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TO ALL THE SEVEN-YEAR-OLDS WHOSE SOULS STARVED WAITING FOR PARENTAL LOVE AND APPROVAL THAT NEVER CAME



The fiend in his own shape is less hideous than when he rages in the breast of man.
—Nathaniel Hawthorne
Adversity makes men; prosperity makes men monsters.
—Victor Hugo
I don’t think I know of any family in America that is more evil than yours.
—Rep. Jim Cooper (D-Tenn) at the 2020 hearing of the US House Oversight Committee on the Sackler family’s involvement in the opioid crisis








CHAPTER ONE
Then
“There’s something in the house,” nine-year-old Maris Berisha says to her twelve-year-old brother, Dardan.
He’s caught her in the servants’ quarters, where they have been expressly forbidden to go, ever. Not that she would want to go there, normally: the rooms are small and plain and dark, nothing like the rooms upstairs. The nicest penthouse in all of Manhattan, Maris overheard a society lady say to her mother, Olga, once, and her mother practically purred with pleasure. It was not an exaggeration, Maris knows. They live in a palace in the sky, fit for a king.
Dardan has dragged her to the laundry room and closed the door and now stands, hands on hips, in imitation of Olga, clearly expecting an explanation from her. But he is as white as the stack of Belgian sheets waiting to be ironed.
“I heard a noise. It sounded like something was tapping in the walls. I followed it down here,” Maris says, almost apologetically.
“It was probably a mouse. Or a rat. This is New York City. It’s an old building. There’re always noises.” He speaks quickly. He wants to sound confident like an adult, but there’s a waver in his voice.
“I’ve heard mice before. This is different.” She frowns. “You know there’s something here. You know it.”
“You think we’re haunted? Stop being such a baby.”
She narrows her eyes at him because he’s pretending. They talked, once, about the thing he claimed he saw. The unexplainable thing. Now he denies it happened.
“I’ve told you—only babies believe in ghosts and demons and magic. That only happens in fairy tales. When you grow up, you realize that none of that stuff exists.”
“What about the church?” The old Greek Orthodox church that they attend is the most magical place Maris knows. Stepping over the threshold is like being transported to an enchanted world. Every surface is carved, inscribed, or gilded. Long-suffering saints look down from triptychs on the walls. It smells of incense. The priests wear long robes festooned with embroidery and mumble in a secret language. “The priests say there are angels all around us…”
And if angels exist, then so do demons.
Dardan sneers. “The church is the worst. It’s just…superstition. You can’t put too much stock in all that. Dad says those old men live in another world, a world of made-up stories and groundless beliefs. It’s not real.” Dardan likes to think he’s all grown up, smarter than her, worldly-wise. But Maris wants to tell him, You’re just parroting Zef, you don’t know anything.
“It’s not just the priests who believe in ghosts.” She hesitates. She doesn’t want to get anyone in trouble, but she has this bit of proof…and Dardan is being so smug that she cannot resist throwing it in his face.
“Angelo told me somebody died in this very apartment. The people who owned it before us.” The words are spit out, triumphant. “He said one of the children shot himself. Found his father’s gun and shot himself in the head.”
Dardan laughs meanly. “Angelo? He’s just a doorman. He doesn’t know…He’s just trying to frighten you. Telling you a scary story, like at Halloween. But he shouldn’t be telling stories about kids killing themselves. That’s irresponsible.”
“It’s not a story. It’s true.”
But Dardan has already closed himself up. There’s no getting through to him now. “Nobody died in our apartment, Maris. Ask Mother—she’ll tell you.” He grabs her arm, opens the laundry room door, and marches her out. Up the servants’ staircase to the pretty part of the house, where Olga is talking to the housekeeper about the menu for dinner. Maids wielding feather dusters or carrying stacks of clean clothes give Maris the side-eye; she realizes she shouldn’t have violated their private space.
Dardan can deny it all he wants, but Maris knows there’s something bad in their home. Something malevolent. She feels it watching them, greedily. It’s stronger when their father visits on Sundays, but it is here with them all the time nonetheless. It is a bad feeling, and it is inescapable.
Maris is in the room when the building manager comes to see Olga. She’s playing, hidden from her mother’s view by a pair of enormous chairs. In this family, it’s better for children to be neither seen nor heard.
The building manager enters the room like a servant: he knows he doesn’t belong there. He smiles apologetically at Olga, hands clasped like a supplicant. “Mrs. Berisha, thank you for agreeing to see me, especially over such a trifling matter—”
“I don’t consider it trivial.” Her mother’s voice is icy.
“No, no, of course not. Please forgive me. I misspoke.” He changes tack. “Nevertheless…I would like to ask you to reconsider the request regarding Angelo.”
At the mention of the doorman, Maris freezes. She turns her head in their direction.
Angelo is one of the few workers in the building who will talk to residents’ children. The rest, Maris has found, keep them at arm’s length, refuse to engage, eye them frostily as they traipse through the lobby behind their parents on the way out to their waiting cars. But Angelo is different. He will crouch down to tell you a funny story or ask how it’s going in school or, if you’re wearing your soccer uniform, ask if you won the game. He is older, with kind eyes and a wistful smile, so shrunken that he swims in his burgundy doorman’s livery.
Though lately, he’s been acting differently. Strangely.
The building manager starts to wring his hands. “It’s because of the accident. You see, Angelo lost his only grandchild last year. It was a tragedy. You know how it is…Something like that can change a person. He’s still grieving and sometimes he says”—the man looks pained as he takes a deep breath—“inappropriate things.”
“He told one of my children that someone died in our apartment.” Olga’s voice has grown louder, shriller. “Now she’s afraid. She doesn’t want to live here.”
An exaggeration. Maris frowns to herself.
The building manager shakes his head no, no, no. “Very regrettable, Mrs. Berisha. I agree completely. But—Angelo has worked in this building for over forty years. He is our longest-tenured employee. He has dedicated his life to the well-being and security of the tenants. Whatever it is he’s going through, I’m sure it will pass.”
“Can you guarantee that? If your job depended on it?”
The building manager looks as though he is going to cry. “Please, Mrs. Berisha. If we let Angelo go, he won’t be able to find work. No one will hire a man his age. How will he support his family? How will they survive?”
There is a long moment of silence, but Maris does not feel the air thaw one iota. Finally, her mother says crisply, “That is not my concern. The safety of my family—that is my concern. Now, I believe I have made my wishes known, Mr. Perrotta. Good day.”
That evening, Olga sits on the edge of Maris’s bed and explains that the previous owners of the penthouse had been a childless couple, now living in Tuscany. “So, you see, it’s not true. Nobody has ever died in our home. There are no ghosts,” Olga says as she draws the covers up to Maris’s chin.
Maris sees her chance. “I understand. I’m okay. I really am. And…please forgive Angelo. Don’t send him away. He didn’t mean to scare me. Dardan shouldn’t have said anything to you.” Her brother is such a suck-up. Always looking for approval.
Olga has dimmed the bedside light and is walking to the door. “Nonsense, darling. Your brother was right to bring this to my attention. That’s his duty as the only son: to protect this family. To protect you.” She closes the door gently, leaving Maris alone.
It feels like the room is breathing as it watches her.
Watches and waits. The tapping noise starts again. As though whatever is making it is trying to send her a message.
As for Angelo, Maris never sees him again.








CHAPTER TWO
Now
Maris luxuriates in her office on the penultimate floor of a Midtown high-rise. Her family name—BERISHA—beams over the city in giant, glittering letters.
The sign outside the door reads Special Adviser to the Chief of Strategy.
Her desk is a huge sheet of glass anchored with piles of papers and reports, scattered with a few high-end tchotchkes. A Clichy millefiori paperweight, a handful of insanely expensive fountain pens that she never uses. There are two laptops, closed, but no monitors, nothing to spoil her bird’s-eye view of Upper Manhattan. There are no photographs. No sentimental mementos, no talismans of affection to offer comfort during stressful moments.
Maris wears a smart Prada pantsuit. Her dark, wiry hair is tamed as best it can be to look professional, if not sleek. She sits with her chair rocked back at a leisurely angle, the heels of her Louboutin boots resting on the edge of the desk.
On the phone in Maris’s hand, a nearly naked man writhes on pale pink sheets. She recognizes those sheets. They are on her bed, where she left the nearly naked man a few hours ago.
He is handsome and painstakingly fit. Skin stretches tautly over the peaks and valleys of his chest and abdomen. He’s like a statue of a Greek god toppled on its side and wrapped in a pink toga.
If a statue came to life to masturbate.
“Are you watching this, baby?” he whispers. A single, perfectly oiled lock of black hair falls over his forehead. He closes his large doe eyes and slips a hand under the waistband of his pin-striped Parke & Ronen briefs.
She recognizes the underwear. They were a present from her.
Of course I’m watching, you slut. “I’m at work,” Maris growls. “I don’t have time for this—”
A lazy grin. “What do you mean, you don’t have time? You’re the boss lady.”
“I’m not the boss lady.” Yet.
She doesn’t turn it off, though. Ricardo is right. No one is going to stop her. No one ever comes to her office, not to demand so much as a minute of her time. Her father may have given her an impressive job title, but no one knows exactly what she does, including Maris herself. Which means she is free to do whatever she wants.
And the best use of her time at this very moment, it seems, is watching her little amuse-bouche jerk off.
She doesn’t say anything as he performs for her, moaning and writhing and arching his back, but it’s having the desired effect, making her tingle in all the right places. She’s thinking about calling it quits and trotting the five blocks to her apartment to join Ricardo on that massive, aircraft-carrier-sized bed…
And that is exactly when the glass door to Maris’s office flies back and her assistant, Keeley, bursts in.
Maris fumbles to shut off the phone.
Usually, Keeley keeps her expression completely neutral in front of Maris, but at this moment, her face is lit up like a child’s at Christmas. “Maris, you’re wanted in your father’s office—now!”
The words Maris has been waiting to hear.
She’s out the door in the blink of an eye, jogging toward the elevators. “What’s this about?” she asks Keeley, who tries to keep up with her boss on thick, stubby legs.
“They didn’t say. Just that you’re needed in the conference room.”
Keeley has fallen behind by the time Maris reaches the elevators. It’s only one flight up, but the special elevator will deposit her right in her father’s suite. The CEO’s suite. Maris is alone in the mirrored box, smoothing a few stray flyaways and checking her teeth and practicing her serious expression, the one she uses in the presence of her father’s advisers. The pleasant tingling grudgingly evaporates. What could Zef want? Maris tries to remember her father’s schedule, delivered by email every day by eight a.m. You’d think it would be exciting, running one of the largest import-export companies in the world, a company that rivals Koch Industries and Cargill, dwarfs Nucor and Daifuku. But Zef’s schedule was a daily disappointment: there were no tête-à-têtes with the G7 or midnight meetings with the mysterious cabal of CEOs purported to rule the world, and only rarely was he whisked away on the corporate jet. No, his schedule was much the same every day—one dreary appointment blurring into the next, and that’s if he comes into the office at all, as he often chooses to work out of his mansion a few blocks away—and so she stopped paying attention to it.
The doors to the special elevator open. Maris barrels through the waiting room and past her father’s executive assistant, a middle-aged woman named Cicely.
Cicely leaps up as Maris heads toward Zef’s office. “What are you doing, Maris?” There’s a warning high note in her voice. She fancies herself Zef’s watchdog.
“He asked for me,” Maris yells over her shoulder. She doesn’t slow down. She feels a drop of self-satisfaction, realizing that Cicely doesn’t know. Cicely likes to think she’s closer to Zef than anyone, that she knows Zef better than his own children. His wife.
Needless to say, on that glorious day when Zef is gone, Cicely will be history.
Maris passes glass walls that see into the conference room. There’s a group gathered around the table. Her father is in his usual seat at the head, hunkered down like a boulder. She is struck, as she is nearly every time she sees him, by how Middle Eastern he looks. The hawklike brow, prominent nose, piercing eyes. But he’s not; he’s one hundred percent Albanian, and he would tell you so proudly. (The birthplace of the blood feud! Zef likes to brag to strangers, but Maris is pretty sure this is not something to be proud of.)
To Zef’s right is Maris’s older brother, Dardan, first in line to inherit the throne. To Zef’s left is the head of their legal department, Walter Slocomb, a man who has worked for her father for as long as she can remember. On the other side of Walter is the head of corporate communications, Sally Bright. To Dardan’s left, Ajax Danielopoulos, the COO.
Their heads turn when they see Maris charge past them on the other side of the glass. Maris bursts through the last set of doors and stops to catch her breath, all eyes on her.
How prickly and cold those eyes are. You are not needed here, you are not welcome here. She is the odd one out again. Not part of the inner sanctum.
Not like Dardan.
She takes the seat at the opposite end from her father. His eyes are on her, too, but he’s not so forbidding.
“What did I miss?” Maris asks.
“We’ve got trouble,” Ajax answers.
Sally swivels toward Maris. The head of corporate communications is in her fifties, a large woman with short hair dyed platinum and oversized glasses. She dresses well, expensively, but her face sags like a wet paper bag. Surely plastic surgery could fix that, Maris thinks, but Sally Bright doesn’t seem the type. She is relatively new, having been hired away from a rival firm, and Maris hasn’t had a chance to get to know her. She has no desire to get to know her, anyway: spokespeople lie for a living. Maris has never trusted them.
“We just got word that a whistleblower will be testifying against Berisha before Congress tomorrow,” Sally says. Her face is all disdain, pinched mouth and furrowed brow. “He’s going to tell them that the company illegally bribed members of Congress to secure their approval for the takeover of Doma.”
Doma is short for Tovary Dlya Doma, a Russian import-export company. The purchase has been moving forward under the radar for months because this is not a good time to buy anything Russian. The war has complicated everything. When the possibility to acquire Doma came up, the general feeling at Berisha was that it shouldn’t be a problem. Doma isn’t an arms manufacturer. It doesn’t produce anything for the great and terrible Russian war machine. Doma is toasters and bedspreads and paper towels. Like most of Berisha International, Doma is a middleman, really. Dull as dishwater.
But that is not the whole story. After all, even soldiers eat toast.
“Who is the whistleblower? Do we know?” Maris asks.
Walter, the lawyer, grimaces. He looks rueful, almost apologetic. “I’m afraid it’s pretty bad. One of our lobbyists, a kid named Jack Hargrove. When he quit about six months ago, he told us he was leaving for other opportunities. These things happen.”
“And now he’s going to testify to Congress?” Dardan mutters. Everyone seems to be doing their best to ignore him.
“Why am I not hearing about this until today? The day before this traitor walks into Congress?” Zef erupts. A fist comes down on the table. Everyone jumps.
Walter gestures at the boss with his hands: Calm down.
“As Walter said, we had no reason to suspect that he was disgruntled,” Sally says. The lobbyists would be part of her department—though it appears Hargrove quit before Sally took over. No one could blame her.
“We should’ve kept tabs on him. Sloppy,” Zef shouts.
The main question someone should be asking—whether this allegation is true, if Berisha really paid bribes to senators and representatives to make sure the deal was approved—is not broached. Everyone knows the answer already.
“He didn’t do this by himself,” Ajax says. Maris has always liked Ajax, another longtime member of the team. She almost thinks of him as Uncle Ajax, he’s been around so long. He’s about her father’s age, has the same fireplug build, the same color skin and wiry black hair shot through with gray. He laces his fat, stumpy fingers together. “One of those political watchdog groups set this up. The Center for Open Government.”
“Goddamn do-gooders,” Walter mutters under his breath.
“Remind Hargrove that he signed an NDA. Tell him we’ll sue.” Dardan tries to push his way into the conversation again, but he looks miserable, like he knows the battle is already lost.
Walter looks unimpressed. Of course he would’ve thought of that already. He makes a dismissive gesture. “It doesn’t matter…An NDA doesn’t protect you in the execution of a crime.”
No one bursts out defensively, It’s a lie. We’re being set up. No: the room is somber. Everyone’s gaze is cast down to the table, or at their hands, or at pens tapped against blank legal pads. At length, Ajax turns to Zef and sighs. “The truth is, we suspect Andy Garrison is involved.”
Maris and Dardan watch as a familiar thundercloud rolls across their father’s brow.
In the electric stillness, Dardan is the only one who dares speak. “Well, Walter, you should have our lawyers call Garrison’s lawyers and tell him to back down.”
“Dardan.” Maris cannot keep sarcasm out of her voice. “Do you really think that’s going to work? Garrison won’t listen, not if he thinks he’s winning. And the testimony is scheduled for tomorrow, right? We need to take care of this tonight.”
Dardan glares at her from Zef’s elbow, but there’s not much of a threat in his eyes. Dardan’s handsome face is not capable of glowering; at best, he looks merely peevish. “It’s harassment. He’s had a personal vendetta against Zef for a long time, and this is clearly another attempt to further that vendetta.”
No one else speaks. They’re exchanging glances among themselves—Ajax, Walter, Sally—but no one dares look at Zef.
“So, I’ve only heard from my children…The rest of you have nothing to say?” Zef leaps up from his chair and begins pacing around the table like a wolf circling just beyond the reach of the campfire. “Nothing from the lawyers?” he says sarcastically to Walter, lone representative of the legion of attorneys employed by the company. “It is unacceptable that I am only finding out about this whistleblower now. You should have alerted me when he quit the company.” The magic of hindsight.
Walter turns, slowly and patiently, to Zef. He’s willingly stepping into a gale force wind. Taking one for the team. “As Sally explained, at the time, the relationship with Hargrove was amicable. We had no reason to believe he would do anything like this…”
“That’s bullshit.” Zef speaks so explosively that his spittle dots the table. “A man who would go to these lengths, who would go to my enemies and offer to speak before Congress? There would be signs. We should have seen it coming. You should have known.”
Now Walter turns away. There is no possible defense.
“You have all become too complacent!” Zef roars. He snatches up a water glass and hurls it at the wall. The high, sharp sound as it breaks is like a gunshot. Everyone flinches. “You’re supposed to be working for me. Protecting me.”
Nobody says anything. Ajax has his arms crossed over his barrel chest and is looking away. Walter traces one finger back and forth on the tabletop. Sally is quietly folding her eyeglasses. No one argues with Zef because he is right.
Zef looks over his shoulder at the three company officers, and seeing no change—hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil—he gestures dramatically at the door. “Everybody out!” Relief floods the room as they push back their chairs and scramble to their feet. “Except Dardan and Maris.” He looks at them from under his brow, a brooding king. “You stay.” Maris’s chest swells with pride. There is nothing she likes better than her father asking her to remain while the others—the more experienced ones, the expensive ones—are sent away with their tails between their legs.
Zef waits until the doors have swung shut. Maris takes Walter’s seat, and she and her brother scoot closer to their father, who is bent over the table like a crone. “All right…I want you to tell me what you think we should do.”
Dardan swallows hard. He is weighing something in his head, but Maris already knows what he will say. “I still say we have the lawyers go to Garrison’s people and tell them to back off. We remind him that we need to keep it civil. If they go ahead with this, then the gloves are off—”
Maris can’t help herself. She snorts. “Sounds like a hollow threat to me.”
Dardan shakes his head at Maris behind his father’s back. You’re not helping.
She ignores him. She has Zef’s attention, and it makes her feel like she’s levitated above her seat. “The whistleblower testifies tomorrow. Tomorrow. There’s no time for dickering back and forth. We need to stop him.”
Zef’s gaze slides in her direction. “What do you propose we do?”
Ah. Here is where Maris comes up blank.
Time after time, whenever Berisha International—her father, for all intents and purposes—has gotten into a jam, fate has intervened. Problems have disappeared. Rivals have suffered tragedies and catastrophes. Unexpected deaths, strokes, vanished loved ones. Buildings have caught on fire. Earthquakes and tsunamis have swallowed up manufacturing plants. One bit of ancient family lore has a plague tearing through the village that housed a competitor’s main plant, killing most of its workers. The stories go back for hundreds of years.
Maris suspects there are secret files documenting how all this mayhem has been orchestrated. Undoubtedly, fixers have been retained, faithful men who toil in the shadows on Berisha’s behalf, poisoning rivals, planting plague-infested rats in the village church. None of this skullduggery has been shared with her, naturally. Not with the mere Special Adviser to the Chief of Strategy.
This is her opportunity to show her father how ruthless she can be. “We need to get rid of him. To make it so he doesn’t testify tomorrow. It’s the only way,” she continues. “You can’t let this happen. No congressmen will work with us again if we let this go public. It’ll be a disaster.”
On the other side of the table, Dardan makes a noise that sounds like air being let out of a balloon. He looks up to the ceiling. He’s lost.
Maris touches her father’s forearm. “You know I’m right.”
To her delight, he looks at her and nods.

Dardan doesn’t blow up at his sister until they’re out in the hallway. “I needed your support in there. We had a chance to calm him down. You should’ve backed me up.”
“You’re wrong, Dardan. Calming things down is not going to work in this case.”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
She hates it when he says this to her. Lording his special privilege over her. His special place in the family.
She knows more than he thinks. At least she thinks she does.
“You’re really okay with this? What you just urged him to do? Because the blood will be on your hands.” He says this as they’re blowing past people working at their desks, people who look up briefly as they pass. Ears pricking up at the word blood.
“Oh, stop being so—” But she’s so upset and flustered, she can’t think of the right word, the word she means to say. Dramatic, that’s it. “You always have to be the good one,” she snaps. Goody two-shoes, that’s what she and her sister, Nora, say about Dardan behind his back. Though he wasn’t always: once, when he was young, he was terrible. Indulged like a little prince. A spoiled brat.
Somewhere along the way, however, he straightened out. Decided to become a paragon of virtue.
“Look, the whistleblower brought it on himself. We wouldn’t have to do this if he hadn’t gone to the enemy.” Maris hisses these last words. You don’t say the devil’s name aloud lest he appear. Andy Garrison.
“The whistleblower didn’t know what could happen, did he?” They are standing outside Dardan’s suite. He has a suite on the same floor as their father, on the same floor as the rest of the C-suite. A better view, his own restroom, a silk Safavid Polonaise carpet under his conference table (not quite the same as the two Polonaise carpets that sold for record prices at Christie’s, but still…), while Maris’s office, with its mysterious title, languishes downstairs on a corridor that nobody uses.
Maris gives her brother the smirk she has given him since they were children. Superior, knowing, calculated to infuriate. “He worked here. He should’ve known what he was getting into. He has no excuse.” Hundreds of years of vengeance—deaths, natural disasters—have borne witness: the Berishas are blessed by fate, protected by the gods. It’s why people have feared them for generations. For eons.
And only an idiot crosses them.
Dardan looks at her queerly, half in anger and half curious, as though he is trying to see into her skull to suss out what she is thinking. “I’m trying to change things around here, Maris,” he says at last. He sounds like an exasperated teacher trying to reason with his stupidest pupil. “It’s time we stopped doing things the old way. Zef won’t be around forever, you know. I’m telling you now: when he’s gone, things are going to be different.”
He’s trying to sound threatening, but it’s only because she’s won. Zef took her advice. Zef listened to her. Her smirk broadens. “I don’t think Zef would like the sound of that. It sounds like you’re plotting to replace him.”
Dardan lifts his chin. Maris thinks he’s going to be all whiny and accusatory, but he surprises her with a pained look. “You shouldn’t meddle like this, Maris. No matter what you think, you really don’t know what’s going on. If you knew what I know, you’d walk away. You’d be grateful that this shit show isn’t your responsibility. You’d be grateful that it’s been dumped in my lap.” Dardan opens the door to his office. “Take my advice. Quit the company. Do something else with your life. Anything else. While you still have your soul.” He shuts the door quietly in her face.
Well. Wasn’t that dramatic. So like Dardan. She stands outside his door, huffing. Of course he would say this: he’s trying to scare her away. He doesn’t have the backbone to run the company, but he knows she does, and he’s ashamed.
And he knows it’s only a matter of time before Zef comes to see this, too.
But it’s not just his inheritance. The company belongs to all of them. She grew up feeling just as bonded to it as Dardan. It’s her legacy, too.
Staring at Dardan’s door, she makes him a promise: she’s not going to be chased away so easily.








CHAPTER THREE
Dardan is at a party in a friend’s place, hoping to forget the trials of the day: the whistleblower, the threat hanging over the company, the argument with his sister.
His friend’s loft is miles away—literally and figuratively—from Berisha headquarters. It has a glorious evening view of the Financial District. Far below, tiny cars move slowly down the avenues in a tableau of miniatures. The rooms are dimly lit except for clusters of candles tucked along the walls and into corners. At least twenty pretty people mill about, chatting easily in groups of two or three, everyone with a wineglass in hand. Laughter and the hum of voices provide a soothing background noise, an ease that is lacking for most of his day.
The condo belongs to an old friend from St. Albans. Dardan is a little self-conscious of the fact that these old high school acquaintances are the only friends he has. By the time he got to college, he realized that family baggage stops people of his class from making real friendships. It’s hard to be genuine when everyone is busy being strategic. No, it is the crowd from St. Albans, the people who knew him when his voice was cracking and he was struggling to get his acne under control, that he considers his real friends. It’s a little strange that almost none of the old gang has drifted away. One guy took a job in Switzerland and another in Los Angeles, but the rest came back to New York after college—or, like Dardan, never left.
Oh, and one died. But Dardan tries not to think about him.
He has a glass of cabernet but hasn’t touched it. He’s been scared sober these last few years. Too, he’s afraid the phone will ring and it will be his father with some emergency needing his attention right this minute. Zef, demanding to know where he is, trying to catch Dardan enjoying himself. Being irresponsible.
He cannot let his guard down for a minute—for good reason.
The woman sitting next to him reaches for his knee. He has known Marcie Franken since they were twelve.
“You okay?” Marcie asks. “You’re like a million miles away.”
Dardan touches his forehead. “Yeah. Family stuff.”
She groans. “It’s always family stuff. You have more family drama than anyone I know.”
You don’t know the half of it. He smiles to stop her from asking more questions. He doesn’t want to share any details, especially with her.
She turns to face him, a mischievous smile lighting up her face. Wholesome, with her heart-shaped face and big, wide eyes like a deer in a Disney movie. That’s what he likes about Marcie: there’s nothing dark about her. She’s not a schemer. She’s fresh and uncomplicated, like a bouquet of daisies. Some people—Maris, for instance—might think that a backhanded compliment. She’d scorn Marcie as simple. But Dardan is grateful for Marcie. Being around her makes him feel less dirty.
“Some of us are going to Davy’s parents’ place in the Bahamas at the end of the month. Are you coming?”
“End of the month, huh? I’ll have to check my schedule.” He already knows it’s impossible. His father doesn’t approve of his going away with this crowd. They are not serious people. They don’t worry about work and obligation. They are only about enjoying themselves. Zef thinks they’re prolonging adolescence, and he’s probably right.
And there was that one bad incident…No one wants to risk a repeat of that.
“It would be so much more fun if you were there.”
“I don’t know about that.” Dardan doesn’t think of himself as a fun person.
“You really should try to enjoy life more,” Marcie says, frowning at him. This is her common refrain: For a rich guy, you really are a big downer. Live a little!
“We have an acquisition coming up. I need to be sharp—”
She rolls her eyes in an exaggerated way. “It’s one weekend! Is it going to kill somebody if you went away? What’s the point of having money if you never get to enjoy it?”
Dardan finally reaches for his wineglass. His family is so wealthy that the whole concept of wealth has been made abstract. It is always there. It is inexhaustible. And there are so many rules surrounding how it is to be spent, it’s easier to just leave it alone. “Damned if I know.”
“Dan, I feel so sorry for you.”
“For me?”
“You’re always so somber. You never seem to enjoy yourself.”
Dardan shrugs. She’s not wrong. He’s always tense, like he expects a bomb to go off at any minute. He’s walked on eggshells his entire life.
He just didn’t think Marcie could see it.
He knows what Marcie would say if he told her. Your father asks too much of you. You’re entitled to have a life, too.
Dardan doesn’t disagree. But his family has special circumstances that other people just wouldn’t understand.
Circumstances that keep him apart from the rest of the world.
She leans back on her elbows. “You need to learn to set boundaries, Dan. Otherwise, your parents will never stop asking. What are you going to do when you’ve got children of your own? Will you never see them because you’re always at your father’s beck and call?”
He hasn’t thought that far out. There will be children in his life, of course. That’s a given. Extending the family line is a Berisha imperative for all, but it falls especially heavily on the shoulders of the eldest male. This has been drummed in his head since he was a little boy. Like in a royal family, every child in the family of the clan’s headman is expected to birth an heir and a spare. Why the Berishas have always had this weird fixation on perpetuation of the line, Dardan isn’t sure. He’s never questioned it. Don’t most families want to see their bloodline continue into the future? It’s a kind of immortality.
No, he’s always known he would be a father with two or three children, carbon copies of himself. As will his sisters, Maris and Nora. (Well, maybe not Maris. He can’t remember the last time he’s seen his sister with a man.) Which also means that one day, he’ll have to do to his son what Zef did to him. Teach, train, wheedle, threaten, dictate. Put him in the same ever-shrinking box in which Dardan finds himself today.
But it must be done. There is no alternative.
He will be the keeper of the Berisha family secret. It’s been ordained.
Dardan ducks his head so Marcie can’t see the despair in his eyes. “I’ll have children. And I’ll be a better father to them than Zef was to me.” It’s not saying much. The bar is ridiculously low. Zef has been no hero. If Dardan tucks his children in at night, reads them a bedtime story, or attends one school function, he’ll have done a better job than Zef. “What about you? Do you want children?”
She raises an eyebrow. “I haven’t given it much, you know, serious thought. I’m only twenty-eight, after all. Why are you asking? Oh…You want to know if I’ll have a baby for you.”
He shrugs in a way that he hopes is self-deprecating. “It is kind of a deal-breaker for me.”
“For your parents, you mean?” She rolls her eyes again but with a smile this time. He doesn’t have to ask, not really. “For you, Dan. Sure, I’ll have your baby.”
Happiness blossoms in his chest. Which is ridiculous, he knows, because the chances are slim that he’ll wed Marcie. He knows his family would find her unacceptable. He and Marcie are merely playing a game, but it makes him feel better nonetheless. “I’m honored,” he says and kisses her hand. “But you might not be so quick to agree if you really knew my family.”
“They don’t seem so bad,” she laughs.
“That’s because you haven’t spent much time with them.” And of course that’s been by design. He likes Marcie, maybe even loves her. She’s not a dummy: if she got to know his monstrous family, she’d run screaming, and as impossible as it is for them to be together in a serious way, he’s not ready to lose her yet.
They sit in silence for a moment to watch their friends before Marcie prods him with her toe. “Y’know, Dan, I’ve wondered sometimes…why don’t you leave your father’s company? Do something else? If your parents make you that unhappy…you can just do your own thing.”
Oh, sure, he’s asked himself this same question a thousand times, but never seriously. There are few people who can say with certainty that they’re pursuing their destiny, but this is unequivocally true for Dardan. He secretly fears that something cosmic and unstoppable—a tsunami, an earthquake, a plague—will happen if he doesn’t. This is not just Berisha arrogance, their firm belief that they are as constant and involatile as the sun. He has seen the evidence with his own eyes.
He is the possessor of a great and terrible burden, and it is his alone to bear.
He wishes he could tell Marcie, that at long last he could share it with someone, but he can’t. You must be a Berisha to know the secret, and even then, it’s known to only a small number of them: Zef, Olga, and himself. Even Maris and Nora don’t know. Others may guess, may have heard whispers over the years, because rumors get passed around like some kind of contraband currency, but they don’t know.
“I’m sorry, Marcie. I know it seems crazy, but I can’t leave.”
Marcie’s cheerful expression falters, collapsing like a soufflé. “Oh,” she says, disappointed. “But you’ll change things once you take over. Right? Tell me that you’ll do things differently. You won’t make it so hard on your son.” She rubs the back of his hand. “Our son.”
Could he change things for the next generation, after he has become the custodian of the Berisha secrets? It chills him to think of one day condemning his son to his same fate. He was born into a perpetual Faustian bargain that is, he fears, impossible to escape. For an instant, the futility he feels is heartbreaking.
He cannot say this to Marcie, however. She has no idea the world can be so…diabolical.
He rubs her hand in return. “Yeah. Sure. For our son? I’d do anything.”








