to overtake him.

Miles pulled her corpse up by one skeletal wrist, far enough to slip the chain of the locket over her head.

A sound like dry leaves skittering across pavement blew around him. With a groan that Miles wanted to think sounded relieved, Mrs. Mendoza’s spirit fell back towards her corpse and vanished.

Coughing and shielding his face from the rising cloud of dust, Miles carefully adjusted the locket so it lay in the middle of her chest, nestled in the folds of her blue jacket. The evil aura that had saturated the cramped space slowly dissipated, fading away into the night air.

“Rest easy now,” he murmured, closing the casket gently. “Be at peace.”

He prodded at his tender throat, wincing. Oh, come on, he had school today. How was he supposed to explain suspicious neck bruises? And scarves always made him look like he was trying out for drama club or writing angsty poetry during his lunch.

Once he’d hauled himself, his lantern, and the shovel out of the hole, he took a swig of water from his bottle—a pointless attempt to wash the stale taste from his mouth—and started filling the grave back in.

There was a stillness here now; a sense of peace settled over the cemetery. The night sky seemed clearer, the pinprick stars a little brighter. Mrs. Mendoza’s pain was gone. It was a pain that had soaked into the surrounding headstones and browned the grass, a pain Miles had felt as a physical weight on his ribs since he’d shown up tonight.

But all was calm now. Things were back to how they should be.

Miles was exhausted by the time he patted the last mound of soil in place—an apology for the caretakers who would show up in the morning, a sorry I desecrated this grave and ruined your nice grass, but at least I cleaned up after myself thing.

He grabbed the bundle of flowers he’d picked from his mom’s garden earlier in the night—pale pointed asphodel to help Mrs. Mendoza find her way to the afterlife, and lacy coriander blooms to remove any lingering negative aura. They were a little wilted, but they’d do. He placed them gently at the foot of the gravestone, letting the lantern illuminate María Mendoza’s name for a final time.

His car, Blanche, was parked outside the closed cemetery gate. Her door squeaked, worn leather seats creaking beneath him as he climbed in and released a heavy sigh. This job hadn’t been especially difficult, but being around such malevolent energy took a toll on him. He needed sleep, a nice cup of his mom’s tea, and a major shower.

He checked the clock on the dashboard. Two in the morning. And he still had a stop to make.

*   *   *

David and Antonia Mendoza were waiting up for Miles as he parked outside their two-story townhouse. Their living room light was on, illuminating the gauzy curtains and part of the street with a warm, golden glow. Miles only made it halfway out of his car before the front door swung open.

They met him at the top of the stairs, eyes wide and apprehensive, arms around each other to brace for the possibility of bad news.

Miles was happy to disappoint. “It’s done,” he told them quietly. He looked a mess, dirt-covered and sweat-smeared, so he threw in a tired attempt at a smile. “You shouldn’t have any more issues now—she’s at rest.”

After the night he’d had, his mental shield was suffering, flimsy at best. Their relief washed over him in a wave, a balm against his exhaustion, but tinged with an undercurrent of grief.

Antonia, a young woman with thick brown hair knotted at the nape of her neck, sniffled and wiped at her nose with a crumpled tissue. “Thank you.” She passed him a bulging envelope. “Is there anything else we need to do?”

“Visit her grave every now and then, that should be enough. Her spirit is at rest, but it never hurts to show respect, and that she hasn’t been forgotten.”

She nodded, then peeked up at her brother, David. “We need to earn her forgiveness. We have a lot to make up for.”

They’d come to Miles’s family seeking help a few days earlier. Their mother, María Mendoza, had passed away a year ago. In that year, the family had been plagued by misfortune and accidents. Light bulbs exploding, furniture falling over, a freak fire in the upstairs bedroom… They could feel their mother hadn’t moved on, and for some reason, she was targeting them. The family home was tainted, her children afraid for their lives. They were ready to pack up and leave.

Miles’s dad didn’t have time to take on another job, but he’d accepted it anyway. It hadn’t taken him long to zero in on the heavy golden locket Antonia kept in her jewelry box, its malicious aura drawing him in like a beacon. It had been her mother’s, Antonia explained, but they’d decided not to bury it with her so it could be passed down as a family heirloom. Their intentions were pure—they’d assumed it was a nice way to honor their mother.

That was all it had taken. María Mendoza had been a kind and loving mother, firm but big-hearted, the unfortunate victim of a hit-and-run. When her children took the locket, something important and valuable to her, all those lingering emotions from her sudden, wrongful death latched onto the piece of jewelry.

This was the tragedy of most possessed objects and restless spirits. In life, the person would never have imagined harming their loved ones. Yet the cold grip of death changed them. It warped them into a shade of hatred and pain and anger, and those amplified emotions kept them from finding peace.

David reached out and shook Miles’s hand, politely ignoring the dirt caked on his hands and under his nails. “Thank you again. Mamá deserves to rest, and it means a lot to us to know she’s finally moved on.”

“You’re very welcome. I’d say I hope to hear from you again, but…” Miles trailed off.

David huffed out a weak laugh. “With any luck, you won’t.” He gave Miles one last nod, then put his arm around his sister and they went back into the house together.

Despite being tired down to his very bones and sore in more places than he could count, Miles ducked his head, grinning. The Mendoza family’s gratitude had been so sincere that even if he weren’t an empath, he would have no doubts.

Some days, the job felt more worth it than others.
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Driving through Thistle while the town was still asleep always unsettled Miles. Houses dark and alien-looking, streets empty, a muffled quiet draped over the whole world. Not sinister but unfamiliar, the place he’d lived in his whole life changed by the witching hour. For a few minutes, he was a ghost slipping unnoticed through the shadows of a town frozen in time.

He rolled the windows down despite the chill to soak in the peaceful silence, inhaling the scent of leather and the too-strong air freshener hanging from his rearview mirror. The smell never failed to settle the anxious energy itching under his skin, dulling those jagged edges for the length of a car ride.

Thistle was the type of town that wasn’t small enough to be quaint, or big enough to be bustling. His mom said it was the perfect size, but despite spacious streets and neat rows of shops lining them, despite the surrounding forest and mountain views, Miles found it claustrophobic. He could never quite catch his breath, never fill his lungs all the way.

Miles’s shoulders sagged as he pulled into his driveway. The faded sage green paint of his two-story house, the dried-out wreath pinned limply to the front door, the scraggly weeds sprouting around the stone steps… He’d never seen a more welcoming sight.

The engine grumbled as he parked, Blanche as exhausted as he was. He gave her dashboard an extra pat before leaving. She might be one problem away from becoming a certified hunk of junk, but at least she was reliable—more so than he’d expected when he bought a thirty-year-old BMW for eight hundred dollars from a guy with a collection of dilapidated cars parked in his front yard.

And besides, even if there were a few things wrong with her—the air conditioning didn’t work, she took a combination of coaxing and cursing to start, her paint was faded and straight up missing in multiple spots—she had character.

The wooden gate squealed shrilly as he opened it, rattling the lopsided mailbox hanging onto the fence for dear life, and announcing his arrival to everyone on the block. Few neighbors bothered speculating anymore, but his family’s comings and goings at all hours of the night never failed to rile up hushed gossip. The ones who knew what they did—people they’d helped around town or who believed in the supernatural—kept understandably quiet. Those who didn’t were mostly used to the odd behavior by now. Sure, the occasional comment was made about his mom’s extensive herb garden, about the jars of water they left out in the yard on full moons to purify, about the late nights out, but it was nothing new. Miles’s dad joked that as long as the police didn’t show up, things were fine.

Miles trudged up to the front door, halfheartedly shaking off the dirt crusted on his clothes before going inside.

His parents were in the kitchen, his mom at the stove in her worn purple robe, his dad slumped over the table with a mug of coffee in front of him. He didn’t stir when Miles walked in, a sure sign of another late night.

His mom greeted him with a smile, swooping over to give Miles a kiss on the cheek that smelled of lavender and mint. “Everything go okay?”

Sarah Warren was a short, blonde-haired woman with the kind of open, friendly face that meant strangers always struck up a conversation in the grocery store line and visiting clients never hesitated to leave their kids with her. While she wasn’t gifted—she’d married into the family business—she spent her time putting together charms and ritual sets, gardening herbs, and gathering supplies. She was too stubborn and too smart to live in this family without contributing.

“Yeah, just a little tussle, nothing I couldn’t handle.” He set the envelope of money on the counter beside three new pies in plastic containers, which he eyed in disgust. His dad had taken a haunting job from a family on the other side of town, the Hiatts, despite them not being able to pay. Instead, Martha Hiatt dropped off homemade pies every week. Every single week. Miles had never eaten so much mushy fruit in his life. “The Mendozas send their thanks, and what feels like a hefty tip.”

His mom’s disapproving look softened as she glanced over at his dad. “Thanks for taking care of it. Your dad definitely wouldn’t have had time.” She raised her voice pointedly. “Isn’t that right, Adam?”

The last three nights, his dad had been taking emergency calls and meetings with clients. It wasn’t unusual—most supernatural-related events were urgent to the average person experiencing them—but with Aunt Robin out of commission again, he’d been handling them alone. Which was why Miles had sacrificed his Thursday night to go out and deal with Mrs. Mendoza.

Miles’s dad lifted his head blearily, hair sticking up in the front. “Yeah, thanks. Whatever tip money is in there is yours.”

Miles tried to not let his glee show. From the thickness of the envelope, he’d have enough to buy the new charcoal set he’d been pining over. Not one of those cheap little cardboard boxes, either—this was a professional-looking metal tin with blenders and kneaded erasers included.

“You should take it and go get a haircut.” His mom’s fingers combed through Miles’s dirty-blond hair where it was growing out on top. “It’s getting longer than usual.”

Miles was, admittedly, not great with change, but he was liking the messier length. “Maybe,” he settled on, ducking away from her touch. “You’re going to get graveyard muck on you.”

She laughed but washed her hands, gesturing for him to sit at the table. A minute later, she set a plate of pancakes and a steaming cup of tea in front of him. Miles warmed his hands around the rough pottery of the mug before taking a sip.

“The thought of food was the only thing that kept me digging,” he told her, dousing the pancakes in obscene amounts of syrup and shoveling bites into his mouth. They were perfect—crispy brown around the edges and fluffy in the middle.

His cousin, Charlee, appeared in the doorway as if summoned, her red hair the brightest thing in the room. There were pillow creases on one of her round, freckled cheeks, a sign she’d recently woken up. “Do I smell pancakes?”

“What are you doing up?”

“I wanted to make sure you made it home alive.” She gave him a critical scan as she joined him at the table. “You’re back late.”

He’d made pretty good time, all things considered. “Digging up a grave isn’t exactly quick work. Not that you’d know.”

She smirked. “Don’t be mad that I’m smart enough to avoid grunt work.”

Charlee had graduated the year before, so she was usually home during the day, helping Miles’s mom with picking up supplies and running deliveries. It left her plenty of time to come up with perfect excuses to dodge the more unsavory jobs.

“I’d rather spend the night in the cemetery than do supply runs all day.” Those meant small talk with strangers; Miles tried to avoid that as much as he could.

“Congratulations,” she told him. “You’re officially turning into a graveyard gremlin. Next, you’re going to say you prefer ghosts over people.”

“Not when they try to strangle the life out of me.”

“Didn’t hit it off with Mrs. Mendoza, then?”

He tilted his chin so she could see the bruising marks. “What do you think?”

His mom pursed her lips as she piled a batch of steaming pancakes onto Charlee’s plate. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay home from school today? Those are going to get worse.”

Chewing, he shook his head. He had a project due in Chemistry and if he missed it, he’d be the only person presenting on Monday. Awkward. He’d just slather up the bruises with his mom’s homemade arnica salve—that stuff worked miracles.

“There’s a jar in your bathroom,” she said, reading his mind. Not literally—that power was beyond even the strongest of psychics. “But it’s not going to help much. Wear a scarf.”

Anything but that. “C’mon, Mom, you know I hate—”

“Scarf,” she interrupted, her tone leaving no room for arguments. Charlee snickered from next to him. “Or you’re staying home. We don’t need the school launching an investigation.”

“Fine,” he grumbled. She was being dramatic—no one paid that much attention to him—but he wasn’t going to tell her so.

His dad didn’t move the whole time Miles and Charlee were eating and after a minute, snoring filled the kitchen.

Adam loved the family business, loved helping people, Miles never doubted that. But on these mornings, it was impossible to not see what a toll it took. How ragged and worn his dad seemed when he wasn’t awake and trying to hide it.

Sometimes, Miles suspected he was staring directly at an image of his future self. And he didn’t think he liked it.

He stood from the table, taking his now-empty plate over to the sink—he was too tired to let depressing thoughts rattle around in his brain. His bed was calling his name, a sweet siren song he was helpless to resist.

“Thanks for breakfast, Mom. I’m gonna go sleep for a bit.” If he got in a few solid hours, he might have a chance of surviving the school day.

“Hang on.” His mom bit her lip, then went over to her purse. “I was hoping your dad would be awake for this, but I don’t want to miss you on your way out the door later…” She pulled out a cream-colored envelope, offering it to him like it was rigged to blow.

Miles took it as Charlee watched with narrowed eyes. Tucked inside was a single piece of black cardstock, the kitchen light gleaming over the silver embossed font. It had today’s date written on it, eight o’clock underneath.

A bit anticlimactic. “What’s this?”

“It’s an invitation to the annual dinner party at the Hawthornes’.”

Ah. Her sour, puckered expression made sense now.

The Warrens were one of many psychic families in the area. They dispelled spirits, cleansed homes, removed possessed items, sold protection charms and herbs—work that didn’t always pay the bills, and meant they ate spaghetti for dinner three nights in a row at least once a month. While his dad took jobs that helped those in need, like the Mendozas or the Hiatts, a lot of money and influence could be found in communicating with spirits or sharing visions of the future. The Hawthornes had taken advantage of that long ago, living a life of luxury and affluence.

And they’d trampled Miles’s family to get there.

The families had settled in Thistle around the same time, over a hundred years ago. When the Warrens had extended the hand of friendship, the Hawthornes slapped it away. They viewed Miles’s family as unworthy competition, dragging their name through the mud and stealing clients from them to climb the ranks, selling their skills as a privilege rather than a service. The Hawthornes had nearly destroyed their reputation, badly enough that Miles’s ancestors had considered moving away from Thistle for a chance to start over. He’d never met a Hawthorne, but he knew plenty: how they rarely deigned to visit town because they tried to avoid mingling with the common folk, and exclusively worked with high-class clients who could pay exorbitant prices for dramatic séances. Miles’s mom called them “showmen.”

The feud between the two families was old and ran deep, deep enough that any mention of them sent his mom into a foul mood, ranting about what entitled, rotten-to-the-core snobs they were. He wasn’t completely sure why they had it out for his family but frankly, Miles assumed anyone who charged an absurd amount of money to speak to a dead loved one was a terrible person.

This annual dinner party was an opportunity for the Hawthornes to flaunt what that money had bought them. Always hosted at their estate right outside the city, Miles’s parents went with the enthusiasm of people walking to the gallows. Attendance was required, to honor tradition and to keep the bonds strong with the other psychic families. If it wasn’t for that obligation—and the fact publicly snubbing the Hawthornes would force the other families to pick sides—Miles was sure his parents wouldn’t even consider going.

“Okay… well, good luck.” Miles went to hand the invitation back, but his mom didn’t take it.

“You’re coming with us.”

Charlee let out an incredulous snort, hazel eyes bright with mirth as Miles blanched.

“But I—why?”

“You’re old enough now to start making appearances. And it will be good for you to mingle and meet the other families. Your dad and I agreed we want you to start getting more involved. We won’t always be around.”

Well, wasn’t that a morbid cherry on top of this garbage sundae?

Arguments were poised on the tip of Miles’s tongue, but he choked them down. He knew he wouldn’t be getting out of this. His mom’s disdain for the Hawthornes was passionate enough that she’d never ask him to go unless he had to. He’d managed to avoid this fate for as long as he could, it seemed.

He tossed the invitation onto the counter. “Can we talk about this later? I’m about to fall over.”

“Of course,” his mom said gently. It made him feel worse.

It was a good thing he’d dug up a grave, otherwise he’d have no chance of falling asleep now. His day hadn’t even started yet, and it was already going terribly.

“Better dig out your dancing shoes,” Charlee called as he left the kitchen. Miles tossed a dirty look over his shoulder. Very funny.

Crossing to the stairs, he passed his aunt Robin’s bedroom, door firmly closed. A flimsy wooden barrier between her and the rest of the world that did nothing to hold back the storm of painful emotions seeping out, ravenous rot spreading over the walls.

Miles kept up a near-constant mental shield so he could protect himself from being bombarded with people’s emotions, an umbrella over his head—it kept him dry, but he could still hear the patter of the rain if he focused instead of letting it fade into the background. The occasional sneaky raindrop landed on him from time to time, but it kept him from being completely drenched.

If his shield was an umbrella, Aunt Robin’s emotions were a hurricane.

He recoiled at the sensation. Everyone in his family wore protection charms—his were strung on a silver chain around his neck that he never took off—including one that shielded you from other psychics. It was the equivalent of having a bedroom door to close. Miles wasn’t sure if his aunt didn’t bother wearing hers, or if her grief was simply too strong to be held back, but it made him sick to be near her room.

The stairs creaked as he climbed to the top floor, his room the last door at the end of the hall. A single light on the ceiling cast long shadows across the striped, faded wallpaper and scuffed floorboards. This house had been his home for as long as he’d been alive, battered and worn down but still standing strong, and he loved it. He loved that every inch, every corner was familiar, and that it had smelled the same his whole life—a comforting blend of herbs and wood polish and coffee.

He staggered into his room, feeling instantly more at ease. The house was always bustling: clients and relatives coming and going, crystal and herb deliveries knocking at the door throughout the day. Miles’s room was his sanctuary. It was small and cramped—his own fault for having an illogical fear of tossing anything away—but it was his. The jumbled art plastered across the walls, the creaky, uncomfortable desk chair that always hurt his back, the tan shag rug he’d found at a thrift store that shed like an old cat… This space was entirely his own.

He tossed his jacket over his computer chair, followed by the rest of his clothes, and collapsed into bed in his boxers. The pancakes had turned into a warm fullness that made him sleepier, and he yawned widely, cracking his jaw.

That evil party invitation was looming just out of reach of his muddled thoughts, but he refused to let it slip any closer. He’d earned a few hours of rest, and he was determined to make the most of them.

Rolling onto his back, he lazily tugged the blankets up and fell asleep.
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Miles woke to the insistent squawk of his alarm. He blinked and stretched in the weak morning sunlight streaming through his windows. His feet were sticking over the edge of the bed—an unwelcome side effect of his last growth spurt—and his toes were numb. A rank odor hung in the air, and he was pretty sure it was him.

Yuck. He seriously regretted not mustering the energy to shower before crawling into bed. The realization he’d been sleeping with graveyard grime and corpse dust on his sheets was… not pleasant. A feeling that intensified when he made the mistake of running his hand through his hair, encountering something crusty. Morbid curiosity came with the territory, but even he knew better than to check and see what it was.

Jenna and Amy, his twelve-year-old twin sisters, were arguing outside their bedroom door. They simultaneously wrinkled their noses at his filthy appearance when he stumbled out of his room, blue towel and a change of clothes in hand.

“Eww, what happened to you?” Amy asked, her neon pink dress blinding in the dimly lit hallway.

“Wrestled a corpse,” Miles got out around another yawn.

Jenna looked more curious than disgusted. She hadn’t started showing any gifts yet—their dad said being a late bloomer was nothing to worry about, that his Uncle Grant hadn’t shown signs of being a seer until he was nearly thirteen—and she bounced between feeling left out and asking a thousand questions whenever a job came up.

Everyone said she’d start showing any day, but Miles could see the worried scrutiny his parents gave her when she wasn’t paying attention. Having a kid without an ability in the gifted bloodlines was rare, but not unheard of. To the more traditional families, it was treated with shame and embarrassment. A few years ago, rumors had spread that the Ambroses had disowned a distant ungifted cousin.

Miles couldn’t even remember a time when he hadn’t been empathic. It had always been part of him.

“Was it a skeleton?” Jenna questioned, chewing at the end of her blonde braid. “Or still decomposing? Did it smell?”

All the color drained out of Amy, her mouth pinching tight. She was too young to start working any of the physical jobs and despised anything to do with dead bodies. Already gifted as a medium—they could all see spirits, but mediums had an easier time connecting or compelling them—she had no problem with ghosts, but the first mention of a corpse sent her running in the opposite direction.

“You’d better get cleaned up for school,” Amy said, hastily changing the subject. “This is not a good look for you.”

“What are you talking about? Graveyard filth is all the rage right now,” he teased, earning himself an eye roll. “And Jenna, don’t say ‘it’ like that—she was a person, someone’s mom and grandma. Her name was María Mendoza, and she was… dusty.”

Jenna leaned forward, ready to ask more questions, but Amy beat her to it, crossing her arms and glowering at Miles. “Mom said you’re all going to a fancy party tonight. Why do you get to go and we don’t?”

His stomach dropped. He’d forgotten all about the Hawthorne party for a few blissful minutes.

God, it was tonight.

He had zero desire to go. From what he’d heard, it would be a lot of thinly veiled insults hidden behind fake smiles. And finger foods. He hated how awkward it was to hold them, and never knew if you were supposed to eat the whole thing in a single bite or nibble. Finger foods were created by a sadist.

“Feel free to take my spot,” he told Amy. “I’ll give you ten bucks if you can convince Mom.”

She inspected him, clearly wondering what the catch was, before running down the hall.

Ha. Miles didn’t feel remotely bad for unleashing that monster.

He crossed the hall to the bathroom, feeling vaguely nauseous. Social situations made him anxious, especially ones with other psychics. It was hard to not feel vulnerable, even with his protective charms.

His shower should have been heavenly, but it was tainted by the knot sluggishly twisting up his insides. What if people tried to talk to him and his brain went blank? What if they expected him to dance, like in those old historical movies his mom loved? The only thing he knew how to do was square-dancing from a ridiculous section of PE a few years ago.

He pictured trying to remember square-dancing steps in the middle of a fancy ballroom full of strangers. In his mind, he tripped over his own feet and took out a whole group of oblivious dancers.

The churning in his gut tried to climb up his throat.

He stayed under the borderline scalding spray long after all the graveyard muck had washed down the drain, long after his usual ten-minute limit so everyone could get hot water in the morning. His skin was pink and tender by the time he was done, but it was worth it.

The bathroom was freezing so he dried off and got dressed quickly in a pair of jeans and a striped knit sweater he’d found on sale at the thrift store. It would look ridiculous with his scarf—really, what wasn’t going to look ridiculous with his scarf—but he was beyond caring. He couldn’t believe his life had reached the point where there was something worse than being that scarf guy at school, but here he was. He could thank the Hawthornes for that.

He ruffled his wet hair with the towel and wiped the condensation off the foggy mirror.

A stranger stared back at him.

Miles yelped, jolting in surprise and tripping over the bathroom rug. He caught himself on the sink and when he peeked back in the mirror, he found his own dirty-blond hair and brown eyes staring back at him in confusion.

What the hell?

He blinked a few times, ducked his head in and out of view, but nothing changed.

A knocking sounded on the bathroom door. He jumped out of his skin for a second time, cursing to himself.

“Hey,” Charlee’s voice called. “You alive in there? You’re going to be late.”

Miles yanked the door open in a billow of steam. “Something super weird just happened. I thought… I thought I saw someone else in the mirror.” A boy with dark hair and a pale face.

Her eyebrows shot up. “A spirit?”

What would one be doing in his bathroom? Unless he’d been visited by Casper the Pervy Ghost, there was no way.

“Never mind,” he told her, feeling silly. He was tired and stressed and now, apparently, seeing things.

“If that’s the best excuse you can come up with to get out of going tonight, you need to try a bit harder,” she warned. “Pretty sure being haunted is going to get you cleansed, not a free pass to skip.”

Ugh, and now his nausea was back. “Thanks. Any ideas?”

“Don’t look at me, I don’t have to go. Guess there’s one benefit to my mom being a mess—pariahs don’t get party invites.”

Aunt Robin had been a gifted seer, but after she’d failed to foresee the death of Charlee’s father in a car accident a few years ago, she’d sunk into an all-consuming depression.

It was no secret Charlee had little sympathy for her mom. She’d told Miles once that she hated her mom’s sheer refusal to move on, the memory of her dad a cold void between them. They never spoke anymore, pretended they couldn’t see each other on the rare occasion Robin came out of her room. When Miles visited her, she never asked about Charlee. He reasoned it might be guilt, but Charlee didn’t see it that way.

Miles loved his aunt, but he could see Charlee’s point—she was losing her mother to a ghost.

Not a literal ghost. As far as Miles knew, Uncle Shaun hadn’t stuck around.

His death had demolished Charlee. Miles had spent night after agonizing night with her while she sobbed into her pillow, curled in on herself, a hole carved out of her. Her grief and pain had battered him, relentless and inescapable. It was the first time Miles could remember resenting his gift, how helpless it made him feel that he couldn’t do anything to take her pain away. All he could do was share it.

Aunt Robin hadn’t come to see Charlee the whole time she was grieving. Not even once.

In a way, she’d lost both parents the day her dad died.

“I can’t believe they’re making me go,” Miles lamented, Charlee following into his room. “It’s going to be literal torture. I might die.”

Charlee grimaced. “I wasn’t going to tell you, but… your mom was talking earlier about trying to set you up with some girls there. She mentioned dancing.”

The horrifying twang of square-dancing music echoed in Miles’s ears. “No.”

“Sorry.”

“No. I—I can’t. I seriously can’t.”

Charlee didn’t call him dramatic or tell him to suck it up. As the sole person Miles had told he was gay, she got that this was about more than the horrors of public dancing.

The charms they all wore didn’t work on Charlee. She was a psychometrist, someone who could touch objects and get an echo of their history or energy, impressions left by the person who interacted with them, so her gift exclusively worked on inanimate objects. Last year, full of fear and gay panic, Miles slunk around the house, avoiding Charlee’s casual contact with desperate resolve. Until one day, he hadn’t heard her coming and she’d tugged on his sweater to get his attention.

She immediately knew. He knew she knew. But she’d still given him space, waited for him to come to her.

It had taken him two whole days to work up the courage.

Since then, she’d been his only ally against his mom’s relentless efforts to find Miles a girlfriend. The only person who understood how much her assumptions hurt him.

His parents wouldn’t care if he told them he was gay. If he explained that the reason he hadn’t taken a girl on a first date, the reason he didn’t care about meeting his dream girl at this party, was because he wasn’t interested in any girl. But he still hadn’t found the right time to say it, the right words to tell them.

Part of him figured it would happen when it was meant to. When he had a boyfriend, or his parents inevitably overheard a teasing comment from Charlee, or he slipped up and outed himself. It was easy to tell himself he could put it off until then.

The truth was, he wasn’t ready.

“What am I supposed to do?” he asked, plopping down on his bed to pull on his boots. Maybe if he wallowed in misery long enough, the universe would take pity on him and swallow him whole.

“Hide,” Charlee said, without hesitation. “You have to go to the party, but once you get there, find a quiet place to bunker down. I’m just saying, most bathrooms have locks.”

She made it sound so easy.

Boots laced up, he stood and grabbed his backpack from the floor. “I’ve got to go, or I’ll never get a parking spot.”

On his way out, he peeked at the mirror on top of his dresser. His own face looked back.

He had bigger things to worry about right now than sleepy brain hallucinations.

“Good luck,” Charlee called after him.

Yeah. He was willing to bet luck wasn’t on his side today.
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Over the course of first period, Miles had managed to pick a hole straight through the hem of his sweater. Now, sitting in his second class and pretending to listen to Mr. Keller drone on about The Catcher in the Rye, he was slowly but surely working on widening it with absentminded tugs at the loose strings and frayed edges.

He felt like his sweater. Ragged nerves, a gradually widening hole of anxiety, unraveling at the seams with every tick of the clock.

He made himself listen to the next thing Mr. Keller said, as if he cared at all about the symbolism of Holden’s red hunting hat. Holden Caulfield, quite frankly, was an insufferable, unrelatable character, who had no reason to whine that his life was so terrible. He didn’t have to go to fancy parties hosted by a pretentious family who hated his own, or an overbearing mom trying to set him up with every available girl his age, or graveyard dirt crusted under his nails—

“—Hawthorne,” a voice said next to Miles, catching his attention. Chelsea Marino was whispering to two girls on either side of her desk. “Apparently, they’re having a big party with all their weirdo, rich friends and I guess a caterer dropped out, so she came in yesterday.” Chelsea’s mom owned a bakery downtown, a vintage-looking little place. “She demanded a bunch of crazy shit last second, two hundred macaroons and a massive, tiered chocolate cake. By tonight.”

It wasn’t uncommon to hear gossip about the Hawthornes from time to time—they were the closest thing Thistle had to local celebrities with their closed-off mansion, shiny cars, and snobby, reclusive attitude. Where Miles’s family were considered eccentric, new-age weirdos by most in town, the Hawthornes were mysterious, intriguing, and everyone half hated them for it.

He leaned over, trying to hear the response to Chelsea’s story.

Another girl groaned. “Can you imagine having to deal with her? Your poor mom.”

“It wasn’t even just Felicity,” Chelsea said, an eager grin splitting her face. Miles turned away when he realized he was watching—he didn’t want to be caught eavesdropping. He focused on the boy across the aisle who was snoring on his desk, instead. “She had two of her sons with her. My mom said they were all freaky, quiet and pale like vampires.”

Of course she’d say vampires. Every rich, reclusive white family living in a small Washington town was rumored to be the Cullens. It was a miracle the Hawthornes’ front door wasn’t being constantly beaten down by hordes of teen girls.

Miles had heard about the Hawthorne boys. Three sons, but they were homeschooled, so they didn’t attend Thistle High. He’d never even seen them, but he was willing to bet not one of them was an Edward.

“My grandpa says they’re in a cult.”

“Nah, I’m pretty sure they’re witches. The evil, blood-drinking ones.”

“How’s that different from a vampire?”

Miles missed Chelsea’s response, the vibration of his phone in his pocket distracting him, but the trio burst into giggles.

He hid his phone from Mr. Keller behind his binder, finding a new text from his mom.


Suit shopping after school. Be home by 3



He hadn’t even considered needing a special outfit for tonight. The nicest thing he owned was a plain black button-up crumpled in a ball at the back of one of his dresser drawers.

God, he was going to look ridiculous in some stuffy suit.

It could be worth it to throw himself down the stairs and break his leg to get out of going tonight. It was an irrational thought—two months of agony and discomfort to get out of a single stupid party.

But he wouldn’t lie—that option was starting to sound more and more enticing.

By the time lunch rolled around, Miles was starting to think the school stairs would do perfectly if it meant he didn’t have to hear another word about the Hawthornes.

Everyone was talking about them. Chelsea’s story had spread, and several theories about tonight’s party had emerged—during his last period alone, he’d overheard speculation about celebrities making an appearance and that the party was a cult initiation to celebrate the full moon.

They’d be so disappointed if they knew the truth. The party would be boring to the point of painful, full of awkward small talk and passive-aggressive comments.

Even more disappointed if they knew that he, a quiet loner from the town’s quirky but harmless family, had obtained an invite. It would be comical, if Miles wasn’t feeling so wretched about the whole thing.

School was the one place he wasn’t supposed to think about psychic stuff. His biggest worries were meant to be getting here early to snag a parking spot close to the entrance. Faking his way through Pre-Calculus. Having to go outside for PE on rainy days. How to get into a dream art college far away from Thistle, as if he wasn’t going to be graduating and immediately starting full-time in the family business.

Normal, boring things. Exactly how he liked it.

The chatter of the cafeteria rose and fell around him in swells as he nibbled on his sandwich, trying to eat now since he knew he’d be too anxious for dinner.

“—going to have a human sacrifice—”

“—Hawthornes are all snobs, my dad said—”

“—oldest brother is kinda cute, though—”

Miles scoffed at that last snippet. No one in this town would be crazy enough to chase after a Hawthorne boy, even with their money and supposed good looks. There were bad ideas, and then there were bad ideas.

The bell rang overhead, warning that lunch was over. He packed his bag and stood from his empty table, tossing his half-eaten lunch into the nearest garbage can. The open bottle of tea hit the rim and bounced back, splashing all over his shoes and the bottom of his jeans.

“Seriously?” Betrayed by his favorite drink.

Around him, a few people chuckled and groaned. Ears red hot, he crouched down to grab the now-empty bottle, watching helplessly as the wet mess spread across the scuffed linoleum.

“Here.” A handful of napkins appeared. The boy offering them, Sam Gao, joined him on the floor, helping wipe up the tea.

“Oh, thanks. You don’t have to.”

Sam gave him an easy smile. “No worries, I’ve done the same thing. Besides”—he peered around at the rapidly emptying cafeteria—“I owe you one.”

Oh. “It was all my dad.”

Last month, Sam’s parents had needed help with a nasty poltergeist terrorizing their home. It was a quick job—a cleansing ritual and protection charms in the southern and northern-most parts of the house. They’d had no trouble since.

Sam was a senior and he didn’t have any classes with Miles, but he still smiled in gratitude at him in the hallways. It was nice to have that flash of knowing pass between them every now and then. Making friends was hard when his family had a reputation. It made Miles suspect people only talked to him to see how much of a freak he really was. But Sam already knew, and he didn’t seem to care.

They stood in unison, tossing the sodden napkins into the trash. Miles grimaced. “I’m gonna go…” He gestured towards the bathroom, his hands damp and sticky.

“Good idea.”

The bathroom was empty, their footsteps echoing on the tiled floor as they stepped up to the nearest pair of sinks. Miles sucked in a breath as he ran his hands under the freezing water.

“Good thing you weren’t drinking coffee,” Sam said conversationally, waving his hands twice under the soap dispenser before it reacted. “I spilled mocha on my favorite T-shirt and ended up having to toss it.”

“That sucks. If it happens again, I’ll give you my mom’s secret recipe for getting stains out.”

Sam squinted at Miles. “Is it some kind of… witchy thing? Because I don’t think I have the right mojo for that.”

A snort escaped Miles before he could stop it. “What? No. It’s just like, vinegar and lemon juice.”

Sam’s cheeks turned red. “Wow, I’m an idiot. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“It’s totally fine.” Miles laughed again, rinsing the soap from his hands. “I’ll have to ask her, maybe it’s a special magic vinegar sold in a back-alley apothecary.”

That earned him a bright chuckle.

The truth was, his mom’s office practically was an apothecary, tinctures and tonics lined up in colorful bottles on the windowsill, herb clippings sticking out of her cracked desk drawers.

He watched Sam in his peripheral as they dried their hands. His black hair was nicely cut, and he had a cute, lopsided smile.

The bell rang for a second time.

“I’d better get going.” Sam gave him another grin, warm and genuine. “See you around.”

“Bye,” he called, but Sam had already vanished through the door.

Alone, the bathroom fell eerily quiet. At the far end, a faucet dripped. Miles needed to get to class but an uncomfortable feeling buzzed under his skin and prickled at the nape of his neck, a warning he was being watched. He glanced around, finding the closest mirror.

A strange boy stared back at him.

Miles gaped, but the face in the mirror didn’t move.

It was the same boy from this morning. He looked around Miles’s age, sixteen or seventeen, with midnight-dark hair and somber gray eyes set against an alabaster face. A beauty mark sat above the left corner of his somber mouth.

As Miles gawked at his not-reflection, blood trickled down the boy’s forehead, cutting a crimson path to his pointed nose. The smell of iron filled the air. Miles reached up to feel his own, found it hot and slick. When he pulled his hand back, his fingers were stained red with blood.

Fear squirmed in the pit of his stomach, spreading through him with icy tendrils. In the mirror, the boy’s mouth parted, moving silently.

He was trying to say something.

“Who are you?” Miles managed to ask, his voice cracking, too loud in the empty bathroom. Blood dripped, splashing against the snowy porcelain.

The boy tried to speak again, but no sound came out. Maybe Miles was an idiot for thinking a reflection could talk. But he was staring right at Miles, as if he could see him.

He was certain he didn’t know this boy. He would have remembered someone so… well, someone who looked like that.

“I can’t hear you.” The metallic stench of blood filled the air, making Miles’s head swim. “Say it again.”

He focused on the boy’s lips this time. Two words, short and familiar. He tried mimicking them, feeling their shape. A chill cut through him when he realized what the boy was saying.

“Find me.”

*   *   *

It was easy to sneak out of school. If Miles was being honest, it was less of a stealthy sneak and more of a panicked speed-walk past the empty front office into the parking lot. No one called out or chased after him.

He started his car, backing out of his spot too fast and nearly hitting the blue Toyota parked behind him. He had no idea what the hell was going on, but seeing bloody mirror boys couldn’t be a good thing.

No way a ghost could be haunting him. He should’ve sensed its aura immediately, his protection charms keeping it from latching on to him.

The charms could be faulty, or they’d run out of juice. And his gift could be acting wonky because of stress. Or lack of sleep. Or the unholy combination of the two.

What if Sam had still been there when the ghost appeared? Or if someone else had wandered in? Miles didn’t have an explanation ready for talking to a dead person in the mirror.

Getting onto the main road through town, he muttered an apology as he blew past the school zone signs without slowing.

His mom would know what to do.

Find me. What did that even mean? Was he being haunted by a lonely ghost searching for a friend? Or was this an unknown victim looking to be laid to rest situation? More importantly, how was it his problem?

When he pulled up to the house, he saw his mom’s car still in the driveway. At least one thing had gone right today.

“Mom?” he called, flying through the front door.

“Miles?” Her surprised voice came from the kitchen. “What are you doing home?”

He tugged off his stupid scarf—he’d been stress sweating the whole drive over—and met her in the kitchen doorway, her brow creased with worry.

“Are you okay?”

He wasn’t sure how to answer that.

“Something happened at school,” he settled on saying. “I was in the bathroom and—”

“Did you get sick?” Her worry morphed into exasperation. “Miles, if you’re trying to get out of going tonight…”

“I’m not!”

“I hope not, because I don’t have time to deal with that.” She tucked her hair behind her ears, and Miles saw her hands were shaking. It was such an unexpected sight that he paused, even his fear going still.

He gave her a second, longer look. She was chalky, her mouth pinched in the corners, shoulders rigid. On the counter behind her, she’d been chopping herbs and refilling supply bottles, her default thing to do when she was upset and needed to keep her hands busy.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” Sarah’s hand went to her charm necklace, as if worried she’d forgotten to put it on. Miles didn’t need his gift to see she was lying. “I have a lot to get done before tonight. This party…” She crossed her arms, drumming her fingers. “I’ve been so many times, but it still has this way of getting under my skin. But it doesn’t matter. It’s just a few hours and then we’re done until next year.”

Miles recognized her tone—it was the same he used when he was having a panic attack but trying to pretend everything was fine. Like if he pulled it off well enough on the outside, it might change how he was feeling inside.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his mom struggling. For a moment, he considered not telling her about the ghost-boy. She already had so much on her plate. It could wait until tomorrow. What was one more night? If he avoided mirrors at the party so phantom blood didn’t drip all over his plate of finger foods and fancy dress-shirt, he could manage.

Besides, he was a Warren—when wasn’t there a weird ghost thing going on?

His mom collected herself. “Sorry, I’m getting in my own head. It’s nothing, really.” She refocused on him, the concerned look returning. “You were telling me why you’re home…?”

“Yeah, it’s… I saw a ghost this morning. And then again, at school.” He tried and failed to not feel bad bringing it up. “It’s probably nothing, I got freaked and—”

“That’s not nothing.” All business, she studied him. “Was it Mrs. Mendoza from last night?”

“No, it was a boy. I’ve never seen him before.”

“Could a spirit have latched on to you at the cemetery?”

“Maybe. But I haven’t sensed anything, and I’ve got my charms.” He hooked his finger around the chain, pulling it free of his shirt.

Frowning, his mom leaned in, thumbing through them. “They all seem fine, and the protection sigils are intact.” Her lips pursed as she dropped them back against Miles’s chest. “Well, let’s swap them out just in case, and do a cleansing ritual. If you see him again, we’ll bother your dad about it, okay?”

Miles nodded, reassured. “Sounds good. Thanks, Mom.”

She vanished into the office for a minute, reemerging with a cluttered tray of charms and supplies. Miles handed over his necklace, hating to take it off even for this. His mom was the sole person in the house he could be unprotected around without worry, but it still made him feel itchy and exposed.

“Here.” She handed him a glass jar, cloudy brown liquid sloshing inside as he unscrewed the lid. The strong aroma of protective oil filled the room—mainly citrusy from the vervain, with a spicy warmth from the ground cloves and angelica root. “Three strands.”

“I remember.” His parents made him do this every few months to get rid of anything that might be lingering around.

He reached into the jar, fishing around in the aromatic oil until he snagged three strands of the twine soaking in it. His mom took the opposite ends and held them so he could braid them all together. On the table between them, she’d lit a bowl of white sage, letting it smolder and smoke. The curling wisps tickled Miles’s nose.

When his braid was finished, his fingers slick with oil and the sage mostly burned down, Sarah took a big pair of iron scissors from her tray—one of many thrilling Warren family heirlooms—and cut it in the middle with a big snip.

A tremor went through the air. Goosebumps sprung up along Miles’s arms.

“Good job,” his mom told him, taking the severed pieces and dropping them into a glass bottle that she sealed with a cork. “Do you feel any different?”

If he was being honest, all he felt was a headache from the smoke. “I’m not sure. Let me check.”

In the downstairs bathroom, he flipped on the lights and went to the mirror. His own reflection stared back. No sign of ghost-boy.

“All good,” he hollered to his mom. Part of him pitied the ghost. He hoped whoever the boy was waiting for would find him.

The kitchen table was clear when he came back out. His mom opened the window over the sink to help air out the smoke, the breeze frosty but refreshing.

“Thanks.” He gave her a side hug. “I think that worked.”

“Let me know if you see him again, or feel anything weird. Even if it’s while we’re out at the party tonight.”

Miles managed not to grimace. “If I do, can we leave early?”

Sympathy softened her eyes into a warmer shade of blue, the sky on a clear summer afternoon instead of a crisp winter morning. “I know you don’t want to go, but it means a lot to your dad and I that we can count on you. We forget to tell you how much we appreciate your maturity.”

Miles’s earlier plan of throwing himself down the stairs to get out of going tonight probably clashed with her view of maturity.

“Hey, I mean, how bad can it be?” He was aiming for nonchalant, but didn’t quite land it. “At least we can all suffer together.”

“Sure.” His mom patted him on the arm. It felt like an apology. “It’ll be fine.” She wasn’t even close to convincing. The apprehensive tremble in his abdomen morphed into dread. Tonight was going to majorly suck.
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The Hawthorne estate was exactly as Miles had pictured it.

A winding driveway lined with lanky trees stretched before them as they drove through a looming wrought-iron gate. The trees gave way to manicured, boxy hedges, then vanished, as if nothing dared grow close to the house.

Miles gawked as they pulled up next to an array of gleaming, expensive-looking cars. It was closer to a castle than a mansion, the type of place where you’d expect to see forlorn ghosts watching you from the windows and snarling gargoyles mounted by the front door, all gray stone and arches, tall glass windows and thick ivy creeping up the sides. From where they’d parked, he could count three chimneys, but nothing about the place appeared warm or inviting.

Something was wrong with the world that his family lived in a house that rarely had hot water, with a fridge more often empty than full, layering socks and sweaters in the winter instead of turning on the heat, while the Hawthornes got to live in this place.

Though, since when had taking advantage of other people not paid well?

“Living here probably sucks the soul right out of you,” he murmured to his parents.

His mom twisted the golden rings on her fingers, gazing up at the door. She’d gotten steadily more tense as the day went on. Miles was almost relieved when they’d left for the party, ready to get it over with.

A bald man in a suit hurried down the enormous front stairs and spoke softly with Miles’s dad, taking the car keys. Was he a butler? Valet? Who kept one of those on hand?

They’d evidently parked in the wrong spot. The Hawthornes probably didn’t want their beat-up old SUV tainting the view when the rest of their guests pulled up.

Miles clenched his teeth. This place set him on edge. The hairs on the back of his neck itched, but he didn’t see anything when he peered up at the windows. Only darkness and the glint of glass.

He trailed behind his parents as they climbed the steps to the front door. His mom was the picture of elegance in her long, indigo gown, his father the most cleaned up Miles had seen him outside of wedding photos in a black suit and tie.

And Miles… well. He just looked ridiculous.

At six feet plus an inch or two, he already felt too big for his skin, broad-shouldered and imposing and awkward. Uncomfortable was his constant state. This suit and hideous bow tie certainly weren’t helping. He was like a kid playing dress-up in his dad’s clothes.

People always said he and his dad could be twins. They had the same dirty-blond hair, long nose, golden-brown eyes, the same tall frame and large hands. But as he watched his dad stroll casually up to the front door, swinging it open with a confidence that said he belonged, Miles had never felt more like his shadow.

His face was red before they even walked in.

Soft, classical music led them down an empty hall to a large, open room with windows lining the far side and an elaborately tiled floor. Portraits of various sizes leered down from the walls, giving Miles the distinct feeling he was being watched from all sides. The vaulted ceilings were embellished with whorled edging, a massive, tiered chandelier hanging from the center that dripped with what he hoped was glass, though he wouldn’t bet against diamonds. Around the perimeter of the room, human-sized silver candelabras held flickering candles, hot wax pearling down the sides. Was it a ballroom? Miles couldn’t imagine what else a space this size would be used for.

Couples and groups mingled around the space, all dressed as if they were here to visit royalty in sleek tuxedos and dazzling gowns. One woman with deep copper skin and an iridescent gown wore a headpiece of peacock feathers reaching towards the ceiling; another had a fox stole wrapped around her pale neck, the animal’s expression frozen in a perpetual snarl. Glittering flutes of champagne were outshone only by blinding smiles just shy of sincerity. Along the farthest wall stretched a long buffet table where waiters dressed in identical black uniforms hovered, eager to serve guests.

The energy in the room was so overwhelming that Miles nearly stepped right back out. He was more than proficient at blocking the emotions of crowds but for a second, the swell threatened to overtake him. His dad shot him a sympathetic look.

“I already need a drink,” his mom said under her breath.

“We don’t have to stay long,” his dad reassured her. “Enough to make sure we’re seen. And we should thank our hosts at some point.”

“In that case, make it two drinks.”

Miles stifled a surprised chuckle.

“Two drinks, coming up.”

As Adam walked away, Sarah tucked her arm into Miles’s. “What do you think?”

It was opulent, for sure. Everything was vibrant and colorful, bursts of laughter and the occasional clinking of glasses rising over the din, but Miles could still feel that oppressive chill pressing against his skin. “I don’t even know what I’d do with so much space.”

“What, you don’t need your own ballroom? Your dad and I were going to have one built for your birthday.”

“Well, now that I think about it, I’ve been needing space to practice my waltz.”

His mom laughed into his shoulder, the most carefree she’d sounded all day. “It is an essential skill in high society. Master the waltz, use a salad fork, and you’ll blend right in.”

“Once I successfully infiltrate, I can set about bringing it all down,” Miles whispered as they turned slightly, surveying the room. “As long as I don’t get in too deep, of course.”

She covered her mouth with her hand in a vain attempt to hide her snickering. Miles tried not to grin too widely.

A couple a few feet away noticed them—Mr. and Mrs. Bryant. They’d been to the house a few times and always stayed to have lunch with his parents.

“Sarah!” Jane Bryant rushed over to pull his mom into a hug, leaving an imprint of glitter behind from her dress. “You look stunning. Doesn’t she look great, Mark?” Her husband nodded dutifully beside her. Jane turned to Miles. “And when did you get so tall and handsome?”

Half of the people here must have heard her. She clearly didn’t understand the concept of an inside voice.

“Nice to see you again, Mrs. Bryant,” he said, cheeks flaming.

She gave his mom an approving smile. “And so polite, too. Can you work your magic on my kids? I can barely make Hayden get off his phone when I’m talking to him.”

“Miles is a good actor, don’t let him fool you,” his mom teased, winking at him playfully.

“And where’s Adam?” Mark asked.

She peered through the crowd. “He went to grab us drinks, but I’m guessing he got caught up.”

“Avoid the purple punch.” Jane tilted her nearly empty glass towards them so they could see the violet drink. “I think someone was a little heavy-handed when they made it. Has quite the kick.”

Her husband pulled the glass from her hand as it tipped dangerously, giving her a fond, exasperated smile. “I’m sure it wasn’t intentional… Or maybe one of the Hawthorne boys thought it would be funny.”

The Hawthorne boys again. Miles hoped he didn’t get forced into small talk with any of them. That sounded about as fun as stabbing himself in the leg with those tiny silver forks he could see stacked at the end of the buffet table.

Jane leaned in conspiratorially. “I’ve said a million times: it can’t be good for them, being locked up in this house.”

“If Felicity’s kids are anything like her,” Miles’s mom said with a tight smile, “they probably prefer isolation.”

“Speak of the devil,” Jane whispered, “here she comes. Good luck.” She grabbed her husband’s sleeve and pulled him away, vanishing into the surrounding crowd.

Miles’s mom glanced past him and squared her shoulders. An ebony-haired woman in a silken black pantsuit strolled over, blood-red heels clicking on the tile. Her skin was as white as fresh snow, the same shade as the marble busts they’d passed in the hallway, but her gaze was the coldest thing about her. If Sarah gave kindergarten teacher vibes, this woman was the evil principal who relished student tears and voted for budget cuts.

“Sarah,” she said. “So glad you could make it.” Her words didn’t match her tone, her mouth severe and unsmiling. “I must admit, I’m always surprised when your car manages the drive. I asked the valet to park it around back, I hope you don’t mind.”

Not even an attempt to disguise her sneering insults—this must be their illustrious hostess, in the flesh.

Miles could practically see his mom’s hackles rise. “Not at all. We’d hate to ruin the murder-mansion look you’ve so carefully cultivated. Your guests might get the wrong impression and think they’re welcome here.”

A surprised sound escaped Miles. It wasn’t often that she brought out her claws.

Felicity Hawthorne didn’t even blink, turning her haughty scan on him. “And who is this? One of your… children?”

He was almost certain she’d wanted to say “spawn.”

“This is my son, Miles. Miles, meet Felicity Hawthorne, our lovely hostess.”

“Nice to meet you,” he mumbled, not liking the way she inspected him, her steely eyes narrowing at what she saw. She clearly wasn’t impressed with his last-second rental suit.

She didn’t bother responding to him, turning instead to Sarah. “I heard the other day that one of your daughters isn’t showing any gifts yet. How awful. Though what can you expect when her mother is so…” Her mouth curved, spiteful and merciless. “… Average?”

All the color drained from his mom’s face.

“There’s nothing wrong with my sister.” Miles didn’t realize he’d spoken until the words were already out.

Felicity’s attention flicked over to him. “Oh? She is gifted, then?”

He faltered, knowing he couldn’t lie.

“As I said.” Felicity flicked her wrist in a dismissive gesture. “Perhaps she can take a page from her mother’s book and attempt to find some use. Play kitchen witch to earn her keep. If it worked for you, perhaps it will work for your daughter. Poor thing.”

Miles’s mouth was dry. He couldn’t look at his mom. What kind of person targeted a twelve-year-old girl to make a point? It was so casually cruel, it made his stomach hurt as if she’d reached inside and sunk her painted nails into his guts.

“What’s wrong with you?” he blurted out, a touch too loudly. His pulse was pounding in his ears. “Jenna’s a kid.”

A few people peeked over in interest, not bothering to try and hide that they were watching. Crimson bloomed high on Felicity’s severe cheekbones, lurid flowers. “You misunderstood me. No offense was intended, of course. My heart goes out to your sister.”

Sarah smiled in a way that wasn’t anywhere near sincere. She seemed seconds away from grabbing the nearest heavy object and bludgeoning Felicity with it. “I’m sure she’d appreciate it… if you had a heart.”

Thankfully, Miles’s dad appeared from the crowd with two slim glasses in his hands. He caught a brief glimpse of the showdown going on—and Miles’s undoubtedly panicked expression—and plastered on a crinkly broad grin. “Felicity! I’m sorry, I would have grabbed you a drink if I’d seen you.”

To Miles’s surprise, her harsh expression softened slightly. “No need. I have to make the rounds. Sarah and I were just catching up.” She straightened her jacket, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “Enjoy the party. And keep your bulldog of a son on a tight leash while you’re here, will you?”

Miles spluttered, but she’d already disappeared into the crowd.

His mom downed her flute of champagne in one gulp. “God, I hate that woman.” Her collarbone and neck were flushed bright red.

“Mmhmm.” Adam placed a comforting hand on her arm. “Finally got a taste of the famous Hawthorne hospitality?” he asked Miles.

“You should have heard the things she was saying.” Miles’s hands were still shaking. “I can’t believe you put up with that every year.”

The dislike between Miles’s family and the Hawthornes went back generations, but this wound was clearly still fresh. Whatever was between Felicity and his mom, it was personal.

“And now you get to come with us.” Miles’s dad saluted him with his drink. “Welcome to the party.”

The hollow feeling in Miles wasn’t from skipping dinner. He’d never been forced to stand there and let someone insult his family before. “How did she even know about Jenna?” he asked.

Sarah started on her second flute of champagne, so his dad answered. “People are always going to gossip. If they’re talking about other families’ problems, they think no one will look too closely at theirs. You’ll learn to ignore it.”

The implication that Jenna was a problem bothered Miles. “The things she said… Why does she hate us so much?”

Because she did. He’d seen a spark of true loathing in Felicity.

“You know our families have a history—” his dad started.

“No, it was more than that.” He turned to his mom, directing the next question at her. “What happened between you guys?”

“This isn’t the place to talk about it.”

Miles didn’t appreciate being kept in the dark. “If you’re going to make me be part of these conversations, I should know—”

“I said not now,” she snapped, sharp enough to slice.

He swallowed heavily around the sudden lump pressing against his windpipe. He hadn’t signed up for any of this, hadn’t even wanted to come to this awful party in the first place.

His dad cleared his throat softly. “Why don’t you grab something to eat while we talk business? The sooner we get done, the sooner we can leave. That food looks pretty good, huh? You didn’t eat much dinner.”

Miles knew a dismissal when he heard one. He was a problematic child being sent off to bother someone else. The last thing he wanted to do was wander around, but arguing would only mean they’d be here longer.

With a resigned sigh, Miles turned and made his way into the party.
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Faces blurred together as Miles weaved his way through the crowd towards the buffet table. Everything inside him was urging him to run straight out of this place without looking back.

The first thing his dad ever taught him about being an empath was how to throw up a firm mental shield to protect himself in a busy place, but this was too much at once. Too many emotions, a suffocating weight crushing against him. The edges of his shield were splintered, cracked where things were slipping through.

Delight, bright and fresh, bubbles popping against his skin.

Bitterness, acrid on the tip of his tongue and hard to swallow.

Interest, a tickling urge dancing through his veins.

The bow tie around his windpipe shrank, cutting off his air. He wished Charlee were here—she’d go find him a chilly drink he could press to the back of his neck, count inhales and exhales with him, make him start listing off details in the room.

He recalled what she’d said: bathrooms had locks. Maybe he could find one far enough away that he wouldn’t be so overwhelmed with emotions, but close enough he wouldn’t miss his parents when they were ready to leave. If he was going to have a panic attack, he’d rather be alone.

