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For everyone who has ever known the feeling that a place isn’t right.





ONE
THE SMELL OF SUMMER ROSES LINGERED LONG AFTER I’D LEFT the Oliver Bechler II Memorial Garden. I hurried through clusters of girls walking in groups of two and three along the stone paths, staring at the text message Ethan had sent me over an hour ago.
need to talk asap. call me when you can
I couldn’t find cell reception anywhere. A circle of giant silver statues loomed above me, their hands outstretched toward the bright blue cloudless sky, while a water fountain bubbled and frothed in intervals between their perfect metal bodies.
This academy certainly didn’t skimp when it came to decadence.
I had zero bars by the pond. White swans drifted across the tranquil water, side-eyeing me like proper mean girls while I strode past them, waving my phone around wildly like maybe that would help with my terrible signal.
Horrible scenarios played out in my mind. What if Ethan had gotten into an accident? Or what if something bad had happened to Mom? She’d dropped me off at Allegra Academy only a few hours ago. The highway back to Clarksville was terrible, especially since it also funneled city traffic.
I’d jumped out of the minivan without so much as saying goodbye to her, immediately checking in with a dance instructor instead. But what if Mom got into a car crash or something? What if it happened partly because of our fight on the way to campus? About how much makeup I was wearing.
Of all things to die over.
I knew it was easier to get riled up than to calm down. I breathed in and out, taking in my serene surroundings. Relax, I told myself.
The silver statues’ smiles remained perfectly placid. Birds trilled from pink flowering trees. Gleaming white steps led up to pristinely polished glass doors. Everything was in the right position. Well ordered.
Nothing bad could happen in a place like this. I knew this was going to be the perfect summer … just as soon as I confirmed with Ethan that no one back home had died or anything like that.
I finally found some signal once I got through the imposingly large doors of the main facility. The entrance bore the school crest—a white snake coiled above a red-and-white-patterned shield, flanked by black antelopes on their hind legs, with a banner below with the words PER ARDUA AD ALTA.
Through effort to higher things.
I fixed my posture reflexively, even though no one was watching me. A steady stream of air-conditioning cooled my flushed cheeks. My steps echoed against the floor, louder than I intended.
I felt severely underdressed in my simple floral-patterned shirt and matching skirt, even though there was no dress code outside of studio hours. The brochure encouraged us to “come as you are,” but apparently what that meant varied. Wildly.
I’d seen girls here with tennis bracelets and bags that probably cost more than our monthly rent. They were already posted by the reflecting pool, sunbathing on white beach towels. Some of them were even openly drinking wine.
They could afford to break the rules, but I couldn’t. So I snuck into the bathroom down the main hall. Once I was sure I was alone, I finally called Ethan back.
One ring. Then two. He finally picked up on the third.
<pg=>“I’m not supposed to be on my phone,” I whispered. “Is everything okay?”
His voice was muffled and distracted. Like it had been for the past few weeks. He sounded further away than ever. “Yeah,” he said, after a beat of silence. “Things are going great, actually.”
I knew he’d been busy between summer tutoring and working on his start-up. I had no idea what his business plan was, but he seemed confident in the idea of an app connecting students to whatever “virtual mentors” were supposed to be. And he was passionate about it, so I wasn’t going to prod too much.
“You’ve been a great girlfriend, Mars,” he continued. “Supportive and gorgeous. One of the hottest girls I’ve ever seen.”
“Well, yeah.” Then I frowned. “What do you mean, one of the hottest?”
A loud bang outside the door. Fuck. Someone else was coming into the bathroom. My brief respite of privacy was shattered.
I scrambled into the nearest stall, listening to Ethan tell me about how life had gotten a lot more complicated than he expected. The other person who’d come into the bathroom was also busy talking on the phone. Not a dance instructor coming to reprimand me, thankfully—but whoever it was sure was loud.
“It’s just six weeks,” I heard her argue. “We can make it work, Harper. I’ll be back in August.”
“Mars?” Ethan’s voice was a little hesitant. “So do you think you could give me your blessing?”
“What?” I’d totally missed what he’d said previously because of the sudden interruption.
“I want to stay friends with you,” he said solemnly. “You’re a good person.”
A horrible premonition was sneaking up on me. But it was hard to comprehend what Ethan was saying, especially with all the arguing coming from the other stall. I muted myself and tried to crane my head to see who the other person was, but the wall between us was too high.
“Could you please shut up?” I snapped. “I got here first.”
“Fuck off,” the other girl shot back. “I’m in the middle of an important call. It’s my girlfriend.”
“Well, I’m on a call with my boyfriend,” I said, before the realization set in.
I want to stay friends. Ethan was breaking up with me.
I unmuted. “What the hell?” I asked, exasperated. “Why?”
Through the unsteady connection, his sigh was tinny and irritated. I could picture him pacing his room, tapping his second-favorite ballpoint pen—Pilot G2, 0.7mm, because the Montblanc was an heirloom, just for display—against his desk like he did whenever he got annoyed. “I already told you why. Were you not listening at all? Madison and I have been getting really close these past few weeks. You’re both great girls, but I have to follow this connection and try something new.”
My mind drew a blank. I couldn’t think of a single Madison from our grade. In fact, there was only one person named Madison that I’d even heard of, and that was from Ethan himself. He’d mentioned her so casually that she didn’t even register until this moment.
“Wait, you’re breaking up with me to date the freshman you were tutoring?”
“Please don’t make me the bad guy here, Mars. We’ve known each other for too long to stoop to these silly games, right? I know this might be hard for you initially, but at least you’re away for the summer. I could even set you up with a mentor that specializes in processing relationship breakups. We’re actually starting to look for beta test—”
I hung up. Then I screamed into my own palm.
The other girl swore. “Damn. Could you be quieter, please?”
She hadn’t made a single concession for my call, so there was no reason for me to be courteous to her. As soon as I left the stall, I splashed my face with cold water from the bathroom sink and swiped a new layer of pink gloss across my lips.
The girl in the mirror looked good enough. One of the hottest, allegedly, if one could believe the words of a cheater. I was a little red-eyed, but I could always blame summer allergies if anyone asked.
I walked back through the long corridor, straightening my spine as I passed the bronze busts bearing the names of generous alumni. Here was a titan of industry, there was a philanthropist and lover of the arts. My steps were lighter this time around, befitting this hallowed institution.
It wasn’t until I got outside that my shoulders finally slumped forward. I blinked back humiliated tears. I knew I was in no condition to make small talk at the afternoon welcome tea, even though it was probably my best chance of making friends with any of the girls.
My boyfriend had just broken up with me. My mom was mad at me. And I’d probably already made one enemy at Allegra Academy, thanks to my outburst in the bathroom.
Maybe college admissions officers would be impressed by how fast I could ruin everything. Not only was I decent at taking tests, but I also excelled at alienating everyone around me. I played varsity when it came to talking back to my elders. I was the president of getting dumped. If I put the right spin on my situation—maybe I could stand shoulder-to-shoulder with girls whose mothers were on the board of trustees and whose family names were emblazoned across well-known institutions all over the world, from art museums and concert halls to banks.
Though if my experience at Allegra Academy so far was any indication, I knew I’d be on the outside looking in. Wishing, wanting, fuming.
Maybe I could pretend a little bit. I knew I could match these girls inside the studio, so why not on the outside as well? They didn’t have to know I was only here because of a scholarship.
And I would be damned if I let Ethan ruin my whole summer.
I did not flip off the hissing swans in the pond, although I was sorely tempted to. I followed the map an instructor had handed us during orientation, over a stone bridge, past the yellow daffodil hill, and into a greenhouse decorated with twinkling fairy lights.
Lush greenery everywhere. There were multitiered trays of tiny tea sandwiches, but no one was eating. Was eating considered gauche or something?
Someone—probably a music school student doing the summer gig routine—was playing early classical music on a harp. There were dark circles under her eyes and a coffee stain on her white collared shirt.
“Enjoying yourself?” a woman asked me warmly.
I’d been immediately spotted by a dance instructor. Her gauzy black dress billowed like a dark cloud around her. Despite the flowing fabric, it was clear she was wafer-thin.
“It can be overwhelming at first, but I’m sure you’ll settle in nicely, especially when you meet some of the other girls from your floor,” she told me.
I hated feeling so exposed. “How did you know I’ve never been here before?”
The woman sidestepped my question, but her eyes lingered on my clothes. Immediately, I made a mental note to never wear this particular outfit again.
I did not eat any of the tiny cucumber or egg sandwiches offered to me. I sipped tea gingerly and lingered on the outskirts of a few groups of girls. I excused myself whenever anyone used the word summering. To my knowledge, summer had always been a season, not a verb.
Pressure was mounting inside my chest. I tried to hold onto the initial feeling of ripping open the acceptance letter. That bright, irrepressible bloom of I finally made it. Dancing around the kitchen like a total freak while Mom called all our relatives abroad to brag on me. My daughter is going to Allegra Academy. What an incredible opportunity; what amazing odds. A Bechler Fellow, to boot. All expenses paid.
I was finally going places.
