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FOR THOSE WHO HAVE BEEN
MADE TO FEEL MONSTROUS.



what is love if not devouring



AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a story of a boy looking for a monster, and it is also a story of well-
placed rage.

People who belong to marginalized groups are often condemned for
anger, for letting emotions spill, for messiness and mistakes, but we deserve
to feel pain loudly and to feel injustices bloodily. Hazelthorn is a story of
queer and autistic rage and of being pushed over the edge. It is a story of the
horror of being denied autonomy. It’s also about internalized shame and
being at your worst before clawing your way toward self-acceptance.

I hope you enjoy the collision of magic and love and horror, but please
be aware this story contains dark themes such as blood, gore, child abuse,
medical abuse, ableism, eating disorders, and body horror.



ONE

He knows what it is to be buried alive, the feeling of dirt in his mouth and
the quiet fitting around him like a well-tailored grave. Sometimes Evander
still tastes it under his tongue, that rich earth clotting between his molars.
He should have grown out of the memory by now, but he belongs to it, and
not in a gentle way.

Sometimes he feels like he’s still outside, moldered down to the bone
with roots woven through the soft tissue of his lungs and rot spilling from
the remnants of his rib cage. No one saved him in time. He was never dug
back up. Maybe all that’s truly left of him are white bones in the garden, and
his ghost is the thing now rattling around the hollow expanse of this
bedroom in the ancient, moth-eaten manor of Hazelthorn.

Except ghosts don’t develop blood blisters along their arms after being
viciously pinched, and Evander has just given himself his fourth welt of the
evening. A little shock of pain for proof of life.

The grim sky has brought on an early twilight, and the gloom has put his
mood through the floor. It gets to him, sometimes, how lonely he is. Only the
elderly butler flits in and out of his room every day, bringing doses of thick,
milky medicine that makes Evander feel sluggish and dulled. He’ll flop onto
his bed and stare at the wallpaper until the pattern of dead-eyed fauns and
bloody thorns stops spinning and the loneliness passes.

Then he wakes.

And it begins again.



the same and the same and the same

He gave up screaming a long time ago.

All that’s left is to let the quiet thicken about him like a shroud as it runs
a tongue around the rim of his ear, forcing him to listen to every noise he
hates drifting in from the cracked-open window. The hushed whispers of
trees, the trill of night birds and cicadas as they flitter between the many
walled gardens, the humid breeze riffling the laurel hedgerows. The smell of
summer is relentless, an unfettered punch of evergreens and florals,
overturned soil and tree sap and life life life.

He could slam the window shut, but then the garden wins. Seventeen
years old and afraid of the outdoors? Pathetic.

But it’s just that when he looks at the garden he thinks of blood.

He thinks of the shovel coming down.

He thinks of dirt hitting his face.

He thinks of the “accident,” as his guardian calls it.

it was an attack and you know it

His position in the oriel window seat isn’t exactly helping his spiral. He’s
in a slouched U-shape with a book one inch from his nose, his legs halfway
up the engraved scrollwork and his neck at a crooked angle against the velvet
upholstery. The cushions are over a hundred years old, the emerald dulled to
a decayed black that matches everything else in his musty room.

It’s all rotting, the Hazelthorn Estate.

And he’s rotting along inside it.

From his second-story vantage point, he has a fair view over the dense
expanse of the gardens—the old stone walls and massive trees and hedges
gone rogue as thorny vines steal over everything with writhing malevolence.
The word overgrown doesn’t do it justice. The gardens are unmatched,
unmanageable, terrible in their wildness. Even the cobbled path around the
house is half-vanished, gnarly weeds sprung up between the stones and
brambles clawing up the manor’s ivy-choked walls.

Sometimes Evander will sit in this window seat and watch Mr. Byron
Lennox-Hall himself stomp out there with hedging shears, still wearing his



creased dress pants and waistcoat, his shined oxfords soon flecked with
grass clippings. He doesn’t hire gardeners or any kind of staff aside from
Carrington, choosing to manage the grounds himself with irregular, though
brutal, efficiency: snapping green throats, pruning vine arteries, glowering
the shrubbery into submission. He’s an austere man, quiet and stern. But if
he’s outside, he always glances at Evander’s window and raises a hand to say
hello.