Having a half-formed plan helped him focus, the room steadying as he skirted around the crowd, keeping close to the walls. It was easier to blend into the background here, though there was no escaping the judgmental gazes of the creepy paintings. He passed Heidi and Landon Cayne admiring a lush tapestry on the wall, their teenage son looking about as thrilled as Miles. They’d never met, but shared a miserable glance. In a group next to them, twin sisters in matching pink hijabs and floral gowns that sparkled when they shifted were talking with the woman Miles had noticed earlier in the peacock-feather headpiece. An older man in a vibrant violet suit and a waterfall of silver-tipped micro braids down to his waist came up behind her and whispered in her ear, making her cackle, feathers bobbing up and down. He had a plate full of macaroons—Chelsea’s mom must have managed all right, even with the tight deadline.

Across the room, an open door by a velvet curtain caught his eye and he course-corrected. Felicity Hawthorne herself would have to be on the other side of it to keep him from—

A whisper of awareness brushed against his skin, skittering along his senses and stopping him dead mid-step. A warm breath on the back of his neck, heat running down the length of his spine.

A group of people in the middle of the room shifted, and Miles saw him.

Hair the same shade as fresh ink. Pale face with a pointed chin. Eyes he could tell even from a distance were fringed with thick lashes. A shadow amidst a riot of color.

The boy he’d seen in the mirror.

He was leaning against the wall, hands tucked into the pockets of his slacks, watching the party with an expression of mild boredom.

Miles had the strangest sensation, the room tilting around him. He… he hadn’t thought the boy was real. That he had to be a ghost. But here he was, flesh and blood.

He grabbed the nearest person, a stocky man with rich russet skin and gold-rimmed glasses. “Who is that?” he asked, nodding in the boy’s direction. “Against the wall?”

He half expected the boy to be visible only to him, but the man followed where Miles was gesturing with a sniff of annoyance. “The young man? That’s Gabriel Hawthorne.”

The pit in Miles’s stomach grew into a boulder. “Hawthorne, as in… Hawthorne, Hawthorne?”

The man arched a thick eyebrow. “As in, Felicity Hawthorne’s son.”

Of course. Of course, he was.

He looked like Felicity, with the same hair and sharp features. Miles already knew Gabriel had gray eyes, though they’d been significantly less hate-filled than his mom’s.

No one was standing with him, no one stopped to talk to him. He didn’t seem upset, but the set of his shoulders and tilt to his chin was decidedly defiant, as if making a point to not care.

But it didn’t make any sense. Miles couldn’t be haunted by the ghost of someone still alive.

What could it have been, then? Some sort of vision? A premonition?

Miles didn’t know much about premonitions. The closest experience he’d ever had was years ago, when he’d woken in the middle of the night unable to breathe, his lungs on fire. The next morning, he found out his great-grandpa had passed away from pneumonia.

He’d written it off as an empathic thing, a fluke. Having more than one gift was unheard of. Certain shared abilities came with being psychic—seeing ghosts and spirits, or sensing auras—but once you started showing your main gift, that’s what you were stuck with. And Miles was an empath, not a seer.

It should be impossible.

Something else was there too, an urge stronger than curiosity pulling him towards the boy. A string woven through his ribs, tug-tug-tugging insistently.

He was moving closer before he stopped to think about it, staring with all the subtlety of a gawking giant who’d realized a worst-case scenario was unfolding before him.

Gabriel noticed him immediately. He examined Miles up and down, much like his mother had earlier. His head cocked slightly in confusion, or surprise. Was that recognition that flashed across his face, or just wishful thinking on Miles’s part?

A strange feeling thrummed through him, a sensation he couldn’t quite put a name to.

Miles had to say something. “Hi,” he croaked.

Gabriel stared. “Do I know you?”

It was so strange to hear his voice after begging him to speak earlier. It was as cold and crisp as the autumn wind that rattled the tree branches outside.

“No, sorry.” What was Miles supposed to say? What could he say? That he’d been seeing Gabriel in his mirror, bleeding and asking to be found? That he had a hunch it was a vision of the future, a warning? “I just… I wanted to tell you to look out for yourself.”

Gabriel was quiet, Miles realized with a jolt. Everyone else’s emotions were pressing against him, suffocating even when they weren’t cracking his shield, but Gabriel… he was a blissful void. Even the energy of this house—wrong and sticky, spiderwebs that would linger on his skin long after he left—faded.

“Excuse me?” Gabriel’s eyebrows came together. “Are you threatening me?”

Yeah, Miles could see why he might jump to that conclusion. God, he was an idiot. “No, no, I’m not, I swear. Listen… I know this seems weird, but be careful, okay? You might be in danger.”

If there was the tiniest shred of doubt in Miles’s mind that he was the same boy from the mirror, it dissipated now—that solemn frown was all too familiar. “Who are you?”

His name was the last thing Miles should tell him. He shouldn’t be here in the first place, shouldn’t be talking with a Hawthorne.

“I’m sorry,” he said, taking a step back. “I have to go.”

He turned and worked through the crowd as quickly as he could without making a run for it. Several disgruntled voices followed as he cut through conversations, but no one tried to stop him, and Gabriel didn’t follow.

Stumbling over his own feet, Miles retreated through the double doors of the ballroom and into the empty hallway. He leaned against the wall, digging his fingertips into the wallpaper in search of something to grip, something to hold on to. His skin was scorching, his heartbeat thumping in his ears.

What did this mean?

Gabriel Hawthorne had appeared in Miles’s mirror, asking to be found. Okay, he’d found him—now what? Was his identity supposed to reveal anything other than the universe having a sick sense of humor?

Even now, that compulsion was tug-tug-tugging from deep in his chest to go back in there, to find Gabriel and talk to him. A steadier, stronger rhythm than the rise and fall of classical music floating out from the ballroom.

No. Miles crossed his arms and pressed his shoulder blades firmly against the wall. He was going to stay right here. Whatever was happening, whatever this was, he wasn’t going to play along.

He’d warned Gabriel. That had to be enough.

His dad found him there, however long later, his forehead creased with concern and jaw tight. Tonight had been a strain on him, too.

“Your mom and I have been looking for you. Everything okay?”

The question made a barbed pain settle in Miles’s throat—he felt stupidly close to tears. “I’m… I needed a break.”

His dad gave him a sympathetic smile. “Well, good news—we’re ready to go if you are.”

“Please.” He’d never wanted to leave a place more in his life.

“I’ll grab your mom—I left her by the dessert table.”

As his dad went back into the party, Miles couldn’t help peering after him, scanning the crowd one last time.

He didn’t see Gabriel again.

*   *   *

The first thing Miles did after getting home and changing out of his suit was go to Charlee’s room. It was late, her bedroom door closed and the lights off, but he needed to talk to her.

His parents were off the table. If his mom’s fight with Felicity hadn’t convinced him of that, the fact she’d spent the entire car ride home ranting about her and the rest of the Hawthornes made it more than clear. He’d made the mistake of trying to revisit his question from earlier—what exactly the deal with his mom and Felicity was—and she’d nearly bitten his head off. Even his dad grumbled at him to drop it.

He knocked on Charlee’s door and heard her mumble in response, taking it as an invitation to slip inside.

“Hey,” he whispered, closing the door behind him and crossing the room, stepping around miscellaneous shoes and books scattered on the floor. On her bed lay a vaguely human-sized lump under the blankets, a mess of red curls poking out, illuminated by one of those pink salt-rock lamps on her bedside table. “You awake?”

The lump stirred. A freckled hand pulled the blankets down. Sluggishly, Charlee emerged, squinting at him. “What do you think?”

That was his cue to leave, but… “I need your help.”

She blinked, focusing on his expression, and sat up. “What’s wrong? Oh God, she made you dance, didn’t she?”

“What?” It took Miles a moment to remember what she was talking about. “No, no dancing. I think my mom forgot all about it.”

Funny that mere hours ago, the worst thing he could imagine happening tonight was square-dancing with a random girl.

Scooting over to make room for him, Charlee lifted the blankets. Her sheets were warm against his clammy skin, the scent of laundry detergent and lavender pillow spray enveloping him.

“What happened, then?” she asked softly, rolling onto her side to face him. “You look like shit.”

He didn’t have the energy to let that sting. “Remember this morning, when I said I saw someone else in the mirror? I saw it again at school. This weird boy, and I thought he was a ghost, but then he was there tonight, at the party. Really there. Alive.”

Her jaw dropped. “He—what? Who is he?”

“Gabriel Hawthorne. One of Felicity Hawthorne’s sons.”

A beat of silence.

“What the—?”

“I know,” Miles interrupted. “Trust me, I know. I think what I’ve been seeing in the mirror is a sort of premonition.”

“That’s impossible.”

“I’m aware. But he’s very alive, so obviously, not a ghost. And when I saw him in the mirror, he was all… bleeding and scary and begging me to find him.”

“Did you talk to him? At the party?”

“Kinda. I just blurted something out about him being in danger and bolted.” Miles groaned. “He thought I was threatening him.”

Charlee let out a soft snort. “Not the best way you could have done that, but look, if this is a premonition, you warned him. Job done.”

If only it could be that easy.

“But he’s still appearing in the mirror.”

It had been an awful surprise to glance over in the middle of changing and find Gabriel staring into his soul from his bedroom mirror. Miles had jumped and knocked his elbow so hard against the wall that he’d left a dent. Apparently, the cleansing ritual hadn’t stuck.

Once he stopped cursing, he’d turned back to the mirror, heart racing. “Tell me what you want.”

Again, the reflection had mouthed the same two words. “Find me.”

“I already did that—I found you. Tell me what to do.”

But Gabriel just watched him with that grave gaze, blinking around the blood that ran down to stain his white collar. He couldn’t, or wouldn’t, answer.

Miles groaned, thumping his head against Charlee’s shoulder. “I mean… there has to be more I need to do, right? Or he’d leave me alone.”

“Like what? It sounds like a death premonition, and changing the future is nearly impossible. Especially with something as big as death. He’s a goner.”

He’d come to the same conclusion—a death premonition was all that made sense.

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“Well, it could be worse. At least it’s not your own death.”

Miles hated that it was, honestly, a little comforting.

As he considered this, his attention strayed to the desk across Charlee’s room. It was piled high with half-knitted projects, rolls of yarn, and books on different stitches. Beside them was her attempt at a landscape painting—judging by the frustrated smears, she’d given up halfway through. Charlee was a butterfly with her hobbies—flitting from one bright, pretty flower to the next. If the embroidery frames piled high on her bedside table were any indication, she’d found a new one.

“I shouldn’t be seeing this,” he said cautiously. “So… if I’m getting premonitions, there must be a reason, right? Gabriel Hawthorne is going to die, and maybe I can stop it.”

It scared him to even say the words out loud. Considering the implications—of fate, of other forces at work—went beyond his mental capacity right now.

Charlee shrugged. “Good riddance, I say. One less Hawthorne in the world can’t be a bad thing.”

Something crumpled in Miles at her words, though there was no way she meant it. “We don’t even know him. He might be different.” He sounded unconvincing even to his own ears. Felicity’s cruel words were still fresh in his mind. But—

He thought back to when he’d first seen Gabriel, standing apart from the rest of the party, defiant, but lonely. Neither of them had quite belonged there. And whatever the tether between them had been, that thrumming string, hadn’t felt… bad.

Charlee frowned. “That family is seriously messed up. Everyone knows it. They’re not good people.”

He wanted to disagree, but the words wouldn’t come. Not just because of Felicity or their reputation around town—he’d sensed darkness tonight, in the oppressive weight of the walls. A bleak core of the mansion, of the people who lived there.

“That doesn’t mean Gabriel deserves to die.”

That was what it came down to, what scared Miles most: that he might have the power to make such a decision; that his action or inaction could bring about or prevent someone’s death.

Now he understood why Aunt Robin hid in her room.

“Should I ask your mom? She has more experience with this kind of thing than anyone else.”

Charlee’s mouth went flat. The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. “If you want to waste your time. You won’t get anything useful out of her.”

Miles couldn’t disagree. Talking to Aunt Robin about casual, everyday subjects still felt like an exercise in dodging bullets. He could only imagine how she’d react if he brought up the reason she’d locked herself away.

“What about your parents?” Charlee asked.

“They won’t even talk about the Hawthornes. There’s something between Felicity and my mom. Major beef.” With how irrationally they’d acted tonight, he’d end up being blamed for this, as if he’d forced the universe to bring Gabriel Hawthorne into his life. “And they’re keeping secrets.”

“Like what?” Charlee asked.

“If I knew that, they wouldn’t be secrets.” He blinked up at the row of crystals lining her window frame, focusing on how the fairy lights strung above them made them shine instead of the silly tears pricking the corners of his eyes. He didn’t even know why he was so upset—if his parents wanted to keep him out of the loop, that was fine. He’d figure this out on his own. “But I can’t tell them about this. They’ll freak.”

He knew it was the right call when Charlee didn’t argue.

“Then at least listen to me.” She reached out and grabbed his hand, clenching it tightly. He could feel a faraway echo of her emotions, a blurry smear of watercolor on a blank page. She was afraid for him. “I agree with you—we don’t know Gabriel Hawthorne and he probably doesn’t deserve to die. But if that’s what the future has planned for him, there’s nothing you can do about it.”

Miles opened his mouth, but she kept going, a bolt of urgency cutting to the surface. “No, listen. You’ve seen what happens when you let yourself feel responsible for a premonition—my mom, she’s never going to recover from that. It broke her, Miles. It broke her so badly that I don’t even think there’s anything left to fix. Do you want that to happen to you?”

“No,” he muttered. He yanked at a loose thread on her hand-stitched floral quilt, and she swatted him.

“Good. Then forget about it—Gabriel Hawthorne, whatever secrets your parents are keeping, all of it.”

“But—”

“No. You’re one of the few people I have left, and it might be terrible and selfish of me, but I’ll pick your life over a Hawthorne snob without a second thought. So just… leave it alone. Please.”

Fierce love and protectiveness washed over him, but he couldn’t tell if they were Charlee’s emotions or his own. He looked away, at where a streetlamp was shining in through her yellow-striped curtains until he was able to speak around the hard lump nestled against his windpipe.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “I guess it’s not like I’ll be seeing him again anytime soon. The next Hawthorne party isn’t for a year.”

“True. You couldn’t talk to him, even if you wanted to.”

She wasn’t wrong. Short of sending an anonymous letter or scaling the massive black fence around the Hawthorne estate, he had no way of reaching Gabriel.

“And maybe if I ignore the premonition, it won’t happen. Maybe me acting on it would trigger something that leads to his death.”

Charlee didn’t bother hiding her relief. “I bet you’re right. The best way to help him is by staying away.”

Miles supposed he didn’t have any choice but to try and believe that.

“Glad that’s settled.” She rolled over abruptly, yanking all the blankets with her. “Now shut up. We both need sleep—tomorrow’s delivery day and your mom’s going to be in a mood.”

He shuffled down, curling his legs so his feet didn’t hang over the edge of her bed. Sleep was out of reach, but at least he could lie here, listening to Charlee’s steadily deepening breaths and the occasional creak of the house, and pretend for a while.
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A week passed and things almost went back to normal.

Miles hadn’t been sleeping well, and he stifled a jaw-creaking yawn as he trudged down the school hallways towards first period. On the upside, his newfound insomnia had given him plenty of time to catch up on his homework. He’d finished his physics presentation ahead of schedule and finally written his late English essay.

Down the hall, a group of students was huddled outside of his classroom, whispering and murmuring, glancing towards the door like it had started tap dancing.

“Excuse me,” Miles mumbled, squeezing his way through. Whatever the latest drama was, he couldn’t be bothered—

The world turned upside down.

Gabriel Hawthorne was sitting in his US History class. Just… sitting at a desk, like he did this every Monday, focused on the doorway as if he’d been waiting for Miles to come in.

Gabriel Hawthorne. In his US History class. Here. At Thistle High.

What in the actual hell?

Was this another premonition? Miles debunked that with a single panicked skim around the room—the entire class, including Ms. Padilla, was staring at Gabriel. And Gabriel was staring at him.

He tried to swallow but choked on his spit. Gabriel watched him splutter and wheeze expressionlessly, which only made it more mortifying.

The bell rang overhead, signaling the start of class, but no one moved.

Had—had Gabriel come here searching for him? Did he not realize schools didn’t work that way, that you couldn’t waltz in and hang out? Principal Larson was going to show up any second and toss him out of here.

Ms. Padilla cleared her throat, visibly collecting herself. “Okay, let’s sit down,” she called, waving in the goggling spectators from the hallway. “Come on, sit down so I can introduce our new student.”

New student?

Miles gave Gabriel another, longer scan. He was wearing a spotless, white button-up with a black argyle knit sweater vest over it. Miles didn’t think he’d ever seen someone wear a sweater vest before, though he was pretty sure he had a picture of his grandma in one. On Gabriel’s desk was a sleek black binder that looked brand new and suspiciously empty, and a charcoal shoulder-bag hung off the back of his chair.

Forcing his feet to move, Miles collapsed into the nearest empty seat, across the aisle and two down from Gabriel. The hot brand of his glare singed Miles and he had to resist the urge to duck into the collar of his jacket.

“As you can see,” Ms. Padilla said once everyone was seated, “Thistle High has grown by one. A few of you might already know Gabriel Hawthorne”—the class exchanged looks of gleeful disbelief—“and if you don’t, be sure to give him a warm welcome.”

This couldn’t be happening. There was no way.

Ms. Padilla started to talk about their weekend reading, resolutely pretending she couldn’t hear all the whispering or see the cell phones out. Miles tried and failed to concentrate on her words, his racing pulse drowning them out.

He peeked over his shoulder, glancing away quickly when he found Gabriel watching him. Why was he here? What game was he playing?

Ms. Padilla realized the period was a lost cause, putting on a video they’d already watched last week before sinking into her chair, a deflating soufflé. Murmurs filled the room, everyone twisting in their seats to openly gawk at Gabriel. Miles hunched down at his desk, wishing he could turn invisible.

This couldn’t be a coincidence, right? Gabriel showing up here a week after the party? But it didn’t make any sense—how had he found out who Miles was, and if he wanted to talk, why would he come here, of all places?

He risked another glance over his shoulder, shivering at the cool, detached expression on Gabriel’s face. It gave nothing away.

Miles’s head spun, making him sick. He wasn’t ready for this, hadn’t planned for it. He didn’t know what to do. More worryingly, he didn’t know what Gabriel was going to do. Each excruciatingly sluggish minute that ticked by, he felt pinned by Gabriel’s relentless scrutiny, a feverish sort of panic clutching at his lungs.

When the bell rang, he jumped to his feet, backpack swinging wildly, nearly clipping the girl in front of him as he raced out the door. He needed to get away. Take the next period to calm down and figure out what he was going to say.

Except Gabriel was in his next class, too. And Pre-Calculus after that. When Miles claimed a desk on the opposite side of the room, Gabriel had the audacity to follow, sliding into the one right next to him. The look he gave, that he was waiting for something, expecting something, made Miles want to jump out the nearest window.

Miles finally caught a break in PE, and it gave him a chance to figure out why Gabriel was here.

All he did was stare. It had to be a weird intimidation tactic. Every class they shared, he sat and watched silently, some freaky unblinking robot. He never made a move to talk to Miles, or to give any indication of what he wanted.

At first, Miles was grateful for that. He’d been so dead set on following Charlee’s advice and leaving well enough alone that he hadn’t stopped to consider what he’d say if he did see Gabriel again.

But by the time lunch came, he was seconds away from crawling out of his own skin. It was clear Gabriel had come here to torment Miles, to slowly drive him insane.

Whispers followed Gabriel as he crossed the cafeteria, and Miles braced himself, certain that this was it, that he’d just been waiting for a chance to talk. Instead, Gabriel sat down at an empty table on the outskirts of the bustling room and opened a book. A few brave souls came over to talk to him, but he waved them away dismissively.

Miles ground his teeth, staring down at the sandwich he’d shredded into a pile of crumbs. This could be a test, to see how cowardly he was, how long he’d let Gabriel torture him. Mind games seemed like the Hawthornes’ style.

If that was the case, he’d severely underestimated Miles. Dealing with daily anxiety had taught him a thing or two about self-preservation, about his limits. He wouldn’t be able to survive the rest of the day.

Speaking to Gabriel Hawthorne had officially become the lesser of two evils.

Decision made, he tossed his destroyed sandwich into the nearby garbage and made himself walk over to Gabriel’s table. He didn’t look up from his book as Miles hovered—but he didn’t tell him to go away, either.

The chair squeaked against the linoleum floor as Miles sat down, making him cringe. Of course, Gabriel somehow managed to give the impression he was lounging in a luxurious armchair instead of a battered plastic torture device. He kept reading, slender fingers turning another page.

Miles pulled a bag of chocolate chip cookies from his backpack and held it out. “Want a cookie?”

A pathetic attempt at a peace offering, but it was that or browned apple slices.

Gabriel looked up, a little crease forming between his eyebrows, as if he’d never seen cookies before. “No.”

A stifling, painfully awkward silence fell over them.

“So, are you going to tell me what you’re doing here?” Miles asked in a rush. He kept his voice low, uncomfortably aware of the curious gaping around them.

Gabriel folded the corner of his page—ugh, who did that—and closed his book casually. The cover was so worn, it was hard to make out the title: The Picture of Dorian Gray.

“Are you seriously asking me that?” Gabriel demanded after an agonizing wait.

Miles blinked. “Uh… yeah?”

The look Gabriel gave him could have frozen a whole city. “You, a psychic, told me I was in danger. Assuming my life is at risk—which was the only assumption I could make, since you scurried away after delivering that vague, threatening message—it seemed rather important that I find you and get answers.”

Oh yeah, he was pissed. Which, fair, but also—what else was Miles supposed to do in that situation? He’d panicked. And he’d felt terrible about it afterward.

“Trust me,” Gabriel continued, annoyance honing his words into a deadly point, “taking up public school isn’t my idea of a good time. But I couldn’t stroll up to your house and knock on the front door. From what I understand, the Warrens aren’t particularly fond of my family.”

Miles’s heart plummeted from his throat straight into his belly. Gabriel knew who he was, then. He’d figured as much, but part of him had still been hoping to avoid that uncomfortable tidbit.

He bit his lip. “Yeah, well, based on my experience at your party, there’s a good reason for that.”

From Gabriel’s reaction, Miles might as well have not said anything at all. “What did you see? My death?” He studied Miles. “Are you a seer?”

He was so unnaturally calm, an impassiveness that seemed more deliberate than before.

Miles glanced around the crowded cafeteria. “Do you really want to do this here? Right now?”

“What else, exactly, do you think I’m here for?” Gabriel’s lips pressed into a thin line. “You’re going to tell me what you saw and why you warned me, and it better be worth the trouble I went through to come here.”

Yikes. He was kind of scary. And his resting murder face wasn’t helping.

“You didn’t have to—”

“What?” Gabriel interrupted. “Didn’t have to what? Please, enlighten me on what the reasonable reaction to receiving an ominous death threat from someone with the power to see the future would be. You have my full attention.”

If looks could kill, Miles would be a cold corpse on the cafeteria floor.

“I’m sorry, okay?” Heat crept up his neck. “I didn’t think it through.”

“Clearly.”

Nothing in Gabriel’s expression gave away whether he was joking or not. Miles lowered his mental shield and reached out, desperate for some clue as to how to soothe Gabriel’s anger but he found… nothing. That same quiet void he’d stumbled into at the party, except now he could feel exactly how gaping and empty it was. Endless. An ebony cloud with nothing to grab hold of.

He’d never encountered anything like it before.

“Well?” Gabriel asked, unaware of what had happened. “Start talking.”

Flustered and off-balance, it took Miles a second to gather his thoughts. “I’m—I’m not even a seer,” he got out. “I’m an empath. I can’t tell you why I’ve been getting visions of you. I assumed you were a ghost haunting me until I saw you at the party.”

“What have you seen?”

“When I look at my reflection, you’re there instead. You ask me to find you and… you’re hurt. There’s… a lot of blood.”

Gabriel was still for a long moment before he nodded, a single, jerking bob. “It is a death premonition, then.”

His muted reaction was making Miles antsy. “I’m not a seer but I’ve been talking to my cousin and… it seems likely.”

“How do I die?”

Was he even listening? “I don’t know. That’s all I’ve seen.”

“That can’t be all.”

“It is, I’m sorry. I mean, you’re in rough shape, but—”

Gabriel stood abruptly, startling Miles and a few eavesdroppers around them. His expression barely changed, but the tension of his mouth, the way his hands were balled at his sides, knuckles stark white, made Miles think he was about to be sick.

Sure enough, without another word, he turned and beelined for the bathroom.

Cursing himself, Miles hurried after him. He should have known better than to just drop a bomb of that size, should have found a way to say it better, or not said it at all. Part of Gabriel must have been hoping for another explanation.

In the bathroom, Gabriel was at a sink, head bowed, hands braced on either side. He was so still that Miles wasn’t sure he was even breathing.

Approaching him haltingly, cautiously, Miles said, “I’m sorry.” Nothing he could say was going to make this okay, but at least he could be honest. “I don’t know how to help, but I’m sorry.”

After a long, tense moment, Gabriel lifted his face. His eyes were calm again, the glassy surface of a lake. He was already fair-skinned but the blood had drained away, his lips wan and blue-tinged. “I’m fine. And I don’t want your pity.”

Miles was out of practice at reading people—being empathic was the ultimate cheat when you wanted to know how someone was feeling—so it took him a second to put a name to what he was seeing.

Gabriel Hawthorne was afraid. He was trying to hide it, but it was there.

Miles felt terrible. Sick to his core. He’d promised Charlee he wasn’t going to get involved, but how could he walk away? Gabriel was a Hawthorne and a jerk, but he was a jerk who’d just found out he was going to die, and he was scared.

Sneering like he could hear what Miles was thinking, Gabriel jerked away from the sink and moved to storm past. Miles reached for his arm, wanting to stop him long enough to conjure up impossible words that would fix everything.

Gabriel yanked away, recoiling, and their hands brushed.

The force of a sudden vision knocked the wind straight out of Miles.

Gabriel stood in front of him. His white shirt rumpled. Blood crusted around his nose and smeared above his mouth. He held something long and narrow in his hand, hidden by the darkness of the room.

It was cold and dimly lit. Gray stone. The smell of must and damp earth. Light flickering as if from a flame. A sigil of a tree on the far wall.

Gabriel looked at him. His voice was quiet but clear. “I’m sorry.” He smiled, a small, fond curl of his lips. Behind him, a shadow grew.

Miles jolted back to reality with a gasp, sweat beading on his lower back. He was lying on his side, the reek of lemon cleaner burning in his nose. Everything spun when he tried to move, and he reached out, his hands fisting in a sweater vest that probably cost more than his car.

“Shit,” he croaked at Gabriel, who crouched next to him. Miles made himself let go of his vest. It was surprisingly soft, not scratchy wool as he’d expected. “I didn’t mean—”

“What happened?” Gabriel asked, cutting him off.

Fighting against waves of nausea—a feeling that only got worse when it sank in that his face had been against the bathroom floor, someone kill him—he maneuvered himself into a sitting position. Gabriel pulled away, shifting back onto his heels. “Another vision, I think,” he rasped. “Different, though. Way different.”

For one, he ached. Hit-by-a-car ached. And this vision had been closer to watching a scene in a movie, transported there instead of future-Gabriel reaching out to him through reflections.

He’d spoken, and Miles had heard him this time.

“What did you see?”

“I—I’m not sure. Some sort of old stone room. A tomb or a basement, but the ceiling was higher. You were there and you were… messy.”

“Messy?” Gabriel repeated incredulously.

Miles pulled himself to his feet, leaning on the sink so he didn’t fall again. His legs quivered, alarmingly close to jello. “Yeah, I think you’d been in a fight, your nose was bleeding. And there was… something behind you.”

A dark, unsettling shadow looming behind him, to be more specific. A chill ran down the length of Miles’s body.

“What kind of shadow?” Gabriel asked.

Had he said that out loud?

The bathroom door creaked open. A boy Miles didn’t recognize strolled in, attention fixed on his phone.

Gabriel’s icy glare snapped across the bathroom, a striking whip. “Get out.”

The boy froze, then slowly backed out, closing the door behind him.

“Jesus,” Miles muttered. “You could try being nicer.”

“Did I die?”

“What?”

“In this vision, did you see me die?”

“No. But you…” smiled and apologized, so something had to be very wrong, “weren’t in very good shape.”

Gabriel shook his head. “It doesn’t make any sense for you to be seeing these premonitions.”

He was preaching to the choir.

“There has to be a reason, right? Maybe I can help—”

“Help?” Gabriel’s lip curled, his entire demeanor hardening. “Is that a joke? All your family’s good for is digging up bodies and peddling faulty charms for extra cash. You must be delusional if you think you have anything I need.”

It took a moment for his words to sink in. Gabriel looked so much like Felicity with that ugly sneer.

“Besides,” Gabriel continued, “I’d have to be an idiot to believe you. The word of a Warren is worth less than nothing, and that’s without taking into account your faulty, second-rate gifts.”

His words cut deep, deeper than Miles wanted to admit. Straight down to where his own uncertainties had been lurking.

“You believed me enough to come here and find me,” he managed.

“A mistake I’m already regretting, trust me.”

An infuriated heat spread up Miles’s neck. He was just trying to do the right thing. “Leave then, if you think I’m lying. Forget we even met. You’d be doing us both a favor.”

He really should have known. Everyone had warned him about the Hawthornes, but he’d let himself get caught up in the premonitions, let himself briefly feel sorry for Gabriel.

Gabriel’s mouth quirked up, as if Miles had cracked a joke. “You know, I went through the trouble of enrolling here—I might as well stay and try to enjoy myself for a while.”

Miles knew, he knew Gabriel was trying to get under his skin, and it was infuriating how easily he did it.

“You’re an asshole,” he snapped. “I don’t know why I’m surprised.”

“Well, you’ve been precisely as expected. I’ve heard the Warrens were self-righteous, delusional, and ignorant. Congratulations, Miles, you’re three for three, and now I can add painfully predictable to that list.”

Miles hated hearing his name come out of Gabriel’s sneering mouth. He hated the way he looked at him, like he was the butt of a joke. And he hated how his words slithered under his skin and coiled painfully in his gut.

He clamped his hands at his sides, nails cutting into his palms. “You know what? I wanted to help you. Even when I found out who you were, I felt sorry for you, and I thought there was a chance I could change the future—despite everything I’ve been told about your family. Being a pretentious snob, being selfish, even being the world’s biggest dick—none of those things are worthy of a death sentence.” He felt so stupid. “But you’re right—maybe I am delusional. Clearly, you’re not worth the effort.”

Charlee’s words came back to him—good riddance, one less Hawthorne in the world can’t be a bad thing. Gabriel was doing his best to prove her right. It was an ugly, hateful thought. As if he could see it written on Miles’s face, Gabriel flinched.

A deafening silence settled over them. Miles pushed back against the shame, against the urge to apologize. He hadn’t done anything wrong, hadn’t said anything worse than Gabriel.

Gabriel slipped his hands into his pockets, smooth and casual, like he didn’t have a care in the world, and smirked across the bathroom at Miles. Smirked.

“Are you trying to hurt my feelings? Does this mean we aren’t going to be best friends?” He sauntered past Miles, pausing to peer up at him, the corners of his mouth pulled down in a mocking pout. “I’ll try to not feel too torn up about it.”

He left, the bathroom door swinging shut behind him.
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His whole life, people told Miles he was too sensitive, lingered on things too long and let them eat away at him. That he needed to grow a thicker skin, learn to shake it off.

The truth was, though, Miles wasn’t even hurt by what Gabriel had said. He just regretted what had come out of his own mouth, that he’d allowed Gabriel to make him so furious. It didn’t sit well in him.

Sure, it sucked to have nasty things said by someone who considered himself better than Miles on every level, but Gabriel didn’t know a thing about him. If he did, he would’ve chosen more fitting insults. Debilitatingly awkward. A friendless weirdo. A constant inconvenience. A massive pushover.

The single point he could give Gabriel was having a faulty gift. His premonitions—the fact they were supposedly impossible aside—weren’t giving him much to go on. So, yeah, maybe they were faulty, but Miles was going to choose to believe he was getting them for a reason. That they were faulty with a purpose.

With Gabriel so clearly in denial, Miles had to be the rational one. And being rational meant coming to terms with a few things:

He’d gone to the party and out of all the people there, he’d run into Gabriel.

He’d decided he was done with Gabriel, only for him to show up at his school a week later.

He’d told Gabriel about his premonition so they could go their separate ways, then got a new, more detailed vision minutes after.

He couldn’t ignore the fact that they were being pulled together. Connected through these premonitions, and Miles was supposed to do something about it. A force in the universe must believe in him, even if Gabriel didn’t.

It was a simultaneously comforting and terrifying thought.

It helped Miles muster up a newfound sense of determination. He was going to figure out what the premonitions meant and save Gabriel’s life, if solely for the chance to prove him wrong and rub his stupid smug face in it.

And, you know, because it was the right thing to do.

Plus, saving the life of someone as rotten and awful as Gabriel meant he’d have good karma for like, eternity.

*   *   *

When Miles got home from school, the first thing he did was scrape together his courage and go to his aunt Robin’s bedroom. He hovered outside her door, listening carefully. It was thankfully silent. Music would have been a bad sign—she put it on to cover the sounds of her crying.

As a seer, she was the best qualified to answer his questions about premonitions. As his reclusive aunt who never left her room, she was unlikely to tell his parents he’d asked.

He knocked. “It’s open,” a soft voice said.

It took a second for Miles’s vision to adjust to the gloom, the curtains tightly drawn over the windows. Aunt Robin’s room was always neat and smelled of fresh incense. Aunt Robin herself—sitting in an armchair by the window despite the fact she’d hidden the view—always gave him pause at how put-together she appeared.

Every morning she woke up, got dressed, and put herself together, attempting to hide her grief beneath a silky shirt and makeup. But Miles could see the cracks in her carefully crafted facade—the glazed sheen in her eyes, the lines that mourning had carved into her features, the wedding band on a chain around her neck.

“Do you have a minute?” Miles asked. He was always irrationally afraid to come in. Sometimes, it felt like Robin’s sadness was a physical thing in the room with them, and that he’d unintentionally bring it out with him into the real world.

“Of course.” She gestured to the chair on the other side of the window, only a small table separating them. “I’m sorry I missed dinner last night, time got away from me.”

“It’s fine, you can come tonight if you want. Mom’s making lasagna.”

They always did this, a carefully rehearsed script. She’d apologize as if she’d missed a single dinner, not months of them, and Miles would act as if there was a chance she’d make it to the next one.

She never did.

“I didn’t want to bother you. I just had a couple of questions I thought you’d be able to answer. About premonitions.”

He shouldn’t have been so concerned about talking to her. She didn’t question why he, an empath, would be asking these things. She even tried to look interested.

“I was wondering—I mean, I guess I don’t understand how they work in the first place, what brings them on. Can you tell me anything about that?”

“From what I know, every seer has a different experience with premonitions. Some will tell you an emotional connection triggers them. Some say it’s as random as bumping into a stranger on the street. Others think it’s a mix of chance and intention.”

“And in your experience?” he prompted.

“In my experience”—her focus drifted towards the covered window “—it doesn’t matter. They’re rarely much help. By the time you understand what they’re trying to tell you, it’s too late. That’s what being a seer is… knowing tragedy is coming and being helpless to stop it.” She reached up, gripping the ring that hung around her neck.

A sour taste rose in Miles’s throat, even though he’d known what she would say, how she’d come to despise her gift after Uncle Shaun’s death.

Charlee might be right. Gabriel couldn’t be helped.

“But what’s the point of seeing the future if you can’t do anything about it?”

The second it left his mouth, Miles wished he could take it back. Robin probably asked herself that every day.

But she didn’t seem bothered. “The reason behind a seer’s vision is a mystery many have tried and failed to solve. We’re helpless messengers, witnesses to the cruelty of fate.” Her shoulders tensed. “Perhaps, we’re all being punished. Like Sisyphus, condemned to an endless, pointless struggle while the gods laugh.”

Miles didn’t know what Sisyphus was, but he was pretty sure he got the point.

“Is there anything you can do to bring premonitions on? Or make them clearer?”

“If there is, I never learned it.”

“Can you tell me anything about the Hawthornes?”

That got her attention in a way his previous questions hadn’t. “Why do you want to know about them?”

He couldn’t tell her about Gabriel. “I went to the Hawthorne party the other night and met Felicity.”

“Ah.” This was the only explanation his aunt needed. “Her energy is intense, isn’t it?”

That was a nice way of putting it. “She scared me a bit,” Miles confessed.

“That’s because you’re smart. That whole family’s dangerous, but especially Felicity.”

Miles tried to hide his surprise. Disliking the Hawthornes was one thing but calling them dangerous seemed a little extreme. “Really? How so?”

Miles was sure she was going to tell him to mind his own business, to ask his parents if he wanted to know. But she said, “Gifts, powers, curses—whatever you believe we have, we need to respect them. Lines that are there for a reason, boundaries that can’t be crossed, no matter how tempting. But the Hawthornes only care about what they can take. What they can control. And when it comes to that, the limits are the price you’re willing to pay.”

One of the earliest things Miles had learned about his abilities was that there were rules—a cost to every spell, every charm. To use that which was natural and pure, to respect the balance between nature and their gifts. That searching beyond was forbidden. Dangerous.

His parents always told him and his sisters the same cautionary tale: the last gifted person who’d made that mistake was shunned by the other families, before the universe came to collect in a deadly way. Upset the balance and it would always correct itself. Miles hadn’t ever pondered it much—his family had everything they needed to get their jobs done.

Perhaps the Hawthornes hadn’t felt the same. “What did they do?” He was almost afraid even to ask.

“Depends on which rumor you believe. But we all know one thing: unnatural gifts like theirs don’t come without a hefty price tag.”

Unnatural gifts. What did that even mean? Felicity was a medium, everyone knew that, heard stories about her famous clients. What was so strange about that?

More questions jumbled on Miles’s tongue, but Robin’s expression shifted, like she realized she’d said more than she should. Like she was trying to recall if Miles was supposed to be in the loop.

It was time to retreat.

“Thanks for answering my questions.” He wasn’t sure if he’d learned anything useful, but at least someone in his family had bothered to be honest. “Maybe I’ll see you at dinner.”

His answer was an unconvincing nod as Robin turned away.

On the way out, Miles caught a flash of red and steps racing up the stairs. A second later, a door slammed closed.

Miles checked over his shoulder, but Aunt Robin hadn’t moved, not aware or not caring that her daughter had been listening feet away.

*   *   *

Charlee didn’t bother telling Miles to go away when he slipped inside her room, just glowered at him with her arms crossed tightly over her chest. It seemed wrong for her to be so livid while wearing a baby pink sweater.

“Why were you talking to her about the Hawthornes?”

This wasn’t going to be pretty.

Miles mirrored her pose, wishing he was half as intimidating. “Gabriel showed up at school today. I’ve decided I’m going to help him.”

The look of betrayal she sent his way made him want to duck for cover. “Tell me you’re joking.”

“I can’t.”

“Did he threaten you?”

She was so far off base, Miles couldn’t help but snort. “No. Trust me, he doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

“Then why help him after everything we talked about?”

Voice lowered, he told her about their conversation, how touching Gabriel had triggered another vision with more clues, and that he’d decided to stop denying he had a role to play. He refused to be a spectator when another person’s life was on the line, no matter how pointless Aunt Robin said it was.

Charlee threw herself onto her bed in frustration. “I can’t believe you. You went and got invested. Damn it, Miles, you just couldn’t stay out of it like I told you to.”

“What do you expect? I can’t be heartless about this. Gabriel’s still a person. And you didn’t see him—he’s scared.”

Miles couldn’t stop thinking about it. How hard Gabriel had tried to hide his fear. How defeated he looked hunched over the bathroom sink. The way his hands had trembled slightly before he’d tucked them into his pockets.

“He’s going to die, unless I do something about it. Don’t you get how impossible it is to ignore that?”

Charlee bit her lip and glanced away.

Miles softened slightly. She was coming from a place of love. “I need you on my side right now.” He sat next to her, suddenly exhausted. “Gabriel doesn’t want anything to do with me, my parents won’t talk to me, your mom is telling me the whole thing is hopeless, but I know this is the right thing. I can’t explain it, I just know.”

“I’ve always got your back. But sometimes that means fighting you when you’re making the wrong decision. I don’t see how this doesn’t end badly and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

He understood, he truly did, especially after everything her mom had put her through. “Let’s say Gabriel still dies. The premonitions come true, no matter what I do. That’s not going to be easy, but you know what would make it a thousand times worse?” He nudged her knee. “Knowing I didn’t even try. That I walked away to protect myself. I couldn’t live with that.”

Her silence was loaded—but when the tension in her shoulders relaxed, he knew they were okay. “I hope you know I despise you for being such a good person.”

That cracked him up, his laughter breathless with relief.

“But,” she continued, “I think I’m grooving on this whole new confidence thing. It’s a good look for you.”

He snorted. “Don’t get used to it. I’m riding it as far as it’ll take me, but I’m pretty sure I already see a breakdown looming in the distance.”

“I’m here for you when it hits.” She reclined against her pillows with a sigh, kicking her feet up onto the bed. “So, what’s your grand plan, then?”

Yeah, it would be a good idea to get one of those. “Still working on it,” he admitted. “Your mom didn’t give me much to go on and I don’t know about Gabriel. Even if he’s at school tomorrow, he thinks I’m a big liar, so getting his help is probably off the table.”

“He really didn’t believe you?”

“He’s freaked out. I mean, who wouldn’t be? Once he calms down, he’ll hopefully realize I don’t have a reason to lie.”

It was about the only thing Miles could hope for right now. His new vision might contain clues, but without Gabriel to give them context, figuring them out would be nearly impossible.

“What can I do to help?” Charlee asked.

He was so glad she’d asked. “Wanna join me in some snooping? It’ll mean certain death if my mom catches us.”

Interest sparked in her hazel eyes. “It’s a good thing she left to drop off deliveries an hour ago, then.”

Perfect. Miles checked the retro flower clock on her bedside table, one of her proudest yard sale finds. His dad would be sleeping for a while still, too. On nights he had a job, he slept during the day and rolled out of bed in time for dinner before hustling back out the door.

“Did she say when she’d be home?”

“Nope.”

They’d have to hurry, then, just in case.

Charlee followed him downstairs to his parents’ office. It had once been their dining room before gradually filling with bookcases, a desk for each of Miles’s parents, and a downsized table that was constantly covered in papers, crystals, and herbs.

“Let’s start with my dad’s desk,” Miles whispered, wishing he had a door to close. If his mom came home, there’d be nowhere to hide.

He opened the top drawer, filled to the brim with notebooks, loose pens, and a jar of miscellaneous charms. A bottle of grave dirt was shoved in the very back, the cork a millimeter away from popping free.

“What exactly are we looking for?” Charlee asked, grabbing the nearest notebook to flip through.

“Anything to do with the Hawthornes. My parents won’t tell me what their problem is with Felicity, but it’s way more than some old family feud. It’s personal. And I have this weird feeling… I dunno, maybe it’s connected to my visions.”

The next drawer housed files for the jobs his dad had taken, along with delivery and order receipts. Behind them, an unmarked manilla folder caught Miles’s eye. It was the sole thing in the drawers not labeled.

Charlee leaned in as he plopped it down on his dad’s closed laptop.

The first paper inside it was a printout of the Warren family tree, a larger copy framed on the wall above them. Miles’s, his sisters’, and Charlee’s names had been added in black ink, the scratchy, nearly illegible handwriting recognizable as his dad’s.

Underneath the family tree was a stack of official documents, things about their house from over the years. Contracts, work orders, with faded black-and-white photographs of buildings paperclipped to them. One grabbed his attention—unlike all the others, it had people in it. Posing by the front door, a smiling man and woman held a toddler in a frilly dress and bonnet, a young, round-faced boy in glasses beside them. On the back, in cursive, it read: Walter, Margaret, Harry, and Rosalie. 1897, Warren home, Thistle, Washington.

“Ugh.” Charlee shuddered. “Old pictures always give me the heebies.”

For good reason. Miles didn’t have enough fingers to count the number of times his family had investigated a haunting, only to find some antique portrait or photograph was the culprit.

He set them aside carefully, moving onto the next stack of papers—mostly marriage contracts and more old photographs. He recognized his grandma Eileen by her voluminous mass of blonde hair and dimpled smile. Behind those were birth certificates, baby pictures, even an envelope containing a lock of white-blonde hair.

Charlee peered into the envelope. “Hard nope. Who even keeps something that nasty?”

“Apparently”—Miles squinted at the writing on the other side—“Great Aunt Judith.”

“Sounds like a weirdo.”

There was nothing else in the folder except more photographs, the colors becoming brighter as Miles flipped through. This had been a bust, nothing but—

“Oh my God.” Charlee jabbed her finger at a picture. “That’s your dad. You two are practically identical.”

Miles studied the picture. He didn’t know about identical. And he’d never be caught dead wearing his shirt tucked into his jeans.

It was weird to see a picture of his dad so young. He had to be about Miles’s age, and he looked so… goofy. A huge grin dimpled his cheeks; he had poofy hair and a skateboard tucked under his elbow, other arm around a raven-haired girl with a sullen expression.

“That’s not your mom,” Charlee teased. “Your dad was a player.”

Miles ignored her. The girl was familiar, but he couldn’t put his finger on why.

He flipped over the picture and gasped.

Adam and Felicity, summer of ’95.

“What the hell?” He shoved the picture at Charlee. “That’s Felicity Hawthorne!”

“No way.” She scanned the label, then flipped the picture back over, squinting at it. “Are they… together?”

“That’s impossible. Our families have hated each other forever. They can’t—he wouldn’t—”

But they were obviously something.

Charlee hesitated. “You never know… what if it was like, a forbidden fruit thing.”

“Shut up.”

“I’m just saying.”

“Well, stop saying.”

He couldn’t picture it. Felicity was so severe.

“That would explain why your mom and Felicity were clawing each other’s eyes out,” Charlee suggested. “A petty jealousy thing.”

It certainly appeared that way. Which didn’t help Miles at all with figuring out his connection to Gabriel.

He felt betrayed. He’d looked his parents dead in the eye and asked them about Felicity, and they hadn’t said a thing. How hard was it to admit you’d known someone when you were a teenager, or had an embarrassing ex you really regretted?

And to think he’d been so guilty for even talking to Gabriel at the party.

“I will say,” Charlee mused, “when I touched the photo, I didn’t pick up on anything romantic. Sadness. Regret. Maybe—”

Outside, a car door slammed. Charlee jumped to her feet and bolted to the window, peering through a crack in the curtain. “It’s your mom,” she hissed.

Shit.

Miles scrambled to shove everything back in the folder, praying his dad wouldn’t notice the mess. He jammed it behind the files as Charlee threw in the notebooks she’d been reading, slamming both the drawers shut and narrowly missing his fingers.

“C’mon, move it,” she growled, yanking him to his feet and all but shoving him out of the office.

They stumbled into the living room, Miles nearly tripping over the coffee table as the front door opened.

“Oh, hey,” his mom said, surprised. She gave them a questioning look, taking off her coat. “What’re you two up to?”

“Came down for a snack,” Charlee lied easily.

Miles nodded, scared that if he opened his mouth, he’d do something stupid like start asking about his dad and Felicity. Charlee’s grip on his arm tightened as if she could sense it.

His mom brushed past them towards the kitchen. “I’m going to start dinner soon, so don’t eat anything big.”

As soon as she was out of earshot, Charlee lowered her voice. “We take this to the grave, okay? If you go down, I’m going with you, and I enjoy being alive.”

“But—”

“No buts! I’ll help you figure out how to save Gabriel, but bringing up your parents’ past love lives is where I draw the line. Your mom will literally murder us.”

He didn’t have a good argument against that.

What he did have were more questions than answers, and the terrible feeling that there was a giant clock ticking down over his head.
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Miles got to school early the next morning, too antsy to wait around. He had no idea if Gabriel had been serious about staying enrolled now that he’d gotten what he’d come for, but Miles would find out soon.

Freezing hands tucked in his jacket pockets, Miles crossed the parking lot and made his way to the grassy courtyard area around the front of the school. It was chilly, but on days where rain hovered heartbeats away, it was usually less crowded than the lunchroom.

Rounding the corner, he found Gabriel sitting at Miles’s usual table. He was alone, the collar of his charcoal gray peacoat turned up against the brisk autumn wind, another book lying flat on the table in front of him.

Relief lurched in Miles, apprehension nipping at its heels. If Gabriel was waiting for him, cornering him here before school, it couldn’t be for anything good.

Before he could chicken out, Miles strode over and sat down next to him.

Gabriel squinted at him. “Are you stalking me?”

“Funny.”

“Is it?”

Miles tapped his seat. “This is my table. I sit here almost every morning.”

Gabriel looked appalled. “Well, if I’d known that, I wouldn’t have sat here.”

Coincidence, then? Yeah, as if.

Okay, universe, Miles could take a hint. Deciding to help Gabriel wasn’t enough—the forces at work wanted them to trip over each other every time they turned around.

Miles couldn’t shake the feeling he was being laughed at.

He resisted the urge to give the sky the finger, focusing on Gabriel instead. He hadn’t stormed off or punched Miles in the nose, so that had to be a good sign.

“Since we’re both here, can we talk?” he asked.

An unenthusiastic sigh. “I suppose.”

“I wanted to say sorry about yesterday.” It was hard to push the words out, but Miles needed to get them off his chest before they ate him alive. “That this is happening to you, and that you heard it from me. I know you don’t believe me, but I wouldn’t lie about this.”

“I know.”

Miles blinked in surprise. It wasn’t an apology, but it danced dangerously close to one. Probably as close as he would get.

It might have been wishful thinking, but he could’ve sworn the air shifted between them, a tingle across his skin. But when Gabriel glanced up, his eyes the same shade as the stormy clouds gathering, they were full of familiar coolness.

“Okay, uh, I’m glad we’re on the same page, then,” Miles said. He shifted, nearly knocking their knees together under the table. “Because I also wanted to tell you I’ve decided I’m going to try and figure out what my premonitions mean. And stop them.”

“Stop them?” Gabriel repeated incredulously.

It’d be nice if just one person would believe in Miles. “Yep.”

“Why?”

What sort of a question was that?

“Because… if I don’t, you’re going to die. I should probably try to do something about it.”

“How is that your problem?”

More people gathered in the courtyard as they waited for the bell to ring. Miles detected multiple probing stares at them—the potential of juicy Hawthorne gossip must be worth the risk of getting rained on.

“Well,” Miles said slowly, “aside from the moral dilemma—which I have a feeling you won’t quite connect with—how about because I can’t handle having the weight of someone’s life on my shoulders, and I’d really like to figure it out before it pushes me over the edge?”

That got through to Gabriel. He nodded, but said, “I didn’t ask for help.”

“I know.”

“And I don’t want it.”

It was a good thing Miles knew better than to expect any thanks. “Too bad. You can’t do anything to stop me. Besides, do you really want to deal with this alone?”

He couldn’t imagine how he’d react if he found out he was going to die soon, but he had people he’d turn to without hesitation. Facing it alone was unthinkable.

“That’s how I always do things.” Gabriel’s answer wasn’t snide or sarcastic; he wasn’t mocking Miles. He said it with quiet certainty, an unchangeable fact.

They weren’t friends because they were having a single semi-civil conversation, but Gabriel’s response was so… sad. A pang of sympathy went through Miles.

“Like I said,” he told him lightly, “too bad. So, tell me everything you know about why our families hate each other.”

This clearly caught Gabriel off guard. “Why?”

“It’s important.”

His gaze narrowed in suspicion. “I don’t know the exact reason or event that started it,” he admitted stiffly. “I’ve never thought to ask. Mentioning your family to my mother isn’t usually a good idea.”

That, Miles could relate to. He was still disappointed to hit another dead end.

“Why do you ask?” Gabriel questioned.

“I’ve been trying to figure out why I’m the one seeing these premonitions. I mean, why not an actual seer, someone who makes sense?” Miles shivered, the glacial metal seat a block of ice beneath him, the wind biting through his jean jacket. It was time to upgrade to something waterproof and insulated, but he was attached—his mom had splurged and bought this one for him last Christmas after his growth spurt, and he wore it daily. “There has to be a reason it’s me, and all I can think that’s connecting us is the feud.” He didn’t dare mention the picture he’d found of his dad and Felicity. It could all be a waste of time and the why didn’t even matter. “Plus,” he added quickly, “I figured it couldn’t hurt to know as much as I can. Cover all my bases.”

He braced himself, expecting Gabriel to spit out a scathing remark, but instead, he glanced down to his book.

It wasn’t the same book he’d been reading yesterday, this one wider and flatter. On the far page, a black-and-white picture was taped in of a woman in a dress and knee-length coat with thick fur around the collar. Her mouth was thin and unsmiling, vaguely familiar. She was standing in front of a marble building with pillars and double doors that looked like—

“Is that a mausoleum?” Miles asked. He’d seen enough of them at the Thistle Cemetery.

Gabriel put his arm over the book. “Has anyone ever told you you’re nosy?”

“And you’re evasive.” And ungrateful. Prickly. Difficult. The list went on and on.

Gabriel glowered at Miles, the breeze ruffling his hair, a stray lock brushing against his forehead. In a nearby group, people burst into giggles as a milk carton went flying, exploding on the school steps.

“Does it have to do with my vision?” Miles asked.

Gabriel looked annoyed enough that Miles knew he must’ve gotten it in one. He hefted his backpack into his lap and pulled out his sketchbook. Waving it enticingly, he said, “I’ll share if you do.”

He knew he had him when Gabriel’s scowl deepened. “Fine,” he bit out, shifting his arm. “If you must know, it’s my family’s mausoleum. I thought it would be smart to figure out where your vision might take place.”

Ah, the mausoleum made sense. Old—check. Musty—check. Stone—check.

It was gratifying. Some part of Gabriel must believe Miles, and that the future could be changed, his death prevented, or he wouldn’t be bothering with his own research. It was nice to not be alone in that.

“So,” Miles nodded at the open book and picture facing out, “is that it, then?”

“Undecided. I’m still working through everything.”

“What if it is?” Excitement bubbled up in Miles. “Can you just avoid it? Would that work?”

“I don’t know.”

Of course he didn’t. It wasn’t like he had experience of preventing his own death.

“Well, it’s a good place to start. And this might help.” He flipped through his sketchbook, passing it to Gabriel. “I saw it on the wall of the room.”

The page was covered in the tree he’d seen—a thick trunk with twisted branches mirrored by roots underneath, and a pointed star above. When he’d tried and failed to sleep last night, he found himself drawing instead.

Gabriel’s jaw clenched.

“What? Do you recognize it?”

Wordlessly, he turned his book towards Miles, pointing at the picture. Carved above the double doors of the mausoleum was the same tree. “It’s my family crest.”

Yikes. On the bright side, that narrowed things down—there could only be so many musty stone buildings with the Hawthorne crest.

“Then it’s not the mausoleum,” Gabriel muttered. He flipped to the next page where there were more old photographs, these showing the interior. The mausoleum had stacked vaults along the walls, plaques mounted above each handle. A stained-glass window on the far wall illuminated the space, its color lost to the black-and-white photograph. “The crest isn’t inside. And what color were the walls you saw?”

“Gray.”

“This is white marble.” Gabriel’s fingers drummed against the tabletop, making it vibrate. Someone had doodled flowers on it with black marker. “But I’ve never seen the crest anywhere else, aside from on gravestones and family heirlooms.”

“It must be a place you’ve never been. Does your family have another property?”

“No, just the one.”

“A second mausoleum? Secret dungeon?”

Gabriel’s mouth twitched at the corner. “No. No hidden passageways, either.”

“They wouldn’t be very hidden if you knew about them, would they?” Miles pointed out. “Kinda defeats the purpose.”

Gabriel let out a huff that wasn’t quite a laugh, caught between exasperation and amusement. It was a strange victory.