And right now, that place was definitely away from the welcome tea. I needed breathing room, badly. I ghosted the greenhouse without saying goodbye to anyone. Not that these girls would miss me.
I roamed through the expansive grounds, watching the light bounce off the side of the main facility’s long glass windows until dusk cloaked everything indigo blue. The hours seemed to pass more quickly—and painlessly—when I was alone.
I finally walked back toward the residential hall, anticipating a relaxing evening of painting my nails and falling asleep early to ambient music. I knew that tomorrow the camp would begin in earnest. I had to save up all the energy I could muster.
I climbed the four flights of stairs, feeling a small ache in my calves already and knowing it’d be nothing compared to the pain of pointe class. Ornate carpet squished under my feet. The whole place smelt faintly of cigarettes, which were strictly prohibited, and yet.
I wondered which of the girls didn’t mind bending the rules. Surely not anyone like me, from Nowhere, USA. Not when we’d finally made it here.
At least tonight, I could relax a little. I was grateful to have my own room at the end of the hall. I’d rather eat glue than be stuck with a roommate who summered.
But the door to the room was wide open. Someone was already in it, playing loud music. I strode over to her briskly.
“Excuse me,” I told the girl, as pleasantly as I could manage. “But this is my room.”
She looked up from the other twin bed and lowered the volume on the speakers she’d propped onto the shelf in the corner, but only marginally. Her ears were both studded with silver rings. Heavy black boots rested against the side of the wall. My side of the wall.
“I got moved,” she said wryly. “My friend Naomi decided—practically last minute—that she needed a single. No idea why, but yeah. Here I am.”
I forced myself to smile. “Nice to meet you, then. I’m Marianne—Mars Chang.”
“We met earlier, actually. Well, not met, exactly. But I saw you leaving right when I was coming out of the bathroom.”
It was just my luck that I’d be rooming with someone I’d already gotten into a fight with. “Great.”
“Yeah.” She stared up at the ceiling. “This isn’t what I wanted either, but Naomi needed her own space. She’s been having a hard summer, so they moved me here.”
“Do you have a name, by the way? Or should I just refer to you as Harper’s girlfriend?”
“So you do remember me!” Her voice was cheerfully deadpan. “I’m guessing you’d rather go by Mars than Ethan’s ex? Also, ouch. He broke up with you for a freshman?”
Six weeks, I reminded myself. I’d be living with this person for six weeks, so I had to rein in the bickering.
“I’m Alex,” she finally said. “And I really am sorry. That call sounded rough, even from the other side of the wall.”
She didn’t dress like most of the other girls here. No tennis bracelet or preppy co-ords in sight. Just a whole lot of black everywhere. Big black bag and big black boots.
“Thanks. Do you happen to have a last name, or are you aiming for more of a Zendaya moment?”
The side of her cheek twitched. Her black eyes flared, almost defiantly. “Bechler. I’m Alex Bechler, but I’d prefer just Alex, okay?”
My fight-or-flight mode instantly activated. Both options seemed pretty good right now, but I just stood there, trying to disguise how unsettled and uncomfortable I felt.
It was thanks to her family that I was even able to participate in this summer program. A scholarship student and a Bechler, rooming together. Lovely. Certainly I would not develop any hangups or resentments because of this.
“Sure thing,” I said, lying out of the side of my mouth. “I’ll remember to think of you as Just Alex then.”
“I’m not …” she started. Cheeks flushing. But whatever she wasn’t, she couldn’t seem to articulate to me. And I knew one thing she certainly was: a Bechler.
A Bechler who’d already taken up more than half of the room and could definitely get me kicked out if I so much as annoyed her. All she had to do was whisper one word to one of the dance instructors, and I’d be gone. Just like that.
So I made my bed, climbed in, and avoided saying another word to her. I couldn’t afford to get on her bad side.




TWO
PAIN THROBBED IN THE ARCH OF MY RIGHT FOOT. COLD SWEAT pooled in the hollow of my back. My thigh quivered, helplessly. I could see the stooped slope of my shoulders, my chest caving in on itself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror, while all around me, girls moved in slow concentric circles.
I was not light as a feather. There was no invisible string pulling my body up toward heaven, perfecting my form. My flesh was weak, my every imperfection exposed in endless mirrors.
These battement tendus were hell—and this was only day one at the barre. Things would naturally get harder.
“Good posture, Sophia. Strong back, Liv! Lift that arm, Mars,” our dance instructor said, coming down the line, before finally bestowing the girl at the very end with the most effusive compliment of all: “Great work, Alexandra.”
It was a refrain that would repeat itself in center work and pointe class. Alex Bechler could fouetté and pirouette with the best. Alex Bechler’s legs extended high over the daughters who summered on private islands and those who rotted away in the Clarksville mall alike. Worst of all, everyone liked her.
“How’s Birdie?” a girl asked during lunch.
The girls swarmed her table. Alex sat with one boot up on the bench and the other one dangling restlessly, in a ratty white tee that read BITE ME.
“Mom’s being … Mom,” she said with a diplomatic laugh. Bunheads bobbed around her in sympathy.
Her black hair was too short. Wasn’t even chin-length. It stood up, erratically spiky on the left side. She talked with her mouth full of food and rapped her knuckles against the table like it was her own personal drum kit.
I knew what my own mom would think of Alex at first glance. Too much; too loud. But she would change her tune as soon as she found out what her last name was—a 180 turn complete with a painfully pandering smile.
Normal rules didn’t apply to the echelon that the Bechlers existed on. Maybe no rules ever did.
I watched her from the other side of the dining hall and seethed.
Her family name graced the halls of Allegra Academy. The sponsorship had transported me from suburban New Jersey to upstate New York. Hell, they were even responsible for the food on my plate.
APL Wellness had really taken off in the past year. The summer dance program had come to an exciting new agreement with the company—backed by Bechler Pharma—which I only knew because I’d read over the welcome pamphlet so many times that some of the ink had actually rubbed away. Embarrassing.
“The food’s delicious,” the girl next to me exclaimed. I hadn’t even noticed her sitting down at my table, despite her brightly tie-dyed T-shirt.
“Hannah Harris,” she said with an eager smile. “I think we’re living on the same floor.”
I recalled seeing someone who looked like her drifting around the welcome tea, looking a bit lost in the shuffle of girls. I hadn’t been in the mood to meet anyone yesterday, given my situation with Ethan. But today was different. Today I would actually try to make friends.
“Mars Chang,” I offered. I forked a handful of beets into my mouth. Delicious was overkill, but the food was more than decent. Better than standard camp fare, at least.
I’d gone for the Mother Earth salad medley. Beets and arugula topped with goat cheese and drizzled with perfectly tangy balsamic vinegar, served up in the same eco-friendly, biodegradable containers that I’d seen in social media ads since last spring.
Hannah had opted for the Sister Wildflower quinoa bowl, which included diced cucumbers, tomatoes, and almonds, topped with whipped lavender ricotta. Her plate was already close to empty.
She sighed happily. “We get to dance all day and eat delicious food. It’s better than other dance intensives I’ve gone to. Allegra Academy actually feels progressive, right?”
It didn’t feel that way to me, but I bit my tongue. Maybe the other camps were worse. I wouldn’t know, since this was my first ballet intensive ever, and I was already sixteen. I should have been molded earlier. Legs sculpted, turnout adjusted, spine straightened by instructors who wouldn’t shy away from telling me the right things to eat and the right way to act. The Clarksville studio was so much easier—no matter how well we did, Ms. Bailey always said we did a great job, just for showing up.
You’re in the wrong place, the poisonous voice inside my own head whispered. Get out before everyone realizes what an imposter you are.
To be an Allegra girl meant you had a certain it factor. Dance was important, of course—we’d sent in our best audition videos to be considered—but the personal essay mattered, too. The summer dance program was newer than ones like ABT and Joffrey but quickly becoming just as prestigious as any of the old guard.
We were the top dancers at our local studios. We’d played Clara and Titania and Giselle on smaller, friendlier stages. We were good at performing, period. But I was starting to think there was a layer of performance sliding right over me. Certain words and gestures and references I was locked out of, but my proximity to some of these girls meant I could catch an occasional, glittering glimpse.
The summer intensive was a fast-track to professional dance companies, but there was more to it than that. Or that was the case for me, at least.
I knew Clarksville was a dead end. No growth and no change. Mom groaned about it often while scanning her work emails. It was ironic that she was a real estate agent, but we couldn’t even afford to own our own place yet.
I needed to get out.
And in order to escape Clarksville, I stuffed my schedule with AP classes and extracurriculars. This summer intensive was a means to an end. And the end itself was pretty straightforward: a full-ride scholarship to a decent college, away from suburban New Jersey, where everything felt stilted and inflexible, and everyone knew me—or thought they did.
Hannah was in my ear, flush with excitement about the upcoming auditions. My stomach squirmed while she conjectured about what ballet we’d be dancing at the end of summer recital.
“It’s the fiftieth anniversary of the academy,” she said reverently. “I think this recital is going to be a pretty huge deal. More than usual, I mean.”
While the summer dance program was newer, the year-round academy was well established—and definitely much more out of reach for me. I’d taken one look at the tuition information online and immediately closed the tab while feeling bad about it all afternoon.