It’s what a father would do.

Not that Evander would know; he doesn’t remember his parents’ faces.
Mr. Lennox-Hall has been his guardian since he was ten years old, though
he’s often on business trips for interminable stretches. When he returns,
he’ll visit Evander for a game of chess, a brief pat on the shoulder, and a
promise of new books. Maybe he’s this brusque with his real grandson, but
Evander wouldn’t know.

He isn’t meant to think about that boy, but still likes to put the wretched
name in his mouth and roll it around like bitter hard candy.

“Laurence Lennox-Hall,” he whispers to the garden. “Laurie.” And,
because his throat feels rusty from disuse, he adds, “I hate him.”

There is a morsel of heat to it, just enough to scald the underside of his
tongue and make him think of how it would feel to etch that name on the
window glass with his teeth.

He doesn’t remember what it was like before, when the two of them were
children, the best of friends just as their parents were, living out of each
other’s pockets while their laughs echoed between the garden walls.

But it’s common to forget things after almost dying.

An unmistakable thunk sounds from the heavy oaken door to his
bedroom. Key in lock. Evander sighs and lets his legs slide bonelessly down
the wall before he pushes upright. Eight p.m. sharp. Time for meds and then
he’ll watch a documentary on his ancient laptop until he falls asleep.
Hazelthorn has barely dragged its decayed corpse into the twenty-first
century, and installing internet was apparently a step too far. But he has
recordings. He has books. He’s safe here.



They’ve put him in the partially closed-up north wing. His room is neat
and comfortable with a behemoth four-poster bed surrounded by dark velvet
drapes and wallpaper imprinted with poison oaks and moths and feral little
fauns. There’s no fireplace, though he always wishes for one when winter
grows bitter. Bookshelves line the walls, a writing desk is tucked into the
corner, puzzle and logic games are stacked in piles, and there’s a worn track
in the carpet from the window to the door thanks to his pacing.

The blood in the carpet is imperceptible now. He hardly ever thinks
about it.

He waits for Carrington to bustle in with his meds, but the door doesn’t
open.

Evander frowns. He heard the lock turn—didn’t he?

Careful, as if this is a forbidden act, he edges across the room and
presses himself against the hard oak of the door. His fingertips rest lightly on
the brass knob.

He starts to twist it, slowly.

The knob gives with an old groan. The door swings open.

Beyond it, the inky dark of the hallway stretches like a diseased throat,
no butler in sight.

Someone unlocked his door and then left.

Confusion pools in his gut, liquid anxiety that has him tapping his
fingers against his thigh as he peers into the hall. The last time he left his
room was—

He can’t remember.

The door is locked for a purpose, for his safety. He didn’t understand it
as a child—newly ill and orphaned and traumatized—but now the boxed-in
perimeters make sense. If he has an episode there is the safety of his bed, the
restriction of these walls, the familiarity of everything in its place. To leave is
unthinkable.

He lingers in the mouth of the doorway, anticipation raising gooseflesh
along his arms.



“Carrington?” It comes out thin, echoing down the long hallway like a
plaintive child. He coughs, deepens his voice, tries again. “Um, Carrington?”

The dark stares back, mouth wet.

He steps into the hallway, not quite breathing, no idea where he pulled
this daring from. His bare toes curl on the worn carpet, his hand running
lightly along the wall for balance since no lights have been turned on.
Gilded-framed art lines the dark wallpaper and every door is shut. He tests a
few knobs out of curiosity. Locked. No one uses the north wing except him,
and the quiet is so dense that he never hears a single sign of life from
anywhere else in the mansion.

The rabbit warren of twisting halls leads to a steep, narrow staircase that
curls down to an odd landing, and he crouches to peer through the banister
railings to the floor below. His legs feel ridiculously coltish, his chest full of
hummingbird wings.

Faint voices drift up the staircase, muted and indistinguishable.

There are people in Hazelthorn.

Evander can’t breathe. His stomach is full of curdled cream and rotted
violet stems and he can’t wrap his mind around the wrongness of this. Aside
from Carrington and himself, no one else is allowed onto the estate—the sole
exception being Mr. Lennox-Hall’s grandson, but even he’s only permitted
when school is out and his grandfather is home. Which he isn’t. Mr. Lennox-
Hall is still on his latest business trip.