CHAPTER FOUR
The next morning, Maris is in her office, slouched behind her desk, swiveling back and forth in her chair. Dardan has joined her, the two of them like kids outside the principal’s office, waiting on something that neither of them wants.
There’s less than an hour to go until the whistleblower’s testimony. Not that they’ll know precisely when it starts or what happens. It’s not going to be televised. Sally’s office has assured them there will be coverage nonetheless, business reporters waiting for updates outside the chamber in the Rayburn Building. Too, Sally has hired an operative to mingle among them and relay information back. Knowing what is going to happen, even if it’s an hour away, makes it hard to concentrate on anything else. Normal business has been put on hold. Hence, Maris and Dardan sit in reluctant readiness, drinking coffee and fiddling with cell phones. Waiting.
She’s not sure why Dardan is waiting in her office. Maybe he’s hoping to restart their argument from yesterday. It’s partly to recriminate her, she’s sure; he’s been tossing dark looks her way all morning. Wondering how she can live with herself, no doubt. You’ll have blood on your hands. He’s powerless to make her feel bad, though: she’s long accepted the fact that their family has done their share of dirty, dark deeds. She’s not naive. She knows that’s how fortunes are made. Andrew Carnegie, the magnate whose name is on thousands of libraries, sent Pinkerton agents to bash in activists’ heads when they tried to unionize his steel mills. The East India Company, a British trading company once in direct competition with Berisha, colonized large swaths of Asia and flooded half the world with opium. So Berisha bribed a couple congressmen. It seems quaint by comparison.
Not that Dardan would agree. He’s too squeamish. Too idealistic. He doesn’t have the stomach to run an empire.
Such a wimp.
She suddenly remembers what the priest said to her in the church basement years ago. The ostensible dirty little story about the Berisha family. That story is never far from her mind, as much as she tries to forget it. It slinks and slithers in the recesses of her gray matter like a water snake, only popping up occasionally. Maris doesn’t believe in the family myth. This is the twenty-first century. We don’t believe in thousand-year-old stories. Most likely one of her early ancestors, canny as fuck, came up with a fairy tale to keep his ignorant neighbors in line. It doesn’t work on modern people who understand science and psychology and shit.
She tells herself that, at most, the Berisha legend is an allegory. We’re bad, we’re the devil, because we made money. Fucking socialists. Believing the legend would be like believing in Santa Claus or—more fittingly—Krampus.
Dardan’s head suddenly jerks up like he’s wakened from a nap. “What?”
She catches herself in mid-shake of her head. “Nothing. I’m just wondering what happened last night.”
“Did you call Dad?”
“No. Did you?”
They exchange another look, and the only word for it is guilty.
The glass door flies open again (There’s a lot of that here, Maris notices abstractly, the dramatic gesture.
Doors fly like tempers at Berisha headquarters) and the head of corporate communications rushes in. Sally looks like she ran all the way from her office upstairs. Normally her face is carefully composed to give away nothing, but right now is it open. Honest.
She is in shock. She stands in front of the siblings, trembling.
Maris bolts upright in her seat. Dardan, too. “What is it?”
She holds her cell phone out to them, as though she expects them to read what is written there. “I’ve just heard. The whistleblower is dead.”
Thank God, Maris thinks. She’s a little surprised to feel…happy. Only a bad person would be happy that someone is dead. But…it means Zef took her advice and worked his magic. Whatever he did, he made the impossible happen.
The Berishas are blessed. Lucky. Protected.
Dardan hunches over like he’s going to be sick. “What do you mean?” he asks Sally.
“He was supposed to go to his lawyer’s office this morning before heading over to testify, but he was a no-show. They tried to reach him and got no answer, so they sent someone over to his hotel room and…he’d hanged himself.”
Hanging, Maris thinks. Looks like suicide. No one would think otherwise.
“It’s on the news,” Sally adds, as though suddenly remembering, and gestures at the remote on Maris’s desk. Maris snatches it up, switches it on. It’s set to CNN, so she has to flip around to a local station before they find what they want. A live feed shows red and blue lights reflected on a glassy hotel entrance while a chyron at the bottom announces that a man set to testify to Congress was found dead inside a Washington, DC, hotel room…
“Our operative says they haven’t removed the body yet,” Sally says, flapping an arm at the television. “So, obviously, we don’t know much. But this is…” She stops speaking, at a loss for words, her brain seized up by the unimaginable.
She hasn’t been here long, Maris remembers. That’s why she’s acting like this. Surprised. Shocked. She’ll get over it soon enough—if she’s going to survive here.
Maris tosses the remote on her desk and looks over at Dardan. At least he’s pulled himself together. He no longer looks like he’s going to lose it. “So…he killed himself?” Maris asks Sally.
“I don’t think anybody’s said that, but like I said, they don’t know yet. Our operative passed back a few things he’s been able to gather from hotel staff, some of the responders, and it’s…” She hesitates, looking from sibling to sibling, afraid to tell them what she knows.
“What did he say?” Dardan asks, softly.
“Tell us,” Maris demands, more loudly.
Sally blanches. “Apparently, the body was a mess. Bruised all over. And—the rope had nearly severed the head from the neck. Like maybe someone had been pulling on the body.”
“Oh God.” Dardan spins away from Maris and Sally, a hand pressed to his forehead.
Sally does a full-body shiver. “That doesn’t sound like a suicide to me.”
Maris knows she must nip that kind of unhelpful thinking in the bud. “Of course it was a suicide. Maybe he tried other ways to kill himself first. Or he was drunk or high, bumped into furniture. That’s how we’re going to have to spin it. How you’re going to have to spin it. Do you understand?”
Sally looks at her uncertainly, but eventually nods.
“Good.” Maris has the situation under control. Zef will be proud when she tells him.
“Shut up, Maris,” Dardan snaps. Sally’s mouth drops open in shock. He turns back to her, his eyes blazing. “You don’t know anything about this. You think you do, but you don’t.”
She’s surprised at her brother’s outburst. It’s not like she killed the whistleblower. She’s not responsible for this—let’s face it—fortuitous outcome, though she wishes she were. And whatever happened, the traitor brought it on himself—let’s not forget that. But she doesn’t say these things to her brother, just watches him tremble like a leaf in the wind. You’d think whoever put this guy’s head in the noose was coming for him next.
“Tell the operative to get pictures.” Maris ignores her brother and concentrates on Sally. “And I expect to see a copy of the autopsy report as soon as it comes out.” She wants all the details in the hope that it will show her how, exactly, it was done. Because it is a mystery, isn’t it? A suicide that is clearly not a suicide. Maybe if she begged, Zef would tell her what really happened. Bring her into the innermost circle. Show that he trusts her now.
She feels herself coming back to life. Ever since the meeting yesterday, she has been weighted down with worry, but now it’s been lifted off her shoulders. She told her father to take her advice and he did, and now the problem is gone.
She was right and Dardan was wrong.
And everything is right with the world.

An hour later, Maris is told Zef is in the building—per her orders; she wants to know when her father arrives at work—and within minutes she is summoned to a meeting in his office.
It’s the same group as yesterday. Judging by the grim looks on their faces, they’ve heard what happened to the whistleblower. They are shaken, grave, paler than usual. Dardan has barely rebounded from earlier; he still looks like he’s seen a ghost, frankly. The only exceptions are Maris and Zef. Maris is sanguine, a bounce in her step as she takes a seat at the conference table. As for her father—well, Zef is his usual gruff self, though maybe a shade warier than usual. If he’s pleased, he doesn’t show it. He avoids looking anyone in the eye and is careful to focus his attention on the coffee cup and saucer in front of him.
“We have a few more details on Jack Hargrove’s death,” Ajax says to open.
“From our spy?” Zef asks, raising an eyebrow. He likes using operatives. Secret weapons. He loves secrecy.
“The news. It’s leaking out. The police say the room was locked and that there were no signs of foul play.”
“So, they’re saying—what? That he took his own life?” Walter asks. He eyes Zef more suspiciously than Maris thinks advisable.
“The body is with the medical examiner’s office, but no ETA on an autopsy,” Ajax answers. “These are the facts: hotel security says there’s no evidence that anyone was with him last night, no sign of anyone coming or going.” Surely a paid assassin wouldn’t be caught on a security camera, Maris thinks.
Everyone is silent. Hargrove died brutally in a locked room. He died in a way that seems logically impossible, and yet there is no evidence of an intruder. It’s an unsolvable mystery. Maris suppresses a smile.
Perfect. Whoever her father hired, he’s a maestro.
Walter looks from face to face, hoping for answers. “A suicide? Is that how we’re going to spin it?”
“We’ve got social media insinuating that he took his life rather than face Congress.” Sally’s eye rests momentarily on Maris before flitting away like a frightened bird.
Walter frowns. “Was there a suicide note? Usually there’s a note.”
“Good point.” Sally reaches for her cell phone. “I’ll see what we can do.”
Zef clears his throat, and all eyes turn to him. “Zucker, Bryson, Kellogg. Have we heard from them?”
Maris has learned these names. They are the lawmakers Berisha bribed. In the twenty-four hours since the crisis first erupted, Maris has managed to find out whether the alleged bribery actually took place (it did), with whom the deals were made, how much was paid. A man lost his life to protect the reputations of these three congressmen.
“Not this morning. They were shitting bricks last night,” Walter says with a mean little laugh. “But I told them to hang tight. Everything was going to be okay. They just needed to trust us.” How confident he sounds. Like he had anything to do with how it was resolved—even if he might have guessed how it would end.
Blood on your hands. Blood on exactly how many hands? Maris wonders. Whom did her father trust to take care of this errand? With whom did he share this knowledge?
Maris is pretty sure that Ajax and Sally don’t know. They don’t have the same kind of relationship with Zef that Walter has.
Zef nods. “Good. Keep me apprised. Do we have any reaction yet from Garrison? Too soon, probably.”
“Well…not exactly,” Sally says, almost choking on the words. A wave of discomfort ripples around the table. The three know something they haven’t shared—yet.
Ajax takes over. “Garrison has already spoken to the press. He said he thinks Berisha is behind the whistleblower’s death. Though he has no proof—naturally.”
“It makes him sound like a fool,” Walter adds reassuringly. “Unhinged. A nut with an axe to grind.”
Zef nods almost imperceptibly, but his face starts to redden. “So, he says we had something to do with it, does he?” His jaw clenches, tight as a fist. “Maybe now is the time we finish this thing…Finish what he started. Garrison and his goddamned accusations. We should be done with it, once and for all.”
There’s a groan to Zef’s right hand. Dardan has slumped forward on his forearms like he’s having a heart attack. Sally starts to pour a glass of water for him, but Dardan waves it away.
“For God’s sake, haven’t we done enough to Andy Garrison?” Dardan cries.
Zef draws back. There is a warning in his eyes. “Garrison is the one looking for trouble. He’s the one who sent this whistleblower.”
There’s a standoff as they eye each other icily. There is more to the story with Garrison, some of it known to Maris, but a part that has never been explained to her. Another Berisha family secret.
When it becomes apparent that neither man is going to speak, Walter leans toward Zef, hands out, trying to appease. “Zef, I don’t think that would be wise to go after Garrison at this time. This grudge between you two is well-known…If anything should happen to Andy, it would definitely raise some suspicions. Better to make him look like the one who’s seeing things that don’t exist. Let this thing play itself out.”
Walter is practically pleading with Zef, who grinds his teeth and continues to stare out the window. But the lawyer is right. Now is not the time. Now it would only draw attention. Possibly reopen an old, painful wound.
Her father looks in her direction, holding her eyes a second longer. What do you think, daughter?
Maris shivers. This is her chance to score a second win, for him to see her be bold, as bold as he longs to be.
Of the Berisha siblings, she is most like Zef, after all.
But she’s also smart like Zef. Shrewd. Now is not the right time. And it does her no good to spite Dardan if she ends up being wrong.
So, she answers, “Walter’s right, Dad. Better to wait and see.”
Zef orders everyone out, just like yesterday, but reaches for her hand. “You stay.”
For the second day in a row, her heart swells. This could be the start of something new. Maybe Zef realizes that she is a wasted resource. Perhaps he sees that Dardan will never be the leader that the family needs him to be, but Maris, on the other hand…She can barely breathe, she’s so happy. Finally.
When everyone has left and the door has finally clicked shut, Maris turns to her father. “Yes? What do you need?”
His demeanor has changed. He stares at her from under hooded brows. “I want to thank you for your advice the past couple of days. You have done well.”
She can’t help it. She beams. “It’s my pleasure, Dad. I’m glad I could be of help…”
It was nothing, she plans to say. You’ve made me so happy. I never thought you’d—
But he cuts her short. “I have been thinking. You want a greater role in the company. I have an idea.”
Her heart pounds in her chest. This is it, finally. What she has been waiting for.
Recognition. Yes, validation. God damn it, she’s earned it, hasn’t she?
Zef looks directly into her eyes. “It’s time you married. I need a grandson. That is what you can do for Berisha that Dardan cannot.”
It’s like she’s been slapped. Maris jerks back. “What?” Her heart sinks, but this is not a new argument. She has known her entire life that she is expected to have children. “I’m not ready yet. I’m not even seeing anyone.”
Her insides jerk because she’s just told a little lie.
He pats her hand. “Don’t worry about that. We will find you a husband. Your mother and I have been talking…”
“I don’t want you to find a husband for me. I can find my own spouse.”
He looks at her suspiciously. Obviously, he has doubt about her on that front. “This is about finding the right match. This is not your choice alone, Maris. This is for the good of the family.”
Like she’s a princess in a medieval fairy tale. Her marriage will be some kind of strategic alliance. But unlike other little girls, Maris never wanted to be a princess.
There’s only one thing she has wanted her entire life, and that’s for Zef to love her. To see her.
“I can give you so much more than grandchildren,” she croaks. “What about what I want? Or does that not matter?”
But Zef has already turned to his computer, his attention occupied with other things. He’s already dismissed her.








CHAPTER FIVE
Maris stumbles out of her father’s office, her fingers already flying over her cell phone. She needs to talk over this latest development with her younger sister, Nora, the only person she can speak to freely.
This particular establishment is their favorite new place to meet, a members-only club in Midtown not too far from Berisha headquarters. It only recently opened its doors and so is not well-known, which allows Maris some privacy. Videotaping is discouraged at the club. The management wants to give its famous members space.
Maris finds Nora waiting for her in one of the private rooms in the back. Nora is the youngest of the Berisha siblings. They are three years apart, evenly spaced like matryoshka dolls. Dardan, the oldest, is now twenty-eight. Although Nora is twenty-two, she looks too young to be drinking in a bar, but she has been drinking in public since she was a teenager, bartenders only too happy to accommodate a beautiful Berisha. Like Olga, Nora is lithe and willowy, and she has Dardan’s silky hair, the kind that turns blond in the summer. Arched brow, a beautifully angular face. She hides her ballerina’s figure in baggy trousers and oversized blouses and clunky boots. She had her bangs cut short and straight across, which Olga says makes her look like a simpleton. Nora is under strict orders not to cut it like this again.
Maris is the only one of the siblings who looks like their father. Solid, built like a wrestler. With a swarthy skin tone and coarse black hair, eyebrows like overgrown hedges. In this life, girls need to be beautiful.
Why couldn’t she have taken after you? Zef had once said to Olga right in front of Maris. Everyone knew Zef had married Olga to make beautiful children. To improve the bloodline, like they are racehorses or something. Who still believes in that vile eugenics shit? Maris has never forgotten, her father’s callous words burned into her memory like a cattle brand. She thinks of it every time she visits her aesthetician. She will only ever be as attractive as money can buy.
There is a cocktail waiting for her. A yellow martini, probably a lemon drop. Nora probably could tell from Maris’s text that she could really, really use one.
Maris drops her coat and bag onto a chair and reaches for the glass. “He’s dead.”
Nora looks up from her drink. “Who?”
“The whistleblower. They found him hanging from a light fixture in his hotel room.” Maris takes a big mouthful. It goes straight to her head, fizzing like fireworks. She leans into the feeling. If only she could wash this day away.
Nora lifts the olive skewer out of her martini and taps it against the rim, watching drops of gin fall back into the drink. “So, Zef listened to you. Good.”
A man is dead because her father listened to her advice.
She was fine with it yesterday. But today…Maris shivers and takes another swig. What was it that Zef said before she left the office? We’re going to find a husband for you so you can do as God intended. That is how you help Berisha. She gulps down more alcohol. God help her, she’s not going to become another Olga.
Nora leans closer to her sister. “No, really—good for you, Maris. You know how Dad feels. No women in the boardroom. But he took your advice over Dardan’s. That’s a good sign. Keep it up. He’ll see, eventually, that you’re the one who should take over. Not Dardan.”
“You should have seen Dardan! So smug.” Maris gulps down half her drink. “You won’t believe what he said to me: ‘You’ll have blood on your hands.’ ”
“Like we don’t already,” Nora harrumphs.
Oh no—not this argument. Maris doesn’t want to have this fight again with Nora, not now. She sips and says nothing, hoping the moment will pass.
Nora rolls her eyes. “We were born with blood on our hands. It’s who we are. That’s our brand, right? Our logo should be blood splatter on a field of white. You don’t get to be one of the richest families in the world without spilling a little blood. And it didn’t just happen in the old days. We still do it today—”
Maris wishes her sister would stop, but she barrels on like an out-of-control freight train. Of course they do bad shit. She has her suspicions—the secret files, family fixers—but she doesn’t want to get into this with Nora.
“—and for what? How much money do we need?”
And this is precisely why Nora isn’t allowed inside the premises at headquarters. Her naivete is breathtaking. Little social justice warrior, marching in protests, giving money to all these lefty organizations. But it’s not like she refuses her trust fund. Her politics don’t extend that far. “Oh, please. You’re blowing it out of proportion.”
“Am I? We make the Sacklers look saintly by comparison.”
“Just promise me you won’t talk like this around Zef.” Because she did once. Nora had come back from a protest over an accident at one of their Bangladeshi textile mills where children were maimed. She took a handful of leaflets complete with pictures of bloodied children and burst into his conference room to throw them in Zef’s face. He slapped her so hard that he knocked her to the ground. Stood over her, called her ungrateful, and threatened to cut her off if she didn’t come to her senses. Maris had expected Nora to run away to prove her indifference to money, but her instinct for survival turned out to be greater than anyone gave her credit for. Nora would never be able to survive on her own, and her only friends are sponges and druggies who come to wallow at her trough.
Maris looks sideways at her sister. The only reason her father is pushing her to make babies is because he’s given up on Nora. It’s probably breaking his heart because, unlike Maris, Nora would produce beautiful babies. Nora’s children would be fair-skinned and fair-haired, tall and perfect like the gods. If Nora had her shit together, Maris would be the one Zef ignored completely. Nora’s children would be the backups they’d have on hand in case something happened to Dardan or he was unable to have children.
Maris supposes she should be grateful that her sister is a fuckup.
Nora bumps Maris with her elbow. “How did it happen? The whistleblower? How did he die?”
“I told you. He hanged himself.”
“So, it was suicide?”
Maris doesn’t know how to answer that. You couldn’t rule out suicide, but the facts as she knows them don’t line up behind that outcome. She’s going to be optimistic, though. “It’s not clear. We’re waiting on the medical examiner’s report.”
Nora toys with her glass. “I bet Dardan doesn’t think so. I bet Dardan thinks it was the protector.”
Impatience nibbles at Maris like a mouse. She’s not sure why Nora would bring this up. Sure, there was a time when Dardan believed in the family blessing, also known as the protector. But that was a long time ago. He was very young when he claimed to have seen it, and he only brought it up to Maris once, when he was very upset. Tearfully, he described what he’d seen one night when Mother and Father were arguing. The air felt like it was made of electricity. And he claimed there was smoke, so much smoke, like a bonfire…But as for what he’d actually seen besides smoke and electricity, he wouldn’t say.
And the next morning, Dardan took it all back. Said he had made it all up for attention—which might have been true but was exactly the kind of thing Dardan hated, absolutely hated, to admit.
Afterwards, every time Maris tried to ask about it, Dardan would tell her to drop it. Finally, when he was in college, he practically bit her head off. There is no protector, he said. Every bad thing that happens—it’s Dad. We don’t want it to be, so we blot it out in our minds. Blame it on something else. But it’s Dad.
These memories put Maris in a bad mood. “Yeah, you’re one to talk,” Maris says acidly to her sister. “When you were a baby, you were convinced the protector was your imaginary friend. Insisted that he came to your room and talked to you at night.”
Nora sucks in a mouthful of her martini.
“You scared the servants to death. Zef wanted to send you to a shrink.”
Nora swallows. “Well, everybody needs a friend. Even if it’s imaginary.”
“You were such a freak,” Maris chuckles. Still are. “So pathetic.”
There is no such thing as the protector, she reminds herself one more time. This is the twenty-first century. There are no boogeymen—but she can’t help but wish just a tiny bit that there were. Because a protector would make things so much easier. You could make problems go away merely by wishing.
She could make Dardan go away. He doesn’t deserve to be the custodian of the family legacy.
Wish away Zef’s insistence that she marry and turn into a baby factory.
She could even make her father go away and inherit his throne. Send her mother to a convent for gentlewomen who were no longer needed.
That’s what she needs. Someone to carry out her wishes.
Yes, a protector would come in handy just about now.








CHAPTER SIX
Then
Nora sits on an ottoman, twisting her hands. She’s so anxious she doesn’t know what to do with herself. It’s Sunday early evening, and Zef is due to arrive for dinner with the family any minute. In the background, she can hear servants laying out the dinner service in the dining room. Aromas from the kitchen rise up the back staircase. They’re having lamb, heavy on the garlic. Olga is upstairs putting on her finishing touches. Earrings, lipstick. She was humming to herself when Nora crept by the open door to her mother’s bedroom.
Nora has made a decision: she’s going to confront her father. Tonight.
She wanted to do this a month ago, but he hasn’t been around. He missed several Sunday family dinners in a row. Couldn’t be helped, Olga said. And then he went on a business trip overseas, caught a bad cold, and that kept him away another week.
Tonight he is expected. Everyone else is off getting ready. Dardan, in his last year at St. Albans, is practicing a discussion he wants to have with Zef. He’s been accepted at NYU but would like to go to Baruch College instead to follow some girl he likes. There is no way Zef will allow this, but Nora gives her brother credit for trying. Still, she makes a mental note to get to Zef before Dardan.
Maris is having one of the maids help her with her hair. She thinks their father will like her better if she’s prettier, and the sad thing is, she’s right. Nature is not on her side, however. Never has been. She’s in high school now, which means the stakes have risen. Her classmates are mostly of a type, a cross between ballerina and giraffe, all long legs, knobby knees, and giant eyes. They have personal stylists who take them shopping and design “looks” for them. But Maris cannot seem to master their world, even though she spends as much as they do on stylists and personal trainers, clothes and makeup.
Her poor siblings. Dardan is being crushed by the weight of his destiny. Every day, it seems, he is more anxious. He argues with himself, and these diatribes have become increasingly critical and frustrated. He scratches himself raw in places that are hidden under clothing. He thinks no one knows that he’s slowly unraveling, but Nora does. After years of watching him, she can practically hear his thoughts leaking out of his skull. He’s looking for an escape; anyone can see that—except Dardan.
And then there’s Maris, torn between being true to her own desires and wanting to please Zef. Nora wants to tell her sister that she’s a wonderful person and that she’s fine as she is. She doesn’t have to kill off everything that’s decent about her just to make their father happy. Their father will never be happy.
Maris is not a bad person, not yet, but she has the potential to be. Nora doesn’t want to see that happen.
She hears the elevator doors open. Zef is home.
She leaps up and rushes into the foyer to meet him. He’s in his Sunday clothes, a navy cashmere polo and khaki pants. Reading glasses sliding down his nose. He looks harried and tired and distracted. He smiles slightly when he sees her.
“Nora!” Despite the greeting, he doesn’t hug her, and at twelve, she’s too big to pick up. She’s shot up the past year. She’s taller than Maris and nearly as tall as Dardan.
“Can I talk to you about something?” she says as sweetly as she can.
“Now? Dinner—”
“It won’t take long.”
Zef is about to object—I need to talk to your mother first or It can wait until after dinner—but lets her drag him into the anteroom by the elevators. He sits on one of the brocade-covered chairs while Nora shuts the pocket door. What she has to say is for her father’s ears only.
“What is it?” Zef asks.
Nora takes a deep breath. He thinks she’s going to ask about a silly thing, a school trip or some trinket. He has no idea.
“Father, I know about”—here, she stumbles; she can’t bring herself to say it to her father’s face—“the secret. What you’re hiding.”
His expression shifts swiftly from curiosity to suspicion. “What secret are you talking about, Nora?”
He knows what she’s talking about. This is the most important of the Berishas’ many secrets, that’s what. But he’ll just deny it if she blurts it out. She needs to show him that she’s not messing around. She must give him proof.
“I found the box! Your secret box. I held it in my hands.”
A dark look creases his heavy brow. She’s seen that look a thousand times before. That look warns her to shut up. She should drop this subject immediately and scuttle back to safety.
Normally she would. But not today. She’s determined to get to the truth.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“The box with the…thing…in it.” She doesn’t have a word for the thing. Doesn’t know what to call it or how to describe it.
Zef sits upright, his spine stiffening. He narrows his eyes and settles his discomfiting, hawklike gaze on her. “The house is full of odd bric-a-brac. Maybe this box is your mother’s, something she brought from the old country. Maybe you should ask her about it.”
Nora recognizes this tactic. Ask your mother. Olga the dissembler. Nora knows it’s not Olga’s. He’s trying to throw her off the track.
He is frowning now. “You shouldn’t play with your mother’s and my things, Nora. You must respect our privacy. Also, some of those old things might be…dangerous.”
He’s not dangerous, she wants to shout. Not unless you want him to be.
Zef rises. “Now…it’s time for dinner. The rest of the family is waiting for us.”
She spent all day practicing what she was going to say, but now she can’t seem to get the words out. This secret is destroying us, can’t you see that?
You have the power to change everything. All you have to do is—stop.
Stopping would require great courage. While Nora has always thought of her father as a brave man, a strong man, she’s starting to fear that maybe he’s not.
“Enough of this,” Zef says as he brushes by her to open the pocket door. “Don’t waste my time. I’m very busy.” That’s what he always says when he doesn’t want to talk. He always says he puts family first, that they should all put family first. So this was her way of testing him.
He’s failed.
This is the day that everything changes for Nora. How she feels about her father, but also how he feels about her. Zef starts to paint her as the damaged one. Desperate for attention, willing to say or do anything to get people to listen to her. It saddens Nora, but it also makes her see how weak her father is, how weak the Berishas are. She is disheartened by how easily the rest of the family fall into line. They never paid her much mind before, but now they have permission to ignore her. That’s just wacky Nora. You never know what will come out of her mouth. Don’t listen to her; it’ll only make her worse.
It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.
But it only makes her more determined.








CHAPTER SEVEN
Now
There is a special place in hell for what I’m about to do, Nora thinks.
A waiter stops at the table with two fresh drinks, places them down, and whisks the empty glasses away in one swift, smooth movement.
Nora is at another private club, this one in Tribeca. It’s smaller and more intimate, where she’s unlikely to run into anyone in her family. Seated across the table is Ricardo, her sister’s—what to call him? Beau? Paramour?
Gigolo?
Nora smiles at him before reaching for the fresh martini. “Thanks for joining me…I hate to drink alone.”
Ricardo hesitates for a second as he reaches for his glass.
“I’m kidding…I drink alone all the time.”
Ricardo smirks as he takes a sip from his drink, a lovely pastel concoction that smells of tropical fruit. Such a girly drink, Nora thinks disapprovingly. “I was wondering, though…why did you ask me to lunch?”
Nora wonders if there’s even a smidge of intelligence behind that ridiculously handsome face. If ever there was a man made for fucking and nothing else, it’s him.
“What do you mean? It’s lunch. A meal. I have to eat with someone. I could ask the same of you—why did you accept?”
Ricardo frowns. “Well, uh, you’re Maris’s sister. I kinda felt I couldn’t say no.”
Nora places a hand to her heart. “Ah, now my feelings are hurt. I thought you honestly wanted to spend time with me.”
Ricardo’s eyes widen. “Oh! I didn’t mean—”
“Again, kidding with you. Relax. It’s just lunch.” Nora sucks down a mouthful of martini. Vodka shaken over ice. So crisp. She brushes two long plaits back over her shoulder. “You’ve been with my sister for a while, and I thought, hey, it would be nice to spend a little time with you. Get to know you. That’s all.”
His shoulders relax. Nora’s gaze wanders a bit more boldly over Ricardo’s body as he reads the menu. A dancer’s body. Not too tall, not too big. His proportions are perfect. He must have a terrific personal trainer. A lot of effort goes into looking like this.
“So, tell me…how did you and my sister meet?” Corny, but she needs to sound concerned about his intentions. All golly-gee and shucks. Even though that’s not what this is about.
Ricardo tilts his head to one side, as if weighing what he’s going to share. “Oh, you know…I’d see her at parties.”
“So, your paths crossed. You have mutual friends.”
Ricardo shrugs. “Yeah.”
There is no way her sister and Ricardo have friends in common. Ricardo isn’t a trust fund baby, but he seems very much like the kind of guy to latch on to a trust fund baby.
They put in their orders. Nora orders a third round of drinks for them.
“So, what do you do?” she asks Ricardo. It’s not rude; it’s chitchat.
“I’m still figuring that out. I’m thinking of going into modeling.” Ricardo seems slightly embarrassed and gives a shrug. “How hard can it be, right? It’s just standing and walking.”
“I think you’d be a natural.”
“Or maybe acting. But I don’t know…I’ve never acted before.”
At least he’s not one of those theater-class freaks, indulgently dramatic, nothing but trouble. “I don’t think kids let that stop them these days. Anyone can be a star, right?”
“Listen to you. ‘Kids.’ How old are you, anyway? Twenty? Younger than me.”
“The Berisha siblings are three years apart. Easy to remember.” It’s a test, a simple math problem to see if he knows Maris’s age.
“Twenty-two. See, I was close. You’re a baby.” Silly man, acting like he’s from another generation. He can’t be much older than her. He’s trying to establish dominance, take charge of the moment. As though he could be in charge of any Berisha.
The plates arrive, sizzling with tiny slabs of meat, bright with little haystacks of greens and flower petals. Ricardo dives in with gusto, but Nora picks. She’s never been a big eater, preferring to consume her calories in liquid form.
Nora steers the conversation away from Maris and onto other topics like they’re just two friends out having a good time. Eventually, Ricardo starts to relax, speaks more freely, offers up bits of himself. Where he grew up (not New York City). Where he got his good looks (both his parents are Cuban refugees). What he likes to do for fun (shopping—big surprise).
The question of what he does for money never comes up.
As they start, slowly, to leave, Nora touches a hand to her forehead as though an idea has just come to her. “Shopping. You said you love shopping. It just so happens that I’m going shopping. Do you want to come with me?”
And before you know it, they’re in Nora’s car. They’re let out in front of a skyscraper, a tower of steel and glass that reaches into the clouds like Jack’s beanstalk. Nora pulls Ricardo into the elevator as an attendant in a gray uniform presses buttons and studiously ignores them as they giggle drunkenly.
The doors open in the middle of an atelier. They are surrounded by a beautiful but sterile landscape of impeccably tailored clothes. A calfskin jacket here, a thigh-high boot there. There are no price tags. “You shop here often?” Ricardo asks, standing in front of the boots. Nora wiggles her brows. Oh, just you wait, boy toy. You ain’t seen nothing yet.
Nora insists Ricardo try on a gorgeous silk polo shirt in a pale blue-gray color. He says it feels like sparkling water sliding over his skin. An attendant carries clothes over for Nora’s consideration while she picks through a collection of silk trouser socks woven with funny little pictures, like a smiling French bulldog or hotdogs in suggestive poses. Ironic kitsch never goes out of style, it seems. There’s a pair with smiling devil’s faces all over them. Nora considers buying them, briefly.
Ricardo has wandered over to a display case of sunglasses and jewelry. Platinum cuff links. A dark metal thing that Nora has no idea what it’s supposed to be. But Maris’s boy ignores the jewelry to try on sunglasses. The sight makes Nora’s stomach do a little flip.
“Sexy. You look good in those. I’ll get them for you,” Nora says as she saunters over. Ricardo’s surprised. And maybe a smidge worried.
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I know. But you should have them, that’s how great they look on you. Please, let me.”
Finally, Nora goes into the dressing room empty-handed. A man is waiting for her. He is the reason Nora came to the shop in the first place. She’s pretty sure the store only exists as a front for people like her to discreetly meet their drug dealers. The name on the roster in the lobby should be Front and Money Laundering Emporium. No store could survive in Manhattan on the sales of this crazy collection of oddities alone.
“Hello, Bradley,” Nora says as she drops onto the bench. Bradley looks like he actually might shop here, in his tight white jeans and butter-soft baby blue leather jacket. Another prep school boy gone bad. Is that where she met Bradley? Nora tries to remember. Were they at St. Vitus together as children? High school at St. Albans?
“I have something new for you to try. You’ll love this.” Bradley pulls a little baggy from the pocket of his jeans. Inside are pale pink pills the size of the head of a dressmaker’s pin.
“What is it?” Nora asks after she’s dry-swallowed the two pills Bradley has offered her.
“You know the stuff I gave you last month that you loved? This is his latest…Like Molly, but it hits quicker and lasts longer. The guy’s a genius, I tell you. He’s going to Stanford next year, so get it while you can.” He gives Nora a dozen pills in a ruby-red vial, along with Nora’s usual weekly supply of this and that.
“Zelle?” she asks as he leaves the dressing room, to which Bradley nods.
Ricardo looks up, still wearing the sunglasses, as Nora swoops down on him. “Come on, it’s time to go. Chop-chop. Time is money, lover boy.”
Bradley is true to his word: the drugs start to take effect by the time Nora is in the backseat of the town car. She slips two pills to Ricardo, who doesn’t hesitate at all, just scoops them up and sucks them down like he had been waiting for this all along. They’re laughing and bouncing in their seats when Nora realizes they walked out without paying for those sunglasses. It doesn’t matter; it’s not a real shop. It’s pretend, like most everything in Nora’s life.
“Where are we going now?” Ricardo’s voice is dreamy.
“Just wait. I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”
Rocked by the car’s steady movement, Nora falls asleep and doesn’t wake until the car comes to a stop. The driver has brought them to a place that’s a million miles from the snazzy skyscraper and the chic boutique. Parked in an alley between two buildings that look like they were bombed in a war. They’re surrounded by junker cars and graffiti and household goods left to rot in vacant lots. Ricardo looks mildly alarmed, but Nora ignores him as she slides out of the backseat.
She leads the way to a service elevator, where a buff young man leans against the wall. He puts away his cell phone as they approach, nodding silently to Nora. He runs the elevator, taking them down to a dark basement. The air is heavy with at least a dozen familiar, vaguely obscene smells. They walk down a narrow passage to a door that’s been painted black. Behind it is another buff man, this one a little older and wearing a look familiar to a certain subset of city dwellers: black cowboy hat, droopy mustache, impenetrable aviator sunglasses despite the dimness. When he sees Nora, he steps aside.
You can make out sounds coming from whatever’s next door. Music and low moans. Nora leads Ricardo by the hand to a room. It’s small and dark. Sofas and chairs have been pushed back against the walls. Two men sit on beanbag chairs, each in their own corner. When Nora and Ricardo enter, each tries to hide, pulling down the brim of a baseball cap or ducking behind a hand. Nora pulls Ricardo onto a low, slouchy couch, watching him take in the performance in the center of the room.
The younger man lies on his back on a low table. His eyes are closed and his head turned to the side demurely. But he’s not shy: he’s naked, his body luminously pale and smooth as marble. Another living statue. His hair is butter yellow and long like a bohemian child’s; it falls in a wave over most of his face. Funny, Nora thinks; he looks a little like her, and she suspects that it’s not coincidental. She let Zsabo and Nico know that she’d be coming today, after all.
The other man looms over statue boy. He’s older and thicker, not delicate in the least. He wears black chaps with his ass hanging out and a biker cap. His hair is short and dark and wiry, with gray at the temples and scattered in the stubble on his face. His eyes are hidden behind sunglasses. You’d hide your face, too, if you were doing what he’s doing to the young man lying beneath him.
Nora squirms with a familiar pleasure, wriggling deeper into the well-worn cushions. She knows she should be embarrassed to be drawn to such things, but she can’t help herself. She doesn’t blame herself, either. There are strong forces at work, forces set in motion long before she was born. Is it possible to be born bad? Every Berisha knows the answer to that question.
It would be fruitless to fight it.
The detached part of her brain wonders what Ricardo might be thinking. Risky, yes, to bring someone you don’t know well to a bondage show. But it’s interesting, isn’t it? Not something you get to see every day—if you’re not Nora Berisha.
No sense getting worked into a tizzy. It’s not like Ricardo has left. No, he’s glued to the cushions, his breathing shallow, his eyes slightly unfocused. In combination with the drugs, the live sex act (even if the bottom looks uncomfortably like his host) is quite pleasant.