Hannah nudged me, eagerly pointing out different girls of note. The Massachusetts governor’s eldest sat with the youngest daughter of a fashion designer by the corner table. And the two getting green juice by the beverage station? Their dad was a famous Hollywood director.
“You can see they have his eyes,” she said sagely. “Those famous baby blues.”
I put down my compostable fork and stared at her. “How do you know all this stuff?”
Her face flushed pink. “I love gossip.”
The knot in my stomach loosened a little.
“Yeah.” I smiled in relief. “Me too.”
We ate in silence while I stewed over how connected some of these girls already were to each other. Just because I occupied the same space didn’t mean I could glide through it the same way they did. In place of frictionless ease, what I had were attempts at assimilation or the risk of ostracism.
I was starting to think Hannah was in the same boat. Her smile was a touch forced, and her eyes were too eager.
“We’ll stick together,” she said. Like she was thinking the very same thing I was. “Won’t we?”
“We’ll stick together,” I promised her.

I was sore in places I didn’t even know I had after character work in Kaiser Hall. I got myself through class and even earned a “well done” from the instructor. Her touch on my shoulder was nearly maternal—though a tad cold.
It wasn’t lost on me how fleeting this experience was, especially when I passed Griffin Library in the south wing. The banks of mahogany desks would remain empty until fall. There were no daydreaming students to admire the pastel frescoes that covered the vaulted ceilings.
The door was locked, and I could only catch brief flashes. An angel’s pearlescent white wing. Pink cumulus clouds.
Hannah and I were walking back to our residence when she swayed forward, catching her balance against the wall near the main entry. Her legs wobbled but she drew herself upright almost immediately.
“I’ve been feeling a little dizzy,” she explained. “I probably needed to drink more water after that last class. Those grand jetés were tough.”
“You nearly toppled Benedict Morgan,” I joked, but her face went white.
“Oh my god, is he okay?”
“He’s just a bronze bust, Hannah. I don’t think you have to worry about his well-being nearly as much as your own. Should we find a place to sit down?”
She shook her head staunchly. “Oh no. I’m fine, as long as I didn’t break anything. I’m nervous about doing something wrong.”
I knew what she meant. There was something heavy in the air. Maybe the impossibly high ceilings lent the academy even more gravitas. I found myself brushing invisible lint off my skirt and speaking in a low, reverential tone. I kept my posture straight and sucked in my stomach like I was still in the dance studio, in front of all those girls and teachers and endless mirrors.
Our dorm supervisor Ms. Victoria approached us quickly and decisively from the other end of the long hall.
“Welcome,” she told us warmly. “I like seeing this, the two of you new girls bonding.”
How did you know, I wanted to ask her. What about us had given it away so fast? Was it my hair, my clothes, or my posture? Or did I just look visibly uncomfortable in this too-tall, too-quiet corridor, surrounded by the metal smiles of the academy’s best sponsors?
Then she turned her attention to me. “I’m sorry to interrupt the fun, but I’ve been looking for you. We were hoping to steal you away before dinner. It’s Mars, am I correct? Ms. Allegra wants to talk to you in her office.”
My body immediately tensed. Was I somehow already in trouble? Had Alex said something about me? But I hadn’t done anything wrong, had I?
I’d kept mostly to myself; I’d stayed on the other side of the room whenever possible; I’d tried my very best not to get on her nerves, especially after our terrible start in the bathroom—
“Don’t worry,” Ms. Victoria said, quickly gauging my reaction. “This meeting is a good thing. I promise everything will be fine.”
I breathed out. I smiled. “Great,” I said, as casually and evenly as I could muster. “I very much look forward to meeting the founder.”
Hannah waved goodbye. “Catch up with you later, okay?”
I followed Ms. Victoria up to the second floor of Allegra Academy, up the wide stone steps, past the Claus Holloway Music Center, where I was greeted by a new wave of bronze busts.
I knew they weren’t really watching me—but I could still feel the weight of their stares pressing down against the back of my neck, sharp as knives.




THREE
THE ROOM WAS WARMER THAN I IMAGINED. I HAD PICTURED A sterile office, but the walls were covered in ornate frames of Ms. Allegra at various events throughout the years—ribbon cutting ceremonies for new art institutions, fancy luncheons in lavish restaurants, and evening galas at museums, with clusters of well-heeled dignitaries joining her side.
There was even a picture of the founding of this very school, accompanied by the date: August 28, 1975. Ms. Allegra looked younger in the picture, but not by much, even though literally fifty years had passed.
Her face was barely wrinkled, although small creases did form by her mouth and eyes when she ushered me to come inside. She looked nothing like my own grandma, whose hands were covered in sunspots from years of working outside in Nanjing.
Ms. Allegra’s hair was dyed a lustrous auburn. Not a streak of silver in sight. Her skin was taut and practically glowed, especially for someone who had to be well into their eighties.
I sank into a pale pink armchair across from her desk while she poured me a cup of tea.
“Sugar?” she asked.
Her voice was deeper and lower than I expected.
I shook my head. “No, thank you.”
There were long red candles placed on nearly every furniture surface. Behind Ms. Allegra was a very large, gilded mirror, with symbols engraved all over its silver frame. The bookshelves were lined with old leather-bound books. First editions, surely.
“I recall from your application that you’re a voracious reader,” she said, catching where my gaze had drifted. “Some of these books have been with me for a very long time. There’s more in the library, although it’s closed for the summer, unfortunately. Otherwise, I’m sure we’d find you lost in the stacks.”
“That sounds accurate,” I agreed. I wondered how long the small talk would last before she’d tell me the real reason she’d summoned me into her office.
She surveyed me with a thin smile that revealed absolutely nothing. I smiled back, mimicking her own expression. I took a sip of tea—chamomile, a nice and calming blend. Though not quite working on me.
The school crest hung above her desk, and once again, I reminded myself of the motto, translating to “Through effort to higher things.” I’d have to do my best to reflect that—especially in front of Ms. Allegra.
Her French windows opened into a view of the gardens. It was the perfect vantage point to watch all the girls coming and going from the main campus building. We both did, for a long moment, until Ms. Allegra cleared her throat.
“How have you been getting along with your roommate?”
Panic suddenly constricted my chest. It was too soon for expulsion, wasn’t it? What did I do wrong?
Ms. Allegra touched my hand, a gesture of sympathy slightly marred by how unexpectedly hot her skin was. Her deep red nails grazed my knuckles.
“It’s a little awkward, I’m sure. Given that you’re a Bechler Fellow and lodging with one of the family. I just wanted to make sure things were going well.”
“I’m okay,” I told her.
She arched an eyebrow. “Are you sure about that?”
“I’m—”
“Fine?” she asked pointedly, filling in with the exact word I was just about to utter. “Scholarship students often have trouble adjusting to the rigor of our programs. You must be feeling out of your element.”
“I can adjust to anything.”
“Wonderful; you did mention that in your personal essay. I’m assuming good grades at your public school and decent extracurriculars for where you are, too? We like to reserve a few slots for these kinds of girls, especially at our year-round academy.”
These kinds of girls left a terrible taste in my mouth. But it was offset by the whiff of a promise. I could feel something brimming in the air. New possibilities that I didn’t dare name yet.
“I’ll tell you something Alexandra never would,” Ms. Allegra said, creaking forward in her leather executive seat. “Alexandra Bechler is my great-niece. Yes, I do know how it looks from the outside. But it’s not about favoritism. I treat this place as a meritocracy.”
Allegra Alstrom had dropped the “Bechler” from her letterhead. There was no mention of her association with the family in any one of the academy’s official channels. I hadn’t even known she was a Bechler until she told me.
I swallowed my surprise the best I could manage. Why are you sharing this? Why am I here?
I had so many questions, but I waited for her to continue.
“You’re not just here for dance,” she told me. Not a question, but a statement. She waved away my indignant rebuttal before I could even say a word.
“You’re here for other opportunities, aren’t you?”
Also not a question.
I weighed out my choices. I could lie, but I could tell she already anticipated that. So I opted for the truth.
“Yes,” I told her, though not without some resentment.
The tension in the room evaporated as soon as I spoke. Ms. Allegra now looked more at ease; her face somewhat softened. Nearly sympathetic to my condition.
“I was wondering if you might do me a small favor, Mars. Nothing drastic. The thing is, Alexandra has weak ankles, and well—I am her great-aunt, after all. This might seem a bit odd, but I was wondering if you might swap out her usual supplements for our own line. I know it’d help put her mother at ease.”
It took me a moment to work out what she really meant. Ms. Allegra wanted me to swap out Alex’s pills without her knowing.
“I can hold open office hours, reserved just for you,” she continued. “Monday afternoons, three to four. We can talk about other things, too.”
“Such as what?”
“Such as the possibility of you attending the academy as a year-round student,” Ms. Allegra said. She took a careful sip of tea, then leveled her gaze at me. “Full scholarship, of course. Room and board included.”
The weight of the offer took a moment to settle in. Tuition for the full academic year at Allegra Academy cost more than most four-year colleges—even the private ones. Even in my wildest dreams, I couldn’t have anticipated something like this happening.