That is the ironclad rule: Evander and Laurie can never again be left
alone together.

Evander must have lost his gopddamn mind, but he slips downstairs, his
bare feet silent on the carpet. Go back to your room, something inside him
hisses, but he can’t stop himself.

He blinks to adjust to the moody light flickering from chandeliers that
line the hallways as he passes an ornate dining room and stuffy library,
everything drenched in shadowy shades of deep green. The voices, the
music, have sunk hooks in his throat and he is helpless as he is drawn in.

“... happens when you get yourself expelled.”



“T was not expelled, Carrington.”

“—your grandfather won’t take this kindly.”

“Since when does he ever take anything about me kindly? I hate the old
bastard. Long may he rot.”

“That’s enough—"

Curiosity is a poison and Evander is furious at himself for being unable
to resist. But he doesn’t stop until he’s in the wide archway. This parlor is an
extravagant room, crammed with chaise lounges and bookshelves and potted
plants, the heavy drapes and tasseled lampshades giving it a dim, boxed-in
feeling.

And there is the person he should hate most in the world.

Evander stares.

The boy sprawls across an antique chaise with the languid disregard of a
spoiled heir, unbothered and casual as if he’s never been denied a thing in
his life. His hair is a rumpled riot of insufferable gold, his white shirt open at
the collar to reveal the arch of an aristocratic throat. Only a brace on his left
wrist interrupts his indolent perfection.

Seeing him this close after so many years gives Evander a discordant
rush of vertigo. He only just manages to pull himself back into the shadowed
hallway as the old butler bustles out of the room with a tray of dirty dishes.
Carrington still wears black suits and white piqué vests as if he’s a butler cut
out of a twentieth-century novel. His dislike of Evander is never hidden, but
he still tends to him with rigorous dedication. It’s his job.

He doesn’t notice Evander flattened against the wall as he hurries off to
the kitchen.

Evander waits until his rabbiting pulse smooths before he pushes back
into the mouth of the parlor. Leave. Now. But he can’t.

He has to see Laurie again.

His fingers grip the archway, his knuckles gone white.

It takes only a second for Laurie to notice him, and he freezes.

Somehow Evander hadn’t been prepared for this, for the way Laurie has
grown up while Evander still feels caught in the past. He must look a mess:



his hair dark and lank, curling past his jawline and long overdue for a cut,
sweater grubby and plaid pajama pants clinging to bony hips, his limbs too
fluid and elastic, as if at any moment they could bend the wrong way. He is
shaking, ever so slightly, though from fear or rage he doesn’t know.

He isn’t supposed to get angry. It isn’t good for his health.

Laurie sits up with a mocking smile tucked into one corner of his mouth.
“Almost forgot you were real.”

Heat eats at Evander’s cheeks. “You can’t be here.” It's somehow
shocking to hear his own voice, but his teeth clench and he keeps going. “You
aren’t allowed.”

Laurie flops backward onto the chaise, one eyebrow raised. “I think
you’ll find this is actually my house. You're the transplant.” He pulls out his
phone as if this whole situation is uninteresting, though he seems to be
breathing a little quickly.

As if maybe this is a shock to him too.

Laurie doesn’t think about him, Evander realizes. He travels the country
and attends elite boarding schools and does whatever he pleases beyond the
walls of Hazelthorn, and he doesn’t think of Evander or what he did to him
at all.

While Evander has to think of Laurie every day.

He shouldn’t. He tries not to. But he still thinks of this boy until his
lungs seize and his mouth fills with rust from a bitten tongue.

“If he finds you’ve come back while he isn’t here—” Each word trembles
with a rage he didn’t think possible.

“He knows.” Laurie’s eyes are half-lidded with boredom. “He’s in the
conservatory right now, messing with his stupid plants. I've been on summer
break for a week already and he’s been here the whole time.”

Evander’s fingers curl into fists and there is a high-pitched buzzing in his
ears. He’s trying to remember if it was like this before between them: Laurie
dismissive and apathetic, Evander eaten through with jittery nerves.