It’s not until later—when they wake up in the back of the town car, streaking through twilight back to the known parts of the city—that the questions finally come.
Ricardo massages his head, which undoubtedly feels a little funny. He reaches for a bottle of water, twists off the cap, and downs it like he hasn’t had liquid in a week. Rivulets flow over the corners of his mouth.
“Easy, champ,” Nora says. “You’re drinking that stuff like it’s water.”
“Fuck you.” Ricardo is sober now. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “What the fuck was that all about? What is this—a test? You want to see if I’m good enough for your sister? And I’m not. Big surprise.”
“Whoa there, sport. You’re getting way ahead of yourself. First of all, this was no test. I already knew you’re not good enough for my sister. But surely you know that happily ever after was never on the table for you and Maris. You don’t think you’re her boyfriend, do you? You can’t be that pathetic. You’re her secret fuck toy. The flavor of the month. Not even a month.”
Ricardo goes quiet. He twists the cap on the water bottle.
“Aw, don’t act like I’ve broken your heart. Like I’m telling you something you didn’t know. Of course you knew. What was the big clue—that she didn’t let herself be seen in public with you? Or that there are no pictures of you on her social media?”
She brushes the back of Ricardo’s hand. He flinches but doesn’t pull away. There are dark hairs sprouting over the knuckles, like very precise brushstrokes. Then there’s the dusty pink bow of his lips. Those lips, soft and cruel at the same time. Looking at Ricardo now, Nora wants to rub her face over his chest and stomach and groin like an animal. Wants to let loose the ball of lust that has been growing inside her since the visit to the sex show.
“Why are you doing this?” Ricardo says. His voice is small. The fact that he’s played along with Nora all day, followed her, let himself be toyed with like this—he’s embarrassed. Ashamed that he likes to be close to money.
She has her reasons for seducing him, but she’s not going to tell him. The truth is that she needs to shake Maris. Her sister is so willful, her nature so forceful, that Nora will not be able to move things forward without making her sister less steady on her feet.
Nora reaches for the front of Ricardo’s shirt and pulls him closer. He smells so good. Nora runs her lips over his cheek. She gets a taste of salt and her head spins. After a second’s hesitation, he leans forward and kisses her.
“You are, seriously, all kinds of fucked up,” he says, finally pulling free. “How in the world can you be a Berisha? You’re like a fucking feral cat.”
“Well, I come by it honestly. I practically raised myself.”
“I can’t believe they let you out loose in public. You should be in a nuthouse,” he says. His tone is reproachful, but he is smiling. It means he’s surrendered. He is hers.
Nora has won.








CHAPTER EIGHT
Dardan fidgets in his seat as the helicopter glides up the side of a pine-choked mountain. He’s never been a good flier, particularly in helicopters. It makes sense to be taking one to his destination in the Adirondacks: it’s only an hour heliport-to-door, considerably quicker than if he took a jet or (heaven forbid) a car. But the dizzying scenery below makes him motion sick. Not to mention that his destination seems to be in the middle of nowhere. Below, a single-lane road snakes through the trees, a dense patchwork of forest, and a paucity of houses. The contrast between this seeming wilderness and the city that he’s just come from, a few hundred miles to the south, is mind-boggling.
The helicopter lands at a pad carved out of a hillside not far from a sprawling mountain retreat. It could easily be a five-star hotel, but Dardan knows it’s a weekend getaway for a New York City–based billionaire. The main building is an Amish barn on steroids, with massive posts and beams and huge expanses of glass.
A clean-cut young man in a thick sweater meets the helicopter and ushers Dardan to an SUV to drive him a quarter mile to the main house. There he’s met by a second man, who leads Dardan through to what appears to be a den or office. Sunlight pours through a wall of windows. Those windows probably catch a lot of wind in the harsher seasons. Dardan wonders if the family uses it for skiing and only catches himself too late.
The family that owns this place has given up skiing for good, no doubt.
Andy Garrison looks up from his laptop as Dardan enters the room. He rises and slips by Dardan’s outstretched hand to reel him in for a hug. Andy is tall and gangly, with frizzy strawberry blond hair and pale green eyes. He should be jogging on the beach with a Labradoodle, surfboard tucked under his arm, the sweatpants-and-granola type for sure. The two have known each other for what seems like most of Dardan’s life, but Dardan has good reason to feel uncomfortable. This is his father’s nemesis, after all. And Zef would be apoplectic if he knew Dardan was here.
Despite the acrimony between this man and his father, Dardan finds it hard not to respond to Garrison whenever he reaches out. Authority figures carry such weight for him, after all, and whom does he have to thank for that but his father? But there’s also the fact that Andy Garrison is—was—Conner’s dad. Being in Andy’s presence takes Dardan right back to high school, all the growing up he’s done in the past decade swept away like sand with the tide. He’s a child again.
He’s also here because he owes Andy Garrison. Zef’s son had the opportunity to grow up. Andy Garrison’s son didn’t.
Garrison exudes calm. Dardan always found it disorienting being around him because of it. Of his school friends’ dads, Garrison was always the chill one, the one who didn’t freak if he caught you smoking or found a joint in your backpack. Always with his hands in the pockets of his jeans, rocking on his heels, smiling. The exact opposite of Zef.
“Thanks for coming,” Garrison says, gesturing to the deep, comfortable armchair opposite him.
“You have no idea the risk I’m taking, coming to see you.” Dardan’s voice shakes.
“You must’ve thought it was worth your while, since you’re here.”
“What do you want, Mr. Garrison?”
Andy Garrison gives a cheerful little smirk. “You’re not a kid anymore, Dan. You can call me Andy.” No one outside the friends he made in school calls Dardan by his American nickname, the name Dardan gave himself to better fit in. It makes Andy seem a little desperate.
When Dardan doesn’t say anything, Garrison continues. “To be honest, Dan, I feel bad for you. I know you want to get out from under your father’s thumb. Be your own man. Do you see that happening if things continue the way they’re going?”
As surprised as he is that Garrison knows this about him and his father, there’s no sense going down this road. “I appreciate your interest, but if I want to run my family’s business, this is what I have to do. It’s the way it’s always been. It’s not going to magically change because I want it to.”
“You know, every family that’s run a business since the beginning of time has said that very same thing. ‘You’ll do things my way because I’m the father and I know best.’ The father sets the tone, the son bides his time.”
Dardan shrugs.
Garrison’s gaze is unwavering. “You know your father is wrong, Dan. But you’re wrong, too, if you think there’s nothing you can do to change things.” He leans forward, his elbows on his knees, hands clasped like a preacher’s. “Son, your father is a psychopath. That sounds harsh, but I don’t think I’m saying anything you haven’t thought yourself. I’ve seen his rages close up. He runs his business through fear. I wouldn’t be surprised if he doesn’t rule his family through fear, too. That’s no way to live, Dan. It’s not fair to you, to your sisters, or to your mother.”
A stone drops to the bottom of Dardan’s stomach. “Let’s leave my family out of it.”
“Fair enough. From what I can see, Dan, your father’s anger doesn’t seem to have poisoned you. Usually, you know, abused children go on to become abusers. They get imprinted, grow up thinking that’s the way things work. But by some miracle, you’re not like your father at all.”
Dan knows exactly why he’s not like his father. It’s because of that rage, which he’s witnessed his entire life. “That’s right. I’m not my father and I never will be.”
“That’s why we have to put you on the throne. Because you’ll run things right. You won’t destroy everything in your path to get what you want. Dan, if you wait for Zef to put you on that throne, you’re going to be waiting a long time. Your father doesn’t respect you. It’s obvious he doesn’t think you’re ready.” Garrison’s eyes zero in on him. Dardan’s always thought of Garrison as being a bit dreamy and never noticed that his gaze is really quite sharp. “He doesn’t think you have the right temperament to take over because you’re not a bully. Like him.”
Dardan grits his teeth. Zef has called Dardan a pansy, said he can’t believe he’s a Berisha, that he’ll never be strong enough to run the company. Garrison is right: Zef thinks Dardan needs to be exactly like him to handle his inheritance.
Because his inheritance is more than the business, the properties, the rest of the family.
His resolve buckles for a second. Maybe I’m not up to the challenge. Maybe I’m not strong enough.
He bats the thought away. There is no alternative.
He’s not going to rise to Garrison’s bait. “My father has never expressed any lack of confidence in me, not for any reason. He’s always made it perfectly clear that I am his heir.”
“Okay, if you say so…But, Dan, how old is Zef? In his fifties? Then—relatively speaking, for someone running his own company—he’s still a young man. How much longer do you think he’ll continue to work? Fifteen years? Twenty? Can you keep doing what you’re doing for twenty years or more? The yelling, the threats? And worse.”
An involuntary jerk of his head betrays Dardan’s fears. No, of course he can’t. But he can’t think about that, or it will drive him crazy. He has no other choice. What else can he do? He was born to take over the family business. Generations of Berishas are counting on him. His mother and sisters are counting on him. He cannot imagine either of his sisters stepping in to take his place, not even Maris, who thinks she deserves to.
She has no idea what she’d be getting.
He must protect her, too, whether she likes it or not.
There is so much responsibility in being the head of the clan. I never asked for this. Dardan sighs heavily. “What is it you want from me, exactly, Mr. Garrison? Why did you bring me here?”
Garrison takes a deep breath. It’s finally showtime. “Help me prove that your father was involved in Conner’s death.” He’s unblinking, greedily searching Dardan’s face for a reaction. “Don’t do it for me, do it for Conner. He was your friend. He’d want you to help me get to the truth.”
The night Conner died is burned into Dardan’s memory, no matter how hard he’s tried to forget what happened in Verbier, Switzerland. The darkness away from the trail. Zero visibility. The biting cold. The drop-off a sheer cliff. The rest of the guys were halfway down the trail, and he alone heard Conner’s scream. “Look, Mr. Garrison, we’ve been over this a hundred times…My father had nothing to do with what happened to Conner. He wasn’t even with us. He was away at a business meeting.”
Garrison’s expression changes. He’s no longer the laid-back surfer. “That’s the issue, isn’t it? He was supposed to be watching you boys. He should’ve been with you. At the very least, he was negligent…”
Right. But that’s not how it works with seventeen-year-old boys, especially sons of millionaires and billionaires. Not when they’re in a pack like that. It doesn’t matter how powerful your old man is; they’re not going to listen. Away from home, they try on freedom like a new set of clothes, flex the muscles of the men they want to be.
Zef thought seventeen-year-olds were men, not children to be babysat. Conner took advantage of that lapse. Maybe Zef thought because his son had a good head on his shoulders, the others did, too. Maybe Zef assumed Dardan would keep the other boys in line. But Dardan wasn’t a leader, not of this pack. He was just one of the boys at the periphery. Grateful to be part of the tribe. Conner Garrison—a god on the lacrosse field, the one the girls could not refuse—was the undisputed star of that little universe.
Dardan burns with shame to remember that part.
He’s always felt as guilty for what happened. He knows Zef is to blame for many things, but Conner Garrison’s death is not one of them.
Dardan’s shoulders slump. “I’m sorry, but you just have to accept it for what it was: a freak accident. We were night skiing. We shouldn’t have been. We didn’t know the trails well enough. We were stupid. Egging each other on. Conner lost control.”
Garrison is almost trembling with rage. Dardan knows he wants to push back: Conner was an expert skier. There’s no way he would’ve done something so foolhardy. And lose control? He’d practically grown up with skis strapped to his feet.
But Andy Garrison wasn’t there. Dardan was. And he’s plunged back to that night. Following Conner’s screams through the trees and over boulders to the bottom of a sheer drop. Kneeling in the bloodied snow, not knowing what to do, fearing it was hopeless anyway. Headlamp sputtering in and out, running out of juice. Praying while he waited for the medics to show up. Conner unresponsive by the time he heard the medevac chopper landing far in the distance.
There is something else, too. Something Dardan has admitted to no one else save his father. The fact that Dardan had sat back on his heels and watched Conner descend into unconsciousness—and did nothing. He had an emergency beacon clipped to his collar. All he had to do was push the yellow button, and the device would’ve shot up an emergency distress signal directly to a satellite. It would’ve gotten the medevac in right next to the crevasse instead of up by the trailhead. Instead, Dardan sat in the snow and thought about all the times Conner had kidded him mercilessly, ridiculed his family as rug merchants, said unforgivable things about his sisters. He’d ridden the other boys, too, but seemed to single Dardan out for the worst of it. Maybe because the Berishas were more powerful and everybody knew it. Dardan had wished Conner dead on more than one occasion, tired of the boy’s casual cruelties, tired of always acquiescing to Conner’s desires.
But Garrison doesn’t notice Dardan is paralyzed with guilt and is shaking his head vehemently. “You don’t know the whole picture. Your father was angry with me. We’d jousted hard over an acquisition, and he’d lost. You know your father: he doesn’t like to lose. He wanted to get back at me. He had something to do with this. I can feel it.”
Dardan’s insides twitch. Under any other circumstances, he would allow that there was a possibility, that his father had the disposition—and, let’s face it, the ability—to extract revenge over such a slight. But not that night. Dardan would’ve felt a crackle in the air, the electric charge of a wish made real, a desire brought to life through an unholy bond, and he felt nothing except his own anger. His quiet anger was just as effective as Zef’s bombastic fury, it turned out.
Tears well in his eyes because one day, this power will be his, and he’s not sure that he’s strong enough to control it. For the first time, he doesn’t lie to himself. He’s afraid of his future.
He wants to bolt from the room. He wants the helicopter to take him away back to the world he knows, as unreal as it is, but Garrison has a hand on his arm, imploring him.
“You said it yourself: it was a freak accident. Have you noticed how many freak accidents happen around your father?”
A punch to his solar plexus. “I don’t know what you mean.”
Garrison laughs bitterly. “You don’t? Well, let’s look at Jack Hargrove, shall we? Found dead inside a locked hotel room hours before he’s set to testify against your father. I spoke to Hargrove that evening, and he didn’t sound like a man about to take his own life. He believed in what he was about to do. According to the police report, the last person to see Hargrove was a waiter delivering room service at 9:15 p.m. In the morning, Hargrove was swinging from a noose. There was internal bleeding. Hematomas all over his body. So, which was it? Did Hargrove commit suicide, or was he murdered?”
Dardan’s head swims. The room swims. He wants to walk away from these questions, which are impossible for him to answer without sounding crazy, but he can’t let this stand with Garrison. “How do you even know this? How would you have access to the autopsy unless you’re connected to Hargrove?”
“Let’s not pretend, Dan. Your company knew I was bankrolling his activities.”
Dardan doesn’t argue. At least it’s out in the open.
“I’m sure your father went ballistic when he found out it was Jack. He despises traitors. Hargrove did a lot of dirty work for your family until he saw the cesspit was bottomless.”
Dardan has been exposed to that side of things for only the past two years. It was kept hidden from him at first: Zef’s secret meetings with Walter Slocomb and a vault of incriminating files. Zef had planned to bring Dardan in, of course. When you’re the heir apparent, you get it all.
Those dirty tricks aren’t the worst of their sins. Not by a long shot.
“There’s more, you know,” Garrison says, going in to land another blow when he sees Dardan is reeling. “Hargrove kept a lot of files with him when he quit. I have people going through them now. It’s not going to end just because Hargrove is dead. I’ll make his death mean something.”
It’s going to be never-ending. The thought makes Dardan shiver. But the absolute worst things Zef has done—there’s no way to prove them. There’s no way Hargrove would’ve had access to those secrets.
Dardan takes a deep breath, sighs, and struggles to his feet. “You won’t get far without Hargrove, and you know it. You need someone who was involved to convince a judge or a jury. So, Mr. Garrison, I’m begging you: let it go. Stop this feud with my father. You’re wrong about what happened to Conner.”
“So you say. But I’m not wrong about Hargrove.”
Dardan can’t believe there was a time when he’d wished Andy Garrison was his father. Now Dardan just feels sorry for him. The man has been grieving for a decade. Garrison had to wait two whole days after getting the awful news before the body was returned to him, airlifted out of that snowy crevasse, released by authorities, then flown all the way to the West Coast, where Garrison and his wife were living at the time. Dardan remembers the picture in the newspaper some lucky paparazzo snapped of Garrison at the airport, watching the box that contained his son as it emerged from the belly of an airplane. He looked like a shell of himself. Like he would crawl into that coffin to be with his son.
Zef had been wrapping up a business deal in Geneva and didn’t return to the United States with the rest of the party. Olga was the chaperone on the private jet, making sure the boys were respectful. Making sure nobody asked about Dardan’s emergency beacon, now mysteriously disappeared.
“Goodbye, Mr. Garrison. Please don’t contact me again.”
As he walks away, he feels Andy Garrison’s eyes on him. Andy is more like Zef than he realizes. They wear the same haunted look on their faces when they think no one is looking.

It’s not until the helicopter is high over the Adirondacks on its way back to the city that Dardan starts to hyperventilate.
On the way out, he felt brave. He thought he could fix the intractable problem of Andrew Garrison. That his father would be grateful and proud. He pictured Zef clasping Dardan to his bosom, handing over the keys to the executive suite.
Now all Dardan can think about is what will happen if Zef ever finds out about the meeting. He can picture the black thundercloud breaking across his father’s brow, anger shedding off him in waves. Warning signs of a great storm, only there is nowhere you can run for cover. The air will go sour and burn like acid. He’s witnessed it before. His father’s will made real.
It will come, only this time it will come for him.
What has he done? It was sheer unadulterated hubris to think he could’ve defused the situation by himself, all in a misguided effort to prove his competency to Zef.
Would Zef ever kill him? His own son? His heart races frantically. Not intentionally. Dardan is absolutely sure of that. His father loves his children.
It would have to be a momentary lapse. A letting down of the guard Zef must keep up every minute of the day. How must it feel in that moment to finally let go, when every second of your life you must be in total and complete control. To have that one second of blessed relief. Let the devil on your shoulder take over. The bad self, the one everyone has.
But consequences are different for Berishas. That letting go is impossible.
It’s a curse, Dardan sees in that second.
The family secret has never been explained explicitly to him. What it is, its nature, has always been implied—maybe because there are no words for the family protector. He’s always been told it’s a blessing. It’s the source of their strength. It has cowed rivals for centuries. Made them feared, brought them prosperity, because they were not afraid to use it.
But for the Berisha who wears the crown, it’s a terrible burden. A responsibility that can never, ever be shirked or taken for granted.
It will be his one day, all because he happened to be born first. And born a male.
Why had no one told him the truth about his inheritance? He’d never been given the chance to turn it down. He laughs wildly, grateful that the pilot can’t hear him over the engine noise. Of course they didn’t tell him. If they told you up front, no one would agree to become head of the family. No one would want that kind of responsibility.
He presses a hand to his forehead, which is slick with sweat. How he wishes the family blessing weren’t real. That it was just a story.
Greed. Ruthlessness. Selfishness. Human weakness.
He’d wanted to think the family blessing was an excuse for the horrible things they did.
But the truth is far worse than anything he could imagine.








CHAPTER NINE
Then
It is the time of day that Dardan hates the most.
He is seven years old and it is almost time for bed. He and Maris have had dinner, their mother sitting with them in the breakfast room but not eating. She will eat with their father later, a dignified adults’ dinner. Dardan wonders when he will be allowed to join them.
A nurse has taken his sisters off to bed. Face scrubbed, teeth brushed, dressed in flannel pajamas, Dardan is allowed to stay up a little longer. But he’s alone. If Maris were allowed to stay up, he would have someone to play with. But she’s only four, and a girl. It’s just as well they’ve taken her away.
He is in the hall outside the room where his parents have cocktails before dinner. He wishes that his father would ask for him, smile at him as he played at Zef’s feet. But no, Zef never wants the children around when he comes home from work. This hall is almost always deserted, yet another seldom-used part of the sprawling house. The hall is lined with bookcases displaying family treasure, old things that the Berisha family has come to possess at some point in their long history. Statuary found in a tomb in Pella, Macedonia; a painted Turkish urn; a gold brooch made by a Mongol artisan, studded with precious stones. They are all reminders of how long the Berisha empire has been in existence, how far it has stretched geographically. These pieces belong in a museum, he’s often heard, but of course that will never happen. The Berishas never willingly give up treasure.
Dardan plays with some of the things on the lower shelves left within a child’s reach. He makes the books into hills and bridges, pretending to march an army over hill and dale, on its way to a battle. What battle? Does it matter? There’s always a battle.
He doesn’t know why he’s pretending—it’s not like his parents are watching. They are on the other side of this door, and because he wants so badly to be near them, he has contrived to be here.
Dardan loves his mother. The children spend their days with her while Zef is at work. It’s been this way forever. Dardan knows well the story of how she met Zef because Olga delights in telling it. How she had been famous for her beauty in Albania, the mother country. She had won many contests and pageants and had her heart set on going to America to try her luck in Hollywood—that’s how beautiful she was. He knows this is true because he’s seen the special photos that Olga keeps apart from the family albums. Dardan often sneaks into his mother’s bedroom to pull the leather album from the bottom drawer on her nightstand. He flips the pages in solitude, but surrounded by the smell of her perfume and powders, it’s almost like they’re doing it together. In this picture: his mother looking much younger in a modest bathing suit, a sash draped from her right shoulder to her left hip, words inscribed with gold script he can’t read. His mother again, posed like a mannequin on a runway, her makeup perfect, her expression studiously neutral, while an audience looks up at her in admiration.
Word of her beauty had gotten to Zef in New York City. He flew to Tirana, the meeting arranged by a friend. When Olga told him that she wanted to become an actress, he’d laughed and said he had a better job for her: become his wife. Make beautiful children for me and I will make you richer than any movie star.
Are they richer than movie stars? Dardan wonders. He supposes that, if you’re a man, it’s better to be rich than good-looking. Better to have whatever it is that makes you rich. Smarts. A strong work ethic. Good instincts. Things his father has told him. He’s sure his father has all of these. No one would call his father handsome, but he’s famous. Dardan once heard his father call the Berishas a dynasty. A thousand years of trading wares wherever they could. Like they’re still the rug merchants and spice traders they were a millennium ago. His father likes to pretend, too.
Dardan hears voices raised in the den. It’s no surprise. This happens frequently at the cocktail hour. Another reason it’s his least favorite time of the day.
Dardan creeps closer to the door, which is ajar, and with one careful finger, he pushes it open the slightest bit more. He cannot see much but at least he will be able to hear what they are saying.
“You knew what you were getting into when you agreed to marry—” His father snaps at his mother. His tone is disgusted and weary.
A barbed laugh. “I didn’t know. No one could have known.”
Dardan is gripped by terror. He hasn’t heard them talk like this before. What if they got a divorce? He knows these things happen: half the children in his class at the St. Vitus Academy come from broken homes. They tell horror stories of being dragged from one parent’s house to the other, being used like a hostage to extract concessions from the other spouse, of new stepparents who favor their own children and pretend the stepchildren don’t exist. Knowing you’re not the only one makes no difference when your parents’ unhappiness suddenly hovers over you like a huge bird of prey.
The fight continues on the other side of the door. Dardan has heard some of this before: “You tricked me! You never told me…” The voices are hard to make out, and he’s only catching scattered words. “Ungrateful bitch. Look at all I do for you, for this family…No getting out now. It’s done.” The cold fear turns into a burning lodged in the center of Dardan’s chest.
He wishes he could rush in and beg his parents to stop arguing, but he’s afraid.
He peeks around the door. His parents are in each other’s faces, screaming at each other, and suddenly Dardan can’t hear a word they’re saying. His ears are stoppered up like when he has a bad cold. Ringing reverberates in his skull, like an alarm going off. It’s the most awful thing he’s ever been exposed to in his young life. He wishes he could disappear.
Before he can run and hide, his father starts to tremble, like something is shaking him. Black smoke starts to peel off him, wisps and curls like wood shavings at first, but then rolling waves of it.
Dardan is paralyzed with fear. His mother, too, is frozen. Her green eyes are wide in horror, and her beautiful red mouth stretched in a silent scream, her eyes locked on Zef, now nearly hidden in swirls of black smoke that rise to the ceiling, gathering until it is so dense it looks solid, a heavy black cloud hovering over his parents.
Olga is pleading with Zef, but he doesn’t seem to hear her. It’s like he’s in a trance.
Dardan wants to run up to his bedroom and hide under the covers, but he knows that if he does, a terrible thing will happen to his mother. He should run to his father, try to snap him out of it. But he is afraid of the black cloud.
He needs help, but all the servants are downstairs, getting ready to serve his parents dinner.
He can think of only one servant who can help at a time like this: Mr. Murdoch. Olga has a funny French name for his position that Dardan can’t remember, but he is in charge of the servants and talks to Olga constantly. Mr. Murdoch is the only one Zef might listen to.
Dardan runs to the servants’ staircase at the end of the hall. He dashes down the stairs two at a time, almost barreling headfirst into one of the maids, who throws herself against the wall to avoid him. He bursts into the kitchen, where he sees Mr. Murdoch standing at one of the long tables speaking to the cook. Mr. Murdoch is an older man with an unfailingly calm disposition that Dardan finds comforting. He looks at Dardan, doubled over and panting, then looks up at the ceiling.
Dardan doesn’t have to say a word. The house manager takes Dardan’s hand and lets him lead him upstairs. They hurry, but they do not run.
By the time they arrive at the drawing room, the danger seems to have passed. Zef kneels next to Olga, tucking pillows under her head. The worst seems to be over, but both parents are pale and clammy. Most mystifying, however, is that the smoke is gone. There was so much of it, and now there isn’t a trace of it anywhere. No cloud; no smell, either.
“Forgive the intrusion, Mr. Berisha, but I thought I heard a disturbance of some kind and, well…can I be of any assistance?” Dardan is grateful that Mr. Murdoch doesn’t say that Dardan fetched him, as it means his father doesn’t have to know he was eavesdropping. Mr. Murdoch even released Dardan’s hand just as they stepped into the room, allowing Dardan to hide behind him.
Zef clears his throat. “Mrs. Berisha fainted, that’s all. Perhaps a glass of water?”
Once Mr. Murdoch goes to the drinks cart to pour a glass, Dardan can see his mother directly. The monumental fear that Dardan witnessed only minutes earlier is now ebbing, but a trace of it is still there. Olga tries to extract a promise from Dardan with her eyes: You will say nothing about this to anyone. Not your siblings, not your friends. Not your father.
He nods to show that he understands.
“Would you take Dardan up to his room?” Zef asks Murdoch as he helps Olga off the floor. She is still coughing. “It’s past his bedtime.”
As Mr. Murdoch leads him up the stairs, Dardan recalls something that happened at church a few months earlier. It was one of the holiest days, one of the rare times Zef joined them at church. He saw an old man talking to a boy and pointing to his family as they walked by.
Stay away from them, he whispered. They’re cursed.

The next day, Zef moves out of the family’s house on Central Park West to a house two blocks away. Maids spend the morning packing his clothing into trunks, and a special moving company arrives that afternoon to carry it all away. From this day forward, the family only sees Zef when he comes to dinner on Sunday evenings and leaves after dessert, kissing Olga on the forehead before heading out.
Nora never knows a time when her father lives with them.








CHAPTER TEN
Now
Maris unlocks the door to Nora’s apartment. She is fuming, practically spitting nails. Nora had promised to meet her for lunch. Maris has important news to share—very important, maybe the most important news ever—but Nora was a no-show.
Maris is sick of her flakiness. She’s been this way her whole life. That’s why she hasn’t been given a job in the family business: too unreliable, too fragile. Zef’s always said so.
And, given her rants about blood money, too unrealistic about what it takes to run a profit-making enterprise. She knows where she’ll find Nora: passed out in bed, high or drunk or both. Normally she’d let it slide. Her disappointment in her sister solidified a long time ago into a constant, low-grade annoyance. This time, however, Maris is furious. There’s no one else with whom to share this piece of hot gossip about their brother.
Maris’s stiletto heels click across the terrazzo floor. God, the apartment is a mess. What happened to the housekeeper? Clothes and jewelry are strewn everywhere. There are empty bottles and residue of some white powder on a black marble cutting board and pills scattered on the floor. The smell of sweat and semen hangs heavy in the air. Did she have an orgy last night? Maris wouldn’t put it past her. There is no sin too shocking for her, no sin she will not embrace (except for the sin of making money). Somehow, she managed to be born with less of a sense of shame than the rest of the family. Or, as Nora would put it, a different sense of shame.
Maris tiptoes as she approaches her sister’s bedroom, wary of what she might find. It wouldn’t be the first time she’s stumbled across a jigsaw puzzle of naked limbs strewn across the floor. The door to Nora’s bedroom is open, so Maris walks in, but she is not prepared for what she sees. Sprawled across Nora’s bed is Ricardo. His handsome face is frozen in an expression of bliss, his sensual mouth curved in a smile, his long eyelashes fanned so perfectly that they look fake. His stomach—the one Maris has kissed so many times—rises and falls rhythmically.
Nora lies next to him, the covers tucked under her armpits. She’s awake. When Maris opens her mouth to speak, Nora puts a finger to her lips. Ssh. She raises her brows and nods toward the door, then slides out from under the covers.
The next thing Maris knows, she is standing in the living room. How she came to be standing here, all the way on the other side of the apartment, she doesn’t know. How she managed not to scream when she first saw them together, or throw the nearest object at hand, or break a vase over Ricardo’s head…she doesn’t know that, either. It feels like she’s underwater. Like she has blacked out. She’s not prone to blackouts.
Nora comes padding out in bare feet, cinching the belt of a silk robe around her tiny waist. Serious bedhead, attesting to a night of sexual gymnastics. Maris wants to slap the smug off her face.
“What the hell, Nora?” Her voice quakes.
“Ssh. You don’t want to wake the child. I just got him to fall asleep.” Nora opens the door to the refrigerator and pulls out a glass pitcher of orange juice.
“Fuck you.”
“I did it for you, sister. You needed to see what he really was.”
“Bullshit. I knew what he really was.” She knew Ricardo was a gold digger, that his heart belonged to the highest bidder. He could never be more than a toy, a distraction.
But Nora…Maris never thought Nora capable of something this cold-blooded, and certainly not against her own sister. She always thought Nora was a little afraid of her. Maybe a bit in awe of her older sister. But apparently Nora’s grown claws.
Nora wipes orange juice from her mouth before she speaks. “You were starting to develop feelings for him. Anyone who knows you could tell. It was getting kind of pathetic, really.”
Impossible. Tears well up in Maris’s eyes. They’re not for Ricardo, she tells herself. It’s because of the betrayal.
“He’s charming, I’ll give him that. Such a charmer. The things he can do with his mouth. I can see why you fell for him.” Nora leaves her glass on the massive kitchen island and heads toward the living room. She flops on the sprawling sectional, falling into it like she’s falling onto a cloud. “But if Zef found out about Ricardo? When he and Olga are trying to find a husband for you? Definitely not a good look.”
“I don’t need you to protect me—”
“I disagree. You’ve gotten sloppy.” She waggles a long, elegant finger at her. “Was Ricardo your way of spoiling Mum and Dad’s plan? Putting off a potential suitor? Ricardo was starting to post about your relationship on social media, did you know that? Despite your strict orders for him not to. Was that part of your plan, or was he trying to force his way on Mum and Dad’s short list?” Nora reaches into a pocket and pulls out a phone that Maris recognizes. She thrusts it toward Maris.
It’s a picture of Maris sucking on one of Ricardo’s fingers while gazing up at him with a soft, simpering look. Very submissive and so very unlike her.
She throws the phone across the room. It clatters and slides along the floor.
“Not that Zef and Olga would ever consider him. Silly boy.”
Maris is so furious that her vision goes white like she’s been suddenly plunged into a snowstorm. “Talk about the pot calling the kettle black…” she manages to sputter. Nora’s entourage of club kids has been well-documented in the media. She undoubtedly took some of those bottom-feeders as lovers. Even in her fury, though, it’s hard not to feel at least a smidgen of pity for her pathetic little sister. In most families, the youngest child gets all the attention. But Nora never did. Zef made up his mind about Nora early, declared her unstable, untrustworthy. She might as well have been invisible. No wonder she acts out so much.
“Oh, Maris. It doesn’t matter what I do. They’ve written me off. They’ve always thought you reliable, but you’ve refused all the suitors they’ve picked for you. You tell them you’re not ready to settle down. How do you think they’ll react when they see this? You flaunt Ricardo—someone totally unsuitable—right in their faces. You’re not Dardan. You’re not a son, you’re not allowed the same leeway. You can’t afford one misstep if you want the crown.”
Maris feels the truth of it in her bones. She was being reckless with Ricardo. She did it anyway because it felt so good. She had given away so much of herself to please Zef and Olga. Sublimated every wish, every desire, and gotten nothing in return. She needs this one thing for herself.
And now Nora’s come along and cut that out of Maris’s life. She is more vicious than anyone gives her credit for. All this time, Maris has been watching Dardan, but maybe Nora is the one she should’ve been worried about.
Maris closes her eyes, squeezing them tight. “Dad’s right. You’re insane.”
“I’m doing this for your own good. An ugly man can flaunt his arm candy, but a woman? Ricardo is too handsome for you. Makes the nature of your relationship too—obvious.”
He’s too pretty for a troll like you. Her instinct is to punch back—so she does. “Bullshit. You did it because you’re a narcissist and can’t stand it when anyone else gets any attention.”
“You’re the one who’s obsessed with looks, Maris. Not me.”
But Maris won’t listen. She refuses. Anger crackles in her head like white noise. “Well, you stole my boyfriend: la-dee-fucking-dah. You’re prettier than me, Nora. The thing is, one day, you’re not going to be pretty. You’ll be old and ugly like the rest of us. Then what will you do? What will you be? A goddamned ugly fucking bitch, that’s what.”
Maris is done. She spins on a heel, heading for the door. “You’re also goddamned lucky that I’m not the head of the family. Because if I were, I would disinherit you. Leave you without a penny. Then we’d see how you’d do, wouldn’t we, without money to protect you.”
It’s a nice fantasy, but she’s not the head of the family.
Yet.
Though now she has more incentive to make that a reality. As if she needed more incentive.
“Temper, temper.” Nora waggles her finger again. “If you were head of the family, you wouldn’t be able to fly off the handle like that. You know that, don’t you? Of course you do.”
Maris slams the door behind her.