I could leave Clarksville for greener pastures. I could really be an Allegra girl. The doors to Griffin Library—and many more I’d only dreamed of until now—would finally open to me.
A secret dream I’d kept locked away and buried deep inside me for years suddenly looked a lot less flimsy. Including room and board, Harvard was over eighty thousand dollars a year. An ungodly amount of money, yes, but if I could scholarship my way into this academy, maybe, just maybe, I could do the same somewhere else, too.
“You can think of me as your mentor,” Ms. Allegra told me. “In exchange for helping me out with Alexandra, you get to have … well, everything you want. Or have I made the wrong assumption?”
Her expression indicated that she knew she hadn’t. If I walked away from this, someone else would step into my place. Maybe even Hannah.
I didn’t want someone else to take the offer. Even if accepting it felt a little bit grimy.
I wasn’t so naive to think that the world was a fair place. Meritocracy was a lie concocted by people in power. I knew that because despite how hard Mom worked, making rent every month wasn’t always so easy. Family money—deeply embedded in exploitative industries—was what kept a lot of these girls summering.
“The girl likes to pretend she’s not a Bechler,” Ms. Allegra continued, with an air of chagrin. “But as her family, we know these supplements are what’s best for her.”
Her words made so much sense. Alex might’ve acted like she was different—but she was just the same as every other rich girl.
She had everything I didn’t. Social connections, money … even a fan club that followed her around. And even if it was a little strange, I knew these supplements would just give her another edge. Plus, like her great-aunt already said—we both knew I wasn’t really here for ballet. Not entirely.
The academy founder slid a small plastic bottle across her table. Shiny red pills sparkled inside.
I pocketed them and got up from the chair.
“See you next week,” she told me.
As soon as I left her office, the tight coil in my chest loosened. I checked my phone for new messages, but there was only one from Ethan, asking me to beta test his app again. I deleted it without replying and closed my eyes, feeling the stirring of a headache.
In retrospect, dating him had probably been a mistake.
But Mom really liked Ethan, and she hardly seemed to like any decisions I ever made. It probably wasn’t his personality so much as the idea of him. His family was one of the wealthiest in Clarksville.
Every time Ethan had picked me up in his Tesla, Mom would smooth out my hair and smile in relief. “What a good boy,” she always said.
That “good boy” had cheated on me with a freshman, but okay. At least I could mine the social experiences I had with his family to make strides here at the academy. I had to look at the upside, otherwise I’d probably cry out of sheer embarrassment.
My footsteps echoed with each step down the long hall. No one was watching me except the silent statues, but I held my back straight and shoulders high. No matter the stage, I knew that the performance had to go on.

Hannah’s side of the room was covered in posters of prima ballerinas: Misty Copeland and Isabella Boylston and Fumi Kaneko, captured at their very best arabesques and grand jetés. We sat on her twin bed cross-legged, waiting for our sheet masks to dry. Her roommate, Liv, was pacing the hallway outside on her phone, trying to reach her parents.
My own room was out of the question for hanging out. I dreaded going back there and facing Alex.
I thought I would feel more at ease, given the new opportunity I’d gained from speaking to Ms. Allegra one-on-one. But there was a strange new heaviness in my chest. My once-in-a-lifetime chance came with a clear condition: to switch out Alex’s supplements for the ones Ms. Allegra gave me. How the hell was I supposed to do that?
Hannah removed her sheet mask first. Her face was slicked in a goop that promised to get rid of our acne and brighten our complexions.
“How do I look?” she asked me.
“Kind of the same,” I admitted. “But wetter.”
I took mine off next.
Hannah frowned. “You look about the same, too.”
I’d told her about Ms. Allegra’s impressive office but omitted the details of our discussion related to Alex. Hannah’s eyes lit up when I mentioned the first edition books and expensive-looking furniture.
“There are a lot of concerts I want to go to this year, but tickets cost so much,” Hannah said, and sighed. “I would have been tempted to pocket at least one of those old books … .” She trailed off with a nervous laugh, watching my expression out of the corner of her eye. “I think I’m joking,” she added.
But she kind of wasn’t—and I also agreed with her.
“I wish that thought had crossed my mind, but I was too busy trying to act like I was adjusting well to the academy,” I told her.
It was hard not to cringe at the sound of my own voice. Too cheery, too bright. Mom would have instantly known I wasn’t telling the complete truth, but Hannah didn’t catch on.
I did my best to keep up with Hannah’s mile-a-minute discourse, which encompassed everything from the food in the dining hall to the cutest pop stars in the world.
“What’s your type?” she prodded me. “Boy next door or someone really brooding?”
“I tend to like people who have self-confidence—but not too much,” I finally told Hannah. “Gender doesn’t matter. I guess I tend to be attracted to people who are different from me.”
“The opposite?” Hannah suggested brightly.
“Guess so.”
In any case, I couldn’t really think about anyone but Alex right now. My infuriatingly entitled roommate.
I needed to quickly figure out how to mend our rocky start. I needed to get close enough to swap out her stuff for even better stuff.
The academy was a dream just beyond my fingertips. If I stretched a little further, maybe it could really be mine.
Full scholarship. Room and board included. I understood how I could fit into the equation, by giving Alex a performance edge for auditions.
Dance moms were wild. Even in Clarksville, I’d seen how some of them pushed for better roles for their daughters by giving our dance instructor, Ms. Bailey, lavish gifts year-round, or even—in one unfortunate incident I was still trying to block out—insisting that I should give up my own role, because surely I hadn’t earned it.
Alex was already here because of family legacy. And I could tell how badly Hannah wanted to do well. She couldn’t stop going on about auditions and the recital.
It’s not a level playing field, I wanted to tell her. But I knew if I revealed that, I’d ruin my own chances of finally getting a leg up.
I had to lie. Had to pretend.
And deep down I knew I was plenty capable of pretending. I’d played Clara and Coppelia and Odette already. What if I just played a new role in order to get close to Alex?
I could study her and her friends. Learn what they liked and act like I was one of them.
“Mars?” Hannah waved her hand in front of my face. “You okay? You kind of just … blanked out.”
I blinked. “Sorry. What did I miss?”
She sighed. “Never mind.”
I went back to my room a scant few minutes before curfew. Alex’s bed was empty, which told me all I needed to know: Rules didn’t apply to the Bechlers.
There were voices outside in the darkened grounds of the academy, high and girlish and singsong. Alex was probably somewhere out there, getting rip-roaringly drunk with the daughters of senators and CEOs.
The voices melded together. Summers in Gstaad. Winters in Ko Samui. I didn’t know their references—yet—though I knew at the center of it was her: Alexandra Bechler, whose family was firmly planted across the world in the arts and sciences. Their supplements lined convenience store shelves. Their name was commemorated at museums and theaters.
And they were here at Allegra Academy, too. Inescapable, ever-present. Even when they were missing from their own beds.
Her dance bag was right there, totally unmonitored. It was the perfect opportunity to go through her things and find her old supplements. Make the switch right now, before she gets back—
But then the door opened.
Alex rushed through it, out of breath, with a trace of laughter still lingering on her lips.
“Don’t tell the dorm supervisor I was late,” she told me with a big wink.
“Of course not,” I said. My heart thumped guiltily against my chest, but I forced my lips into a cheerful smile. “We’re roomies. Gotta stick together, right?”




FOUR
ANOTHER MORNING WITH LITTLE TO NO CELL SIGNAL. Clarksville might as well have been in a completely different galaxy than the academy. Our plan was wonky even back home. But in New York, surrounded by all these trees and mountains? There was basically no getting through to anyone with my phone.
I’d grumbled about it to Mom, but only once. We’d been grandfathered into the worst plan ever, but she was proud of what a good deal she’d gotten. She said that if I wanted to complain about it, then I’d have to get my own phone plan. Not that she would have ever let me, due to her whole “focus on school” slash “I’m the Mom” benevolent dictatorship she had going on.
So I did my best to focus on ballet, keeping my inner protests as subdued as possible.
Our barre instructor walked up and down the aisles, reshaping our arms and straightening out our spines. All fifty of us were doing barre warm-ups in the enormous and airy Ellison Studio. The most confident stood in the very front, gazes pointed straight at the floor-to-ceiling mirrors and nowhere else.
I was surprised to find Hannah leading my own row.
She was doing exceptionally well today, practically glowing from our dance instructor’s compliments. Long legs. Graceful neck. Swanlike wasn’t how I would have described her before, but it was what the instructor called her now. And it fit her well, too.
I’d picked a spot in the middle of the barre on purpose, hoping to go unnoticed. Memorizing steps had never come particularly easy for me, and I wanted to be able to watch the girls on either side of me to make sure that what I was doing was correct.
Despite all the bobby pins I’d stuck into my head, my bun was starting to come loose. Hair was escaping—I could feel a long strand against the back of my neck. We moved onto dégagés, and I knew things would only get worse.
The long leg lifts sent more flyaways loose. A black bobby pin clattered onto the floor, but no one had noticed yet, except maybe the girl behind me. The music sped up, into allegro, along with my heart rate.