“You can come sit down if you want.” Laurie tosses the words like a bone
to a dog. “You look pale.”



Evander can feel himself winding up, his jaw clenched tight enough to
crack. “This is just how I look.”

Because I'm always ill, he wants to scream. And it’s all your goddamn
fault.

Though maybe he does need to sit down, because his vision has turned
spacey and his stomach won’t stop doing loops. But he doesn’t understand.
Mr. Lennox-Hall being back in Hazelthorn for days without bothering to
visit Evander is unthinkable.

But then, who is he anyway except a charity case roped to them by guilt?

“I'll find your grandfather and talk to him. There must be some mistake.”
Evander sounds raw, but Laurie’s eyes track him with a sudden interest.

“Don’t,” he says. “He doesn’t like to be interrupted. Stay here with me.”

His gaze could pin Evander to the wall.

No.

That can never happen.

Suddenly Evander is in the garden again, caught against holly leaves and
rose thorns, and he steps backward once, twice, before he turns and flees
into the depths of the mansion.

His hate for Laurie is unmanageable, wild and bitter as wormwood on
his tongue, and he should have lost all interest in him by now. He shouldn’t
watch for him through his window. Or crave snippets of his voice. Or think
about his cornflower-blue eyes and the beautiful shape of his wretched
mouth.

Evander can still taste blood and earth and rotten petals and a death that
almost spilled like indigo ink.

Seven years ago, Laurence Lennox-Hall tried to kill him in the garden,
down amongst the roses. But somehow, Evander is still obsessed with him.



TWO

Maybe he’s destined to always feel like this: the wounded damsel from a fairy
tale, stumbling away from the wolf. He hates it, hates that this is all anyone
sees of him.

Fragile. Delicate. Falling apart.

It only takes half a minute of rushing blindly through interconnected
rooms crammed with expensive furniture, marble statues, and extravagantly
thick rugs before he realizes he has no idea where the conservatory is. His
bedroom is a decaying tooth in this sprawling monstrosity of a mansion, and
it turns out the rest of the skeleton is unknown to him. He must have run
these halls as a child, tagging along after Laurie like a devoted puppy, but
nothing is familiar anymore.

Heat throbs behind his eyes and his cheeks flush with the shame of
being driven to tears this easily. His lungs flutter like tremulous moths,
unused to such exertion. This is why he should stay in the cushioned
darkness of his bedroom where he belongs.

Where he can’t hurt himself.

Or be hurt.

A scattering of leaves is the only thing that saves him. They lie desolate
on a landing, and when he follows the trail, it leads into a tight corridor with
carpet as thick as moss. No windows. He feels his way to the end, where he
finds a stained glass door accented with opulent rubies, the pulsing light
beyond it sickly and cold.



The door whines open at the barest touch and then he’s staring into a
glass room with a domed ceiling, the riotous garden outside pressed against
the walls.

He breathes in loam and overturned soil, the fresh, earthy smell of
snapped stems and growing things. Compared to the unfettered wildness of
the outdoor plants, the conservatory is neat, full of long tables of seedlings
and cuttings, massive philodendrons lining the walls and ferns hanging like
a cloud from the rafters. Spilled potting mix litters the tiled floor. Rusted
green watering cans sit next to buckets of small trowels. The only light comes
from golden globes hung like miniature suns, and there is a hushed quality
to the room, as if it hides a secret.

Unease hooks under Evander’s ribs and he can’t quite catch his breath.
He feels untethered, unsure if he wants to back away or plunge deeper into
the conservatory. He needs to stop being pathetic.

But it’s inside him, this unexplainable coil of dread.

He’s so distracted by the overwhelming amount of plants that it takes
him a moment to notice the wicker table surrounded by overgrown alocasia
and the old man reclining in a matching chair as if it were a throne.

Byron Lennox-Hall cuts a severe figure in his deep brown suit, his jacket
flung over the arm of his chair and his shirtsleeves rolled, pruners still in one
hand with green sap dripping from the blades like blood. Beheaded roses are
at his feet, the table littered with stems in various states of being spliced.

He has been watching Evander this whole time, saying nothing.

Now he crooks a finger. Come here.