“It does bring up the question of how much of the vision we should take as fact,” he said thoughtfully. “Some are safe to take at face value, but others could be context clues to a bigger picture. This place you saw might not even exist. It could simply be a stage for your vision and mean something else entirely.”

Miles wasn’t awake enough to completely follow that. “I feel like I’m in English, trying to analyze the author’s use of blue curtains. Can’t the curtains be blue because it’s a nice color?”

Surprisingly, Gabriel looked pleased. “A fair comparison. But with premonitions, the vision is the author. It’s our job to decipher what it’s trying to tell us.” He paused. “Or the room could be just a room.”

Great. Because things weren’t complicated enough already.

“You know a lot about premonitions,” Miles commented, after peeking around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. The only person close enough was watching an obnoxiously loud video about linear motion on their phone. They must have a physics test today, too.

“I’d be a poor excuse for a seer if I didn’t.”

“Oh.” He wasn’t sure why he was surprised Gabriel offered up that information so freely. But he was relieved—there was nothing unnatural about being a seer. “You haven’t seen anything about this? About what happens to you?”

“No. And, before you ask, I have no way of controlling what I see. Things come to me in my dreams with no warning.” He made a considering noise low in his throat. “I’m not even sure if I could see a death premonition of myself.”

Miles didn’t know, either. “Maybe you can’t have premonitions about yourself at all.”

“I can.” Gabriel sounded like he’d lost his footing. “I mean, I have. Seen myself before.”

There was another peculiar change in the atmosphere between them. Gabriel shifted in his seat, the tips of his ears turning red from the morning chill.

“Who knew this was going to be so hard to figure out?” Miles grumbled, looking away. “It would be nice if my vision had laid it all out, you know? Nice and clear.”

“We could…” Gabriel paused, as if caught off guard by his own uncertainty. “We could try bringing on another vision. Perhaps you’ll see something else, something more useful. It seems… illogical not to try.”

He was right. Miles felt idiotic for not suggesting it himself. But he was nervous, and not just because his palms were sweaty.

He was afraid of what he might see this time.

It was difficult to offer his hand, to place it face up on the seat between them, out of sight of anyone else. An uncomfortable sense of vulnerability itched at the nape of Miles’s neck, and he resisted the urge to pull away.

“If I fall over again, act like I passed out.” The last vision had knocked him to the ground, so no telling how hard this one would hit. “If I’m lucky, I’ll get out of my physics test.”

Gabriel faltered, fingers flexing against the fabric of his pants. Maybe he had to work himself up to touching Miles. Maybe he was afraid, too.

When he did reach out, fingertips settling against Miles’s palm, nothing happened.

Gabriel’s eyebrows knitted together in a frown. He flattened his hand against Miles’s. The tip of Miles’s middle finger was against the inner skin of Gabriel’s wrist, and he could feel his pulse, faint but steady.

It was all he could feel—no vision to drag him under or toss him on his ass.

“I guess not,” Gabriel said, pulling away. “Strange.”

And disappointing. Miles had been apprehensive, but he’d take any lead they could get.

“Well, I guess reading it is, then.” He held out his hand for Gabriel’s book and tried not to grimace—research wasn’t a strength of his. He was much more a SparkNotes-the-night-before kind of guy. “Pass it over, I’ll take a look before the bell rings. I’ll have an easier time recognizing the place I saw if it’s in here.”

The miracle of all miracles happened: instead of arguing, Gabriel reached into his bag and pulled out another book. “This is everything I could find in our personal library from around the time the estate was being built.”

“I’ll start this one?” Miles offered. “You can finish yours.”

Gabriel sized him up, a whole slew of potential insults rising in the air between them—do you even know how to read, don’t get your Warren germs on my precious books, these are fancy family heirlooms—and hesitated.

But after a pause, he only shrugged. “Fine.”

Miles opened the first book, holding it up to hide his grin.
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Miles was supposed to be meeting Gabriel at the library in half an hour and he couldn’t find his sketchbook.

He’d brought it home from school, pulled it out of his backpack, and then at some point it had vanished. It had other sketches from the vision he’d been working on, so he couldn’t leave it here.

They’d finished digging through yesterday’s books without finding anything helpful, so Miles had thrown out the idea of going to the library to check the city records for any other properties the Hawthornes might own. Gabriel wasn’t excited about it—Miles was beginning to suspect excitement was a foreign emotion to him—but hadn’t objected strongly enough to dissuade him.

It’d been a great idea up until Miles got home and his mom innocently asked him what his plans for the rest of the day were. He’d been sure everything was written all over his face, that she’d be able to see Gabriel’s Hawthorne aura clinging to him. He’d gone through the trouble of concocting a whole ridiculous story to explain where he was going but panicked and mumbled about homework. It was becoming clear that Miles wasn’t cut out for all this lying and sneaking around. He didn’t understand how some people found the energy to do it constantly.

“Hey.” His mom knocked softly on his open bedroom door, summoned by his guilt-ridden worrying. “You have a minute?”

Miles’s heart was already racing. The last thing he wanted was for her to come in. God, she was going to catch him. She was going to catch him and if he managed to survive, she’d ground him until he was thirty. A prisoner in his own home, doomed to be known forever as a traitor to his family.

“Sure,” he made himself say, wincing at the squeak in his voice. “What’s up?”

She perched on the edge of his bed. “I wanted to let you know there’s another party on Friday. It’s Jane Bryant’s birthday, and we’ll be leaving around six. Good news—no suit required this time.”

He couldn’t think of anything he wanted to do less than go to a party and pretend he wasn’t in the middle of a crisis.

“Got it. Friday. Leaving at six.”

She gave him a reassuring smile. “It’ll be a nice time. No Hawthornes, so it’s already better than the last one.”

His speeding heart screeched to a halt at the mention. “Oh? They weren’t invited?”

“I’m sure they were. But Felicity can’t stand to mingle with the lower-class families, unless it’s at her mansion where she can make everyone feel inferior.”

He didn’t doubt it.

“Emily Montero will be there,” Sarah continued. “I had her mom over for lunch last week and she mentioned Emily doesn’t have a boyfriend. I know the two of you grew apart, but this would be a good chance to reconnect. You were just the cutest couple as kids, and we always joked you’d end up together. Maybe…?”

“Mom!” Mortification rushed through Miles. “Emily and I barely know each other anymore.”

It was true. Emily’s mom, Catalina, and Miles’s mom had both married into gifted families, so they spent a lot of time together. Which meant they’d always pushed Miles, Emily, and Charlee into the living room and told them to keep busy while gossiping in the office over coffee. The three of them were bus buddies all through elementary school, had scary movie sleepovers in Charlee’s room, and spent hot summers splashing around in Emily’s backyard pool.

Middle school changed things. Miles started a year before Emily, Charlee two years before that, so their schedules didn’t match anymore, especially once he started helping after school with jobs. Emily played soccer and started making new friends, then her parents got divorced. She stayed in Thistle with her dad, but her mom left to stay with her family in Columbia, so the coffee and gossip visits stopped. Thinking back, Miles was ashamed he hadn’t made an effort to see her, to be there for her during the divorce, but she had other people by then who knew how to comfort her better. Or at least, that was an easy excuse at the time.

“That’s not true,” his mom said dismissively. “People don’t change that much in a few years. And you two go to school together, you must see her sometimes.”

Well, yeah, because Thistle High was so small it was impossible to avoid anyone even if you tried. Their interactions were limited to waves in the hallway and the occasional small talk in the cafeteria line. It was always good to see her, they just weren’t close like they used to be.

“Can we not do this, please?” Miles could hear the misery in his words.

“All I’m saying is, you can view these parties as a fresh start with her. It’ll be good for you to have a friend there.”

Friend. As if she wasn’t obviously angling for a love match. “I’ll think about it,” he said, desperate to get her to stop.

“I’m not trying to put you on the spot, but I worry about you. When I was your age, I was with friends all the time, going on dates, in clubs at school… Your dad and I decided not to homeschool you and your sisters so you could have a chance at normalcy.”

They always said that, but the words were empty. There was always a line—have fun playing pretend as a normal highschooler, until a job came up. Until he got injuries that would make people ask questions, then he was home for the week with “the flu.” Until his grades slipped and he drew unwanted attention from his teachers who would give him an extra hard look, ask his parents in for a chat, question his home life. Until he graduated and he had to throw away his farfetched art college dream for the family business.

A chance at normalcy would mean something if his future had ever actually been a choice. But the line was always there.

“No offense, Mom, but you weren’t born into this family. You had normalcy because you were normal. I’m not.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t have friends or do things or—”

“Everyone in Thistle already thinks we’re a family of weirdos, and not the cool kind. I have to lie to people constantly. I can’t be honest about what we do, how I spend my free time, what my plans after school are.”

She didn’t get it. Between the lying, the social anxiety, and the fact most of his classmates would be moving away after next year for college while he stayed behind, it was easier not to bother.

His mom sighed. “Start with talking to Emily for me, okay? You need friends you can be yourself around, it’ll help you come out of your shell.”

She wasn’t totally wrong. Miles had talked with Gabriel more in the last few days than with anyone at his school in the last month. Necessity aside, it was kinda nice to be himself. Not counting Charlee, Gabriel was probably the closest thing Miles had to a friend, because he had zero competition. Which was just… depressing.

“Yeah, okay,” he agreed.

Satisfied with her meddling, his mom left. Miles waited for the stairs to creak as she went downstairs before grabbing the nearest pillow and chucking it across the room. It hit the door, narrowly avoiding Charlee as she poked her head in.

Her eyebrows flew up. “I won’t bother asking how your day went.”

Miles collapsed face-first onto his bed.

Charlee came over and offered him half of the heart-shaped sugar cookie in her hand. It was the bigger half.

“You heard all of that, didn’t you?”

“Sorry. I didn’t want to interrupt.” When he waved away her cookie, too queasy for sugar, she took a big chomp out of it, crumbs raining down onto his comforter. “Emily, huh? I guess we should’ve seen this coming—Aunt Sarah’s always been rooting for your childhood-friends-to-lovers fairytale romance.”

His stomach churned. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

Charlee bit her lip, but didn’t push. She always knew when to let things go, a rare and underrated quality.

“Wanna help me with something?” he asked, hoping she pitied him enough to oblige. He needed to get out of this house. “Fair warning: it’s Gabriel related.”

“I’m not sneaking him in here for you.”

Miles had a brief flash of Charlee helping to pull Gabriel through his bedroom window, Gabriel looking around, nose wrinkled in distaste at the secondhand decor and chaotic clutter.

“No,” he said quickly. “Never. We’re meeting at the library in a bit—can you distract my mom so I can sneak out?”

She groaned. “Listen, you know I support you finally having a rebellious phase, but does it have to be with Gabriel Hawthorne?”

“Would you rather I start smoking behind the school? Steal a motorcycle and ride it around town late at night? Flip off old ladies?”

“Yes.”

He snorted. “Well, sorry to disappoint. Are you going to help me or not?”

“Fine. But you owe me.”

“I’ll grab you some candy on the way home.”

“Sour watermelons. Two bags, minimum.”

“Deal.” It was a small price to pay for her to run interference.

Miles rolled off his bed and stretched, checking the time on his phone—he needed to get going. While he wasn’t thrilled to see Gabriel again, it did feel good to finally be working on something. Even when it was a futile waste of time, according to everyone else.

“Is that him?” Charlee asked.

“Hmm?” Miles turned and found her staring at his open sketchbook on the bed, his drawing of Gabriel facing up. It must’ve been tucked under his comforter, out of sight. “Oh, uh, yeah, that’s him.” He wasn’t sure why he felt so self-conscious. “I’m trying to get everything down from my latest vision.”

She pursed her lips. “Well, at least now I know why you’re so invested in saving him.”

“What—what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Please.” She all but rolled her eyes. “He looks like the handsome-but-tortured love interest in every teen drama ever. Don’t tell me—he reads depressing poetry, stares wistfully out at the rain, and he’s mean to you, but in a mysteriously sexy kind of way?”

“Oh my God, shut up.”

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re wrong.” Even if Gabriel was objectively attractive—and that was a huge if—his rotten personality canceled it out. “I’m going to the bathroom and when I get back, you’d better be gone. Mom isn’t going to distract herself.”

He stuffed his sketchbook into his backpack as she snickered, not seeming remotely concerned.

“Hey, make sure you ask Gabriel all about”—she threw herself dramatically across the bed, dropping her voice as low as she could—“the tragic accident that wasn’t his fault but he still feels responsible for and uses as an excuse to never love again.”

Someone kill him.

“You’re ridiculous.” Miles grabbed the pillow from earlier and hurled it at her again. “I’m done with this conversation.”

“Don’t forget my sour watermelons!” she called after him as he escaped into the hallway. He regretted ever asking for her help.

*   *   *

“Wait, wait, wait.”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time.” Miles bumped the crosswalk button again, the robotic voice getting louder. When the walk symbol finally lit up green, he jogged across the street as fast as he could with two hot drinks in his hands and a heavy backpack on his shoulder.

Thistle Public Library was a formidable old brick building squatting in the middle of the town. It was four stories tall, with stained-glass windows on the top floor that lit up when the sun set, and sparse hedges lining the front sidewalk. Its parking lot was always inevitably, annoyingly, frustratingly full.

Between the line at the coffee stand, circling the parking lot twice with no luck and having to go down three whole blocks to find a spot, he was officially running late.

He pushed through the front door of the library and hurried to the stairs that led to the top floors. Taking them two at a time didn’t accomplish much besides leaving him embarrassingly out of breath, but a few seconds later he was in front of an unimpressed Gabriel.

“You waited,” Miles panted out in surprise.

Even with the effortless, put-together air that Gabriel always exuded—a skill all Hawthornes must be well-trained in—he seemed awkwardly out of place against the backdrop of chipped wooden tables and faded chairs that had been here as long as the building.

“I did. Despite you being”—Gabriel examined the clock on the wall—“nearly fifteen minutes late to our appointment.”

Appointment. He sounded like Miles’s doctor.

Miles murmured, “Sorry,” and led Gabriel to a table in the far-left corner, out of view of anyone coming up the stairs. “We can sit here.”

He watched Gabriel shrug out of his coat, then roll up the sleeves of his white button-up with quick, practiced movements. His forearms were as pale as the rest of him, his wrists slender, almost delicate. With the contrasting rainbow of books shelved behind him, he looked plucked out of a black-and-white photograph.

Gabriel paused, making it clear he’d noticed the staring.

“Uh, these are for you.” Miles set the two drinks down. “I mean, whichever you want is yours. One’s tea and the other’s coffee. I didn’t know which you liked, obviously, but I like both, so I’ll drink whichever you don’t want…” He took the tea when Gabriel pulled the coffee to his side. “Oh, and here, I almost forgot.” Shaking out his jacket pockets, sugar and little containers of creamer clattered onto the table.

Hesitating, Gabriel took two packets of sugar and poured them into his coffee.

It was Miles’s attempt at a peace offering. If one of them didn’t try, they weren’t going to make it five minutes without strangling each other.

Taking a sip, Gabriel grimaced and pushed the cup back to the middle of the table.

Miles stared at the nearest bookcase and sent a plea to the universe for restraint. If that wasn’t possible, a nice heavy book to hit Gabriel with would do.

“So… I was thinking about this part I read in the book you gave me, about the original Hawthorne house on your property—”

“It’s a dead end,” Gabriel declared without hesitation. “It was demolished when my great-great-grandmother, Florence Hawthorne, had the current house built. I’ve walked our property extensively and never seen even a sign of it. It doesn’t fit what we’re looking for anyway—no basements or lower levels.”

Gabriel’s idea of fun would be something boring like walking around their massive property, scowling at squirrels and stomping on wildflowers. Miles supposed wandering around outside must be better than being trapped in that creepy mansion.

“My brother likes to explore,” Gabriel added. It was the first bit of info he’d willingly offered up about his family. “I asked him if he’s come across anything similar to the room you described, but he said no.”

Yet another dead end.

 “I’ve been going over the first vision for anything I might have missed, but there’s not much. You’re wearing a white button-up, which I thought might be helpful, a shirt you’d only wear for a special occasion, but”—he skimmed Gabriel’s current outfit—“apparently not.”

“No.” The certainty in his tone had Miles picturing one of those old, fancy wardrobes filled to the brim with identical white button-ups.

“Then I don’t think there’s anything helpful in it.”

“Unsurprisingly. That seems to be the theme with your visions.” Gabriel managed to make it sound like it was Miles’s fault.

There was that Hawthorne charm he’d been waiting for. Talking to Gabriel was like tiptoeing across a floor, not knowing which step would trigger a trapdoor beneath your feet. The kind with lots of big pointy spikes waiting for you at the bottom.

It was okay. Miles had prepared for this. He could be civil.

“That’s true,” he agreed, keeping his voice calm. Unbothered. He was totally unbothered. One hundred percent. “But they’re still the only thing we have to go on. So, what if—and I’m just throwing out an idea here—you could stop being so condescending and appreciate that I’m contributing. Or, even better, you can find something useful.”

Yeah, civility had probably never been a realistic option. But hey, he’d tried.

Gabriel’s lip curled. “Yes, how could I forget what you’ve brought to the table—jumbled, pointless visions, an over-inflated sense of self-worth, and a general air of bumbling confusion. You’re right, the lack of progress is clearly my fault.”

“Do you get a sort of sick satisfaction out of going for the lowest blow possible?”

“It’s called being efficient.”

Miles refused to be goaded into an insult-slinging contest. “You don’t have to be so rude all the time,” he snapped, trying to will away the heat creeping up his neck. He could do this; he could be the bigger person.

“I know, but I find insulting you rather therapeutic, if I’m being honest.”

Seriously? He was such a jerk.

“I can’t believe I was surprised someone wants to murder you,” Miles muttered, then clamped his mouth closed, horrified. He hadn’t meant for that to slip out. “Shit, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”

Murder.

Neither of them had said it, but they both had to be thinking it—Gabriel wasn’t an idiot, and Miles just knew. He could feel it in his gut.

“Sorry,” he mumbled again. How did he always end up being the bad guy when Gabriel started it?

Gabriel dismissed the apology with a flick of his fingers, like he was shooing away a pesky fly instead of discussing his own murder. “I already assumed as much. You saw blood on my face, so it’s presumably a head injury. That implies several things, none of which are particularly helpful.” He scrutinized Miles, considering. “You don’t have any murderous tendencies, do you?”

Miles didn’t appreciate him joking about that, especially knowing he was going to be there—Gabriel had been looking at him, talking to him in his vision. The possibilities had haunted him the last few days.

“If I’m going to be there,” he said slowly, “wouldn’t the easiest way to change the future be to make sure I’m not?”

“What are you suggesting?”

“That maybe this isn’t the best idea. If I’m with you when you die, and I’m only with you right now because we’re working together on this, doesn’t that imply it could be what makes your death happen in the first place?”

“You think that in our attempt to prevent this, we’re going to bring the vision to fruition?”

“Yeah.” It had been eating at him relentlessly. “Don’t you?”

If Miles was going to be present for his death, why would they spend time together? Why try to find the place it happens? What if in their search for answers, they discovered something worth killing for?

What if, in warning Gabriel, Miles had put his death into motion?

He couldn’t ignore that possibility.

“The future doesn’t work that way,” Gabriel said. He sounded certain.

“But if we stayed away from each other, and you stopped wearing your stupid button-ups, that’s two things we’ve changed. We’d already prove my visions can’t come true.”

“It wouldn’t matter. Those are small details of a bigger point in time. It might alter things slightly, but the end result will be the same. Ultimately, no matter what choices we make, we’ll always end up there.”

Miles gaped at him. “If you believe that, why are you even trying?”

For the first time, Gabriel faltered. “What else is there to do? Sit around and wait to die?”

It was a fair point, if one Miles hadn’t expected Gabriel to make.

“And,” Gabriel continued quietly, “you think there’s a chance. You’re trying.”

Miles didn’t know what to say. Tension stretched in the air between them, a whisper of the thread he’d sensed connecting them the night they’d first met, quivering against his ribs, and—

Gabriel jutted his chin out. “I refuse to be shown up by a Warren. If I’m going to die, at least it can be with dignity.”

And like that, the moment was over, the feeling gone.

Miles wasn’t going to argue about it anymore. At the end of the day, it was Gabriel’s life and his decision. “We should go check the library database,” he said, standing. “I did a history project last year on local landmarks and found out they have catalogues for tons of stuff—city records, historical maps, newspapers, whatever. I bet we can see if your family has any other properties in Thistle.”

Gabriel followed him to the nearest table of computers, watching over his shoulder as he pulled up the library’s digital collections search. He typed in “Hawthorne” and pressed enter, watching the loading wheel spin.

Miles was proud of himself for having thought of this. It had been a surprise when he’d come here last year for the project and found that a lot of relevant information on local history wasn’t available online, instead kept exclusively on the library and city databases.

“What if nothing comes up?” Gabriel asked.

“Then I guess it’s your turn to have an idea.”

The computer dinged as the search results loaded in a neat list.

“Ha!” Miles gestured at the screen triumphantly. “Property purchase records and building permits.” The dates were old enough that they were likely for Gabriel’s current house, but it didn’t hurt to check.

He went to click on the first option, but Gabriel caught his wrist, sudden and striking as a viper. “Wait. Look at that—the third down.”

Harry Warren.

It took Miles a second to remember where he’d seen that name before—the old family photo from his dad’s desk. Written on the back had been the name Harry, he was sure of it.

“Why would someone in my family show up in a search of your last name?”

“Click on it.”

“I’d love to, but you’re holding my hand hostage.”

Gabriel stared down at where his fingers were still wrapped around Miles’s wrist, as if they’d acted of their own accord. Letting go, he curled his hand into a fist and shoved it into his pocket with a grimace.

What a drama queen. It wasn’t like Miles had some contagious disease.

He rolled his eyes and clicked on the link. When it loaded, the photo was a grainy black-and-white shot of a man with short hair and thick-rimmed glasses. His mouth was pinched in the corners, jaw tense.

The caption said: Harry Warren (1890–1958), the prime suspect in Jocelyn Hawthorne’s disappearance (1917).

What the hell?

“Do you know anything about this?” Miles asked Gabriel.

He shook his head. “I recognize the name, Jocelyn, but I couldn’t tell you why. We have family portraits, photographs, and heirlooms all over the house.”

“I’ve never heard about it, either. That’s weird, right? Like, this seems pretty important.”

“One way to find out.”

Beneath the picture caption was a list of specifications, including sources. Miles took out his phone to snap a picture.

Thistle Herald, August 20th, 22nd, and 23rd of 1917. Microfilm.

It took them a minute to find the filing cabinets that held the library’s extensive microfilm collection a floor down, tucked away in a room that looked like it hadn’t been touched in months.

“Find the film.” He nodded at the wall of meticulously organized filing cabinets. “There should be three different rolls, one for each date under the Thistle Herald section.”

Gabriel started scanning the drawer labels while Miles opened the microfiche viewing program. He hadn’t used this thing since last year, but someone had taped a handy little step-by-step guide to the desk. It even had pictures.

When Gabriel brought over the three rolls, Miles had everything ready to go. He unwrapped the first brown film carefully from the spool, looped it around the two microfiche handles, and tucked it underneath the glass panel, flipping the light switch. A moment later, a black-and-white newspaper article from the Thistle Herald appeared on the computer screen.

Even Gabriel appeared slightly impressed.

“Now—” Miles pressed the forward button, the machine whirring and images passing as if they were actually flipping the pages of a newspaper from 1917. “Let me know if you see the right article.”

Gabriel leaned in close, unblinking gaze locked on the screen. His arm brushed against Miles, but he didn’t shift away.

It took them two passes before they spotted it, Miles having to adjust the size so the whole thing fit on the screen.


LOCAL WOMAN
MYSTERIOUSLY VANISHES




Thistle police opened an investigation early Tuesday morning into the disappearance of Jocelyn Hawthorne, 22, who was reported missing late last night. She was last seen by her older sister, Florence Hawthorne, at their family home on Monday evening, when she dressed for a walk and informed the household she was going into town. Miss Hawthorne expressed a fear that something amiss had befallen her sister when she did not return on time, as she had very regular habits. Authorities were contacted soon after.

Mystery shrouds her disappearance. No neighbors reportedly saw her leave and no current leads have been found as to her whereabouts. Officer Collins, first to arrive at the Hawthorne home, said: “We’ve discovered no signs of foul play or anything to make us believe Miss Hawthorne has met with violence. We remain hopeful she will turn up soon.”

They are asking anyone who may have information as to her whereabouts or who might have seen Miss Hawthorne that evening to come forward. Volunteers have joined in a large-scale search of the area.



No mention of Harry Warren.

“Next,” he told Gabriel, holding out his hand.

It was quicker this time, the article one of the first—it had probably been front page news.


ARREST MADE IN LOCAL
INVESTIGATION, POLICE
SUSPECT FOUL PLAY




Wednesday evening, Thistle police arrested Harry Warren, 27, as their primary suspect in the case of a local missing woman, Jocelyn Hawthorne, 22. They declined to make a public comment at this time, though an anonymous source says that they have strong reason to believe he is responsible for her mysterious disappearance. Rumors of a key witness have been circulating, as well as evidence obtained by the police that Miss Hawthorne is no longer alive. As of yet, there has been no official confirmation.

Edwin Hawthorne, the aged father of the missing young woman, has offered to pay a sizeable reward for any information that leads to her being found. He stated: “I know in my heart that she’s still alive, waiting to be found. Someone saw something, or knows something, and with their help, we’re going to bring her home.” City officers report that they are continuing to search day and night, but no trace of Miss Hawthorne has been discovered yet.



Miles could feel Gabriel’s stare boring into him. He didn’t know what to say. Why had he never heard about this?

“One more.” Gabriel held out the final roll.

The last article, Miles skimmed. According to the police’s key witness—Jocelyn’s sister, Florence—Harry was seen following Jocelyn when she left for town the evening she disappeared. Their families were close friends, she said, but he had a romantic obsession that turned to violence when Jocelyn rejected him. He’d been livid, making threats against her life.

An anonymous source from within the police department confirmed that they were now searching for a body.

Miles pushed away from the desk. It made sense now why his parents had never told him about this. How did they explain that his ancestor was a cold-blooded murderer? But the story they’d told him, how the Hawthornes made their name using Miles’s family as collateral, how they’d nearly destroyed their reputation… They’d always made it sound like the Hawthornes were the ones in the wrong, the ones responsible for the hatred stretched taut between them.

It was all a lie.

“Well,” Gabriel said. “Now I understand why my mother rants about the Warrens every time she has a bit too much wine with dinner.”

He didn’t sound particularly bothered.

A bitter taste coated the back of Miles’s throat. He’d been looking for the missing link, a reason for his visions. This could be the universe’s way of getting him to even out the scales again and make things right: a Hawthorne life taken, and a Hawthorne life saved. Redemption for his family.

Because he wasn’t already under enough pressure.

“I guess the truth hurts sometimes.” It was all he could think to say.

Gabriel frowned. “It shouldn’t. We have no control over what our ancestors did. I don’t see how this changes anything.”

Because, Miles couldn’t say, part of him had still been viewing himself as the hero, Gabriel’s family as the villains. This whole thing as a noble quest given to him by the forces of the universe because he was one of the good guys.

He was saved from having to come up with an answer by a loud chirp. Gabriel pulled a phone in a sleek black case from his pocket, studied the screen, and announced, “I have to go.”

“What? Right now?”

“Yes, right now.” Gabriel strode to the door. “How do I get back upstairs for my bag?”

Miles would go with him, but he couldn’t leave the films out and all over the place. “Right, then left at the reference counter.”

Gabriel vanished through the doorway without another word.

“Yeah, don’t worry,” Miles muttered to himself, “I’ll clean this up. Nice of you to offer.”

The only response he got was silence.
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After PE the next day, Miles escaped the locker room with a desperate shove out the door, coughing into his elbow—someone needed to ban body spray, it was a matter of public safety at this point.

“Excuse me,” he murmured, shuffling his way through the crowded cafeteria entryway. The one good thing about being a tall weirdo was that most people scooched out of his path. “Sorry, excuse me—”

“Hey, Miles!”

Emily Montero waved him over. She was waiting in line for the student-run coffee stand, a modern-day Persephone embodying spring with her golden skin, floral-print dress, and butterfly clips along her twin chestnut-brown braids. Her smile hadn’t changed since she was a kid—lopsided dimples on both cheeks and a little gap between her front teeth.

“Hey, Emily.” His mom’s words from the day before echoed in his ears. “How are you?”

“Ugh, cursing my existence. Mr. Wilson gave us a test and didn’t even follow his own study guide, so I probably bombed it.”

“Yeah, I had him last year and he did that every time.” That rotten math class had been the main focus of Miles’s stress for months. “I think his goal is to make at least three students cry every semester.”

Emily laughed. “I’m glad we bumped into each other. I wanted to warn you—you’re going to the Bryant party tomorrow, right?”

“Uh, yeah.” They moved forward a few steps in line. “How did you—?”

“I think our moms are conspiring,” she said, annoyance flitting across her face. “Or, mine is. She’s being super pushy about us hanging out at the party, so I’m sorry in advance if she hunts you down and throws me at you like a piece of meat. You should hear her going on and on about our imaginary romance. I think she’s already picking out wedding invitations.”

She didn’t seem remotely embarrassed—the idea of them as a couple must be just as ridiculous to her. Relief made Miles’s shoulders slump. “My mom mentioned it, too. I’m so sorry, this whole match-making thing she’s doing is awful. I don’t know how to stop it.”

“I get it. My mom’s been back from Columbia for maybe two months, and she’s already trying to set me up with so-and-so’s son at these parties—limited eligible bachelors with gifted blood or whatever.” Her nose wrinkled as they moved forward a few steps in line. “She’s not saying that part out loud, but it’s obvious. To tell you the truth, I’m surprised it took her this long to set her sights on you.”

“Why would she care about gifted blood?”

As far as Miles knew, his parents didn’t. His dad and Aunt Robin had both married ungifted people, so how could they?

Hopefully not, or the fact that Miles wouldn’t be settling down with a nice wife and continuing the Warren bloodline might not go over so well. He could add that to the evergrowing list of things keeping him awake at night.

Emily sighed, the sound lost in the scream of the coffee bean grinder. “It’s the divorce. She’s all freaked out she’s going to be cut off from the gifted families now. That’s why she came back, you know. I’m her only in. And if she manages to marry me off to one of the families, she’s extra safe.”

“I’m sorry.” He wished he had more to offer her. That he could tell her it wasn’t true. But he’d given up the right to reassure her of anything about her life when he’d stopped being involved in it.

She waved him off, flashing glittery purple nails. “Don’t apologize, you’re going to hate me once she gets ahold of you. You remember how bossy she was? Ramp that up to ten.” A grin shifted her expression into playful. “I have to admit, it’ll be nice to not suffer alone anymore. Sorry, not sorry.”

He laughed. It’d been so long, he’d forgotten how easy it was to talk to Emily. She had this unapologetic sincerity in the way she overshared, no fear of being herself or speaking her mind. If it bothered you, that was your problem. Miles had always been a little jealous of her, and how easily she made friends because of it.

“Anyway,” she continued, “I just wanted to give you a heads up. My mom can be terrifying if you don’t see her coming.”

“I’ll keep my eyes peeled.” It was Emily’s turn to order, so Miles stepped back. “See you tomorrow, then.”

She tossed a confirmation over her shoulder before leaning in to order from a frazzled girl with braces and a fresh coffee stain down the front of her shirt.

Miles walked away, feeling a little better about the party—if he was forced to go, it would be nice to have someone there to talk to. As much as he hated to admit it, his mom might be onto something.

He found Gabriel at his same lunch table, a girl Miles didn’t recognize standing tentatively next to it. She turned and hurried away, her cheeks bright red, embarrassment radiating from her with the force of the sun.

“Making friends?” Miles joked, sitting down beside Gabriel.

He was trying to shake off the awkwardness that had plagued him since yesterday. He looked at Gabriel and felt… guilty wasn’t quite the right word, but it was close. A need to apologize for a million things, to reassure him he hadn’t known the truth.

Finding out about the murder was bad enough, but after Gabriel had left the library, Miles had done more research. Harry Warren got away with it. Jocelyn Hawthorne’s body was never found, so he was released due to lack of evidence. It was majorly messed up.

Which left Miles to wonder—had his parents not told him because they were ashamed, or because they believed Harry was truly innocent?

Part of him wanted to confront them and demand answers—despite knowing there was no way to do it without telling them about Gabriel, and that wasn’t an option. A bigger part was too tired. He’d woken up feeling wrung out, as if over the course of the night his insides had been scooped out, little by little, so he hadn’t noticed until he reached inside and found himself empty.

What was he supposed to do if his family were the bad guys? How was he supposed to come to terms with that?

Gabriel had merely shrugged when Miles told him Harry wasn’t charged, saying, “I’m not surprised, the justice system has always been broken,” before moving on, unfazed.

He made no sense.

“Hardly,” Gabriel replied flatly, the noisy cafeteria doing its best to drown him out. His dark hair was messy in the front like he’d been running his hand through it. Miles couldn’t imagine him making such a casual gesture. “Evidently, having my lunch break in peace is too much to ask for.”

“You know,” Miles said, pulling out the book Gabriel had given him that morning, his latest find from his family library. It was a collection of meticulously kept records from one of his ancestors who thought it was important to track every delivery and expense. Somehow, Miles had been saddled with the torturous job of digging through it for any mention of other Hawthorne-owned buildings or properties. “You could always try talking to someone.”

“Why would I do that? I’m certain none of these people are worth conversing with.”

“You talk to me.”

“You’re the exception.”

It wasn’t said with any unusual warmth or kindness, no attempt at flattery. But Miles was still irrationally pleased. Maybe he was growing on Gabriel.

If he pointed it out, he was sure Gabriel would seize the opportunity to compare him to a fungus.

“It’s fine if you don’t want to make friends, but you could try making fewer enemies? At least until we don’t have to worry about you being murdered.”

“Yes, because I’m sure my murderer is going to be an incompetent classmate, who can’t remember to shower more than once a week and wears”—Gabriel’s lip curled—“gray sweatpants and sneakers.”

On cue, a group of jocks walked by, all of them wearing sweatpants and obnoxiously colored Nikes. One of them jumped, pretending to dunk his garbage into a nearby trashcan, the others cheering loudly.

Miles winced. But Gabriel was wearing slacks. “At least they aren’t taking fashion advice from my great-grandpa.”

Gabriel ignored him. “You can’t exactly lecture me on making friends. You’ve known these people for years and you still sit alone at lunch. You don’t talk to anyone.”

Being called out as a loner by Gabriel Hawthorne was a new low. Miles studied the book in front of him so Gabriel wouldn’t see his embarrassment. The cover was plain brown, the edges of the pages yellowed, smelling of old ink and his attic.

“On the topic of your murderer, I had an idea,” he said warily, not sure how to bring it up. Since finding out his parents were big liars and his great-great-whoever was a killer, he’d been thinking. “You were saying before about context clues in visions. And I thought… what if your family crest is a warning?”

Gabriel knew what he was trying to say. “You think I’m going to be killed by a family member.”

“I think… it’s worth considering the possibility.”

A muscle clenched in Gabriel’s jaw. “I think you’re confusing your family with mine. We don’t have a history of murdering people.”

Miles winced. A harsh blow, but a fair one. “Can you think of anyone we should at least take a look at?”

Felicity had been so cold. It wasn’t hard to imagine there might be someone in the Hawthorne family who was worse. An uncle who killed the neighborhood cats in his spare time. A cousin who dabbled in arson at local orphanages.

“I don’t make a habit of wondering if I’m going to drive people to murder,” Gabriel snapped. “Especially not the few I’m close to.”

All the questions that had been poised on Miles’s tongue faded. Gabriel was right. How could you sort through your family, people who were supposed to love you no matter what, and try to decide which might kill you? And how would you come back from that once you did?

With how Miles was struggling right now, he should have known better than to ask.

“You’re right,” he admitted. “I’ll drop it.” It was easy to forget that Gabriel had feelings, and not just because Miles couldn’t sense them. “Sorry.”

“You’re projecting your own conflicted emotions about your family onto me.” Gabriel didn’t sound mad anymore, studying Miles. “It’s understandable, but unnecessary. The past is the past, you can’t change it. You certainly shouldn’t feel guilt over it.”

It almost sounded like he was trying to make Miles feel better. Miles ducked his head, the force of Gabriel’s probing inspection too much. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“I usually am.” He pulled a battered copy of Frankenstein from his bag and flipped it open. That was that.

Miles wasn’t going to bring up Gabriel’s family as suspects again—but he wouldn’t outright dismiss them, either. He couldn’t afford to, not with that ominous clock ticking down. There was no escaping it, no knowing when it was going to hit zero.

Miles made himself focus on the book in his hand, opening the cover and skimming through income reports. More nearly illegible handwriting, all slanted letters and unnecessary flourishes.

Behind Gabriel, the homecoming committee was going from table to table, collecting donations. Miles was considering pointing it out, just to see what scathing remarks Gabriel had about school dances—he selfishly needed the laugh—when the pages he’d been idly flipping through abruptly stopped.

A hole was carved into the back half of the volume, a small, leather-bound book nestled in it.

“Woah.” Miles turned it so Gabriel could see. “Check this out.”

“A book,” Gabriel said, unable to hide his surprise.

“A book inside a book,” Miles corrected, feeling the first surge of giddy hope. He’d seen enough treasure-hunting movies to know valuable things got hidden away like this.

It came out easily, the cover springing open as if it wanted to be read. The first page had been written on.

“It’s a journal.” He paused as he scanned the next few lines. “Jocelyn Hawthorne’s journal.”

The little spark of hope snuffed out. Why, out of all of Gabriel’s ancestors, did they have to find her journal?

“Toss it.”

“What? Why?”

“In case you’ve forgotten, she’s long dead. That isn’t going to help us with our current problem.” Gabriel’s eyes darted away. “My problem.”

He wasn’t wrong. But what were the odds of Miles finding it, right here, right now? It was too much of a coincidence to be one.

Maybe this was part of what the universe wanted him to do: save a Hawthorne life, and finally put the mystery of Jocelyn’s fate to rest.

“I’m going to read it,” he decided, hearing the reluctance in his own voice. There might be something important in it, even if he wasn’t thrilled to read the private journal of a girl his ancestor had murdered. Thinking about it made his skin crawl.

But Jocelyn Hawthorne deserved to have her story told. The truth told.

Gabriel scoffed under his breath, oozing dismissiveness.

“Hey, it could be important.” Miles tried and failed to not sound defensive. “You could try and act somewhat invested in this.”

“You don’t think I’m invested?” Gabriel was using that tone again, like he couldn’t believe what had come out of Miles’s mouth. “In which part—her murder, or my own?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “How do you want me to act? Get my hopes up at every little thing? Cry on your shoulder when it turns out to be nothing?”

“Don’t be a dick. You know that’s not what I’m saying. You keep acting so put out and annoyed that I’m trying to help. You’re not thankful at all—”

“That’s what this is about? You want gratitude?”

Miles’s face heated at the implication. “I didn’t say that.”

“Good, because then I’d be forced to remind you that I explicitly said I didn’t want your help. You’re the one who pushed your way into this situation.”

“Yeah, because I didn’t have a choice! If you die”—the words tried to choke him—“that’s going to be on me. Don’t sneer, it will be. I’d have to live with it. So, it would be nice if for just two seconds, you’d stop acting like such a cold, unfeeling jerk.”

He managed to keep his voice down to a flustered hiss, aware they were still in a crowded lunchroom.

It bothered him that Gabriel didn’t seem remotely freaked out. They had nothing to indicate when he was supposed to die—it could happen later today and they’d have no clue until they were standing in that stone room, staring at each other with the realization they’d failed. Yet no sign of Gabriel’s fear from that first day in the bathroom remained. No urgency to his actions.

Miles didn’t know if it was arrogance or lack of survival instinct, but Gabriel was investigating his own murder with the nonchalance of doing a school project for a grade he couldn’t care less about.

He braced himself for the inevitable verbal lashing he was about to receive.

Instead, Gabriel smiled. The tiniest curl in the corner of his mouth, a little lift below his beauty mark, as sudden and jarring as a thunderclap.

Miles’s heart pounded. That smile scared him more than anything else Gabriel could have done.

“You didn’t have to yell at me,” Gabriel said, making no effort to hide his amusement.

“I didn’t yell,” Miles stammered. What was happening?

“I have a feeling that was the equivalent of yelling for you.”

Miles had literally been whispering.

“I’m…” Gabriel’s smile slipped, and he lingered over each word before he let it out, “relieved to not be doing this by myself. Distancing myself helps me stay calm, stay focused. But I—I don’t want to die.”

That was all Miles cared about. A justification for this crazy endeavor. A reassurance that he wasn’t taking this on alone.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “Let’s figure this out, then.”

With that, Gabriel was back to his closed-off self, sitting back stiffly in his chair. He’d given Miles a peek beneath the mask, but only for a second.

Silence settled over them, Miles tracing where someone had carved their initials on the lunch table with his fingertip. He reached out to get a sense of Gabriel’s emotions without thinking and plunged headfirst into that dense, silent cloud.

He’d forgotten. No empathic shortcuts with Gabriel.

He lingered for a moment, fascinated by the sheer lack of anything. This must be close to what astronauts experienced the first time they stepped into the void of outer space.

It was so strange to think that he had no way of knowing if Gabriel was lying. Was this what normal people had to work with? Instinct and blind faith?

God, it was awful.

“Come over this evening,” Gabriel said suddenly.

Surely Miles had misheard. “What?”

Gabriel’s gaze hovered somewhere in the vicinity of Miles’s right shoulder. “To my house. My mother has a meeting out of town and will be gone for hours. It would be a good opportunity to check our personal library again, and I can show you around. Something might trigger another vision.”

It wasn’t the worst idea, but Miles suddenly wished he had an excuse, any excuse. “Are you sure?”

“I wouldn’t have suggested it if I wasn’t.”

Miles could feel nervous sweat prickling under his skin. Nearby, someone slammed their lunch tray down on a table, making him jolt. He needed to calm down, this wasn’t a big deal. “Yeah, okay, then. What time?”

“I’m not positive when my mother is leaving, but I can let you know.” Gabriel reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “Give me your number.”

The first time a boy asked, and it had to be Gabriel Hawthorne. Miles was starting to wonder if he was cursed.

They exchanged numbers, Miles holding back a laugh at the appalled look Gabriel gave his battered hand-me-down phone. Just for that, he added the unamused emoji after Gabriel’s name.

Gabriel glanced at the clock and reached for his bag. “I have to go talk with a counselor. They advised punctuality.”

“A counselor? Why?”

“A meeting about my workshop class.” Gabriel stood from the table. The front of his button-up was untucked slightly and Miles couldn’t stop staring at it. “I think they’re upset I haven’t been to it yet.”

Miles tore his attention away from Gabriel’s shirt. “You haven’t—are you skipping class?”

“It’s workshop. It hardly qualifies as a class.”

“Well, yeah, it’s an elective but you still have to go. Be thankful you don’t have PE.”

“The public school system is horrifying,” Gabriel said. “Physical education classes should never be required. I refuse to partake in them.”

Miles laughed. Finally, something they could agree on.

“You could swap out of workshop,” he offered, despite how much joy it gave him to picture a scowling, sawdust-covered Gabriel trying to work a circular saw. “There are a few different art classes, those are chill. Sometimes you can get away with a free period too, but that’s mostly for seniors.”

Gabriel hefted his bag onto his shoulder. “We’ll see about that.”

Miles suddenly felt extremely sorry for the counselor.

*   *   *

Once Miles got home, he slipped by his mom—she was brewing a mixture on the stove that made the whole kitchen reek of vinegar and rosemary—and went to his room. He hadn’t heard anything from Gabriel about what time to come over, and he had a migraine that was making his whole skull ache. Reading those old books clearly wasn’t good for him.

He hadn’t managed to get through much of Jocelyn’s journal during class. It was a snooze-worthy saga of a teen girl in a small town in the early nineteen-hundreds—but the last few entries caught his interest. Jocelyn had started writing about another psychic family in town, the Warrens, and her budding friendship with Rosalie.

It was weirder than he’d expected to read about his ancestors in such a personal way. Jocelyn shared all she learned about Rosalie as they grew close—she was a healer like Jocelyn’s sister, loved soft shades of green, had a personal garden in the backyard where she doted on her flowers, and stumbled over her words when she got too excited. Miles remembered her from the photograph he’d found, the toddler in the white dress next to Harry.

Harry. Miles hated to think of the journal entries to come. He couldn’t decide if it would be worse to read about Jocelyn’s discomfort and fear of Harry Warren, or if she’d been completely oblivious to his obsession.

It was too morbid for him, and he dug up dead bodies on a regular basis.

Someone knocked on his bedroom door; a second later, Charlee let herself in.

“Hey,” she said, joining him on the bed. She was in a fluffy blue turtleneck, her fiery hair in a messy bun, loose curls springing free. “Any updates?”

“Nothing new since the library last night. But, uh… Gabriel invited me over to his place so we can check out a few things.”

Charlee reacted like he’d announced he was running away to join a boy band. “Please tell me you said no.”

“It’s not a bad idea. We’re hitting dead ends and I—I keep freaking out. I have this feeling we’re running out of time.”

At least, that’s what he kept telling himself so he wouldn’t cancel. Miles typically didn’t do well in these sorts of situations. Going to unfamiliar places outside of his comfort zone triggered his anxiety, and he had the added stressor of one-on-one time with Gabriel. To give himself some reassurance, Miles had an escape plan ready to whip out—the trusty pretend-text-from-his-mom excuse.

“You said that place gives you the heebies. You shouldn’t ignore bad vibes.”

“I know, but he never would’ve asked if he didn’t think it was necessary.”

She made a noise of disbelief. “He’s got you wrapped around his finger, hasn’t he?”

Warmth crawled up the back of Miles’s neck. “He has not. I told you I was going to help him, and you said you’d deal with it.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t expect you to like him.”

Was she insane? Miles couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity—wincing when it made his migraine throb viciously. “He’s unbearable. And rude. And he always has this look on his face—” He cut himself off, not wanting to fall down that rabbit hole. “I’ll admit, there’s an occasional moment where he’s not as bad as I expect. Very rarely. But there’s a difference between that and liking him. A big difference.”

He would never like Gabriel Hawthorne. Tolerating him was the most Miles could manage right now.

Her glower softened ever so slightly. “I just want you to be careful. Getting attached to someone you know is going to die—you’re setting yourself up for pain.”

Miles hated that people seemed to think caring about others was the same as stupidity or weakness. He wasn’t an idiot, and he wasn’t trying to get hurt.

“Can we talk about this later?” he asked tiredly. “I have the worst headache and I still have to go to Gabriel’s.”

Out in the hall, Jenna and Amy were fighting again, the wall doing nothing to block out their high-pitched voices. Their mom started hollering at them from downstairs, and they burst into giggles, the bedroom door slamming shut.

Charlee pursed her lips, but nodded. “Want me to grab you a piece of clear quartz? I have some freshly charged from that sunny day last week. Or your mom has her rosemary migraine stick thingy.”

Either would help, but both sounded like a lot of effort right now. He mostly wanted to flop back down on his bed and sleep.

“Sure,” he made himself say. He needed to kick it if he was going to be of any use to Gabriel. “Whatever is fine.”

“No harm in—”

Her voice faded out. It took Miles a second to realize that his ears were ringing. Inky spots exploding across his vision, miniature black holes threatening to swallow him up.

Something was wrong. A flare of panic clenched around his throat as he fell onto the floor with a choking gasp, clawing at his shag carpet. His head gave another pulse of agony, searing heat dripping on his upper lip.

He heard Charlee’s voice, but like an echo at the end of a tunnel. Distant. Fading quickly.

The world fell away.

Gray stone. The smell of must and damp earth. Light flickering as if from a flame. A crest of a tree on the far wall.

Miles knew this place.

There was a body on the stone floor. Gabriel. Gray eyes lifeless. A trickle of blood down his face. A red pool under his head. A blood-smeared chunk of rock beside him. His pale hand outstretched, fingers reaching towards Miles.

Behind him was a lifted platform, a woman laid out on it. She turned her head and looked at him with eyes that blazed like twin suns, dark with determination and rage. Her face was tear-streaked, her hands curled into claws against the stone.

Pain exploded in Miles’s brain, and everything went black.

“—wait! He’s moving. I think he’s waking up.”

Miles blinked dizzily, staring at the dust bunnies under his bed. He’d been pummeled with a baseball bat, based on the swells of pain still pulsing through his skull. His mouth tasted like he’d been sucking on a handful of pennies.

Charlee came into focus, lower lip trembling. “Miles? Are you okay?” She raised her voice. “Can you hear me?”

“Yeah, you’re like two inches away,” he slurred. His tongue was lead, heavy and useless. “What happened?”

She helped him sit up slowly and lean against the side of his bed. A noise drifted through the air, a distant voice, his sisters watching a video in the other room.

“You had a fit or something.” She was drained of all color, making her freckles pop. “You fell on the floor and started convulsing, then you went limp. It scared the shit out of me. I grabbed you, but all I could see was this static, pure white noise. I thought you—I thought—”

Images flashed through his mind, a grisly kaleidoscope. “Not a fit, another vision. I need to tell Gabriel what I saw.” He wiped his nose; his hand came away blood-smeared and shaking.

Charlee held out his phone. She must’ve taken it out of his jacket. “He’s right here. I panicked and called him.”

The noise Miles assumed was a video increased in volume, and he realized it was Gabriel’s voice coming through the speaker. He did not sound happy.

“What did you call him for?” Miles hissed. He needed a minute to get everything straight, to stop quivering.

He couldn’t stop seeing Gabriel’s lifeless stare.

Charlee threw her hands up. “I was freaking out! You were convulsing and your parents aren’t supposed to know about this. I thought he’d know what was happening to you. Sue me for trying to save your life.”

Gabriel’s voice got louder, more irritated.

Damn it.

Miles lifted the phone to his ear. “Hey, it’s me, sorry.” His apology was met with ominous silence. “That was my cousin, Charlee, she—”

“What happened?” Gabriel cut him off.

“Hang on. I’m going to put you on speakerphone so Charlee can hear, too.”

Maybe Gabriel would be nicer if someone else was listening. Or they’d both gang up on Miles. What a horrifying possibility.

He turned speakerphone on, leaning back against his bed. Charlee scooted closer and nodded.

“I had another vision,” he told them, rubbing his aching temples. “A powerful one this time. Bad powerful. Really bad. I saw—”

“Are you hurt?” Gabriel interrupted. “The girl said you were having a seizure. I told her to make sure you didn’t hit your head, but I don’t think she was listening to me.”

Charlee was glaring down at the phone with enough rage to make it burst into flames.

“I—” Miles wasn’t sure what to say. Of everything that had just happened, Gabriel being worried about him was the most unexpected. “I think I’m okay. Thanks?”

“And my name’s Charlee, don’t pretend like you didn’t hear me say that,” Charlee added angrily.

A crackle of static came through as Gabriel sighed. “Apologies—I was a bit distracted at the time.” He made that sound like her fault; her nostrils flared. “Miles, what did you see?”

Bile rose, pressing against the clenched wall of his teeth. He needed to tell Gabriel about his body, about the bloody rock, but not right now. Not over the phone and not while Charlee was listening in. “I saw the same place as before, and… I think I saw your killer. A woman—I didn’t recognize her, but she was intense. Super angry. Pretty scary, honestly. Definitely capable of killing someone.”

He should be thrilled they finally had a solid lead, a suspect. That it wasn’t anyone he recognized or—a fear of history repeating itself that he’d been trying not to think about—one of his own family.

But Gabriel had been dead.

Miles shivered, chilled sweat slicking the back of his neck. “I’ll try to sketch her for you. In case you know who she is.”

“But why did it affect you like that?” Charlee asked, before Gabriel could respond. “You looked like you were dying. I thought you were.”

The vision had hurt, hammered into his brain. He took her hand, giving what he hoped was a comforting squeeze. Under his shirt, the metal of his protective charm necklace was warm, but that could have been from his skin.

“Whatever’s making them happen, these visions are the only leads we have,” Gabriel said curtly. “If they stop, we’ve got nothing.”

Miles shook his head at Charlee, who was glaring at the phone again. Gabriel’s bluntness wasn’t anything new.

“I wouldn’t know how to make them stop anyway,” he admitted. “Figuring this out is the best way.”

“Agreed.” But his words were displeased, as if he was annoyed they were on the same page. “Do your sketch and bring it over. My mother is leaving in an hour.”

“I don’t think Miles should be driving,” Charlee said firmly. “He’s still shaking and pale and doesn’t—”

“I’m not—” he started, embarrassed. Gabriel probably already thought he was being dramatic.

Gabriel interrupted them both. “She’s right. You shouldn’t be driving if you’re not fully recovered.” What upside-down hell was Miles currently living in where Gabriel agreed with Charlee? “Surely she can give you a ride over.”

Charlee scrambled for a second. “That wasn’t—”

“Perfect. Miles, text me when you leave.”

She gaped at the phone in disbelief as Gabriel hung up.

“He’s right,” Miles said, before she could start. “The sooner we figure this out, the better. You don’t have to drive me over there, though. I’m fine.”

He expected her to protest, but her thoughts were clearly in other places. “Who do you think it was? The woman you saw.”

Dark hair, pointed chin, the family crest on the wall… “I think she might be a Hawthorne.”

“Gabriel will recognize her then, right?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been worried about this, after what your mom said about the Hawthornes paying a price for unnatural gifts.”

“What are you saying?”

He wasn’t even sure. It was an unsettled half-feeling creeping under his skin, a whisper coiled in the back of his mind. “If the Hawthornes have been messing around with the boundaries of spells, if they’re doing dark rituals, I don’t think Gabriel knows about it.”

He was a pretentious jerk, but that was a far distance away from… animal sacrifices or blood spells or whatever. Plus, he didn’t seem the type—surely, he wouldn’t wear so many white shirts if he was in constant proximity to blood splatter.

And it was hard to imagine Gabriel doing anything that would get his hands dirty.

“I’m just wondering,” he continued, “if it all ties in. If Gabriel’s going to end up being… collateral damage. If he found out and tried to do something about it—would they kill him for it?”

Yet again, he wondered if they were doing the right thing by not walking away.

“You’re assuming Gabriel would turn against his family if he found out they were dabbling in forbidden magic,” Charlee pointed out. “And that’s if he doesn’t already know.”

It sounded too foolish to say, and he knew what Charlee’s response would be—he’s got you wrapped around his finger, hasn’t he—but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Gabriel wasn’t involved. That deep down inside of him was a little spark of goodness.

A spark that could be the reason he ended up dead.

Dead, dead, dead. The word flashed through his mind, a neon sign over Gabriel’s body. He imagined it highlighting the pool of blood beneath his head, reflecting in his glazed, lifeless eyes.

He’d known Gabriel was going to die, that it was the inevitable ending to a death premonition, but seeing it… Seeing it was different.

Miles now knew exactly how this would end if he failed.
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Gabriel had promised his mom was out, but Miles was unsteady as he knocked on the front door of the Hawthorne mansion. He wanted to blame it on the creeping chill of the house’s aura, but the truth was, the whole drive over, he’d convinced himself Felicity would be waiting there for him, ready to toss him into the dungeon. He was willing to bet this spooky place had one, complete with chains on the wall and wailing ghosts. Felicity would lock him up and he’d never be heard from again.

He suspected he was a rabbit willingly walking into the wolf’s den.

Gabriel opened the door, his hair damp as if he’d recently showered, his white button-up perfectly ironed. He was all crisp lines and sharp edges, daring the world to cut itself on him.

“Can you stop wearing those?” Miles asked in exasperation. “You’re tempting fate and stressing me out.”