I forced my feet into a wider fifth, despite my screaming tendons. I willed my leg to lift, lift, lift, as our instructor was telling all of us, clapping her hands to the quick 4/4 tempo.
She was heading toward my barre. I counted time in my head to will it to end sooner. One, two, three, lift. One, two, three, lift. There were only four more measures before this routine finally came to an end, and maybe she wouldn’t see—
I felt a cold hand move against my sweaty tights, shifting me into a new position. Muscles I didn’t even know I had spasmed and ached.
“Your very best,” she reminded me in a steely voice. “That’s the only thing we want to see at this academy, Mars Chang.”

I spent strength conditioning and movement classes brainstorming how to get closer to my roommate, even though she was always encircled by a fortress of girls. There was Sasha and Sophia Rusk, whispering who-knows-what in her ear. And Naomi Herst, who lived in our hall, was constantly asking Alex to help open her water bottle—which she always did with a dutiful smile, twisting the metal cap with a swift, practiced motion.
I remembered Alex mentioning her to me before. Something about a hard summer and wanting her own room. Naomi didn’t look like she was having a bad time at all right now, though. Her hands were all over Alex, and she kept batting her eyelashes.
“If Naomi’s strong enough for pointe class, she’s strong enough to open her own damn water bottle,” I told Hannah sourly.
“I don’t think it’s really about the water bottle,” Hannah replied, rather unhelpfully. “I think they’re just flirting.”
Two very distinct tracks were becoming evident to me. Some of the girls at this intensive clearly lived and breathed dance. I definitely counted Hannah among them. She literally slept under a shrine of prima ballerinas.
But there was another track, too. There were girls who wanted to get their foot in the door to other elite opportunities—girls like me. And Allegra Academy was definitely a good place to network.
In the dining hall, I overheard Alex and her friends talking about Naomi’s upcoming birthday. Ethan’s family had invited me to Greece for his last summer, so I spoke up before I lost my nerve. “Santorini,” I suggested.
All four of the girls turned around in surprise.
Sasha moved over an approximate half-inch. I squeezed myself into the bench while Hannah sat on the other side with her twin and Naomi.
“That’s not a bad idea, but we can’t leave,” Naomi explained. Her face shuttered momentarily. “Or I guess we shouldn’t, this time.”
“We’re stuck here,” Sasha explained. “There’s no getting out until after the recital.”
I could feel eyes boring into the back of my head. All across the dining hall, the other dancers were watching us. Imagined, whispered conversations swirled through my mind. Why was a Bechler sitting with a Fellow?
But no one knew that I was here on scholarship, except for the founder herself. I had to get my shit together.
“If we were in the city, there’s always the corner table at Skarsëld. La Plage has the best DJ sets, of course. Then an afters at Inferno to cap off the night,” Sasha mused. She took a small sip of green juice, then pursed her lips.
I had no idea what she was talking about, but I nodded along with the rest of them.
“There’s no point in thinking about that now,” Sophia said. “Come on, Sash.”
“Okay, Soph.” Her sister parroted her icy voice precisely. “Then what do you think we should do?”
Friction rippled palpably between the Rusks. Clearly, a subject change was in order.
“How’s Harper?” I asked Alex, as casually as I could muster. “That’s the name of your girlfriend, right?”
“Harper’s a sore spot right now,” Sophia answered for Alex, though she didn’t sound particularly unhappy about it. “She and Alex are off again. They’ve been making up and breaking up during their entire relationship, though. Poor baby.”
“I’m not a baby,” Alex protested.
They volleyed back and forth, pretending to bicker, while Naomi complimented Hannah on how well she’d danced today.
“You’re doing much better than I would have expected,” Naomi said. She reached out and squeezed Hannah’s hand. Her own hands glittered with thin silver and gold bands, engraved with designer logos.
Hannah frowned. “What do you mean by that?”
Naomi looked momentarily flummoxed. “Well,” she said delicately, after a considered pause. “What I mean is, given your background, I think that you’ve done quite a remarkable—”
“We should still have a party,” Alex said, suddenly and decisively.
I pushed the grilled chicken around on my plate, my appetite gone. Across the table, I saw Alex’s face constricted with an emotion that was hard to parse before it finally smoothed out into something neutral.
For a second, I almost thought she’d been as annoyed as I was about Naomi.
“There’s always our room,” I suggested, filling the awkward silence. “It’s at the end of the hall, as far away from Ms. Victoria as you can get.”
Everyone looked at me again. Hannah’s eyes widened into circles. Her expression was easy to read; it practically beamed out from her. What are you doing?
Was I pushing too much? Should I have been more nonchalant or held back in some way?
Eagerness was gauche, I knew.
It meant you were trying too hard.
“That could be pretty fun,” Sasha said slowly. “As long as someone trip sits.”
“What’s a trip sit?” Hannah asked.
The twins exchanged a long look, holding their laughter back behind perfectly manicured hands. And suddenly it was glaringly obvious: These girls were bitchy.
I probably should have said something in Hannah’s defense. But it was Alex who did.
“Guys,” she said shortly. “Chill.”

Hannah was quiet while we walked through the quad together toward the practice rooms. Girls were sprawled across the lush green grass, stretching their sore arms and legs. I felt tongue-tied and a little unsure of myself.
Hannah was probably wondering why I’d randomly inserted myself into the other girls’ conversation in the dining hall. Maybe she was even wondering why I didn’t say anything when the twins brushed her off, or when Naomi had given her such a blatantly backhanded compliment.
In the bottom of my own dance bag, Ms. Allegra’s pills jangled. Her great-niece’s secret edge. Alex didn’t even want it—that was how self-assured she felt. And I could think of at least one other girl who did deserve a leg up.
“So, I have a hypothetical question,” I told Hannah.
She looked at me sidelong. “What’s up?”
“How would you feel about getting an advantage that other people don’t know about? Do you think you’d take it? Do you think the circumstances matter?”
“I’d take it no matter what,” she said quickly. “Especially if it’s something that’s really important to me.”
“Like ballet,” I supplied.
She nodded vigorously. “I’d do anything.”
Hearing her answer was an immense relief. And it made me feel less bad about what I was doing.
We passed benches named after wealthy donors, and figurative sculptures bestowed by families whose last names I swore I’d overheard in our dorm. Legacies both in stone and in the flesh.
“Can I tell you something?” Hannah flashed me a sheepish grin. “I know it’s probably a long shot, but I really want to play the lead in the recital. I mean, everyone does, right? But it would mean so much to me. It would mean the whole world.”
The auditions weren’t nearly as important to me as they were to Hannah. And I had something on me that could help her.
Ms. Allegra never said I couldn’t give the supplements to anyone else. She only wanted to make sure that Alex got them.
“I want to get into ABT,” Hannah went on. “What about you? What dance company are you looking to get into?”
Shit!
It was one thing to exaggerate in front of the other girls. But Hannah felt like someone I could really be friends with.
“I’m mostly doing this for college applications,” I confessed.
“Oh, good,” she said. “Now I won’t have to sabotage you, Black Swan-style.”
It took a second for me to realize she was joking. Hannah gasped at my reaction, hiding a cackle behind her hand. “You thought I was going to really kill you.” Her eyes crinkled with
mirth. “Oh my gosh, Mars. Your face.”
I nudged her in the shoulder, and she poked me in the stomach, giggling like mad. But we both stopped horsing around abruptly when we noticed the sign above us.
A large, heavy white banner trimmed in crimson was strewn over the facade of the practice room annex building. CELEBRATING FIFTY YEARS OF EXCELLENCE. Hannah’s smile faded a little.
I thought about what she’d said earlier, surmising that the recital would be a particularly big deal this year. There might be teachers and directors from prestigious dance companies in the audience.
And if there was anyone I was rooting for, it’d be her, not Alex. Maybe I could give Hannah just one of the APL supplements. Just to try out. See how she liked them.
I shrugged my dance bag off my shoulders. When I was sure that no one was looking at us, I unscrewed the cap and withdrew a single red pill from the plastic container.
“This might help with your practice session today,” I told her. “But please don’t ask me where it’s from. I’d get into so much trouble. I mean it.”
“Oooh.” Her eyes lit up. “You’re the best, Mars. I won’t say a word, I promise. You sure you don’t want to come with me?”
Practice sessions were optional outside of our mandatory
classes, but they were still highly encouraged by the instructors. The rooms were small, a little suffocating, and united by a common theme—everyone in them was here to compete for the best roles in the recital.
Of course, I’d just confessed to Hannah that I had other motives for attending the academy.
“I’m good,” I told her now. “Maybe next time.”
She nodded. “Gotcha.”
Hannah took the pill dry, squeezing her eyes shut like it hurt on the way down. Then she waved me off.
Already, I wondered if I’d made a mistake. There were more things I wanted to say to Hannah, but she’d already gone inside to get a head start.
I stood alone in the quad, flanked on all sides by looming steel-and-glass structures. I suddenly had the strangest sensation, like this very institution was trying to swallow me whole.