CHAPTER ELEVEN
Maris sails into Dardan’s office, her coat billowing behind her; her face is red and screwed up like an angry baby.
Dardan’s assistant sits across the desk from her boss. Both she and Dardan look up in complete surprise.
“Get out,” Maris says to the woman.
“Now is not a good time.” One look at his sister and Dardan’s survival instinct goes on full alert.
“Get out,” Maris shouts at the woman. After a nod from Dardan, the assistant scrambles out of the office.
Dardan swivels to face his sister. Maybe a good offense will be his best defense. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, barging in here like this?”
Maris drops gracelessly into an armchair. “Oh, save the righteous indignation. I know what you did yesterday. Did you enjoy the helicopter ride?”
Dardan’s face falls like a soufflé. Bingo. No poker face, that boy. “I don’t know what you’re—”
“Save it. I know you went to see Andy Garrison.” She opens her mouth in a big O, mocking him. “Dardan, I’m shocked! Shocked that you would go behind Father’s back to negotiate—”
“It’s not like that at all,” he starts to say, but her mind is elsewhere.
Dardan is thirteen or fourteen. He’s in the media room, a room Olga had made after she noticed that Dardan’s friends never came over to the house. They complained it was creepy, that it always felt like they were being watched. So, Olga installed a giant projection screen, surround sound, leather sectional, a refrigerator full of soft drinks, the whole works.
Maris lingers in the hall, careful not to let them know she is there.
Your sister is so ugly not even a dog would fuck her.
One of the boys says this. It might be Conner Garrison.
Everyone laughs. Even Dardan.
“—with our father’s worst enemy. What do you think Zef would say, if he knew of your betrayal?” She smiles. “Or, more to the point, what would he do?”
“Maris. Don’t fuck around like this. It’s dangerous.”
The boys don’t stop. They are eager to show off how cruel they can be. They pile on. Maris is a dog. You should feed her dog food. Put a bowl at her place at the table. One of the boys rolls on the floor holding his stomach, he’s laughing so hard. She wishes he would choke to death right then and there—that would shut them up.
Through it all, Dardan says nothing. He doesn’t try to stop them. He just laughs along.
“Oh, I’m not fucking around. What you did is a serious breach of trust, Dardan. Father ought to know, don’t you think?”
The look on his face is delicious, the sweetest thing she’s ever tasted. I’ve got you, I’ve finally got you, you bastard.
His world is crumbling. He will no longer be the golden boy, not once Maris tells their father what he did. Zef will not even give him the chance to explain. A Berisha doesn’t countenance betrayal—they’ve all heard that many times. The only question is what Zef will do about it.
Dardan’s face is shiny. He’s actually sweating. “Jesus Christ, Maris. We’re brother and sister. I would never do something like this to you—”
“That’s because you don’t have to. I wouldn’t give you any reason to. This is my duty to the family.”
“I thought we loved each other—”
All’s fair in love and war. But she doesn’t say it. That would be cheap.
Besides, she’s not sure that she loves Dardan. That died out a while ago, choked or starved to death. Bled out, by a thousand cuts.
She doesn’t feel bad. She feels justified.
Even if he is her brother.
“You better start thinking about what you’re going to say to Zef,” Maris says as she stands and heads for the door. Oh, but that wonderful feeling she had is already turning to rust and ash in her mouth. Victory is not as sweet as she’d hoped. “Because if you don’t tell him, I will.”








CHAPTER TWELVE
As soon as Maris storms out of his office, Dardan panics. He feels as though he is sinking in quicksand and the ground is quickly closing over his head.
But then the way out of this conundrum comes to him in a flash of inspiration.
He waits for Sunday dinner with the family. It’s a calculated risk—Maris could go to their father at any minute—but he wagers she’ll give him time to think it over, and Sunday dinner is the next time they’ll see each other again.
It’s the one time each week they are all together. Zef never arrives until right before it’s time to eat, so cocktails have been drunk and everyone is gathered at the table by the time Dardan joins them. Nora is teasing their mother, as usual, but for some reason, Maris stares at her sister coldly. If looks could kill. Dardan would have thought Maris would have saved all her hatred for him.
Zef sweeps in the way he always does. He keeps his eyes downcast as the servants bustle in and out with platters and serving bowls. The servants do not serve: they scurry out as soon as the platters are placed on the white damask tablecloths, spending no more time with the Berishas than absolutely necessary. The food is bountiful, but no one takes even a minute to think about how lucky they are to have lobsters flown in from Tristan da Cunha for their evening meals. No one thinks of what their ancestors might have done so they could live like this.
Zef stabs a lobster and lets it drop to his plate like so much dead weight.
“I’ve got an announcement,” Dardan says as Zef is in mid-heft. His eyes slide from one family member to another until they rest on Zef.
“So dramatic,” Maris murmurs, but she is obviously uneasy.
“Spit it out already, Mr. Vice President,” Nora says, bored. “You want to change the corporate logo from black to blue? Use a different air freshener in the lobby?”
“I’m getting married.” The words cut through the room like cannon fire.
Olga reaches for her throat. “Dardan, how is this possible? You didn’t even tell us you were seeing someone.”
Zef looks up, his eyes wide with surprise. Unwelcome surprise. “This is not the way these things are done, son. Not for a Berisha.”
Dardan plows on, fighting to keep his expression neutral and his nerves in check. “Her name is Marcie Franken. We went to St. Albans together.”
Zef and Olga exchange looks from their respective ends of the table. Zef frowns. “Franken is not an Albanian name.”
“No, it’s not. That doesn’t matter to me.”
“It matters to this family.”
Nora lets out a long, petulant sigh. But Maris reacts the worst, pushing her chair back with an angry screech. Dardan can practically see the wheels turning in her skull as she tries to figure out what he’s up to.
“It’s the twenty-first century, Dad. Parents don’t pick out who their children will marry. I want to marry Marcie.”
“Is she a nice girl?” Olga’s voice is two notes shy of hysteria.
“She’s very nice. You’ve met her parents. The family is in finance.”
Zef frowns as he obviously tries to place them. The Frankens are not the Rothschilds or the Morgans. They are small, as financiers go. Dardan knows this will be problematic. There was a very, very slight chance that Zef would allow the marriage if the girl came from a wealthy and important family. Then she would bring prestige. Dardan thinks the family always insists on Albanian spouses not out of some belief in eugenics and purity of the blood or any of that bullshit, but because there would be less resistance to the family’s weird ways. They would accept all the Berishas’ strange customs and mumbo jumbo.
“This is impossible, Dardan. You know it is impossible.” Zef drops his cutlery onto his plate with a clatter.
“I don’t see why, Dad. Explain it to me: What difference does it make?”
“This is an ambush, Dardan. We know nothing about this girl.” Olga is shrill. She is starting to come apart before their eyes, which will only make Zef angrier and less predictable. It would be so much better if she would calm down.
“Yeah, I don’t recall hearing her name. Not even once,” Nora adds unhelpfully. Trust his sisters to stir the pot—only Maris doesn’t say anything. She’s steaming, watching from across the table like a pouting child.
They’ve heard her name before, not that they would remember. He and Marcie were in the same circle of friends at St. Albans, though technically they’ve kept their pairing low-key. She is beautiful. Blond-haired, blue-eyed, willowy as a supermodel. She will make beautiful children. But Dardan has no doubt that she will be deemed too modern, a girl who likes her TikTok and her wellness retreats in Aspen and wants to start a sanctuary for abused and abandoned donkeys. They will say she isn’t tough enough to be a Berisha.
He isn’t sure why she said yes to his proposal or if she intends to follow through with it. Twenty-eight is young for marriage in this day and age. But their friends have started getting engaged, and he imagines she is more than a little freaked out. Has wondered if she’s going to be the last of their clique to get a ring on her finger. “Why don’t I bring her over next Sunday, and you can meet her and see for yourself that she’s a lovely person.”
“I’m sure she’s a lovely person. That’s not the issue,” Olga says. She’s abandoned her plate and is concentrating on her wineglass now. “But she’s not right for this family.”
Who is right for this nightmare of a family? “Why don’t you wait until you’ve had a chance to meet before you make up your mind.”
“We don’t need to meet her to know.” Zef throws his napkin on the table and storms away.
“Way to go, fucker,” Nora says as Olga runs after her husband. “Now we won’t get any dessert.”

Voices drift in from another part of the house. Zef and Olga are talking. They’re not arguing with each other—they are obviously in agreement—but loudly is just the way this family talks.
Dardan follows the voices to the room that Zef uses as his office when he is visiting. It’s the same room where he holds the annual conclave with the family. Dardan knocks once on the door before pushing it open. His parents, sitting in the familiar pair of wingback chairs where so many family members have been chastised and rebuked, look up at him.
“Can we talk?” Dardan asks.
Zef shakes his head. “What is there to talk about? You can’t marry this woman, Dardan. Marriage is part of the bargain for the head of the family. You must marry the right person. Your children will one day lead the entire Berisha clan. Both parents must be Albanian.”
Dardan tries not to laugh. “How come this has never come up before?” He thinks of the string of girls he has dated: a Nigerian model, a Texas beauty pageant winner, a gorgeous Mongolian doctoral candidate. There are pictures of him with beautiful women in the society pages regularly. Marcie was patient enough to never say a word. These dalliances never lasted long, usually over within a month, and truthfully, he felt a specter of some sort hanging over his head the entire time, knowing that he was wasting these poor girls’ time.
“You never insisted I date only Albanian girls.”
“There was no reason you couldn’t have your fun,” Zef says. “But you knew the rules of this family. You knew!”
Obey your father. That’s the only rule.
Dardan stands with his hands on his hips. He shakes his head. “There comes a day in every child’s life when he has to stand up to his parents and make decisions for himself. You should be happy. It means you did a good job raising me.”
Zef almost spits. “That’s how little you know. It only shows me that you’re not ready.”
Olga wrings her hands. “Dardan, I’m begging you. Please reconsider.”
He walks up to them and crouches, making himself small again even though he’s been taller than both of them for some time now. He doesn’t want to appear threatening at all. He wants them to hear him. “This is what I’m trying to tell you: I can’t go on like this. I need something just for me. If you let me marry Marcie—if you let us have a life together and promise not to interfere—I’ll do everything else you ask of me. I’ll stay with Berisha. I’ll run the company and I’ll take on all the…all the bad things this company has done.” He’s looking at Zef when he says this, but Zef refuses to look back. “I’ll take all this on willingly. But if you don’t give me this, then I’ll leave. I’ll quit.”
Outraged, Olga rears back like a spooked horse, but Zef merely sits back. He looks at Dardan coldly.
Coldness is better than anger, Dardan knows.
His heart races. Everything depends on his father now. On how angry he is, and how much control he has over his emotions.
Dardan’s rational self wants to believe there is no protector, that it’s only a representation of all his childhood fears. A projection of all the abuse from his father that he’s suffered his entire life.
But he knows better.
Sometimes you have to believe in the boogeyman.
Zef is not impressed by Dardan’s ultimatum. “You won’t quit. You can’t. You have Berisha blood in your veins.”
Dardan stands to leave. Suddenly he’s towering over his parents again. How small they seem. Smaller and older. “It’s only blood.”

Back in his apartment, drink in hand, Dardan considers phoning his new fiancée to tell her about the disaster he’s been through with his parents. He had warned her that they were not likely to take it well and, luckily, it hadn’t seemed to faze her. We don’t marry for our parents, she’d said practically. Besides, my parents don’t care who I marry. They only want me to be happy. He can’t imagine what it must feel like for your parents to simply be happy for you. He would never have that sort of relationship with Zef and Olga.
Honestly, he still isn’t sure why Marcie agreed to his brash proposal. She has plenty of time for children, if that’s what she wants. She’d not once brought up his astronomical personal worth, the family’s estates around the world, or his appearance on a magazine’s list of fifty most eligible bachelors as a reason to marry. Those things don’t matter to her. She has always loved him.
The proposal is the only way he can see to get out of the mess he’s in. It’s the only way to call Maris’s bluff. His parents will not relent on Marcie, which means Dardan will be free. He can leave the family business with a plausible excuse, clearing the way for Maris. She doesn’t know what she’ll be getting, but hell, she obviously wants it bad enough. If he’s no longer in the picture, Maris will have no reason to tell their father about his meeting with Garrison. Why bother? She wouldn’t destroy him over nothing. She’s only vicious when she has reason to be. Maris must know that the stupid things he said and did when they were children meant nothing. That’s just how children are. Despite the shitty things they’ve done to each other, the Berisha siblings love each other. He has to believe that.
The more he thinks about leaving, the better he feels. It’s hard to imagine because he’s always believed that this was his destiny. The only way he can make his panic attack go away is by telling himself that he’s always had this option, that his escape pod is real.
He drains his glass and pours more. His entire body trembles with a feeling that is almost alien to him. Relief. He’s been living in fear his entire life, he realizes. Crushed by it. Trying so hard to keep his father from exploding, trying to keep everyone safe.
Because he never, ever wanted to see that thing again.
The idea of being free from his father and mother and the business makes him giddy. What will he do? It doesn’t matter. He’s rich enough to do anything he wants. He could start a new business, fund research for a good cause, start a philanthropy. He has literally never entertained any of these ideas for even one minute, and the unaccustomed freedom induces a slight sense of panic. But there’s no need to panic. He’ll have plenty of time to figure it out.
He’ll have the rest of his life. He’s free.
He’s thinking he should call Marcie (unused, as he is, to being accountable to another person besides his father) when his phone rings. He’s slightly confounded: he rarely gets business calls this late on a Sunday. “Yes?” he says as he answers, annoyed. “What—now?” A meeting in the office late on a Sunday is highly irregular, to say the least. Still, he has a history of appeasing such ridiculous demands, doesn’t he? Why stop now, when he is so close to the end?
“All right…I’ll be there in ten minutes.” Then he hangs up.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Then
Maris is tucked inside the bottom part of a cabinet, the door in front of her ever so slightly ajar. She wears a stiff, itchy dress with lace at her throat and little rosebuds across the bodice. Thick white tights. She’s seven, and she hates the way her mother dresses her, like the compliant doll she wishes Maris was and knows she’ll never be.
She’s dressed like this because it’s the one week of the year when members of the Berisha clan descend on New York City to see Zef. “It’s a conclave,” Dardan told his sisters when Olga told them it was coming, as though four-year-old Nora would understand. Always eager to show off how smart he is, that Dardan. Even if he is not smart. Not as smart as Maris, anyway.
This room serves as her father’s office when he is home, which isn’t often. No one else in the family comes in here except during this special week. There’s something about this room that warns visitors off, like a porcupine bristling its spines. Olga makes apologies for it. It’s very formal. Overdecorated. Later, Maris will understand that it is meant to awe visitors into submission.
Her mother explained the purpose of these visits over a lunch of alphabet soup. Chef makes alphabet soup that tastes exactly like the stuff you get in cans. It’s an opportunity for family members to ask your father for favors. Money. To outsiders, it looks like the entire Berisha family has money, but Zef holds the purse strings. The conclave is like confession in church: no one else is allowed to be present. It’s between the family member and Zef.
None of Maris’s classmates have ever mentioned their families doing anything similar, which is confusing. It’s not like she can ask anyone to explain. Olga has always cautioned that it’s a Berisha secret. Maris won’t ask her father, either, because she wants him to think that she already knows, that she’s clued into the family’s strange ways.
The Berishas have so many secrets.
It’s to buy their loyalty, dummy, Dardan told her after the soup, when Olga had gone back to her magazines and telephone calls, and it was just the children again. It’s so Father knows he has their silence.
Dardan seems wise beyond his years. He likes to give that air, drop his little bombshells and then clam up. Maris would like to hit him.
Maris thinks their family is probably doing something illegal. She’s heard of gangsters, seen them on television shows like The Sopranos, one of Olga’s favorites. Her New Jersey cousins told her once that there were Albanian gangsters, just as there were Italian and Georgian and Chechen gangsters. The Albanian ones are the most violent, the twins had said, smiling. Proud.
The Berishas are surrounded by men like this, men who emanate an animal brutality. They wear overcoats, and Maris has seen guns hidden beneath. She asked her mother, once, if Zef was the head of the Albanian gangsters, as the twins had implied. If this were true, it would explain so much.
Olga had slapped Maris across her face and told her never, ever to ask that again. Maris thought about that slap for a long time. The teachers at St. Vitus said that bullies resorted to violence because they were weak and afraid. Maris had never seen her mother stand up to Zef. In the end, she decided Olga was a coward.
Which is why Maris crawled into the cabinet. She wants to see for herself what happens in talks with Zef. To know what Dardan can only guess at since he’s never been behind the door when the meetings start. One day he will, when he takes over as head of the clan and everyone comes begging to him, but that day is a long way away.
Maris wants to know first. She’s entitled to this secret knowledge. She’s a Berisha, too, isn’t she?
She’s taken off her uncomfortable Mary Janes and put them aside. She’s going to be inside the cramped, uncomfortable space for a long time, and it’s inevitable that she, the most impatient of the three children, will fidget. Olga says ladies must always control themselves, but Maris secretly disagrees. Zef is impatient, and he is the most important person in the world.
The door opens and Zef comes in. Maris almost squeals with delight. She would like to run to him and climb in his lap because she sees him so infrequently, but she knows this would displease him. She’s not supposed to be here. These are business meetings, not for children.
Two identical chairs are set in front of a bank of windows that overlook the park, generously sharing that million-dollar view with the less fortunate. Zef takes the chair to the left. A decanter and cut-crystal glasses have been set up on a stand nearby. Zef pours a glass of water. To Maris’s eyes, he looks depleted, like something has sucked the life out of him. Dardan says the relatives are leeches.
The door opens and a man walks in, shuffling and bowing to her father. She doesn’t recognize this man, though to judge by his strange dress, he is from Albania. The old country is very important to the Berishas. Olga took Maris and her siblings there once. Maris didn’t like it: it was much dirtier and dingier than New York, even though they stayed in the nicest hotel in the whole country (or so Mama said). The food was funny, and everything was gray and ugly. The only thing Maris liked was how everyone treated them, like Olga was a queen. Everyone scraped and bowed, opened doors for them. When they went into the countryside outside of the capital, people lined the streets to get a glimpse of them as they drove by in a big, fancy car. Are we royalty here? Maris had asked her mother, wide-eyed. Practically, her mother had answered.
Yes, Maris is pretty sure this man is from the old country. He waits until Zef invites him to take the other chair before he sits, kneading his cap in his hands like it’s dough.
Maris holds her breath waiting for the man to begin to talk. Why would someone come this far for an audience with her father when you can just pick up a phone? She is understandably disappointed when it turns out to be nothing interesting. A bad business year, the man mumbles. His partner embezzled a lot of money last year—perhaps Zef remembers it—and he hasn’t paid it back yet.
Zef listens without talking, nodding his head impatiently as though he’s heard it all before…until the man gets to the part about the business partner. His head jerks up. “This partner—have you tracked him down? Made him pay?”
Her father says this with perfect poise; he might’ve just asked about the weather. But the man cringes. “No,” he says, voice barely above a whisper.
“This is a problem, don’t you think?” Zef reaches for his glass and takes a sip of water. “If you do not make an example of this man, what will people say about the Berishas? That we’ve gone soft? That anyone can steal from us and there will be no consequences?”
The man swallows hard, like he’s swallowing a bowling ball.
“Do you require my help with this?” Zef’s voice is sharp.
The man rushes to speak. “No, no—you don’t need to trouble yourself. I can take care of it. I blame myself. I made it too easy for him to steal from me.”
Zef gives the man a dark look. Maris has seen this look many times before. It says, You are an idiot. “This man wronged you—whether or not you left the door open for him to do so.”
“Yes, of course. But, Zef—it’s my wife’s younger brother. She dotes on him. If something were to happen to him, Marina would be crushed.”
“Then it is a lesson for Marina, too.”
The man goes white as talc. “Zef, this is my brother-in-law. Have mercy. I’m begging you.”
But Zef has made his decision. “No money until you send proof that this man has been taken care of.” He gestures to the door, the man dismissed. Maris’s jaw drops. She can’t see her brother being this decisive. This strict. This…mean. That’s when she realizes Dardan wasn’t born to lead.
But she was.
The afternoon goes on like this, people coming in one after another. Maris grows more and more disappointed. Their requests are so mundane, so repetitive. Please, Zef, I’m going to lose my home…Janice was never supposed to find out about the affair; if she divorces me, she’ll get everything…It’s a great opportunity and all I need is a little seed money…As the interviews grind on, her father sinks lower and lower in his seat, his face slackens, his eyes go vacant. His mind has wandered off—she’s seen this, too, many times. At Sunday dinner, when Olga goes on and on about something that happened at her charity meeting, or Nora talks about her imaginary friend.
He does this to keep from losing his temper.
Zef must never lose his temper.
Maris fidgets, careful not to make a sound. She is praying that her father will take a break so she can sneak out, when a woman slips through the door. This one is not like the others. She doesn’t look sad or frightened, hunched or groveling. As a matter of fact, she has a smile on her face—nervous, but still a smile.
She is tiny like a bird. She looks like life has slowly worn her down. She is the opposite of the beautiful, majestic Olga. What could she want from Maris’s father? The things this woman would want are the things that Zef can’t grant. He can’t make people pretty or give them back a wasted life. Even a seven-year-old knows that.
Zef sighs. “Zora, what brings you here today?”
She takes the seat with some difficulty. It’s too big for her, so she sits on the edge so her feet can touch the ground. She doesn’t look comfortable.
She reaches into her purse and draws out two photographs, curled at the edges. She holds them out to Zef.
Zef doesn’t take them. He barely glances in their direction. “What are these?”
“Proof.” The woman’s voice is tiny, too. Though there is a spine of steel running through it. That is a Berisha trait: Never be too afraid to ask. She has been told this since birth.
Zora pulls the photos back. “You’re having an affair.”
Maris has heard this word before—affair. She’s heard it a couple times just today. She knows it’s a bad thing, shameful, but she’s not exactly sure what it means.
Zef reaches over and rips the photos away from her. He looks at one and then the other before throwing them to the ground with a curled lip.
“I’ll show them to Olga,” the bird woman says, her voice a hiss. Maris has seen this behavior before, outside in the park. At the zoo. Zora is making herself as scary as she possibly can, like an animal trying to frighten away a predator.
Maris leans forward in the cabinet. She wants to see what’s on the photographs, but they’re too far away.
Zef rises from the chair. He turns away from the woman, his back broad like a wall. “So, Zora, you’ve come here to blackmail me? Is that what you’re doing?”
Her father’s voice is thick with anger.
Maris has heard this tone before, too. But it looks like this woman doesn’t know her father well. She doesn’t know to be afraid.
“It’s like you always say, Zef: there is a price for everything. You want to step out on your wife, your family, there is a price to be paid—”
Zef whirls around. He looks like a monster in one of Maris’s picture books. A fiend. His face is beet red; his eyes bulge. She’s seen those eyes before and struggles to remember where.
His hands curl into fists and he raises them in front of his face. “How dare you come into my house and say these things to me—”
He advances on her slowly. Zora rises from the chair, scrambling backward. Her mistake is that she does not run.
“Do you have any idea how hard it is to be head of this family?” Zef is an arm’s reach away from Zora, who shrinks down, down, down, her legs folded under her like wet paper. “To have to live apart from my family for their safety? Do you have any idea of the loneliness?”
This is the first time Maris has ever heard either of her parents speak of the fact that Zef does not live with them. Maris doesn’t understand the dynamics of this arrangement, only that it’s not normal. In good families, mommies and daddies live in the same house. Sometimes there is a divorce, and then there are two houses, and the children ping-pong between them. But the Berishas have neither.
Maris is ashamed that Zef does not live with them. She assumed it is her father’s choice. That’s what the servants and kids at school hint at. Your father left you. What’s wrong with your family? You’re not normal.
Mama would never say this, of course. She says Zef doesn’t live with them because he couldn’t and that they should appreciate the sacrifice he was making for the entire family.
But she never explained why.
“How dare you try to blackmail me? In my own home?” Zef roars, leaning over the cowering woman. “Don’t you realize I could make you disappear for insulting me like this? For disrespecting my wife and family? I’m not going to let you cause them pain…and for what? Money? How much is your life worth to you?”
Maris holds her breath. She is used to seeing him like this, primed to explode in fury, unleashing himself on a servant, on her mother, on her brother or sister. But she has never heard her father threaten someone’s life before.
At this point, Maris wants to do something to help Zora. This woman is family, and don’t Mama and Father always say that family is the most important thing? Always, always, always: family first. Zora has Berisha blood, though Maris doesn’t know how much or how little. Zora may or may not be a cousin; the terms cousin, uncle, aunt are used liberally, extended to distant relatives as a courtesy. To make them feel welcome when, in reality, they are being held at arm’s length.
Except…Maris knows it’s not her place to interfere. She’s been taught this, too: never interfere in Zef’s business. Always, always, always: business first. It would be wrong to grab her father’s knees and beg him to spare this woman.
The reality of what she’s done spreads across Zora’s face. She takes a step backward, then two, then breaks into a run for the door.
Maris holds her breath as she waits to see what her father will do. He could send one of the bodyguards after Zora. He could go after her himself. Maris was even afraid, for one tense moment, that her father was going to strangle Zora with his hands.
But no, Zef turns to face the corner as he wills himself to calm down.
Clever and quick, Maris uses this moment to escape. She scoops up her shoes and crawls out of her hiding space, scurrying across the thick carpet on her hands and knees. She means to pick up the photograph on her way out, but it’s nowhere to be seen (which makes no sense; it was there a minute ago), and she doesn’t waste time searching for it. Once outside, she gets to her feet and runs after Zora, toward the drawing room where the relations are gathered, waiting for their turn at an audience. She’s pretty confident that Zora would go this way. Safety in numbers.
When Maris turns the corner, Zora is lying on the floor in the foyer. The relatives are crowded in the doorway staring down at her, their eyes huge with terror. Olga pushes through the crowd and falls to her knees next to the prostrate woman. Zef arrives in a clatter of footsteps. Olga checks the pulse, then looks up at her husband. “She’s still breathing.” Maris will remember that moment for years: Was Mama relieved that Zora wasn’t dead, or was she warning Zef? She’s not dead yet.
Zef doesn’t move toward the woman on the floor but snaps his fingers at the people in the doorway. “All you damned people in my house and not one of you is an EMT? A doctor? Send for an ambulance,” he commands. “Cousin Zora has had an accident.”
It seems to take a long time before the elevator doors open and a gurney appears, guided by men in blue uniforms. As the medics wheel Zora away, Maris thinks she sees the photograph flutter out of Zora’s pocket, but when Maris runs over to snatch it up before anyone else can see it, it’s just a blank piece of paper.

Zef stays later than usual that evening. It wouldn’t be unexpected, given the terrible accident. Everyone is on edge. The family members hang around, confused and nervous but also afraid of affronting Zef by running, but finally they disperse, and it’s just Zef and Olga having a drink together in front of the fireplace.
Maris cannot sleep. She is still thinking about what she saw earlier. She’s known her entire life that people are afraid of her father. She hasn’t quite understood why because her father is normally very reserved and polite with people. Well, with strangers. Things are different inside the walls of this house.
Tonight, however, she saw why everyone is afraid of him. It’s his presence. It commands obedience. He projects strength. Power. It is, she imagines, what it means to be a Berisha. She would like to have that power for herself one day. Because the one thing she knows, as a seven-year-old, is powerlessness.
When she looks into her mother’s face. Powerlessness.
She does not want to end up like her mother.
Maris should be in bed, but she’s snuck downstairs in her pajamas and slippers. Hovering in the hall, she listens as her parents talk.
“The hospital called,” Olga tells Zef. “There’s not much that can be done. Zora will remain in a permanent vegetative state.”
Maris mouths the words permanent vegetative state. It sounds serious.
Olga sighs. She sounds irritated. “What should we offer her family? There will be talk. They will expect something.”
Zef thinks, rubbing the knuckles of one hand into the palm of the other. “I think, under the circumstances, we find a nursing home in the old country. That way, her family will not have to be constantly reminded of her unfortunate situation.”
Olga seems to hold her breath for a beat. “Are you…sure? Her family might want to have her closer. They may want something better for her.”
“Then they can pay for it,” Zef roars. “They can put her in a nursing home in Los Angeles, pay those prices for a couple months, then we’ll see if they take my offer.”
For a long time, there is only the sound of ice clinking in glasses and the crackle of the fire. Then Olga speaks again. “So many witnesses tonight…That was unfortunate…”
Zef smirks. “I disagree. I think it is good that they saw. It will remind them to be respectful. They need to remember to be grateful for what they have, and all this family does for them. The difficulties I bear for them.”
Olga says nothing, just nods and casts her gaze to the fire.








CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Now
Maris is fully dressed but lying in bed under the covers when the phone rings.
She’s so cold. She’s been back from dinner with her family for—how long? She’s not sure. Did she black out again? She doesn’t know why, but there’s a touch of chill on her clothes, her hands, her face. Even her toes are freezing. Maybe there’s something wrong with the big, roaring furnace that services her apartment.
“Miss Berisha?” The voice on the other end is nervous. You might even say scared. “This is the security office at West 81st. I’m sorry to inform you that there’s been an accident at corporate headquarters. The police are on their way…”
The police? “I’ll be right in.”
The voice on the other end does a stutter step. “M-ma’am, the police have expressly requested that employees stay away from the building until after they’ve had a chance to investigate.”
She stops in her tracks. The whole thing sounds funny. She feels protective suddenly of Berisha headquarters. “But I’m not an employee. I’m one of the owners. Put on the officer in charge.”
“They’re not with me, ma’am. I’ll try to get a message to the police, but it might be a while because…well, I believe they’re talking to your parents.”
This just gets stranger and stranger. She sits bolt upright too quickly and the floor spins beneath her. “My parents? Why would the police call my parents? You’re notifying me; that should be enough.”
“They’re calling them…because the deceased is your brother, Miss Berisha. Dardan.”