Gabriel’s mouth quirked up in the corner, there and gone in a blink. “If it will make you feel better.” He peered around. “Your angry cousin won’t be joining us?”

Ha. “No, she determined me fit to drive. And I don’t think she wanted to wait in the car.”

That hadn’t stopped her from giving him a hard time. She’d begrudgingly agreed to leave with him—selling the lie to his mom that they were going to the craft store to get supplies for Charlee’s latest project—if he dropped her off at her favorite coffee shop on the way. Then she’d given him a chilling warning that if something went wrong, he’d have to call his mom.

Gabriel scanned him from head to toe, then glanced over Miles’s shoulder. “Are you that pasty from the vision, or because you weren’t sure if your car was going to make the drive?”

A single cursory look at Blanche and he was already talking about her behind her back. The disrespect.

Blanche wasn’t just Miles’s car. She was one of his few sanctuaries. He spent afternoons driving around when the house got too crowded and loud, skipping lunches to afford gas money, parking in random places and sketching in the comforting quiet. It took everything in Miles not to drag Gabriel over to her and make him apologize.

“At least I have a car. I bet you have your butlers drive you around everywhere.”

“No.” There was a slight pause. “That’s what the chauffeur is for.”

Gabriel wasn’t smiling, but humor shined in his eyes, lightening them to a soft, smoky gray.

“You’re unbelievable,” Miles muttered. He’d never admit it, but falling into their usual back-and-forth rhythm was helping to settle his nerves. “Are you going to let me in?”

Gabriel moved aside and swung the door open wordlessly.

Miles was no less intimidated by the interior than last time he’d been here—the gleaming wood, white marble and gold accents, and overwhelming size of the foyer dripped with opulence and wealth. He felt… unwelcome wasn’t a strong enough word. Unworthy, maybe, to be entering such a place with his scuffed thrift store shoes.

“What happens if some of your… staff see me? Do they all have your mom on speed dial?”

That amused Gabriel. “No. Very few of them are loyal to her.”

“Who are they loyal to, then? Your dad?”

“Have you met my father?”

“No.”

“Consider yourself lucky. He’s a bastard.”

Miles blinked in surprise.

“And he’s never here. Busy with his not-so-secret mistress in Seattle, or on one of his endless trips to the east coast.” Gabriel looked away. “So, to answer your question, no, they aren’t loyal to him, either. There’s no loyalty in this house, only survival.”

Miles didn’t know what to say, or why Gabriel had told him all this. Miles’s dad always said money couldn’t buy happiness, but he’d expected… he wasn’t sure what he’d expected. That Gabriel had created his own little spoiled-rich-kid paradise here. That he’d try to put on an air of superiority to make Miles feel bad. Not for Gabriel to come across so uneasy in his own home, so aware of the empty space that surrounded them. And certainly not such casual, brutal honesty.

Neither of them was completely comfortable here. It made Miles like Gabriel a little bit more, even as he pitied him for it.

He followed Gabriel up the sweeping staircase to the second floor, polished hardwood beneath their feet. The stairs back home were chipped and worn, creaking with each step, the voice of an old house with memories ingrained in every sliver of wood. These were silent.

At the top of the stairs, a young man lounged in a stuffed armchair, a book open in his lap, though it appeared he was waiting rather than reading, his expression expectant and curious. His hair was an identical shade to Gabriel’s, but he was stocky where Gabriel was long-limbed, his jaw squarer, eyes closer to green than gray. Strangely, he was wearing a pair of black leather gloves.

“My brother, Edmund,” Gabriel stated over his shoulder, but he didn’t slow down.

This must be the oldest Hawthorne son. Miles gave him an awkward wave and received a surprisingly easy smile in return.

“Don’t get caught,” Edmund called after them in a teasing tone.

Intrigued, Miles reached out. He found the same cloud obscuring Edmund’s emotions as Gabriel’s. He didn’t know what that meant, but it was interesting.

“He doesn’t care that I’m here?” he asked quietly as Gabriel led them down a hall, the blown glass sconces on the wall casting a dull yellow glow.

“No. He’ll support anything that undermines or enrages our mother. It’s his favorite pastime.”

Perhaps Gabriel wasn’t the only semi-reasonable Hawthorne after all.

“You two get along?”

Gabriel shrugged. “I suppose I get on well enough with both my brothers. Bram, my younger brother, finds me more tolerable. He doesn’t dislike anyone.”

“Sounds like my little sister,” Miles said, thinking of Jenna. “She could make friends with a blank wall, I swear.”

It didn’t pull a smile from Gabriel, but it came close. “I’m fairly certain my brother is friends with several inanimate objects in the house. At the very least, he talks to them like he is.”

Now Miles was picturing a miniature Gabriel lecturing a couch on the importance of good manners.

“Is he the one you mentioned who explores?” Miles asked as Gabriel stopped in front of a door identical to all the others.

He appeared startled that Miles remembered. “Yes, that’s him. He’s nosy, so I’d be surprised if we didn’t encounter him at some point.”

With that, he opened the door and gestured Miles inside.

Gabriel’s bedroom could have fit three of Miles’s. It looked like something from a historical novel that’d had a posh, modern update. His four-poster bed, heavy wardrobe, and thick velvet curtains could’ve come straight out of the nineteenth century. But his desk held a sleek computer with twin monitors, a silver laptop on his bedside table. Most of the room was decorated in cool shades of gray and navy blue. From the bed, a large black cat watched them curiously.

“You have a cat?” Gabriel hardly seemed the type to have a pet.

“No,” he responded dryly. “It’s Bram’s, but the wretched thing always sneaks in here.” Despite his words, he gave it a rub between the ears as he sat on the edge of the bed and gestured for Miles to take the leather chair at his desk.

Miles sat down gingerly, the back of his neck warm. It smelled clean in here, crisp and fresh, as if Gabriel had left the windows open. There wasn’t much personality—nothing close to Miles’s room, its walls plastered with art and pictures—aside from a cloth-bound journal on the desk and books stacked on the shelves. An alarming amount of Shakespeare and Edgar Allan Poe, like he’d raided every high school English classroom within a hundred-mile radius. On top was the faded copy of The Picture of Dorian Gray that he’d been reading on his first day at Thistle High.

“More depressing classics?” Miles joked.

“What?”

He nodded at the shelf. “Your books. You clearly have a type.”

“They’re not depressing.”

“Everyone in them sucks and they all die at the end.”

Gabriel raised his eyebrows. “I wouldn’t take you for a reader of the classics.”

“Not by choice. I’m just a victim of public school.” Miles settled back in the chair. The leather squeaked a little, but it was a million times comfier than his seat of suffering at home. “It’s all we read. Boring books with boring themes we have to write boring essays about that’ve all been written a million times before.”

Gabriel let out a quiet huff that was dangerously close to a laugh. “What books do you prefer, then?”

“Oh. Uh…” Miles hadn’t expected him to ask, to act interested. “I don’t have much time to read between school and helping my parents with jobs.” When he did, it was usually a cheesy rom-com Charlee forced on him, claiming it was much-needed escapism from the horrors of their everyday life. He would die before admitting that to Gabriel, though. “Honestly, if I have free time, I’ll throw on a show and chill.”

“Such as…?”

He really wasn’t going to let Miles escape without embarrassing himself. “You’re gonna laugh at me.”

“Most likely.”

Fair enough. “Okay, so I have this guilty pleasure thing for this ridiculous ghost hunting show, where the guys freak out over nothing and use all these crazy tools, and—”

“Act as if they’re risking their lives the entire time?” Gabriel finished for him.

Miles started. “Was that a lucky guess, or…?”

“I might’ve seen a few episodes. I need background noise when I’m studying.”

“You’re full of it.” Gabriel looked away, and Miles grinned. “You’re a huge fan, aren’t you? You’ve probably seen all the episodes and laugh every time they get something wrong.” It was what he did. “C’mon, what season are you on? Did you watch the episode where they went to that house in Seattle and tried to give the daughter’s hamster an exorcism after accusing it of being a demon in disguise?”

For a moment, Gabriel was silent. Miles thought he was going to deny it. Then his chin lifted. “Of course I’ve seen it. That was back in season ten.”

“Ha!” Beside Gabriel, the black cat’s ears twitched, but Miles was too triumphant to care. “I knew it. Isn’t it awful? I can’t get enough. I love the episodes where they say they got amazing evidence and it’s always… a picture of a smudge or a recording of the wind.”

“My personal favorites are when they challenge the ghosts to a fight. The logic is so flawed, and they try so hard to assert their dominance.”

“And you know if they ever saw a real ghost, they’d lose it.”

“Undoubtedly.”

Well, well, who would’ve guessed that Gabriel Hawthorne had a fondness for dramatic ghost hunting shows? If Miles were a worse person, he’d tuck that information away as future blackmail material. Instead, he basked in the moment of pleasant surprise.

“Charlee made us bingo sheets for when we watch it, for all the things they say or do wrong. We never make it through an episode without a bingo.”

“That sounds… interesting.”

“It’s loads of fun.” A jittery excitement rushed through Miles. “The new season starts next month, you can join us. Experience the thrill of a bingo.”

The invite was out of his mouth before he stopped to think about it. His brain had gone rogue, caught up in the moment. An awkward silence fell as Gabriel squinted at him, probably trying to figure out if Miles was joking.

The once-cool room was now stifling, Miles’s jacket too tight. “Uh, anyway, you want to see my sketch, right? See if you know who the lady I saw is?”

Not a graceful change of subject, but Gabriel was tactful enough to accept it with a nod.

Miles dug his sketchbook out of his backpack at his feet, flipping the page where he’d sketched the vision-woman. Gabriel took it from him, studying it intensely.

“Do you recognize her?”

“There’s something… she’s definitely familiar, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

Miles took it back, surprised. He’d been sure she was a Hawthorne. He hadn’t managed to capture her as well as he’d have preferred—maybe his sketch was so bad that Gabriel couldn’t recognize her.

“There goes that lead, I guess. Back to the books, then?”

Gabriel crossed his ankles, then uncrossed them, his fingers drumming against the bed. “I was thinking… there’s another thing we could try.”

Miles didn’t like the sound of that. “I’m listening.”

“First, I need you to promise you won’t tell anyone about this.”

The feeling of dread grew. “Why?” he asked. “If it involves someone getting hurt—”

Gabriel cut him off. “No, nothing like that. It’s… I don’t like people to know about this. You’ll understand why.”

Personal, then. It had to be, with the way Gabriel was shifting self-consciously. It might make Miles the world’s biggest fool, but he trusted him. And he wanted Gabriel to trust him back.

“Okay. I promise.”

Gabriel’s shoulders relaxed. “I told you I’m a seer and that’s true. But…” He hesitated, fingers still tapping that erratic beat against the bed. “Occasionally, I can also pick up stray thoughts from people.”

“You mean feelings? But that’s empathic.”

“No. Thoughts. Direct thoughts.”

As his words sank in, Miles was hit with a rush of panic. Sensing the emotions and intentions of another person was one thing, and through that, you could try to gauge what a person was thinking. But to pluck thoughts, actual thoughts—

Oh, God. Had Gabriel been reading his mind?

Miles gripped the armrests of the chair tightly, throat packed with sawdust, sand on his tongue. He was going to puke.

Gabriel seemed to realize where his mind was going. Or maybe he read it. Jesus.

“I haven’t been,” he said quickly, his voice as near apologetic as Miles had ever heard. “It’s only when people have strong thoughts directed towards me. I can’t help it. It’s like they’re shouting at me.”

“Have you gotten anything from me?” Miles made himself ask.

“Of course. I make you quite angry sometimes. That first day, in the bathroom, for example.”

It took Miles a second to recall what he was referring to. The way Gabriel had flinched when Miles replayed Charlee’s scathing words, that he wasn’t worth saving.

God, he’d heard.

“I’m sorry,” he choked out, mortified. “I didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it was quite a rare moment for you. I should have paused and appreciated it.” Gabriel sounded more amused than upset.

The tight band around Miles’s chest loosened slightly. He tried to find something to say. “I can see why you keep that to yourself.”

Not just the gift itself but the fact that he had two. According to… everyone, it was supposed to be impossible. They were both anomalies.

“Ah.” Gabriel rubbed the side of his pointed nose. “That’s actually not it, though I’d appreciate you keeping that to yourself as well. There’s another thing I can do.” He was speaking fast. “I can, well, slip into a person’s mind, for lack of a better description.”

Miles gaped at him. “Wait, what?”

“It’s difficult, but if I have a physical connection with them, and time to do it, I can…” He paused, like he could hear how bad this sounded. “Peer into their thoughts. Take a look around in their head.”

A look around. In their head.

That was insane. Miles had never heard of anything even close to it before. Having that gift, the ability to invade someone’s most personal space and dig around was…

Unnatural.

Would Gabriel be telling him this if he understood the implications?

If his family were using forbidden magic to get better gifts, they must be keeping Gabriel ignorant about it. And whatever the price, the ability to invade people’s minds would be considered well worth it.

“Gabriel,” he started carefully. “That’s—”

“I know,” Gabriel said curtly. His shoulders inched up. “Trust me, I know. But it could help us figure out who the woman you saw is.”

It took Miles a moment to put the pieces together. “No. No way.”

“If I can see her, I might be able to figure out why she’s familiar.”

“I said no.”

The suggestion of having his privacy invaded on such a level made his skin crawl. It already felt unbearably invasive that he was picking up the occasional thought from Miles, but this…

There were too many things he might see.

“I’m not going to force you,” Gabriel said. “But at least let me explain how it would work. After that, the decision is yours.”

Didn’t he hear what Miles was saying? He’d trusted Gabriel for a brief second, but letting him into his head was a big leap of faith.

And this damn place—the stifling, heavy feeling pressing down on him—was wearing on his nerves.

He made himself take a steadying breath.

“If you consent,” Gabriel explained, “I’d need to be touching you. It won’t hurt, you probably won’t even notice anything. All you need to do is focus on her face, and I’ll try to see it. I wouldn’t—I’m not going to search around for anything else. If you don’t think about it, I won’t see it. I’ll focus solely on what you’re showing me. And I’ll leave the second I see her, if it even works. You have my word.”

That didn’t sound as bad as Miles had expected. He’d pictured Gabriel flipping through his mind like the pages of a book, stopping to read anything that caught his attention.

If he said no, they’d be no closer to preventing Gabriel’s death. He remembered Gabriel’s lifeless stare, the way he’d admitted to Miles that he didn’t want to die, those few seconds of vulnerability he’d been unable to hide.

“I’ll do it.” It was difficult to get the words out. He wanted to snatch them back the second they were in the air. It made him feel a little better that Gabriel didn’t seem thrilled to hear them. This wasn’t fun for him, either. “But I need to tell you something first.”

“It can’t wait?”

“No.” Letting Gabriel trip over his own dead body wasn’t a good way for him to find out. “There was more in my vision. More that I saw. Your… body.” He swallowed. “This vision took place after you were already dead.”

Gabriel stiffened. Miles knew he was feeling the same fear—that the future truly was unchangeable. If they didn’t find answers, he’d end up on that floor, blood staining the stone. It was real and it was going to happen if they didn’t stop it.

“I just—I wanted to warn you. In case you saw.”

Gabriel nodded. Miles thought there might have been the tiniest hint of gratitude in the gesture.

“I have to touch you,” Gabriel murmured, positioning himself more fully at the end of the bed. His gaze flicked up to Miles, their eyes locking.

Right, touching. Miles scooted his chair closer, until their knees were only an inch or two apart. “Is this okay?”

“Yes.” Gabriel reached out to where Miles’s hand rested on the arm of the chair. His fingertips brushed against him, a nearly imperceptible weight against his skin. They were cold. “I’ll be as quick as I can. Focus on the vision.”

No more time to stall. This was happening. Miles braced himself, every cell in his body standing to attention. Pulling up the memory, he concentrated as hard as he could on the woman’s face. Every time he found his focus straying, a shot of panic jolted through him—his brain wasn’t doing a great job of not thinking about all the things he was telling it to not think about.

Gabriel inhaled sharply.

“What do you see?”

“Nothing yet. It’s always hard to see at first, as if I’m standing in a dim hallway.” His voice was a whisper, and Miles could feel the warmth of his breath. This whole thing felt abruptly intimate. “Imagine putting everything you don’t want me to see behind a door and lock it. If I come across it, I won’t open it.”

Immediately, Miles took everything bouncing around that had to do with Gabriel and shoved it into a room. He envisioned a door slamming shut, the click of a lock turning.

“It’s done,” he said, trying to relax where a tense knot had formed between his shoulders. He turned his nose into the sherpa collar of his jacket, inhaling the soft scent of laundry soap.

There was a slight nudge in the back of his mind, almost like someone tapping gently on the top of his skull. The hairs on his arms stood on end. Gabriel was poking around.

A lifted platform. A woman laid out on it. She turned her head and looked at him with eyes that blazed like twin suns, dark with determination and rage. Her face was tear-streaked, her hands curled into claws against the stone.

Miles took the time to notice more details than he initially had. Her tangled ebony hair, the thin white dress she was wearing, an old-fashioned nightgown. The unnatural stiffness of her body, as if an invisible weight were pressing her down.

“There she is,” Gabriel whispered. “I swear I—oh.”

His touch disappeared and Miles opened his eyes, blinking at the light. Gabriel was leaning back, loose-limbed, alabaster fingers splayed out across the bedspread, a flush high on his cheekbones. He looked… different than usual. It was a good thing Gabriel wasn’t in his mind anymore.

It took him a second to find his voice. “You okay?”

“Yes.” Gabriel shook his head like he was coming out of a stupor. “I’m always a little disoriented after doing that.” He let out a soft laugh. The sound made something flutter low in Miles’s gut.

Strange self-consciousness surged through him. “What’s so funny?”

“You. I mean, your thoughts. Your mind.” Miles had never heard Gabriel so jumbled. “Everything was so… bright.” Offering no further explanation, he got up from the bed, shifting his legs so they didn’t brush against Miles’s. “I saw her. The woman. And I know who she is.”

As he stood, Miles caught a glimpse of the shadows under the bed shifting, reaching with long, spindly fingers towards Gabriel. He blinked, and they were gone.

An unsettling sensation slithered down his spine. Gabriel’s little dig around was messing with him.

“Who?” Miles made himself focus on Gabriel, rubbing his arms. Being that exposed was something he could do without.

“I don’t know how, but that’s Jocelyn Hawthorne.”

“Jocelyn Hawthorne? That can’t be right. She’s dead.”

“It certainly is interesting.”

How the hell was Gabriel so calm about everything? It was beyond infuriating.

“Are you sure it was her? How do you know?”

“I’ll show you.”

*   *   *

Gabriel took Miles down to the ballroom, where row after row of oil portraits hung on the wall. It was unsettling to see the room empty, devoid of the people and overwhelming energy it had held the other week. The corners the light didn’t reach, corners that had offered Miles a moment of respite from the party and scrutinizing inspections, now appeared darker, deeper, and much less welcoming.

Outside the windows, the sun was setting, sinking below the tree line as twilight crept across the lawn, inching closer to the house with each tick of the clock.

Miles followed Gabriel through the cavernous ballroom to a painting of the woman from his vision, the plaque set into the thick frame declaring her as Jocelyn Hawthorne.

The woman his ancestor murdered, who wrote in her journal about afternoons spent reading poetry in her favorite chair, growing apart from her sister, finding a blossoming new friendship in Rosalie Warren. Her hair was pinned up rather than hanging in tangles, her burgundy dress edged in white lace that sat ruffled under her chin, her expression serene and a little bored, but there was no doubt it was her. Gabriel was right.

“What the hell?” This lady was showing up everywhere, and he didn’t like it. He’d felt sorry for her while reading her journal, guilty even, wishing she’d gotten justice. But if she was going to kill Gabriel, that changed things.

He turned, surprised to find Gabriel looking at him instead of the painting. The way he was staring made Miles feel raw and exposed, even more than when Gabriel had picked through his head. Anticipation raised goosebumps across his arms.

“What?” he blurted, too loud for the echoing room.

Gabriel blinked rapidly, lips parting. “Nothing. My mind wandered for a moment. I must still be recovering from going through your thoughts. It can take time.”

Miles reached for him, worried about how unsteady he seemed. “Do you need to sit down or something?”

Waving him off, Gabriel turned to Jocelyn’s portrait. “I’m fine. What were you saying?”

Gabriel probably wouldn’t accept help even if he needed it. “That you’re right about Jocelyn. She looks exactly the same.”

“I told you.”

“No, I mean she hasn’t aged at all.”

“Yes. I don’t think her still being alive is a real possibility,” Gabriel said flatly.

“Her spirit, then?”

Gabriel studied the portrait carefully. “That seems most probable. As far as I know, bringing someone back from the dead is still impossible.”

Zombies. Miles shuddered. “And it should stay that way.”

Gabriel made a musing sound. “I suppose you can never truly know with magic.”

Miles started. They didn’t throw that word around much in his family. Hearing it from Gabriel’s mouth was beyond strange.

“What?”

“You said ‘magic.’ It’s… it’s nothing, just weird to hear.”

Gabriel blinked. “You don’t believe in magic?”

“No, no, I do.” What other word was there for the things they could do? For how Gabriel had rifled through his brain minutes before, how Miles could sense emotions and talk to ghosts and work spells and—

Yeah. It wasn’t powerful, and it wasn’t how they portrayed it in the movies, but it was magic. Still, the word never settled right on his tongue, in his mouth or in his head.

Magic sounded too… big. Too much for someone like him. The word had the power to wipe away the scraps of normalcy he’d managed to cling to. His family didn’t have wands or fancy spellbooks, only his dad’s scribbled notebooks bound by tape and paperclips, and a collection of supplies they’d scraped together. There were no bubbling cauldrons or sparkling potions in their kitchen, only his mom’s herbal tea, crystals lined along the windowsill, and endless dirty dishes piling in the sink.

Nothing about Miles’s life or his family had ever come across as magic. It had always seemed… ordinary, in its own way.

“I guess I don’t think about it very often,” Miles finally said. “You know, in school, everything is about science and physics and… Magic doesn’t fit.”

He expected Gabriel to laugh at him, but his gaze was pensive. “Magic and science can coexist. They do coexist, as two sides of the same coin. It doesn’t have to be one or the other. That’s like…” He considered for a second. “Saying that because the sun exists, the moon can’t.”

“I know, I just… I don’t know what I’m trying to say. It doesn’t matter.” His ears warmed, undoubtedly turning crimson.

Gabriel considered. “In my family, they take the term ‘gifted’ more literally—a gift from the forces of the universe. A blessing. A sign of power, of superiority.” He turned away, back up at the painting of Jocelyn Hawthorne. “I’ve never seen it that way. I wonder if we weren’t tricked into thinking this is all a gift.”

The air thrummed in the space between them. Miles had the strangest feeling his next words were very important.

“I think,” he said slowly, “it doesn’t really matter. Our gifts will always be what we make of them. That’s what matters.”

Gabriel didn’t respond, but Miles thought the tense line of his shoulders might have softened at least a little.

“You know,” he said lightly, recalling a discussion he’d heard in the kitchen years ago. “My parents once had a client who insisted the whole psychic thing was because of special genes and evolution. He said being an empath is all about chemical smells and pheromones… like ants. And seers can see the future because time has no meaning—the past, present, and future all coexist side by side.” He chuckled, remembering the look his parents had exchanged.

To his relief, Gabriel cracked a very, very small smile. “If you were compared to an ant, I can’t imagine what he would say about me.”

Miles’s mirth faded. He didn’t know what anyone would say about Gabriel’s gifts.

Well, that wasn’t true. He knew exactly what his parents would say.

“So… Jocelyn.” Miles tried to ignore how Gabriel’s amusement vanished at the abrupt change of subject. “At least we know who to watch out for now.”

“It’s a big assumption to make that she’s my killer. I’m her blood, and I never did anything to harm her.”

“Hey, you’re the one who said we have to interpret the clues of my visions. A scary, murderous-looking ghost next to your dead body seems self-explanatory to me.” Miles ran a hand through his hair with a sigh. “Better safe than sorry, right? Until we have a better suspect, let’s operate under the assumption she’s the killer.”

“Fine.” Gabriel didn’t sound pleased about it. “That doesn’t change the fact we know nothing about her.”

“I guess it’s a good thing I have her journal, huh?” Miles couldn’t resist saying smugly.

Gabriel’s lips pressed together. “We already know what happened to her.”

“Maybe that’s not the full story.”

To his amazement, Gabriel hummed in agreement. “Perhaps.”

A shrill squawk went off in Miles’s pocket. He’d set an alarm on his phone for when he needed to leave, so his mom wouldn’t get suspicious.

“That’s my cue to go,” he told Gabriel. “I’ll read more of Jocelyn’s journal tonight, see if I can find anything. But this is probably going to end in banishing her ghost before she comes for you.” He frowned, thinking for a second. “I wish I knew where her body was. The closer I am to it, the easier time I’ll have with the ritual.”

“I’ll check our library and see if I can find anything more about her disappearance or the case against Harry Warren,” Gabriel said.

Miles grinned at him—it felt amazing to finally have a lead to follow, a direction to go in. To make progress. He needed this.

Gabriel looked away. “I’ll show you out.”

He opened the ballroom doors, revealing a boy a few years younger than Jenna and Amy, standing there with the black cat in his arms. This had to be the youngest Hawthorne son, Bram. Unlike his brothers, his hair was a light caramel brown, his features rounder rather than pointed. He gave Miles a curious examination, head cocked slightly.

“Bram.” Gabriel didn’t sound surprised to see him—he’d predicted as much. “How many times do I have to warn you about eavesdropping?”

“I wasn’t!” he protested. “I just wanted to see your friend.”

Gabriel looked horrified. “He’s not—we’re not—”

Oh, this was too good to pass up.

“Hi there,” Miles said, “I’m Miles. Gabriel’s friend. Best friend, probably, by default.”

Bram nodded solemnly. Gabriel fumed, shooting Miles a venomous glare.

“I’m Bramwell Hawthorne. Gabriel and Edmund call me Bram, so I guess you can, too.” Maneuvering the cat over his shoulder, he stuck out his hand.

Miles shook it, trying not to laugh.

“We aren’t friends,” Gabriel said, like the word left a bad taste in his mouth.

“Then what are we?”

“Unavoidable acquaintances. Reluctant allies. Not friends.”

“Look how hard he’s trying to hurt my feelings,” Miles told Bram. “I think we embarrassed him.”

“Ignore him,” Gabriel told his brother, before he could respond. “And don’t forget—you never saw him. He wasn’t here.”

“I know.” Bram turned his wide-eyed gaze back to Miles. They were an identical gray to Gabriel’s. “Don’t worry, I’m good at keeping secrets.”

“I’m sure you are,” Miles said seriously. “It’s an important skill to have.”

That earned him a tentative smile.

Gabriel stepped closer, reaching down to straighten Bram’s crooked collar. He was wearing a light blue button-up, similar to Gabriel’s own. “Miles is about to leave, so we can finish our movie from last night. Assuming, of course, that you completed your assigned reading.”

Bram’s demeanor lit up, a switch flipped. “And I can make popcorn?”

“Only if you promise to eat it all before Mother gets home. And that you’ll put everything back in the kitchen precisely as you found it.”

“I promise.” Bram started to scurry down the hall then stopped, glancing back. “It was nice to meet you,” he called to Miles, the cat meowing as if it agreed.

Miles raised his hand to wave goodbye.

“Sorry,” Gabriel murmured once Bram was out of earshot. “He’s… excitable.”

Being around his brother had softened Gabriel, smoothed out his prickly edges. For all that he wilted under the cavernous weight of this house, Bram managed to perk him back up with just a smile and a few words. An unexpected warmth lived there, a sense of family that Miles recognized.

“What?” Gabriel demanded. Miles realized he’d been staring.

“Nothing, sorry. I really need to get going.”

Gabriel led him back to the front door and opened it without a word, watching as Miles lifted his jacket collar against the creeping chill. He hesitated, one foot in and one foot out, inexplicably unable to look Gabriel in the face.

“See you tomorrow?” He wasn’t sure why it came out as a question.

“Of course,” Gabriel told him after a moment of silence that felt infinitely long.

Miles nodded and hurried down the stairs, car keys jangling as he slipped them from his pocket. He snuck a peek back over his shoulder, surprised to see Gabriel still standing in the doorway, watching him leave.

They had a lot to talk about—Gabriel’s unnatural gifts, how to handle Jocelyn, preparing for the banishing ritual—but as Miles drove down the long, lonely stretch of driveway back to the gate, all he could think about was the look, aching with exasperated affection, that Gabriel had given his younger brother as he’d fixed his collar.
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Miles managed to snag a coveted first row parking spot at school: he was there earlier than normal because Jenna needed a ride to an art club meeting. He’d given her a hard time about losing sleep, but the truth was, he hadn’t managed to get much anyway—he’d been up trying to decipher Jocelyn’s tiny handwriting into the unholy hours of the morning.

A whole night of reading excruciatingly dull journal excerpts while Gabriel searched his family library for any further information on Jocelyn’s disappearance, to no avail. It felt like they were running out of time, their luck about to dry up. Miles had been hoping to make a breakthrough before the weekend, especially with the Bryant party tonight, but it was looking less and less probable.

He hopped out of Blanche and strode to the outdoor tables, sitting at his usual one. The sun was out this morning, making a valiant attempt to win against the gathering rainclouds on the horizon, but it was still freezing. He buttoned his coat all the way up and pulled Jocelyn’s journal from his bag, flipping to the bookmarked page. Bookmarked with a faded receipt, because he wasn’t a monster who folded pages.


When I woke up last night, the pain was the worst it’s ever been, fierce and stabbing in my breast. I’m afraid. Florence is acting strange, says nothing is amiss when she tries to heal me, but I can feel a presence in the house. I don’t know how I would be able to go on without sweet Rosalie and all that she does for me. Her support keeps me standing. The dreams, filled with slick stone, the smell of dirt, a crushing weight making it impossible to breathe, seem less frightening when I’m with her. She says they’re just dreams, that even seers can have nightmares that don’t come true, but I can’t shake this feeling something terrible is going to happen. That I can’t do anything to stop it.



Miles had discovered Jocelyn was a lot closer to Rosalie and Harry Warren than he’d expected—nearly every entry in the last dozens of pages included them.

Even knowing she was going to try and murder Gabriel, it was impossible not to feel sorry for her, the weighty tragedy of her death. There was something so depressing about Jocelyn’s friendship with the Warrens, especially Harry. She had no idea what was coming. No idea the man who she called her friend, an older brother she’d always wanted, would betray and murder her.

And these dreams she was writing about… Part of her must have sensed she was going to die. The stabbing pain, the crushing weight, the smell of dirt—it wasn’t hard to imagine what had happened to her in the end.

Feeling ill, Miles made himself turn the page.

Car doors slammed in the distance, voices filling the air as more students started arriving, but Miles was too engrossed to move to a calmer spot. He scanned the next entry, his heartrate picking up with each word.


It’s worse than I expected. I broke into Florence’s room yesterday and though I initially found nothing amiss, something called me to a loose floorboard by her bed, a nudge of temptation against the back of my neck. I found a grimoire she’d hidden there, a vile, monstrous thing that made my skin shiver to touch. Certain pages were marked, pages containing blood spells, binding rituals, curses, things I never knew possible. And from it radiated the same chill I’ve been sensing. It wants to be used, demands it. I could feel it inside my mind already, whispering. The vile magic it holds… I’m afraid my dear sister might already be tainted by its corruption. I’m afraid of what she plans to do with it.



A grimoire. Some kind of evil spellbook. What had Florence been doing with a thing like that? And the way Jocelyn wrote about it, made it sound alive…

Vile magic. If the Hawthornes had dabbled to change their gifts, could this have been the start of it all—Florence Hawthorne and her hidden grimoire?

“Discover anything helpful yet?” Gabriel asked, sliding into the seat beside Miles and making him jump.

He swore. “Did you sneak up on me on purpose?”

“Yes,” Gabriel deadpanned. “I was lurking about, waiting for the prime opportunity to startle you.”

He thought he was so funny. Asshole.

“Whatever.” Miles was too distracted to engage in their usual exchange of insults and exasperation. He didn’t know how to answer Gabriel’s question, didn’t know what Gabriel knew. “Do you know anything about Florence Hawthorne? Jocelyn’s sister?”

A furrow appeared between Gabriel’s eyebrows. “She had our current house built, along with the family mausoleum and cemetery. You saw a picture of her in my first book, the woman in the fur coat. Supposedly, she was a talented seer. She brought in most of my family’s first more prestigious clients—my mother is often compared to her.”

A seer? But Jocelyn’s journal said Florence was a healer.

“Why do you ask?” Gabriel questioned.

“It’s nothing,” Miles murmured, his mind spinning. Was this proof, then, that Florence had done something to change her gift? How did it tie in to Gabriel’s death, if at all? And more importantly—did he know?

“You’re hiding something.”

Miles struggled to keep his expression impassive. He hoped Gabriel couldn’t hear his thoughts. How were you supposed to not think about what you’re thinking about? It was impossible.

This wasn’t the time or the place to confront Gabriel about his family’s dark deeds. Class would be starting in a few minutes and a band-geek a few tables over was playing a jazzy song on their trumpet, too upbeat for that conversation. “Let me finish reading, and then I’ll tell you, okay?”

“I should expect to hear back from you sometime next week, then?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I think it’s safe to say that speed-reading isn’t one of your skills.”

“Oh, really? What are my skills, then? What, exactly, do you think I’m bringing to the table here?”

Gabriel’s gaze skimmed over him dismissively. “Looming in an intimidating manner? Lifting heavy objects? Spotting things in the distance before anyone else?”

“Are you trying to make fun of me for being tall? What is this, third grade?”

“Lifting heavy objects has nothing to do with your height.”

“You’re making me sound like a big ogre.”

“You said it, not me.”

Miles adjusted his grip around the edge of the journal so he wouldn’t reach over and strangle him. “Shut up and let me read.”

He focused back on it before Gabriel could reply, turning the page then pausing in confusion—there was only a single entry remaining. He flipped through a few more pages, but they were all blank.

It was short and messy.


I’m going to confront Florence about the grimoire tonight. Rosalie and Harry advised caution, that I should reach out to some other families for help, but they would persecute her without hesitation. I know my sister, and for all her flaws, she deserves a chance to do the right thing. I will go to her tonight and together, we can burn the wretched thing. I fear that I haven’t been a good sister lately, that in my sel fish friendship with the Warrens and explorations of town, I missed the moment she needed me and gave in to the temptation of dark magic. I fear this is all my fault. Once it is done, I will beg for Florence’s forgiveness and we can start anew.



That was it. The end of Jocelyn’s entries.

Scrawled in the top corner, as on every other page, was the date. August 18th, 1917.

A pressure built behind Miles’s ribs; a balloon inflated to the point of bursting.

Holding the journal open with one hand, he pulled his phone from his pocket with the other. It took a moment to find the picture of the article dates from the library.

Thistle Herald, August 20th, 22nd, and 23rd of 1917.

Her last journal entry had been written two days before the Thistle Herald reported her as missing.

“I think”—Gabriel looked over at the sound of Miles’s voice, away from where a girl was struggling up the stairs with a teetering bridge made of popsicle sticks in her arms—“we might have it wrong. Harry might not have killed Jocelyn after all.”

The relief at being able to say that made him feel so selfish.

The dates, Jocelyn confronting Florence, the grimoire, and her new gift. His aunt had said unnatural gifts wouldn’t come without a hefty price tag.

And Harry Warren as a suspect—the article had said Florence was the witness who saw him following her sister, but they’d never found any proof of his involvement. She’d blamed him to cover her own trail and turned the town against him.

So, what—Florence had killed Jocelyn, her own sister, for a new gift? For money? Power?

Had Jocelyn’s life been the cost all along, always part of the plan? Or had she been killed when she confronted Florence and revealed what she’d found?

It was like something from an old folktale, the kind that usually ended with a lesson when the villain got what was coming to them. Except in this case, Florence’s decision had made her family rich and successful. The Hawthornes were still reaping the rewards of her choice, voluntarily or not.

He didn’t want to be naive, but he wondered if his parents knew, or at least guessed, that Harry Warren had been falsely accused. It would explain a lot.

“We need to find out what actually happened,” he told Gabriel urgently. Jocelyn’s story was tied up in all of this, that much was obvious. “Because I think Harry was innocent. I think Florence killed Jocelyn.”

Gabriel’s attention slid down to the open journal. “What did you read?”

Aware of how suspicious it appeared, Miles snapped the journal closed and tried to think about white noise. They couldn’t get into this right now. Everything was still sliding into place, dots connecting slowly, and the bell was about to ring.

“Tell me,” Gabriel demanded. He looked ready to lunge for the journal.

Miles gripped it tighter. “I will, but—set aside everything for two seconds and trust me. Florence is the one—”

“Miles!” a cheerful voice interrupted, calling from the edge of the courtyard.

Emily was waving at him, surrounded by a few other girls, who gave him curious inspections. She was bundled up against the chill in a plaid puffer coat, wearing a matching pink hat and gloves. Forcing himself to smile—despite the glare scorching into the side of his head from Gabriel—Miles waved back.

“See you tonight?” Emily called. One of the girls beside her giggled, and Emily elbowed her.

“Yeah!” He kept forgetting the party. “I’ll be there.”

Beaming, Emily let her friends pull her away.

“What,” Gabriel said, before Miles could even open his mouth, each word dripping with disdain, “was that?”

“A…” Friend seemed too presumptuous when they’d only spoken a handful of times in the last year. “… Girl. Surely, you’ve heard of them.”

“Are you going on a date?”

Miles couldn’t hold back a snort of laughter. Gabriel made it sound so absurd, like he’d never heard anything more ridiculous. His lip literally curled when he said it.

“Yeah. I’m going on a date. I’ve finally caved and decided to make my mom’s dreams come true.”

Gabriel glowered, clearly not picking up on the sarcasm.

“It’s Jane Bryant’s birthday party tonight and my parents are making me go. Emily’s going to be there, too.”

“Emily.” Gabriel scowled at the doors she’d hurried through. “Emily Montero?”

“Do you know her?”

“We’ve never met, but I know of her. And her family.” His mouth turned down at the corners. “Everyone knows Catalina Montero is desperate to set her only daughter up with someone from a reputable family. You don’t have that going for you, but she seems more than willing to lower her standards.”

Miles didn’t want to crack up at that, but Gabriel was such an unbelievable ass. “Thanks for worrying about me, but I’m not going to get roped into a contract marriage for my bloodline. It’s a party.”

For some reason, that made Gabriel angrier, knuckles stark white where he was holding his bag. “What I’m worried about,” he hissed, “is you getting distracted. Do I need to remind you what’s at stake here? You can flirt with desperate girls after we stop my death.”

Where it was painful that his mom thought he was interested in girls, it was absolutely hilarious coming from Gabriel. He was so serious. Miles laughed hard enough that tears pricked the corners of his eyes, trying to smother the sound in the elbow of his jacket.

Gabriel’s chair screeched as he stood, shooting a filthy look at Miles—he was trying to stop, he really was, this whole thing was just so utterly ridiculous—before storming off, his bag swinging wildly.

After he’d left and the bell rang, Miles realized Gabriel had been so caught up in being disgusted that he’d left without demanding Jocelyn’s journal, or more answers about what was inside.

It was a strange thing to feel thankful for.
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It felt wrong to leave things with Gabriel on a bad note going into the weekend, but there was no helping it. Miles hadn’t seen him since he’d stormed away that morning and he hadn’t worked up the courage to text him yet. The flashing line at the beginning of a blank message was inexplicably intimidating.

“Miles, what are you doing? Come on.”

He looked up from his phone to find his dad watching him in the rearview mirror—he hadn’t even noticed they’d parked.

“Sorry. I’m coming.”

The difference between the Bryant house and the Hawthorne estate was immediately noticeable. Sure, it was still double the size of Miles’s house, but he wouldn’t call it a mansion. Made of pinkish-hued brick rather than bleak stone, the driveway lined with hedges and rose bushes, it radiated warmth. The windows glowed with soft light, a cheerful autumn wreath hanging on the front door in shades of orange and yellow. It was leagues more welcoming than the Hawthorne home.

Miles closed the car door behind him. All he found waiting for him was the crisp breeze stirring leaves across the lawn, and the smell of freshly cut grass. No oppressive aura here.

And, even better, no valets racing over to move their car.

His mom got out of the passenger seat, a carefully wrapped gift in hand. She was dressed in pink, a shade that perfectly matched the shiny bow atop the gift, and she was smiling.

The same couldn’t be said for Charlee. She had her arms crossed, dragging her feet all the way up the driveway.

Miles prodded her. “C’mon, you’ll be fine. Think of the cake.”

“Not a fair exchange for having to socialize,” she grumbled. Miles hadn’t asked her to come, but knew she was here because she was scared he’d have another vision. She’d been practically glued to his side since then.

“I’m glad you came,” he told her sincerely.

As with the Hawthorne party, an overwhelming swell of emotions hit Miles with the strength of a tidal wave as they entered the house. He paused to stabilize his mental walls against being washed away.

“Let’s find Jane and wish her a happy birthday,” his mom said, trying to peer through the crowd.

Since the Bryants lived in a normal home without a massive ballroom, the party was spread throughout the bottom floor. Small groups were scattered through the sitting room, kitchen, and dining room, and double doors were open to a back garden, bulbous golden lights strung up to illuminate the space as the sun finished its leisurely descent under the horizon.

Family photos hung on the walls instead of oil portraits, broken up by pieces of colorful art. This was how regular people decorated—overbearingly cheerful with a certain amount of tacky and just a hint of potential serial killer.

Several people nodded hello to them as they made their way through the house. Miles was glad he wasn’t overdressed in his olive-green sweater and black slacks. He’d only worn the slacks because his mom refused to let them leave until he’d changed out of his favorite jeans with a hole in the knee. According to her, “casual” didn’t mean “zero effort.” Charlee had snickered at him, but changed out of her joggers into a floral-print skirt.

They found Jane in the back garden, wearing an exceptionally bright highlighter-orange dress and holding a drink in each hand. Next to her, a slatted table stood stacked high with presents.

“Happy birthday,” his mom said, leaning in to press a kiss to Jane’s cheek. She added her gift to the table. “Thank you again for the invite.”

Jane flapped her hand, nearly spilling one of her glasses. “Of course, I’m so glad you could make it. Help yourself to the food and drinks, we’ll be having cake at seven. And, a warning—Felicity is here.”

Miles’s mom blanched. “Felicity Hawthorne?”

Nodding, Jane leaned in. “She showed up without any warning. I sent her an invitation, of course, like I do every year, but she never actually comes. She’s playing nice—complimented the party and even brought a gift—but I know you two don’t get along.”

Miles and Charlee grimaced at each other. Before they left, Sarah had told them both firmly she didn’t want to hear any complaints—they’d be getting free food and a party devoid of Hawthorne snobbery. As Miles watched his mom process what she was hearing, he could sense her mood rapidly nosediving.

“It’ll be fine,” he told her. “This is a big party, I’m sure we can easily avoid her.”

He was trying to convince himself as much as her. Avoidance was going to be key, because if Felicity had any idea he’d been at her house or was talking to her son, he wasn’t leaving here alive.

Of course, because his life was nothing but a giant joke lately—one he was the butt of—Felicity Hawthorne appeared over his mom’s shoulder. She saw them and didn’t hesitate to stride over.

“Okay, scratch that, she saw us,” he said quickly. “She’s coming over here right—” He sucked in a gasp when he saw Gabriel trailing behind Felicity, impassively scanning the crowd, his hands tucked into his pockets.

When Jane said Felicity was here, he hadn’t even considered Gabriel might have come along with her. He hadn’t mentioned anything earlier.

Charlee grabbed his arm—he didn’t know if she was trying to brace him or herself—as Felicity drew nearer. He’d forgotten Charlee hadn’t had the pleasure of meeting her yet.

“Sarah,” Felicity said, giving Miles’s mom a once-over. “You look… well, your clothing stands out, doesn’t it?”

Miles had never heard a compliment wielded with such a razor-sharp edge before.

Jane laughed like it was the funniest joke, high-pitched and uncomfortable. Her dress was even more blinding next to Felicity’s solid black, perfectly pressed pantsuit. She gulped down the last of her drink, and said, “Oh, there’s Bernice, I’d better go say hello,” before scurrying away.

“Felicity,” Miles’s mom said coolly, crossing her arms. “What could we possibly have done to deserve your presence here tonight? Adam, we didn’t hit a dog on the way over, did we?”

Miles clamped his teeth together to catch his snicker. Drawing attention to himself wouldn’t be a good idea. He snuck a peek at Gabriel, who surprisingly, also appeared to be struggling not to laugh.

Despite the casual dress code, he was in his typical white button-up and dark pants, a light brown sweater vest that looked ridiculously soft—probably a rare cashmere that people sold their souls to get ahold of—completing his decidedly not casual outfit.

What was he even doing here?

Charlee pinched him, drawing his attention back to the mom-showdown.

“Very amusing. You can thank my son for making us come. He’s decided it’s important to mingle with…” Felicity paused, searching for the word. “… Acquaintances. It’s been years since I’ve been to one of these, so I decided to indulge him.”

Gabriel had no interest in mingling with anyone, so he must’ve come here searching for Miles. And if he’d risked that, something must’ve happened. Something serious enough that he needed to talk to Miles in person.

A swell of worry rose in Miles’s throat—it couldn’t be good news. Had he somehow figured out what Miles had read in Jocelyn’s journal? Did he know Miles suspected dark magic?

“I’m sure everyone is glad you made an appearance,” Miles’s dad replied diplomatically.

Miles watched Felicity, curious to see if she acted differently around his dad, but she turned to Charlee. “Who is this? Another of your children?”

“My sister’s daughter.” Charlee, to her credit, didn’t flinch away from Felicity’s frigid appraisal. “Charlee, meet Felicity Hawthorne.”

“I remember Robin,” Felicity said. Miles had a sinking feeling. “She was quite talented, before she let herself get caught up in her husband’s passing. I hear she can’t do much of anything now. What a tragedy.”

Her tone dripped with sympathy—coming from anyone else, it might have been convincing. But no one here was that naive. Charlee flinched as if Felicity had slapped her.

Miles opened his mouth, about to say something he’d regret, but Charlee’s hand tightened around his arm, nails digging into flesh. He clenched his jaw, his teeth barricaded against the words fighting to get out.

It didn’t go unnoticed by Felicity, her eyes glittering as they slid over to him. Daring him.

Miles refused to turn away. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. He blamed Charlee’s presence for giving him a dangerous illusion of courage.

“Mother.” Impatience colored Gabriel’s tone as he interrupted their glare-off—which, for the record, Miles was winning. “We were supposed to find the Ambroses.” He wasn’t looking at Miles, wasn’t giving him any hint of what he wanted.

“And we were about to find the drink table,” Miles’s dad said, taking the opportunity to escape. “Excuse us, Felicity, enjoy the party.”

Miles dragged Charlee away. He didn’t stop until they reached the kitchen, steering her over to the counter lined with glasses of champagne. Thankfully, his parents had followed behind them.

His mom had a scarlet flush creeping up her neck. “Are you okay?” she asked Charlee.

“Fine.” She clearly wasn’t. “You all warned me she was awful. I just wasn’t expecting her to be here.”

Miles put his arm around her shoulders, letting her lean against him, shielding her from prying stares for a moment.

Sarah grabbed a flute of champagne from the table, downing it like a shot. “Well, she’s not going to ruin my night. Over my dead body.” She was so mad that Miles could feel it pulsing against his mental walls, the beat of a war drum.

“She’s trying to get a rise out of you,” his dad said calmly, “so the best thing you can do is ignore her and have a good night.”

Smoothing her hair back, his mom took a deep breath, nostrils flaring. “You’re right, you’re right. Of course she is, coming here with that boy of hers so the two of them can sneer down their noses at everyone. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, from the looks of him.”

That didn’t exactly seem fair.

Adam stepped in before she could keep going. “Why don’t we go grab some food? Miles and Charlee, will you find us a place to sit down?”

“Sure,” he agreed, already feeling claustrophobic at the prospect of pressing his way through the mass of bodies.

Charlee had collected herself, back to annoyed seething. She stuck by Miles’s side as they wiggled through the crowd towards the sitting room. If not for her beside him, Miles would have made a sprint for the nearest exit.

Twice, dark hair had him leaning around people to peer through the crowd. And twice, disappointment flooded him when he realized it wasn’t Gabriel.

What was the plan here? And how was Miles supposed to figure it out? Should he start mentally yelling that he was going to slip away to an empty hallway if any mind reading boys wanted to join him, then go stand around in hopes Gabriel heard?

They managed to find an unoccupied sofa in the second sitting room, shoved into the corner by a worn piano. It would be a tight squeeze for all four of them, but anything was better than awkwardly standing around. Charlee collapsed with a heartfelt sigh, tucking her curls behind her ears.

“So, that was Gabriel. He’s got his mom’s whole”—she motioned vaguely—“frosty ice-queen thing down.”

“Yep.”

“That doesn’t bother you?”

He shrugged. It did, but it also didn’t. Maybe because Gabriel didn’t like his mom. Maybe because, as much as he copied her mannerisms and looked like her, he also didn’t. The curl tucked in the corner of his mouth when he was trying not to laugh, the way he softened around his younger brother, how his eyes sparked when impatience and annoyance cracked through his cold front.

Charlee’s mouth twisted. “You’ve got it bad.”

“I wish you’d stop saying that.”

“Just calling it as I see it.”

“You’re not seeing anything.”

“I should go find him. Bump against him, see what I pick up.”

“Don’t you dare.”

“Why not? Scared I’ll see something about you?”

He really was.

Charlee’s teasing grin faded as he tried and failed to conjure up a snippy response. “Okay,” she said softly, “I won’t. I was joking anyway.”

She stood without warning. “I do need to use the bathroom, though. What’s the chance I’ll find it on the first try and make it back without being roped into small-talk trap?”

“I’d say a solid zero.”

“That’s what I thought.” She frowned. “If I need an emergency extraction, I’ll scream.”

Taking an exaggerated inhale like she was diving into a pool, she made her way into the party, and Miles lost sight of her.

He saw Emily making her way through the crowd a split second before she noticed him, a smile dimpling her cheeks. She changed course and dropped onto the empty couch cushion beside him.

“Hey!” Her hair was in matching puffy buns atop her head, and she was wearing a red velvet dress. Flashy gold stars hung from her ears, glinting when she shifted. “I figured I’d better find you before we get dragged together.” She was aiming for carefree, but a bitter undercurrent cut through her words.

“Your mom already at it?”

“She never stops. I swear, she’s driving me bonkers.”

Miles couldn’t imagine. “At least with mine, it’s just about my non-existent social life and lack of awkward first dates. She’s convinced herself I’m missing out on some essential teenage rites of passage.”

“No first dates, huh?” Emily leaned back to give him a thoughtful scan. “Why not? You grew out of your big ears, and you know how to talk to girls like we’re real people.”

Ha. It was a lot easier to treat someone normal when raging hormones weren’t involved.

“My mom says I suffer from debilitating shyness,” he responded jokingly.

To his relief, she laughed. “I wish that excuse would work on mine. I mean, I get where she’s coming from. Marrying my dad opened a lot of doors for her, gave her a lot of opportunities that’re important to her. But she doesn’t get that they’re not important to me.”

“Mine’s like that, too. She keeps explaining what she was doing at my age, like hearing it will change me into a different person. Someone who’s outgoing and has friends and gets invited to things and—” He cut himself off.

But Emily nodded earnestly. “No, no, I totally get it. I swear, my mom would rather have a clone than a daughter. She can’t comprehend that we’re different people and I might have different goals from her.”

“It’s hard when you don’t even have your parents on your side.”

“Yeah.” She ran her fingers over a snag in her black tights. “We should start a pushy-moms club. Compete to see whose is worse. Though, I should warn you, I’ll win every time. A few weeks ago, mine tried to get me to ask Edmund Hawthorne out in front of his mom because it would ‘make a good impression.’ After telling me to make sure I mentioned I was a medium. Apparently, it’s a good selling point to marry me off.”

Yuck. “Did you? Ask him out, I mean?”

“Definitely not. I’m not going to be set up with a guy I don’t know. Plus, the serial-killer gloves don’t really do it for me.”

Miles recalled the black leather gloves Edmund had been wearing the other evening—so that wasn’t a one-time thing. Maybe he had a skin condition.

“I don’t blame you. The least she could do is give you a chance to find someone you like before she starts worrying about marrying you off.”

“That would be too reasonable of her.” Emily exhaled through her nose, drawn-out and weary. “Sorry for unloading on you. You’ve always been so easy to talk to. I guess it’s the perk of being an empath. I feel like you get it.”

He did, but not because of his gift.

“I’m sorry I didn’t try harder,” he blurted out. He’d needed to say it to her for a long time. Talking to her now, he realized how much he’d missed her over the years. “To stay friends, I mean. Especially during the divorce.”

She gave him a tentative smile. “It’s okay. That’s a twoway street, you know? I think I just got it in my head that I was a third wheel. You and Charlee were so close, like you only ever needed each other, so when we started to fall apart, I let it happen. And…” Her teeth sank into her bottom lip. “To tell the truth, I think it was hard for me to be around you guys then. A happy family, you know?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why would you think you need to apologize for that?” She nudged him with her shoulder. “Hey, we’re good. Still friends, I promise.”

She unclasped the gold charm bracelet from her wrist and placed her hand palm up on her knee. It took Miles a moment to understand what she was doing. To remember. Every time they called a fight quits or Emily made a promise, she’d take off her protection charms, hold out her hand, and challenge him to check her emotions, prove that she meant it. A silly ritual between two kids that he hadn’t thought about in years.

He laughed quietly and took her hand, pulling back his shield a smidge, enough to send a feeler out. Her emotions were loud, pushing their way into his space, same as always. Warm fondness, a soft echo of wistfulness, and a playful sort of happiness that nipped along his skin.

Still friends.

“I’ve missed hanging out with you,” he said, because it was true. “She’ll never say it, but Charlee does, too. She’s actually here, if you wanna wait and see her. We could… plan something together, if you wanted.”

Emily gave his fingers an excited squeeze. “I’ve got soccer practice after school most days, but—”

“There you are, Miles. I’ve been looking for you,” a cool voice interrupted her.

Miles’s stomach plummeted. Gabriel was standing in front of them, not remotely worried that he was making it obvious they knew each other in front of at least a dozen people. He didn’t even lower his voice. And his smile was so wide, all toothy and scary.

This was his plan? Coming up to Miles in the middle of the party with no subtlety or attempt at secrecy? Miles’s parents would be coming back any second. Was he trying to get them killed?

Gabriel turned his shark-smile on Emily. “Sorry for the interruption, I’m always having to pull Miles away from frivolous distractions. We haven’t met yet.” He held out his hand. “I’m Gabriel Hawthorne.”

Miles was on the verge of panic. What was Gabriel doing?

“Uh, hi.” Emily shook his hand, confused. If she’d seen him around school, she must not have realized who he was. “I’m Emily Montero.”

“I know. I’ve heard all about you.” His tone made it sound like a bad thing.

“And I’ve heard about you. Aren’t you two supposed to be enemies? Or is that all exaggerated?”

“Yes,” Miles hurried to say.

“No,” Gabriel said at the same time.

Emily’s eyebrows lifted. If Miles could kick Gabriel without her noticing, he would. Repeatedly.

“It’s a long, enthralling story,” Gabriel said. “But Miles and I need to talk. Alone. It’s important. I’m sure you understand.”

She stood, her charm bracelet in hand. “I was just leaving.” Her expression clearly asked what the hell was going on.

Miles mirrored her, trying to think of an excuse and coming up empty. It was far too late to deny they knew each other. “We, uh… it’s complicated.”