FIVE
THE AUDITIONS FOR THE RECITAL WERE TO TAKE PLACE IN TANAS Auditorium, as reviewed by a panel of our esteemed instructors, right in the middle of week three. We were going to dance in large groups initially, performing selections from a piece specially choreographed for the fiftieth anniversary of the academy. The instructors would prune us down until only the very best of us remained. Through the culling, a lead would be selected. For the remaining three weeks, we’d be dedicating most of our time to recital choreography.
No favoritism, Ms. Allegra had promised, though there were literally performance enhancement pills in my bag intended for her great-niece.
I’d been told by previous dance instructors and choreographers that diamonds formed under pressure, but that never particularly motivated me to do any better. I felt like cubic zirconia—a simulation of the real thing. Less brilliant.
My end goal wasn’t dance, after all. My goal was to do what I needed to get my acceptance into the year-round academy, and then—in a couple years—a full-ride acceptance to Harvard, which was a wonderful two hundered miles away from Clarksville. Instead of leveraging technique and turnout, I would use as much cunning as I had to ingratiate myself with Alex Bechler and her friends.
This was just another type of performance.
I would push for the party in our room. I would cozy up to Alex and make the supplement swap. I would fulfill my bargain with Ms. Allegra, and then everything would fall into place.
Still, it felt a little weird, especially when it was obvious how much effort Hannah put into dancing.
She looked and moved differently in Ellison Studio today. Her développés unfolded with perfect control, her legs leaner and longer than I’d ever seen them. Her hair seemed shinier, too. It had a golden gleam under the harsh light.
Brava, our dance instructor said.
“It’s that stuff you gave me,” Hannah said after class. Sweat beaded her forehead. “I look good, right? I’m not just imagining it, am I?”
She wasn’t just imagining it. Her center of gravity had shifted. She held herself taller now. Hell, maybe she was taller.
“It could be from all the stretching we’ve been doing?” I suggested, in a low voice, because we were in a corridor surrounded by rows of bronze busts. Tates and Waltons and Bechlers stared down at us with magnanimous, frozen smiles.
“Maybe,” Hannah said, though her voice was dubious. “I guess I’ll see.”
A string of delayed messages vibrated in my bag after center class, calls and texts from Ethan and Mom. Despite my emphasis that they shouldn’t contact me unless there was an emergency, both of them had done exactly that.
In the privacy of the bathroom, I deleted the texts from Ethan on sight. One of them was a link to beta test his app. The other simply read can we talk. There was nothing we had to say to each other anymore.
Mom had left me a long voicemail, recounting the various ways she had been slighted. The ladies at the Asian specialty market told her she looked different than they remembered. A couple had opted out of using her as their realtor.
Her hope you’re having fun sign-off was decidedly passive aggressive. But not too much was heavily implied. Not while your mother suffers so.
I reacted to the filtered selfie she sent me with a heart. Mom had narrowed her chin significantly and widened her eyes to the point of anime caricature. You look great, I texted her back, even though she never said the same about me without crediting it to herself.
I sat on an armchair in the adjoining powder room, waiting for my message to go through to Mom. Frustration clawed at my chest. All of these messages had been sent to me over a day ago.
The past couple of days had been so jam-packed that I barely missed my time scrolling through social media. But now that I was waiting for my text to send, I felt a reflexive itch in my brain. I craved the dopamine of instant reactions.
New voices outside the bathroom door made me freeze up. I tucked my phone back into my dance bag and mentally prepared myself to be chastised by one of our instructors. But it was Sasha Rusk’s unmistakably droll voice that came through instead.
“I’ve got the cups and the champers but no hookup for tabs,” she said. “Naomi was supposed to be on this shit. What’s her deal?”
“We can go without,” another voice—more level, sounding a lot like her sister’s—replied.
Sasha was the spiteful one. I came up with a quick mnemonic device on the spot: Sasha was to sassy as Sophia was to soft. Attitude was how I’d keep them apart, because physically, they were identical, from their tight auburn braids down to their pink designer shoes.
The group froze when they realized they weren’t alone.
“Sounds fun,” I said, as casually as I could, with a small shrug.
It felt like the right answer; the Rusks both smiled. Though Alex didn’t.
As usual, she was wearing her heavy black boots, despite how impractical they were, given the humidity of the season. Her short black hair was tucked behind one of her ears, revealing a constellation of silver studs.
I watched as she rummaged through her dance bag and fished out a small metal tin beside the bathroom sink. These pills were red, too. But they were the wrong ones.
If only I could get her the right ones.
“Is there something I can help you with?” she asked me. Her tone was neither friendly nor rude. If anything, it bordered on wary.
The twins had already left. It was just me and her in the room.
“I like your pin,” I said, scrambling for an excuse to explain my staring. “That’s a great band.”
And now she was smiling.
“You like the Yeah Yeah Yeahs?” she asked me.
I had never heard of them before. But it would be way too weird to admit that to her at this point.
“I love them,” I told her. “Their old stuff and newer stuff, too.”
“I have some free time. Want to walk and talk?”
Finally, an opening.
I nodded and made small murmurs of agreement while Alex rambled on about whatever garage punk was.
We walked up the winding stone steps to the second floor, toward a faculty lobby I hadn’t noticed when I’d met Ms. Allegra in her office. Sunlight spilled in through the long windows, illuminating gleaming tabletops and modular chairs.
It wasn’t lost on me that the art on the walls—colorful, abstract works that could easily hang in a gallery or museum—belonged to someone in Alex’s family. A silver placard clearly read: ON LOAN FROM BEVERLY BECHLER’S PRIVATE COLLECTION.
Alex adjusted an abstract piece, somewhat absentmindedly. Now it hung even more crooked than before.
I wanted to poke. To jab my fingers in and break through glittering gates. And she didn’t even know it. She looked right past me, at colorful blots and swirls on canvas. At literal castles in the sky.
“I’m just grabbing some coffee up here,” she said. “Want anything?”
“I’ll have whatever you’re having.”
Everything was so easy for her. She treated the faculty lounge like it was her own private kitchen. A strange ache tugged at my chest. Not quite jealousy, but something pretty close.
We made more small talk on the way down, passing closed-off media labs and reading rooms. I told her the reason I liked ballet was in part because I could play different roles.
“I can be anyone on stage. A lovestruck maiden or an evil witch,” I said. It seemed like a safe enough topic.
“What’s the weirdest role you’ve ever taken on?” she asked me.
Her dark eyes lingered on me, filled with curiosity. I found myself instinctively stiffening. Was she talking about onstage or off?
I couldn’t think of a good answer. Especially not when she leaned in, brushing a loose thread off my shirt with the soft pad of her thumb. I could have counted the flecks in her eyes, if I wasn’t busy staring at the floor, willing myself to come up with something. Anything.
“It’s just a performance,” she said encouragingly. “There’s got to be something.”
And then I remembered. Late December, ninth grade. My red velvet cape and plastic gold crown. And furry ears.
“I was the Rat King in a local production of The Nutcracker,” I admitted.
For some reason, that made her smile. “Cute.”
“What about you?” I asked her, desperate to change the subject. “What do you like about ballet?”
“I like how athletic the sport is,” she said, black eyes lighting up. “All the practice and training. I like how I feel when I’m done, too. It’s such a grueling workout, but you’d never know it unless you got up close to the dancers.”
“The bandaged toes,” I offered.
“And fucked-up ankles, if we’re not careful,” she added with a grimace.
Alex waved at different clusters of girls by the main building’s entrance, occasionally stopping to oblige their air kisses. Birdie’s fine. Harper’s fine. Let’s have lunch when we’re back in the city.
Watching them talk made me feel like I was wearing clothes a size too small. There was this pinched feeling, all over my body. I had nothing to say. Nothing to offer but a smile and small laugh, as painfully forced as my turnout in barre class.
Alex was so good with everyone. I couldn’t help but notice the way they all leaned in toward her, angling closer as if to soak up some of her radiance. She was the sun, and we were simply satellites, orbiting her.
That pang again.
Even under fluorescent lights, she looked flawless. Perfect tan, perfect teeth. How did she do it?
In a ratty tee and dirty boots, too.
I was fading into the background but not nearly well enough. I should have made my excuses and left a good long while ago. Instead, I stood by Alex’s side, all too aware of how different we were. We might as well have belonged on different planets.
They talked about polo matches and sailing.
Their private tutors for Mandarin and Arabic.
“Tell Cooper I said hi,” Alex told one of the girls.
And then suddenly, it was just us again, alone in the imposing entryway of the academy.
She looked a little surprised to see that I was still right next to her. As if she’d forgotten all about the bonding we’d done over garage punk.
“I’m happy to trip sit,” I found myself telling her. Scrambling to make myself useful.
“What?”
“For Naomi’s birthday. I thought it was coming up.”
Her smile wasn’t the same from before. She didn’t look at me the way I wanted her to. Her brow furrowed.
“Why?” she asked.
“Because … well, we’re roommates. I want to make sure you’re all right. That’s all.”
Was there a new chill in the air or was I just paranoid?
“We should get back. Technique class is starting soon,” she told me.
“Thanks for the coffee.”
The cup was half-empty. The drink stone-cold.
“Sure,” she said, very politely. “Anytime.”