Maris heads into the office anyway. No one can tell her to stay away from her own property. By the time she gets there, the building is surrounded by squad cars, an ambulance, and even a fire truck. There are men in uniform everywhere, primarily keeping back a small crowd that has gathered on the sidewalk to gawk. Her driver clears the way for her to the cordon.
“Miss?” A cop stops her as she starts to duck under the yellow tape. “I’m afraid you can’t go in there—”
She gets in his face. “I’m here to identify the body. I’m Maris Berisha. My family owns this building.” The words come out wrong, mean and obnoxious. She shouldn’t be speaking, not in her current condition. Anything you say can be used against you. Where did that come from? Her mind is a whirlwind.
The police officer jerks his head back and waves a hand over his face. “Miss, have you been drinking tonight?”
The impudence. “Wine with dinner—like every other night. I resent what you’re implying—”
The cop gestures to another cop to come over. “I’m going to let you inside, but we can’t have you wandering around while the investigation is ongoing. This officer is going to escort you. He’ll take you to the officer in charge.” This new one is younger. An earnest little Boy Scout, eager to do the right thing. His hand hovers near Maris’s back as he leads her through the sea of dark uniforms and then inside the building, so familiar to her and yet alien tonight. He leaves her in one of the internal conference rooms on an upper floor while he goes to find the officer in charge. Maris sits in one of the chairs, at a loss for what to look at. There aren’t even any windows.
Maris has never felt so off. Her skin is crawling, like acid is coursing through her veins, like she’s taken some kind of hallucinogen. What she doesn’t feel, however, is sadness.
The security guard must be mistaken. Dardan can’t be dead. She just saw him a couple hours ago. She was wrong to have come down. Her condition deteriorates with every passing second. She should never have left her home. She should’ve stayed in bed. Had she hoped to spare her parents the grief of seeing the child in whom they’d pinned all their hopes dead? But Zef is strong as an ox. Stronger than her, no question. He can take it. She should’ve let her father identify the body.
Eventually, two men enter the room. Neither is in uniform. Both wear cheap suits beneath rumpled raincoats.
One crouches down next to her like he’s talking to a child. He leans forward so their heads are almost touching. “Miss Berisha? I’m Detective Wilson, this is Detective Jablonski. We’re with the 10th Precinct, Midtown. We’re sorry for your loss.”
Wilson is older, his short brown hair threaded with gray. He seems gruff, but maybe they’re trained to be this way, even with grieving family members. “Your brother was found at the base of the service staircase on the north side of the building. He was dead by the time EMTs arrived on the scene, I’m afraid.”
What was Dardan doing in a staircase? No one took the stairs, least of all the people in the C-suites. It wasted too much time, and as Zef always says, time is money. “How did he die?”
The two detectives exchange looks. They are going to weigh their answers before they reply. “We don’t know yet…It’ll be up to the medical examiner to determine.”
“But you said he was at the bottom of the stairwell? Does that mean he fell?”
“I’m afraid we can’t speculate at this time.”
Ridiculous. Either he fell or he jumped.
She tries to stand up, but it’s like the building moves under her feet. “I want to see him.”
“Steady there. The shock.” Hands gently push her back into her seat. “Take our word for it, Miss Berisha—you don’t. Gravity doesn’t do any favors to a body that’s fallen thirty-five stories.”
“They’re going to be cleaning up in there for a while,” the other detective says, nodding. “Maybe in the meantime, we can ask you some questions.”
Should she demand that a lawyer be present? But that would seem suspicious and she has nothing to hide. “Uh, sure.”
The second detective—Jablonski—flips open a notebook. “Did your brother regularly come in the office on a Sunday evening? Particularly this late?”
Dardan didn’t like to spend one minute more in the office than absolutely necessary. He didn’t love the business like she and Zef do. But he would be the one Zef would tap if something came up that needed to be dealt with. “I don’t think so. He might’ve been called in, though. If there was an emergency. You can check the logs. I’m sure security can help you.”
“Thanks, we will.” The way Jablonski says this, Maris can tell he was planning to anyway. “He didn’t mention meeting someone here this evening?”
He wouldn’t tell me if he did. “No. And we’d just seen each other at our parents’ house. The family dines together every Sunday.”
“Oh? Was he there tonight?”
Should she tell them about the complete disaster? Someone is bound to tell them if she doesn’t. If she’s the one to share this bit of information, it might ingratiate herself with them. Maybe they’d be less hostile to her. What the hell. “Yes, he was. He had news to share: he’d just gotten engaged.”
The officers again exchange a confused look. “So, it was a happy occasion?” Wilson asks.
Her smile is more of a smirk. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But there had been a disagreement. I’m sure my parents can tell you all about it.”
“We’d like you to tell us, if you don’t mind—”
Oh no. She’s given them enough. She’s not going to step into the middle here. “I didn’t have the disagreement with my brother, Officers. It was my parents. Take it up with them.”
Wilson flips the pages of his notebook as though he’s looking for something while Jablonski stares at Maris, then looks away. “This argument—was it bad enough that it might’ve made your brother, I don’t know…despondent?” Jablonski finally asks.
“You mean suicidal?”
“Yes, that’s what I’m getting at.”
She doesn’t think Dardan had the guts to commit suicide. But she knows better than to share this with the detectives. Not that she’s a suspect or has any reason to try to mislead them.
She’s not sure where these thoughts are coming from. Shock, most likely.
One thing she does know, though: she doesn’t like the turn the conversation has taken. Suddenly, she’s restless. She needs to gather information for herself. The police won’t share what they learn with her, after all, and she’s sure she can do a better job than these two. And there’s a loose thread she needs to address. “Officers, will you excuse me? I rushed over here from my apartment…I need to use the restroom. There’s one just down the hall.”
They look at her blankly for a beat. “Sure. But come right back.”
She rises, exits the conference room, and makes a right. A placard for restrooms is visible at the end of the corridor and Maris heads toward it. But before she gets there, she ducks through a door on the left, pulls her badge out of a pocket, and waves it before a sensor for access.
She enters a dark, dusty room housing the security team. There’s a bank of screens mounted to the wall that show stairwells, hallways, key intersections. There are racks of servers and recorders, technical equipment of every ilk. A middle-aged man in a worn oxford shirt sits behind the console. When he sees who has walked through the door, he becomes flustered.
Maris walks right up to him. “I’m Maris Berisha. Are you the one who called me at home?”
The man goes white as paste. “I know who you are, ma’am. And yes, I’m the one who called.”
“Have the police been in to see you yet?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“What did they want?”
“They asked for security footage of the stairwell where the accident took place.”
Does he realize how dangerous this simple request is? It’s time to see if this man has absorbed the company’s culture. If he knows what’s in his own best interest. “And did you give it to them?”
“I told them it would take a little while for me to put my finger on it.” His face goes pink, ashamed to acknowledge his lie.
“That was good.” It means there’s still time. She squares up in front of him. “Listen to me. You’re going to tell the police that it turns out there was a problem with the camera and it didn’t record anything. Then you’re going to send the footage to me.” She scribbles her personal email address on a scrap of paper and shoves it at him. “To me, and no one else. Do you understand?”
He blinks behind glasses so thick that they distort his face. He knows the police will have something to say about it, if they find out.
But he doesn’t work for the police, does he?
“How many years have you been with Berisha?” she asks. There is no mistaking the tone of her voice.
“Fourteen years.”
“It would be hard for a man your age to find another job at this stage in your life, don’t you think?” she asks flatly. If this man were a little bit sharper, a little hungrier, she might try waving a carrot under his nose. But he’s so meek, she doesn’t bother.
“Yes, ma’am.” He fumbles with the piece of paper. “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.”
“I’m not worried,” she says as she walks out.

She doesn’t see her parents before she leaves the building and expects a politically savvy superior has told the detectives not to drag them out into the night but to speak to them at home. It’s very late by the time Maris returns to her apartment. She drops her coat on the floor as soon as she walks through the door and heads for the kitchen. It’s two o’clock in the morning and she’s hungry. She rummages in the refrigerator, finally settling on leftover Chinese food. She takes the white paper container and a pair of chopsticks with her into the bedroom. On the way, she picks up her laptop and brings everything with her as she crawls onto the bed.
The footage from the security office is waiting in her inbox. She hesitates, chewing on a mouthful of greasy noodles, before she clicks on it. Do I really want to see Dardan’s last minutes? She doesn’t know what she’s going to see. Yet, all the same, she’s worried about what she might see.
Her father was furious with Dardan. And when her father is furious, there’s usually only one outcome.
She takes a deep breath, squirms, and then presses the triangular PLAY icon.
The footage looks to have been shot from a funny angle, maybe the floor above the landing on the floor where the executive suites are located. Above that is the roof.
Overall, it looks the same as service staircases everywhere: gray and utilitarian, made of cement block and pipe railings. The only light comes from bare bulbs anchored in the walls. A few seconds into the clip, the fire door opens onto the landing. It’s Dardan. He’s wearing the same clothing he wore at dinner. He looks upset. Impatient. He lets the fire door close behind him and begins pacing back and forth like a tiger in a cage. He’s very animated. It seems like he’s talking, but you can’t really tell because of the bad lighting and the angle and the fact that the camera is far away.
He stops pacing and turns to face the door. Now he definitely looks like he’s talking to someone, but no one is there. Has he lost his mind? Is he talking to himself? She supposes he might be talking to someone on his cell, but the phone is nowhere in sight. Was it in his pocket? She’ll have to ask the police. It’s too bad there’s no audio.
And then—he’s gone. He’s no longer on the landing. She can’t believe it. Did someone edit the footage? But that can’t be it—the security guy would’ve said something, sent a note along with the file. And he didn’t seem sharp enough to be able to do that himself. She goes back a few seconds on the video and tries to slow the playback. Slow, slower, slower still, until she’s sick of seeing her brother. (No, sick isn’t the right word. But every time she sees his face, there is a pang reminding her that he’s gone.) But what she sees is all wrong: her brother appears to turn, twist, and flip himself over the railing, like he’s doing some fancy pole vault at the Olympics. It’s a strange, unnatural move.
She watches it a few more times, slowing it down more and more, before she notices it: there’s an obstruction on the recording. It’s very brief. Even slowed down, it’s only there for a split second. It almost looks like a smudge. A blur. And then it’s gone.
She sits up, twitching. She knows—maybe—what it is, this smudge.
No, it can’t be.
That would be…impossible.
After a couple tries, she manages to stop on the frame with the blur. It almost looks like smoke, but really, it’s impossible to tell what it is. It’s there, then it’s gone. She presses her face close to the screen. She does a Google search for “doctored video” for ways to tell if someone’s tampered with it, but the instructions are confounding and she quickly gives up. She wishes she could hire an expert, but there’s no way she’s going to let anyone else see this.
The other odd thing is that every time she gets to the blip, right before Dardan does his strange flip through the air, Maris feels pain in her head, like someone is driving a spike into her skull. Each time. Bang, bang, bang. Before long, the entire left side of her head hurts, her bones throb, crying out for her to stop. No more, please.
Finally, after scouring the video until she can stand the pain no longer, she goes to bed.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Maris would be lying if she said she hadn’t fantasized about Dardan’s death once or twice.
However, she’d only ever contemplated her brother’s demise in terms of inheritance. Always in the abstract. Detached from the grisly bits (blood and bones) or the circumstances (painful and slow, or quick and traumatic).
The reality, she soon learns, is different. It is much, much worse. Everyone is in a tizzy. Even people who barely knew Dardan are upset, crying. The fact that she isn’t makes Maris wonder privately if she might be a psychopath—or sociopath, she always gets those two mixed up. No, it must be because she’s in shock. Not to mention that her parents need her to be strong. Sadness can come later.
The police have been back to talk to her, unamused by her disappearing act, and they have been surprisingly frank about the condition of the body. How pieces broke off on the way down as limbs struck handrails and caught on the edge of landings. How it pancaked on impact at the bottom, turning into a puddle of blood and gore. The two detectives watched her reaction rather ghoulishly, Maris thought. She put on a little performance for them, even though she wanted to tell them she thought their behavior was deplorable. You think you can frighten me? Try again.
Her brother’s death also means she must spend more time with her parents, but Maris quickly learns she cannot bear being around them. Her normally ferocious father has fallen silent, withdrawn to his mansion down the street. He refuses to see Ajax or Walter or to speak to the press, although he has made it known that he will see his surviving children. Nora has been going down every day, but Maris cannot make herself do it. She can’t face him, can’t stomach the thought of dealing with his profound disappointment that Maris will be his heir. This should be her time of triumph. She needs to be surrounded by people who support her.
She sends word to Zef’s mansion: Sorry, can’t make it now, but will stop by when it’s not so busy. He’ll respect that and be grateful that she’s kept her head on straight so the rest of the family can grieve. Always, business first. A steady hand on the rudder and all that. Almost as an afterthought, she adds, I’m going to find out what happened to Dardan.
But surprisingly, Zef texts back, Leave this alone. It’s a matter for the police. Maris is stunned. The Berishas have never liked having the authorities muck around in their business. That’s why they have a battery of lawyers to protect them. The police can be handled—the Berishas have kept outside authorities running around in circles for as long as there has been a company, no doubt. They can be handled easier than someone snooping around on the inside.
She cannot imagine why her father would do such an abrupt about-face.
For the first time, she seriously wonders if her father had something to do with Dardan’s death.
Even though this idea is nearly unthinkable.
All the more reason to get to the bottom of things. If only her head didn’t pound every time she thinks of Dardan.

Nora drops by the office to see her. “You should go see Dad, you know. He’s not doing well.”
Maris is still mad at her sister, though there hasn’t been so much as a mention of Ricardo. Nora’s probably dumped him already. But Maris knows she can’t freeze her out at a time like this.
Maris bristles. “You’re being uncharacteristically soft on Dad. I’d think you’d use this opportunity to get back at him.” Zef always has been tough on Nora.
“I can’t be mean to him. He’s just lost his son.”
“And we lost our brother. Don’t forget, Zef was pretty brutal with Dardan that night.”
“I’m surprised you’re taking Dardan’s side.” So is Maris. She can’t explain it. Even if she remembers the bad things Dardan did to her, all the times he didn’t stick up for her, the way he bullied her, she feels a profound sense of loss. Maybe for the things that could’ve been.
She thinks of the change Dardan underwent when he was…twelve? Thirteen? He went from bullying to conciliatory, from cocky to cautious. Almost…fearful. It was around this same time that he became a goody two-shoes—Saint Dardan, they’d teased—which set him apart from the rest of the family. She hadn’t questioned it at the time, just assumed Zef had told Dardan he still had a lot to learn and to cool the arrogance. For all her father’s ferocity, he wasn’t foolhardy. He listened to his advisers.
Nora runs a finger aimlessly along the armrest. “You’ll be happy to know that Zef blames himself. He thinks Dardan committed suicide because he pushed him too far.”
“Really?”
“Dardan was found at the bottom of a staircase. It had to be suicide, right?”
“It could’ve been an accident. Maybe he fell.”
Nora’s steady gaze is unsettling. Maris thinks she’s studying her. “Doesn’t seem likely, but sure, maybe Dardan was incredibly clumsy and fell. Either way, Dad’s sick with grief.”
Hargrove’s death was made to look like suicide, Maris recalls.
She switches gears. “How’s Mama?”
“Devastated, of course. I may be the baby of the family, but Dardan was her baby. She’s grief-stricken but still has her wits about her. I’m not worried about her.”
Olga is a survivor. No debate there.
“But I worry about Dad. He needs you, Maris.” Nora gives Maris her patented look: eyes big like a calf’s, endearing pout. It’s pathetic and insincere, and yet inexplicably effective. “Just go see him already. Before it’s too late.”
Maris’s head snaps around. “What do you mean, ‘before it’s too late’?”
Nora is already heading for the door. “See for yourself.”

Maris goes to Zef’s mansion after her last meeting of the day. She texts first—her entire life, they’ve been under strict orders never to surprise him at home—and then stops for his favorite pastries at the Greek bakery. Baklava, of course, but also trigona panoramatos, triangles of crispy phyllo filled with custard, and crunchy cookies sprinkled with sesame seeds. The aroma is heavenly, but Maris resists; with her body type, it’s hard to keep weight off. But Zef doesn’t acknowledge the pink cardboard box when she arrives. Nina, the housekeeper, scurries off with it, leaving the two of them alone.
Oh, how Maris hates this house. It’s never felt right. There’s always been a chill in the air, like your every move is being watched. She wouldn’t put it past Zef to have cameras installed in every corner, but honestly, why should he? Zef reigns here in this empty mausoleum of a house. There is no one else to watch, nothing to see. Now that she thinks about it, this creepy feeling is more like being followed. But whenever you turn around or look over your shoulder, there’s…nothing.
She has no idea how the servants can stand it. There are the inevitable rumors that it’s haunted, of course. Housemaids have quit with no notice, service animals refuse to cross the threshold, servants gossip about strange bumps heard in the night. Nora, of course, loves Zef’s house. Uses any excuse to visit. Asked Zef to leave it to her in his will, morbid little freak that she is.
Zef sits in an armchair with a blanket tucked over his legs like an invalid. He’s lost a surprising amount of weight in the scant days since the last time she saw him. He looks vulnerable and frail.
She kisses the top of his head before she takes a chair. “How are you, Dad?”
“How do you think I am?” As caustic as ever.
“Are you going to be okay for the funeral?” It’s scheduled for Sunday, five days away. She’s been briefed on all the details. White casket as big and shiny as a limo, enough flowers to decorate a Macy’s parade float, Berishas flying in from all over the world to pay their respects. It seems more like a royal wedding than a funeral.
Zef waves his hand dismissively.
“What about the wake? Are you going to the wake?”
To this, Zef shakes his head angrily. “No, no…your mother will take care of that. That’s more her thing.”
It’s selfish of him to leave Olga to shoulder that burden, but Maris can see how the wake would be difficult emotionally for her father. She cannot picture him standing in a receiving line, shaking hands and accepting condolences. Zef has always been the family’s bedrock, always been the one to support others (albeit on his terms).
Zef gestures for Maris to come closer. “There’s something we need to discuss.”
Excitement balloons inside Maris’s chest. This is it. Zef is going to tell her that she will take Dardan’s place. She’s been trying not to get her hopes up, but honestly, who else is there? Not Nora, the drug addict, the flake, the weak link in the family DNA chain. Zef would never give it to her. Nor one of the cousins, or someone in the old country. Zef would never let their power go to some other branch of the family tree. It’s got to be her.
She scoots forward in her seat and bows her head, ready for her benediction.
“We need to show strength. It is only natural that our rivals and the rest of the family are wondering what is going to happen now. We must show there’s no reason to worry, that everything is under control.”
He speaks confidently but looks at her sideways, eyes flicking up and down. He’s still evaluating her, even at the last minute. Maris suppresses a scream of frustration. Enough, old man. You have no choice. Say it already. Say it.
At last, he surrenders. “We will say you are interim CEO until I can return to work. Then you will be my second-in-command, just as Dardan was.”
She’s hit by a wave of elation. It feels like she’s floating above the couch. Until this moment, she didn’t realize how little she actually believed that she would get it. How deeply she held on to the beliefs ingrained in her since birth: You’re a female. You’re weaker. You are not a leader. The Berishas have always been led by men.
She has done the impossible. She drops her head to hide her smile from Zef. “Thank you, Dad. You won’t regret it.”
He grumbles something that she doesn’t hear—God forbit he let Maris have this moment of triumph—but it doesn’t matter. It’s done. It’s decided.
“And what about head of the clan? You’ll make me head of the clan one day, right?” He can’t do this while he is still alive, or at least not until he’s on his deathbed: the particulars of clan succession have always been a little unclear. An outsider wouldn’t understand why this matters—she’ll be running the company, after all—but to be the clan leader is more important, or so it’s been insinuated to her. Theoretically, the headman could overrule the CEO or decide to force him out. He even could sell the business. As far as Maris knows, these theoreticals have never been tested as the headman has always been in charge of the company, too.
There’s no reason it can’t be the same for her.
His face darkens. “No, Maris. Your husband will be made head of the clan, when the time is right.”
Her balloon pops. She falls to earth, jangled. She cannot believe her ears. “My husband? I’m not even dating anybody.”
“We should announce an engagement soon. That, too, will be stabilizing. Show continuity.”
“But the headman has to have Berisha blood. I have Berisha blood.”
But Zef is shaking his head before she even finishes. “We will find you a Berisha husband and he will lead the clan. You cannot be headman, CEO, and have children. But you must have children to ensure that our line continues to rule. That is your role. Your destiny.”
This is bullshit, she wants to say. There is no one more fit to rule than she.
It’s like being sliced open and forced to watch your guts spill to the floor. How can Zef do this to her? They’re not only going to force her to marry; they’re going to force her to marry a relative. One of those idiot twins or a knuckle-dragger from the old country. Sure, he’ll be told he’s a consort, but who knows if he’ll respect that. Whoever they pick might have ideas of his own. She could end up with no independence. No more than Dardan did. No more than Olga has had.
Maris finds, suddenly, that she’s on her feet, reeling, and her father is looking up at her dryly, not surprised in the least. “Let this be a lesson, Maris…It’s not what you think, being the one at the top. It’s a life of sacrifice. A constant struggle for control over one’s own wishes. I pray you are up to the challenge.”
She wants to spit at him, You’ve never prayed, not once in your life. “You can’t do this to me.”
He cocks his head. He looks so frail and yet strong at the same time. “What I am doing is a kindness, Maris. A blessing. You’ll see. One day, you’ll thank me.”
“What are you talking about? Don’t bullshit me.”
Hard cold fury in his eyes. “Did you think I wanted to live apart from you and your brother and sister all these years? To be kept apart from you?”
“I thought you hated us.” The words are out of Maris’s mouth before she can stop herself. She remembers Zora, the phantom photographs, the accusation. There is a price for everything. “I thought you moved out because you wanted something…different.”
He shakes his head. He is smiling, but mirthlessly. “It is what you must do when you are the head of the clan. A responsibility you take on. I couldn’t risk losing my temper with your mother or your siblings…The consequences would be too high.”
More riddles. She has lived her entire life trapped in a family that cannot speak the truth to each other. For a Berisha, speaking the truth would be like throwing a grenade into the room. They traded in lies in order to maintain control over their impossible existence. To admit the truth was to admit shortcomings, failings, naked greed.
Whereas speaking the truth to Zef was like railing against God himself.
“That’s why we will make your husband head of the clan,” Zef continues. “That way, you won’t have to leave your children. You can live with them and keep them close to you and watch them grow. You won’t have to suffer the way I suffered.”
That’s not how it was, Maris tells herself. He’s changing his story now to suit his purposes.
She is exhausted. She has been pushing against a boulder for what seems like her entire life, and suddenly she doesn’t want to do that anymore. She is tired of the secrets and lies and games. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dad. I wish you would explain it to me, but I know you won’t. You’re too used to locking me out.” She brushes by him to retrieve her purse and her coat. She walks out without a second look.
She wishes her father would just die already.

Maris is at home, lying on the couch and rubbing the space between her brows, trying to rub out the pain that seems permanently lodged there, when Nora arrives.
She stands a good distance from Maris, eyeing her warily like Maris is a time bomb about to explode. “How did the visit with Dad go?”
“About as well as you might imagine.”
Nora starts to take off her coat. “Oh dear.”
“He’s going to move me up to take Dardan’s place at the company.”
“That’s good.”
Maris steels herself. She’s not going to cry. “But he won’t make me head of the clan.”
Nora scrambles onto the couch next to her, her weight shifting the cushions. “But that’s still good, Maris. You get the company. You’ll be in charge.” Nora’s voice is strangely cheerful. Almost euphoric. “Think of the good you can do. You can stop them from using prison labor and clean up those environmental disasters…Stop paying bribes and supporting corrupt regimes. For the first time in the whole of its existence, Berisha can be a good corporate citizen.”
Maris opens her eyes. “Are you crazy? That’s how we make a profit. That’s how we beat our competition.” There’s no such thing as an ethical businessman. Zef would say this to Dardan and Walter and Ajax when things went sideways and a “creative solution” was needed. A businessman who played by the rules was a fool.
Nora is practically bubbling with glee. “But that’s the point, Maris. We don’t have to. The Berishas don’t need money anymore. We’ve been making money off the suffering of others for centuries. Don’t you think it’s time we stopped? We just go on screwing everyone because that’s what we’ve always done. You could be the one to right our wrongs. To make us clean again. Think about it.”
The idea is so antithetical to everything Maris has been taught that her mind reels. The company would quickly be eaten by sharks. She’d be seen as naive and weak, the worst businessperson in history. The woman who lost a dynasty. She’d sooner step off an airplane without a parachute. “The price of our goods would triple, quadruple. We wouldn’t last two minutes in the marketplace. That’s suicide, Nora.”
But her sister will not give up. “We’re rich enough to take the hit.”
Maris doesn’t feel her sister’s confidence. “Zef would never let me. He’d yank me out. He’s still head of the clan.” There are no stockholders to appeal to, after all. Berisha is the company; the company is Berisha.
There is a long minute of silence and Maris thinks that her sister has thrown in the towel. Mercifully.
But then Nora speaks. “What if Zef was…gone?”
Nora says the words softly, so softly that Maris can barely hear her. A chill runs up Maris’s spine—didn’t she have that exact same thought herself but thirty minutes ago?
“What are you saying, Nora?”
Nora wriggles in her seat, childish and defiant at once. “He’s not going to live forever.”
Maris goes cold. Zef dead? It’s unthinkable. Zef has always been the center of their universe, the sun around which their lives revolve. It seems blasphemous to think of him as vulnerable. As mortal.
But she won’t deny that she finds the idea…intriguing. A worthy mental exercise. They’re only talking hypotheticals, after all. “It doesn’t matter. After I marry, he’s going to make my husband the headman. And if that’s not bad enough, he wants me to marry someone from the family.”
Nora lets out a long exhalation. “That’s harsh.”
Maris goes back to rubbing the space between her brows. This headache. “No kidding.”
“What if Zef died before you could marry? Then you could be head of the clan. Olga wouldn’t stand in your way.”
“I just came from seeing Dad. He looked bad, but he didn’t look that bad. He’ll survive this.”
Maris reaches for the bottle of aspirin on the coffee table. She’s been mainlining aspirin for days and it doesn’t seem to be helping, but she can’t think of anything else to do. She wishes Nora would leave, but that thought doesn’t seem to have crossed her sister’s mind. She’s still hunkered down on the couch, chewing a thumbnail. Heavily in thought.
Nora stares into her sister’s face. “Maris, do you believe in the protector?”
A nervous laugh escapes her. “Your imaginary friend, you mean? What made you think of that now?”
“Just answer me.”
Maris remembers what Dardan told her—only once—about what he’d seen. Smoke rising from their father like he was on fire, smoke massing into a black cocoon. But soon afterwards, Dardan refused to talk about it, and then started denying it. That was Dad, he’d tell her. Every bad thing that’s ever happened to us happened because of Dad and his anger. We didn’t want it to be Dad, so we blotted it out in our minds. Blamed it on something else. But it was him.
She should tell Nora there’s no family protector to make Zef go away. No phantom spirit to swoop in and save the day. Dardan is gone and I’m still fucked. She doesn’t want to hurt her sister’s feelings, but magical thinking is not going to save her.
“My head is killing me. I’m going to bed. You can see yourself out. And to answer your question…No, sorry to disappoint you, Nora, but I don’t believe in boogeymen.”
Oh, the look Nora gives her. Exasperation. Disappointment. When Maris doesn’t say anything more, Nora rises from the couch and heads for the door. She speaks just loudly enough to be heard over her heavy footsteps.
“Well, maybe you should start.”








CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The day of Dardan’s funeral is gray and wet. Maris watches rain streak down the floor-to-ceiling windows in her apartment while she grudgingly drinks coffee and eats a little breakfast. She drags through preparations, clumsily donning the black dress and keeping still while the hairdresser perches the little black hat atop her wiry hairdo. It’s barbaric that society expects you to be presentable at family funerals, she thinks. The thought of dealing with her family and onlookers makes her want to crawl back into bed.
She climbs out of her town car and slips on sunglasses despite the overcast sky. There is a surprisingly large crowd surrounding the church, the kind you might get for a rock star or actor. They stand in the rain in the streets behind yellow barricades. News teams with their satellite uplinks have set up in any space they can find. Photographers stand behind the barricades, at the ready. Maris cannot understand why the general public would be interested in her brother’s funeral. Despite the magazine articles and his appearances in the society pages, he was hardly a household name.
A couple of handmade signs bob at the back of the crowd: Down with Berisha and Berisha Kills. The audacity of these protestors to show up at a funeral. They have no shame. Maris snaps her fingers at a security guard and points at the signs. Do I have to tell everyone to do their jobs? The man jogs off dutifully.
She makes her way up the sidewalk, vaguely aware of the cell phones held aloft to record her. Two security men in black suits escort her through the final crush and into the church. Her mother and father sit in a pew in front, flanked by Ajax and Walter. Olga is dressed in elegant mourning clothes with a veil covering her face. Nora sits at the end of the pew, looking like a deflated black balloon, her dress a swirling mess of puffy organza. Olga must be fuming.
“Have you seen Dad?” Nora asks, nodding in his direction. Maris peers over her sister’s shoulder. He’s the worst she’s ever seen him, even worse than Tuesday. He’s lost so much weight that he swims inside his suit. His skin is ashen. Tasteless as it is, she nevertheless thinks he looks half dead.
In front of the altar, there’s a closed white casket nearly hidden under a blanket of white roses. There are flowers everywhere, making the church smell like cheap perfume. Maris almost laughs out loud at the whitewashing her brother is getting. Let’s face it: Dardan was mediocre, particularly when you considered the vast empire that had almost been laid at his feet. He wasn’t going to dazzle you with his cleverness. He was blandly good-looking, but seriously lacking in courage and decisiveness. And yet, with this grand funeral, Zef and Olga will mythologize Dardan in death. To add insult to injury, Olga has already texted that, after the funeral, they will talk about a list she has drawn up of possible husbands. Somehow, despite all the funeral arrangements, well-wishers, and her own grieving, Olga has managed to squeeze in this little research project.
Maris slides onto the pew next to Nora. The reality of the day seems to have registered with her sister, who has withdrawn into herself. Well, no one who knew Dardan would ever think he would take his own life. Maybe he saw that he was about to run smack into the great big brick wall waiting for him at the end of the road. Maybe he finally understood that Zef’s demands would never end and he would never, ever get what he wanted. Maris is starting to see that now.
As for all that freaky shit Nora brought up Tuesday night…What if Zef died before you could marry? It was practically mutinous, not to mention creepy. It just goes to show you can never predict what is going to come out of her sister’s mouth. She’d better not start up again, not during the funeral. Not with hundreds, if not thousands, of people watching.
A creak at the back of the church draws Maris’s attention. This time is for family only; they’re not supposed to let in the rest of the mourners for another fifteen minutes. She’s surprised to see Andy Garrison slip through the large wooden doors. He’s dressed for the service in a dark suit topped by a trench coat against the rain. A bodyguard trails at a discreet distance.
There’s a gasp from the end of the pew as Olga sees who it is. Zef’s bodyguards barrel toward Garrison and keep him from getting any closer to Zef. Garrison settles for a friendly wave and then retreats to a pew toward the back.
Seeing Garrison, Maris feels her heart speed up. She thinks back to Dardan’s meeting just days earlier, and her threat to her brother. Tell Father that you met with our enemy or else I will. An argument could be made that this whole thing is her fault. Maybe Dardan committed suicide because she’d backed him into a corner. Whether he confessed to their father or the news came from Maris, Dardan was about to lose everything.
Though it doesn’t make sense to Maris. He’d gotten engaged. Nobody gets engaged only to kill themselves a few hours later. Besides, Maris has seen the videotape: what transpired on the landing did not look like a man taking his own life. Something else is going on.
She keeps coming back to her father. Zef could’ve learned of Dardan’s meeting with Garrison on his own. It wasn’t too far-fetched to think he had spies following his children—that’s how Maris found out about the meeting, after all. Or there could have been a confrontation between Zef and Dardan that she knows nothing about.
Her mind is drawn back to the momentary dark smudge in the video and what her brother had told her once. Smoke rising from Dad like he was on fire.
Smoke…That’s how you knew the protector was there.
Zef does seem completely consumed by grief. Or…guilt.
Maris wants to believe her father is not capable of such ruthlessness, not toward his own flesh and blood. She tells herself that Zef, when confronted with Dardan’s betrayal, would’ve merely exiled his son.
But the Berishas are not normal and Zef is no ordinary father.

The doors to the church are opened and people enter, shaking off the rain and filing into pews. A string quartet begins playing in the loft. A few mourners drift down to the front to offer condolences to Zef and Olga, but the bodyguards shoo most of them away. The air is electric with morbid curiosity, and the hairs on the back of Maris’s neck prickle, knowing that every second, she is being watched, studied, photographed, her behavior dissected.
Her head pounds.
“The angels in heaven are celebrating because Dan has joined them.” The words drift over from rows back. Maris rolls her eyes at Nora.
But Nora doesn’t return the smirk. “Can’t really argue with that one. Dardan was the good one. The only good one among all of us.”
Maris grimaces. She’s whitewashed Dardan’s memory, too. As a child, Dardan followed Zef’s cue and ignored his littlest sister. It wasn’t all bad: she was spared his adolescent cruelty during the period when he was testing his boundaries and found that he had none. “Get real. You’ve said it yourself: there are no good Berishas. None of us are going to heaven, Nora.” They are damned, this family. Maris has no doubt that what the priest told her all those years ago is true—in allegory, if nothing else.
And who among them is the most damned? No contest: Zef, obviously. The head that wears the crown. Zef, who totters on unstable legs to the limousine, propped up by one of the bodyguards. But who comes in second? Maris’s money is on Nora. The girl has no compass, moral or otherwise. Olga the enabler comes in third. Then Dardan (normally she’d put him before Nora, but she’ll make an exception today since it’s the day of his funeral) and in last place…well, Maris, of course. She hasn’t hurt anyone solely for the fun of it. All she has ever tried to do is get what she’s entitled to. To claw back a little of what’s owed her.
But it doesn’t matter if you’re damned a little or damned a lot. The Berishas are all damned, even the distant relatives standing in the back of the church. In that respect, Nora is one hundred percent correct. Nobody would say the Berishas are saints. They’ve been greedy, sure. Taken more than their fair share. Elbowed away others who tried to get a spot at the trough. Maybe the Berishas deserve to be damned for their hubris alone. For believing they were entitled to it.
Even herself, if Maris is being honest. But she’s been hurt so badly in the course of her life that it’s hard to remember that.
At the cemetery, mourners stand on the sidewalk clutching white roses as the casket is carried into the Berisha family crypt. The family stand apart at the entrance as attendants hold giant black umbrellas over their heads. Maris decided in advance that she’s not going into the crypt: it’s too creepy. The huge granite monolith dominates one corner of the cemetery, Berisha carved into the lintel like some kind of warning. Here be monsters. She and Nora were recently informed by their mother that when their time comes, they will not be buried in the crypt because it’s nearly full. They will be cremated, and their ashes interred in a new mausoleum yet to be built. “Great…we get the kids’ table, even in death,” Nora joked afterwards. “But Saint Dardan gets to keep his body for eternity, even if it’s smashed to pieces.”
Only Zef and Olga follow the pallbearers into the crypt. Zef is as white as the stone edifice. By the whir of camera shutters going off behind them, you’d think you were walking the red carpet at a movie premiere. Maris has to stop herself from yelling at them and throwing stones to drive them away. Dardan was not a celebrity: he was the only son of—let’s be honest in death, if not in life—a family of bandits and murderers and thieves. No family gets as rich as they are without getting blood on its hands.
The fiancée, Marcie, is there, of course, with her blond ringlets and big vapid eyes (now red from crying nonstop). She really is unsuitable—Maris can see that now. Zef and Olga were right. She’s like a big, dumb golden retriever while the Berishas are a pack of slavering, bloodthirsty wolfhounds. They would’ve torn her apart before the honeymoon was over. Marcie should be grateful that Dardan died before they could be wed. She’s been spared years of fights over his awful family and a bitter divorce.
Nora nudges Maris and nods toward Marcie, incongruous in her pink trench coat. (“Pink? Really? Did she think she was at a Barbie premiere?” Nora quips mercilessly.) Between sobs, the nine-day fiancée eyes the remaining Berisha siblings, waiting to be invited over. She wants validation so badly that it rises from her like a stink.
“Not a chance,” Maris mutters as she turns her back.
“It’s not like the engagement was even official,” Nora sniffs. “It was just a trial balloon Dardan floated to see how our parents would react. And you see how well that went. Zero stars, would not recommend.”
Maris gives Marcie the coldest stare she can muster, and eventually the woman turns away and stumbles toward the exit. Maris considers her cruelty a kindness. You should be grateful to escape. Run along now.
Now it’s Maris’s turn to nudge Nora, trying to shepherd her away from Walter, Sally, and Ajax, the loyal family retainers. What she wants to say must be said out of earshot. She lights up a cigarette and blows an obnoxious cloud of smoke into the air like a force field, meant to warn others off. Nora joins her, and they stand by themselves, cigarettes pincered between fingers.
Maris flicks ash to the ground. “I’m starting to think that maybe Dad did it.”
Nora goggles at her. “Are you kidding? He loved Dardan. I mean, look at this funeral. It’s like the king of Sweden died. I’m surprised they didn’t make a hundred low-level Berisha employees jump off headquarters in sacrifice. As a tribute.”
“Zef could be overdoing it because he feels guilty.”
Nora takes another drag on her cigarette, but she still looks dubious. Maris can’t tell her about the smudge on the security footage, obviously. No one knows that footage exists. She’s going to have to make something up.
She drops the cigarette to the ground and grinds it under the sole of her shoe. “You know, things had gotten tense at the office in the days before…you know…Zef seemed mad at Dardan all the time. Snapped at him. Put him down.”
Nora regards the burning end of her cigarette. “That’s just how it is with Dad, isn’t it? He was toughest on Dardan because he had to get him ready to take over. Tough love. It doesn’t mean anything.”
Zef’s every criticism—of which there were thousands, an endless river, it seems—stings like the lash of a whip. Who would call this love?
And it’s all she’s ever known.
Nora looks up from the glowing tip, her big eyes zeroed in on Maris. “Do you ever worry that you’re going to end up like Zef? Angry and alone?”
“Me?” Maris is taken aback.
“You’re the most like him. It’s funny: you’re the most like him, but you hate him more than anyone.”
“I don’t hate Zef.” The words pop automatically out of Maris’s mouth. She loves Zef. All she has wanted her entire life is to be close to him.
Though she did wish him dead just the other night.
God, she wishes this funeral was over. She’s tired of talking to her sister. She’s tired of being on display for all the cameras and cell phones. She wants to go back to her place and lie comatose in bed and wish away the world, if only for a few hours. She needs to be fresh for an interview in the morning with the Financial Times.
It’s at this moment she thinks she sees something. There’s a shimmer of movement outside the mausoleum. It’s too cloudy and dreary to be a trick of the light.
A plume of smoke twists around a stone corner.
She blinks, thinking—hoping—it’s a mirage, but it’s still there.
Where in the world could it be coming from? Could there be a fire? But there’s nothing nearby, just acres of headstones and the occasional carved figure.
The smoke doesn’t disperse but seems to hunker in place, massed in an opaque ball. There’s something ominous about it. Intelligent. She swears that it’s looking at her.
The smudge on the video.
Her heart leaps into her throat. A chill sweeps through her, head to toe.
But just as Maris reaches for her sister’s sleeve (Nora the believer), Olga comes running out of the vault. Her upswept hair is falling around her ears, her eyes gigantic, her face white with fear. “Somebody call an ambulance!” she cries, hands waving in the air. “Zef has collapsed.”