It was as good of a descriptor as he was going to find. Dealing with a complicated boy with a complicated death premonition hanging over him, who was part of a complicated family who had a complicated relationship with Miles’s. “I’ll explain later, okay?”

If his mom hadn’t murdered him by then.

“Okay. Later, then.” She gave Gabriel an uncertain smile. “Nice to meet you?”

He didn’t respond. After a strained moment, Emily turned and left.

Miles’s palms were sweating. He could sense people staring. How had everything gone so terribly wrong in the span of a few seconds? He knew the answer. It was standing beside him in self-satisfied silence, watching Miles’s world burn around him after lighting the fuse.

Whirling around, he grabbed Gabriel by the arm and pulled him out of the sitting room into a nearby empty hallway that led deeper into the house. Gabriel came along easily, not even pretending to resist.

“What the hell?” Miles demanded once they were out of earshot and view of the other guests. “Have I done something to piss you off?”

Gabriel tugged at the cuffs of his sleeves, straightening out his shirt with an air of nonchalance that made Miles’s blood boil. “Not last time I checked.”

“Then what the hell was that? We agreed our parents can’t know we’re talking.” It would be a miracle if rumors weren’t already swirling around that Gabriel Hawthorne was acting very familiar with Miles Warren. Not familiar, but friendly. Oh, the scandal. It would be minutes, at most, before his parents heard, or, oh God, Felicity. “Emily’s probably telling—”

“Emily,” Gabriel interrupted, “isn’t telling anyone anything. You’re completely overreacting.”

“Overreacting? You have no idea how much trouble I’m going to be in. My mom would have an aneurysm if she found out I’d even talked to you, let alone…”

Miles was breathing hard, his whole body feverishly hot. He’d backed Gabriel into the wall, the muscles in his legs trembling. They wanted him to run, but he was rooted in place.

Gabriel couldn’t have seemed less concerned, leaning against the wall and tilting his chin up to meet his eyes. “Let alone what?” he challenged.

He was playing it cool, but Miles could see his pulse jumping in his throat.

“That I’m trying to save your life. Though right now, I’m seriously rethinking that decision.” Miles wished his heart would slow down—he was starting to feel woozy.

“That girl isn’t saying anything.” Gabriel sounded confident. “No one noticed a thing until you dragged me out of there. You made a bigger scene than I did, really.”

“You don’t know that. She could be telling—”

“Actually, I do know that.”

Oh. Right. Mind reading.

“She’s already seen us together at school, she just didn’t know who I was.”

“Who you are is the problem.”

“She was going to find out eventually. And she didn’t care; she’s not running off to tell anyone. She’s mostly curious.”

“It was stupid,” Miles said, too tired to argue as the panic faded. There was nothing he could do now but hope Gabriel was right. “I don’t know what you were thinking.”

Gabriel was silent for a long second. “I wasn’t. Is that what you want me to say?”

His admission surprised Miles into silence. They watched each other warily.

Gabriel rarely did anything without thinking it through first. He’d acted irrationally, almost as if he was… jealous. Miles might’ve been flattered, but he was pretty sure he was the first friend Gabriel had ever had. He gave off the vibes of a bratty kid who never learned to share his toys.

“You can’t be awful to my other friends, okay? I’ll give you a pass this time because your social skills are stunted, but it’s not cool.”

Gabriel’s answering nod was less petulant than expected, so Miles took it as a win and let it drop. Partially because, despite his frustrating behavior, Miles was relieved he was here. Relieved he didn’t have to withstand the weekend while wondering if they were okay and worrying about him.

“What’re you even doing here?” Miles was afraid to ask. “Did something happen?”

“What do you mean?”

What did he mean? “Well… you’re here. I assumed you had something important to tell me that needed to be in person.” Like he knew Miles had figured out the Hawthornes’ nefarious family secret. “Something worth risking coming here with your mom.”

“Oh. That.” Gabriel cleared his throat, glancing away. “I came to tell you I have an idea. Could you get away for a few hours tomorrow? The earlier the better.”

For once, fate was on their side. “My parents will be gone all day—they’re going over to Spokane to help a family with an urgent haunting. The drive there alone will be at least three hours. I’m sure Charlee can watch my sisters if I ask.” And threw in a hefty sugary bribe.

“Perfect. Pick me up at my house at eight. I’ll wait outside the gates.”

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

“No, I thought I’d let you drive in a random direction and see where we end up,” Gabriel deadpanned. “There’s a senior care facility about an hour away where my great-grandmother Marjorie lives. She happens to be Florence’s daughter. I was thinking about what you said yesterday, about needing to find out what truly happened to Jocelyn, your suspicion that Florence is responsible for her death. Since the books have been failing us, why not speak to someone who knew Florence personally?”

“That’s… a really good idea.” One Miles hadn’t even stopped to consider.

“I know.”

Miles waited, but Gabriel didn’t say anything else.

“Why didn’t you just text me that?”

A flush spread across the bridge of Gabriel’s nose and down his cheeks. “I guess I forgot.”

Miles snickered. “You’re seriously such a grandpa. Phones were made for a reason, you know.”

They’d been away too long. Miles knew his parents might be searching for him, that they or Felicity could appear at any second. He didn’t know which scared him more.

He needed to leave, but his feet wouldn’t move. “So… a road trip, huh? Should I pack snacks?”

Gabriel looked less than thrilled. “An hour drive barely counts as a road trip. Surely you can survive that long without eating.”

“First rule of road-tripping—don’t let the driver get hangry, or he might leave you in the middle of nowhere.”

“The first rule should be: don’t leave your passenger in the middle of nowhere or he’ll have your car towed to the junkyard where it belongs.”

It felt wrong to laugh when he was threatening Blanche, but Miles couldn’t help it. Even Gabriel cracked a smile. A small one, hidden in the corner of his mouth unless you were looking for it. “Do you think she’ll answer our questions? Your grandma?”

Miles was going to have to tell Gabriel what he’d found before they got there. At least they’d have an hour trapped in the car together to hash it out. To confront him. Ask if he was involved in what his family was doing.

Uncertainty had gnawed away at him all day, but now that Gabriel was in front of him, he couldn’t help but feel he already knew the answer.

Or he was a gullible idiot.

“I’ll figure it out.”

Miles knew better than to pressure him. “Okay. I guess we don’t have anything to lose.” He glanced down the hall. “I should get going.”

“Back to Emily?” There was a stinging acidity to Gabriel’s voice. Miles could practically see a “Proceed with Caution” sign.

“Back to the party. Emily’s nice, but I don’t like—” The rest of the sentence got stuck, refused to come out.

“What?” Gabriel pushed.

He’d been planning to say “her,” but he met Gabriel’s eyes and—

“Girls.” It was the first time in his life he’d said it out loud. It was such a relief not to lie. “I don’t like girls.”

He wasn’t sure how he expected Gabriel to react. He hadn’t even entertained the possibility of telling him before this. Charlee had already known when they sat down to talk; so much of their conversation had been unspoken.

Gabriel cocked his head slightly, coolly scanning Miles from his boots up to his unbrushed hair. The silence stretched on for a moment longer and then—

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“That’s what I said.” Amusement glinted in Gabriel’s gaze. “Do you need me to repeat myself?”

Miles had been afraid that Gabriel would treat him differently; he obviously shouldn’t have worried. He was still being an ass.

Before he could respond, footsteps came down the hall towards them. He jumped back from Gabriel, but he had nowhere to go.

Charlee came around the corner, saw them, and froze. A mix of emotions flashed across her face, one after another, before settling into a deceptive calm, the moment of silence before a boom of thunder. “I’ve been looking for you,” she told Miles tightly. “Your parents were asking where you went.”

Shit.

“Thanks. I lost track of time.” Irrational guilt choked at him—he and Gabriel hadn’t been doing anything bad.

Beside him, Gabriel studied Charlee. He had his hands tucked back into his pockets, shoulders in a familiar set line. “You must be the angry cousin.”

She glared at him. “And you’re the snotty Hawthorne brat.”

Okay, enough of that.

“C’mon.” Miles took Charlee’s hand and pulled her away from the sole person he wasn’t sure she could beat in a verbal fight. Gabriel watched them go. “I don’t want my parents getting suspicious.”

“Should’ve thought about that before you snuck off with your secret boyfriend,” she hissed angrily. Miles hoped Gabriel hadn’t heard her.

It was a weird place to part ways again, but he couldn’t risk going back. He couldn’t say what had possessed him to share his biggest secret, but it was done. Nothing he could do now.

They rejoined the party. His parents were in the kitchen, talking with Jane again over a massive tiered pink cake. Miles’s stomach was in his shoes as he walked over, remembering why he’d dragged Gabriel away in the first place.

“Hey,” his dad greeted them. “You two almost missed the cake.”

His mom gave Miles a satisfied smile over her shoulder. “Did you want to take a piece to Emily? I just saw her a minute ago, and she said you’d already talked.” She bumped him with her hip. “She seemed excited to see you.”

“Yeah, it was a nice talk, I guess,” he managed to get out around the horror and relief.

Gabriel was right. Emily hadn’t said a thing.
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Gabriel was waiting outside the wrought-iron gate as he said when Miles pulled up at eight o’clock sharp, his coat buttoned up to his chin and hair windblown.

Miles signaled him over impatiently—Blanche didn’t appreciate sitting in park for too long. Her engine was already starting to whine in protest. Gabriel gave her a dubious frown as he came around to the passenger side.

“I suppose I should have asked if your car was up to this,” Gabriel said as he slid into his seat. “I don’t feel like breaking down on the side of the freeway because this thing can’t go at a reasonable speed.”

Miles patted the dashboard gently. “Shh, she can hear you.”

“She?”

“Yes, she. Her name is Blanche and if you don’t treat her with the respect she deserves, you can walk.”

That shut Gabriel up. He buckled his seatbelt, the click somehow tense.

“Show me where we’re going?” Miles prompted.

Gabriel held his phone out, displaying a website for Oakes Hollow, a luxury assisted living senior care facility. Lower down the page was a picture of a huge brick building surrounded by trees, and an address for a place several cities over.

Copying the address, Miles popped it into his phone’s GPS and pulled back onto the road, turning towards the nearest freeway entrance. His radio didn’t work and his car was too old to have an adapter, but he wished he had something to fill the silence.

“Oh, here.” He grabbed the coffee from his cup holder and passed it to Gabriel, who took it with a look of trepidation. “Two sugars, right? You said no snacks, but I need my morning tea or I’ll fall asleep halfway there.”

He’d stopped by his favorite coffee stand on the way over, spending the last of the money he had from the Mendoza job. Hopefully, Blanche could make it there and back today on half a tank of gas.

Gabriel took a sip of his coffee. Miles waited for a reaction, but he didn’t do anything—no snide comment, no sneering. He didn’t even set it back down in the cup holder, just took another sip and studied the passing scenery.

“Everything okay?” It was silly to think something was wrong because Gabriel was being less of a dick than usual, but his energy seemed off. Part of Miles was scared it was because of what he’d told Gabriel yesterday—was he less okay being around Miles now? Was he going to bombard him with questions—when did you know you were gay, how do you know for sure, why haven’t you come out yet—that Miles wasn’t ready to answer. “You seem… I dunno. Did something happen?”

He merged onto the freeway and maneuvered around a battered van belching clouds of toxic black smoke.

“I’m fine,” Gabriel said. “It was a stressful night, that’s all.”

Not about him, then. It was surprising, considering Gabriel’s judgmental family, that he wasn’t being weird. Maybe he had a queer relative he was close to, or maybe he liked boys too and—

Miles shut that thought down immediately. It wasn’t his place to speculate about anyone’s sexuality, and it wasn’t his business. He’d look like a first-class asshole if Gabriel overheard him.

Reassured, Miles took in the way the collar of Gabriel’s shirt was caught on his jacket, the bruised circles under his eyes. Small things that spoke volumes.

“Did you not sleep well?” he asked hesitantly, remembering what Gabriel told him about his prophetic dreams. Gabriel shrugged, which confirmed Miles’s suspicions. “Did you see anything that might help us?”

“No.”

He clearly didn’t want to talk about it. Miles didn’t need his empathic abilities to know Gabriel was upset.

Most days, Miles found driving soothing, taking the long routes home to keep his foot on the gas a little longer. But today, Gabriel was in the passenger seat, all bristles and edges, filling the small space in a way Miles was painfully aware of.

“I know we aren’t—we don’t really—” He chewed at his bottom lip. “I mean, if you ever want to talk about stuff that’s going on with you, you can. I’m not great at giving advice but I’m a solid listener.”

A beat of silence. He didn’t dare look at Gabriel, gaze glued to the road.

“My mother,” Gabriel murmured, so quietly that Miles almost didn’t catch it. “She’s more on edge than usual. Not taking clients, vanishing for hours, snapping at Edmund more often. It’s making things… difficult at home.”

Miles glanced out his window, taking the moment to hide his pity and let his concern push forward. The possibility that Gabriel might be able to hear made him nervous. “Is she giving you a hard time?”

Gabriel let out a long exhale. “That’s kind of her thing.”

Miles had noticed. Everything about that woman was hard, from the manipulative veneer she wore at her parties, to the finely honed blade of cruelty she wielded without remorse.

Poor Gabriel never stood a chance.

The clouds were a dark, ominous ripple against the sky. If Miles rolled down his window, he’d be able to smell the coming rainstorm. On the horizon, snow-capped mountains emerged from the morning fog.

“Do you know why she’s on edge?”

“Does it matter? If it wasn’t this, it would be something else.”

Miles didn’t know what to say. “I guess not. Can I—is there anything I can do?”

He immediately wanted to snatch it back. Gabriel’s words from that day in the bathroom echoed in his ears—you must be delusional if you think you have anything I need—and his grip tightened around the steering wheel.

Nothing. Then—

“You mean that, don’t you?”

“Yeah? I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”

Gabriel didn’t respond. When Miles dared to peek over, he was turned away, watching the passing cars out the window. That was a no, then.

Still, he’d opened up. It counted as progress, no matter how small. Progress meant something had changed between them. Miles didn’t know why, he didn’t know how or when, only that it had.

“You never did tell me,” Gabriel eventually said, “what you read in the journal that makes you think Florence is behind Jocelyn’s disappearance.”

Miles knew this conversation was coming, had spent his night thinking about it instead of sleeping. In the end, all he could do was be sincere and hope that Gabriel would do the same in return. And if he already knew about what Florence had done, what his family might still be doing… Miles would have to deal with that if it came to it.

He pulled the journal from his jacket pocket and passed it over to Gabriel. “Read the last few pages. Start with the entry about her nightmares.”

Gabriel read silently but quickly, his fingers tracing over the words. The furrow was back between his eyebrows, lips pressed into a thin line.

“I’m not sure I understand,” he said when he finished.

Miles couldn’t detect any sign of deceit. “People… talk about your family. Just gossip, you know? But it’s about your gifts.” He hesitated, not sure how to say the next part. “How they aren’t quite… normal. And how that could happen. What price you’d have to pay for that sort of thing.”

Gabriel wasn’t an idiot. He could connect the dots. “And Florence had a grimoire. You think she found a spell—” He cut off, scanning the pages again. “It says here she was a healer. But I know she made her fortune as a seer.”

The heavens finally opened, fat raindrops plinking against the windshield. Miles flipped on the wipers, cringing at the initial squeak. “Something happened, something that changed her gift. And Jocelyn disappeared. That last journal entry was a day or two before she went missing. A day or two before Florence accused Harry Warren of killing her. But he was never actually charged because no proof was found.”

Staring down at the journal, Gabriel’s profile was even paler than usual. “You think Jocelyn’s life was the price.”

“I think it wouldn’t be too big of a jump to make,” Miles responded carefully. “I think whatever’s going on, it started back with Florence and Jocelyn and now, it’s connected to your death. We need to find out what happened—if Jocelyn was a sacrifice, or a casualty, or if there’s another story. Aside from your family name, the single lead we have is your gifts.”

“What do you think, that my family is still murdering people?” Gabriel’s voice was harsh, too loud for the car. “That I murdered someone, because of what I can do?”

“No.” Miles poured every ounce of honesty he had into that one word. “No. I never thought that about you.” It felt terrible to be relieved, but he was—he’d been sure Gabriel wasn’t involved. Almost sure.

The rhythmic swipes of the windshield wipers and tapping of raindrops against glass filled the air. It was a tense pause, but Miles was happy to give Gabriel the time he needed. A red car flew by, a German Shepherd hanging its shaggy head out the window, unbothered by the drizzle, brown fur ruffling in the wind.

“All I know,” Gabriel finally said, “is that I’ve had my gifts for as long as I can remember. As a kid, my mother told me I had to keep them a secret, that the other families would kill us out of jealousy if they found out we could do things they couldn’t. But something”—he crossed his arms, fingers digging into the woolly fabric of his coat—“has always been off. Shifting under my skin when I use my gifts, a feeling that shouldn’t be there. I think I’ve known for a while that… that there’s something wrong inside of me. I don’t know what I thought, but I didn’t think it was evil.”

Gabriel was upset, the edge to his voice jagged shards of broken glass. He was just as likely to cut if handled wrong.

“Hey, we don’t know that,” Miles hurried to reassure him. “We don’t know anything about why your gifts are the way they are or what your family’s done—”

“Don’t coddle me,” Gabriel snapped. “You don’t know how this feels. If Jocelyn’s life was sacrificed for this, if it was born of black magic, it’s evil. And if that means I’m evil, then so be it.”

“I didn’t say you were evil.”

Gabriel was right; Miles didn’t know. His empathic abilities had always felt natural, a part of him. It must be awful to feel anything else about something you were born with. Something beyond your control.

“We don’t know anything for sure.” His voice must have been too gentle because Gabriel gave him a stormy glower. But it was important to say. “Gather all the facts before jumping to conclusions, right? And for the record,” he kept his voice carefully light, “I don’t think you’re evil. You’re rude, yeah. And the biggest snob I know. A massive pain in my ass, if I’m being honest. But not evil.”

Gabriel didn’t answer, and Miles’s teasing grin faded.

“Has anyone else in your family ever mentioned anything like this? Feeling off?”

“I would never dare ask my mother,” Gabriel said hollowly. “And Edmund refuses to use his gifts, has for years now. He’s always been hotheaded and rebellious. He’s decided to punish our mother by pretending his powers don’t exist. And… he hates them.”

“Can he read minds like you?”

“No. He can touch people and see their past. He doesn’t have control over what he sees, it can be anything. People’s worst or best moments, their most private times… he sees it all.”

That explained the gloves Edmund wore.

Miles had never heard of the ability to look back in time. Even Charlee only got a vague sense, an out-of-context image or echo of the emotions that had attached themselves to the item.

“And your younger brother?”

“Bram?” Gabriel hesitated. “He hasn’t shown any gifts yet. You can imagine how thrilled my mother is about it.” There was a protective bite to his voice.

How ironic that Felicity had attacked Miles’s mom at the party over Jenna’s lack of gifts. Being a big hypocrite was another thing to add to the list of her lovely qualities.

“My sister, Jenna, is older than him and not showing yet. I’m sure it’s fine.”

His parents were worried about her, but they would never be cruel to her. He doubted that Felicity had such reservations.

Bram was lucky, anyway. Gabriel’s and Edmund’s gifts seemed less than desirable.

“I hope he doesn’t.” Gabriel echoed Miles’s thoughts. “Whatever’s been done to us, whatever Florence did, he doesn’t deserve that.”

Neither did Gabriel.

“It might be too late for me, but there’s still hope for Bram. I don’t want whatever’s inside of me to touch him. I won’t let it.” The words were fierce with determination.

Miles could see Gabriel sorting through his emotions, tucking them away in that carefully detached way of his. He needed to say something. “We’ll get the truth from your grandma. She has to know. We just need to be careful about how we play this.” He hated that they couldn’t confront her and demand answers, that this required so much tiptoeing around and lying. He wasn’t made for it.

“My great-grandma,” Gabriel corrected him. “I had an idea of what to say to her, but now…”

Miles was struck with the idiotic urge to reach over and put a hand on his shoulder, squeeze his fingers, anything to reassure him he wasn’t alone.

“Hey,” he said instead. “Stick with your plan and we can go from there. If we find out what happened to Jocelyn, what Florence did, we’re already making loads more progress than we have.” He worried at his bottom lip. “I was thinking last night… if Florence did murder Jocelyn, this all happened before your current house was built. Her body could be buried near the original house or”—his skin crawled to say it out loud—“hidden under the floorboards or in the walls.”

Gabriel looked repulsed. “I already told you, the old house was demolished years ago.”

“That’s okay, we don’t need the physical house. The closer we are to Jocelyn’s body for the banishing ritual, the better chance we have of it working, so even if your grandma can give us a general idea of where it used to be…”

“This grand plan of yours has a lot of holes.”

“We’re information gathering today. No matter what, if Jocelyn is your killer, we can banish her spirit. Even if we can’t find out what happened to her or where her body is, the ritual is still possible. I’d just feel better increasing our odds of success the first try.”

And for Miles’s first time ever attempting it on his own. From the unconvinced look Gabriel gave him, he was thinking the same thing.

“You’ve never actually done this before, have you?”

“I have,” Miles said quickly. “With my dad. From the sidelines. But I was taking mental notes the whole time and it didn’t seem that difficult. And I helped with most of the steps.”

“Wonderful,” Gabriel said dryly. “It’s not as if my life is dependent on getting this right. Then I’d have to worry.”

A half-laugh slipped out of Miles. At least Gabriel sounded closer to himself.

“You’ve never seen your mom banish any of the spirits she’s summoned during séances?”

“No. She commands them to leave and they do. She has complete control when she’s working.”

Gabriel clearly didn’t realize that wasn’t normal. Séances required planning, protective circles, and a backup plan if the ghost decided they didn’t want to leave. There was always an element of uncertainty and risk involved.

The Hawthorne sons obviously weren’t the only ones with abnormal gifts. But Miles didn’t have the heart to point that out.

“It’s fine,” Gabriel said, “I already figured as much.”

Damn it. “I thought we talked about this. Friends don’t read friends’ minds without permission.”

“I suppose it’s a good thing we aren’t friends, then.”

Miles couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not.

“How about,” he settled on, “we focus on banishing Jocelyn and saving your life. After that, I’ll let you hire me to fix your messed up gifts, too. My rates are ridiculously high, but I know you’re good for it. As a rule, not-friends charge other not-friends for helping out.”

To his relief, Gabriel let out an amused huff. “Deal.”

*   *   *

Oakes Hollow was as luxurious as Miles had expected. Uncomfortably close to a posh New York hotel rather than a retirement community in northern Washington.

As Gabriel spoke quietly to the person at the front desk, a middle-aged woman wearing horn-rimmed glasses and an emerald blazer, Miles waited to the side. Paintings lined the walls—the style done in swooshes of soft color and looked like one thing until you tilted your head and saw something completely different—and soft, vaguely familiar classical music filled the foyer. He might’ve sat down on the surrounding chairs if they’d ever been used. But the cushions were perfectly plumped, golden accents on the arms gleaming.

Miles couldn’t imagine his grandma in this place, cruising the halls in her pink leopard-print slippers, giant knitting bag slung over her arm, needles and tufts of yarn spilling from the top.

Gabriel had been talking with the front desk attendant long enough that Miles was starting to feel uneasy. Maybe they were too bedraggled after an hour and a half in the car, and the attendant didn’t want to let them in.

He was pretty sure he’d stepped in muck in the parking lot. What would happen if he moved and left two muddy footprints behind on the plush carpet?

Subtly, he tried to tilt his foot enough to check.

“Let’s go,” Gabriel said, materializing beside him and making him jump. The attendant was waiting at a nearby door, holding it open with a strained smile.

Miles followed, glancing nervously over his shoulder. No mud. “Problem?”

He checked the attendant’s emotions as he passed but she wasn’t suspicious or distrusting, only impatient. Ready for lunch, Miles would guess, based on the hunger radiating from her.

Gabriel shook his head. “I wasn’t on the visitor list. I let Marjorie know I was coming, they just needed to verify with her. Standard protocol for first-time visits.”

If she was anything like Felicity, Miles could understand why Gabriel hadn’t bothered dropping by before today.

The attendant gestured for them to follow her down a quiet hallway.

“I was worried they weren’t going to let us in.”

Gabriel’s gaze flitted down to Miles’s faded band T-shirt. “Yes, perhaps I should have warned you to dress… not in your usual style.”

Ouch.

He smoothed down his shirt defensively—it had been a gift from his dad after Miles found his collection of old records in the garage. “Don’t diss Led Zeppelin, or you’ll be hitchhiking home.”

“I have no problem with the band. It’s your shirt that needs to be thrown out.”

“There’s no way you’re a fan of Led Zeppelin.”

“Of course, I am—they’re one of the most influential bands of their time. I make a point to educate myself on the popular artists of all generations. And I find their originality very… refreshing.”

Miles couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He had to be in a confusing, backward reality where Gabriel Hawthorne had good taste in music.

The attendant cleared her throat delicately. Miles hadn’t even realized they’d stopped in front of another door, he’d been so distracted. “Marjorie has tea on the patio this time every day.” When Miles gave the dreary weather a dubious look, she repeated, “Every day. Let a staff member know when you’re ready to leave and they’ll escort you out.”

They were let out onto a covered patio filled with round, glass-topped tables and cushioned chairs in various shades of green. Rose bushes crawled up the trellis lining both sides of the patio, the air sweet-smelling despite the chill. A few yards away, a three-tier white marble fountain burbled from the lawn.

The patio was mostly empty, no one bothering to look in their direction as they entered. A solitary elderly man in a robe appeared to be sleeping, his head tilted back in his chair, mouth slightly ajar.

“She’s almost ninety,” Gabriel warned Miles as he led them across the patio, “so I’m not sure how her health is. Don’t let her touch you—her gift is similar to mine, so your thoughts won’t be private. And don’t tell her you’re a Warren.”

Miles didn’t need to be told twice. The last thing he wanted was to get clobbered by a little old lady. She might hurt herself.

In the corner, a woman was drinking from a delicate teacup and gazing across the lawn, impassively watching the downpour. Her acknowledgment of the nasty weather was a thick black cardigan, fastened all the way up. She had a pure white braid down her back, her face wrinkled and creased like the worn leather seats in Miles’s car.

Her expression didn’t change when she saw her great-grandson. “Gabriel. I was surprised to hear from you.” She made no move to get up and greet him. Miles’s grandma would have wrapped him up in a suffocating hug by now. “You’re so tall now. A bit skinny, though.” Her attention snapped to Miles. “Who’s this with you?”

“This is Miles. Miles Westwood,” Gabriel introduced, naming another of the other gifted families in the area. “He gave me a ride so I didn’t have to inconvenience the chauffeur. Miles, this is my great-grandmother, Marjorie Hawthorne.”

Miles hoped his smile was convincing. He didn’t hold out his hand for her to shake. “Nice to meet you.”

“Westwood. Are you Trisha’s son?”

“Nephew, actually.” The lie sounded obvious to him, but she nodded and gestured for them to sit.

Miles took the seat across from her, lowering himself carefully into the fragile wicker chair. It creaked ominously but held, even as he adjusted to fit his long legs under the small table.

He wasn’t sure why it surprised him that Gabriel’s great-grandmother radiated the same harshness as Felicity, a winter tundra compared to most people’s mild spring. He’d assumed she might have thawed slightly in her old age.

She waved over an attendant by the door to demand another pot of tea and two extra cups. Once Gabriel and Miles had steaming tea in front of them—a light and floral aroma wafting up—she straightened in her chair and fixed Gabriel with a look.

“You said you had questions about our family history. Is there a reason your mother couldn’t answer them?”

Gabriel absentmindedly traced the wafer-thin lip of his teacup with his pointer finger. “She’s been busy—you know how she gets when she’s working. I presumed it would be better to talk to someone with reliable, first-hand information, rather than waste my time digging through the library.”

She inclined her head slightly. “What did you want to know? I might be old, but my memory is still sharp.”

Gabriel took a sugar cube from the dish in the middle of the table, dropping it carefully into his tea. “I came across a book about the original Hawthorne home on the property, and I’d be very interested in seeing what remains. But I’ve walked the grounds extensively and haven’t seen any trace of it.” He stirred in his sugar with a tiny silver spoon, the circles tight and precise.

Marjorie considered him for a long second. “It was torn down before I was born. I’m sure there’s nothing left of it now.”

They had no way to know if she was telling the truth or not. Miles lifted his mental shield slightly, startled to find she didn’t have an inky cloud around her like Gabriel and Edmund. Instead, the darkness had settled over her in a slick shell, hard and impenetrable. A solid, immovable barrier.

He couldn’t sense any of her emotions, but an aura of… wrongness radiated from that barrier. Miles’s skin itched; he could taste cold metal on his tongue. He was scared to reach any closer to it.

“Even if there’s nothing left,” Gabriel continued, oblivious, “could you tell me where it was?”

Marjorie’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you so interested?”

Gabriel was unfazed. “Our family history has caught my attention lately. Specifically, your aunt Jocelyn’s disappearance and the questions surrounding it.”

“Harry Warren murdered her,” she said icily. “That’s all there is to it.”

“Except,” Gabriel took a sip of his tea, “that’s not the truth, is it?”

Miles wished he could dissolve straight through the floor. He was an unwelcome third wheel in this conversation.

Marjorie’s focus was shrewd and suspicious, challenging. “When you need to know, your mother will tell you. Have faith in her judgment.”

Not ominous at all.

To Miles’s surprise, Gabriel reached out and placed his hand over Marjorie’s where it rested on the table. “Her judgment is what worries me,” he murmured. “I need to know what truly happened to Jocelyn. What was done to her. What’s inside of me. There’s more at risk than you know.”

Gabriel was giving away too much. He was upset about what he’d learned in the car and his emotions were getting the best of him—something Miles had never thought he’d say about him.

They needed to get answers from Marjorie, or this whole trip would be worthless.

Her demeanor softened ever so slightly as she pulled her hand free. Miles wondered what she’d seen, what Gabriel had shown her. “You sound like Barnaby.” It wasn’t a name Miles recognized but Gabriel didn’t react. “He was stubborn too, questioning the gift that was given to him, and it cost him his life. It never sat right with me, what happened to him, but—” She cut herself off, voice wavering slightly before she straightened her shoulders. “The most important choices are never easy. Family always comes first, remember that.”

“Like Florence put Jocelyn first?” Gabriel asked quietly.

There was a pause. Marjorie frowned. “My mother was born a second-rate healer. Her gift was weak, near worthless. She did what was necessary. With great sacrifice comes great reward, and she made the greatest of sacrifices.”

She knew. And worse, she condoned it. In her mind, Florence had drawn the genetic short straw and that justified murdering her own sister. It made Miles sick to hear such an emotionless defense of murder. Beside him, Gabriel’s knuckles went white around the arm of his chair, the wicker creaking.

“That’s the Hawthorne way,” Marjorie continued. “We take. We don’t settle for mediocrity.”

Miles felt no triumph in obtaining this truth. It was taking everything in him not to jump up and yell at her about how evil she sounded, how sick and twisted.

“Jocelyn’s life was taken. My choice in this, if I ever had any, was taken.” Gabriel’s voice betrayed him, cracking slightly. Seconds away from shattering apart completely.

Under the table, Miles shifted his leg until it pressed against Gabriel’s, their feet nudging together. It was all he could do.

“I need to know if what Florence did can be undone,” Gabriel said, the words a touch more composed. “Please, Grandmother, give me this one thing. For Edmund and Bram. Put your family first.”

Marjorie scrutinized her grandson, his words hanging in the air between them. Miles didn’t dare move.

She stood suddenly, surprisingly agile for her age. “I can’t give you the answers you want,” she said steadily. “And I can’t tell you where the original house is. Your mother kept you away from that place as children, and I won’t defy her wishes now.”

Coming here had been a waste of time. She wasn’t going to talk.

But as Gabriel sat there, his eyes lit up.

His grandmother dipped her chin. “Thank you for the unexpected visit, but I’m finished talking for the day.” She withdrew a small black bag from her pocket, setting it deliberately on the table. “The truth can be dangerous, Gabriel. Be sure that you want it before you go and seek it out.”

She reached down to grab her polished cane from where it leaned against the table, and walked away.

Gabriel waited for her to disappear through the doors before picking up the pouch, turning it over. Miles leaned over to get a better view of the stitching on the front, purple thread in a familiar, four-petaled symbol.

“That’s a protection sigil.”

Gabriel made quick work of the drawstring ties, the bag unfolding like a flower in his palm. The scent of garlic and cloves, woodsy and warm, filled the air. A worn silver ring set with a red gemstone encaged by a curved branch gleamed up at them.

“Wait,” Miles warned Gabriel as he reached for the ring. It wasn’t the only thing in the bag. “Amethyst, black quartz, sea salt… those are all used in protection spells. We probably shouldn’t touch it.”

“It’s a ring,” Gabriel said dismissively. He snatched it up before Miles could stop him.

Nothing happened.

“Why would she give that to us?” Miles asked. “Is it supposed to be a clue?”

Gabriel turned it over and squinted down at it. “There’s an engraving inside,” he said. “F.A.H. Florence Ann Hawthorne.”

A chill ran down Miles’s spine. The prospect of touching anything that had once been Florence’s made him feel grimy. “How is that going to help us find the old house?”

“It won’t. She already told us where to go.”

“She did?”

Gabriel nodded, cinching the bag closed, the ring once again hidden inside. “Somewhere my mother forbade me from going as a child. The Bone Woods.”
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[image: ]Are you going to explain this Bone Woods thing, or are you trying to freak me out?” Miles asked once they were on the road back to Thistle and he’d given Gabriel some time to stew. It was the first of many questions he had.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Gabriel had the audacity to smirk, finding it funny. “It’s just the name Edmund and I gave it as children.”

“Well, what is it?”

“I told you, it’s part of the woods. A specific part my mother forbade us from exploring.”

Gabriel was being intentionally vague as to why they’d given it such a creepy name. Miles’s mind wasn’t taking him to pretty places—skulls nailed to trunks, skeletal hands instead of leaves, thin bones scattered over the ground in place of twigs.

Miles couldn’t say he was eager to check it out.

“If Marjorie already told you where the house is, why would she give you Florence’s ring?”

“I think she’s trying to help.” Gabriel turned the pouch over and over in his hands. “It must be useful.”

Outside, the rain showed no signs of stopping. Miles turned down a long, tree-lined road. The GPS on his phone had warned him of traffic on the freeway, so it was directing them down the scenic route. Scenic, if you liked views that included cows and boggy pastures.

“So… We’re on the same page about Florence killing Jocelyn, right? A sacrifice for some sort of better-gift spell?”

Gabriel gave him an exasperated look. “Yes, I believe my great-grandmother more than confirmed that.”

“That’s good.” Miles winced, cranking up his windshield wipers another notch. “I mean, not good, but now if we find the old house, we can search for her body there.” God, it was messed up that sentence didn’t even phase either of them.

“I think you’re right,” Gabriel said quietly. “About Jocelyn killing me. I wasn’t convinced before, but now… my family condoned her sacrifice. Profited from it.”

“But if Jocelyn’s after revenge, she’s got the wrong person. Why target you?”

“I don’t think it’s about revenge. I think it’s about righting a wrong. Restoring things to how they should be.”

“What do you mean?”

“If the spell can’t be removed, the curse can’t be broken, there’s still a way to end it: stop the Hawthorne bloodline from continuing. Make sure no one else benefits from her death.”

It took Miles a second to understand what he was saying. “But your whole family—and your brothers—”

“Bram is ungifted, and Edmund no longer uses his. I’m now the only Hawthorne son with tainted gifts. I might not be the only person in my family she targets, but I am the youngest. It would make sense to start with me.”

He sounded so… unconcerned. Like he was explaining a formula in math class. Like he hadn’t just figured out the cruel, utterly unfair reason he was going to die.

“We’re going to banish her before that happens.” They came to a stop sign and Miles hit the brakes a little too roughly, jolting them forward. “I’m not going to let you die because of a dusty old ghost with a grudge.”

“It’s about more than saving my life now,” Gabriel replied solemnly. “Whatever’s inside me… it might be too late. But not for Bram. I need to know if I can fix it, for him.”

There was an ache down in Miles’s chest, clenched tight as a fist. He couldn’t fault Gabriel for wanting to save his brother, but he hated the way Gabriel made himself sound inconsequential. Beyond saving. A sacrifice, if necessary. Gabriel would do whatever it took to save Bram, because he loved him with a fierceness that consumed all else.

Miles was going to save them both.

“Maybe your mom—”

“No.” The word was low, thick with fury. “She’s a liar. I know she knows—she has to. She’s always said that our gifts are a sign of our power, the strength of our bloodline. You should hear how she speaks to Edmund for not using his—she says he’s selfish and weak, forsaking the family legacy.”

It made Miles wonder if his mom’s hatred of Felicity came back to all this, if it was more than simple romantic jealousy. If she knew the truth, would she have confronted Felicity? Did she watch Felicity sneer down her nose at everyone, knowing that their superiority came from dark magic and murder, but unable to do anything about it?

He wished he could ask her. He wished he trusted her to tell the truth. “Okay.” Miles attempted to sound soothing. If Gabriel were a wild animal, he’d be clawing at the dashboard. “We’ll figure it out. But without the grimoire, there’s no way to know exactly what Florence did—if it was a one-time spell or a generational curse, or if it can be reversed.”

Gabriel didn’t answer. He was finished talking about it. Miles let him have the silence.

The slick pavement flew by, menacing clouds painting the sky black. It was hard to see out of the windshield through the dense sheet of rain. He noticed Gabriel buttoning up his coat, so he turned on the heat. Fans rattled to life reluctantly in Blanche and a second later, passably warm air whistled out of the vents, tinged with the smell of gasoline.

“Don’t say a word,” Miles warned Gabriel, giving his steering wheel an affectionate pat.

“I wasn’t going to.”

Yeah, right. Gabriel didn’t know how to drive, so he could keep his opinions to himself, and if Miles were a lesser person, he would say so.

Instead, he asked, “Who’s Barnaby? The guy Marjorie mentioned?”

“My great-uncle. I’m not sure what she meant… I was told he died in an accident years ago.”

Yet another mystery they could add to the growing pile.

Gabriel studied the pouch again, then opened it and pulled the ring out. Light glinted off the ruby gemstone, and Miles shifted uncomfortably in the driver’s seat. That ring wasn’t right—a thick, tainted aura made the air in the car tacky on his tongue. It tasted of decaying roses, perfume turned sour.

A freezing, slimy feeling ran down Miles’s spine right as the charms around his neck gave a warning pulse. “Are you sure Marjorie gave us that ring to help us? Because it feels pretty nasty to me.”

“Yes, it certainly does,” Gabriel mused. “Interesting.”

“Interesting?” Miles repeated incredulously. “Not the word I—” He glanced in his rearview mirror. A pair of obsidian eyes stared back at him.

Something was in his backseat.

“Shit!” He barely managed to keep Blanche on the road as his heart leaped into his mouth. All he’d seen was a flash of a woman’s face, her skull showing through her skin in a ghastly mask, and cavernous, hollow eyes.

“What are you doing?” Gabriel demanded, clutching his seatbelt for dear life as they swerved.

Miles twisted around, but the backseat was empty. “Put the ring back right now.” Frost was creeping up the edge of the windshield, delicate white lace—a seriously powerful energy was attached to that thing. “We need to—”

The steering wheel yanked hard to the right, out of his grip.

For a split second, Miles tried to turn it back, tried to hit the brakes, but it was too late. Blanche spun off the side of the road, going over the edge of the pavement with a jolt that sent Miles’s forehead smashing into the wheel. Everything spun. He had a strange sensation of weightlessness before a loud, screeching crunch and—

Everything went black.

*   *   *

His ears were ringing.

Breathing hurt.

Miles blinked frantically as he came to—if he’d even lost consciousness, he wasn’t sure—trying to steady his spinning vision. His seatbelt was a vice clamped around his torso and he could taste blood.

He’d hit a tree, judging by the trunk he was getting an up-close and personal view of through his cracked windshield. Poor Blanche, was she—?

“Hnnnggg.” Someone groaned next to him.

“Gabriel,” Miles rasped, shaking his head. Spots winked across his vision. That’s right, Gabriel was with him. “You okay?”

He turned, the motion making his stomach crawl up into his mouth. Gabriel was slumped against the dashboard, blood dripping from his nose onto the scuffed plastic. He was frighteningly ashen, not moving.

“Gabriel.” Miles was about to puke. “Hey, you jerk, wake up.”

Gabriel groaned again, blinking sluggishly. “Ouch.” He lifted a hand up to his face. It was shaking. “What happened?”

Relief propelled Miles into action. He clicked his seatbelt free, wincing as it slid across his stinging chest, then bent himself around Gabriel, undoing his, too. It took him a few tries to press the mechanism hard enough. “I think Florence tried to kill us. Her spirit is still attached to her ring.”

On cue, the locks on the doors clicked down.

Still half in Gabriel’s lap, Miles yanked at the passenger door handle and the lock, but neither would budge. Gabriel’s hands dove down, working into the space between his thighs and Miles’s torso. Warm fingers brushed against the bare skin of Miles’s waist where his shirt had ridden up.

He jerked away, narrowly avoiding smashing his skull into Gabriel’s chin. His skin tingled like he’d been electrocuted.

“I’m looking for the ring,” Gabriel muttered. He must’ve dropped it when the car crashed.

“Find it,” Miles told him, then climbed painfully into the back. He kept an emergency bag under the seats—inside was an iron-lined box, specifically made to hold cursed or possessed objects. They needed to contain Florence before things got any worse.

“I’ve got it.” Gabriel held up the ring. He was smeared with blood where he’d wiped his nose.

“Kick out the windshield, it’s already broken.” Sorry, Blanche. Miles shrugged out of his jacket, hissing as he contorted his sore body in the small space. “Lay this down on any glass and crawl out.”

Whatever Florence was planning, they didn’t want to be stuck in here for it.

Gabriel took the jacket. “What about you?”

“I’m right behind you—I have a box that can hold her, I just need to find it.”

Low thuds sounded, followed by a crunch. Glass scraped, and Miles glanced up to see Gabriel climbing out awkwardly headfirst through the windshield.

The duffle bag was stuck under the backseat. It took Miles a few seconds to free it, a few more to find the box, which had settled to the bottom. It was about the size of a jewelry box, solid and fastened with a simple latch.

Miles smelled smoke.

Sooty black plumes were billowing out from under Blanche’s crumpled hood and as he watched, voracious flames licked at the sides.

He wouldn’t be getting out that way.

“Miles!” Gabriel started yanking at doors, pounding on the windows.

Smoke was creeping into the confined space. Miles coughed, kicking at the backseat window. It rattled but didn’t break. Gabriel’s face peered in, distorted through the glass, as Miles’s throat burned.

He kicked again. He refused to die here. He still needed to chew Gabriel out for taking that stupid ring in the first place. His parents didn’t even know where he was right now. They’d be so mad if he died in the middle of nowhere while they were out of town.

It was getting harder to breathe.

“Get back and cover your eyes,” Gabriel instructed, his voice muffled through the window.

Miles did as he said, pressing against the far door and folding his arms over his head. A second later, something hit the window and the glass cracked. Another hit broke it open, a whoosh of fresh air rushing in. At the front of the car, flames roared.

Gabriel knocked out a few lingering pieces of glass with the rock. “Come on!” He reached inside, grabbing Miles’s arms, and pulled him through the window. Miles dropped the box out first, flinching at the splash of mud.

It was a tight squeeze and required a bit of desperate wiggling to get his hips through. Small shards of glass caught at his clothes, stabbing through the fabric. Gabriel had handfuls of Miles’s shirt, yanking and muttering as if the whole situation was a minor inconvenience.

His hips free, Miles dove from the window, dragging Gabriel down onto the soggy ground with him. He didn’t know who was holding onto who and suspected he was partially on top of Gabriel, but he needed a second. That had been too close.

“You’re crushing me,” Gabriel grumbled.

“Sorry, sorry.” He rolled over, too freaked out to be embarrassed. Icy rain soaked through his thin shirt, running down the collar. “Where’s the ring? We need to get it in the box.”

“I dropped it by the window.” Sure enough, silver glinted by the back tire. Lurching unsteadily to his feet, Miles stumbled over, reaching down.

The ring shivered in the mud like a living creature. Before he could grab it, it shot into the air, as if summoned by an invisible force. Almost faster than he could follow, it was in front of Gabriel, who was still sitting wet and disheveled on the ground.

“What the—?” Gabriel flinched back, hands flying up to shield his face. In a flash, the ring thrust itself onto his pointer finger.

Energy crackled. The reek of scorching summer pavement and melting rubber filled the air. Miles’s protection charms gave a hot pulse.

Gabriel went unnaturally stiff. As he lowered his hands, Miles saw his eyes were pure black, glossy marbles.

Before Miles could move, Gabriel lunged, tackling him at the knees. He fell back, narrowly avoiding hitting Blanche, and landed hard, the air punching out of his lungs.

He wheezed, trying to suck in a breath, but then Gabriel was straddling him, his weight pressing down agonizingly. In any other circumstance, Miles would be blushing, but this was all so wrong—pain and adrenaline and fear clenched around his heart.

With a surge of desperate strength, Miles bucked his hips and flailed around, managing to roll them over in the slick muck so he was on top, hand fisted in Gabriel’s sodden coat. He froze—what was he supposed to do now? He couldn’t hit him. Gabriel wasn’t in control anymore.

“Florence.” Gabriel’s head cocked at the name, going rigid beneath Miles. “Let him go.”

“Warren,” Gabriel spat in a guttural voice that wasn’t his. “The stench of your blood is still the same.”

Charming. Florence and Felicity could be twins.

“Let him go,” Miles repeated. “He’s my friend.”

“I know. He’s in here, begging me to stop. How about a deal? Let me go, and I’ll tell you all the interesting little things he doesn’t want you to know. Wouldn’t you like to hear what he’s hiding? What he truly thinks about you?”

Miles refused to let her words register. His fingers curled into the rough wool of Gabriel’s coat, keeping him pinned down.

“He’s your family,” he tried again. “A Hawthorne. You don’t want to hurt him.”

“A Hawthorne?” Gabriel’s expression froze, then split into a frightening grin straight from a nightmare, teeth smeared pink with blood from Gabriel’s nose. “A second son,” he hissed, bone-chilling triumph in the words. “Finally.”

What?

Miles’s confusion cost him. Gabriel’s knee jerked between them, kicking him off. He’d barely hit the ground before Gabriel was over him again, hands wrapping around his neck.

“Florence, stop.” Miles pulled at Gabriel’s wrists, the sharp bones biting into his palms, but his hands slipped on wet skin. Gabriel was blank, obsidian eyes unblinking. His slender fingers were pressing bruises into Miles’s throat.

The iron box was still next to Blanche’s tire, close enough to reach. He could grab it and hit Gabriel with it, knock him off.

No. He couldn’t. He couldn’t hurt him.

Miles had never worked a possession case, but he remembered something his dad had said once, tired but victorious after freeing a mom from the clutches of a malevolent spirit: if the person trapped inside was still fighting, there was always a chance they could regain control.

He stopped clawing at Gabriel’s tightening grip. “Gabriel, please, it’s me,” he rasped out, pressure starting to build. “Listen to me.”

Not even a flicker of recognition across Gabriel’s mud-splattered face. Miles moved his hands to the bare skin of Gabriel’s wrists, holding him there, feeling the steady beat of his pulse. “I know you’re in there. Fight her. Don’t let her kill me.”

He let the words echo in his mind, imagining them as loud as he could. Yelling for Gabriel to listen.

“She can’t make you do this.” Gabriel’s pulse picked up beneath his touch. “I know you don’t want to hurt me. That’s not you.”

He could hear Gabriel’s words from the car—if that means I’m evil, then so be it. He’d been so ready to accept that he was a lost cause, that whatever darkness was inside him made him beyond saving.

Gabriel’s fingers loosened enough for Miles to suck in a painful gulp of air. His words were getting through. “Good, keep listening to me. Focus on my voice. Push her out.”

His eyes flickered, turning back to their normal gray. “Miles,” he ground out, voice rough as gravel and splintered glass. “I can’t—My hands—” He shuddered violently. “I can’t move them.”

Miles met his gaze, trying not to show his panic. “I know it’s not you. I know you wouldn’t. It’s okay.”

Gabriel let out a low, pained noise. He convulsed, straining until the tendons of his neck stood out, on display like an anatomy drawing. A string pulled taut, almost to its breaking point. But his grip didn’t budge.

“It’s okay,” Miles repeated. He needed Gabriel to know, if this went wrong, if he—

Gabriel shook his head viciously. “No. I won’t.” He shifted atop Miles, leaning closer. “I think I can—”

He dipped down and for an absurd, heart-stopping second, Miles thought he was going to kiss him.

But Gabriel bit the ring around his finger, pulling it off with his teeth. His breath was hot against the raw skin of Miles’s throat, nose grazing his jaw. He straightened, silver glinting in the middle of his triumphant, feral grin, and spat it to the ground.

Immediately, Gabriel went limp, a puppet whose strings had been snipped.

Miles tried to roll him off gently, snatching up the box the moment his arms were free. Inside were twine-wrapped bundles of dried herbs—rosemary, dill, and lavender—and a layer of black salt.

The ring gleamed in the dirt where Gabriel had spat it out. Miles grabbed it, dirt and grass coming with, shoving the whole filthy handful into the box. The ring pulsed; his protection charms burned against his skin, a white-hot brand.

“Nice try.” He slammed the lid closed and flipped the latch.

The charge in the air immediately vanished, making Miles’s ears pop. It was still pouring with rain, freezing water pounding against Blanche like a drum, the only sound in the now-silent space.

“Well, that was thrilling.” Gabriel’s voice was low and humorless. He was still lying on the ground. Miles stumbled over, pulling him to his feet with clumsy, frozen hands.

“Are you okay?” It was a foolish question. Gabriel was a mess—soaking wet, mud-caked, blood-smeared.

But he nodded, sallow and solemn. “Better than you.” He reached towards Miles’s neck then stopped, fingers hovering a few inches away. “I’m sorry.” Miles had never heard him apologize before. “I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t.” Too much had happened. Miles could feel the adrenaline wearing off, exhaustion turning his limbs to lead—there wasn’t any room for post-possession guilt. He would lecture Gabriel about the importance of protection charms later. “It wasn’t you.”

Gabriel looked away. “She was going to kill you; I could feel it.” He seemed bewildered. As if he’d expected her to be lucid and up for a chat after being a spirit for so long.

It wasn’t the first time a ghost had tried to kill him, but it was the closest call. Miles was trying not to think about that too hard or he might puke. “She’s just a shadow, warped and faded by anger and hatred. All she wants to do is hurt.” He handed the box to Gabriel. “Jocelyn might be even worse. She’s been dead longer, her rage and desire for revenge turning her into a monster.”

He staggered over to the front of Blanche—the fire miraculously out now that a vengeful ghost wasn’t fanning the flames—to survey the damage. Her front was crumpled and singed, the windshield and passenger-side rear window both knocked out, glass gleaming in the muck like fallen stars. The acrid stench of singed plastic hung thick in the air.

Blanche was totaled.

On her hood, his jacket was still smoking slightly. When he picked it up, glass was stuck all over, tears slicing straight through the jean material.

Heat rose in his throat.

Gabriel came to stand next to him. “I’m sorry,” he said again. It sounded wrong coming from his mouth.

It wasn’t his fault, not really. But Miles couldn’t bring himself to say so.

“I’ll call Charlee.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and turned away.
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Charlee arrived less than five minutes after the tow truck.

Miles had to dig his insurance information out of the dashboard to let them know he’d been in an accident, remembering to grab Jocelyn’s journal too—thankfully untouched by the fire. Then he called the police, because it turned out he’d crashed through a little fence. Property damage was going to look great on his record.

And he still hadn’t figured out how he was going to tell his parents. Or, more accurately, what lie he was going to come up with.

The police officer had been fine, all things considered, tsking when Miles said he’d swerved to avoid a deer that ran in front of his car. He asked a few questions, took down information, and offered them a ride to the nearest hospital. He didn’t seem convinced when Miles declined, scanning their filthy appearances dubiously, but didn’t push the issue.

Charlee’s car, a small silver Honda, was barely put into park before she came flying out of it, a red-haired, neon-green-jacket-wearing bat out of hell.

“Are you hurt?” she demanded, yanking Miles in for a spine-crushing hug without waiting for an answer. “I can’t believe you! Out of all the stupid things you’ve done—what were you thinking?”

“I’m fine,” Miles reassured her, allowing himself to sink into her embrace. In truth, he didn’t feel fine at all. Far from it. Blanche was wrecked and he’d almost been killed. “We’re both okay.”

She went rigid and pulled away, glaring over his shoulder at where Gabriel was standing, iron box still clutched in his hands. “I’m assuming this is your fault. Why am I not surprised? Chaos follows you Hawthornes around, doesn’t it?”

“Charlee—”

“You’re right,” Gabriel said over him, meeting Charlee’s hard stare without flinching. “It was my fault.”

Why did people act like Miles couldn’t make decisions for himself and was helplessly led around by whoever he was with? He’d driven Gabriel of his own free will. He hadn’t said anything to stop him from taking the ring out until it was too late.

“I warned you about him,” Charlee told Miles, jabbing an accusing finger at Gabriel. “I said he was nothing but trouble and you’d get hurt. Look at him—he doesn’t care! And you’ve been putting yourself on the line left and right for him.”

“That’s enough, Charlee.”

She ignored him. “You Hawthornes are remorseless, using people like tools with no regard for—”

“Stop it!”

A stunned hush settled over them.

Miles never raised his voice. He hated the way it made people stare at him, the way Gabriel and Charlee were staring at him right now.

“Can we please not do this?” he asked his cousin, more quietly. “If you want to be mad at someone, be mad at me. Later. I’m wet and tired, Blanche is wrecked, my jacket is ruined, and I don’t have the energy to deal with you starting a fight.”

The thing about Charlee was, she was all snark and barbed words and flaring temper. But when she knew she was wrong, she was never too proud to admit it.

“Sorry,” she apologized. For a second, she looked painfully young. He’d scared her. “Are you actually okay?”

She didn’t even glance at Gabriel.

Miles wanted to reassure her, but the tow truck revved its engine and with an agonizing screech, pulled Blanche free of the tree. Her front bumper dragged through the sludge painfully for a foot or two, before giving up and falling off.

Everyone teased him about his car. She wasn’t perfect, but she was the first thing he’d ever bought for himself, the first thing that was his. His when he needed a break, space from his family, to feel the peace of driving around with the windows down at night. And he loved her for it.

Charlee shifted closer to him. “I’m sorry. Do you want to—”

“I want to go home.” He didn’t want to talk about it, because that hot, itchy feeling was slinking up his throat, and the one thing that could make this day worse was crying in front of Gabriel.

He grabbed his coat from the ground, wringing it in his hands. It was completely ruined, singed and filthy, reeking of burnt fabric and melted plastic, but he didn’t want to just leave it there.

He could feel Charlee’s sympathy, so he found Gabriel instead. He was watching Miles the same as he always did, calm and indifferent. It helped soothe the pain gnawing at his chest.

Miles made himself look away. “Let’s go.”

*   *   *

Miles had never been ashamed of his house before. It was cluttered and worn and small, but it had always been home. Where he listened to his mom scold his sisters, where he could find his dad napping on the couch at almost any given time, where he and Charlee marked their heights on the kitchen doorframe every year. Each scuff on the floor or scrape on the wall told a story of his family.

But as they pulled up with Gabriel Hawthorne in the backseat—the boy with an estate and butlers and a bedroom the size of Miles’s living room—insecurity gnawed at him.