Hannah didn’t scream, but I nearly did when she peeled off the tape and bandages from her feet in the privacy of her dorm room.
Both the toenails on her big toes were pitch-black and shattered. She had angry red calluses over every joint, some still bleeding. I was assailed by the pungent scent that rose into the room. A large bubble of skin had broken open on one of her index toes. Clear pus—the most painful type—dribbled down from it.
“Is it that bad?” she asked in a subdued voice.
“Hannah,” I said simply. “I think we both know that the smell alone could kill a small Victorian child.”
She needed ice and new bandages desperately. But first and more importantly, she needed to air the whole thing out. I opened
the window as far as it would go, letting the flowers in the garden defuse some of the noxious foot smell.
Liv’s side of the room had been emptied out. She’d moved out abruptly after a conversation in the hallway with her parents, leaving Hannah with her own room. The intensity of this place had probably gotten to her.
I didn’t blame Hannah’s roommate for leaving. I could feel the pressure mounting inside me all the time. It was only getting more pronounced. Like a pot of boiling water, threatening to spill over.
I’d come over to help Hannah fill out the room a bit more. I moved the Misty Copeland poster over to Liv’s former bed and taped her onto the wall. It helped somewhat, but it still wasn’t right. There should have been another girl in here with her. The room was glum and a little sparse.
“Move in with me,” Hannah wheedled, staring along with me at her former roommate’s side of the room. “If we both begged the administration enough, I think we could get them to fold. I’m sure Alex would be thrilled to have her own room, too.”
I was definitely tempted by the offer. I knew rooming with Hannah would be lots of fun. There wasn’t nearly enough time in the day for us to gossip as much we wanted.
But I had made a promise to Ms. Allegra. And that came first.
“I can’t,” I told Hannah. “My stuff is finally organized the way I want in the other room.”
“I’ll help you move,” she said quickly. “Between the two of us, it’ll take, like, ten minutes. You can even trade sides with me. I don’t care as long as you’re here.”
“I can’t,” I said again, feeling annoyed. Mostly at myself.
Hannah’s brows furrowed. For a few minutes, she was lost in deep thought. Then her eyes went saucer-wide. “I see,” she said sagely.
“You see what?”
“Everything,” she said. Her smile was knowing and triumphant. “I’m not clueless, you know. I’ve seen the way you stare at Alex Bechler.”
She had it all wrong—but I couldn’t figure out how to explain my situation to her. The words were stuck in my throat. And every second I spent racking my brain for a suitable explanation, her smile only got wider.
“She’s hot.” Hannah smirked. “I don’t blame you for looking.”
“It’s not like that,” I told her, but I could tell she didn’t believe me.




SIX
I WAS LATE IN ALMOST EVERY WAY I POSSIBLY COULD BE. I WAS HALF a beat off the music for most of the barre warm-ups. I was much later for strength training class in the afternoon. I missed a big portion of the entire class because I’d misread the daily schedule.
Tittering laughter followed our instructor’s dry reprimand. Did you happen to get lost on your way over from South Lawn, Mars Chang?
I couldn’t come up with an adequate response in time. I was late with that one, too. How classic—to only come up with something appropriately witty only when class ended, and everyone else had already moved on from my embarrassing episode.
Growing up, I was always the last one both picked up and dropped off for school activities. Maybe I’d finally inherited the trait from Mom herself. Perhaps I was really doomed to be late for everything, all the time. I was always reaching for closing doors.
I couldn’t catch my breath in this place. I fell behind, even as I was being rushed forward—into higher jumps and faster pirouette turns and still more classes.
I was struggling just to keep afloat while members of my cohort air-kissed each other and reminisced about prestigious dance camps of summers past, wondering if—or when—the doors would finally shut on me forever.
“We’re looking for perfect spotting and flawless technique,” the silver-haired choreographer told us now. “Can you girls manage it?”
A rhetorical question answered in one of two ways—solemn nods from the serious dancers and eye-rolling from the rest.
I knew I was probably getting culled from any decent role in the recital. The best I could hope for was corps, a minion of hell to either Hannah or Alex’s Eurydice.
The academy’s interpretation of the Greek tragedy was loose and formally experimental, accompanied by strings and piano in the vein of Steve Reich and Philip Glass.
But the ending was just the same. The girl would always die.
“Depressing but not surprising,” Hannah mumbled. “Though I guess a place like this would never have us dance to Ratatouille.”
I cracked a smile despite my nerves. “I have a little experience playing rodents,” I told her. “I kind of wish we were going in that direction. I’d have an edge, for once.”
“Me too—though not the edge. I just enjoy the idea of a rat controlling the mind of a garbage boy. These kinds of big performances tend to favor tragedies though, don’t they?”
Romeo and Juliet. La Bayadére. Giselle. Ballet’s most famous heroines could never seem to catch a fucking break.
“Yeah,” I said, trying to stay upbeat. “I guess lying down is kind of nice, when you’ve been on pointe shoes for so long.”
“As long as you die beautifully,” Hannah added, holding her hand up to her forehead for dramatic emphasis.
Despite our casual chatting, it wasn’t lost on me how terribly daunting Tanas Auditorium was. Aisles of plush red velvet seats leading down to a large wooden stage, draped in thick black curtains. Construction was already nearly finished. All the stagehands had left to complete was the hole for the principal dancer to swan dive into, down into hell forever.
The knot in my stomach tightened. I could hear Mom’s voice in my ear, telling me I had to try twice as hard as anyone else, because we didn’t have connections or family to fall back on.
The thing was, I really did want to compete. I liked competing; I loved winning.
Ethan and I toggled between top one and two in all our shared AP classes. I knew it was going to be him or me for valedictorian in a couple years—and I’d be fucking pissed if it was him.
Even though I was supposed to help Alex get an edge for auditions, I still wanted to beat her for the lead role. I wanted to beat them all and get some validation for my effort. I wanted proof that I, despite all the ways I felt woefully behind, could get there, too.
A prickle of annoyance scratched at my chest.
I wanted to be anointed by the golden beam of the spotlight. I wanted a standing encore and red-petaled roses. I pictured Mom in the front row, flush with pride and whispering, I’m so proud of you… .
But I was forced back down to earth by the choreographer herself.
“You, in the back, with the black hair,” she said, snapping her fingers impatiently.
Me and Alex both answered at the same time.
“Yes?” we asked, echoing each other.
“Not you, Alex dear.” She shook her head. “I mean the other one.”
Great. I was officially “the other one.”
“You were supposed to come in from downstage left almost a full measure ago,” she told me. “In other words, you’re hopelessly late.”

Later in the evening, I could swear Misty and Fumi and Isabella were all judging me from Hannah’s wall for my less than purehearted pursuit of dance. Hannah rummaged in her desk drawer for what she promised was a “corny but awesome” surprise.
I had no idea what it was really like to want something wholeheartedly—not as a means to an end, but out of sheer passion for the thing itself. My relationship to everything—dance included—was tempered by more pragmatic considerations.
I equated doing well in any subject with opportunities for funding. I needed scholarships to catapult me out of my dependence on Mom, who was busy, tired, and way too opinionated about what I should do with my life when she had enough of her own bullshit to deal with.
Between bills and the abysmal real estate market, she already had more than enough on her hands.
“What’s it like sleeping next to Alex Bechler?” Hannah asked me.
Heat crept up the back of my neck. “I don’t sleep next to her,” I clarified crossly. “I’m across the room. And she snores, too.”
Alex didn’t really snore, but I thought Hannah might finally get off my back if I told her that she did. I hadn’t been able to fall asleep last night, so I’d watched Alex toss and turn in her sheets, muttering words I couldn’t understand.
“I guess it’s nice knowing that even the Bechlers are human,” Hannah said matter-of-factly. “They’re a pretty weird family … though I probably shouldn’t gossip too much. Given how I’m a Bechler Fellow and all.”
My interest was immediately piqued on multiple points. I could have guessed Hannah was here on scholarship, too, but now she’d confirmed it for me—we were both Bechler Fellows.
“What do you mean, they’re a weird family?” I asked her.
Hannah’s whole face lit up as she leaned in conspiratorially. “You won’t tell anyone I was the one who told you?”
We pinky swore on it.
Mortimer Bechler—the man who had built the family fortune in pharmaceuticals—had apparently lost his mind one night and killed his own daughter with his hunting shotgun, swearing she was a white-tailed deer in the family living room.
“Mortimer’s crime is a footnote on their Wiki page,” Hannah said. “I read the whole thing on the way to the academy … it’s a
four-hour drive from Vermont, so I, uh, really had the time, you know. The entire family is probably cursed.”
“Their actual Wiki page mentions a curse?” I asked, trying not to let my skepticism show.
“Well, no,” Hannah admitted. “But it does seem like they are based on some of the other stuff I’d read.”
“How so?”
“There’s a history of tragedy in their family. And that stuff is official. Bechler kidnappings gone awry, and unexplainable, incurable diseases afflicting some of the family members, too. But they keep getting richer. From pennies to millions, and now, I think even billions in net worth.”