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
A stylist, a young woman with hair dyed red and blue and tattoos going up both arms, pats powder over Maris’s nose as she watches in a mirror. This will be her life now. Stylists to make sure she always looks her best, doing her makeup and picking out her clothes, like she’s a kindergartener who doesn’t know how to dress herself. Maris has used stylists for special occasions like weddings and the Met Gala, and when she was in high school because everyone else was doing it. But she has never been able to see the point, really. It seems the height of vanity. Sure, she’s poured tens of thousands of dollars (maybe hundreds of thousands, if she’s honest) into facials and spa treatments and even plastic surgery, but she’s drawn the line at having someone apply her makeup and fix her hair.
Until today.
The journalist from the Financial Times is already waiting in the special conference room, the one designed for events like this. It’s set up with a one-way glass so Sally Bright can watch and provide feedback later—or intercede if things go horrifically wrong. The journalist, only a few years older than Maris, fidgets with her recorder and goes over her notes as she waits. Maris stole a glance at her on her way into makeup and does not appreciate that they sent such an attractive girl. Sure, send a pretty woman to interview Dardan, even Zef, but her charms will be wasted on Maris. Maybe the editors think she is a lesbian because her name is never publicly tied to a man. Thanks again, Zef and Olga.
There had been a little discussion with Sally last night over whether they should reschedule the interview. Zef was in the hospital, getting evaluated. Maris thought she should be with the rest of the family, waiting for news. But Zef was released a few hours later, sent home with strict instructions to rest, and there didn’t seem to be any reason to cancel.
Maris sweeps into the interview room, trying to imitate her mother’s command of a room. The journalist rises and extends a hand. “Hello. I’m Sandra Vankirk. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Congratulations on the promotion.” The woman smiles at her warmly, as though it will soften up her interview subject. Sally has already warned Maris about keeping her guard up. You want to be in control. Be friendly but firm, but not too firm. Women who come across as too firm are seen as hostile. Controlling.
Be in control but not controlling?
“I hear your father has been released from the hospital. That must be a relief.” Vankirk smiles in a way that strikes Maris as fake. She glances needlessly at her notes one more time, signaling her nervousness. “Maris—may I call you Maris?—first, I want to thank you for agreeing to this interview. Your first since your elevation.” The request from the Financial Times was gratifying, coming as quickly as it did. Maris had imagined the press release would merit nothing more than a line in various business roundups: Berisha International appoints first female CEO. The rest of the world moved on ages ago from such blatant sexism (covert sexism, that was another thing), so Maris was surprised that a newspaper as big as the Financial Times would find her newsworthy.
“I’m flattered that the Times finds it interesting.” It’s the best answer Maris can think of.
“Let’s get down to it, shall we? You’re taking over Berisha at a particularly fractious time, aren’t you? First—”
“Let me interrupt right there. I’m interim CEO. Perhaps that wasn’t made clear in the press release. My father, Zef, is stepping back for a little while until he’s feeling better.” Oops—she wasn’t supposed to imply that her appointment wasn’t permanent or that she’s nothing but a PR stunt. The company is supposed to be turning a new page! Girl power! Being interviewed is harder than it looks.
“I want to talk about the allegation that your company bribed three congressmen to approve the controversial acquisition of Russian company Tovary Dlya Doma—”
What the hell is this? In the prep session, Sally assured her this wouldn’t come up. Softballs only. This was supposed to be a nice profile piece.
“That case has been dismissed,” Maris says, irritated. “The alleged whistleblower took his own life. Sadly.”
Vankirk’s brows knit in puzzlement. “We heard the committee was reopening the inquiry after it was discovered that an oligarch friend of the Russian president owns a huge share of Tovary Dlya Doma. Some experts speculate that the sale is to funnel money to Putin in violation of sanctions…”
Maris freezes. That sounds like something her father would do. He’s always had a soft spot for autocrats. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. The acquisition has already been vetted and approved by the US government. The sale is going through. Case closed.”
The journalist’s pretty face colors a little. She cocks her head, looking for another opening. “All right then, let’s talk about the lawsuit currently in the Nepalese courts regarding conditions at a Berisha factory in Kathmandu. Children under the age of ten were reportedly working there. NGOs are saying that Berisha is running a sweatshop…”
The case rings a bell in the back of Maris’s mind, but frankly, there are so many like this that she can’t keep track of them all. Zef always called them nuisance suits, said they were just a way for locals to get more money out of the company in addition to the bribes and “special fees” they’d already paid to corrupt officials. They usually settled out of court for a fraction of what they’d pay in fines. When Sally had brought this up in the prep session, Maris had been the one to brush it aside. They wouldn’t be so rude as to ask me questions like this when I’ve just taken over, would they? The head of corporate communications made some comment under her breath but acquiesced quickly.
Now Maris wishes she’d spent more time on it, that she hadn’t let Sally set her up for a fall. She wonders what’s going on behind the one-way glass. Maybe Sally is happy to let Maris twist in the wind for shutting her down earlier.
Maris grits her teeth as she smiles at the reporter. “I’m afraid I can’t comment on an active case. And since I’m not familiar with the particulars—I mean, I just took over as CEO—it would be irresponsible of me to try. But I can set up an appointment for you with a member of the legal team…” The reporter’s face falls flat; she knows the legal team will bury her in an avalanche of bullshit. Maris is secretly pleased. Score one for the home team.
“Yes, I’d appreciate that. What about some of the other lawsuits outstanding against the company: wrongful dismissals, liquidation of factories that entire towns depend on for livelihoods, suspicious deaths at one of your chemical facilities…It’s quite a list. As I said, you’re taking over at a particularly fractious time.”
If Vankirk thought Maris would roll over without a fight, she has another thing coming. Maris puts on a noble, long-suffering face. “Well, yes, we have our share of troubles—like any large corporation—but I’m gratified that my parents have so much trust in me.”
The reporter’s eyes go steely. She was expecting Maris’s deflection. “And all this without a business degree. Only a bachelor’s in economics from—let’s admit it, shall we—a less-than-top-tier college. Do you find this intimidating, knowing that you don’t have the tools and experience of the people you’ll be squaring off against?”
Now this is just downright rude. The woman is obviously trying to prove something. Make a name for herself. She wonders if Vankirk’s editor okayed such an aggressive line of questioning. The Financial Times wouldn’t dare go after Zef or even Dardan like this, but they obviously aren’t afraid of making an enemy of Maris. It’s an example of the kind of sexism she will have to face day after day in her new position, though in this case it sits particularly badly with Maris because her antagonist is a woman.
The words this interview is over press at Maris’s lips, though she knows not to say them. That is Sally’s job—and it is unconscionable that she already hasn’t rushed in to save her. “Oh, not at all,” Maris says smoothly as cream. “I had the greatest education that any businessman could hope for: watching my father. I sat at my father’s knee while he built Berisha International into one of the hundred most powerful companies in the world. That’s better than a master’s from Sloan or Stanford or University of Chicago.”
The smirk on the reporter’s face says it all. What bullshit.
Her expression morphs into cloying sweetness. “Oh! Please forgive me—I haven’t offered my condolences yet on your recent loss. Your brother,” she adds when Maris just stares at her blankly.
Are we really going to go there?
“So tragic—and so unexpected.” The reporter’s expression is all breathless expectation. She’s fishing for the details that have been kept from the press. “Is there any more you can share? What’s the atmosphere like at Berisha?”
Dardan. The secret video replays in her head.
He looked so sad, inexplicably sad.
The secret of the mysterious video seems right there. Just beyond reach. Brushing her fingertips, Maris can almost grasp it…
…when the room suddenly closes in. Walls shift, the floor tilts. The lights get brighter, bleaching her surroundings of color. Maris’s skull nearly bursts open from pain. Even the woman interviewing her seems to change, turning into a demon set to feast on her soul. Maris nearly leaps out of her seat, heart thumping like she’s run a marathon.
“Are you okay?” Vankirk’s eyes glitter. “Is something the matter?”
“We’re all devastated, naturally,” Maris snaps, ignoring her question. Her hands go to her temples, trying to squeeze the pain away. “And no—I have nothing more to say on the subject.”
“It must be bittersweet, getting the top job because your brother died.”
Right for the jugular. Maris has to physically restrain her hand to keep from slapping her. She sees now why this Vankirk woman jumped at the chance for the interview: it’s such a juicy story. For someone with the guts—or lack of empathy, some might say—it’s the kind of story that could make a career. That’s the only way to get ahead, particularly if you’re a woman: you have to be willing to work dirty. To climb over obstacles—hell, to set them on fire. She could almost admire Vankirk for her chutzpah. If, in the moment, she didn’t hate her so much.
Perhaps sensing she’s pushed too hard, the reporter decides to lob a softball. “But now you’re the first female CEO of Berisha. It must feel pretty good, circumstances notwithstanding. It’s about time, eh?” She grins conspiratorially.
That’s more like it. Score one for us girls. Girl power! We’re on the same team, bitch. She wants to answer cheerfully, nice and upbeat. But her head fizzes, a strange feeling creeping through her skull like an actual chemical reaction is taking place. Maybe someone slipped something into her drink.
Dardan, Dardan, Dardan.
The brain holds so much. Lies and truths and memories and things we wish were only nightmares. But it’s the truth that wants to get out. It slithers behind Maris’s eyes and over her tongue and pushes behind her teeth. Open up.
Is this what it feels like to be possessed? She breaks out in a sweat.
She wants to run from the room before she’s able to speak. Her legs are weak, though. Her knees feel like jelly, her ankles like pudding. Her body—flawlessly made up, coiffed, and dressed—conspires against her.
We like to think we’re in control, but really, we control nothing.
She is shocked at the words that come out of her mouth: “That’s not what’s going on. Not really. They want me to marry so they can put my husband in charge.”
Vankirk is stunned into silence.
Now the door pops open and Sally Bright hustles in so fast that you’d think there was a fire. She practically lifts Maris out of her seat to usher her out of the room. “I’m sooo sorry, but I’m afraid something’s come up that requires Maris’s attention,” the director says. She is obviously lying. “My assistant will be in touch to reschedule.” There is nothing the journalist can do but scowl and start packing up her things. Maris doesn’t shake her hand as she’s rushed by.
“Where did that come from?” Sally hisses at her once they’re in the hall. “What in the world possessed you?”
That’s exactly what it feels like. Like she’s been possessed. “I’m not feeling well,” Maris mumbles.
“You think your father will believe that? Honestly, Maris…I don’t know if we can keep her from including what you said in her story…”
Maris jerks her elbow out of Sally’s clutches. “I don’t think you’ve earned the right to talk to me in that tone of voice.” She would never act this way with Zef. Is it too much to ask for a little respect? Sally draws back as though she’s seen a snake. “You will tell my father that I came down with a sudden illness. Something that made me loopy…Tell him I didn’t know what I was saying.”
Because she didn’t. But she cannot explain why.
“As for the reporter…Threaten her boss. Tell her the company will never cooperate with the newspaper again if they go negative. We sponsored one of their big corporate events last year, didn’t we?” A hundred thousand dollars for a table at the banquet and ten plates of bad chicken. “Tell them we need to approve the article or they won’t see one cent from us ever again.”
Sally is aghast. “Maris, they’ll never agree to—”
“I don’t care. Tell them.” Maris’s head is screeching. The pain is unbearable. She turns on her heel and stalks away before Sally can say another word.








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The invitation comes by way of voicemail. How Andy Garrison managed to get Maris’s private phone number, she has no idea. This is probably the same way Garrison got in touch with her brother, she figures. How he put the bug in Dardan’s ear to betray their father.
His voice is gentle and friendly. “Hello, Maris, this is Andy Garrison. I apologize for calling out of the blue like this, but I have an urgent matter I’d like to discuss with you. I’m sure you’ll agree that it’s time our families put an end to this ugly feud, and under the circumstances I think you’re the right person to talk to. If you’re amenable to meeting, please text me at”—he recites a string of numbers—“and I’ll send a car to pick you up. I hope to hear from you real soon.”
Maris looks at the transcript on her phone before putting it face down on her desk. Garrison’s invitation leaves her feeling…not cold, exactly. Anxious. Wary. What is with Garrison’s fascination with the Berisha children? Dardan, she could see—Dardan and Conner were close. She was just Dardan’s little sister. Honestly, since Conner’s death, she’s blocked him out of her mind.
She would like to ignore the call. What good could come from talking to him? But she’s also curious to find out what it’s all about. She rationalizes any contact as exercising her new power. By defying her father and meeting with his nemesis, she’ll prove that she’s not her father’s marionette.
She taps out a text to Garrison: I’ll drive myself, thank you. Where and when do you want to meet?
His response is instantaneous. He suggests a date and time and provides coordinates that lead to a small town about an hour outside of the city. There’s no offer of a helicopter, as there had been for Dardan, which she finds mildly insulting.
She instructs Keeley to block out her calendar for the appointed day and to mark it private. She decides to go by herself because she doesn’t want even her driver to know where she is going. The fewer people who know, the better. Zef may be unwell, but he’s still alive. Even a wounded scorpion can sting.
The drive takes longer than she expects, probably because she hasn’t been behind the wheel of a car in months. It takes miles and miles before she feels comfortable, and she drives slowly because it will do her no good to show up for the meeting with her blood pressure sky-high. Also, at the last minute, she had slipped a tiny handgun into her purse. She’s never even pulled a trigger, not once. She doesn’t know why she brought it. It certainly doesn’t make her feel any safer. If anything, it makes her feel at greater danger.
GPS takes her to a gravel road in a forested area. After fifteen minutes of driving through woods and past weathered red barns, she comes to a driveway with stone posts on either side of the entrance. Her car shudders over the uneven ground, and she’s relieved when she gets to a building at the end of the drive. It’s large and square and doesn’t look like a house. It could be an old county municipal building, sided with cedar shingles now gone dark brown with age. The trim is painted hunter green, and it’s surrounded by pine trees and wide swaths of dead needles. There are no cars in the pebble parking area, no sign that Garrison is already here, though Maris is nearly an hour late.
She gets out of her car reluctantly and approaches the front door. It swings open at her touch, like something out of a fairy tale. “Hello?” she says as she steps over the threshold. Inside, it’s much nicer than you’d think to judge from the exterior. The walls are paneled in a good wood, well cared for. There are clubby leather chairs and braided rag rugs on the pine floors. There is an enormous fieldstone fireplace dusty from generations of use. The space smells of beeswax and wood smoke.
She hears footsteps before she sees Andy Garrison come around the corner. “Maris? I’m so glad you’re here,” he says, reaching out to shake her hand.
She barely touches his hand, then drops it. “Why don’t you tell me what this is all about so we don’t waste each other’s time?”
But he seems to ignore her and turns to lead her deeper into the building. “An interesting place, don’t you think? It used to be the town meeting hall. That was before World War I. Then it was a facility for the Boy Scouts to hold regional jamborees and such, and then it reverted back to the town. Now it belongs to a local nature conservancy. We’re sitting in the middle of five hundred acres. Can you believe it? I’m a member of the conservancy—it’s main donor, truthfully—and so I’m allowed to use this facility from time to time for my own purposes.”
Maris isn’t sure what Garrison hopes to gain with the folksy spiel. Does he want her to believe he’s a harmless, civic-minded, nature-loving coot? She knows better than that.
He sits in one of the leather club chairs and gestures for her to take the one closest to him. “Please accept my condolences for your brother. What a terrible loss.” His expression is one of contrition, but also—curiosity. “Have the police been able to figure out what happened?”
Maybe that’s why she’s been summoned: inside information. “Not yet.”
He leans back in the chair, settling in for a cozy chat. “They don’t think it was suicide, do they? A young man like Dardan, with so much of life ahead of him…it doesn’t seem likely. What does that leave? An accident? I find that just as hard to believe.”
Maris wants to tell him to stop fishing for answers. He won’t get them from her.
He leans forward, inching closer to her. “This whole thing might be hitting me harder than you might imagine because, well, it’s reminding me of Conner’s death. That’s one thing your father and I have in common now: we’ve both lost our sons.”
He’s clearly playing for sympathy. Maris grits her teeth. Conner’s death is old history, and she didn’t come here to absolve Andy Garrison. “Is that why you asked me to meet you? Just to tell me you’re grieving, too?”
He doesn’t seem offended in the least. “No, Maris. I want to make the same offer to you that I made to Dardan. I hear you’re going to take your brother’s place. That’s great, but you’re going to face the same obstacles he did. Your father’s not going to let you take over any time soon. He’s going to hold on to the reins for as long as he possibly can. How long do you think you can wait, Maris? I sense that you’re not as patient as your brother was.”
He thinks he knows everything. “My father’s taken Dardan’s death pretty hard. Maybe he’s not in the same place he was with my brother. I think he realizes that he can be hurt, too.”
Garrison hesitates a beat. “He’ll recover. Zef is pretty tough. He’ll get better and he’ll hang on to the CEO suite. He has even more incentive now. Your brother spent five years working at your father’s side, gaining his trust. You’re starting from scratch.”
She crosses one leg over the other, jiggles her foot. This is a waste of time. She wants to leave. “Why don’t we cut to the chase, Mr. Garrison? You didn’t bring me out here to give me free advice.”
Garrison tilts his head and studies her. “That’s insightful of you, Maris, because I am offering you something…I think that together, we can get your father to step aside. That serves both of us, wouldn’t you say? And once your father is out of the picture, things don’t have to be so adversarial between us. Maybe we could talk about a deal. We’re going to be launching a new enterprise artificial intelligence platform before the year is out. A whole suite of tools. We could use a partner for distribution.”
Tech is not something Berisha International has done, traditionally. She thinks that’s a weakness. Technology is the future, after all, but she’s never been able to convince Zef, who prefers to trade in things people need for their daily lives and doesn’t trust a product he can’t hold in his hands.
She hopes Garrison can’t tell how interested she is. “And what would you want in return?”
He adjusts his glasses on the bridge of his nose. There’s a new glint in his eyes, she notices. Sharp and a little bit rapacious. “I want you to help me prove that your father had something to do with Conner’s death. I want closure.”
This again. She has no patience for this man’s obsession. She came thinking it might be an opportunity to neutralize Garrison, get one knotty problem off her plate before she took over the company, but she sees she was wrong.
“Mr. Garrison, I’m not going to be able to help you. I was thirteen at the time and I was with my mother that night. My father was away on business. That’s all I remember.” She uncrosses her legs. “You’ve been hounding my father for years, and nothing has come of it, right? Maybe you need professional help. You need to accept that it was an accident and nothing more.”
Andy Garrison is probably not used to people telling him he needs his head examined. He lunges forward and clutches her forearm. “Maris—”
This is not a friendly squeeze. His fingers dig into her arm, and it triggers something in Maris. She leaps to her feet, yanking her arm to break free. She can’t believe she’s making the same mistake as Dardan.
She brushes past Garrison for the door, but he is on his feet after her. “I’m not crazy. I’ve gone over the facts from that night and something doesn’t make sense…Your father did something that caused my son to die. Haven’t you noticed that a lot of people connected to your family seem to meet unfortunate ends?”
She’s not going to respond. She’s going to get out of here as fast as she can. She’s going to drive away and hope she can keep Andy Garrison from blackmailing her. He has something on her now, just like he did on Dardan. I never should’ve come.
“You don’t have to protect him, Maris. You know he has people murdered, don’t you? Look at Hargrove. It’s all in the files Hargrove gave us. He brought us dozens of secret files. Didn’t Dardan tell you?”
No, he didn’t. Maris wonders what other secrets died with her brother.
She’s almost at the front door. She’s almost free…
“Your father’s been able to avoid justice for a long time.” Garrison is right behind her. Relentless. “You may not think much of me, Maris, but I’m going to get your father, with or without your help.”
She’s at the front door. She throws it open, then turns around, unable to resist having the last word. “Take my advice, Mr. Garrison. Just drop it. There is nothing. You need to drop this before you drive yourself insane.”
He looks at her, afternoon light flaring off the lens of his glasses. The glare obliterates his eyes so she can’t tell what he’s thinking. He just stares at her, unmoving. But then he opens his mouth, seemingly ready to argue his case—
—when he goes white in an instant, his face frozen. A hand clutches his chest. He staggers toward her, but she dances back, out the front door, out of his reach.
He’s coughing and sputtering, struggling to get a word out. At first, she’s confused: Is he choking? Does she need to give him the Heimlich maneuver? Then he drops to his knees, jaw clenched shut, lips pulled back in a grimace, eyes closed. His face is coated with sweat. Maris walks back in the house, then circles him in confusion. She doesn’t know what to do.
“Mr. Garrison? Are you all right?”
He falls face-first to the floor. Groaning, he rolls on his back. He goes into a spasmodic fit, heels drumming on the ground. He thrashes faster and faster, like he’s riding a bucking bronco. Maris can only watch, horrified, wringing her hands.
She should call an ambulance. He needs to go to the hospital, now. She starts to reach for her phone…but stops. Her father would go ballistic if he found out about the meeting.
She can’t make that call. There can be nothing tying her to Andy Garrison.
This is wrong. A man’s life should take precedent over her father’s wrath.
Everything is happening so fast. She cannot take her eyes off his face…
He thrashes like a tarpon being pulled out of the water. Fighting for his life.
She feels terrible. She should do something, but she can’t.
And then, just as suddenly, he stops. His chest heaves once, twice, thrice like he’s trying to throw something off him. Like there’s a heavy weight pressing down on his chest. His face is beet purple now. He can’t breathe.
He lets out one loud wheeze, and it sounds like a death rattle.
Maris stands over him and looks down. She doesn’t need to check his pulse to know he’s dead. She’s not about to leave fingerprints on the body.
Slow down. She tries to control her breathing. She needs her head to stop spinning. My
God, what have I just seen?
It was a heart attack. Did it look like a heart attack? She’s only seen one in movies and TV. This seemed so…violent. Like he was fighting someone—or something.
There’s still time to call for an ambulance. You have no reason to be worried. You had nothing to do with his death. It was a heart attack.
Or was it? Garrison was still an accomplished athlete. Jogged every day, swam.
A thought scratches in the back of her mind.
She looks for smoke. Just a trace of it…in the corners, floating above the body. Ashamed to give in to the foolish thought but giving in all the same. She doesn’t see anything, but she’s not sure what that means. If it means anything.
The next question—what if her father knows she was talking with Garrison?—freezes the blood in her veins. Or was it just a coincidence that she was here when it happened?
Maris runs out to her car, gets in, and locks the doors. Slow down. Breathe. She tries to stop shaking. Now that there’s distance between herself and Garrison’s body, she thinks about her reaction. Funny how she thought of the protector. Something unexpected and horrible happened, and she became a child again. Her childhood fears and superstitions leapt to the surface. Those things never leave you.
It’s only once she’s behind the steering wheel, teeth chattering, that she wonders if she’s left a trail. Wonders if there might be a security system in the building. Their meeting might’ve been captured on video. The police would want to know why she didn’t call for help. She takes a little comfort in the fact that there are no security cameras visible on the outside of the building. She wonders if anyone knows that Garrison came out here to meet her. If her name is on his assistant’s calendar.
She doesn’t drive away just yet. She slows her breathing, waiting for her heart to stop trying to break out of her chest. After the chattering subsides, Maris puts the car in gear and drives away. She’s going to pray that luck is on her side.

That evening, alone in her apartment, Maris gets a call from her father. FaceTime. Even a normal phone call is unusual, so this sets off warning bells. She doesn’t want to talk to him right now. He’ll see that she’s not herself, that something has happened.
Refusing his call is not an option, however. Taking a deep breath, Maris answers the phone.
Her father’s appearance shocks her: he looks even worse than when she saw him at the funeral. Pale and withered, his eyes sunken into his skull. His beard and his hair are all white now.
“Andy Garrison is dead,” Zef says flatly. “Walter called me just now.”
“That’s terrible.” What else can she say? She doesn’t want him to be able to tell from her face that she already knows. “How did it happen?”
“We heard that it was a heart attack.”
Maris could cry with joy. That means Zef had nothing to do with it. It was just her wild imagination, too little sleep and too much worry. The man’s body gave out on him—it’s as simple as that. “Oh—that’s so sad.”
He takes a deep breath. “You may hear something in the news. The way Garrison died…it may look suspicious.”
Oh dear. Maybe not as straightforward as that.
Her heart starts to hammer in her chest. This could be the moment she’s been waiting for her entire life. She wants her father to tell her the truth. She wants to ask him if the protector is real, if the thing that has hovered in the back of her mind all these years really exists and, if it does, what that means for her.
She wants to know why they could never be a normal family, why he never loved her when that was all she wanted, why everything has always been so fucked up between them.
She wants to know if the money and power were worth it. The words are fighting to get out of her mouth, but she keeps them inside. Smothers them. Because asking is frightening. Knowing is frightening.
Instead, she says, “How are you doing, Dad? You don’t look so good.”
He grunts. “My son is dead. How do you expect me to be?”
Sadness washes over her. She’s so tired of fighting for his attention, of giving in time after time to this animal instinct to beg for her father’s love. Crawling back for more, only to be kicked in the belly.
If she had any sense, she would leave. Get away from her doomed, cursed, irredeemable family while she still can.
But a tiny voice chastises her: Don’t give up.
You are so close to winning. To showing everyone that they were wrong to overlook you. That you are the best.
At what price? Hasn’t she eaten crow over and over, swallowed every insult, sublimated her wishes and her pride and done as she was told just to hang on to her place at the table?
It would be ludicrous to throw it all away now.
She sighs. “Okay, Dad, try to get some rest.”
But he doesn’t hang up yet. He’s looking down at his hands, which means he’s not looking directly in the camera, and Maris doesn’t know if it’s the angle or just that she’s never seen her father this way before, but he looks…different. Not angry, not stewing, not hurried. He’s at a certain kind of peace, but what it means…she can’t tell.
He wants to tell her something, but he’s hesitant. “What is it, Dad?” she asks.
His gaze flicks up. He’s looking right at her. For the first time in a long while, his eyes are not roiling. Not electric with rage. They are sad, but peaceful.
He sees me. Maris smiles.
“Take care of your mother. She will need you.”
What? “What are you talking about, Dad?”
“Sleep well, daughter,” he says before cutting off the call.








CHAPTER NINETEEN
Then
The library in the Berisha household occupies a large room in the front of the duplex. Its high walls are covered with bookshelves. Its windows overlook Central Park, and looking up, you’d assume that the Berishas were scholars. So many books on full display.
But six-year-old Maris knows the truth. The library is for show. Mama likes magazines, but she has never come into the library. Zef only reads newspapers, from what Maris can tell. Maris is the only member of the family who reads books.
Maris loves to sit in the big chair with a storybook of Greek mythology spread across her lap, turning the pages for hours, running her fingers over the richly drawn illustrations, rereading the stories until they have become imprinted on her brain.
Her favorite story is about the Minotaur. The illustration captivates her, the vaguely grotesque figure with its muscular human body with a huge bull’s head on its shoulders. She stares at its eyes and feels pity.
The longer she stares into its eyes, the more Maris realizes that the Minotaur reminds her of her father. The stockiness of the body, the frowning set to its mouth, and those furious eyes. Even the way the creature carries itself, hunched over and defensive, always ready to fight.
It could be Zef. Zef is a Minotaur.
Of course Maris knows better than to say this aloud. After all, the Minotaur is a monster—obviously—but she doesn’t think that about Zef. She loves her father fiercely.
One afternoon while Maris is reading, her brother, Dardan, wanders into the library.
Dardan has never been much of a reader, despite his desperate need for others to think him smart. Which means he has come looking for her because he is bored and wants to tease her for entertainment. Her skin crawls. Maris overheard her brother and his friends making fun of her. She can’t understand why her own brother wouldn’t stand up for her.
She tries to ignore him as he leans against her chair, his shadow falling across the pages, blocking the lamplight.
When he sees she is reading about the Minotaur, he wrinkles his nose. “You should read one of the other stories. Mother wouldn’t like you reading that one.”
“Why not?” Maris is disappointed that this sounds like a whine, even to her. Why won’t he just go away?
He points to the illustration. “Can’t you see? The Minotaur is a freak.” Dardan is always trying to trip her up, to make her feel inferior. And what is the point? He won at birth: He’s a boy. She is not. He’s going to inherit everything; she’s not sure what she will get, if anything. “Where do you think it came from?”
Maris has read the story, how Minos, the king of Crete, begged one of the gods to send him a white bull. (A strange request, she thinks, of all the things a king could ask for. How about a good harvest? Peace throughout the land?) But the bull is so beautiful that Minos can’t bring himself to sacrifice it, as he promised. This displeases the god, who—knowing exactly how to hurt a mortal man—decides to make the king’s wife fall in love with it. And then the queen has her workers make a hollow cow so that she can “love” the bull—this part Maris doesn’t understand, no matter how she tries, but it gives her a strange, disquieted feeling nonetheless—which results in the birth of the Minotaur.
It’s one of those stories (and the picture book is full of them) that makes no sense but is presented so matter-of-factly that Maris has no choice but to assume it’s true. At this age, that’s what life is to Maris: a puzzle to be pieced together in the hope that it will make sense when it is made whole.
“It’s half man and half cow,” Maris says.
Dardan scowls. “I know that, dummy, but where did it come from? Don’t you know how babies are made?” He says this as though she is the stupidest person in the world.
Of course she doesn’t. No secrets are given up readily in this house, and that seems like the most important one.
Or maybe the second most important one.
“The queen and the bull had sex,” Dardan says, his voice dropped to a whisper. His tone implies that something bad happened. Maris has heard the word sex before but has no idea what it means. And how could she, in a family like this? Except for these stolen hours in the library, Maris’s reading material is carefully curated. She is not given free rein to watch television or movies. She is being kept dumb.
“You’re such a baby,” Dardan says. She wants to tell him that it’s not her fault. The adults in her life conspire to keep secrets from her, and she has no idea how to break past the barrier they have erected around her. Even at this tender age, she senses that nothing good comes from stunted growth, from being kept needy and dependent.
“You’re reading a dirty story. I’m going to tell Mother what you’re doing.” Dardan’s voice recedes as he goes in search of Olga.
Maris sighs. This means a stern talking-to from Mama. Then the book will be put on one of the highest shelves where Maris won’t be able to reach it.
She pets the picture of the Minotaur, but inside, her heart pings. Soon, she will never see it again. She can’t bring herself to be parted from it.
Again, she sees her father’s face in the illustration. Poor Minotaur.
Very, very carefully, she tears the page with the picture on it out of the book.
With the book surrendered on the chair, Maris hurries up to her bedroom. She needs to hide it before her mother comes looking for her.
Years later, Maris learns the rest of the myth of the Minotaur, how the king of Crete sent the children of his vanquished enemy down into the maze to appease the beast, which fed on human flesh. Once she knows that, she’s not sure how to feel about the Minotaur, resemblance to Zef notwithstanding. Until that point, Maris had felt sorry for it, trapped in a maze beneath the world of humans (its half-kin, after all; always, always, always family first).
But as it turns out, it is repugnant. A thing to be feared.
Only a true monster eats its own kind.