Evander slinks forward, feeling even sicker for his disobedient escape.
He stops just out of reach of his guardian and rubs the tips of his fingers
against his pajama pants. Looking like a disheveled mess is also very high on
his guardian’s disapproval list, and sickness does not negate class, as he’s
told, so if he’s out of bed, he should dress properly.

Be a gentleman. Be eloquent. Be sensible.

“Someone is not where they should be.” Mr. Lennox-Hall’s hair is
stripped of color, his features chiseled from aristocratic marble, and his



eyebrows draw together like two white-capped waves of judgment. His voice
is deep and rich and currently holds a note of danger that Evander knows
well.

He used to thrash about with tantrums when he was little, wild and
hateful of his ill body, and he had to be held down until he took his medicine.
The grip had been bruising, remorseless.

“My ... door was unlocked.” Evander could not feel more childish.

There’s a flicker of something on Mr. Lennox-Hall’s face. Surprise, or
maybe unease. Then it’s quickly masked. “And what have you been up to
during your ill-gotten travels? I suppose you found Laurie.”

Evander wraps his arms around himself and nods, his eyes glued to the
floor.

“Did anything happen?” Despite the casual tone, the warning is frigid. “I
will deal with him for you, of course.”

An odd knot tightens Evander’s throat and he shakes his head, though
why he doesn’t want to get Laurie in trouble is beyond him. Nothing,
nothing, will ever be enough recompense for what he did to Evander.

His body split open. Kidneys damaged. Broken ribs puncturing his own
lungs. Forehead swollen. Blood, blood, so much blood.

“I thought—" He swallows hard and loathes how whiny this sounds.
“You'd come see me once you got back from your trip? It’s just I was
waiting...” He gives up, his mouth a coffin for all the things he can’t say.

But Mr. Lennox-Hall doesn’t have a chance to answer, because the
stained glass door swings open and Carrington appears with a tea tray. He
hobbles forward at such speed, he doesn’t register Evander until he’s placed
the tray on the wicker table. Then he catches sight of the escaped patient and
his eyes go wide.

“Mister Evander. How—When—" Carrington’s voice has the reedy
quaver of old age and his rheumy eyes look ready to pop out of his skull.

“Not to worry, Carrington.” Mr. Lennox-Hall’s voice is even. “We’ll
postpone what you and I were speaking of earlier. It’s clearly not the right



time. I'll escort Evander back to his room myself. Have his nighttime meds
prepared, would you?”

“Of course, sir.” Carrington casts one more dismayed look at Evander
before scurrying off.

So it wasn’t Carrington who unlocked the bedroom door.

Mr. Lennox-Hall reaches for the tray and pours himself a cup of tea as
red as watered-down blood. “Laurie will not be staying at Hazelthorn for the
whole summer, if that’s worrying you. I'll deal with that useless boy so he
isn’t bothering anyone.”

Evander is a tiny bit thrilled to not be the useless boy for once.

“Hazelthorn will return to peace and quiet,” Mr. Lennox-Hall says. “Your
health is my foremost concern, as always, and I'd rather you not feel
stressed.”

“I'm not stressed,” Evander says, his fingers tapping and flicking behind
his back due to, perhaps, stress.

Mr. Lennox-Hall eyes him and then downs half his cup of tea. “You do
understand why you can’t go wandering, don’t you?”

Agreement is on the tip of Evander’s tongue, because his reward for
compliance is always a fond smile.

But something brackish spills out instead and he’s surprised at his own
ungrateful daring. “I actually haven’t had an episode in a long time.” His
fingertips rub faster and faster against his pants. “And I feel fine. I—I think
maybe I should walk around more—"

“No.” Mr. Lennox-Hall throws back the last of his tea and claps the cup
down hard enough to rattle the tray. He refills it, not looking at Evander.
“Pushing yourself will send you backward and you need your strength for
your next surgery. I know it’s hard to accept, but you've still a long, long road
of recovery ahead.”

“But I don’t feel—"

“That’s enough. You're getting yourself worked up.” Mr. Lennox-Hall
coughs and pulls a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe at his mouth.
“Damn this dry throat. Look, I understand you’ve become a bit, shall we say,