“I’ll go find the first aid kit,” Charlee said as she opened the front door, nudging aside a basket of apples on the porch. Another bi-weekly drop off from clients who hadn’t been able to afford his dad’s fee. This couple ran an orchard outside of town, so apples it was.

When Miles refused to let her take him to a hospital—they weren’t going to tell him anything he didn’t already know, and he’d have to pay for it—Charlee insisted she’d be checking him over, with a stern look he was positive she’d learned from his mom.

Gabriel tentatively scraped his shoes against the faded doormat, a futile attempt to reduce the amount of dirt he brought into the house.

“Want me to whack you with the broom a few times?” Charlee asked coldly.

“I don’t think that will be necessary.” Gabriel shuffled his feet once more before stepping over the threshold, closing the door carefully behind him. He still had the iron box tucked under his arm, his hands held out awkwardly in front of him, speckled with tiny cuts and smears of blood from crawling over the windshield glass.

Charlee rolled her eyes and vanished into the kitchen.

“So, uh, this is my house,” Miles said. He suddenly noticed how ragged their overstuffed couch was. His mom had left her herb clippings all over the coffee table. And that coffee cup had definitely been there since yesterday. “You don’t have to stay. Trust me, Charlee won’t care.”

“Edmund won’t be here to pick me up for a while.” Gabriel didn’t seem to notice that Miles was having an internal crisis. “And I wouldn’t mind cleaning up. Unless you want to just put me out on the curb in the rain.”

Ha, ha. “Don’t tempt me.”

He tugged off his boots—gross, even his socks were wet—and left them by the door to deal with later. When he turned around, Gabriel had wandered deeper into the living room, studying the array of mismatched photographs on the walls. He was horrified to see the corner of Gabriel’s mouth quirk up slightly.

Oh, no.

“You don’t need to look at those,” he said quickly.

His mom had a knack for choosing the most mortifying pictures: Miles as a kid in a homemade Spider-Man costume; Amy and Jenna making him cry the Christmas they opened all his presents before he’d woken up; a beach vacation where Miles was missing his two front teeth but still grinning widely at the camera.

Gabriel was studying that last one intently. “I’ve never been to the beach.”

It was hard to imagine him playing in the sand or the surf. “I was like, eight in that picture,” Miles said, wishing he could yank Gabriel away. “My dad had rare free time, so we went down to Oregon for a week. I got the worst sunburn, and the seagulls were relentless.” It was a favorite memory of his.

Turning away from the photos, Gabriel studied the living room again, searching for something specific with a crease between his eyebrows. He lingered on the old throw blanket that Miles’s grandma had knitted, and the side of the outdated fridge visible through the kitchen doorway, cluttered with art his sisters had made, report cards, and important pieces of mail held up by mismatched magnets.

“Sorry.” Heat crowded under Miles’s jaw—he couldn’t imagine what Gabriel was thinking. “It’s a bit of a mess, between my dad’s crazy work schedule and my mom—”

“It’s not,” Gabriel interrupted. “It’s… nice.”

“Uh, thanks.” Miles ran a hand through his still-damp hair. Gabriel was just being polite. “C’mon, there’s a bathroom upstairs you can use to clean up.”

He led Gabriel up the staircase, passing Aunt Robin’s firmly closed door. On the top floor, Miles opened the bathroom door for Gabriel, stepping aside so he could squeeze in. He didn’t hesitate before stepping up to the sink and turning it on, didn’t look twice at where Miles’s toothbrush sat on the edge or where his dirty shirt poked out of the hamper in the corner. He handed Miles the iron box, rolling up his mud-stained sleeves to rinse his hands and forearms, the water running murky brown and pink with blood.

“I’ll grab you a clean towel,” Miles mumbled. It was strange to see Gabriel’s real face reflected in his mirror.

The closet at the end of the hall had towels in it. Miles dug through to find the fluffiest, least worn one. He was jittery and uncomfortable for reasons he couldn’t quite name. This whole day felt like a nightmare he could only half recall.

He could hear splashing from the bathroom as he approached the open door.

Gabriel’s head was bowed over the sink as he rinsed his neck, rubbing at the dirt speckled along his pale skin. He straightened, dark hair damp and mussed, the top buttons of his shirt undone to show the hollow of his throat and exposed collarbone. His eyes met Miles’s in the mirror, catching and locking for a long second.

A weight settled on Miles’s ribcage. He wanted to ask what Florence had meant, what Gabriel really thought of him. He wanted to know so badly it hurt.

“Here’s your towel.” Miles handed it over, his fingers aching where he’d been twisting it in his grip. His mouth was dry. “I’ll go—I’m gonna grab a dry shirt.”

He made himself walk away. His bedroom was the next door down. It didn’t feel nearly far enough.

Avoiding his mirror, Miles went and slid open the window by his desk, a chilly breeze wafting over his too-hot skin. He broke out in goosebumps but didn’t move.

He was the world’s biggest idiot.

The world’s biggest, most cowardly idiot.

He set the iron box on his desk with Jocelyn’s journal and pulled his shirt off, dropping it to the floor with a wet plop. The back of his neck was flaming as he marched over to his closet, grabbing the first sweater he saw and yanking it from the hanger. A restless, unsettled itching under his skin made him want to slam the closet door closed and kick at his chair.

He wanted today to be over. To crawl into bed and not come out until he stopped being so stupid and got his brain back on task.

Because it wasn’t, not even close. Florence had said Gabriel was keeping secrets and hiding things. Yet all Miles could focus on was the way Gabriel had looked at him when he’d come back to himself. How the tip of his nose had brushed against the line of Miles’s neck. How he’d just lain there when he’d assumed Gabriel was leaning in to kiss him.

The creak of the hallway floor sent him spinning around. Gabriel was standing in the open doorway, holding the towel, his hair freshly ruffled, the top buttons of his shirt still open. His gaze flicked down to Miles’s bare chest, a rosy color rising on his cheeks that made him appear almost feverish.

There was a tremble of electricity in the room, a heaviness to the air despite the open window. Warmth sizzled up Miles as he stared back, sparking in his veins and at his fingertips. He had the silly urge to cross his arms. Neither of them said a word.

His thoughts scattered, dandelion seeds in the wind when Gabriel took a step closer, then another, close enough that Miles could see a single bead of water caught on the corner of his lip, right below his beauty mark. Close enough that he could see the lighter flecks in his smoky gray eyes and—

Stomping footsteps came racing up the stairs and Miles nearly tripped over his own feet in his haste to back away. Gabriel didn’t even flinch.

Jenna and Amy crashed into each other at the end of the hallway, a mess of blonde hair, curious gaping, and brightly colored jackets.

“Charlee,” Amy called. “There’s a weird boy lurking up here.”

Nice.

Miles stepped around Gabriel, careful not to brush against him. “He’s with me, dork. Be polite.”

“A friend?” Jenna was way too surprised. “You never have friends over.”

“Thanks,” Miles said wryly. She was seriously going to do him dirty like that? “Yes, a friend. From… school.”

Amy and Jenna exchanged a look.

“What’s he doing here?” Questions left Jenna’s mouth at the speed of bullets. “Why are you all muddy? Is that blood on your face? And why aren’t you wearing a shirt?”

Miles yanked his sweater on. “I was trying to change before you two came stampeding up here. Don’t you have homework to do?”

“Nope,” Amy said cheerfully, skipping over to Gabriel, Jenna close behind her. “What’s your name? Do you have classes with Miles?”

“Yeah, what’s he like at school?” Jenna was studying Gabriel the same way she did her science books.

“I bet he’s boring,” Amy added. “An awkward nerd, right?”

Gabriel’s gaze darted between Miles’s sisters as they bombarded him. “There’s two of them.”

“We’re twins,” Amy supplied helpfully.

“Identical, not fraternal,” Jenna added.

Miles took pity on him. “These are my sisters, Jenna and Amy, who obviously have no manners despite being raised in a household where it’s polite to introduce yourself before talking the guest’s ear off.” They both had the decency to look sheepish. “This,” he gestured at Gabriel, “is G—Gerald.”

Gabriel glowered at him.

“Gerald? Are you an exchange student?”

“No,” Gabriel replied. “It’s a… family name.”

Charlee appeared with a plastic first aid box in her hands. “Okay, this hallway isn’t big enough for so many people. Jenna, Amy, move along. Your brother needs patching up.” She shook the kit at them meaningfully.

“We want to talk to Gerald,” Amy pouted. “No one interesting ever visits.”

Charlee snorted. “Yes, I’m sure Gerald is very interesting, but I need his help. You’ll have to convince Miles to make more friends some other time.”

She squeezed past the twins, pushing Miles and Gabriel back into Miles’s room and closing the door firmly. “You”—she pointed at Gabriel with a menacing finger—“don’t talk to them. And you”—now it was Miles’s turn for the digit of doom—“sit down.”

Miles sat reluctantly, watching Gabriel in his peripheral vision as he studied all the sketches and art tacked up on the walls. If Miles had known they’d be coming here, he would have made an effort to tidy his room. A tower of folded laundry nestled atop his dresser, charcoal and pencils spread across his desk, and the solitary plant on his windowsill wilted pathetically. His bed was a rumpled mess, his pillow fallen on the floor, and a stack of books leaned precariously by his bedside table.

He’d never had another boy in his room before—at least, not since he was a kid. Definitely never a boy like Gabriel.

He hissed when Charlee dabbed at the cut on his head. She wasn’t being particularly gentle.

“You don’t need stitches,” Charlee told him, pulling out a jar of Miles’s mom’s turmeric paste, made specifically for cuts. She applied it, and a light, gingery scent filled the air that never failed to make Miles think of scraped knees and blackberry bush scratches. She finished it off with a Band-Aid.

“Thanks.” The cut had been hurting the least out of everything, but he wasn’t about to tell her that.

“Do you feel dizzy? Nauseous?” She took a penlight from the kit, shining it in his eyes while he tried not to blink. “Your pupils seem fine. Probably no concussion, then.”

“I’m fine. I don’t even have a headache.”

“If you say so.” She closed the box with a snap. “Just don’t go to sleep for a while.”

“That’s actually a common misconception,” Gabriel said, still staring at the walls. “It’s perfectly safe to sleep with a concussion.”

Charlee said something under her breath, too low for Miles to make out. But it didn’t sound pleasant.

“Thanks,” he said, taking the first aid kit. He caught Gabriel’s attention and gestured for him to sit. “Your turn. Let me see your hands.”

Gabriel held them out, not even scowling or giving his usual exasperated huff. And he didn’t complain when, palms out to reveal the no-longer-bleeding cuts, Miles crouched down in front of him and painstakingly put a Band-Aid on each tiny one. His fingers stopped shaking after the third.

It was overkill, and they both knew he’d take them off the second he left, but Gabriel didn’t say anything.

“I like your drawings,” Gabriel said casually. “I’m not usually a fan of pencil and charcoal work, but yours are better than most.”

Miles kept his face down, focused on Gabriel’s hands, on his slender fingers. “Thanks.” It was possibly the nicest thing Gabriel had ever said to him. He could feel Charlee seething from where she was leaning against the wall.

He finished and leaned back on his heels, giving Gabriel a quick once-over to make sure there were no mortal wounds that he might be hiding.

“Are you out of Band-Aids yet?” Gabriel’s voice was too soft to be scathing.

Miles had to look away. “Yeah, yeah, you’re free.”

Charlee coughed pointedly, as if they possibly could have forgotten she was there. “Your mom called me while I was in the kitchen. She and your dad are going to stay in Spokane overnight. The job is taking longer than expected and they don’t want to drive home in the dark.” Miles couldn’t hide his sigh of relief. Facing his parents tonight would have been one thing too many.

“I’m thinking we say I drove to that bookstore with the second-floor cafe, the one right outside Seattle, but my battery died so you drove over to give me a jump. It’ll explain what you were doing all the way out there. Between the rain, slick roads, and deer with a death wish, they can’t blame the accident on you.”

Miles could’ve hugged her for the next week straight. “You think they’ll buy that?”

“I don’t see why not. There’s no need for them to know he”—she jerked her chin at Gabriel—“was involved.”

The mountain of lies was starting to teeter.

“Jenna and Amy saw him, though.”

“They saw a school friend of yours. We’ll say he was stopping by to pick up something for a project. Easy-peasy.”

“That all seems adequately believable.” Gabriel sounded almost impressed.

Charlee all but snarled, “I’m not doing it for you.”

“Thank you,” Miles said, before she could get into it with Gabriel again. “You know I owe you a million.”

She took that as her cue to leave, grabbing the first aid kit with a huff and slamming the door behind her. The cup of pens on Miles’s desk rattled.

“Here.” Miles strode over to his closet and pulled out a navy blue hoodie with a cozy fleece lining. It was impossible to ignore Gabriel’s shirt, nearly translucent with water—he must be freezing. “It’s not cashmere, but it’s clean and dry.”

Gabriel took it from him, frowning.

“C’mon.” Miles huffed out a laugh at his reluctance. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell.”

Gabriel’s hands dropped to the buttons of his shirt, and Miles quickly whirled around to give him privacy. Somehow, it felt almost more uncomfortable to stand there and listen to every rustle and wet-fabric noise, so he cleared his throat and went to his dresser to dig out a pair of dry socks.

Socks changed, Miles turned back around. Gabriel had the hoodie on, straightening out the arms with quick tugs. He’d hung his drenched shirt over Miles’s desk chair.

If today had been a nightmare, the sight of Gabriel sitting on Miles’s bed in his favorite hoodie, hands speckled with crooked Band-Aids, uncertain and embarrassed rather than cold and dismissive, was a surreal sort of dream.

“You’re okay, right?”

Gabriel glanced away, but not fast enough—Miles saw the emotions he’d tucked away in the car trickling through. His mask had cracked between then and now, a porcelain plate beneath the blunt force of a hammer, and he was struggling to hold all the pieces together.

How could Miles possibly comfort him right now? How could he offer any reassurance or guarantee everything would turn out okay, that Gabriel wasn’t tainted by his unnatural gifts, that what had been done could be undone?

“I never told you,” he said slowly, “but the night I first met you, when I found you at the party, I could sense something was off about you. There was this void around you, a dark cloud keeping your emotions hidden.” Gabriel looked stricken, so Miles hurried to add, “But it didn’t scare me. It didn’t feel evil. I was standing next to you and I was so relieved because everyone else was so overwhelming and you were… calm. Quiet. Weirdly comforting.”

That feeling had struck a chord deep in him.

“What’s your point?” The question could have been cutting if Gabriel didn’t sound so exhausted. “That you’ve always had questionable judgment?”

“Luckily for you,” Miles teased. “No, I just… whatever you feel inside of you, what if it’s not as strong as you think? Influence can work both ways, right? Maybe you’ve been changing it for the better without even realizing.”

It didn’t come out nearly as eloquent as it had been in his head, silly now that he’d put it into words. But he didn’t think he was wrong. Darkness and evil weren’t one and the same.

Gabriel was staring at him. Miles didn’t know if it was because he thought he was delusional, or if he was considering his words.

Chances were it was the former.

“Anyway…” Miles ran a hand through his hair. “Are you hungry?” He realized with a pang that he was starving. “I think we have leftover pizza in the fridge I can heat up.”

“I could eat.” He sounded far too agreeable—a word Miles never imagined he’d use to describe him.

Miles grabbed the iron box. “I’ll put this downstairs so you don’t forget to take it with you when Edmund shows up. It’s technically yours, but—don’t open it again.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

Downstairs, he lingered by the kitchen table as Miles worked the pizza box out of the fridge and grabbed plates from the cabinet. He was certain it was nowhere near the quality Gabriel was used to—it was from a place in town, the owner always giving them a discount for helping with a cursed mirror she’d inherited a few years ago—but there wasn’t much else in the house to eat.

“Okay, we’ve got pepperoni or what I’d guess is veggie lover. I’d offer you the last slice of Hawaiian, but I’m not that nice.”

“I should have guessed,” Gabriel muttered in disgust.

“What, are you a pizza purist?”

“Pineapple on pizza,” Gabriel said imperiously, “is for masochists and children.”

“Or people with superior taste buds.” To annoy him, Miles took a big bite of the cold slice. “Mmmh, sweet and salty.”

“You’re repulsive.” Gabriel peered into the pizza box. “I’ll have pepperoni.”

While their slices were being nuked in the microwave, Miles drank a glass of water, then poured another for Gabriel in case he was thirsty, glad someone had cleaned all the dishes this morning. Dreary sunshine streamed in through the window and cut across Gabriel’s features as he peered around the kitchen, picking up the swirling dust particles around him. It reminded Miles of glittering firework sparks raining through the sky—and then his brain took a hard, unexpected turn into thinking about how pretty the explosions of color would be reflected in Gabriel’s gray eyes.

He was so exhausted, he was starting to get delirious.

There were things to discuss: Florence, Jocelyn’s body, the Bone Woods, how they were going to meet up now that Miles didn’t have Blanche—but he was too tired and hungry. Gabriel must’ve felt the same, because he hadn’t mentioned any of it, either.

The microwave timer beeped. Miles pulled out the plate, making sure it wasn’t too hot before passing it over. Gabriel’s gaze flitted around the counters from drawer to drawer.

“If you ask me for a fork, I’m kicking you out.”

Gabriel opened his mouth, but Miles shushed him. “My house, my rules. We’re going to eat pizza with our hands, like the Italians intended.”

A soft snort escaped Gabriel. “Can I at least get a napkin?”

“If you ask nicely.”

“If you don’t give me a napkin, I’ll have to resort to wiping my greasy fingers on your sweatshirt. That’s not a threat, it’s a promise.”

Miles laughed and grabbed him one from the roll. He gestured for Gabriel to follow him into the living room. “Here, we can watch something while we eat.” He didn’t want to sit in awkward silence at the table and listen to each other chew.

Gabriel sat gingerly on the edge of the couch. His posture was still prim and proper, no hint of a slouch across the straight line of his shoulders.

Miles turned the TV on, finding it paused halfway through an episode of some cooking competition his mom must have been watching. He swapped it over to his favorite ghost hunting show. The familiar intro started, flashing leather jackets and spiked hair, spooky shots of Ouija boards and EMF detectors, and hallways illuminated in night vision green. Gabriel’s eyes lit up.

“No demon hamster in this episode,” Miles told him. “But I’m too hungry to spend time finding it.” He mostly just wanted background noise, a comforting distraction.

The show played and Miles watched as Gabriel took a bite of his pizza, relaxing slightly against the arm of the couch. He let himself unclench, let it sink in that they were both okay, both alive, and tried to focus on the TV instead of the boy beside him.
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By some small miracle, Miles managed to fall asleep that night. After Gabriel left—Edmund picking him up with an impatient honk of his shiny silver car—Miles had taken the longest, hottest shower of his life, spent hours scribbling down notes on everything they’d learned from the past few days until his brain was mush, then fallen into his bed and passed out.

He was a bit clearer now, more focused. They had a next step: finding the old Hawthorne house and hopefully, Jocelyn’s body. It could be the place from Miles’s vision. If he could manage to shake this doubt that he was marching Gabriel straight to his own death under the illusion of good intentions and optimism, things would feel like they were looking up.

“Hey.” Miles nudged Charlee with his foot. She was curled up on his bed, reading on her tablet, still grumpy with him after the scare yesterday but sticking close. “I was thinking… what if we tried bringing on another premonition? Maybe it’ll show me more details and we’ll know for sure if this old Hawthorne house is the place Gabriel’s death is supposed to go down.”

She lowered her screen menacingly. “You aren’t serious, right? Did you forget what happened last time?” Her finger jabbed at the floor. “Because I haven’t. I thought your brain was melting, you jerk.”

He hadn’t forgotten, and he wasn’t exactly thrilled at the idea of reliving it. It was reckless. But if they were going to venture anywhere close to the place where Gabriel might die, he needed to be as prepared as possible.

“Gabriel’s going no matter what, he’s too stubborn. I just want to have an idea of what we’re walking into and if I need to… I dunno, tie him up outside or something so he doesn’t get himself killed.”

“Pretty sure that’s his problem.”

“C’mon, knock it off. Another glimpse of the future could mean the difference between life and death. If you don’t help me, I’ll do it on my own.”

“You’re a serious asshole, you know that? And if this kills you, you’d better not even think about paying me a ghostly visit because I will banish you straight to hell.” She was fuming, but got up, stomping for the door. “I’ll go grab some stuff.”

“You’re the best.”

She gave him the finger over her shoulder as she vanished into the hall, making Miles laugh.

While he was waiting, Miles’s phone buzzed with a text from Gabriel. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one up early.


I was thinking about Florence. About why my great-grandmother might have given me the ring.



It was obvious to Miles. She’d given them the equivalent of a ghost bomb. There was no good way to spin that.

Gabriel sent another text before he could respond.


Perhaps it’s so I can get answers from Florence herself. She knows what ritual was done and how it can be undone.



Please tell me you don’t actually want
to talk to her… She tried to KILL US

He set down his phone as Charlee walked in, her arms loaded with supplies. “Selenite, for clearing away distractions,” she said without preamble. “Amethyst for clarity. Azurite and celestite for enhancing psychic abilities.” She spread the crystals around him and handed him a corked vial. “Water I charged under the full moon. Add a splash to this”—she handed him a mug of cloudy tea—“and drink it.”

“Isn’t this a little much?” he complained, but did as she said. The tea was earthy and bitter.

She lit an incense cone, wafting the smoke towards him. It smelled sweet, of honeysuckle and calendula. “If you’re going to do this, you’re going to do it right.”

Under her instruction, he crossed his legs and closed his eyes again, taking slow, calming breaths. He tried to visualize a door in his mind opening, ready and willing to receive premonitions, even if they wanted to fry his brain.

Time passed, though he couldn’t say how much. Charlee was silent in his desk chair, occasionally wafting more incense smoke at him. It made him feel warm and a little sleepy, but not—

The nape of his neck tingled, the feeling spreading down his spine like an electrical current. It was an impossible sensation to describe but he knew he was being… watched. The weight of an unfamiliar stare. That prickle of apprehension.

He tried to open the door wider, consciously inhaling and exhaling.

Behind him was a lifted platform, a woman laid out on it. She turned her head and looked at him with eyes that blazed like twin suns, dark with determination and rage. Her face was tear-streaked, her hands curled into claws against the stone.

No, he’d already seen this before. He needed new information, a useful clue.

There was more, a kick of awareness behind his ribcage telling him it was just out of reach. More to see, more he needed to know, more trying to get through but it was blocked, held frozen and hostage and—

Without warning, the door slammed closed in his mind.

“Damn it.” He blinked in the brightness of his room.

“No luck?” Charlee asked.

He shook his head. “More of the same. But I could feel something else trying to get through. I don’t know if it’s me, but there’s a barrier holding it back. I can’t seem to reach through it.”

“You shouldn’t be having these visions in the first place. Your mind is probably trying to protect itself.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

It didn’t really matter; he hadn’t seen anything useful. Yet another waste of time.

He’d put his phone on silent for the meditation, but Gabriel had texted him again. Aware of Charlee’s attention, Miles kept his expression carefully blank as he read it.


We should discuss when we’re going to venture out to find the original house. Unless you don’t wish to accompany me.



Yeah, as if he would let Gabriel go alone.

He checked the clock—it was only eight thirty in the morning. Plenty of time.

No I definitely do. No solo ventures allowed.
Besides you’ll need my corpse-finding expertise.
My parents won’t be home until this afternoon…
it might be smart to go before they get back
and I’m grounded for wrecking my car

No point in sitting around waiting, either. As uneasy as he was about this, the prospect of doing nothing all day was unbearable.

“Texting your boyfriend?” Charlee asked, though it was less snide than usual.

Miles didn’t bother wasting his time correcting her. “Yeah. I might have to run over there—any chance you’ll let me take your car?” It was a big ask, especially considering what had happened to his. “Or you could drive me over and drop me off—”

“Nope. No way I’m going to that place. Take my car and know that your life is forfeit if anything happens to it.”

On his screen, Gabriel’s response popped up, followed quickly by another.


Lovely. You can be my cadaver dog for the day.




I can be ready in half an hour. The gate door will be open.



*   *   *

Bram opened the massive front door this time, that giant black cat tucked under his arm. He was in a charcoal sweater, his caramel-colored hair neatly combed to one side. The only thing marring his tidy appearance was a smudge of brown in the corner of his mouth.

“Hello again,” he said. “Do you want to come in? Gabriel should be down soon.”

He was a good kid, despite his inherited Hawthorne solemnness.

“Sure, thank you.”

The door creaked as Bram closed it behind him, his cat watching Miles with shrewd yellow eyes. Its tail twitched, then curled around Bram’s arm almost possessively.

“I never asked what your cat’s name is.”

“Oh!” He hefted the cat up a little higher. “This is Balthazar.”

What was with this family and their obsession with weird, old-fashioned names?

“That’s a nice name,” Miles lied, smiling down at Bram. “I used to have a cat.” Technically it had been a family cat, a scrappy old thing that lurked around the house, yowling and scratching at anyone who dared cross him. “His name was Fred.”

“That’s not a good name for anything.”

Unable to stop himself from laughing, Miles replied, “I guess not. I didn’t pick it.”

As if summoned by the laughter, Gabriel appeared at the top of the stairs. He was in a black peacoat instead of the one he normally wore and had a gray knit scarf knotted around his neck. As he drew closer, Miles noticed faint bruising around the bridge of his nose and right cheekbone. They must’ve woken up similarly sore and battered this morning.

“Bram,” Gabriel said disapprovingly as he came down the stairs, “you’ve got chocolate on your mouth. I bet there’s syrup on your fingers, too.”

“I washed my hands!” Bram protested. He got the same little crease between his eyebrows as Gabriel when he frowned.

Gabriel gave a long-suffering sigh. “Go wash up, and make sure Edmund cleaned the kitchen.” He gestured at Miles. “And remember—”

“He was never here,” Bram finished for him, exasperated. “You’ve told me a hundred times. I won’t say anything. Mother never even knows when I’m lying.” A slightly giddy tone colored his voice.

“Don’t let it get to your head.” Gabriel scratched Balthazar between his ears and the cat kicked up a low rumbling purr. “Cats don’t like egomaniacs.”

Miles’s chest throbbed. It must still be sore from the car crash yesterday.

“Balthazar is an egomaniac.” Bram grinned up at his brother, revealing a missing incisor.

“I can’t argue with that.” Gabriel gestured for Miles to follow him, reaching for the front door, then told Bram, “Don’t forget that you’re on lookout in case Mother comes home early. You and Balthazar both.”

“I’ll call you if she does,” Bram swore.

Miles waited until he and Gabriel were out on the front steps, the door closed firmly behind them, before asking, “Should we be worried about her coming home early?”

“No. Bram just likes to think he’s helping.”

Miles noticed all the Band-Aids were gone from his hands. “Your mom didn’t question anything yesterday?”

“Well, I can’t hide this.” Gabriel gestured to his bruised face. “But Edmund helped sneak me in without her seeing, and she left early this morning.”

It would be nice if Miles could avoid his parents, too—the inevitable conversation when they got home today loomed over him. He exhaled, his breath hanging in a white cloud. “I don’t do well with all of this. Lying, sneaking around, making up stories. It stresses me out.”

“Because you’re an honest person.”

“I guess.” Miles shifted, staring down at his shoes. “It doesn’t matter, it will be fine. Anxious worrying is kinda my thing. Speaking of which, I couldn’t figure out how to lock the gate behind me. Should we make a quick detour?” There’d been no obvious lock, but it felt wrong to leave such an easy way in through the wrought-iron monstrosity.

“No,” Gabriel said dismissively. “We rarely lock it.”

“Doesn’t that kinda contradict the point of having a scary fence in the first place?”

“What would we be afraid of getting in?” He gave Miles a rueful smile that made it impossible to tell if he was serious or not. “The monsters already live here.”

Miles wasn’t sure what to say to that. Some of the monsters, maybe. But not Gabriel.

Gabriel turned back to the driveway before he could respond. “We should get going.”

“Hang on.” The bag in Miles’s pocket became ten pounds heavier—he hadn’t been sure if he was going to give it to Gabriel until now. “I actually—I have something for you.”

He pulled out the small pouch and handed it over to a curious Gabriel, who tipped it into his hand. A silver necklace slipped out.

“They’re protection charms,” Miles explained in a rush, pointing at the pieces strung on the slender chain. He’d picked iron, obsidian, tourmaline, labradorite, and hematite, all hand-engraved with protection sigils. “So you won’t get possessed again. And they’ll warn you of bad auras, keep negative energy away, things like that. My mom makes them and—well, I know how your family feels about ungifted people, but she does a really good job.” He pulled his out from under his shirt with antsy fingers, charms jingling softly as they knocked together. “I have mine on a necklace, so that’s how I did yours, but they’ll still work if you keep them in your pocket or whatever.”

He hadn’t been able to bring on another premonition, but he could at least make sure Gabriel had some protection from here on out.

Gabriel studied the charms. “I’ve heard your mother is quite good at what she does.”

“You have?” Other families bought charms and ritual kits from his mom, but he’d always assumed it was for convenience.

“Yes.” A knowing look gleamed in Gabriel’s eyes. “My mother complains about it often. She’s quite peeved by the reputation Sarah has built.” He tucked the necklace into his coat pocket.

That information was better than any thank you. It also reminded Miles of a question he’d been meaning to ask. “Do you know why our moms hate each other so much?”

“Specifically?” Gabriel pondered for a moment. “My mother’s never said anything. I presume it’s more than the Warren name, though. She doesn’t speak of your father with quite the same level of vitriol.”

“I thought the same thing. The way they keep going at each other feels personal.” Another puzzle to piece together, although it wasn’t nearly as dire as finding a murderer. It only ate away at him so insistently because he couldn’t ask his mom. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Let’s go before it starts raining.”

The chill in the air was fierce and biting as Gabriel led them around the house, where the property stretched out towards the edge of a forest. Miles tried not to think about how toasty his old jacket had been as he zipped his thin hoodie up to his chin. He should’ve choked down his pride and brought the thick knit hat his mom had made for him. It was hideous—mustardy-yellow with a pom-pom on top that bounced jauntily as he walked—but warm.

“Do you know where this place is?” he asked, glad his boots were relatively waterproof as he tromped through the soaked grass.

“The Bone Woods are the only part of the property I’ve never been to,” Gabriel replied, “but I know how to get there. I should warn you—my mother never allowed us to go there because she said it was too dangerous, that the land is rotten. That whatever poisoned the plants could poison us, too.”

“Awesome.” Just when he thought things couldn’t get any creepier around here. Wishful thinking, clearly.

“I’m not concerned—she almost certainly said that to keep us away. There’s something there she didn’t want us to find.”

Hopefully, the body of their murdered ancestor.

A worn path led from the back of the house into dense trees. As they crossed into the forest, the air grew thick with the earthy odor of wet soil and damp leaves. It was quiet, except for their footsteps, the water dripping from the thick canopy of branches, and the occasional bird call. Ahead, Miles could see the glint of water where the trees thinned out.

“Is that a lake?” he asked in disbelief. His brain immediately went to the thought of Gabriel in a small, wooden boat, paddling around the lake in one of those straw hats and suspenders over his white button-up, pulled straight from a romance movie his mom would watch every weekend.

“Only a small one.”

“So, you’ve got a mansion, a lake… anything else?”

“The mausoleum and cemetery, but I’ve mentioned both of those before.”

Ah yes, how could Miles forget about those two very common and essential things?

They emerged at the edge of the lake, the inky water glass-smooth, not even a faint ripple marring the surface. As Gabriel led them around, Miles could make out thick, tangled weeds glistening under the water near the shore.

“So, what’s the point of having a mausoleum and a cemetery?” he asked. They weren’t on any path now. The forest was thicker, where the feral beasts would be hiding. “Isn’t that a bit repetitive?”

“Florence had the mausoleum built at the same time as the house, but it’s rather small. The cemetery was added in later for extra space.”

Nice and morbid.

“It would be a majorly bad idea to talk to Florence.” Miles swatted at a spiderweb trying to cling to him as they reentered the trees. Moss crawled up the trunks, water droplets caught like gleaming pearls in a net. “Even if she has the answers you’re looking for, there’s no guarantee she’d tell you. Not to mention the attempted murder yesterday.”

Gabriel stepped over a fallen log. “I’m aware of the risk. And it shouldn’t be attempted until after we’ve banished Jocelyn and my death has been averted.”

That, at least, they could agree on.

They walked for a few minutes, ducking under low-hanging branches and dodging pools of watery muck. The next time Gabriel stopped, they were in front of a low, metal gate held closed by a length of chain and a padlock.

“The Bone Woods are just past here.” Gabriel pointed through the trees. “See where the white starts?”

It took Miles a second before he saw—slender tree trunks bleached white, their chalky branches stretched to the sky like skeletal fingers. It was a void in a forest rich with color and life.

They managed to climb over the wobbly gate without falling, though Gabriel needed a hand, landing a little unsteadily in the slick grass. If there had once been a path, it was overgrown and lost to the woods now, but Gabriel led the way, knowing exactly where he was going.

“You were never curious enough to take a peek?” Miles asked. He didn’t have enough fingers to count the number of times his parents told him not to touch or mess with something. The second they were out of the room, he’d scurry over and start poking around.

He’d been doomed to be drawn to Gabriel the second his parents told him to stay away from the Hawthornes.

“No.” Gabriel’s mouth pressed into a tight line as he sidestepped a broken branch. “I learned early on to pick my battles when it came to my mother’s rules. This never seemed worth it.”

“Your childhood doesn’t sound very fun,” Miles commented without thinking, then felt terrible. “I just mean, you didn’t do much lame kid stuff, you know?”

“What does that entail?”

“I dunno, playing tag in the house until something broke, then you had to try and cover it up. Racing bikes and crashing into a curb. Seeing who could blow the biggest bubble in their cereal milk.” Gabriel had stopped, staring at Miles like he was speaking gibberish. “Like I said, it was lame kid stuff, but it was fun.”

Gabriel considered his words for a long moment. “We had very different childhoods.”

It wasn’t difficult to imagine. Gabriel had told him his dad was never around and that left Felicity who, well… An icicle would’ve been a warmer parent.

Growing up poor, Miles had never really taken an objective look at the privileges he did have. A family that loved him. Parents who tried to be there for him. A house he was welcome in. Memories he cherished.

“Sorry.” Miles was an ass for even bringing it up. “That must’ve been hard. But hey, if you ever want to have a bike race, I know the best street for it.”

“I’ve never ridden a bike before.”

Miles tripped over a rock and nearly face-planted. The cawing of a crow overhead sounded like mocking laughter. “What? Never?”

“That’s what I said. I’ve never understood why it’s such an important childhood rite of passage. A bike is practically a death machine.”

Miles couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “No way. It’s the greatest feeling ever when you’re a kid. Like you’re flying.” It was unfathomable that Gabriel had missed out on such a big moment. “The next chance we get, I’m showing you how to ride a bike.”

“No, you are not.”

“C’mon, don’t be chicken. I taught both my sisters and they’re both pros now.”

“I’m not being chicken, I simply don’t see the appeal of climbing on a contraption with a high likelihood of injuring me.”

That pulled a laugh from Miles. He bumped Gabriel gently with his shoulder. “I wouldn’t be a good teacher if I let you fall. It’s easy, I promise.”

To his surprise, Gabriel gave him a lingering look and said, “Fine. You can teach me, but racing you is where I draw the line.”

Miles would gladly take that deal. Gabriel’s smiles were rare, but he was willing to bet he’d get one when Gabriel took off down the sidewalk and experienced that magical moment of flying.

Before he could agree, the trees parted and they were at the edge of the Bone Woods.

“What did this to them?” Miles asked as they approached the first ghostly tree. It was pure white, its bark peeling in long strips to show the equally colorless flesh beneath. There were no leaves on the ground here, no plants of any kind aside from the trees. A graveyard. As the wind blew past them, the branches rattled like dry bones.

“I don’t know,” Gabriel admitted. “Nothing good.”

That was an understatement. If the old Hawthorne home was here, could Florence’s use of dark and forbidden rituals have done this? Sucked the soul right out of the surrounding forest?

They walked carefully through the Bone Woods, fallen branches cracking and popping beneath their feet, gunshots in the thick silence. Miles couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched, the back of his neck tickling.

“I don’t like this,” he whispered, keeping as close to Gabriel as he could without tripping him. The first sight of something coming at them through the trees and he was throwing Gabriel over his shoulder and hauling him out of here.

The trees started to thin out, the ground clearing. Beyond them, crouched like a massive slumbering beast, sat the ruins of a house.

It was beyond dilapidated. Miles could see sagging wooden beams where part of the roof had fallen away. What had once been windows were now black, yawning holes, and the ground was littered with chunks of stone, leaving gaping wounds in the house where they’d fallen. The front door was missing entirely.

So. The old Hawthorne home was here after all.

Miles stopped. “I really don’t want to go in there.”

The wind picked up, those bone branches rubbing together with the screech eerily similar to a violin, all the hairs on Miles’s body standing to attention. The only song these trees knew was one of death.

“It does look rather unpleasant.” Gabriel wasn’t moving, either. “And dangerous.”

Oh, Miles had no doubt it was. The roof seemed ready to fall in completely at any moment, the walls a single gentle breeze away from teetering over. And it was strange—all the trees around the house were white and colorless, all the plants long dead and withered away, but the house itself was covered in life. Ivy crawled up the walls and long grass grew on what had once been the porch.

“But,” Gabriel continued, “we have to go in. Jocelyn’s body could be here.” Like he was trying to convince himself.

“It could be. Or it could be buried outside somewhere. Should we just check around here?”

“Don’t ask me—you’re the cadaver dog, remember?”

They both knew they were going in. Too many potential answers lay beyond that creepy, foreboding doorway. They hadn’t come this far to not take the final steps, no matter how badly Miles wanted to walk away.

“Okay,” he said. “We go in carefully. First sign of Jocelyn or any other ghost stuff, or ominous creaking like the house is about to collapse, we’re out of there. No hesitation. Deal?”

“That seems fair.”

Miles examined Gabriel. “I’d feel a lot better if I didn’t know that you were wearing one of your stupid shirts under your coat, even though I told you not to.” Sure enough, he caught a glimpse of a crisp white collar. “Be real with me—do you have a death wish?”

“No, I don’t have a death wish. But if it will get you to stop complaining, here.” He unbuttoned his coat with swift fingers, handing it over to Miles, then his scarf. They smelled like him, crisp and clean. His evil button-up was next, revealing a plain white T-shirt underneath. Seeing Gabriel in a T-shirt was like peering into some wrong, alternate dimension. It was a strange relief when he took his coat and slipped it back on. “There, do you feel better?”

Miles did, even knowing that wasn’t how this whole thing worked. “Yes.”

Gabriel dropped his button-up to the ground. “Good, because I’m going in. You’re welcome to stay out here if you’d prefer.”

There was no way he was letting Gabriel venture inside alone.

“Let’s get this over with,” he muttered.
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The front porch creaked under their feet as they walked through the gaping entrance, the wood rotted away completely in spots. Miles wrinkled his nose—it reeked of damp mold and sour must, unmistakable decay. The wallpaper was peeling in long, skin-like strips, drooping to the floor. Ivy had crawled in through several of the windows, draping down the sills and burrowing under the floorboards. Weak light filtered through holes in the roof, illuminating the decomposing floorboards but leaving the corners obscured in dense shadows.

This was officially the creepiest place Miles had even been, and he frequented cemeteries after dark.

There was familiarity here—that same, oppressive chill seeping through the walls Miles sensed in the Hawthorne mansion. The aura tainted in the same way.

He repressed a tremor, making himself step deeper into the belly of the house.

It was small compared to the Hawthorne mansion, opening immediately into what had once been the living room, though the space was now used by the fungus and bugs who had made it their home. A sagging staircase led to the second floor and Miles was immediately hopeful they wouldn’t be given any reason to venture up there.

“It doesn’t appear anyone has been here for a long time,” Gabriel commented, brushing away trailing cobwebs from the rotting banister.

He could say that again. The wooden floors were covered in dirt, leaves, and dust so thick in certain places that Miles could make out little paws and birds’ feet imprinted into the grime. Tracks from previous visitors.

“There’d better not be any wild animals living in here,” Miles muttered. Being jumped by a horde of rabid raccoons would be just his luck.

Gabriel scraped his shoe across the floor, dragging debris over the crack where the wooden floorboards met. It vanished, falling through, and faintly, Miles heard it strike below.

“There’s empty space down there,” Gabriel said. “A basement.”

“I thought you said this place didn’t have one.”

“It shouldn’t. It wasn’t on any of the plans.”

“Maybe it’s a crawlspace.” Miles pulled his phone from his pocket and turned on the flashlight, but he couldn’t see through the cracks. It could be a good place to hide a body, as long as you didn’t mind the stench. Florence just had a whole new house built. “Let’s look for a way down.”

Gabriel went one way and Miles took that as his cue to go the other, through the once-living-room. Hairy spiders scurried to escape the light of his phone, disappearing into the walls, and he shuddered. Anything with more than four legs was… blech.

He found a door, but it was a closet, the walls stained with black mold. The smell made him close it back up quickly.

“Find anything?” he hollered.

“Nothing worth sharing.” Gabriel sounded vaguely nauseous. Miles decided not to ask.

A door under the stairs ended up being another closet space. Based on the scratching coming from inside the walls, it was the current home of a demon rat.

If Miles never had to come back here, he’d die happy.

A loud crash reverberated through the house, the floorboards shaking beneath his feet. For a split second of terror, it felt like the whole place was coming down on their heads.

“Gabriel!” he yelled, his voice cracking, choking on his fear. It echoed through the empty house. What happened?

When he didn’t get any response, he cautiously crept into the room where he’d seen Gabriel go. It was empty, with a filthy fireplace set on the far wall and fat tentacle roots that had crept through the stone.

In the middle of the floor was a big, gaping hole, a cloud of dust settling around it.

Shit.

Miles rushed over and dropped to his knees, wincing as the splintered boards stabbed his hand. A shape shifted in the gloom, but it was too dark to make out what. “Gabriel! Are you okay?”

No answer.

Miles was going to kill him for this. As soon as he made sure he wasn’t already dead.

Images of him dead or dying, impaled on a piece of wood or rusty metal, sent Miles’s heartbeat pounding frantically in his temples, behind his ears. He promised himself if Gabriel was okay, he’d never make fun of his old-person clothes or his massive amounts of money or his evil family ever again.

He shone his phone flashlight into the hole and illuminated a dust-covered Gabriel lying on his back on a pile of boards. It wasn’t as far down as he’d feared, but Gabriel wasn’t moving.

“Hey, seriously, answer me.” Miles hated the fear chasing at the heels of his words.

A beat of silence passed before there was a low groan, then Gabriel rolled over onto his hands and knees clumsily, boards clattering. He coughed a few times, clearing his throat with a rasp. “I’m fine,” he finally called, his voice tight. “I found a way down.”

Hilarious. Miles collapsed back against the disgusting floor. Right when he thought Gabriel couldn’t be a bigger asshole, he went and scared the hell out of him. “Jesus. You dick. You could have killed yourself. Take your millions of dollars and buy yourself some common sense.”

“Because common sense would have prevented the floor from collapsing,” Gabriel responded dryly. “Or, perhaps, it would’ve made a nice cushion for me to land on.” He climbed to his feet and turned in a slow circle.

“What’s down there?”

“A room,” was all Gabriel said before he walked out of view.

Damn it. If Gabriel was going to get murdered anywhere, it’d be in the sketchy hidden basement.

Miles slid feet-first into the hole, holding onto the edge for as long as he could before letting go. The drop wasn’t far, but he landed hard, stumbling over the debris.

“Nice of you to join me.” Gabriel was closer than he’d expected. “Though it would have been smarter to stay up there until I learned if there’s a way out of here or not.”

Oh. Yeah, that might’ve been a good idea.

“Ugh, it’s musty down here.” The air was thick in his lungs. It smelled harsh, pungent, mildew and decay right under his nose.

“A surprisingly common side effect of sealing off a hidden room in a house that hasn’t been touched for years.” Only Gabriel could manage to sound so snarky while covered from head to toe in dust, clutching his ribs.

The room they were in looked like storage, the walls lined with shelves, his phone light reflecting off the glass jars, illuminating viscous liquids inside. Bundles of dried herbs and spindly branches hung from the ceiling corner above a stack of faded barrels, the other corner taken up by a cluttered table.

In the surrounding shadows, the energy of the air shifted, just slightly.

They weren’t alone down here.

“Do you feel that?” Miles asked, rubbing his hands together. His fingers were icicles. Against his collarbone, his protection charms were buzzing and warm.

“Yes.” Gabriel cocked his head, standing still for a long second before approaching the table. “I think… something wants me to find it.”

Ripples of cold emptiness pulsed through the room. Miles’s hair stood on end and his teeth were aching down to the root. “You shouldn’t—” he started, but it was too late.

Gabriel reached out and pulled a wooden box across the table, sending objects clattering to the floor. Something shattered. He didn’t seem to notice or care. “It’s locked.”

The box was plain wood, nondescript, but the front latch, discolored with rust and age, was held closed by a padlock. The feeling of wrongness grew the closer Miles got, as if he were approaching a black hole.

“I don’t think you should touch it.”

“There’s something in there.” Gabriel reached for the lock. Before he could even touch it, it opened with a loud click, falling free to the table.

“I mean it, I have a bad feeling. Put it back. Let’s get out of here.” A low noise, a hoarse whisper, rose around them. Miles’s jacket lifted in a phantom wind, urging him forward.

Ignoring him, Gabriel flipped the lid open with a creak.

“It’s a book.”

Well, that was a little anticlimactic. But Miles had learned that appearances were often deceptive when it came to cursed and possessed objects. It looked old, bound in creased leather with no title or marks on the cover.

Gabriel pulled it out of the box. Overhead, the house groaned ominously, the very foundation and walls around them joining in. He flipped it open, the book parting easily in the middle. All Miles could make out was scrawling black ink.

“It’s not just a book,” Gabriel said, voice low. “It’s the grimoire.”

The grimoire.

“Are you sure?”

He nodded. “Look—a hex for enemies, a resurrection spell, a sickness curse… This page is about making a talisman to punish anyone who wrongs you with nightmares so vivid, they’ll go mad. And this”—he went back a page—“is a blood spell to bend someone’s will to your own for a short period of time. To create a living puppet.”

It was sick. Being gifted was supposed to be about helping people, about working with nature and good intentions to heal, protect, and cleanse. That book went against everything Miles had been taught.

“Put it back.”

“I don’t think we should.” Gabriel turned to Miles. His eyes were unnaturally bright, almost glowing in the dank basement. “The way to undo the curse could be in here.”

He was right, but Miles didn’t want that thing anywhere near them, and he didn’t like the way Gabriel was clutching it to his chest.

“Okay, fine, but give it to me.”

Gabriel hesitated. A feverish sheen of sweat glinted on his forehead. “I can carry it.”

The grimoire was influencing him. Jocelyn had said in her journal that it called to her, demanded to be used. Ever since it had pulled Gabriel across the room, it had been sinking its sneaky little hooks into him.

“Give it to me,” Miles said firmly, watching as the cover of the book strained, bulging as if something was alive inside it, pressing into Gabriel’s touch.

He reached out and grabbed the grimoire—it was so cold it seared against his skin. Gabriel resisted, lurching away, but Miles was ready for it, digging his nails into the leather despite the pain. They grappled for a moment, tugging against each other, the pulsing beat from the grimoire increasing like a racing heart, until Miles gave a vicious yank and ripped it free.

The second it was out of Gabriel’s hands, he teetered dangerously, catching himself against the table. “Oh,” he said, his voice faint. “That was interesting.”

“No, it wasn’t.” Miles tucked the book under his arm, trying to ignore the radiating chill eating through his hoodie. “It’s evil and it’s already getting to you. Don’t touch it, don’t even think about it. And start listening to me when I tell you to leave stuff alone.”

For once, Gabriel didn’t argue, but Miles saw his gaze dart to the book again.

“Seriously,” he warned. “If you try to get it again, I’m leaving it here and burning this place down behind us.”

He was afraid. That thing had burrowed its way inside of Gabriel within moments.

“You can’t. Swear you won’t.”

“Do you hear yourself? Listen to what it’s doing to you.”

“No, I’m not—this isn’t—” He never stumbled over his words. “For Bram. I need it for him.”

Selfishly, Miles had almost forgotten about Gabriel’s quest to save Bram from their cursed gifts. He’d do whatever it took.

But he wasn’t going to let Gabriel become warped and tainted like Florence. “Okay. We’ll bring it back with us, but I’m holding onto it.”

“But I—”

“Gabriel.” He cut him off. “I need you to trust me on this. I’ve had your back this whole time—that’s not going to change now.”

He meant it, he realized with breathless exhilaration, and fear. He was going full ride-or-die for this stuck-up jerk.

Gabriel stared up at him and finally, he nodded.

*   *   *

They found the way back to the main floor—an unsteady ladder propped against the far wall and above it, a dingy hatch. Miles didn’t want to know what kind of spider nest he’d have to reach through to grab the handle, but it was still better than staying down here.

“Let’s go,” he told Gabriel, who was studying a wall like it held the secrets of the universe. Now that he wasn’t touching the grimoire, he appeared steadier, more himself.

“Come here.”

Yep, that was his usual bossy tone.

“What?” Miles wanted to get out of there. “It’s a wall. There are four of them here—crazy, I know.”

Gabriel pointed his flashlight up. “If it’s a wall, why is it on tracks?”

Sure enough, a metal bar ran along the top seam, attached to a grimy wheel. “That’s… weird.”

“A hidden room, perhaps.” Gabriel brushed away thick cobwebs in the corner. “There’s a crack here. Help me pull it.”

A hidden room within a hidden room. God, this family was insane.

Miles set the grimoire down and went to help. Together they heaved, the screech of rusty metal echoing through the space, and the wall slid open.

He’d been expecting a small room, the place Florence did her extra nasty work. Instead, he saw a long, foreboding hallway. He couldn’t make out an end.

“I’m assuming you want to go in there.”

Gabriel slipped past him. Miles, ever the idiot, followed.

The walls were stone, but the ground was soft dirt, almost springy. It was roomy enough that they could walk side by side, though the low ceiling made it feel cramped and suffocating. A few yards in, the doorway behind them was consumed by darkness.

“This isn’t a hall. It’s a tunnel.”

“It might be an escape tunnel,” Gabriel said. “In case of a fire or a raid. It most likely comes out somewhere else on the property.”

Miles started to sweat as they kept walking, no sound in the tunnel except for their muffled footsteps and distant dripping water. As they went farther, the walls developed a wet sheen, scummy puddles along the path reflecting their light. Thankfully, they hit a dead end quickly.

“The rest must have collapsed some time ago.” Gabriel studied the mound of rocks. “Or someone collapsed it.”

Miles really didn’t care if it was the work of mole-people or aliens—he wanted to get out of here. “Can we go now? I have a thing about feeling trapped.”

By thing, he meant a massive trigger for his anxiety. If they stayed much longer, Gabriel was going to have to talk him through a panic attack.

“You know, they call it an irrational fear for a reason.”

Gabriel had no way of knowing how big of a jerk he was being right now, but Miles was still tempted to snap at him.

In the inky tunnel behind them, a soft scrape sounded.

“Did you hear that?” Miles whirled around, but he couldn’t make anything out. “There’s something behind us.”

“There can’t be anything behind us. We just came that way.”

“Wanna bet?” His heart was racing loudly enough that he was sure Gabriel could hear it. Another scrape sounded, closer this time, and he lifted his phone.

A creature stepped out of the darkness on all fours. Miles had never seen anything like it. Low to the ground and built thick, similar to a pit bull, but made of mist, of shadows. His flashlight beam sliced right through it, illuminating the opposite wall of the tunnel. Its jaw was heavy, and from between the rows of wickedly sharp nightmare teeth, tendrils of silver mist unfurled. On its feet, obsidian claws glistened, scratching deep furrows into the dirt as it shifted its weight.

If hellhounds existed, this was what they looked like.

From behind Miles, Gabriel sucked in a gasp.

“Back up,” Miles whispered, gaze locked on the creature. Where its eyes should have been were empty holes, pockets of starless night carved into a skull.

Gabriel’s voice shook with fear. “There’s nowhere to go.”

Miles moved, putting himself more solidly between Gabriel and the monster. If he could distract it long enough for Gabriel to get by and make it back to the door…

“Don’t even think about it,” Gabriel hissed. “I’m not—”

The creature lunged forward, crashing into Miles with the weight of a boulder, taking him to the ground and knocking the air from his lungs. Jaws snapped inches from his face. Miles thrashed around, tried to hold it back, but there was nothing to push away, nothing to grip. The chill of it cut like a knife, carving deep into his flesh.

It was surrounding him, choking him, crushing him.

It was going to kill him.

Razor claws pricked at his skin, ravenous teeth scraping down his throat, and this was it, this was—

Its weight vanished.

Gabriel stood over Miles, his hands curled in tight fists at his side and his jaw clenched. The creature cowered before him, slinking across the ground, now a frightened puppy. As Gabriel took a step forward, it recoiled.

Miles couldn’t slow his frantic heartbeat, couldn’t get enough oxygen no matter how quickly he sucked it in.

“Stop,” Gabriel ground out. The monster froze. “Leave. Now.”

A low howl filled the tunnel, an unearthly sound that Miles knew would keep him awake for nights to come, and the creature melted away into nothingness, smoke blowing away in the wind.

Gabriel stumbled into the wall. Somehow, Miles found his feet, but Gabriel threw a hand out, warding him away. “Don’t get too close,” he warned sharply. “I don’t know what this is.”

When Miles saw what he was talking about, he took a reflexive step back.

Gabriel’s skin was turning black, an inkblot spreading across fresh paper. The darkness was creeping up his neck, a devouring void. When Gabriel held up his hands, they were covered too, like he’d dipped them in a bucket of paint.

It might have been mistaken for a tattoo if it wasn’t moving, inching farther and farther over his skin to envelop him completely. To consume him.

Gabriel’s chest was heaving, the white puffs of his breath hanging in the frigid air. “It hurts,” he whimpered, and doubled over. The shadows grew around him, drawing him into the gloom of the tunnel.

Miles could feel energy swelling against his mental walls, a hollow, all-consuming hunger, a starvation he’d never imagined before.

It wanted to take Gabriel.

It wanted to swallow him whole.

Miles’s body was screaming at him to run away, an animal instinct that knew what wicked things lurked in the dark, but he forced himself to step forward and grab Gabriel’s shoulder.

He couldn’t hold back a groan. It felt like plunging his hand into a bucket of ice water, locking up every muscle in his body with shock.

Gabriel’s head jolted up as if he’d been slapped. “Miles, no, don’t—”

He grabbed Gabriel’s bare hand. His fingers were frozen and stiff, a corpse’s fingers. Like he was already dead.

The blight that had been spreading across his jaw, around his mouth, stopped. Miles didn’t know what he was doing. All he knew was he couldn’t let it take Gabriel.

Your thoughts, Gabriel had said all those days ago, your mind. Everything was so… bright.

Miles focused, ripping down every inch of his mental walls. It tried to rush in, the flood of hunger and that biting, frigid, corrupting aura that wanted to drag him under. He shut his eyes and pushed out. He opened himself up wide, inviting Gabriel in where it was safe.

He could feel Gabriel there a second later, that little tapping nudge in the back of his head, a knock hello. The void tried to follow, tried to pull him back.

Warmth, Miles thought, fiercely conjuring up memory after memory, summer sunshine on my skin, driving with the windows down on a hot day, seagulls cawing at the beach while Jenna and Amy giggle over ice cream, nestling deeper into the blankets to chase a fading dream, Charlee’s carefree laugh filling the air, the fragrance of fresh tea in the kitchen, Mom’s expression soft with pride, charcoal in my hands and smeared on my fingers, Dad’s comforting voice telling me not to be afraid—

Gabriel’s little smile tucked into the corner of his mouth like a secret. The press of our knees together beneath the table. How he looked at me in my bedroom, his eyes pieces of the autumn sky.