CHAPTER TWENTY
Now
Two weeks pass. The phone on the nightstand wakes Maris. Mama, the screen reads, glowing in the dark as Maris fumbles to answer.
“Your father is dead,” Olga says.
Her mother waits while Maris fights for consciousness. She hasn’t been sleeping well since Dardan’s death and Garrison’s and has been relying on alcohol to knock her out. “Mama, it’s barely eight o’clock…”
“Nina called.” Nina is Zef’s housekeeper, an Ecuadorian woman who has been in Zef’s employ for fifteen years, the last five as his live-in housekeeper. “She found your father in his bed. She wants to know if I want to come over before Dr. Zachary arrives.” Zachary is the family’s private doctor.
Why is it so hot? With great effort, Maris pushes the heavy duvet off her body. Must. Wake. Up. “Dr. Zachary is on his way?”
Olga sighs. “Maris, I cannot do it. I cannot face that. But someone from the family needs to be there. Will you go for me?”
“Me?”
“Maris, I never ask you for anything, but I am asking you for something now. You will know what to look for. It must be you.”
She has no idea what her mother is talking about. What should she look for? Is there going to be some kind of sign?
Still…she’s pleased to be asked. She’s the only one strong enough to deal with something of this magnitude.
God knows Nora couldn’t do it.
Then there was Zef’s cryptic message the night of Garrison’s death. Take care of your mother. He was trying to tell her.
Maris brushes her hair out of her face. “Sure, Mama. I’ll go right over.”

Nina answers the door. The woman, normally very no-nonsense and utterly professional, is a mess, eyes wild, face devoid of color. Maris has to yell at her to get her to calm down enough to speak. She twists her fingers as she answers Maris’s questions. No, Dr. Zachary has not arrived yet. Zef is up in the bedroom, alone. Nina looks up at the ceiling when she admits this. At first Maris thinks it’s guilt—though why Nina would think the family would expect her to sit with the body, she has no idea. Then it comes to her as she climbs the stairs: it is terror. Nina is out of her mind with fear.
Maris thrums with nerves as she climbs the staircase. She tells herself that it’s normal for Nina to be worried. It always was inevitable that life would change once Zef was gone. As much as Maris has waited for this day—no reason not to be honest, has longed for this day—she’s also afraid of what comes next. Of life after Zef.
The first thing she notices once she’s in the bedroom is an odor. Evacuation of the bowels, she guesses. She’s never been around a dead person except after it’s been taken care of by morticians, and she’s always wondered if that was an old wives’ tale or not. It’s not as strong as she expected. Maybe because Zef had barely been eating since Dardan’s death. There was probably next to nothing in his system.
At first, she doesn’t see him, which is weird because all her life, her father has been a big man. He’d shrunk these last few weeks, though, shriveling up like a cancer patient. All she can see is a lump under the white duvet in the center of the enormous bed. She thinks she sees a stain working its way up through the duvet. Brownish-red. Blood?
She grips a corner of the comforter and, before she can think too long about it, jerks it back.
There is her father, lying on his back. Or she assumes it’s Zef. It’s hard to see her father in the mound of red pulpy flesh. He looks…Exploded is the only word she can think of. Ripped open, his rib cage is exposed, the sternum obliterated.
But that’s not the worst.
His head is destroyed. A mass of half-congealed blood like he was shot at point-blank range. Her heart beats wildly in her chest. There is no natural cause for this. It looks like Zef was torn apart, completely destroyed in a fury by someone who really, really hated him.
Take care of your mother. But Zef could not do this to himself.
No child should have to see their parent like this. She fears for a second that she will faint…but no. After everything she’s been through the past few weeks, she’s tougher than that. She turns away from the bed and takes deep breaths. Keep it together.
Is it possible that a gun could do this kind of damage? It’s got to be plausible. She remembers Zef being accused of being the Albanian godfather. Maybe he had a secret relationship with organized crime. The business is far-flung; anything is possible. But she sees no holes in the walls, no fragmented wood where bullets might’ve hit, no broken glass. She searches under the duvet, roughly, giving the body wide berth, but there is no gun. No gun on the floor or under the bed, either. She doubts Zef would’ve shot himself this badly and then been able to crawl back into bed, especially not without leaving a trail of blood.
Lastly, she sniffs. She can’t admit it, but she is scanning the air for a wisp of black smoke.
Trembling sets in as Maris thinks about what probably happened in this room.
Maris goes downstairs. She can’t stop shaking.
Nina stands in the foyer, her coat on, obviously ready to bolt. Maybe she is hoping Maris will say it’s okay for her to leave. Instead, Maris waves for her to come over.
“Did you see him?” she asks.
Nina nods vigorously. She makes an effort to remain calm, taking a deep breath before answering. “I got up at five thirty a.m., as usual, and started making Mr. Zef’s orange juice. Normally he rises at six o’clock, but since he’s been sick, he’s barely gotten out of bed, so…I didn’t think about it until seven o’clock, seven thirty, when I realized he still hadn’t buzzed for me. I started to worry that something had happened, so I went up and knocked on the door, and…that’s when I found him.”
“Did you cover him up with the duvet?” Maris says. Otherwise, there’s no way Nina would’ve seen the body.
She closes her eyes against the sight in her head. “I didn’t want Mrs. Berisha to see him like that.”
Maris bites the knuckle of her index finger and starts to pace. “And you heard nothing in the house last night?”
She shakes her head, shiny dark brown hair bobbing. “He was alone up there, I swear. I didn’t hear anything all night”—Nina’s small suite is on a lower level, and she’s the only live-in staff—“and the alarms didn’t go off. It was quiet.”
“And no one came to the door, no deliveries, nothing?” Maris is not sure what she’s hoping to hear. But the housekeeper keeps shaking her head. No, no.
“Nina, I want you to tell me…think very carefully, please…” Maris takes a deep breath. She has to know. “Did you notice anything funny when you went into my father’s bedroom?”
At the word funny, Nina creases her brow. “I didn’t touch anything. It was exactly the way it is now. Except for the duvet.”
“I’m not accusing you of taking anything. Was there an odor or any smoke in the room? Anything at all?”
Nina rubs her hands over and over, two squirrels chasing each other. “No, Miss Berisha, but…I was in shock, you know? From the minute I saw him. I mean…” She shakes her head to drive that sight out of her mind. “What could do something like that? Only something inhuman…Debe haber sido el diablo.”
At that minute, the doorbell rings. Nina slips away to answer it, and a moment later, Dr. Zachary walks into the living room. He’s a young man, confident-looking, smug in that way some physicians can be. He wears a black overcoat and carries a satchel. He looks like an old-timey doctor. The older patients probably expect that.
He nods at Maris. “Is your father upstairs?”
She leads, though she’s sure the doctor knows the way. She waits outside in the hall, hugging herself tight. She doesn’t want to see the body again—the lump of meat that bears little resemblance to her father.
Noises float out as the doctor moves around the bed. There’s an excited murmur—a squeak of fear?—but it’s snuffed out quickly. The man is paid a lot of money to attend to the wealthy and powerful. If there’s one thing the superrich insist on, it’s discretion.
Still—what he’s seeing has got to strain belief.
After a few more minutes, Dr. Zachary steps out, closing the door behind him. He’s white as the duvet on Zef’s bed and looks to be having a hard time keeping it together.
“Did you find the body?” he asks softly.
“No. Nina did. You can talk to her, but…what I want to know, Doctor, is what killed my father?” What could’ve done that, she means. She’s not sure what she wants the answer to be.
He blinks. “I—have no idea.”
“Is there a reason to call in the police?”
That draws him up short. He gives her a queer look. “I—I don’t see any way around it. It wasn’t due to natural causes, obviously.”
“But you won’t know until there’s been an autopsy.”
“I’m not allowed to do an autopsy. That would have to be done by the medical examiner.”
An autopsy would be a disaster. Maris’s head spins. Does she really want to try to circumvent the law? If they’re discovered, there will be hell to pay. On the other hand, she knows the family won’t want a police investigation.
She thinks she knows what is responsible, and there is no way to explain that.
The time has finally come for Maris. She has seen enough: the whistleblower, Garrison, and now her father.
She is ready to believe.
The only question in her mind is whether her father commanded the protector to kill him, or if the protector had somehow slipped its leash and decided to kill Zef itself.
If that’s the case, they could all be in trouble. Her, Nora, Olga.
The protector will come for them.

She stays at Nora’s house late into the night.
It’s been a rough day for Maris. She waited at her father’s with Dr. Zachary for the mortuary to pick up the body. She’s pretty sure she just bought Zachary a very nice vacation home with what she paid to convince him to sign the death certificate, swearing that Zef had died from natural causes. She contacted the same funeral home that handled Dardan’s service. This was a bit trickier, as she didn’t know how morally flexible the director would be. She expected her plan to fall apart at this point, but the funeral director’s answer to her every question was of course and anything the Berisha family requires. A huge payoff was not required. Apparently, discretion is the byword of the funeral business.
Olga never did come over to see the body before the hearse took it away, nor does she say anything when Maris tells her that she ordered a cremation. “We can still put the urn in the family crypt,” Maris says to her mother. “I just don’t think we want it to be possible to retrieve the body, if anyone starts to ask questions.”
At Nora’s house, Maris hugs a bottle of scotch to her chest. It’s been over twelve hours, but glistening red pulp still dances before her eyes. All this alcohol is inadvisable, but she has to find a way to make the visions stop. She would be grateful to fall into a dreamless sleep. “You’re lucky you weren’t there,” Maris says for the hundredth time. “I will never unsee that.”
“You believe me now about the protector?” Nora’s tone is almost smug.
Maris gives the tiniest nod. Nora chortles. She’s so rarely vindicated.
“How can you be so happy?” Maris groans. “You see what this means, right? If the protector killed Zef, it could kill any one of us.”
Nora stops chuckling. She bites her lower lip. That got her attention.
“The protector is supposed to serve the head of the clan. That’s how it works, right? So how could the protector kill its master?”
“I don’t know,” Nora says dully.
Maris rubs the heels of her hands into her eyes so hard that she sees white stars. She’s physically exhausted, but her mind races in a million directions at once. She’s about to inherit all the power she’s ever wanted and yet she feels helpless. How could Zef leave her like this? There is much she doesn’t know, not the least of which is how to take control of the protector. Is there some kind of secret ceremony? Words that need to be spoken, blood spilled? Does she sign an ancient book, swear an oath?
“I have to understand how this works. But who can tell me? Zef is dead. Who else would know?” She thinks fleetingly of the ancient priest at the Orthodox church. Surely he has been exposed to the ways of the old world. But…she can’t imagine opening up to him, admitting to what everyone has suspected of her family for so long.
Nora, with her legs tucked up beneath her, twitches like a rabbit. She chews the end of a lock of her own hair the way she did when she was small. “What about…Olga?”
Olga. Maris is dubious at first, but the longer she thinks about it, the surer she feels. Olga is no fool. And she and Zef plotted together to make their life work—Maris sees that now. Olga might not have had a say in all things, especially not the business, but when it came to managing the family and—most importantly—keeping the family’s secrets, Olga was right up there with Zef. She was complicit.
Olga it is, then. What other choice does Maris have?

The next morning, head pounding (a fistful of aspirin notwithstanding), Maris is at her parents’ house. Well, Olga’s house now. For thirty years, the world has known it as the glamorous penthouse owned by Zef and Olga Berisha. Spreads in Architectural Digest, photos every time a designer redid the interior. For most of that time, it has been Olga’s domain. Raising children, hosting the occasional dinner party or afternoon tea for society women or the children’s hospital or the opera’s fundraising committee. Now it well and truly belongs to her mother alone. It strikes Maris that, in some ways, Zef’s death will make little difference to Olga.
Ah, but Olga has changed overnight. She looks years older, a curse for someone as careful with her looks as Olga. Maris can’t help but wonder if this is what happens when you live so close to the supernatural. If your life is good fortune and beauty and long life until it isn’t, until the spell comes undone and it all comes crashing down on your head like in The Picture of Dorian Gray.
Olga rests on a divan in her bedroom. She is covered by a blanket, and at her elbow are a cup of tea, a box of tissues, and her cell phone. The screen lights up with texts every few seconds, but she ignores it. Behind her there are vases of the last of the cream roses from Dardan’s funeral, still hanging on miraculously, petals edged in sickly brown.
Seeing Olga so diminished, Maris feels protective of her mother for the first time in her life. Olga has been such a formidable force for as long as Maris can remember that it’s a strange feeling. “How are you doing, Mama?” she asks, kneeling beside the divan.
Olga’s hand flutters weakly. “It’s overwhelming. It happened so quickly.”
Maris scoots closer to her mother. “There’s something I need to discuss with you…” How to broach the subject of the protector…She’s been thinking about it for hours, turning it over in her mind, trying out the words, but now, in the moment, it seems impossible.
She sighs. She must just screw up her courage and plunge in. “Mama, look…There’s something I didn’t tell you about Zef, when I found him yesterday.” She averts her eyes at the last moment, unable to look at Olga. “He didn’t kill himself.”
Olga cocks her head quizzically. “But you said—”
“I was trying to protect you. But, Mama, what I saw yesterday…he couldn’t do that to himself.”
But Olga shakes her head like a stubborn mule. “No, no, dear…you don’t understand. After Dardan’s death, your father was…very sad. He blamed himself. He lost the will to live. It is very hard to hear that, especially for you, because you loved your father so very much, but it’s the truth. I could tell. Without Dardan, your father didn’t want to go on living.”
That stings. To hear that even in death, Zef chose Dardan over her. Maris sucks in a breath and holds it, damming up the pain until it fades away to a dull throb. But the pain is not Olga’s fault and she’s not going to punish her mother. She can’t describe the scene in Zef’s bedroom to Olga, damn her to carry that picture in her head for the rest of her life. “No, Mama. It was violent. The kind of violence…it wouldn’t be possible.” Olga takes in a sharp breath but says nothing. Because she understands.
Maris looks deeply into her mother’s eyes. It’s time to talk about the thing they could never talk about before. She’s finally going to know the truth. Will the walls disappear? she wonders. Will the fabric of existence change around her? The world she’s known is about to be replaced by another one, a strange one. She cannot think of anything more momentous.
She quivers with anticipation—and fear. “I’m going to need your help. I need you to tell me what you know. About it.”
Olga’s brows knit. She turns her face to the wall like a child who doesn’t want to hear bad news.
“Mama—please. It had to be the protector. There’s no other explanation. There’s so much I don’t know and Zef is gone. I need your help.” Cold fear starts to fill Maris’s chest, and once she’s opened the door to fear, she can’t stop it. It rushes in, swamping her. The pulpy mess in her father’s bed floats back into her memory, and she nearly throws up. Whatever it is, it is wild. It is dangerous.
Olga turns back to face her. Her expression is the most honest look Maris has ever gotten from her mother. Full of pain and regret.
Despite the wealth, the servants, and the houses, life for Olga was not easy. Maris knows this. She, too, had to keep the Berisha secret, to keep the world from knowing the ugly truth behind their power. But even if Olga was complicit to ensure her own survival, this is different.
Maris is her child. Help me, Mama. Speak.
Tears well in Olga’s eyes. “I know next to nothing about…the protector. It was your father’s responsibility. His burden.”
It’s true. It’s still a shock to hear her mother confirm it.
Olga smooths the blanket over her lap, running her hands over and over the cashmere for comfort. “Zef’s father started preparing him when he was sixteen. I think Agon had a premonition that he was not going to live to be an old man, and he didn’t. Your grandfather died when Zef was twenty-one. So, you see, Zef lived with this responsibility a long time. Almost forty years. It takes a toll. You must be strong.” Olga takes one of Maris’s hands and squeezes it. “That’s why it has always been a son to take over as head of the clan…It always had to be the strongest. They didn’t think a woman would be able to control it. Or to control themselves.”
Maris is taken aback. “What do you mean, ‘control themselves’?”
“Zef spoke of it to me once. When you have that kind of power, the temptation to use it is strong. It can be hard to resist and easy to abuse. It took only the slightest desire to set the demon free. Zef had to fight his worst impulses every day, every hour. That’s why he had to live apart from us, so in a moment of anger, he wouldn’t do something that he could not take back.”
In a moment of anger…She recalls the video of Dardan in the stairwell. The twist as he vaulted over the handrail. “What about Dardan? Do you think Dad might’ve been responsible for—”
“For your brother? No,” Olga scoffs. “But for himself?” She doesn’t say yes, only bows her head.
Oh my God.
“Do you think you can do it? Control yourself at all times?”
Maris wants to laugh. She’s had to control herself every day of her life. So little was expected of her when she knew she could do so much…She had been patient, held her tongue, lived in Dardan’s shadow, swallowed the insulting way she had been treated. In many ways, she was better prepared than her brother.
But…can she do it? It feels as though the floor has opened up under her. She has fallen into a deep pit, the walls soaring above her head.
And she is alone.
“You must be strong.” Olga squeezes her daughter’s hand again. “It respects strength. You must be like a lion tamer. If you cannot control it, then you are lost.”
“But how do I control it?” She feels what strength she has deserting her, leaking out of her.
“Think of your father. You will know what to do when the time comes.”
Maris feels the familiar chill come down between them. Her mother’s gaze skims her daughter’s face, and she drops Maris’s hand. Olga is done. She will say no more.
Maris suddenly wishes she could be a child again, that she could curl up in her mother’s lap and have her read a story to her. Sit together by the fire and hold the rest of the world at bay.
Maris wipes at her tears. God, she is so tired. “Mama, would it be okay if I moved back for a little while? Just until I get my bearings. What with Dad’s and Dardan’s deaths, I just need to get my head straight. I need—to be someplace I feel safe.”
But she doesn’t get the answer she’d hoped for. Olga withdraws into herself, hands folded on her lap. “I’m sorry, my dear, but you cannot come home. You must live on your own, just like your father did. For our protection. To keep the rest of us safe. We cannot risk…your ire. Even for a moment. You understand this?”
Anger simmers in Maris’s chest. “No, not really, but…okay.”
Olga strokes her daughter’s head. “This is what you always wanted, isn’t it, Maris? Well, now you have it.”
As Maris descends in the elevator, she slumps against the wall. For one moment, in private, she can let go. Embrace the despair that’s risen inside her.
Even her mother has rejected her.
She is alone, and she will be alone for the rest of her life.
She’s been angry at her mother many times. When she wouldn’t let her go to the Horizon Love concert with Nadia, when she wouldn’t let her keep one of the kittens that Angelo had found in the alley, how she looked the other way every time Dardan teased and ridiculed her. This time is different. What she feels is different. It’s actual hatred. It fizzes at the edges of her consciousness, like acid slowly dissolving paper. As it eats and advances, it gets stronger. She feels stronger. It’s not an unpleasant feeling. It’s like stoking an old grudge, running your fingers over a scar to remind you how you got it.
That’s when she realizes what’s happening. She’s never felt quite like this before. Her life is one long string of hurts and grievances, yes, but she’s never felt this sense of power. She possesses a certainty that she can do something to make the hurt go away.
The protector.
Fear jolts her out of her reverie. This is what it feels like. Its power is seductive.
But this is her mother. The thought is monstrous, barbaric.
The elevator doors open. Maris stumbles into the lobby of the building she thinks of as home, the only home she has known for most of her life, and she dashes for her town car waiting for her in the street.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Maris steals a glance from behind her sunglasses at the protestors chanting outside the Berisha headquarters. There have to be a few dozen total, all ages and races, but worryingly, the numbers have been growing daily. “Down with Berisha!” and “Lock them up!” drift over the concrete barricades as signs bob up and down. Berisha preys on its workers and Hold Berisha accountable. Their hatred is palpable, but she feels safe as long as she has her bodyguards, one in front and a second behind. They are former Israel Defense Forces. She’s been assured they’re the best. Having a security detail makes her feel like the president of the United States, surrounded by Secret Service. She feels invulnerable.
She wants to shout back at the protestors. We just interred my father’s ashes days ago! Have some respect! Let us grieve! But it’s pointless. Or rather, she is the point: they’re only doing this because they think she is vulnerable.
She’ll show them.
It’s been absolutely brutal since Zef’s death. Demands for information from the media, so-called family friends, and elsewhere have been nonstop. Because of the cremation, everyone assumes he committed suicide. The police have opened an inquiry. Sally has put an entire team on it, deflecting the press and asking for respect for the family’s privacy.
They’re all ghouls. Vultures.
Once Maris is in her office—Zef’s former office—she tells Keeley to hold all her calls and cancel her morning meetings. She’s going to try to nap. She hasn’t slept much since Zef died, maybe an hour a night. She doesn’t feel comfortable in her apartment. There’s a heaviness blanketing everything. A constant tug at her back. She can’t stop looking over her shoulder.
She drops her bag in the chair behind the desk and goes to the couch, a sleek modern piece upholstered in white leather. She stretches out to her full length. Kicks off her shoes and spreads her coat over her like a blanket. She might finally be able to rest here: it’s not the same as at her apartment. She doesn’t feel like she’s being watched.
But the noise outside the office suite keeps her awake (though it’s comforting, too, the jumble of voices reminding her that people are nearby). As she waits for sleep to find her, her gaze skips from one piece of furniture to the next like counting sheep. The big antique desk. The giant globe on its huge, claw-footed pedestal. The wall of photographs of her father with dignitaries, going back decades. Zef with the Shah of Iran, with Bill Clinton, with Bashar al-Assad, the president of Syria.
Ogre or monster or good guy (though she doubts that any world leader can be wholly good), it didn’t matter to Zef. He was the ultimate pragmatist. It does bear out what Nora said, at least a little: Zef was not guided by morals. The photos make her wonder if she will get her picture taken with presidents, too. Though she would rather have her picture taken with celebrities. Maybe even K-pop stars. She doesn’t see why not. They seem to matter more than politicians these days.
Still, everything reminds her of Zef. Maybe it doesn’t send the right signal. Maybe she should get rid of it all. She thought it would be nice to keep her father’s things, a signal to the employees that nothing has changed. But every piece seems to be as disapproving of her as her father had been. Are you really going to nap here in the office, in front of everybody, before you’ve done a lick of work? They’re going to talk about you behind your back.
Her phone vibrates on the coffee table. It’s a text from Nora. I saw the protests outside your door on the news. This is your chance. Hold a press conference. Tell them you’re on their side. Tell them things are going to change.
She stares at the words. Her sister is such a dreamer. So unrealistic. She can’t play into their hands, let them think that they’ve forced her to capitulate.
And she doesn’t have to. No matter what they do, she has the ultimate response. The thought sends two distinctly different chills down her spine. Pleasure at the knowledge that she holds the upper hand. And fear.
Maris tosses her phone back on the table and asks Keeley to summon Walter. He waddles into the office as Maris pokes at a bowl of yogurt with fruit that Keeley fetched for her breakfast. He must’ve practically jogged to get here this quickly. He takes the chair to her right at the conference table, huffing from effort.
“I want you to do something about those protestors out front.” She pushes fruit around with a spoon. She hasn’t had an appetite for days. Everything looks dead to her and, sure enough, the pulpy pieces of fruit look alarmingly like flesh. The Minotaur ate human flesh because it was unnatural, so its appetites were unnatural, too. She’s nearly faint from hunger but, nevertheless, pushes the bowl away.
“I’m afraid there’s not much we can do,” Walter says with a sigh. “The police say they’re within their rights as long as they stay on the other side of the barrier.”
“This never happened while Zef was alive. They’re only doing this because I’m young and a woman and they think they can push me around.”
“Or maybe they hope you’ll be more sympathetic.” When she doesn’t respond, Walter shrugs. “Ignore them. They’ll get tired by the end of the week and go away.”
“It makes us look bad. Eyes are on us right now.” She thinks again of that terrible interview in the Financial Times. That bitch Vankirk. No gender solidarity. Other financial outlets must be circling overhead like vultures, drooling at the prospect of getting their turn to tear into her. To ridicule her and attack the normally invulnerable Berishas.
Everyone has been waiting for their chance. Waiting for Zef to die.
She got her wish all right, and now it is just her alone at the top. Her throat constricts. “We need to do something.”
“Trust me, it’s better to do nothing. Once you engage with them, they know they’ve got your attention. Then they won’t give up.”
She cannot see her father taking Walter’s playground-level advice. Zef Berisha, who had his picture taken with despots and kings. He had been afraid of no one. “No—I need to show them that I’m just as tough as my father.”
“What do you want me to do, Maris? Turn water cannons on them? Pour boiling oil from the roof?”
For a moment, she is speechless. Walter is disrespecting her in her own office. She cannot believe he has the nerve to talk to her like this. He certainly never would’ve done this to her father. No one takes her seriously, it appears. No one.
She bets the protector would take her seriously.
“What did you say?”
Walter averts his gaze and waves his hands—as though that will make it all go away. “I’m sorry, Maris. Look—you’re not the only one who’s exhausted. I’ve been working nonstop since your father’s death, trying to get things under control. Handling all these lawsuits that those protestors are squawking about, the police inquiry, responding to press.” Now that he mentions it, he does look bad. Pasty and sagging, aging decades overnight. God, what is happening to everyone? “Just don’t do anything—okay? And if you are tempted to do something, talk to me first.”
This is when Maris sees it: there is fear in his eyes. Fear and caution.
He’s afraid of Maris. Afraid of what she might do.
For the first time, she wonders if anyone outside the family knows about the protector. Walter has worked for Zef for as long as Maris can remember. It would make sense that Zef might’ve told him about it, or that Walter might have witnessed something and drawn his own conclusions. He’s not a stupid man.
But—no. Walter Slocomb prides himself on being the ultimate pragmatist. He is not the kind of man to believe in an otherworldly power. Even if the protector materialized before Walter’s eyes, he’d probably check himself into a sanitarium before he’d believe in the supernatural.
It’s a funny thing. Since Zef’s death, Maris has felt her connection to the protector grow stronger by the hour. It’s got to be part of the process. She is bonding to the protector, her consciousness being woven with its. She can see that soon, it’ll always be there, waiting on her bidding. It is a truth she simply feels. The Berisha legend, whatever it is, is uncontestably hers. The thought is both thrilling and frightening.
With that realization, however, comes the feeling that she is not alone. She had been too hasty thinking she would be alone for the rest of her life. Her bridegroom is a thousand-year-old demon. It has moved into her home, checked out its new surroundings, observed the rhythms of Maris’s life. Even though it hasn’t shown itself to her yet, she knows it’s there. Watching her. Learning about her.
Her housekeeper has noticed the chilling presence and commented on it, but Maris told her it was only grief. Grief can change the atmosphere in a house. The woman has accepted that for now, but Maris knows it’s only a matter of time before she quits.
The shadow is power, a power that is hers now. As afraid of it as she is, Maris is also longing to try it out. Because what is power if you don’t use it?
The news is on the television, and it shows the protestors outside Berisha headquarters. Bearded youths in beanie caps with homemade signs. The sight rankles Maris anew. How easy it would be to summon the protector. She could take them out with an illness, a plague that would only affect people who speak out against Berisha. She could wish for a car to plow into them; it would be gratifying to watch them scatter like mice. Or she could ask for a traffic helicopter to fall on them. Her ability to smite her enemies is boundless.
This is fun.
She looks up to find Walter still staring at her. His face shows what he is thinking.
Walter Slocomb could be a problem. She decides to needle him. To remind him who is in control. “What do you think I’m going to do, Walter? What are you afraid of?”
But he is not going to play her game. He gets up and heads for the door, not waiting to be dismissed. All the while, he averts his gaze. Doesn’t look back at her. “Like I said, Maris, call me if you get any ideas in your head. Before you do something that we can’t undo.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
The days start to blur together for Maris.
There is plenty to learn, of course. Every day brings something new for her to gnaw on. She loves that part: sitting in her father’s chair, being advised by Ajax, Walter, and Sally on one matter or another. She is so serious, so grown-up. You’d never guess she was only twenty-five years old. It affirms that this is what she was born to do: run her family’s business. Apparently, she really had learned at Zef’s knee, whether Zef had intended this or not. She’s a natural. It confirms what she’s believed all along, that she was destined to lead and not Dardan.
The hard part is dealing with her second shadow. The struggle to control her thoughts and especially her emotions is constant and exhausting. Just yesterday she let herself be distracted for five minutes…One of those terrorists camped out in front of the building accosted her in the lobby, called Maris a baby murderer before a guard could usher the man outside. That fizzing sensation had started to rise inside her, her anger about to release before she realized what she was doing.
She decides to stop by Nora’s place on her way home. There’s no one else to talk to about what she’s going through, the frankly herculean patience she must exert daily in order to avoid a bloodbath. There’s no one to give her credit except Nora.
She breezes through the lobby of Nora’s building and uses the key to Nora’s private elevator. Luckily the walls are lined with wood, not mirrors, so she doesn’t have to look at herself. She’s well aware of how bad she looks. Huge dark circles under her eyes that no amount of makeup can hide. Bloodshot eyes. A nervous tic in one eye. Not sleeping or eating will do that to a person.
She steps out of the elevator into the apartment. It looks like nobody is home. The lights are dimmed. Nora doesn’t keep live-in help. She says it’s because it’s exploitive, but Maris isn’t fooled. Her sister likes her privacy, for obvious reasons.
Maris is about to leave when she hears a noise from Nora’s bedroom. It’s nothing—almost. It sounds like a rustle of fabric, perhaps a curtain caught in a blast of air from a duct or a piece of clothing slipping from a hanger to the ground. Or perhaps her sister doesn’t want to talk to Maris and is hiding like a child, crouched behind a piece of furniture and holding her breath.
Maris is not in the mood for foolishness. She needs a sympathetic ear.
She marches into the bedroom. It’s a mess, as usual. The bed is not only unmade, but looks as if wild animals have burrowed there. There are clothes strewn everywhere. Streaky, empty glasses loiter on nightstands, on the floor. The air smells of body odor and cigarette smoke. The room could use airing.
Again, Maris is about to leave when there’s another noise, closer this time. She follows it to the ensuite, thinking she has found her sister, only to see…Ricardo.
He takes a step back and bangs into the huge vanity, a sheepish smile on his face. “Hi, Maris,” he says. His voice is very small.
She folds her arms across her chest. “What are you doing here? I thought she dumped you already.”
Color rises to his cheeks. “Yeah, uh, no. She didn’t.”
“And how did you get in? Bribe the doorman?”
He brushes hair away from his eyes. Boyishly endearing, but she must ignore that. “She gave me a key.”
She’s wanted to be a grown-up about being dumped, but it’s been hard. In weak moments, she’s perused Ricardo’s social media and caught glimpses of things she recognizes in his photos. The back of Nora’s head, a corner of Nora’s apartment, one of Nora’s favorite clubs. Each time it hurts—though oddly enough, it makes her madder at Ricardo than at Nora. She’s not sure why. Maybe because it’s easier to be angry with him. She needs her sister.
“Surely the gigolo’s code prohibits sleeping with more than one member of a family.” Seeing him has brought back the moment when she found him asleep in this bed, Nora next to him, smiling. The sight brought up so much anger—an intense anger that she’s somewhat surprised to learn is still with her.
She unfolds her arms, shakes them out. Tries to defuse this mounting pressure inside her. So much repressed emotion, it’s overwhelming. She doesn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
Ricardo tilts his head and looks at her with something like—pity. “Look, Maris, I’m glad you’re here because it gives me the opportunity to apologize. I didn’t plan any of this, you should know that. It just happened.”
Natural disasters “just happen.” Not fucking your girlfriend’s sister. She doesn’t want to hear his insincere apology. She barely can, because the ringing in her head has suddenly gotten much, much worse. It’s like her skull has been taken over by a swarm of angry hornets. She claps her hands to the sides of her head, trying to hold it together in the face of this sonic assault.
Ricardo leans forward tentatively. “Are you okay, Maris?”
No, I’m not okay, you fucking leech. “I don’t want your help.”
Her jaw is clenched so tightly that she’s afraid her teeth might crack. Jesus, the pain!
Still—she’s going to say her piece. She’s going to stand up for herself. Wrestle back a piece of her dignity. “What do you think…that Nora is serious about you? You think your chances are better with her? Is that why you did it?”
He jerks his head back. “What? No…It’s…for fun, Maris. Like with you and me. Good times. Only your sister and I are better suited for each other. You must see that.”
“You were no fun, Ricardo.” She wishes that were true. “With you, it’s all take, take, take.”
The pleasant look on his face dissolves. She’s hit a nerve.
“I was about to get rid of you anyway. But now you’ve attached yourself to my sister, like a tick. A parasite.”
He’s mad. He glowers at her. “I didn’t ‘attach’ myself to Nora. She came on to me. That’s right: she started it. If anyone betrayed you, it was her.”
Maris can barely breathe. The pressure in her body is unbearable. Everything is clenched. It’s so physical—it can’t be just her emotions. It’s got to be some kind of illness, something that comes on fast and locks your jaw and makes you see pure white, makes your ears ring and your head throb with pain.
This might be what it feels like to die.
But at the same time, she’s aflame with anger. She’s so angry—and frightened by what’s happening to her—that she can’t move. She’s paralyzed.
Ricardo stops arguing. “Maris, are you okay?”
Help me. She can’t tell him. Her tongue is swollen.
She’s speechless. She thinks of Andy Garrison.
Too late, she realizes something has taken over.
Ricardo stops and rears back, his face contorted in a mask of fear. He’s not seeing her anymore, the girl he fucked and partied with for seven months. He’s looking at something he doesn’t understand. He’s backing up, trying to get away, but she stands between him and the door. She can barely see him now; he’s just a vision through a dirty glass.
No, it’s smoke. She’s surrounded by a cocoon of smoke. It swirls around her like a cyclone, a whirlwind. Peels off her in curls. It feels like she’s being flayed alive.
It’s so powerful. She can feel its power as it manifests itself, filling the room. She is a little thing next to it. She’s frightened—how could she not be? It is a giant force. Unnatural in its strength. Like facing a tsunami.
Finally, she sees it. The protector.
Until this moment, she really wasn’t sure the story was true.
Ricardo is on his knees, pressed against the wall. He looks up at the black cloud massing over him. Whimpering.
Her stomach drops. She knows what the protector has come here to do—she summoned it, after all—but she didn’t intend this. She didn’t know how easy it would be to raise it. After seeing her father…and Garrison…and those pictures of the whistleblower, Maris has no desire to see another person killed before her eyes.
Even Ricardo. But she cannot turn off her anger that easily.
Like her father.
She reminds herself that she is in control. If she wills it away, it should leave him alone. She has the power to kill him, but she has the power to spare him, too.
But then she thinks: How can she explain this to Ricardo? He is a witness now. He will want answers. He will talk about it—that’s the kind of person he is. He won’t be able to keep this secret; he might even sell his story to the tabloids.
No, no, no. This is a disaster. What can she possibly do?
Then—she knows.
There is only one thing she can do.
She exhales in surrender.
She doesn’t want it to hurt. However the protector takes care of it, she doesn’t want Ricardo to feel pain. She can do that for him, at least.
Make it quick, make it painless. Take him away so I don’t have to see him. So Nora doesn’t find him in her apartment.
She hears a whimper, but it’s muffled. It’s a small sound, an expression of helplessness. No screams, no begging.
When Maris opens her eyes, Ricardo is gone.