The world came back in a rush, white spots dancing across Miles’s vision. Gabriel was against him, head resting on his shoulder. Miles could feel him panting. He shifted away, disoriented and self-conscious, and found Gabriel watching him. All the shadows that had stained his skin were gone.

“Can you walk?” Miles asked, his voice hoarse. His brain hurt, but he didn’t put his shield back up. He wouldn’t, not until they were safely out of this place.

Gabriel nodded, stepping away and nearly falling over again. “Or not,” he murmured weakly, sallow-skinned, his lashes fluttering.

“I’ve got you.”

Arm wrapped firmly around his waist, Miles half-dragged him back along the tunnel, up the ladder, through the house, and out into the welcoming light of day.
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It rained the entire walk back to Gabriel’s house.

Miles had never been so grateful to leave a place in his life, the fresh, outside air the sweetest thing he’d ever breathed. Even Gabriel got better once they stepped off the porch, a small amount of color coming back and his legs steadying enough that he could walk by himself. Neither of them spoke.

Miles took the grimoire with them, despite how badly he wanted to leave it. Gabriel was right—it could have answers in it, and it felt wrong not to leave with something.

By the time they made it back to the house, Miles was soaked through and covered in goosebumps, his teeth chattering hard enough to rattle his skull. Gabriel looked like a cat that had been tossed into a pool, soggy and disgruntled. His hair was plastered to his forehead and dripping onto his nose, wet shoes squelching as he led Miles through the front door.

Despite the relentless pouring rain, the grimoire didn’t even get damp. Miles hated it even more.

Between blinks, he kept seeing the darkness spreading across Gabriel’s skin, the hollow pits of that creature’s eyes, the grasping shadows reaching out of the walls.

He shivered violently.

“I don’t want to get the floor muddy,” he said when Gabriel gestured for him to come down the hall. The rug he was standing on probably cost more than Blanche, but Gabriel had walked all over it first, so…

“The maid will clean up. Come on, there will be a fire going in the library.”

That didn’t make Miles feel any better, but if he offered to grab a mop himself, Gabriel would laugh in his face.

Miles followed him through the lower level of the house, trying his best to minimize his mud splatter as they passed door after identical door. This place was a maze. The walls were lined with paintings—dreary landscapes and portraits of morose people in gaudy outfits—and more mirrors than Miles had ever seen in his life. The windows they passed had their heavy velvet curtains open to let weak, watery daylight stream in. It was as claustrophobic as the tunnel they’d been in.

The door Gabriel led them to was already open. Miles had seen personal libraries before in a few of the houses he’d visited while tagging along with his dad, but his jaw still dropped.

It was massive—two open stories with shelf after shelf of books, broken up by large windows overlooking the estate grounds. Wooden ladders on wheels were propped against the shelves, silver tracks guiding them around the room and to the balconies above, where secluded reading alcoves were tucked away. Sturdy wooden tables and leather chairs clustered together by the windows on the far wall, giving the feeling of a prestigious university rather than a family library.

Across the room, roaring flames crackled and popped in a white marble fireplace. It was surrounded by a loose circle of plush armchairs and a velvet loveseat that Miles was way too tempted to throw himself down on as they approached. Gabriel peeled off his sodden peacoat and dropped it to the floor with a comical splat. His scarf followed, more of a drenched rag at this point. He was left in his white T-shirt, his button-up forgotten outside the dilapidated house, the only proof they’d been there. Almost as wet as his coat, it clung to him like a second skin. The muscles of Gabriel’s shoulders shifted as he reached up and ruffled his wet hair, startlingly loose-limbed and casual from exhaustion.

Miles swallowed. The fire was giving off way more heat than he’d been expecting.

He set the grimoire down on a nearby side-table, grateful to not be touching it anymore, then followed suit and took off his soaked hoodie, draping it over the back of a chair and turning it so it was nearer to the fire. Joining Gabriel, he held his hands out, biting back a groan of relief as his fingers thawed. What he really needed was a hot shower and a change of clothes, but this would suffice.

“What happened back there?” Miles asked finally, his voice hushed. It felt wrong to talk at a normal volume here.

“I’m not entirely sure.”

“We nearly died. Again.” Miles peeked over. “What happened to you?”

Gabriel was fidgeting with the hem of his shirt. “I don’t know if I can explain it. That creature was on you, and I could feel its… energy. A spark.” Gabriel held up his hand, staring at his palm. “I reached out to grab it.”

Miles recalled his clenched fists, knuckles glowing white and the stark line of his tense jaw. The way the monster had evaporated, its howl lingering in the tunnel after its demise.

“You killed it.”

“I released it,” Gabriel corrected. “Extinguished the spark.”

“What was it? A spirit?”

“If it was, it wasn’t a kind I’ve ever seen before. I think it was protecting the tunnel.”

So, they had a murderous ghost, her murderous ghost-sister, non-ghost monsters made of smoke, and tunnel shadows trying to eat Gabriel.

Miles’s gaze flitted to the grimoire. And a sentient book of evil spells with maximum brainwashing skills.

They were so unbelievably screwed.

“What happened to you after?”

He heard Gabriel’s throat click. “I think… when I reached out into the darkness to stop that creature, something reached back into me.”

A chill settled over Miles. “We made a big mistake, going there,” he said.

Neither of them mentioned what Miles had done to save Gabriel. He wasn’t even sure Gabriel knew.

“If I can find a way to reverse the curse, it will be worth it.”

“What’s our next step, then?”

Gabriel considered for a second. His hair was starting to curl at the front where it was drying. “We have the grimoire, but that might take time for me to go through. If I could speak to Florence, I could get answers sooner.”

Miles didn’t like that idea any more the second time.

“We also didn’t find Jocelyn’s body,” Gabriel continued with a frown. “I know you said it’s not necessary, but—”

“It’s not. And I’m not going back inside that house. We can do the ritual and either hope her body is close by or that I do a good enough job it doesn’t matter.”

“Tonight, then?”

“No way.” Every molecule of Miles’s body was aching—even his brain was sore. “I need sleep. You know sleep, right?” Now that Miles thought about it, Gabriel being a vampire would explain a lot.

Gabriel seemed relieved. They both needed serious rest and recovery time.

Miles basked in the warmth of the fire and the pins-and-needles sensation as feeling returned to his frozen limbs. “Is there always a fire going in here?” He’d read that back in medieval times, the servants would wake up early and go around from room to room, lighting all the fires. He wouldn’t be surprised if Felicity did that just because she could.

“This is Bram’s favorite room in the house. He’s in here often enough that it’s always ready for him to visit.”

Miles could picture it perfectly: Bram curled up next to the fire with his cat on his lap, reading a book that was undoubtedly too serious for a ten-year-old.

He understood the appeal. He’d never been anywhere with a fireplace this excessive, but the heat and the gentle sounds of wood crackling were already making his body feel heavy. It was cozy, a word he never considered he’d use to describe any part of the Hawthorne estate.

“What’s it like, living here?” Miles asked. The question had been gnawing away at him for days.

Gabriel hesitated. “It’s… home. The only place I’ve ever lived.” He watched the flames. “It’s also cold sometimes, empty. Hollow. I have all this space, but nothing to fill it with.” His eyes flicked over to Miles, there and gone. “Sometimes, I feel like a ghost living here. Invisible. Intangible.”

Miles didn’t know what to say. Gabriel was rarely so honest, so unguarded with him.

They were standing side by side, so close that they were nearly touching.

“I see you,” he breathed. Miles had seen him in many forms—arrogant Hawthorne heir, snarky asshole, frightened boy, caring brother, brave friend… Miles barely had to move his hand, a minuscule twitch and it grazed against Gabriel’s, whisper-soft. “I feel you. I know you’re real.”

For the first time, he hoped Gabriel was hearing his thoughts, all the things he couldn’t put into words.

Gabriel didn’t say anything. They were both staring straight ahead at the fire, but a second later—a second when Miles was internally cursing himself for being so stupid, his bravery vanishing as quickly as it had appeared—Gabriel’s fingertips met his own, and slowly, deliberately wove them together.

Miles didn’t dare look over at him. Only the very tips of their fingers were interlocked but… Gabriel Hawthorne was holding his hand.

It was weird to be hyper-aware of a single part of a person, one point of minuscule contact, to have every single inch of his body and brain wide awake and focused on it, the new center of his universe. It left him helpless, tongue-tied and rattled to his core. He didn’t know if he was going to laugh or faint. Maybe both.

“Had another adventure today, did we?”

Miles nearly jumped right out of his skin and into the fire.

Even Gabriel startled, leveling an acidic glare at where his older brother lingered in the doorway. He hastily tucked his hands in his pockets. “Nice of you to announce yourself.”

Edmund sauntered over, sliding onto the loveseat and kicking his feet up, black leather shoes on the plush green velvet. His ever-present gloves were especially out of place against the bare skin of his arms, sleeves pushed to his elbows. “Why would I need to announce myself in my own house? Unless, of course, you two are misbehaving.”

Miles’s cheeks flamed. He was caught between two brothers he couldn’t muster up the courage to look at.

Gabriel ignored the insinuation. “How did you know we were here?”

“I followed the trail of filthy footprints. Bram told me you left hours ago on a quest to explore the property.” Edmund’s voice was nonchalant, but his gaze betrayed his interest, eager and alert. “Did you find anything exciting?”

Miles had no idea how much Gabriel told his brother about what they were doing. He was careful not to even glance at where the grimoire sat.

“A lake,” Gabriel replied sarcastically. “Did you know we have one of those?”

Edmund threw his hands up. “Fine, you can tell me to mind my own business.” He squinted up at Miles. “You know, I hoped having a friend might put you in a better mood.”

“I assumed the attitude ran in the family,” Miles muttered.

Edmund let out a heartfelt laugh. “Nope, that’s the Gabriel special.” He gave his brother a sly look. “And here I was hoping the Thistle High experience would include a class on improving your social skills.”

Miles held back a snort. “If there was, he’d just skip it.”

“Is that so?” Edmund smirked at his brother. “Skipping class? After all the trouble you went through to enroll there?”

“Was it hard to get in?” Miles didn’t know anything about starting a new school or the hoops the system made you jump through.

Gabriel glowered at Edmund. “Not at all.”

“Oh, don’t be modest. You lied so convincingly to Mother. It was a brilliant performance.”

Miles was beyond lost. “What’s he talking about?”

“Edmund’s making it sound much more dramatic than it was.” Gabriel’s scowl deepened. “After I found out who you were, I knew we needed to speak again, so I told my mother a few… partial truths. That I wanted to follow a hunch about the Warrens based on rumors I’d heard at the party, but to do so, I needed access to Thistle High School.”

“And she bought that?”

“Our mother is delightfully paranoid.” Edmund trailed his gloved hand across the top of the loveseat, smirking as he spoke. “She immediately assumed your family was planning some nefarious plot against us, and practically shoved Gabriel into the school so he could find out.” He lowered his voice to a mock-whisper. “He heavily implied you were the weak link.”

“Only because I knew she was infuriated with you after your altercation at the party,” Gabriel said hotly, as if he hadn’t called Miles worse things a dozen times before. “It was a calculated move to play on her emotions so she wouldn’t question my motives deeper.”

It made sense. It was also so very Gabriel.

“Ignore him,” Gabriel told Miles, twin crimson spots high on his cheekbones. “He’s trying to embarrass me, and cause drama between us because he’s bored.”

Edmund didn’t even try to deny it. He sighed, his head lolling back against the armrest of the loveseat. “It’s true. Your little adventure with Gabriel is the most exciting thing that’s happened here in… forever. But my brother insists on keeping me ignorant, so even that’s getting stale. At least riling him up is guaranteed entertainment. And oh-so easy.”

Miles wouldn’t admit it, but he could see where Edmund was coming from—ruffling Gabriel’s feathers was always satisfying.

“I’m glad to be such a source of amusement for you.”

“The joy of having siblings,” Miles joked, trying to play the peacemaker. “My sisters live for making each other mad. It’s a competition to them.”

Edmund nodded. “Believe it or not, Gabriel used to be the most competitive kid you’d ever meet. The stories I could tell you about growing up with him. This one time—”

“You’ll have to save your undoubtedly mortifying story for another time,” Gabriel interrupted. “Miles has to go.”

He did?

Gabriel gave him a pointed look.

Okay, apparently, he was leaving.

“Yeah, I’d better be heading home. I need to put on some dry clothes.” He turned his back to Edmund, picking up the grimoire and slinging his still-damp hoodie over it to try and hide it. There was no way he was leaving it here with Gabriel. “Well, I guess I’ll…” He pointed towards the door, feeling like a doofus.

Edmund jumped to his feet. “Let me show you out.”

Miles expected Gabriel to protest, offer to walk him instead, but he turned back towards the fire.

“See you tomorrow, I guess?”

Back at school. This had been the longest weekend ever.

Gabriel nodded, a confirmation and a dismissal. Miles tried not to let it sting. After everything that had happened today, he thought he’d at least get a goodbye.

He followed Edmund out of the cozy warmth of the library and back into the shadow-laden hallway.

“Don’t worry about him—Gabriel’s always been moody,” Edmund said conversationally. “He’s been that way for as long as I can remember. Serious, quiet, happy to keep to himself… Well, until you came along, at least.”

Miles wasn’t sure what he was trying to imply. “He doesn’t really have much of a choice. We were kinda… forced to work together.”

Edmund stopped in the middle of the hallway, turning to face Miles directly. “No one forces Gabriel to do anything,” he said, the gleam of amusement abruptly absent. “He likes you. And because of that, I’m going to give you a warning—whatever it is you two are doing, let it go. Something’s going on. Mother is worse than usual and the whole house is on edge. It’s not a coincidence you’re here at the same time. I have a bad feeling.”

Under other circumstances, Miles would appreciate the warning. But Edmund didn’t know what he was talking about—that his brother’s life was at stake.

“You don’t have to worry, I have no intention of letting Gabriel get hurt,” Miles told him. For a moment, all he could see was the lifeless sheen over Gabriel’s eyes, the blood spreading from beneath his head, so pale and—“I’m trying to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Edmund frowned. “You’re a good guy, Miles. But I think you’re out of your depth here. Just… be careful.”
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Miles made it home before his parents, but only by an hour or so. Enough time to quickly answer Charlee’s prying questions, toss the grimoire into an empty desk drawer where he didn’t have to touch it anymore, take the best shower of his life, and change into the warmest clothes he could find.

He was pulling on a pair of wool socks his grandma had made him last Christmas when he heard the front door swing open.

“We’re home!” his mom called, her voice echoing up the stairs.

Miles’s panic came rushing back in full force, turning his spine into a limp noodle.

Charlee met him in the hallway, catching him by the arm. “Hang on.” She licked her palm like a disgusting monster and flattened his hair down in the front, hiding his lovely bruise-cut combo. “So your mom doesn’t immediately panic.”

“Thanks. I think.”

They could do this. They’d gotten their story straight, and his parents had no reason to suspect anything.

“Hey, you two,” Miles’s mom greeted them as they came downstairs. Her blonde hair was in a messy bun, and she was wearing her comfy sweatpants—a sure sign they’d been on the road all day. “Everything okay?”

“Peachy,” Charlee responded easily. “No dead bodies to report, and the house is still standing.”

Sarah set her duffel bag down by the couch and came over to pull Charlee in for a side hug, her other arm winding around Miles so she could stand on her tiptoes and press a kiss against his cheek. Behind her, Miles’s dad came through the door with the rest of the bags, giving them a weary smile.

“Mom,” Miles protested. “You’ve been away less than two days.”

A stampede shook the house as Jenna and Amy came running down the stairs.

“How was your trip?” Amy asked, peering around. What she actually wanted to know was if they’d brought anything back for her.

“There’s a box of doughnuts in the car,” their dad told her, and with a squeal of excitement, she bolted out the front door.

Jenna started bombarding him with questions about the poltergeist they’d dealt with and with a resigned grumble, he plopped himself onto the couch.

“Where’s your car?” Miles’s mom asked as Miles and Charlee followed her into the quieter kitchen. She went to the sink and got a glass of water. “I didn’t see it parked on the street, so I thought you weren’t home.”

“Ah.” Miles snuck a peek at Charlee. This was it. Go time. “Do you want the good news, or the bad news first?”

She set her glass down on the counter hard enough that the water sloshed over the side, and fixed Miles with a look that made his lungs shrivel up. “What happened to your car?”

“Okay, bad news first. So, uh… I might have had a little incident. More of an accident, if you want to get technical. Involving a fence. And a tree. They became very well-acquainted with Blanche.” He forced out a laugh, wishing he could snatch it back from the air when her mouth pressed into a very thin, very upset line. “But, the good news is”—he stepped back and gestured to himself—“your son is still alive and all his limbs are intact. I’d call that a win, all things considered.”

Charlee was smirking from the other side of the kitchen. He was glad she was getting such enjoyment out of this.

His mom’s silence was deafening. “Tell me what happened.”

Miles was proud of himself—he managed to tell the whole, only-partially-true story without a single slip up or Gabriel name-drop, or even a hint anything else had happened. Charlee nodding empathetically probably helped more than he wanted to give her credit for.

“So,” he finished, “Blanche is totaled. The owner of the shop she got towed to was nice enough to let me leave her there for free for the last few days once I told him you guys were out of town but… I don’t think she’s going anywhere but the scrapyard.”

Had his mom always been so hard to read? She was an impenetrable fortress, giving nothing away. Miles could be two seconds away from a death sentence or an emotional hug and he’d have no clue which until it was too late.

Luckily for him, it was the hug.

She wrapped her arms around him. For some ridiculous reason, Miles’s throat got all tight and his eyes stung.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured into his shoulder. “And your car—I know how much you loved that old thing. I’m just glad you weren’t hurt.” Her arms tightened. “I knew the second you started driving it could happen, but no mom wants to think about her kid in an accident. I wish I’d been here. You should have called me right away.”

“I didn’t want to bother you when you were on your trip. You and Dad would have rushed home, and I wasn’t hurt.”

They both knew he was right.

“I’ll call the insurance company tomorrow and see what needs to be done.” She stepped back and wiped away her tears. “Your coverage should take care of it, but they’ll need all the info.”

With everything going on, Miles hadn’t even thought about following up with them after his initial call. “Thanks, Mom.”

Amy came in with the box of doughnuts clutched triumphantly and pulled his mom back into the living room. Immediately, his sisters started bickering over which one was theirs and who got two.

“What’s with the pout?” Charlee asked furtively, poking him. “That went perfectly.”

“I hate lying to her,” he sulked, knowing he was acting like a petulant baby.

“You could always tell them the truth.”

“Yeah, that’s a great idea. At least then, I won’t have to worry about stopping Jocelyn—Mom will knock Gabriel straight into the afterlife herself.”

Charlee snorted. “I would pay money to see that. But, as long as you keep consorting with the enemy, you’ll have to keep lying. That’s part of the deal.”

She was teasing, but her words still pricked him. “I’m not consorting with anyone. And I wish you’d stop talking about him like that. You’ve made it more than clear you don’t like him.”

“Why should I like him? So far, he’s done nothing but endanger your life, stand by his mom when she’s a massive bitch, and sneer every chance he gets.”

“That’s just his face.” Not much of a winning defense. “Listen, I know Felicity is terrible—which really isn’t his fault—and he’s uptight, but he’s…”

Getting better? Maybe a little. Gabriel had loosened up a bit since they’d met, even if he still talked like a cranky grandma who communicated exclusively in insults and scathing remarks.

Nice once you get to know him? Not entirely true. But occasionally, he tried. That had to count for something, right?

“He’s what?” Charlee prompted when Miles didn’t say anything. “Just because he makes you all googly-eyed doesn’t mean he gets a free pass. Not in my book.”

“You don’t know him like I do,” he settled on, knowing exactly how that sounded.

He’d be the first person to admit Gabriel was awful to try and get along with, about as fun as wrestling with a blackberry bush—all bloodthirsty thorns and stinging cuts and frustration. But then, Miles caught a glimpse of the real Gabriel, carefully hidden behind his cold haughtiness, and it was sunshine peeking through on a stormy day. Growing up locked in that house, with parents who didn’t seem to care for him at all and powers he didn’t understand, had created this lonely boy haunting the halls of his mansion.

Gabriel felt like a ghost in his own life. Miles thought that might be the saddest thing he’d ever heard.

Charlee pursed her lips in annoyance. “Whatever. I support your mission to save his life, but I never said anything about liking him.”

She wasn’t wrong.

“Besides,” she continued. “This whole thing is almost over and then you’ll never have to talk to him again. Things can finally go back to normal.”

She strode away, hollering about dibs on the jelly doughnut, leaving Miles alone in the kitchen with her less-than-comforting words.

*   *   *

Miles was pretty sure there was nothing in the world as wonderful as his bed. The blankets were warm, his pillows blissfully cool. He could hear Jenna and Amy listening to music through the wall, distant enough to be soothing white noise.

He’d even gone through the effort of digging out his comfiest pajamas from his closet, a matching flannel set Charlee teased him for every time he wore it.

Tonight, he was going all in. No depressing dead lady journal to go through, no boring Hawthorne records trying to melt his brain, no potentially dangerous ritual to perform until tomorrow night…

He was going to get a restful night of sleep if it killed him, damn it.

Nudging the mostly empty mug of chamomile tea back on his bedside table so he had room for his phone, he set his alarm and rolled over, nestling down under the covers.

Mmh, his bed even smelled nice, like the lavender and vetiver spray he’d stolen from Charlee.

Waves of drowsiness washed over him quickly. Within minutes, he was asleep.

Gray stone. The smell of must and damp earth. Light flickering as if from a flame. A sigil of a tree on the far wall.

There was a body on the stone floor. Gabriel. Gray eyes lifeless. A trickle of blood down his face, a red pool under his head. A blood-smeared chunk of rock next to him. His pale hand outstretched, fingers reaching towards Miles.

Behind Gabriel was a lifted platform, a woman laid out on it. She turned and looked at him with eyes that blazed like twin suns, dark with determination and rage. Her face was tear-streaked, her hands curled into claws against the stone.

Gabriel’s murderer.

“Miles Warren.” Jocelyn’s voice was a rasp of steel, of gravel. “Our meeting is long overdue.”

That part was new.

“Is this a dream?”

“A dream,” Jocelyn echoed. “A warning.”

A warning? Was she going to try to scare him away, threaten him into giving up on Gabriel? If she’d found a way to bring him here, what else could she do?

“I’m not scared of you.” He tried to sound confident. “I won’t let you kill Gabriel.”

“A warrior. A noble knight. I chose Gabriel’s protector well. You shouldn’t fear me, Miles Warren. I am not the killer you seek.”

His breath stuttered in his chest, and he scanned around this place, at Gabriel, the scene frozen before him. At Jocelyn, watching him, waiting for him to put the pieces together. She’d been a powerful seer. Strong enough to see Gabriel’s future and send it to Miles, to set him on his path?

“You’ve been the one giving me these visions.” They hadn’t been warning him of Jocelyn. They had been a warning from her. He felt so oblivious. “We thought you were going to kill Gabriel, because of what your sister did to you. To stop the curse from continuing.”

Tears ran down Jocelyn’s cheeks. “He’s innocent. He’s done no harm to me, not yet.”

What did that mean?

She flickered, vanishing and reappearing with a pained gasp. Her fingers scratched at the stone altar.

“I have no time. I heard your plea yesterday, but the bonds are too strong and my energy is waning.” Her voice was fainter now. “Gabriel, the second son—you cannot let him fall.”

Second son? Why had he heard that before?

“Tell me who the killer is,” Miles said desperately. “Tell me who it is, and I’ll stop them.”

“To tell you would change the future, send it spiraling down a road even I cannot see. You are on this path now and you must see it through. We are all helpless to the whims of fate.”

“Why send me a warning if you aren’t going to help? Isn’t the point of this to change the future?”

Jocelyn’s features creased in pain. “I have seen the end of this journey, the many forks in the road. You must choose the right ones, or Gabriel is lost.”

“Help me,” he begged. “I don’t know what to do.”

“The wheels are already in motion, the corruption too strong. You must not let her have the grimoire. The power, the temptation—”

Her eyes met Miles’s one last time and she faded away, her final words lost to the air.

Miles sat up in bed with a gasp, his shirt soaked through with sweat. The chilly breeze wafting in through his open window nipped at his bare skin with hungry, pinprick teeth. Outside, the sky was still pitch black, no sign of the rising sun.

His head was pounding. Next time he saw Jocelyn, he was going to politely request she stop putting his brain through the wringer if she wasn’t going to give him any helpful information.

Groaning, he pulled his phone from his bedside table. The lock screen lit up with the time—three twenty-seven. So much for his night of restful sleep.

He pulled up Gabriel’s number and sent him a text.

Call me when you can… we’ve got a problem

What an understatement. God, Miles felt so dense—he’d been so sure Jocelyn was the killer and everything they’d done in the past week had been to find her and banish her. Now they were back at ground zero.

Flipping on his bedside table lamp, he snagged a notebook and pencil from his desk. Trying to remember what Jocelyn had said word-for-word before he lost it, he wrote it all out, struggling to make it make sense.

His phone buzzed in his lap. Gabriel was calling.

“Hey,” he answered, trying to keep his voice lowered so he didn’t wake up the rest of the house. “What are you doing up this early?” Barely half an hour had passed since he’d texted him.

“I couldn’t sleep.” Fatigue weighed down his voice, and something heavier. Miles wondered if he’d had nightmares about the tunnel, the creature there and the shadows creeping up his skin. “Do I want to ask what the problem you mentioned is?”

“Probably not.” Miles rubbed his aching head. He’d be able to think better if his brain would stop hurting for a minute. “Jocelyn visited me in my dreams. It’s not her. She’s not the killer. She’s been sending me those visions to try to warn us, to help us.”

Gabriel was silent for a long second, long enough that Miles pulled his phone away to make sure the call hadn’t disconnected.

“I don’t know if I’m supposed to feel relieved or not,” he finally said. “I suppose it would be too much to expect she told you who my murderer actually is?”

Miles raked a hand down his face. “I asked and got a very cryptic response about staying the path and picking the right roads. The one helpful thing she told me was that we’re looking for a ‘her’ and that we need to keep the grimoire from her.”

“Considering the effect it had on me, we should keep it from everyone.”

“You’re telling me.” A relentless chill filled his room, radiating from the drawer. “I’m trying to put it all together now, but my brain feels like oatmeal. Lumpy, disgusting oatmeal.”

“I’m sure it can wait until morning. You need sleep.”

“It is morning.” Miles yawned widely enough that his jaw ached in protest. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you sound concerned about me.”

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

He laughed. It was nice talking to Gabriel on the phone, where he didn’t have to worry about keeping his thoughts quiet. “Yeah, yeah. Listen, this is going to sound random, but do you remember anything from when Florence possessed you?”

“I—” Gabriel hesitated. “I’m not sure. Why do you ask?”

“When I was talking to her, she said you were a second son—which makes sense, it’s true—and then Jocelyn said the same thing in my dream.” He’d circled the words on his paper. “It could be nothing, but the way Florence said it…”

She’d been so triumphant, so eager.

“I’ve seen that before…” Gabriel said, trailing off.

“What? Where?”

“Do you have the grimoire nearby?”

“Unfortunately. Don’t tell me you want me to crack that thing open.”

“Then I suppose we’ll sit here in silence.”

Damn it. Miles pulled himself from bed and over to his desk, sliding the drawer open reluctantly. “Ugh, this thing feels so nasty,” he told Gabriel. That wrong, sticky feeling he got when he was in the Hawthorne house amped up to a million. The leather cover was tacky beneath his fingers. “Okay, I’ve got it. Now what?”

“When I first found it, it opened to a marked page near the middle. The corner should be folded down.” Miles turned the book sideways. There were a few marked pages, but only one near the center. “I seem to recall seeing something about a second son—it caught my attention because it had been underlined.”

“You’re going to make me read this disgusting thing because you think you might have seen two random words scribbled down in nearly illegible handwriting?”

“I’ve been told that I have near-eidetic memory and—”

Miles didn’t even know what that meant. “Fine. Let me get this over with.” He held the phone to his ear with his shoulder and, holding back a full-body shudder, pried back the stiff cover.

It opened easily, eagerly, and he flipped to the marked page. The paper was yellowed, coarse and dry against his fingertips, the black ink vicious slashes. He skimmed it quickly.

“You’re right,” he told Gabriel.

“What does it say?”

“Nothing good. It’s a resurrection spell. It says to return flesh to bone and soul to flesh. It’s—it’s really gross. You need the skeleton of the person you want to resurrect, blood of an unborn child, dirt from the grave of a sinner… and the sacrifice of a second son from your own bloodline.”

God, it was grisly. When they were done with this thing, he wouldn’t hesitate to chuck it into the nearest fire.

Gabriel was silent.

“Well. I think it’s safe to say this is why Florence was so excited about you. She was probably going to kill me and take you right back to your family cemetery.”

“Her remains are in the mausoleum,” Gabriel corrected, but didn’t disagree. “She would have needed to retrieve the grimoire first. And the rest of the ingredients.”

“I don’t want to jump to conclusions,” Miles said, “but Florence would fit with Jocelyn saying we need to keep the grimoire away from someone. She’s trying to stop her sister from killing again. Plus, the vision clues still fit—she was trying to warn us of her killer, your future killer.”

“Florence is locked in that box.”

“And boxes can be opened,” Miles countered. “You didn’t see the grin on her—on you when she realized what you were. If she wants to bring herself back to life that badly, she’ll find a way. We should destroy this stupid book and—”

“You can’t. You asked me to trust you with it and I did. We still need it.”

Aggravated air burst out of Miles. “Fine. But I can’t touch it anymore.” He was woozy and nauseous as hell. “And I’m putting it in an iron box, too. I can feel its disgusting evil tentacles reaching around already, hunting for its next victim to brainwash.”

It wasn’t a lie. There was a presence reaching out around him, to the corners of his room and through the floor, ravenous and seeking.

“That’s not a bad idea.”

“Try not to sound so surprised.” Miles could hear how snappy he was, but he didn’t care—he was so sick of all this. “I’ll just—I’ll see you at school, okay? We can talk about it then.”

Gabriel murmured a noise of agreement, so Miles hung up, resisting the urge to chuck his phone across the room. Everything kept getting more messed up and twisted and awful. They’d been so close to being finished.

He wanted to lie back down and fall asleep for a few more hours, but he needed to dig out another containment box from his dad’s stash in the office closet. He should’ve done it first thing when he’d gotten home yesterday.

“I hate you,” he told the grimoire vehemently.
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[image: ][image: ]A copy of the police report?” Miles’s mom’s frustrated voice filled the kitchen as he came downstairs. “He shouldn’t be liable anyway. A deer jumped in front of him—I know that’s considered an unavoidable accident.”

When she saw Miles hesitating in the doorway, she waved him over and pointed her spatula at a pan of scrambled eggs on the stove.

“Yes, I understand that,” she said to the person on the phone as Miles loaded up a plate and snagged a piece of toast. “I don’t care if he hit a fence or a tree, he only did that to avoid hitting the deer.”

He ate his breakfast, guilt making his appetite shrivel up. Clearly, the insurance company was giving her trouble. But, even if he’d been honest with her about what happened, it wasn’t like they could say it’d been a ghost.

“Okay, yes. I’ll be calling you back as soon as I can get a copy.” She hung up with an annoyed look, all but tossing her phone back on the counter.

“Everything okay?” Miles asked tentatively.

Sarah waved him off. “The insurance company is being difficult. I’ll handle it.” She brought over the pan and scooped more eggs onto his plate despite his protests. “This really should have been dealt with already.”

Miles ducked. “Sorry, I didn’t think about it.”

“Oh, no, not you!” She gave him a hug from behind. “I wish when we left you guys with your aunt, we could count on her to be involved.”

“I didn’t want to bother her.”

“That’s not the point.” She set the pan back down on the stove with a clang. “You were in an accident, a serious accident, and she had no idea. She can’t pull herself out of her room long enough to know what’s going on. What if you’d been hurt or needed help, or you’d died?”

She was working herself up. “Mom, I’m seriously fine. If anything was wrong, I would have bothered Aunt Robin. And I’m sure she would have helped.”

“Still not the point.” But her expression softened. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to talk bad about her in front of you, I’m just… frustrated. I need to talk to her about all this and it’s going to be tough.”

“It’s fine.” Miles knew she was worried. Scarfing down his last bite of toast, he put his plate in the sink and grabbed his backpack from the floor. “I’ve gotta get going or I’ll miss the bus.”

Ugh, the bus. He hadn’t ridden it in over a year.

“When you get home later, we can talk about you using Robin’s car, or I can borrow hers and you can use mine…”

Getting a new car wasn’t even on the table. Miles had a grand total of two hundred dollars of emergency cash in the bank and a jar of change in his bedroom. And with the holidays coming up, money would be tighter than usual for his parents.

“We’ll figure it out. I’m not that worried about it.” It was true. He wasn’t worried about it because there was nothing to worry about. Blanche was destroyed, and he was going to have to get used to riding the bus again and bumming rides from Charlee. “See you later.”

“Have a good day!”

The bus ride was quicker than he remembered. No one sat with him or tried to talk to him, though that could have been because he deliberately kept his headphones in and his gaze averted. It still smelled the same, too—rubber, stinky shoes, and window cleaner.

Some things never changed.

The bus dumped him at the front of the school. He was the last person off, the door closing squeakily behind him. He could see Gabriel sitting in the courtyard at their usual table.

Butterflies started moshing in his gut as he walked over. Were they going to talk about the kinda-handholding incident from yesterday? Was Gabriel mad at him for hanging up earlier after suggesting they destroy the grimoire?

To be fair, he felt bad about it. After he’d ended the call and locked the grimoire away in an iron box, he’d given himself a grand total of twenty minutes to be angry and frustrated and wallow in self-pity. He’d punched his pillow, sniffled a bit, and considered waking up Charlee. Once his twenty minutes were up, he made himself a mug of tea, pulled out Jocelyn’s journal and gotten back to work.

“So…” Miles didn’t give Gabriel a chance to talk first as he slid into the damp seat next to him, “I might have a plan, and a compromise, but—” He noticed a package on the table. “What’s that?”

Gabriel’s shoulders inched up towards his ears. “It’s for you.”

“For me?” Miles echoed in disbelief. “What for? Is this because I gave you the protection charms? Because I took those from my mom’s stash—”

“Just open it.” Gabriel pushed it towards him and crossed his arms, his expression unreadable.

It was flat and rectangular, wrapped in thick brown paper. It had been done neatly, the tape smooth and the paper wrinkle-free. Each crease was deliberate and precise.

Flustered, Miles peeled back the paper, trying to be gentle when it had obviously been wrapped so carefully. Underneath was a white cardboard box, and inside that, a new jacket.

It was nearly identical to his old one. This morning, he’d gone to put it on before he’d remembered, and the pang of sorrow snatched the air from his lungs. It was undeniably silly, mourning the loss of a coat, but he felt like he’d lost an old friend and a sense of security.

As he pulled this new coat out of the box, he could immediately tell it was nicer. The jean was thicker, sturdier, the sheepskin collar luxuriously soft under his fingers. The tag showed a brand he’d never heard of and that it was his size.

When had Gabriel even found time to go buy it?

“I had it overnight shipped so it arrived early this morning,” Gabriel said, reading his mind—or perhaps it was a lucky guess. “I calculated your approximate size, so it should fit. I kept the receipt if it doesn’t. For some reason, you preferred your jacket—despite how impractical it is in the cold and the rain—and it was partially my fault that it got destroyed, so it only seemed right that I—”

“Gabriel,” Miles interrupted. His smile was wide and goofy, but he didn’t try to hide it. “Thank you.”

It had probably cost an obscene amount of money and under normal circumstances, he’d say he couldn’t accept, that it was too much, but this was a gift from Gabriel.

“It’s nothing.” Gabriel wouldn’t quite meet his eyes. “I’m sorry about… Blanche, too. She seemed like a reliable car.”

“She was.” Miles couldn’t wait until the day talking about her didn’t make him feel on the brink of tears. “At least she had a hell of a last ride.”

“I suppose that’s one way to describe it.”

Miles unzipped his thin hoodie and stuffed it into his backpack, pulling the new jacket on. It fit perfectly, the sheepskin collar warm around his neck, the silver buttons slipping into their holes easily. Even the arms were long enough.

“Seriously, thank you.” He didn’t know what else to say.

Gabriel waved off his appreciation. “It wasn’t intended to distract you—you said something about a plan?”

He could act as dismissive as he wanted. Miles now had irrefutable proof that Gabriel Hawthorne was capable of considerate, unexpected kindness.

Teasing him felt wrong, so Miles allowed the change of topic. “A plan and a compromise. I said last night—this morning, I mean—that I didn’t want to jump to conclusions about Florence, but then I realized three things.” He held up a finger. “Your death is the essential ingredient in a resurrection spell and she’s the only dead person we know aside from Jocelyn. Definitely the only dead person we know who’s down to sacrifice family members.” Another finger up. “In my dream, Jocelyn mentioned the corruption being too strong. I was rereading her journal this morning and it said almost the exact same thing about Florence when she first found the grimoire. Another arrow towards her. And finally,” he put his third finger up, “Florence has to be the only person who even knows about the grimoire. You said it yourself; no one had been in the house in years, and that thing was locked away. And no one, aside from you and me, has been in contact with it since we took it.”

Gabriel seemed impressed, a rarity for him. “These are all fair points. It does seem safe to assume Florence is the killer. This is more evidence than we had on Jocelyn.”

“Definitely. So, here’s what I was thinking… we were going to do a ritual tonight to banish Jocelyn anyway. Let’s switch to Florence instead. It’s the same ingredients—all of which I can get from my parents’ office—and we know where her body is. There’s no way it can fail.”

He’d already started writing down the steps for the banishing ritual. While he wasn’t oozing confidence—however much he might try to convince Gabriel otherwise—it was straightforward enough. He’d seen his dad do it at least a dozen times.

“I need to speak to her,” Gabriel said. “It could be my only chance of finding out what she did and if it can be reversed.”

“I still think it would be stupid and risky.” Gabriel opened his mouth to protest, but Miles talked over him. “So, here’s the compromise—it wouldn’t be hard to work in a summoning ritual tonight before we banish her. We’d already have the protection circles up and her ring, which we know she’s attached to. We could summon her, ask our questions while she’s contained, and if she’s not going to answer or she’s pissing me off too much, we banish her.” Miles grinned, enjoying the thought more than he should. “Wham, bam, your killer is gone, the day is saved, and we’ll still have the grimoire. What’s in there is everything she had when she did the ritual, so if there’s a way to break it, we’ll find it.”

Gabriel was quiet, considering his words.

“I can’t say that I see any flaws with this plan,” he admitted. “I’ll agree to your compromise.”

Miles bumped his shoulder. “You okay? Agreeable isn’t really your thing.”

“I can be perfectly agreeable. You just rarely make good suggestions.”

“Say what you want,” Miles teased, “but you never would have made it this far without me and my bad suggestions.”

Gabriel didn’t respond. A moment later, the bell rang. Miles stood, slinging his backpack over his shoulder and waited for Gabriel to do the same. “Ms. Padilla is going to kill me—I didn’t finish my chapter summary or do the weekend reading. I swear she can always tell. Wait and see, I’ll be the first person she calls on to answer a question.”

They walked up the entrance stairs, shoulder to shoulder. “It’s so painfully boring, you know? And it’s not like US History is a cheerful topic. All it does is make me depressed and mortified to live here.”

They made it through the front doors before Gabriel paused mid-step.

“What?”

“We don’t… normally walk to class together.”

Oh.

He was right—the ringing of the first period bell was usually when their unspoken rule of ignoring each other during classes kicked in. Gabriel would leave the table with his usual goodbye—which was to say nothing—and Miles would take the long way round so they didn’t have to awkwardly not-walk together. He’d get to class after Gabriel and take whatever seat was farthest away and then begin the ever-difficult task of not looking at him.

Out of habit, Miles checked around, but no one was paying them any attention. He must not have noticed when the novelty of Gabriel Hawthorne joining Thistle High had worn off.

He shrugged. “I think the whole school’s seen us talking by now. Besides, I’m tired of having to walk all the way around to the gym-side entrance. My shoes always get wet.” He gestured with a tilt of his chin. “C’mon, I don’t want to be late. Ms. Padilla’s ruthless about marking tardies.”

Gabriel joined him as they started down the crowded hallway. There was still a confused tilt to his eyebrows, but he didn’t say anything else about it.

And when they got to class—Gabriel going straight to his usual desk—Miles sat at the one right next to him.
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The bus ride home was miserable. Miles was damp from the rain, the person behind him was listening to their music unreasonably loud, and he’d been so lost in thought about tonight’s rituals that he almost missed his stop. The driver huffed in annoyance but opened the doors again, ushering him off.

Halfway through the front gate, Miles stumbled to a halt, nearly tripping over his own feet in surprise. Aunt Robin was out in the front yard, clipping rosemary and thyme from their herb garden. The wedding band hanging around her neck rested on top of her lilac sweater.

“Hey,” he called, smiling at the unexpected sight. Robin sometimes came out of her room, managed to hold her head above the waves of grief for a while, until she inevitably drifted back to her sanctuary, a ship caught in a current she didn’t know how to break free of. “Do you need help?”

“No, thank you.” Her intensity pinned him in place, pensive and a little forlorn. “I heard about the car accident. I—I’m sorry I wasn’t around to help.”

“It’s fine,” he hurried to reassure her. “I wasn’t hurt or anything.”

“You were. I talked with your mom, about how I should be here for you more. You and the girls.” Unless she’d had a revelation on how to repair her broken relationship with Charlee, Miles was pretty sure she wasn’t including her daughter in that. “I’m going to try to be, okay?”

And here she was, forcing herself out of her room in an attempt to prove she could be counted on, could be involved. Miles didn’t know what his mom had said to her, but he felt a pang of sympathy—and guilt.

“Okay,” he told her gently. “Let me know if you need anything.”

She nodded and went back to clipping her herbs.

Inside the house, Miles shrugged out of his jacket, dropping it and his backpack at the foot of the stairs and striding into the kitchen for a glass of water. He needed to finish writing out the steps of the rituals tonight, and put together a list of all the ingredients and supplies he’d need to—

In the middle of the kitchen, his mom was standing with her arms crossed. Waiting for him. Charlee was beside her, face ghostly white.

“What’s going on?”

Sarah’s eyes spat sparks. “What were you doing with Gabriel Hawthorne?”

Oh, shit. Miles shot Charlee a look of betrayal.

She shook her head frantically. But if she hadn’t told on him, how had his mom found out?

“I don’t know—” he tried.

“Stop lying to me.” Sarah sucked in a breath so sharp it should’ve punctured a hole in her lungs. “Your dad and I have been worried about you, about how strange you’ve been acting. I thought it was a problem at school, or a secret girlfriend, but this… A Hawthorne? I don’t even know what to say.”

Her words sent something sour bubbling up in his throat, blistering acid. “How did you find out?”

“I got a copy of the police report from your accident. Imagine my surprise when it included a statement from the passenger in your car, Gabriel Hawthorne.”

He was screwed. Completely and totally screwed. He hadn’t even stopped to think about the police report.

“Mom, listen, it’s not that bad—”

“Not that bad?” Her voice took on a shrill edge that made Miles wince. “What were you doing with him? Was he responsible for the accident? Did Felicity have something to do with this?”

“No! She has no idea we even know each other. I’ve… I’ve been helping him. We’ve hung out a few times to—”

“A few times?” She wobbled, close to falling over.

God, he was an idiot. She hadn’t known it was more than a single car ride. Miles had just given up his chance of escaping this intact.

He couldn’t imagine what would’ve happened if he’d mentioned Gabriel joining his school.

“Let me explain. He needed my help. A couple of weeks ago, I had—”

“Nothing could be that important,” she snapped. “They’re liars and they’re dangerous. We told you that. Your dad and I try to give you freedom and let you make your own decisions. We only asked one thing of you. One thing—stay away from the Hawthornes.”

“Aunt Sarah,” Charlee chimed in, giving him a sympathetic glance. “Miles really did have a good—”

“How could you know about this and not tell us? Have you been helping them sneak around this whole time?”

Charlee’s silence said it all.

“It’s not her fault,” Miles rushed to defend her. “I made her promise not to tell. I knew how you’d react, but, Mom, Gabriel needed help. Remember the ghost I came to you about? I saw him at the Hawthorne party, and—”

She held up her hand, like she could physically stop his words. Miles had never seen her so upset before. She wasn’t even listening to what he was saying.

“Go upstairs,” she told him, deadly calm. “Wait in your room until your dad wakes up and I tell him about this. I don’t think I need to say that you’re grounded. Beyond grounded.”

She wouldn’t even stop and let him explain, so determined to believe he’d committed an unforgivable betrayal. Her hatred of the Hawthornes, of Felicity, outweighed her trust in him, so much so that she wouldn’t even give him a chance.

It hurt. He’d tried so hard to make excuses for why they kept things from him, lied to him.

“No,” he said. Nothing had changed—he still needed to help Gabriel. He had a job to finish. “Not until you listen to me.”

Charlee’s lips parted in shock. Miles and his mom stared each other down from across the kitchen.

“What’s making you act like this?” his mom asked, her words cutting him open. “Did that boy do something to you? This isn’t you.”

She didn’t know him. How could she even say that, when she assumed he was keeping a secret girlfriend? She was so caught up in her own prejudices that she was willing to stand here and act like Miles was a monster for trying to do the right thing.

“Why can’t you trust my judgment?” he demanded, speaking over her when she opened her mouth to interrupt. “No, I mean it—what have I ever done to make you doubt me? I go to school and keep my grades up just to make you and Dad happy, even though we all know it doesn’t matter because running the family business is all I’ll ever do. Exactly how you want it. I spend all my free time taking on extra jobs for you guys because I don’t know how to say ‘no’ anymore. It’s not like I enjoy digging up dead people or getting thrown around by pissed off ghosts. Actually, I hate it. Not that you care.”

His voice hadn’t gotten any louder, but she was staring at him like he’d started yelling.

“I do everything for this family. Everything. And the one time I do something you disagree with, you can’t trust that it’s important. The only reason I lied to you in the first place was because I knew you’d never give me a chance to explain, that you’d never listen. Do you know how that felt?”

His panic was gone, replaced with a calm, bitter truth. He wouldn’t apologize, wouldn’t back down on this. His parents had raised him to be a good person, but they never seemed to care about him being his own person.

He was tired of it. If he was being honest with himself, he’d been tired of it for a while now.

“Do you hate them so much,” he asked quietly, “that you’re going to make me feel hated, too? I’ve never done anything to deserve that.”

His mom was ashen. Her chin trembled slightly. “You don’t understand who the Hawthornes are. You don’t know what you’re doing, the risk you’re—”

“I do. Actually, I’m willing to bet I know more than you do by now. And I don’t care. Gabriel needed my help and I’m not the kind of person to ignore that.” He squared his shoulders. “You probably have yourself to thank for that.”

He turned, storming out of the kitchen and up the stairs, not because she’d told him to, but because he had nowhere else to go.

In his room, he sat on his bed. His blinks were dry and gritty, hands surprisingly unshaken where they rested against his legs. Even the constant anxious twist in his core was absent.

It felt… good, to get that off his chest. To not have to lie anymore.

The realization scared and exhilarated him—because while his parents’ wrath was a foreign, frightening thing, at least the truth was out now. Whether they liked it or not.

His door cracked open and Charlee peeked in. Uncertainty turned her mouth down at the corners, her eyes a dimmer green than usual.

“You can come in,” he told her, scooting to make room on the bed.

She sat down hesitantly next to him. “You okay?”

“Yeah. You?”

She shrugged. “I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you.”

“I’m sorry you got pulled into that.”

“She wasn’t half as hard on me as she was on you.”

It was impossible to not still feel bad about dragging her into this. Charlee hadn’t wanted anything to do with Gabriel from day one, but she’d stuck it out for Miles.

She drew her knees up to her chest. A hole in her pink striped sock flashed her big toe. “So, what’s the plan now?”

Nothing had changed in that regard. “We’re still doing the ritual tonight. I’m meeting Gabriel at his place at midnight. From there, we’ll go to the mausoleum and summon Florence. We need to finish this thing.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Your mom isn’t going to let you out of this house.”

“She can’t do anything to stop me. I’ll sneak out tonight so she won’t even know I’m gone, and it’s not like she can take my car keys.” He gave her a sideways look. “Speaking of which…”

“I’ll drive you.”

Her offer caught him off guard. “Are you sure? You know I’ll be careful with your car if you let me borrow it.”

“It’s not that.” She rested her chin on her knees. “I want to be there for you, in case anything goes wrong.”

“I don’t expect you to stick this out now,” he told her, and meant it. “I don’t want to cause any problems between you and my parents. It’s different for me. I have to finish this job.”

“It isn’t just a job to you. Maybe at first, but not anymore.”

“It doesn’t matter.” He picked at a snag on the knee of his jeans. “The point is, you don’t have anything to prove. Especially not to me.”

“I know that. And I know I’ve given you a hard time about Gabriel, and I’m not saying I’m wrong about him, but…” She peered up at him. “You seem different. I don’t know, he might be good for you, in a way. I’ve never seen you stand up for yourself. I’ve never even seen you talk back to your mom before.”

“I got frustrated,” Miles confessed sheepishly.

“Good. You never get frustrated and it’s weird. So maybe—and I can’t believe I’m going to say this—some of that Hawthorne attitude has rubbed off on you in a good way.”

Miles laughed. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to say thanks or not.”

“You can give me a giant all-encompassing thank you when I help you sneak out tonight without getting caught and drive your ass to the murder estate when I should be getting my beauty sleep. I also accept gratitude in the form of delicious sugary treats.”

“So that’s what this is really about.”

“And you’re a fool for not realizing it sooner.” Her mirth faded. “Honestly, though, I could use a distraction right now anyway.”

It took Miles a moment and then—

Oh. He’d forgotten about Aunt Robin.

“Have you talked to her yet?”

Her fingers dug into her knees. “Unfortunately. She came out of her room and the second she saw me, she asked why I wasn’t at school.”

Miles winced. Charlee had graduated last year. “I’m sure she didn’t—”

“Don’t. Don’t defend her right now. She could get help any time she wanted. It’s not like she’s alone and doesn’t have a support system. People would take her where she needs to go, to see doctors who know what she needs. We’re—I’m not enough.” She bit her lip, hard enough it had to hurt. “If Dad was still here, if it had been me instead, he’d be enough. She’d get better for him.”

Miles didn’t know what to say. He wanted to tell her that wasn’t true, but he wasn’t sure he believed it.

“It’s not going to last, you know that, right?” she continued bitterly. “Her making an effort, all invested in our wellbeing. I guarantee, in a week or two, she’ll be right back in that room and we get to start this all over again.” A muscle in her jaw ticked. “One of these days, she’s going to come out and I won’t be here.”

“We could run away together,” Miles teased, nudging her.

She laughed. “You couldn’t survive two days without your mom’s pancakes. And she’d probably assume Felicity had kidnapped you and go start a war.”

She wasn’t wrong. She was also still hurting about her mom; Miles could see it in her face.

He wrapped his arm around her shoulder, tugging her to lean against him. “I’m sorry I haven’t been here for you lately. This thing with Gabriel… well, you know. But I’m here if you need anything. Always, okay? I love you.”

“I love you too, dork.” Her voice sounded thick, a mirror of his own. “And, I’ll admit, part of the reason I hate Gabriel is because he’s been stealing you away from me so much. I’m supposed to be your best friend, you jerk.”

“As if Gabriel could ever replace you.” He hugged her tighter. “You’re stuck being my favorite until the day I die.”

“Lucky me,” she grumbled, but relaxed against him.
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A little before midnight—about half an hour after he heard his parents’ bedroom door close for the night—Miles snuck downstairs.

Charlee was waiting for him in the living room, her black clothes and bright hair making her a flame-topped silhouette. She inspected his new jacket, but didn’t comment.

Going into the office, Miles switched on the lamp in the corner. His mom’s desk was covered in a mess of supplies, but there was an order to the chaos, one he knew well.

It took him less than a minute to find everything on his crumpled list, his backpack bulging by the time he was done. He carefully closed the desk drawers and switched the lamp back off—with any luck, his mom wouldn’t even notice anything was missing.

“Okay, let’s go,” he told Charlee.

It was windy outside, blowing Charlee’s loose curls around wildly as she locked the door behind them. She started her car, the engine unbearably loud in the quiet night air. He watched his parents’ window, half expecting their light to turn on, but it stayed dark.

He kept lookout as Charlee pulled away from the curb and onto the street, until they took a corner and his house disappeared from sight.

“I think they’d be proud of you if they knew what was actually going on,” Charlee said.

“They’d know if they’d bothered to listen to me.”

He’d hidden away in his room all night and refused to come down to dinner. He couldn’t stand hearing it all over again from his dad.

Being an empath meant that other people were constantly on his mind, pushing their emotions onto him. Miles would sense someone’s sadness and feel obligated to try to cheer them up. Sense someone’s joy and be struck by how that feeling was missing from his own life. Sense frustration and feel driven to give that person a safe outlet to vent. Sense loneliness and feel it echoing inside his own. He was a side character in everyone else’s story.

And now it was painfully clear that for the last few years, all he’d let himself want was the bare minimum: hide his sexuality until he was ready, pass his classes and keep his grades acceptable, manage his anxiety enough that he could function. Do whatever he could to make his parents proud, to keep the peace within his family and be an easy, good son.

He didn’t think he wanted the bare minimum anymore.

“What happens,” Charlee asked, “if everything goes well tonight? If you stop Gabriel’s death premonition from coming true?”

“It’s not the end of it.” The curse, the grimoire, the darkness inside of Gabriel. “We still have more to do.”

“And then?” she prompted. “After that?”

That question had wiggled itself to the forefront of his thoughts too many times already—what would happen when this was all over, when Gabriel no longer needed his help.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

“What if he wants to stay besties?”

“Then I’ll invite him over just to watch Mom lose her mind.”

Charlee snickered. “And what if he doesn’t? You’d be okay with that?”

He turned to watch the streetlights flash past. Her question made him ache, a tender bruise pressed against his ribs.

“Yes.” The word was sour on his tongue.

Jocelyn had said it—they were all helpless to the whims of fate, and fate was cruel. Fate had made their families enemies, bound by death and tragedy. As surely as it had placed Gabriel in Miles’s path, it would take him away. One way or another.

But Miles was feeling selfish tonight, letting himself consider the things he wanted. For a moment, he allowed himself to wander to the frightening and dangerous possibility: what if?

Charlee’s voice softened into something close to pity. “I don’t have to use my gift to know you’re lying.”

“Can we not talk about this right now?” If he did everything right and banished Florence, Gabriel would be saved. That was the only thing that mattered.

“Okay.” She turned onto the main road that led out of town. “Promise me you’ll be careful tonight. I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Florence is pretty nasty,” Miles agreed, remembering the feeling of Gabriel’s fingers wrapped around his throat, the glossy oil-slick blackness of his eyes. “But I have everything I need, and I know what to do. I’ll be okay.”

“Still, you’ve never done this alone before.”

Miles gazed out the window into the night. “I won’t be alone.”

*   *   *

When they pulled up to the Hawthorne gate, Gabriel was waiting for them, leaning casually against the wrought iron.

Charlee parked, her headlights illuminating the dense trees beyond them. Miles saw a flash of yellow orbs before she turned her car off and everything went black again. Overhead, the moon was a milky sickle, poised to slice open the night sky.

“Keep your phone on you,” she commanded. “Double-check everything before you summon her. And banish her the second you start to get worried. Don’t try to be a show-off, just do it right.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“I’m serious.” It was hard to make out her freckled features in the half-light, but her voice was tense. “And if anything goes wrong, hightail it back here.”

“It’ll be fine.” Miles didn’t know which of them he was trying to convince. “I’ll try to be quick.”

He opened his door, the rush of crisp air raising goosebumps on his arms. He saw Charlee pull her headphones out of her pocket—nothing like music to distract yourself from the worry that your cousin might be getting killed by a murderous, century-old ghost.

“Is she not coming?” Gabriel asked. He had the iron box containing Florence’s ring tucked under one arm.

“Nah.” Miles slung his bag over his shoulder. “The more people we involve in this, the more opportunities there are for someone to make a mistake. She’s on lookout and getaway car duty.”

Behind them, the window squeaked as Charlee cranked it down.

“Hey, Hawthorne.” Her voice wasn’t loud, but it carried. “If anything happens to him, I’ll make your life a living hell. Consider this your one and only warning.”

She rolled it back up before either of them could respond.

“Sorry,” Miles apologized. “She’s enjoying playing the over-protective mom too much.”

“It’s fine.” Gabriel opened the door set into the fence a few feet away from the gate, gesturing for Miles to go first. “She cares about you. You seem close.”

“We are.” The grass was slick under Miles’s boots. “She’s more like my sister, really. Her parents didn’t have another kid, and Jenna and Amy didn’t come along until years later, so we were all each other had for a while.”

He wondered if Gabriel had any idea of what he meant when he said that—sweltering summers spent chasing each other through the sprinkler, lazy afternoons with ice cream and cartoons, pointless fights over who got to be in charge of the remote, crying on each other’s shoulders. Childhood memories they would share for the rest of his life, a bond that ran thicker than blood.

“Why does she live with you?” Gabriel inquired. Ahead, Miles could make out the vague shape of hedges. They were getting close to the mansion.

“Her dad died. And her mom, my aunt… she’s had a hard time with it. With the guilt.” Understatement of the year, but it was too invasive to explain how hard a time she’d had in detail. “My parents invited them to live with us when it was clear she wasn’t getting better. To keep a close watch on them both, I guess.”

“Was your aunt responsible? You said she feels guilt—”

“Nothing like that,” Miles hurried to say. “She’s a seer and she foresaw the accident, but he’d already gotten in the car…” He remembered Charlee banging on the door, pale and frightened, telling them that something was wrong, that her mom wouldn’t stop screaming. They’d run the two blocks back to her house. Aunt Robin’s anguish had been so strong that Miles couldn’t go inside, barbed wire wrapping tighter and tighter, stabbing him with thorny spikes. He could remember the metallic taste of blood filling his mouth when he bit his tongue.

It was too dark to make out Gabriel’s expression. “That must have been very difficult.”

Miles wasn’t sure if he was talking about what Aunt Robin went through, or if he’d picked up a stray thought from Miles.

“I can’t imagine how hard it is to lose someone you care about when you’re given a chance to stop it.”

Gabriel didn’t say anything for the rest of the walk.

Instead of going straight to the house, he led Miles off to the left, skirting around the broad driveway to another small path that cut through the trees, similar to the one they’d taken to the lake. This was significantly shorter, leading them to a small, fenced-in cemetery. Behind it, a building loomed, a specter in the night, the Hawthorne family crest visible against the white stone.

“The mausoleum.”

“That’s where Florence was buried?”

“Entombed… but yes.” Gabriel shifted the iron box in his hands. “I wonder if she can feel that we’re close. If she knows what we’re doing.”

The possibility filled Miles with vindictive satisfaction. He hoped she was worried. “It serves her right if she can.”

Gabriel made that thoughtful hum low in his throat. “I followed a hunch earlier and found a copy of our family tree. I’m the first second son born into my family since her death. The first opportunity she’s had to resurrect herself.”

“The first and the last.”

“Because of you.”

That pulled a laugh from Miles. “I’ll be sure and mention that a few times before I banish her, really rub it in that a lowly Warren is the reason for her demise. Make it sting.”

He dropped his bag, looking around. The cemetery was small, but it had a good amount of open space. They were close enough to Florence’s remains out here, and the rituals would work better under the light of the moon. Plus, he didn’t want to go into that dusty old mausoleum. Gabriel said it didn’t match the place from his vision, but Miles wasn’t going to chance it.

“We’ll set up out here,” he told Gabriel, unzipping his backpack.

Time to get to work.
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Miles squinted down at the paper in his hand, skimming over the instructions a final time. Charlee had double and triple-checked for him earlier, too—it was the best he could do without asking his parents. A few yards away, he’d made a circle in black salt and put the iron box containing Florence’s ring in the middle. It was open, but the chunks of peridot, black tourmaline, and labradorite would keep her spirit at bay until Miles summoned her. Around the salt circle, he’d lit several candles, white for protection, blue for communication and truth. Hopefully they’d help Gabriel get the answers he was so desperate for.

He’d set up his station on one of the thicker tombstones. Balanced on top were more lit white candles, a bowl of purified rainwater that he’d salted and steeped with pepper, and a dried bundle of herbs. To the side was a stubby black candle—but that was for later.

“Do you have your protection charms?” he asked Gabriel, who’d been watching Miles set up with keen eyes. He’d warned Miles he’d never done anything like this, but that wasn’t a problem. He’d have an easier time without Gabriel distracting him.

Gabriel nodded. Good. Miles wanted to think he’d managed to set this up right, but it was reassuring to know if he hadn’t, at least neither of them would get possessed.

“Okay.” He scanned everything again—it all seemed in place. “Come stand over here.”

Gabriel joined him, his cheekbones sharp and shadowed in the candlelight. Taking the sack of black salt, Miles made a large circle around them. It was identical to what he’d made around Florence’s ring—that one to contain her until Miles could complete the ritual to banish her, this one to protect him and Gabriel if anything went wrong.

A current ran through the air when Miles closed the circle, raising the hairs on his arms.

He pulled a mason jar from his bag and unscrewed the top. Gabriel leaned in for a better view, then wrinkled his nose at the strong odor.

“Do I want to know what that is?”

“It’s Four Thieves Vinegar.” He walked around the salt circle, tipping the jar enough to sprinkle the liquid along the perimeter. “It’s one of the strongest protections you can make—apple cider vinegar, garlic, cayenne, thyme, and rosemary.”

“I’m sure the smell alone would drive the Devil back to hell.”

Miles couldn’t help but snicker.

Once he’d walked the whole perimeter, he resealed the jar and set it in the grass. Now they needed Florence to make her appearance.

“Stay within the circle, no matter what happens,” Miles warned Gabriel, taking his place behind the tombstone. “This is your only chance to talk to her, because I can’t hesitate to banish her if anything starts to go wrong.”

Out here, under the faint glow of the moon and scattered stars, flickering candlelight the only thing keeping the shadows at bay, Gabriel was the most solid thing, the most real. The sight of him grounded Miles even as it pinched at his chest.

He took the bundle of dried herbs and a lighter from his pocket, letting the ends catch fire and gently blowing it out until they were smoldering, wisps rising into the night sky.

“Wormwood and mullein,” he explained to Gabriel, setting the smoking bundle on the gravestone. “They’ll help force her out.”

“Aren’t you supposed to say an incantation or spell?”

Miles tried and failed to hold back a smile. It wasn’t often he knew something Gabriel didn’t. “It’s not necessary. Words are just to focus your intent; they don’t actually do anything. It’s science as much as magic—energy interacting, reacting, changing. Saying it out loud isn’t going to change that.”

From his other pocket, he pulled out a slip of paper, Florence’s full name written on it in thick ink. Holding it over the flame of the nearest white candle, he let it catch fire, releasing it when heat kissed the tips of his fingers. The ash fell into the bowl of water.

“Here we are, in the middle of a cemetery at midnight, casting a spell to summon a ghost, and you have the audacity to lecture me about science,” Gabriel muttered.

Miles shushed him.

As the smoke wafted across the cemetery, the ring quaked against the stone, clinking softly. This was the trickiest part—the protection aspects working against the summoning, creating a crack big enough for the spirit to slip through.

Around them, the candle flames flickered and sputtered. Miles felt the swell of energy in the air, the shadows twisting to reach towards the ring with long fingers, and then Florence appeared.

For the first time, Miles was able to get a good look at her. The woman who’d murdered her own sister for power and cursed her bloodline, who would have murdered him and Gabriel given the chance.

She was similar to Jocelyn. They had the same midnight-dark hair—the shade identical to Gabriel’s—and her features were striking, her cheekbones set high on a haughty, pointed face, her mouth thin and unsmiling. The neck of her dress gathered under her chin and came in tight at the waist, sleeves covering down to her wrists. A ghostly glow illuminated the grass around her.

“What is this?” she asked, her voice sending a chill over the cemetery. Her piercing gaze landed on Miles and her nostrils flared. “Warren.”

Either she recognized him, or she had a seriously supernatural sense of smell.

Gabriel stepped forward, the tips of his shoes almost nudging the salt line. “I’m—”

“I remember you,” she interrupted. “You’re the boy with all the sad little thoughts rattling around in his head. The second son.”

She was surprisingly lucid, more so than Miles had ever encountered in a spirit this old.

“And you’re the woman who murdered her own sister in cold blood,” Gabriel responded coolly.

A macabre, skeletal grin stretched her lips too wide.

“I want to know what you did,” Gabriel continued. “To us, to the family, when you killed Jocelyn. And how to undo it.”

“Undo it? Even if it could be undone, why would you, you foolish boy? You don’t realize what a gift I’ve given you. What power.”

Gabriel’s hands balled into fists at his sides. “It’s not a gift—it’s a curse. This thing crawling beneath my skin, in my blood—it’s evil.”

Florence scoffed. “The men of our family always were weak. Desperate, writhing little rats.”

Miles had been determined to let Gabriel do all the talking, but her tone sparked hot anger in him. “Is that why you were going to kill him? He’s only good to you as a sacrifice?”

She narrowed in on Miles, freezing the air in his lungs. “You found my grimoire.”

“We did,” Gabriel confirmed. “So understand that this is your opportunity to go into the afterlife with dignity. Tell me how to undo the curse, or I’ll go through your grimoire and find the answer myself.”

“No.” She smirked, and it was uncomfortably familiar. “It cannot be undone.”

“Stop lying,” Miles demanded. She had to be lying. “Nothing you say is going to change anything—you’re not going to kill Gabriel, you’re not going to do your spell, you’re not coming back to life. It’s over. Soon, you’ll be gone, and that future with you.”

Florence’s laugh echoed across the cemetery. “Ah, I see. You’ve had a death premonition. That’s a heavy burden to carry. And often, worthless.”

“Not this time.” Miles gripped the headstone tightly. “Remember Jocelyn, the sister you killed? She’s the one who warned us, so we could stop you. She’s the reason you’ve lost.”

He saw his taunting words land. Florence’s lips peeled back, baring her teeth in a wicked snarl. “Jocelyn. My foolish sister, always meddling, even in death.” She turned back to Gabriel. “Heed my words: fate is never that easy to escape. If I’m not the one to kill you, someone else will be. I imagine someone close to you, one of your family perhaps, will do the deed. After all, murder is in our blood, isn’t it?”

Gabriel stumbled back a step as if her words had physically struck him. She was trying to get in his head because she knew it was over for her.

“That’s enough.” Miles grabbed his lighter.

“You’re both fools. You think that you, a child, can banish me?” The wind picked up, rustling through the trees around them and making the candlelight dance. Florence lifted her arms, and energy pulsed across the cemetery, the gravestones quaking in the ground. “You have no idea of the power I possess.”

Miles needed to end this, now. He flicked his lighter, once, then twice, before it sparked to life. Cupping his hand around the top of the black candle, his fingers shook as he held the flame to the wick. If he could light it, then extinguish it in the bowl of salted water, she’d be expelled.

“Miles.” Gabriel’s voice held a warning.

He glanced up and saw a storm.

Inside the salt circle containing Florence, shadows spun and whirled, a ferocious tornado around her. Her hair pulled free of its braid, whipping around. The skin of her face had faded, revealing a yellowed skull, its teeth bared in an extended, ghastly grin.

She lowered her arms and the darkness exploded.

It hit them like a shockwave. Miles managed to stay standing, the candle and bowl of water steady atop the gravestone, sheltered by the protective circle of his arms, but the air was still knocked out of him. Next to him, Gabriel crouched down, bracing against a gravestone so he didn’t fall. His wide eyes found Miles.

The surge subsided, leaving Miles’s ears ringing. All the candles that had illuminated the cemetery were extinguished, inviting the hungry night back in. Both circles were gone, obliterated, speckles of black salt scattered across the ground like glimmering ash. Where he’d sprinkled the Four Thieves Vinegar, the ground was steaming.

That was bad. Very bad.

“Where is she?” He snatched his lighter back up.

“I don’t know. I don’t see her.”

If she’d fled, the ritual might not work. But that wasn’t going to stop Miles from trying.

His lighter sputtered to life feebly. Teeth gritted, he held it to the wick again, heart nearly stopping when it lit. Now he needed to—

Something slammed into him, the candle and lighter leaping out of his hands as he went flying backward. He landed hard against the wet ground, the impact jolting through his whole body.

“Miles!”

He managed to sit up, the whole world spinning. “Get the candle!” he wheezed at Gabriel, his ribs aching. “Finish the ritual.”

Goosebumps crept across his skin—it was the only warning he got before Florence manifested in front of him. She appeared more solid than ever, almost a real, living person, if not for the skull peering through translucent skin.

“What do you want?” he got out, trying to keep her attention as Gabriel crawled through the grass, sweeping his hands around for the candle. He looked ridiculous.

Her answer was to grab him by the front of his jacket, lifting him easily into the air. Her grip cinched it around his throat, choking the air out of him.

“I despise you Warrens,” Florence growled, sounding more demon than human. “Your whole family should be killed, wiped from every corner of this world. I’ll drag you straight to hell myself.”

Spots blinked across his sight like the fairy lights in Charlee’s room. Under his shirt, his protection charms vibrated against his skin, buzzing with power.

“I found it!” Gabriel yelled triumphantly—then cursed when he saw what was happening.

Distracted, Florence glared over her shoulder, her entire head twisting around. Miles reached up under his shirt and grabbed his necklace. Yanking with all his strength, the chain snapped, and he shoved the charms at Florence.

Her scream rattled the trees and the gravestones, the very ground shaking as she evaporated in a cloud of mist.

Miles dropped back to the ground, catching himself against a tombstone. He held his necklace out, his only shield, whirling around in a circle as he wheezed. She wasn’t banished, but he hoped that hurt.

Gabriel hurried over, slipping in the grass. He grabbed Miles’s shoulder to steady himself. “Are you alright?”

“Fine,” Miles rasped. “Stay behind me.”

Gabriel held up the black candle. “I’ve got it. Now what?”

“Light it and extinguish it in the bowl of water.” Across the cemetery, Miles could see it, miraculously still upright on the gravestone. “Make sure it’s actually lit, then dunk it right in.”

“Where’s your lighter?”

He’d dropped it when Florence knocked him flat on his ass.

“I think it’s over there with everything else. You’ll have to find it.”

A noise rustled behind them. Miles spun around, charms swinging wildly in his grip. The wind picked up again, a low howl racing through the graves. Sweat was sticking his shirt to his skin.

“I’ll try to keep her distracted. Go finish the ritual. We have to get rid of her.”

“Be careful.” Gabriel squeezed his shoulder, then took off, weaving between the graves.

“I thought you said you had power,” Miles called, lowering his charms. “Big words for someone hiding from a teenage boy.”

Was goading a murderous, unleashed ghost the smartest thing he’d ever done? Probably not. But if it kept her away from Gabriel, he was prepared to taunt her all night.

“You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” Florence’s voice echoed around him. Her disgusting aura filled the whole graveyard, impossible to pinpoint.

“You keep saying that, but all you’ve done so far is blow out a few candles. I’m not exactly impressed.”

Energy surged behind him, making his ears pop. He turned a little too slowly. All he saw was a flash of the skeletal grin that would haunt his nightmares—then he was flying through the air once again.

He slammed into something, hard. Pain exploded through him, and he cried out, curling in on himself. The scattered stars spun overhead as night snapped at the edges of his vision. He blinked rapidly, trying to move, to get up, to do anything.

“Miles!”

Gabriel’s voice tore through the cemetery, but Miles couldn’t respond. Coughing, he managed to roll onto his back, hot tears streaking down his cheeks.

Florence flickered into sight above him, her expression twisted in rage. Nothing human remained in her.

“You’re a fool to think you could control me. Power doesn’t belong to the weak.” She reached for him. “I’ll show you what true power is.”

Miles had never been so afraid, so paralyzed by his fear. His limbs refused to work, his head heavy and dizzy. His vision swam. He couldn’t move.

Her hand was inches from him when she froze. Shock snuffed her fury out, and for a moment, she looked young and lost. With an unearthly scream, she reared back and vanished.

Around him, all the candles blazed back to life in unison, basking the cemetery in a warm golden glow. Her suffocating aura was gone, the night air silent once more as the whipping wind faded away.

Miles slumped back weakly.

He might have blacked out for a second because the next thing he knew, Gabriel was crouched next to him, saying his name urgently. His face was almost as pale as Florence’s had been, waxen in the candlelight.

“Cut it a little close there,” Miles got out, mustering up a weak grin that might have been more of a pain-filled grimace. His brain beat against the walls of his skull in protest at being tossed around like a ragdoll.

It was difficult to focus, but there was no mistaking the flash of dismay. Gabriel seemed seconds away from being sick. He was clearly shaken, his eyes haunted. Miles had never seen him like that. It cut him, a knife against the tender, unprotected flesh right between his ribs.

“I’m sorry,” Gabriel said hoarsely. “I thought she—” He swallowed.

He supported Miles as he tried to sit up, until he managed to slump back against the solid gravestone. Ah. So that was what Florence had thrown him into. He should have considered that before summoning her in a cemetery.

“It’s okay. I’m okay.”

It wasn’t strictly true, but he’d say anything right now to get Gabriel to stop looking like that. Besides, everything had stopped spinning. The pain was turning into more of a dull ache. And they were both alive.

“Hey,” Miles murmured, reaching for him. He meant to touch Gabriel’s shoulder, but his hand landed in the wrong spot, cupping his cheek, the line of his jaw. “It wasn’t your fault. I’m fine. Don’t—don’t look like that. It’s okay.”

They were so close, Gabriel’s arm still under his own where he was supporting him. So when Gabriel closed the distance between them, it happened quickly enough that Miles didn’t have time to react.

His lips were dry and soft against Miles’s, the barest whisper of a kiss, but it sent his heart slamming against his ribcage, pounding in his ears. Gabriel pulled away by an inch or two, and let out a small, shuddering exhale, searing against Miles’s mouth. In it, he heard relief and gratitude that warmed Miles from head to toe.

Oh.

Oh.

He hadn’t known—hadn’t realized—

“Gabriel,” he murmured, not sure what words would follow. Not even sure what he was trying to say.

There must have been something in his voice that betrayed the feelings twisting in his gut, because Gabriel’s eyes widened slightly, and he leaned back in, catching Miles’s lips sweetly with his own once more. He wasn’t sure who deepened the kiss, only that his fist was twisted in the front of Gabriel’s jacket and Gabriel was holding him, thumb sweeping gently at the corner of Miles’s jaw, his fingers so icy they burned against his flushed skin. Despite his cold touch, his mouth was unbearably, perfectly warm.

Miles wondered if Gabriel could feel his pulse beating away under his skin, if he could hear the dizzying swirl of his mind, if Miles could get back all the time he’d wasted not knowing just how devastatingly soft Gabriel’s lips were. Then Gabriel shifted slightly with a noise that Miles felt more than he heard, and he didn’t wonder anything else.

Something clicked into place in Miles’s head, a piece he hadn’t realized had been missing. It knocked the ground out from beneath him and he pulled Gabriel closer, holding him tightly, unwilling to let him go yet.

When they separated, gradually, reluctantly, Miles found his brain had been replaced with warm, slow-moving molasses.

Gabriel’s eyebrows drew together in concern, which would have been a massive blow to Miles’s already fragile self-confidence, but he lifted his hand between them. It was smeared with dark wetness.

“You’re bleeding.”

He blinked. He was dizzy, so dizzy—from being thrown around, from Gabriel’s kisses and tentative touches—that it took him a solid second or two to realize what he’d said.

“Oh.” Miles struggled to collect his scattered thoughts and not fixate on Gabriel’s slightly swollen lips. “I must’ve hit my head.”

“I didn’t realize. We should get you back to Charlee so she can take you to the hospital.”

But… Miles wanted to keep kissing him.

“I don’t need a hospital,” he said adamantly.

Gabriel ignored him and took Miles’s arm, helping him to his feet. Sweetly—was Miles doomed to think everything Gabriel did was sweet now?—Gabriel held onto him until he was sure he wasn’t going to topple over.

“I’m going to grab the ring,” he said, slipping away.

Miles couldn’t seem to catch his breath. How could an ordinary thing that people do every day feel so… he didn’t have a word for it, for the living, beating thing that had bloomed in his chest, unfurling like a flower when Gabriel kissed him.

His broken charm necklace was on the ground next to him. He swiped it up, tucking it safely into his pocket.

Gabriel returned with the iron box and Miles’s backpack, stuffed full of supplies again. “What should we do with it?” he asked, gesturing to the box.

“It’ll be fine now—Florence is gone. But to be safe, I’ll cleanse it when I get home and reseal it in something smaller. Then you can have it back.”

Florence is gone. The words sank in, and Miles’s knees went weak again. They’d done it.

“What?” Gabriel asked.

“Florence… we tossed her back into whatever pit she crawled out of.” The realization made Miles whoop, the sound echoing through the cemetery. “We kicked ass, right? I mean, it was a close call, but we pulled it off.”

“Too close,” Gabriel said. “And we still need to let your cousin check your injury. Don’t think I’ve forgotten.”

Resigned, Miles followed him out of the cemetery and past the mausoleum, starting their trek back to the car. He felt steadier, but Gabriel stayed close, watching him carefully like he could collapse at any second.

He wouldn’t meet Miles’s gaze, but Miles didn’t mind. Gabriel didn’t seem regretful or disgusted, just faintly embarrassed. Embarrassed, but maybe a little flustered, too.

Oh, God, Miles had managed to fluster Gabriel Hawthorne. He should put it on a T-shirt or his college application or—

“Stop grinning like that,” Gabriel snapped.

A laugh bubbled out of Miles as they cut through the trees. “Nah.” You kissed me. But also—“We really did it. You’re not going to die.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Everyone dies eventually.”

“You’re being a downer on purpose.” He bumped Gabriel with his shoulder, wishing more than anything that he was brave enough to hug him. “C’mon, we did it. You’re in the clear. Everyone said the future couldn’t be changed, but we fucking did it. That deserves a celebration.”

Gabriel peered over at him, a crooked smile finally tugging at his mouth. “We did quite well, didn’t we?”

“Quite well,” Miles teased in a poshy voice. “More like amazing. Jesus, I’ve never been so happy for something to be over in my whole life. And we didn’t even have to step foot in that creepy murder tomb.”

“You’re right.” For some reason, that made Gabriel’s face fall. “Perhaps we should be concerned that this wasn’t anything like your premonition.”

“What? Why? Listen, the premonition is probably what would’ve happened if we hadn’t beat her tonight. You said she needed the spell ingredients before killing you, right? I bet they’re all stored away in another hidden room at the old Hawthorne house and that’s the place I’ve been seeing in my visions.” It all made sense to Miles. “She’d possess you again, ride your body over there to get everything, put the spell together, then kill you as the final part. But we stopped it. The fact we never got close to seeing the premonition fulfilled is a good thing. That was the point. You can stop worrying.”

Gabriel glanced behind them at the mausoleum. “There’s a lot of unanswered questions still. I don’t like it.”

“You might have to make peace with that. Personally, I’d take being alive with questions over dead with answers.”

“It’s not over yet,” he murmured. “I still have to find a way to remove the curse.”

Not even that reminder was going to bring Miles’s mood down right now.

“Hey, stop it. Tonight is for celebrating our win, not moping over the work left to do. You don’t have a murderous ghost to worry about anymore—it can wait one night. The grimoire isn’t going anywhere.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“I am right. We can start first thing tomorrow, okay?” Ugh, they had school in the morning. Today. Whenever.

“We?” Gabriel’s tone was strange.

Hadn’t Miles already made that clear?

“Yeah, we. Us. You and me. The dream team. I told you—I’m with you as far as this goes.”

“I wasn’t sure…” Gabriel shook his head. “With Florence stopped, your obligation to me is over. I don’t expect anything else from you.”

They were passing the Hawthorne mansion, the house shadowed and hungry, the moonlight making the glass windows gleam, rows of snarling teeth in the darkness.

“Well,” Miles said lightly, “you’re stuck with me. So, get ready for supervised grimoire reading sessions.”

“Bold of you to assume I want your help.”

“Bold of you to assume you could do this without me.”

Gabriel huffed out a little laugh that nearly melted Miles on the spot. “I see you’re feeling confident.” He stumbled slightly over the uneven ground and his fingers brushed against Miles’s.

Unable to help himself, Miles caught his hand, stopping Gabriel in place. He held him, savoring the contact and his startled look.

“I’m going to keep helping you,” he said seriously, “because I want to. Because I can’t stand the thought of you doing it alone. Because,” he felt his cheeks redden and hoped Gabriel couldn’t see, “I care about you and I want you to be okay. Got it?”

“Got it,” he murmured, soft as a secret between the two of them.

“Good.” He dropped Gabriel’s hand so they could keep walking, proud of himself for managing to act so casual and chill—the exact opposite of what he was feeling.

He didn’t know how he was going to work around his parents now, but that was a future-Miles problem.

He could make out the looming gate and beyond it, Charlee’s parked car. He hadn’t even checked to see what time it was or if she’d called. She was going to lose it for multiple reasons once he told her what happened and that—

“Miles?” Gabriel was watching him with an unreadable expression.

“Hmm?”

“I—I appreciate it. All of it. I don’t know if I’ve said that yet.”

“You could say it again to make sure,” Miles teased, only because he had a feeling Gabriel was maxed out on his mushy, heartfelt moments for the night.

He knew Gabriel was scowling. He’d developed a sixth sense for his annoyance by now. But he didn’t care—not when his entire body blazed like a supernova, ready to burst wide open with these ridiculous feelings swelling inside of him and outshine all other galaxies.

The gate squeaked again as Gabriel opened it for him, Charlee’s relieved face illuminated by her phone in the driver’s seat of her car. A second later, the engine started. She obviously wanted to get home.

“I guess I’ll see you tomorrow, then?” Miles asked. A bit of awkwardness and self-doubt trickled in, but he refused to acknowledge it. Not tonight.

Gabriel nodded, a quick jerk of his chin. “Tomorrow.” It was a promise.

When he got into the passenger side of Charlee’s car, he turned and found Gabriel still watching, a pale silhouette against the night and the stars that now seemed lackluster in comparison.
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Freshly showered and wearing his favorite burgundy sweater, Miles tromped downstairs, ready for a cup of tea and a piece of toast. They hadn’t gotten home until past two last night, but for the first time in weeks, he felt well-rested.

Charlee was already awake and sitting on the couch. She was sleep-rumpled, a pink blanket over her shoulders like a cape.

She’d ripped him apart in the car last night when he told her what happened with Florence, demanding to know if he understood what the point of a phone was if not to call people when you needed help. He’d had to stop her from making a U-turn in the middle of the road to go back and start a fight with Gabriel. Then things had gotten extra ugly when she’d noticed the blood in his hair as she followed him up the stairs to the front door. After examining him in the bathroom, she declared the bleeding had already stopped and it didn’t need stitches, then quietly stomped to her bedroom, closing the door with deliberate gentleness that managed to be scarier than if she’d slammed it.

They were okay, though, he could tell.

He joined her on the couch, sitting gingerly—he was sore in places he hadn’t even known could get sore.

“Seeing Gabriel today?” she asked.

“Yeah. I don’t know how this’ll work outside of school now that I’ve been grounded for life…” He sighed. “More midnight sneaking out, I guess. Take advantage of Mom’s blind spot while it lasts.”

“When—not if—she catches you, you’re dead meat.”

Yeah, he was playing with fire. But what else was new?

“I hope your crush is worth it.”

“Actually…” Miles ducked his head. “He uh, kissed me.”

She’d been too mad last night to tell her, and selfishly, he’d wanted to keep it to himself a while longer. He knew what her reaction would be, but he needed to tell someone, or he was going to scream.

She blinked. “He kissed you?”

“Yep.” A blush crept up his neck. More than once—but he wasn’t going to say that out loud.

A second of silence turned into two, three, and then—

“Well, well,” she said, “I never thought he’d have it in him. How was it?”

“What?”

“The kiss—how was it?”

That was the last thing he’d expected her to say. Where was the ranting and lecturing and hand-waving?

“Good,” he replied hesitantly.

Her eyebrow went up. “Just good?”

He picked at a loose string on the hem of his sweater, unable to meet her eyes. “Nice. Good. I dunno, it was…” Better than any kiss he’d ever imagined, stole his breath away, made the world spin, and every other cliché under the sun. “Nice. Yeah, it was nice.”

Charlee snickered. “Wow, that amazing, huh?”

Yeah, that amazing. But he’d never admit it to her.

“I assumed you’d be pissed about me fraternizing with the enemy or whatever. Where are the jokes about my terrible taste or me hitting my head hard enough last night that I knocked my brain right out? Come on, I can handle it. Let it out.”

Charlee opened her mouth—then shut it as fast when the stairs creaked. Miles’s mom appeared at the bottom. Still groggy from sleep and wrapped in her purple robe, she gave Miles a wary glance as she crossed the living room to the kitchen. He tried to channel Gabriel, to keep his expression cool and detached.

“Awkward,” Charlee muttered when his mom was in the other room.

“Seriously.” How did other kids fight with their parents all the time? “I never thought I’d be excited to go to school, but anything to get me outta here.”

That made her snort. “Meanwhile, I’m stuck with her, your dad, and my mom all day. I’ll never make it.”

He winced. That was rough.

It was too early to catch the bus and his stomach was growling—he hadn’t eaten much of the dinner Charlee snuck upstairs for him last night—so he took a moment to mentally prepare himself and went into the kitchen. Charlee trailed after him, leaving her blanket behind.

His mom didn’t look up, shoving slices of bread into the toaster.

Silently, Miles filled the kettle and put it on the stove, then dug his tea and mug out. From the table, Charlee was making exaggeratedly uncomfortable expressions, trying to get him to laugh. He gave her the finger when his mom’s back was turned, and she grinned.

The water started to boil as the first slices of browned toast popped up. You could hear a pin drop.

“Are you making tea?” They all jumped as Robin wandered into the kitchen—Miles hadn’t even heard her come through the living room. “Will you make a cup for me, too?”

“Sure.” He’d barely managed to avoid sloshing scalding hot water all over himself. “Earl Grey?”

“That’s fine.”

She sat down beside Charlee without even acknowledging her. The silence grew thick again as Miles got a second mug out.

He was ready to hug both his sisters when they came tromping downstairs, bickering with each other and completely oblivious to the tension. They stepped on his toes as they fought for space at the counter, Amy nearly elbowing over his mug of tea.

“Hey,” he complained, lifting it out of harm’s way and singeing his fingertips for it. “Watch it.”

She completely ignored him, buttering her toast. Brat.

By the time Miles had passed Aunt Robin her mug, and Amy and Jenna had finally sat down at the table with their food, Miles’s dad joined them, hair wet and movements sluggish. He mumbled something resembling a greeting and started the coffee maker with a yawn.

Miles avoided his line of sight, wondering what the chances of slipping away unnoticed were. If he signaled Charlee to create a diversion—

His dad cleared his throat. “Miles. Make sure you come straight home after school—your mom and I want to talk with you.”

Keeping his gaze fixed on the curling steam rising from his tea, Miles nodded. He’d known it was coming, but he still had no idea what he was going to say. He wasn’t sorry. He’d promised himself that no matter how bad they tried to make him feel, no matter how guilty, he wasn’t going to apologize.

“Ooh, someone’s in trouble,” Amy said, and Jenna giggled.

Their mom eyed them critically. “We want to talk to both of you, too. You’re turning thirteen next month. It’s time to start helping out with jobs after school and on the weekends.”

Horror twisted Amy’s face. “That’s not fair—I’m busy with homework every night. I already don’t have time to do anything else!”

Welcome to his world. He’d started at thirteen as well, and it had been miserable at first to juggle everything. There’d be a lot of crying and whining over the next few weeks.

“We’ll make it work,” his mom said dismissively.

“That’s not fair,” Amy protested, as if it meant anything. “And Jenna can’t even do anything. She’s never going to get her gifts and I’ll have to do twice the work.”

Beside her, Jenna blanched, dropping her toast back on her plate.

On cue, everyone in the room gave Amy a cutting look. She should know better.

“Ungifted people can still be very useful,” Aunt Robin chimed in sagely, sipping her tea. “In many ways.”

“Look at your mom,” Adam agreed. “She does more around here than the rest of us combined. We’d never get anything done without her.”

“Do we get to pick our first job to help with?” Jenna asked their dad, perking back up a bit. “I want to see a skeleton.”

His parents exchanged alarmed glances.

“We can talk about that later,” his mom settled on.

“You’re such a little weirdo,” Miles told her fondly.

The energy in the room shifted a little closer to normal. Miles returned to his tea, keeping tabs on the clock. The bitter scent of coffee permeated the air as his parents filled their mugs, shoulders pressed together. At the table, Aunt Robin started asking Jenna about her interest in skeletons—earning both of them a disgusted eye roll from Amy—while Charlee pretended she wasn’t listening.

Miles looked around and realized that—despite avoiding his parents and Charlee shooting daggers at her oblivious mom—he couldn’t remember the last time his whole family sat down and had breakfast together.

*   *   *

The school courtyard was empty when Miles got off the bus, the relentless sheet of icy rain driving everyone inside. His gaze went straight to the tables. They seemed strange without Gabriel sitting there, dark hair ruffled and collar up against the wind.

Apprehension swarmed him for a second as he headed inside, but Gabriel was easy enough to spot—he’d claimed an empty corner of the entrance hall to himself. The way he leaned against the wall, hands in his pockets, made him seem like he belonged on the cover of a fashion magazine.

Something gave a little stutter in Miles’s chest.

“Hey.” His grin faded as he took in Gabriel’s pallid complexion and dark circles. “You okay? Get any sleep last night?”

Gabriel shrugged, not looking at him. “I’m fine.”

A foreboding feeling settled heavily on Miles. “You don’t seem fine.” Was he upset about the curse and what Florence had said? Or was this about the kiss? Was he regretting it? Did he want to act like nothing had happened?

Gabriel gave a familiar, exasperated look. “How can you worry about so many things at once?”

Miles blushed. “Stop reading my mind.” It was extra mortifying now that he was allowing himself to think about how pretty Gabriel looked silhouetted in the light coming in from the window behind him, or remembering in excruciating detail how it felt to kiss him, or—“You’d better not be doing it right now.”

“How many times do I have to tell you—I have no control over it. Stop thinking about me so loudly if you don’t want me to hear.”

“Heartless,” Miles told him, wanting to die. “You’re heartless.”

Gabriel’s eyes glinted. “Apparently, you like it.”

Miles laughed, embarrassed but pleased that Gabriel was teasing him—and so relieved. They were okay. Even as Gabriel’s expression shifted back to solemn, a strange prickling tension in the air, Miles knew it wasn’t about him. About them.

“If this is about what Florence said,” he said, “don’t worry about it. She was lying.” He’d been replaying her cruel, taunting words and the expression on Gabriel’s face all morning. “She was just trying to get under your skin. If anything, her saying there’s no way to reverse the curse means there definitely is.”

Gabriel shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about that right now. It can wait.” His attention flicked to the clock at the end of the hall before landing on Miles again. He was watching him more intensely than usual, which was worrying. “I’m not going to class today, I have an appointment I can’t miss, but I wanted to… I have something I need to tell you.”

That was ominous as hell, and he was acting weird. Oh God, it was going to be terrible, wasn’t it?

Miles tried to hide his fear. “Okay, what’s up?”

Gabriel let the group of loud band kids pass by before answering. It was the longest ten seconds of Miles’s life. “Do you remember when you asked me why I was here, at the school?”

Not the direction Miles had expected this conversation to go. “Yeah. You wanted to find out what my warning meant.”

“That was true. But it wasn’t the whole truth.” Gabriel gripped the strap of his bag tightly. “I wasn’t sure how to say it before, but the night of my mother’s party, when you came up to me… that wasn’t the first time I’d seen you.”

When he’d reflected back on that night, Miles had convinced himself he’d imagined the flash of recognition, told himself there had only been confusion and concern.

He swallowed around his anxiety. “What are you talking about?”

“The night before the party, I had a dream about you. A premonition.”

Oh.

“Was it”—Miles was scared to even ask—“bad?”

But Gabriel smiled. It seemed to wash away whatever uncertainty he’d had. “It was unbelievably dull,” he said, but not like he meant it. “We were sitting together in a classroom—I know now that it’s English, that hideous Frankenstein poster was on the wall behind us—and you leaned across the aisle to talk to me. You said something absurd about summoning Shakespeare’s ghost to yell at him for writing Romeo and Juliet, and you thought it was funny. You were looking at me in this way, grinning and I—” He cut off, glancing away. “I had no idea who you were or what it meant, and then you came up to me at the party.”

And Miles had been a complete idiot. “You must’ve been freaking out.”

“About your warning, yes. About my dream, I was mostly confused. Then I found out you were a Warren, and I assumed the whole thing was a trick. That you were trying to scare me.”

It was a fair conclusion to jump to.

“But I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d seen, that we would know each other in the future.”

Miles didn’t know what to say, what to think.

“I didn’t lie about why I came here,” Gabriel continued. “It was to get the truth from you and find out what your warning meant. But I could’ve found you a different way. I enrolled because I was curious about us in that classroom. I wanted to see if it would come true.”

It sounded like a confession. His voice wasn’t quite shy, because Gabriel Hawthorne didn’t do shy, not when he was busy being blunt and harsh and snarky, but it was something. “Part of me desperately wanted to know why Miles Warren would ever look at me like that.”

His words conjured up a memory. The first vision Miles had ever had, the fond smile Gabriel had given him. He’d kept it all to himself, too scared to study it deeper.

The bell rang overhead, loud and insistent, but neither of them moved.

Gabriel’s confession didn’t change anything, but it felt important in a way Miles couldn’t quite put his finger on. The world had shifted just enough to make him feel off-balance.

“Why are you telling me this?” he asked.

“I suppose,” Gabriel said quietly, “for two reasons. These past weeks, with everything happening and my death looming in the future, it’s been a comfort to know that my time wasn’t up yet. That I still had at least one more day because you hadn’t made a terrible joke about Shakespeare.” He let out a quiet breath. “With… everything, I don’t know how it’s going to go. Perhaps my premonition can still be a comfort, for both of us.”

It was a gift of sorts. A reassurance they could share no matter how bad things got, that they’d end up back here together.

Miles really wished they weren’t at school right now so he could kiss Gabriel again. He was terrified that if he opened his mouth, mortifyingly emotional mush would come pouring out, ruining the moment.

All he could do was nod, hoping Gabriel could see it all.

He stared back, like he could. “The other reason is that I want you to know, even before I saw you at the party, before you gave me that warning and I had to come looking for you, I wanted to find you. I could tell, before all of it, that you were important.”

Important.

No one had ever called Miles that. Gabriel made it sound as if it was the most obvious truth he’d ever spoken.

“Gabriel—” His name caught in the back of Miles’s throat. He hoped Gabriel was reading his thoughts, because words were failing him.

“It’s fine,” Gabriel said, before Miles could try to get anything else out. “You should go to class. Ms. Padilla won’t hesitate to mark you down as tardy, remember? And I should go, too.” He shifted back on his heels, about to walk away.

“Wait.” Miles couldn’t just let him say that and leave. “I get nervous when you start being so honest. And I—I don’t know what to say.”

The look Gabriel gave him was knowingly amused. “We can talk about it later. That gives you time to think of an eloquent response.”

“Asshole.” It came out sickeningly fond and sweet-sounding, even to his own ears.

The entrance hall was empty now. They were both going to be late. But he didn’t move as Gabriel reached up and adjusted the collar of his jacket where it had gotten caught in his backpack strap, lingering long enough for a jittery feeling to kick to life in Miles.

“Later,” Miles confirmed. Because they were going to talk about it. He was feeling brave so he added, “It’s a date.”

He walked away before Gabriel could say something snarky and ruin the moment, lifting his hand in an over-the-shoulder wave. A moment later, he heard the shrill squeak of the entrance door, and when he glanced over his shoulder, Gabriel had already disappeared.










27



It all went to hell during Pre-Calculus.

A pressure pounded in Miles’s temples that he blamed on the drone of Mr. Walden’s voice and the unnecessarily complicated equations on the whiteboard. Math had always been his least favorite subject, the numbers and formulas never clicking right in his brain and always making him assume he was several steps behind everyone else. Running on a few hours of sleep didn’t help.

He stifled a yawn, glancing out the window that overlooked part of the track and field. Sometimes, kids would be out there running, wheezing like they were on the brink of death, and Miles suddenly wouldn’t feel so bad about being stuck in Pre-Calculus.

Instead of the track, he found himself staring at a lake.

Miles blinked in disbelief.

When he turned back to the class to demand if anyone else could see it, the room was empty around him, the lights off. He was sitting alone in the dark. All the surrounding students had vanished, even Mr. Walden and his droning voice missing.

What was happening?

His heart galloping, he turned back to the window. Frost was spreading out from the corners, his frightened gasps coming out in white puffs. The lake was ink-black, completely smooth, tendrils of ghostly fog creeping along the pebbled shore.

He recognized it—it was the lake from the Hawthorne estate.

A ripple fractured the glassy water as something surfaced in the center, the top of a dark head, slick and wet, cloudy eyes that Miles could feel boring into him. Pinning him in place. It continued to rise—a pale face, thin bony shoulders, a translucent nightgown soaked through by the lake—until Jocelyn Hawthorne fully emerged. She hovered slightly above the water, the hem of her dress dripping as mist swirled hungrily around her bare feet.

Her bloodless lips parted. “The future remains unchanged.”

Miles could feel her words vibrating the wood of his desk under his hands, trembling in the very air.

Behind him, something squeaked sharply, the familiar sound of a pen against the whiteboard. When he turned, the entire board was covered in jagged, black words.

The future remains unchanged.

Again and again, scribbled over every inch. They seemed to throb against the board, pulsing against Miles’s skin.

The future remains unchanged.

The future remains unchanged.

Someone grabbed his shoulder and he jumped, a shrill gasp of terror ripping from his lungs.

“Are you okay?”

Miles panted up at Mr. Walden, his chest heaving as if he’d run a mile. Around him, all his classmates were staring, twisting in their seats and peering over each other to see what was going on. The whiteboard was clear except for a few equations in purple marker and this week’s homework schedule.

“Miles? Are you okay?” Mr. Walden repeated, his eyebrows creased together in concern. His hand tightened on Miles’s shoulder, probably afraid he was going to fall over.

Sweat slicked Miles’s body, his teeth chattering like he’d been out in a snowstorm with no shoes. His hands were aching where they gripped his desk, and he made himself let go with a painful flex of his fingers.

He wasn’t okay. Not even close.

“I need to go to the nurse,” he blurted out. There were a few soft murmurs of laughter through the class.

Mr. Walden nodded, hovering as Miles rose on wobbly legs and grabbed his bag. Heat dribbled onto his lip and he tasted the familiar metallic tang of blood.

The entire class was whispering, an uncomfortable hiss that followed him out the door and into the hallway. When the door closed behind him, the sound made him flinch.

He stumbled to the nearest bathroom, hunching over the sink as his bleeding nose slowly turned it into a crime scene. In his peripheral, the walls tilted and warped, mirror rippling. His shirt was plastered to his back with sweat.

Breathe. He needed to breathe.

With every steady drip of blood onto the white porcelain, he forced himself to take a breath. In and out. In and out, until the walls stopped moving and his nose stopped bleeding.

He felt sick. His whole body ached. Jocelyn’s words were sounding in his ears with every beat of his heart.

Another vision. Another warning.

How was that possible? Florence was banished. Gabriel was supposed to be safe.

Last night, he’d sealed Florence’s ring in a bottle of salt and herbs and tucked it safely in the bottom drawer of his desk. If someone was planning on summoning her, they’d have to find another item to tether her to.

Maybe they’d been wrong a second time. Or Charlee was right, and it was impossible to change the future. Perhaps with Florence gone, fate had simply brought another killer into the fold because Gabriel was destined to die. Just as Florence had taunted him.

Miles’s sight blurred with tears of frustration. He blinked them away. He wanted to tell the whole universe to leave him alone, let him crawl into his bed and sleep for a hundred years, or at least until everything sorted itself out. Until whoever was going to kill Gabriel got hit by a karma-bus, until Jocelyn realized she needed to dump her stupid, cryptic death prophecies on someone more capable.

A warrior. A noble knight.

What a joke.

Useless. He was completely and utterly useless.

He dug his phone out—he needed to warn Gabriel.

It rang and rang, eventually going to automatic voicemail. Hanging up, he tried again. With every unanswered ring, his heart sank further.

Something was wrong.

He’d sensed it this morning, a niggling feeling in the back of his mind when he saw Gabriel, but he’d ignored it. Let himself be distracted by Gabriel’s teasing and his honesty.

After calling a third time with no answer, Miles gave up and called Charlee instead. He was still trembling, nearly dropping his phone more than once. His lungs felt weak, crushed, unable to hold more than a fraction of a breath.

Charlee answered immediately. “Aren’t you in school?”

“Yeah.” His voice was raw, like he’d been screaming, like he hadn’t drunk anything in days. “Can you come pick me up? I’ll be out front.”

She didn’t hesitate. “I’ll be there in ten.”

Tucking his phone back into his pocket, he turned back to the sink, splashing his bloody nose with lukewarm water until it stopped running pink. He grabbed a fistful of coarse paper towels and dried off, glancing up at the mirror.

His choking gasp echoed throughout the bathroom.

Gabriel stared back at him from the mirror once again.

*   *   *

Charlee arrived with a dramatic squeal of tires and the flash of a devilish smile through the car window. Miles should have realized that if he was trying to skip school stealthily, calling her was his first mistake.

He hurried down the front steps and opened the passenger-side door, slipping in. The second he closed the door and clicked his seatbelt, Charlee was off.

“What’s going on?” she asked, all business. “Are you okay?”

“I had another vision from Jocelyn,” he told her. It was hard to get the words out. All he could see was Gabriel’s pale face staring at him from the mirror, blood slowly creeping down it, lips parting for silent words Miles knew by now—find me. “She said the future hasn’t changed—Gabriel’s still going to die.”

Charlee might not like Gabriel, but she still had the decency to look worried. “You said you got rid of Florence.”

“We did. I don’t know what it means, but she’s either coming back or… we were wrong.”

“You think the killer is someone else?”

He chewed his lip, ignoring the sting of pain. “I don’t know what to think. But Gabriel—something’s wrong. He was acting weird this morning and he left school, and I think—” He didn’t know what he thought. “Something’s wrong,” he repeated. “I need to go to Gabriel’s. I have to make sure he’s okay.”

Charlee didn’t say anything, the engine growling as she pressed down on the gas.

Outside the window, the dying trees flashed by in unfocused smears of orange and brown. Miles’s head filled with white noise, the occasional crackle of static letting a stray fear through.

Gabriel. His bloody, haunted face in the mirror. The intensity in his eyes this morning.

Florence. Her taunting words from the cemetery. The grimoire tucked away in a drawer.

Jocelyn. Her warning trembling in the air. The weight of her gaze, an accusation.

When they pulled up to the Hawthorne estate, the gate was closed. Charlee parked in the same spot as the night before, giving him a reassuring nod as he climbed from her car. “I’ll wait for you.”

He buttoned his jacket to his throat, hunching his shoulders against the gust of wind that rattled the door set in the fence. It was unlocked, just as Gabriel told him days ago, the knob cold as ice. The trees swayed in the wind overhead, the sound like rushing water as the few remaining withered leaves held on against the building storm. In the grass, Miles could see the flattened path he’d taken before.

It seemed wrong to be walking it alone now.

As he neared the house, he noticed a sleek black car he hadn’t seen before parked near the stairs—Felicity must be home. He’d known it was a possibility while driving over and promptly decided he didn’t care. He was riding a jittery high of fear and anxiety that made him feel invincible, and he was going to take advantage of it.

Miles wasn’t leaving here until he saw that Gabriel was okay.

He knocked firmly on the door, tense seconds ticking by. Surely Felicity wouldn’t open the door. She had servants for that, right?

When it finally opened, a rush of relief washed over him.

“Miles?” Edmund couldn’t have been more surprised. He quickly stepped out, leaving the door cracked behind him. “What the hell are you doing here? Where’s Gabriel?”

The foreboding feeling came back in full force. “What are you talking about?”

Slowly, Edmund bleached of color. “He’s not with you.”

“Why would he be with me?”

“He came home a few hours ago and was acting weird, but he said he might be out with you all day and not to wait up. The next time I went to check on him, he was gone.”

“Last I saw him was this morning before class. He said he had an appointment to get to.”

He’d lied to them both.

“Why would he leave without telling us?”

“I have no idea. He’s never—before you came along, he never even left the estate.” Edmund scanned him suspiciously. “Did you two have a fight?”

“No, everything’s fine.” More than fine, he’d thought. “I mean, he seemed a little off this morning when I saw him, but nothing major. I didn’t think much about it until—”

“Until what?”

He couldn’t tell Edmund that part. “Until I got a bad feeling. And he wasn’t answering his phone.”

“His phone’s still here. I saw it in his room, it’s charging on his desk. I assumed he must’ve just forgotten it, but…”

But now Gabriel was missing. And Miles had seen enough true crime shows to know people left their phones behind when they didn’t want to be found. Or because someone forced them to.

“Fuck.” Edmund ran a gloved hand down his face. “Okay, something happened. He doesn’t run off for no reason, that’s not his style. I need to tell my mother he’s gone, and that you two have been hanging out. I’m sorry, but it might help us find him.”

This was all happening too fast. Miles was still processing the fact that Gabriel could’ve been taken. Kidnapped. Because he wouldn’t lie to Miles and leave without warning, not after they’d agreed they were in this together.

Jocelyn’s warning echoed in his ears. Gabriel had no idea he was still destined to die and now he was gone.

“Wait.” Miles stopped Edmund before he could go back into the house. “Don’t tell Felicity yet. At least, not until we know for sure Gabriel’s missing. He could be back any minute.” He didn’t think either of them believed that, but the second Felicity knew, this was all over. He’d promised Gabriel he’d see this through with him. “Let me see his room, if there’s a hint of where he’s at. If not, I’ll take something of his to my cousin. She’s a psychometrist, she could find a clue.”

Edmund wasn’t convinced, Miles could see it in his face.

“Please,” he added. “Please let me try. If I don’t find anything, you can go to Felicity. But, if we can do this without sending her chasing him down, we owe him that.”

There was a flicker of agreement in Edmund’s eyes. “Fine. I’ll take you to his room, but we’ll have to be quick—my mother’s home, so if anyone sees you, you’re on your own.”

“Thank you.”

Inside the house, it was deathly quiet. Edmund paused, head cocked to listen, before he gestured for Miles to follow him up the stairs. The sound of their hurried steps was thunder. Miles was sure someone was going to walk into the foyer and see them.

No one did, and then they were on the second floor, striding down a familiar hallway. Edmund stepped in front of Gabriel’s door, opening it and peeking in.

“It’s empty,” he said. “I’ll stay out here in case anyone comes by. Hurry.”

Gabriel’s room smelled the same as before, crisp and clean, but the heavy curtains were drawn tight over the windows and the bed was a mess of rumpled sheets, the gray comforter hanging onto the floor. The wardrobe door hung open, a few empty hangers poking out. A feeling of wrongness slithered its way down Miles’s spine.

The computer was off, but Gabriel’s phone was on his desk, right where Edmund said. When Miles tapped the screen, he could see his missed calls.

Gabriel’s charcoal peacoat was nowhere to be seen, but his scarf was hanging over the back of his leather desk chair. Miles touched the fabric, rubbing the soft weave of it against his fingers before cramming it in his pocket for Charlee.

He didn’t know what he’d expected to find here—a note telling Miles where he was, a circled place on a map tucked away, an address pulled up on his computer.

But Gabriel was just gone.

The door creaked open, and Miles yelped.

“It’s me.” Bram slipped inside, holding the door open a little longer so his cat, Balthazar, could come in, too. “Edmund is going to keep Mother busy so you can leave.”

“You scared me,” Miles gasped. “How did you know I was here?”

“I saw you come in. You’re not very good at sneaking.”

He was clearly taking after Gabriel with the blunt criticism. “Gabriel’s missing, so I’m trying to help Edmund figure out where he’s at. Did he say anything to you about leaving?”

Bram’s mouth fell open. “No. Is he in trouble?”

Miles made himself smile. “I’m not going to worry yet. Can you think of anywhere he might’ve gone? A place he mentioned?”

“We don’t leave the estate very often.”

“That’s okay, thanks anyways.”

“He had a nightmare last night,” Bram said tentatively. Balthazar weaved between his legs as he spoke, rubbing against his ankles. “Maybe he got scared and went somewhere to hide.”

A premonition? “Did he say what it was about?”

Bram shook his head. “When I came in to check on him, he said he was fine and to go back to sleep. He was crying so it was probably bad. But he doesn’t like to talk about the things he sees.”

The image of Gabriel waking up, frightened and crying alone in his twisted sheets—

Miles cleared his tight throat. “Thanks for telling me.”

He didn’t bother taking another look around Gabriel’s room—there was nothing here. Lingering wouldn’t change that.

“Can you help get me back outside without being seen?” he asked Bram.

“Yes.” He opened the bedroom door, his cat slipping out on silent paws. “Balthazar will go first and let us know if it’s safe.”

Miles eyed him, trying to decide if he was serious or not. A second later, a soft meow sounded.

“Clear. But we should be fast, just in case.”

That wouldn’t be a problem—lingering in this house was never a temptation.

Balthazar was waiting at the end of the hall, his golden stare scrutinizing them as he let out another chirping meow. With a flick of his tail, he raced down the stairs, Bram and Miles close behind him. He led them straight across the empty foyer and to the front door like he knew where they were going.

“That’s a very smart cat,” Miles told Bram as the boy opened the door to make sure no one was outside. It was raining, wetting the stone porch and steps into a slick, dark gray.

“He’s aware.”

Sure enough, Balthazar was staring at Miles in a way that could only be described as smug.

“Thank you.” Miles stepped out the front door, then hesitated. “I’ll find him, don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried,” Bram said seriously. “I’m scared.”

If it was Jenna or Amy, he’d pull them in for a hug, but he didn’t think Bram would take that well. He patted him on the shoulder instead, in what he hoped was a comforting way.

He jogged back to Charlee’s car, slipping in the wet grass more than once and remembering at the last second to close the gate door behind him. Water ran down the back of his collar to soak his shirt and make his teeth chatter.

“What happened?” Charlee asked the second Miles climbed in. Rain drummed against the windshield. “Is Gabriel okay?”

“He’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yeah. Missing, left, ran away, I don’t know.” He stared up into the rearview mirror, Gabriel’s gray eyes gazing back at him. Blood trickled down his pale skin, the sharp smell filling the air of the car, but Miles didn’t look away. “But we’ve got to find him.”
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