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Then
Maris, twelve, sits in an office in the old Orthodox church’s basement.
A small room that’s been fitted with a desk and a couple ancient wooden chairs, it appears to be used for storage, too, with stacks of cardboard boxes pushed up against one wall and a set of shelves loaded with cleaning supplies. There are no windows and only a single overhead bulb for light. Dust in the air makes Maris sneeze.
She’s walked ten blocks from home to the church by herself, not wanting her mother to know. Maris never comes to church by herself. She thinks it’s pretty, but there is something about it that she doesn’t trust. She’s heard her father say mean things about the priests, call them leeches and complain about their interference in the diaspora community. But there is no one else she can talk to about this particular subject aside from her mother, Olga, and she knows she would not get a straight answer from her, and so here she is.
She tells herself she is a brave girl.
A priest shuffles into the office. Maris had braced herself for the old priest. The old priest, the head priest, is frightening. On Sundays, he’s a walking cadaver dressed in the heavy ceremonial garb of his office, his face dominated by a wiry white beard. His eyes are getting milky but still manage somehow to be harsh. Eyes that can see your every sin, your every trespass.
Instead, she’s gotten the younger priest. Maris doesn’t know if she’s insulted or relieved. This younger man is far less frightening. He’s not dressed in the embroidered robes that she sees every Sunday: he’s in a plain black cassock, black pants. He has a cocky air about him. He smiles at her as he takes a seat.
“Maris Berisha, to what do we owe this honor?” His smile is forced.
Maris is there because of what her friend Nadia said. Nadia’s family is also Albanian. They met at church, in fact. Occasionally, Maris is allowed to go to Nadia’s house to play, where they listen to music in Nadia’s bedroom and talk about their favorite movie stars. Two weeks ago, however, Nadia said something that Maris cannot stop thinking about. The two girls were having a slight tiff, a disagreement over the desirability of Ye-Jun Choi, one of the members of K-pop boy band Horizon Love. Nadia was getting increasingly mad at Maris, who refused to agree that Ye-Jun is the cutest member of the band, so Nadia blurted out, You know, there’s a reason nobody likes your family. Why no one will go near you or talk to your parents at church. You’re cursed. Your whole family. You’re mean and you’re cursed.
Maris has turned this over and over in her head ever since. How can this be true? Her parents have always told her that the Berisha family is blessed. And how could you believe otherwise? They are one of the wealthiest families in the world. Loved by all. She remembers the trip to the old country, people bowing, lining up along the road to watch them pass. Though now that she thinks about it, there were no smiles on those faces. No, they stared curiously as the car passed, as though watching an exotic animal at the zoo. Some made the sign of the cross.
She tells the priest what Nadia said. He wears his fake smile the entire time. “Well, the curse…that’s just a rumor, isn’t it, Maris?”
But Maris presses. She senses there is more to it, a secret that no one will dare tell her. A reason why few people come over to talk to Olga at church, a reason the Berishas seem to be held apart from the rest of society. “There’s no truth to it at all?”
The priest’s smile falters and his eyes darken. He glances over his shoulder before leaning forward to speak in a low tone: “Well, there is a story from the mother country. Hundreds of years old, as old as your family itself. In the story, the head of one of the Berishas’ rival clans dies. In an act of charity, the head of the Berisha clan offers to take in the last male of that rival clan, a child, and to raise the boy and provide for his family. The widow agrees and sends her son to live with your ancestors. Only a terrible thing happens, and the boy dies while in the Berishas’ care. The widow is bereft. She is too old to have any more children. The rival clan will now die out, and she blames the Berishas. She believes they killed the boy to exterminate a rival clan. And so—legend has it—she puts a curse on your ancestors. She binds a demon to the head of the Berisha clan, a man renowned for his fierce temper. The demon will feed off the headman’s temper, killing anyone who displeases his master. In this way, the entire Berisha clan—as they bicker and fight among themselves, as is their nature—will be killed off. A fitting punishment, the widow decides. Only, it is said, the head of the family was so evil and corrupt that he figured out how to make the demon obey him. And instead of killing off the rest of the Berishas, it protected them, helping the clan defeat its enemies to become one of the most powerful families in Albania.”
The priest sits back, his story over. Maris doesn’t like the look on his face, so smug, pleased to have said this scandalous thing (surely a lie!) to a Berisha. Happy to finally say the thing that no one else has had the nerve to say.
Her heart hammers in her chest. She feels her anger well up like a storm but somehow manages to hold it in. And through the pounding of her blood and the crashing in her ears, Maris realizes the truth in what the priest has said. Not all of it, but a kernel.
The Berishas do have legendarily bad tempers.
And people are afraid of them.
When Maris doesn’t run crying from the room but instead frowns—a thundercloud frown like Zef’s; her father would be proud—the smile on the priest’s face falters, then fades. He draws back, resuming a proper distance. “But this is only a silly old wives’ tale,” he quickly adds, “made up by people who envy your family. This is because the Berishas have always been very clever and very lucky, and people are jealous of those who are cleverer and luckier than themselves. You must pay no mind to these stories, Maris Berisha. It is nothing but gossip and mean-spiritedness.”
But Maris doesn’t stop frowning at the priest. “That’s a mean thing to say about my family. I don’t believe you,” she says to him.
The priest’s face grows ashen. “Of course, of course…It’s just as I said, a story told by those who are jealous of your family. Your generous and merciful family.”
She rises from the old wooden chair. He escorts her to the door, nearly tripping over his own feet. “You’re not going to say anything about this to your parents, are you, Maris? I was only trying to answer your question.”
She leaves.
She waits until Sunday evening to tell the story to her father, Zef. His face grows dark and troubled when she tells him she went to the church by herself.
“I was brave, Father, wasn’t I?”
“Yes, brave, but never go out without one of the guards again.”
And when Maris tells her father what the priest said about the killing of the boy from the rival clan and the curse, his face grows even more stern, more frightening. He admonishes Maris not to listen to the priests, who are like gossipy old women.
“There is no curse, only a blessing. Be grateful for the Berisha family’s blessing.”
Next Sunday, the old priest announces that the young priest has been sent away to a new congregation, and he is never seen again.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Now
Maris sits at her desk. Outside the expanse of floor-to-ceiling glass, the sky is gray, portending a late-autumn storm. Good; maybe it will drive away the protestors who continue to throng in front of the entrance. The crowd has grown since another death was reported at a Berisha clothing factory in Nepal. A thirteen-year-old boy was accidentally caught up in one of the machines and torn to pieces. A tragic story, but hardly the Berisha family’s fault that the boy had to work to support his widowed mother and sisters. They can’t take care of every widow and orphan in the world.
She is nodding off in her chair. Her sleep is all messed up now. After what happened—the disappearing, she calls it—she’s having a hard time. She’s started taking sleeping pills, but they’re not working the way they should (and she can hardly blame them, under the circumstances). The lack of sleep has gotten so bad that she’s afraid she might be starting to hallucinate. Ricardo’s face, made gruesome with fear, will flash before her eyes at inopportune moments. Or Zef’s red, pulpy body will suddenly appear on the floor in front of her—watch your step! She will jump or flinch, and the people around her—bodyguard, Keeley, Walter—will look at her like she’s lost her mind.
She’s also afraid of what could happen while she is drugged because she has caught the protector hovering over her in bed. At least she thinks it’s the protector. Nothing else could be responsible for this heavy presence, the feeling of a huge weight pressing down on her. When it happens, she pretends to be asleep (though she’s not sure that it’s fooled), peering through slitted eyelids in the hope of catching a glimpse of whatever haunts her. Why is it watching her? She cannot imagine what it will do next.
So far, Nora hasn’t complained that Ricardo is missing. Hasn’t mentioned him once. Maris is afraid he’ll suddenly turn up. Dead, his corpse turned inside out or exploded like Zef’s. Or alive, but driven insane by the experience. It’s impossible to say where the protector has taken him or what it’s done.
Having this power isn’t at all what she thought it would be. She is terrified to her core, 24/7. Terrified of the protector. Not to mention the actual summoning—it was painful. She’s not sure she wants to go through that again. Once the protector started to materialize, she was nothing more than a conduit…a portal, yes, that’s it. She couldn’t have stopped it if she tried. You could argue that what happened to Ricardo wasn’t her fault. She was helpless.
It’ll get easier. It must. The fear and guilt will eventually give way. This is her birthright, after all. Many Berishas before her weathered the transition. Endured the pain, learned to control the demon. She will, too.
She is weepy with exhaustion. Her weary head is just about to hit the desktop when the door to her office opens. It’s Walter, carrying a laptop. He closes the door like the fussy old woman that he is before approaching.
“I’ve told Keeley we’re not to be interrupted.” He is visibly nervous. Sweating. And yet there is a familiar air about him. Not about to abandon his duty. He was like this when he had to deliver bad news to Zef.
She notices for the first time that he is wearing a charm against the evil eye on a leather thong, like something you’d pick up while on vacation in the Greek isles. He’s wearing it as a bracelet. It peeks out from under his cuff. She tries to remember if she’s seen him wearing it before. As though that tiny thing will do him any good.
He puts the laptop on the desk in front of her and flips it open. There’s a video cued up on the monitor. He presses the PLAY icon.
The video starts. It’s Dardan in the stairwell. Her stomach lurches to see her brother’s face in the familiar footage. The last time she saw him was when she peeked under the lid of the casket. The police weren’t kidding when they said a thirty-five-story drop did terrible things to the human body. Every bone in his body was broken, many shattered. Limbs were twisted, parts broken off. It looked as though someone had tried to put all the pieces in their proper places, but the result was something inhuman. It’s a sight that haunts her dreams, along with Zef and Ricardo and the whistleblower. Those nights when she’s able to snatch a little sleep.
But here on the computer screen, Dardan is alive.
She pushes the laptop away. “What’s this about? I’ve seen this footage a hundred times already…”
Walter cocks his head like a schoolteacher. “So, you admit you had the security guard send you the video from the stairwell? That’s a criminal offense. Impeding a police investigation.”
“It’s our footage. It belongs to Berisha. We can do what we want with it.”
He slides the laptop back in place, a parent determined to make the child take her medicine. “I can see why you wouldn’t want the police to get their hands on this.”
Why would he say this? “This video proves nothing…”
Walter starts the video again.
She watches. Yes, it’s the same footage: Dardan pacing and seeming to be talking to himself. Maris girds herself as it approaches the moment when Dardan does that strange vault over the railing. It’s so hard to watch.
But something else happens. There’s movement from off-screen, and suddenly she flashes through the frame, hurtling toward Dardan, her arms outstretched.
This is impossible.
She fumbles with the keys to make the footage go back. She plays it again. It is her, unmistakably, pushing her brother over the railing. She goes back again. “This isn’t…This isn’t…”
“That’s you, isn’t it, Maris? Do you deny it?”
The smudge is gone. She slows it down, then slower still. Where did the smudge go?
“This isn’t the footage. I’ve seen the footage…This has been tampered with…”
“I’ve had it reviewed by a forensic expert. He says it’s authentic.”
Maris shoves the laptop away, sending it crashing off her desk. “Your expert is wrong. Someone is framing me. This isn’t real.” Her mind is reeling. The room spins around her in lurching, uneven loops. She’s going to throw up.
Walter makes a tsk-tsk sound as he stoops to pick the computer off the floor. “Maris, we need to talk about what happens next—”
“I’m going to find my own computer expert to look at it,” she snaps. “And what about this guy you hired? You’ve opened me up to the possibility of extortion, or worse. He’s seen it…How do we know he’s not going to go to the tabloids?”
“He’s not going to do anything of the kind. But that’s not the part we need to focus on, is it, Maris?” Walter’s tone is patronizing. He’s getting more confident that he’s in control.
Maris shoves back from the desk, slamming into the wall behind her. The pictures of her father with ogres and monsters rattle like sabers. Rattle like bones. “Walter, you can’t believe that this footage is real? Do you think I would kill my brother?”
Walter looks down at his feet. His face is grim.
“Walter! You’ve known me my entire life. Dardan and I had our disagreements, but I loved him.” The words slip out even though Maris is not sure they’re true.
She can’t believe this is happening. It’s a literal nightmare. “Somebody is trying to frame me. That’s got to be it. Someone in the company—”
“Maris, Maris,” Walters says, hushed. “Let’s talk about what has to happen next—”
“You’re not giving this to the police?” Her voice squeaks.
“We don’t have a choice.”
This is nonsense. She is the head of this company. He works for her. “Walter, I order you not to do that.” When she sees he’s not cowed in the least, she softens. “At least let me have my own expert look at it and weigh in.”
“It’s better not to wait on these things. It will look bad enough to the authorities as it is.”
She doesn’t care. The first thing she’s going to do is to fire that security guard for lying to her and not destroying the footage like she told him to. Of course he’s already proven unreliable…She might need to take steps to make sure he doesn’t try to sell the footage to one of these sleazy “news” websites.
A feeling of power rides up and down her spine, leaving her tingling.
She was right. It’s intoxicating, this feeling.
She feels like a god.
Maybe she didn’t give her father enough credit for using the protector as little as he did.
Walter freezes. Maybe he understands what he sees in her eyes.
Walter tucks the laptop under his arm and prepares to leave. “Maris, listen to me. You need help. Something inside you is broken. Do you understand? I don’t believe it’s your fault, but you’re not in a good place. I can’t let you…Not after seeing this…” He breaks off, choking. “I’m sorry, Maris.” She calls after him as he heads for the door, but he doesn’t stop.
It’s not until he’s gone that Maris realizes this is the first time she’s looked at the video and not felt the crushing pain in her head.

Less than a half hour later, Maris arrives at Nora’s apartment. She didn’t call first; she’s taking a chance that her sister will be home.
At least she doesn’t have to worry about running into Ricardo.
Nora answers the door in a silk dressing gown. There’s something off about her; she doesn’t have her usual energy. She’s moping after Ricardo, probably. She stands aside as Maris barrels past, dropping her coat and handbag to the foyer floor in order to head straight for the bar.
“To what do I owe the honor?” Nora asks as she follows her sister. “Let me fix you a drink. I’ll even use the good stuff.”
Maris rubs her forehead as she veers to the sectional. “Has Walter spoken to you?”
Nora hands her a glass. “No. Should I expect a call from him?”
Maris takes a big swig. Vodka. It goes down like medicine. Cuts through the confusion and fear, wakes her up like a slap to the face. “If he does, don’t take it. He’s lost his fucking mind.”
Nora perches on the far end of the couch, watching her. “What makes you say that?”
Maris’s cheeks flush hot. She doesn’t want to tell her, but…Walter is sure to. Better to get her side of the story in first. “He—he thinks I had something to do with Dardan’s accident.”
Nora laughs, albeit nervously. “Why would he think that?”
The video replays over and over in her mind. She darts in from one side, arms outstretched. Disappears off the other side. No smoke, no smudge. Where did it go? She has to tell all this to Nora; that’s why she’s here, isn’t it? “He’s gotten hold of this video—somehow—that makes it appear like I’m there. With Dardan.”
For a few seconds, Nora is speechless. She gawks at her sister.
“It’s a fake, obviously,” Maris says irritably. “One of those deepfakes or whatever. Someone is going to a lot of trouble to frame me.”
“But, Maris, why would someone want to frame you?”
“To get me out of the way, obviously. It’s got to be someone in the company who sees their chance to wrestle Berisha out of the family’s hands. Someone who wants to be CEO but isn’t a Berisha. Maybe even Walter himself.” The idea has just come to Maris. It could be true.
“I suppose…” Nora doesn’t seem convinced.
Maris reaches for her sister. Take my hand. “You don’t believe I had anything to do with Dardan’s accident, do you? We love each other, don’t we?”
“Sure,” Nora says slowly.
She gives up waiting for Nora to take her hand and turns her attention back to her drink. “It’s like something is out to get us. First Dardan, then Zef.”
Nora says nothing, but she seems dubious. It only makes Maris more irritable.
“Look, the important thing is that we stick together. You, me, and Mama. We’re the family—the only ones that count, anyway. We own the company. We have to stand up to Walter. We can’t let them force us out.”
Nora dabs at her eyes.
Ugh. Tears. Why is Nora crying? What thoughts are running through that crazy mind of hers? “Are you listening? If Walter calls, tell him he can’t make a move without our approval. Got that? I’m going to talk to Mama.” Maris puts down the glass and goes to pick up her purse and coat.
She stumbles slightly as she stoops in the foyer. That really was the good stuff. The vodka has gone straight to her head. Good thing there’s a car waiting for her.
Nora stands in the living room. Oh, the look on her face. She’s a little girl again. “It didn’t have to be like this, you know. If you’d listened to me. Done as I’d asked.”
Maris freezes. What is her sister talking about?
Though, in the back of her mind, she knows. She chooses to ignore it.
“It’ll be over soon,” Nora says. The elevator dings, the doors open. Maris steps inside, seething.
“I’m sorry, Maris,” Nora calls after her, but Maris is already gone.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Then
Nora insists that her earliest memory is from when she was three years old. She believes this, even though she’s been told it’s highly unlikely since we start losing our earliest childhood memories around the time we turn seven.
But she remains adamant. She remembers the room where it happened in excruciating detail, though it has been completely redesigned since then. There were, she says, dark burgundy walls and velvet drapes over the windows. A fire crackled in a fireplace that is no longer there. She remembers sitting on the floor in front of the fire playing with metal toy animals, the kind that are only made by old-world craftsmen in Austria or Bavaria. Horses, cows, gigantic pigs, even goats, all heavy for their size and painted with lavish detail, like museum pieces. They had belonged to her father and his father before him, which sounds sweet and romantic until you realize they aren’t the kind of thing you should give to an unsupervised toddler, because a toddler would put them in her mouth. They are too big to swallow, but the old paint probably has lead, and apparently no one thought twice about it at the time. Or didn’t care.
She also remembers being alone, even though her parents swear that could not have been the case. Nora recalls being left alone a lot. In this instance, there was no sibling left to watch her, no nanny. Just a toddler left by herself in front of a huge, open fireplace that she could easily crawl into.
Her parents’ voices are audible in the background. They are in the next room, with the door between them ajar. The fact that they are having an argument is unremarkable; what is remarkable is that Nora remembers the exact words they said. Or so she believes. She can still recall the exact tone and pitch of their voices.
She tilts her little head on its wobbly stem to listen better.
“Remind me again why we had a third child.” It’s her father’s voice, slurred with drink. He’s argumentative, snappish. “Especially a second daughter.”
“It’s not as though I can control the sex of the child,” her mother says in a softer tone of drunk than her husband.
There is silence. Even baby Nora can tell Olga doesn’t want to have this conversation.
“What if something happens to Dardan?” Zef continues. “We have all our eggs in one basket.”
“Then there is Maris,” Olga says patiently.
Zef snickers. “Maris is a girl.”
“Yes, but…” Olga starts out hopeful but then doesn’t finish the sentence. “She is good, our Maris. Smart. Understands responsibility to family.”
“Yes, fine, but…we need another son.”
Then Nora’s mother does something that she never does, something Nora will never see her mother do again.
She resists. “No, Zef. Three is enough. I have given you enough.”
“But two are daughters. My mother had five children. Three sons.” The implication being you can never have too many. Nora will understand this later: you can never tell with boys. They do foolhardy things to test the limits of their mortality—or rather, they think they are immortal like gods. They race motorcycles in traffic, pick fights, take too many drugs. One of Zef’s brothers didn’t make it to adulthood, falling off the roof of the family’s chalet in Gstaad one moonlit night, trying to impress some girl.
“I want another son,” he prods.
“No.”
“You cannot tell me no.” There is a challenge in his tone.
Olga manages to soothe him. The voices quiet. Nora thinks they have fallen asleep when she finally hears her mother murmur, “I’ll make a deal with you, Zef. We will have another child if something happens to Dardan. I will give you another son. And if, should that happen, I am too old to have children, you may pick out the woman who will bear you more children, and I will say nothing. I will accept these children as my own.”
Whatever Zef’s answer is, it’s too low for Nora to hear. But somehow, her three-year-old brain remembers the important part of her father’s words. She remembers the terrible, crippling pain that shot through her like a wildfire. Her father did not want her. He wanted a boy.
Her father’s cold indifference seeps through the walls. In later years, therapists will tell Nora that something like this could not fail to harm a child. To know you are unwanted. It’s one thing to grow up without a father’s love when the father is dead: it’s another thing entirely to feel this indifference when he sits across from you at the dining room table.
Nora will remember her parents’ conversation for the rest of her life.
Nora has abandoned the toys and is staring into the flames, when smoke starts to mass in the room. It’s not coming from the fire. Nora stares at the growing cloud in wonder as it materializes before her, black smoke spinning and growing like cotton candy clumping around a paper cone at the fair. The cloud grows and grows until it is in the shape of a man.
Years later, Nora will think about why her father sent the protector, because send it he did. The protector has only one purpose. Was Zef sending a message to his wife? Or getting a head start on thinning the herd?
The shape looks down on her. Baby Nora should be afraid, but she isn’t, and that’s because the man-shape is looking at her. Sees her, is paying attention to her. She doesn’t know yet what the protector is for.
And Nora is so lonely. She cries for her siblings to come over and play with her, but they do not. She cries herself to sleep in her crib at night, alone in the nursery with her wails bouncing off the walls, hoping someone will come in. But no one does.
She smiles at the man-shaped thing in front of her and reaches up with pudgy baby hands, imploring the man-shaped cloud to pick her up. Even at that tender age, she senses they have something in common.
Play with me. Be my friend.
For a long time, the cloud man does nothing. Nora has the impression that he’s trying to make sense of her.
Deciding.
Maybe the cloud man is a little bit lonely, too.
After a while, he reaches out an ephemeral hand in return.
What Nora learns later is that for the first time in a millennium, the protector defied his master. Luckily for Nora, the treasonous exercise of his will didn’t register with her father—that’s how comfortable Zef has grown with his power.
Later, when he sees that his wish hadn’t been executed, he decides that maybe he had been rash. After all, he has his ace in the hole: Olga has agreed to give him more sons—one way or another.
Zef has no idea what started that day.
The beginning of the end of the Berisha empire.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Now
Maris wakes up.
She’s groggy, her head full of cobwebs and darkness, and it takes several minutes before she’s able to focus her eyes. However, she doesn’t need to see to know she’s not at home. The air is full of alien and unpleasant odors: disinfectant, occasional notes of other people (sweat, musty fragrances, garlic), stale recycled air.
Her mouth tastes horrible, metallic and chemical. Her head aches like she’s been in a fight. Bruised. Tender. Complaining. Actually, she aches all over.
Her surroundings are unfamiliar. It’s obviously not her spacious Upper West Side apartment. The walls are close, the ceiling low. Noises leak in from beyond the walls, unfamiliar voices. Raised voices.
She can remember nothing: how she got there, where she was before she lost consciousness, why she hurts. What day it might be. Nothing.
She tries to sit up but is stopped. There are restraints on her wrists. She yanks at them, disbelieving, but they don’t budge. Her biceps complain: apparently, she’s been yanking against them for some time.
When she can finally make her eyes work, she sees that she’s lying on what looks like a hospital bed. It’s stiff and uncomfortable. The restraints are fastened to railings that run the length of the bed on both sides. She’s covered by a cotton sheet and a thin blanket, much laundered.
Was she in an accident? But there are no tubes attached to her hands. No hanging IV bags. No monitors, no beeps and whirs. The room looks less like a hospital than a cell. It’s small, with no windows. The walls are stark and naked. No artwork, no television. No other furniture except a small table beside the bed with a variety of typical accoutrements like a plastic pitcher and sippy cup. A bedpan.
There’s no button to call a nurse.
Yelling does no good. The sound of her voice bouncing off the bare walls quickly becomes depressing. It sounds so tiny. And helpless.
The last time she was conscious, she was one of the most powerful people on the planet. She was the head of one of the biggest, richest companies on earth. And she had a power at her command the likes of which had never been seen.
The answer comes to her. The protector. It should be able to get her out of this fix.
Try as she might to re-create the feelings from that time in Nora’s bedroom, however, she cannot. It’s not that she can’t remember how she made it happen: that combination of rage and sickness and fear is burned into her memory. It’s just that she feels…impotent. It could be the restraints or the circumstances, but she can’t muster the exact same level of energy as before. What she feels is despair, not anger.
No, no, no, no.
Just as she’s about to try yelling again, the door opens.
Of all people, it’s Nora.
She barely looks like herself. All her spikiness has been smoothed. She looks normal, her hair pulled back into a sleek ponytail, her makeup subdued, her clothing nondescript.
The door closes behind her. She’s alone.
She walks toward the bed but stops about three feet away. Her expression is wary. “How are you feeling, Maris?”
Maris jerks one of the restraints. “How do you think I’m feeling? What the hell is going on? Where am I?”
“I’m afraid you’re at a psychiatric institution. Not a private one, alas. We had no choice in that. The police insisted.”
Maris’s stomach drops like an untethered elevator. “What are you talking about? The police?”
“They said you might not remember what happened because of the sedatives. You’ve been taken into custody. For—you know—Dardan’s murder.”
Walter. Suddenly, Maris feels very hot. She’s burning up.
She strains against the padded cuffs. “Nora, we talked about this. Remember? Walter’s trying to steal the business from us. We were going to stand tough. Together.”
Nora presses her lips together and gives a little shake of her head. “I saw the video, Maris. I saw what you did with my own eyes.”
Maris’s head spins. It starts to pound the way it did before, whenever she thought of Dardan. That head-splitting pain. “That’s impossible. I saw the video, too. But it’s changed, Nora. I swear it’s changed. Someone tampered with it to make me look guilty. To make it look like I’m responsible.”
Nora starts to pace around the bed. Her heels make a gritty click-click-click sound against the bare concrete floor. “Here’s the thing, Maris…You are responsible. Someone did tamper with the footage. I did. I had the protector hide what you did. That was the anomaly you saw. The smudge.”
Maris’s jaw drops, but no sound comes out. For one long moment, it feels like her brain has become disconnected from her body.
What…
What…
What…
Nora keeps walking, not looking at her sister. “I had the protector suppress your memory from that night, too, but make no mistake…You did kill our brother. You were so mad at him for figuring out a way to get out of your trap. You are most like Dad, you know. Of all of us. Perhaps it was right for you to inherit everything.”
Maris feels herself slowly reintegrating again. Her stomach roils. There’s a fizzing in her brain, a crackling. She is burning up. The power is coming back—thank God.
She will have the protector tear Nora limb from limb. She will even watch.
Click-click-click. “I’m really sorry about this. What you need to understand is that you brought it on yourself.”
A flare of white-hot anger obscures Maris’s vision. “What?”
“I gave you every opportunity. You remember, don’t you? I told you we didn’t have to be like this…That we didn’t need to be vicious on top of being avaricious. Once you were in the CEO’s suite, you could change things. You could be fair, you could be just. You could do good deeds. But you wanted no part of that. You just wanted your turn at being cruel.”
Yes, Maris remembers those talks. She just thought Nora was being Nora, softheaded because of her soft heart. “What about Zef? Did you kill Dad?”
Nora’s face falls. She twists her fingers as she paces and talks. “Me? No, that wasn’t me. Olga was right. Dad did it to himself. He was so upset over Dardan’s death…Maybe he believed it was suicide and blamed himself…I don’t know for sure. All I know is that he turned the protector on himself. He didn’t want to live anymore. Who knows, maybe he’d had enough. I think the protector was only too happy to accommodate him…”
Maris stills, remembering the scene in Zef’s bedroom. She knew as soon as she looked at the body. She knew. She just didn’t want to accept it.
Nora stops pacing. She’s shoved her hands into the pockets of the trench coat. “So, here we are. Walter was able to come to an agreement with the police. Officially, you’re here for evaluation, but it’s already been decided that you’re going to be found mentally incompetent to stand trial. They’re going to let us put you into a private institution at that point, a special place that’s very secure and not as uncomfortable as this. But that’s it, Maris. You won’t be getting out.”
This can’t be happening. She was just getting started. She was going to take possession of the protector and wield its power the same as Zef, the same as all the men who’d come before him. She yanks hard at the restraints. “I don’t understand…Where is the protector? I’m calling it…Why isn’t it coming?”
The look in Nora’s eye is one of pity—there’s no other way to describe it. “Oh, Maris, you’re not the head of the family anymore. I am. Olga and I decided this would be best, once Walter showed us what you’d done. You don’t control the protector anymore. I do.”
Again, that feeling of falling. Only this time, it doesn’t stop. “That…that’s impossible.”
Nora shrugs. “Believe what you want. It’s true.”
“But how…how did you get it to change the video? How could you make it do anything? You weren’t the head of the family then.”
“Oh—that.” She starts pacing again. “Well, it turns out there’s more than one way to control the protector. The bond between the protector and the head of the clan is strong. But it only becomes that strong over time. After many, many interactions. In the beginning, you need this.”
Nora stops, again out of arm’s reach (an excess of caution, Maris thinks, considering the restraints). She pulls something out of her pocket and, very carefully, unwraps a small object. Cradling it in her hands, she holds it out for Maris to see.
It’s a strange, organic-looking lump. A piece of red fabric is wrapped around its middle like an obi, and the fabric is held in place with a gold cord. The cord is secured with a series of elaborate knots. The whole thing looks very, very old. The fabric is probably silk, but it’s dull, the color faded to a brick color. The gold of the cord is tarnished. And the object itself? She can’t tell what it is. It’s not hard, not stone or porcelain or anything like that. It’s not exactly soft, either. Leather, maybe. Dried out, but not completely brittle. It’s dark reddish-purple, irregularly shaped, and about the size of a child’s fist.
“Do you know what this is?” Nora asks, breathless. “It’s a thousand years old. These scraps of fabric and cord would’ve been important to whoever made it, maybe the most expensive and precious things that person owned. That thing at the center is a child’s heart. The silk is from the dress the mother wore at her wedding to the headman of her clan. The cord was part of the baby’s ceremonial costume when he was presented to the people of his tribe, the male who would one day be their ruler.”
The story the priest told her. It all comes back.
“That’s right: this was made by the mother of the boy killed by our ancestor.” Nora takes a step closer, bringing the object close to Maris’s face. How weird it looks, awkward and ugly. Not like the extraordinary thing it is. “This is what that mother used to bind the demon to our family. It held for hundreds of years. Her sorrow and anger were strong.”
Maris finally finds her tongue. “How…how did you find it?”
Nora gently wraps it up and puts it back in her pocket. “The protector told me, of course. Zef kept it hidden in a secret compartment in his closet. Because he didn’t need it, he rarely checked on it, and I was able to ‘borrow’ it. But I didn’t use it to do anything. I didn’t want to kill anybody. I only used it to talk to him.”
Maris jerks her head back. This can’t be happening.
“I was lonely.” Nora shrugs. Her imaginary friend.
She tightens the belt at her waist. She rubs her hands together like she’s washing them. All business. Over and done, on to the next. Maris is being relegated to the past—she can see that.
Maris rattles the bed frame. “Congratulations, I guess it all worked out the way you wanted it to. You won. And it only took killing your father and your brother, and putting me away for good, to do it.”
“Nice try. But it’s not my fault, I think you have to agree. I wasn’t trying to get anyone killed. If you think about it, that was mostly you.”
“So, you have the business and the protector. What are you going to do now?”
She looks down thoughtfully. “Well, I told you how I think the business should be run. I’m going to try to change things. I don’t think I’ll have any problem with Olga. We’ll see how Ajax and Walter react. Something tells me they wouldn’t mind if we did things a little differently.”
Maris snorts. “Well, you always have the protector if things don’t go your way. We’ll see how long you last before you have to summon it. Just like the rest of us.”
Nora smiles. “I’m not going to use the protector. I’m going to set him free.”
Maris goggles at her sister. The most powerful weapon in the world, one that she worked so hard for…and her sister is just going to give it away.
“He’s been chained to our awful family for a thousand years. He’s profoundly unhappy, Maris. He’s told me so. We owe him his freedom. I intend to give it to him.”
“You’ll regret it,” she snaps. “It’s a creature of pure evil. It’s going to turn on you the second it’s free. It’ll turn you inside out like Dad.”
Her hand is on the doorknob. “You don’t know him the way I know him.”
“You know, there are probably cameras and microphones monitoring this room,” Maris throws out smugly. “I’m under observation, after all. The doctors will have heard everything you’ve said.”
Nora looks at her as though she’s senile. There, there. “Weren’t you listening to me? That’s not going to be a problem. As a matter of fact, it’s already been taken care of. And I probably don’t have to warn you, but…if you tell anyone about our conversation, well, you know what they’re going to think. That it’s part of the crazy in your head, the same crazy that drove you to…” She gestures with outstretched arms, miming a push. “It’s not going to help you.
“Goodbye, sister. Try to use this time for reflection and self-improvement.”
“Nora, you can’t do this to me. We’re blood.”
Always, always, always: family first.
It hits Maris all at once. After being smothered by family her entire life, she is finally alone. It feels like an illness settled in her bones. Something she always thought she wanted—no Dardan, no Zef, no Olga, no Nora. Now she has it, and she doesn’t want it. It’s frightening.
“Nora, wait,” she yells, jerking at the restraints. “Don’t do this to me. Don’t leave me here—”
Too late. The door swings shut behind her little sister.
She’s gone.
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