“It does sound kind of like a family curse,” I admitted. “Even though I don’t really believe in stuff like that. Maybe it’s just an odd set of coincidences?”
There had to be a more logical explanation. I could even buy it if there was mob activity behind it. Curses were the realm of fantasy.
Hannah nodded, but I could tell she wasn’t convinced by my perspective on the situation. “At least Alex seems nice,” she said, with a sly grin. “So that’s fun.”
“I guess so.”
“You guess so? You’re the one with the crush on her.”
I liked Hannah a lot, but occasionally, I did wish she’d keep some of her wilder conspiracies to herself.
“I thought you had a ‘corny but awesome’ surprise to show me,” I told her mulishly. “Let’s see it, then.”
She produced two bracelets—one for her and one for me. They were the kind I used to make at summer camp when I was younger. Colorful plastic beads threaded through stretchy elastic.
Hers was pink and white, mine purple and red. They both spelled out JUST DANCE, bracketed by smiley-face beads.
I put mine on immediately, feeling unexpectedly moved by her gesture.
Just dance. If only things were that simple.
“Mom always says I need to work on being polite, but I think I’ll work on that one later.” Hannah’s face was almost sheepish. “I was wondering if I could maybe ask you for a favor … sorry about my timing.”
“Sure. What is it?”
“Do you happen to have any more of those supplements? I think the one you gave me helped a lot.”
The bottle was still in my dance bag. There’d be plenty of pills, even after I’d swapped out Alex’s old ones. I fished out two and gave them to Hannah, who clasped them between her fist with a look of gratitude in her eyes.
“You’re the best,” she told me.
But I knew I wasn’t. And that was the crux of my problems.

Alex wasn’t alone when I got back to our room after Hannah’s.
The twins and Naomi had made themselves very comfortable on my bed, sandwiched together like a three-headed beast. Cerberus in designer pastels.
It was cool. Not like I needed my own space or anything.
Though it was a little hard to ignore Sasha Rusk’s tabis, which were right up against my duvet cover. The academy floors looked pretty clean, but shoes were still shoes, Maison Margiela or otherwise.
Alex saw where I was looking and gave Sasha an exasperated look.
“Come on,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Let’s be civilized, Sasha. Shoes off the bed, yeah?”
“Love those,” I found myself saying. “They’re archive, right?”
Even if they weren’t, I knew Sasha would find it flattering.
“They’re early ’00s,” she told me, flashing a sharp grin. “We love a vintage pull. And even Naomi would approve. She loves saving the planet. Zero waste. Etcetera.”
Naomi looked me square in the eye. “She’s being facetious. I do care about the planet. Every animal matters to me.”
“Yes, yes,” Sophia Rusk said soothingly. “We know. But we’ve got your birthday to worry about right now.”
“We’re running out of time and ideas,” Alex explained. “Her birthday is tomorrow.”
“I’m guessing Per Se is off the table, then.”
I’d gone to the restaurant with Ethan and his family to celebrate his latest 4.0, trying hard not to visibly balk at how expensive the meal was throughout the prolonged and arduous seating. Nine fucking courses served by waitstaff in black suits, as solemnly as though an important official had died.
I tried to enjoy raw egg coupled with caviar, but all I got was a thick, viscous texture, clinging to the inside of my throat like a budding sickness.
Naomi sighed. “I love Per Se. But we can’t leave the academy. We’ll have to manage something here.”
“At least there’s going to be cake,” Sophia said.
“We’re getting a chef at the dining hall to make it.” Sasha’s voice was dubious. “Hopefully it turns out okay.”
I found it genuinely off-putting that they would have even asked for such a favor from the academy staff, but obviously these girls operated by different standards than the ones I was used to.
They continued to discuss different possibilities for a party while outside, the sky shifted into pitch darkness. Curfew would come soon.
There was a whole separate world out there, but you’d never know it from inside these high steel-and-glass walls. Here, it was all sweat and dance and quick repartee, ranging in tone from friendly to cutting.
Naomi’s words echoed in my mind.
We can’t leave the academy.
I felt a little squeezed in this room, too. I felt cornered by the girls, who had a presence comparable to tempered steel. I could feel them like a solid wall, closing in on me.
But at least I still had a good opening. There was Alex’s dance bag, tucked under her bed. Beautifully monogrammed, of course. Probably hand-stitched.
I could almost reach for it now, but I knew that wouldn’t be the right move. I would simply have to wait for a different time to do it—when none of them were paying any attention. This was a new path to tread, forward and out and up, with Ms. Allegra—Alex’s great-aunt—as my own personal benefactor.
Then Alex touched my wrist, her fingers featherlight against the bright plastic beads. A jolt that felt like electricity coursed through my entire body.
“Cute,” she said. “Did you make that yourself?”
I’d been just about to respond about the party and try to angle myself into their plans once more—but I felt tripped up all of a sudden. Just like that, I missed my moment completely.
Too late; bad timing. That had always been my problem.
“Hannah made it for me,” I explained, several beats too late.
The girls left our room right before curfew check. Alex climbed into bed and immediately put on her headphones. Something that was probably garage punk sounded through the room, distorted, muffled, and more than a little angry. Alex stared up at the ceiling, lost in thoughts I wished I could understand.
Cursed, Hannah had said, regarding the Bechlers’ odd history of family misfortunes. But looking at Alex, I didn’t see how that was possible. To me, she seemed like the luckiest girl in the world.




SEVEN
THE PILL WAS SWEET, WITH A SOUR AFTERTASTE THAT LINGERED in the cavern of my mouth until I finally washed it down with a cup of water. I imagined a seed ball plummeting into the pit of my stomach and flowering into thousands of tiny red particles. New molecules swimming through my veins, moving my legs and hands into previously impossible configurations.
If I was giving Hannah an edge with APL, then I wanted it too. There was no reason for Ms. Allegra to know I’d pocketed one of the supplements for myself, just to try it out. Just to see what it—and I—could really do, especially since there was just over a week left until the audition.
So I felt pretty disappointed when faced with the reality. Nothing happened during barre warm-ups or lyrical class. My pirouettes weren’t any better than usual.
It was only during my follow-up meeting with Ms. Allegra that I started to feel the supplement kick in. I felt too aware of my surroundings. There was melted red candle wax on the surface of a side table. I heard a clock ticking evenly behind me. My own breathing was suddenly too loud, too pronounced.
I could see how this amount of concentration might have been useful in the studio, but it had the opposite effect in Ms. Allegra’s office. I wanted to move—to use this extra boost of exhilaration somewhere—but I was stuck in one place. Glued to the chair across from Ms. Allegra’s desk while my heart sped into double time.
“How are you settling into all your classes?” the founder asked me with a benign smile.
“Good,” I told her, despite the panic blooming in my chest.
My mouth was dry. My heart raced. Would she know that something was wrong with me?
She might have. Her expression was certainly plenty amused.
“Not everyone makes it through the academy,” she explained. “We’ve already had a few girls drop out, so I’m glad to hear that you’re doing so well.”
Like Liv, Hannah’s old roommate. I knew she wasn’t the only one who’d left the intensive early. The choreographer had forced a girl out of rehearsal in the early afternoon, telling her to take a seat with the audience because she clearly didn’t belong onstage.
“See, Claire?” the choreographer had said, pointing to Alex, who executed a series of pirouettes onstage with athletic precision—and a very slight grimace. “When you can dance like that, you may rejoin us.”
Every compliment she gave was a slap in the face to the girl who’d been kicked off the stage. I felt lassoed into Claire’s humiliation ritual when the choreographer gave me points for my improved turnout.
“Everyone’s been getting better,” the choreographer had said, very pointedly. “If you would rather have an easy time, I suggest you consider returning to your local studio for the summer.”
It was uncomfortable, dancing and pretending like we couldn’t see the girl sitting in the front row, blinking up at the stage lights and trying not to cry. I gave it a fifty-fifty chance that she’d even come back tomorrow.
“Tea?” Ms. Allegra asked, offering me a porcelain cup.
The last thing I needed right now was caffeine. I felt jittery and hot with APL in my system. But I knew she wanted me to take the cup, so I did.
“Thank you,” I told her, after a tiny, bitter sip.
“So polite.” She nodded in approval. “We could certainly use girls of your ilk at our year-round academy.”
Your ilk. So far, in her eyes, I was still the right kind of scholarship student. The kind who gritted her teeth and smiled. Sucked it up. Pulled herself up by her satin ribbons.
I could really feel the side effects of the supplement now. My head practically throbbed. Was this really the thing that was going to help Alex clinch the role of Eurydice?
Ms. Allegra went on to explain how I could benefit from year-round boarding. Perhaps I’d enjoy the media lab or Olympic-sized pool in the west wing. There were frequent opportunities to meet with the generous sponsors, world-renowned in their respective industries—finance, tech, and of course, pharmaceutical.
“Which brings me to my next question,” she said. “How are things going with the girl?”
Her phrasing threw me off. “The girl” had to refer to Alex Bechler.
“I’m working on it,” I promised her.
Ms. Allegra’s mouth pursed. “I was hoping you would have made more progress by now. I would hate to think I’ve gone with the wrong choice.”
It was laughable, the way she pretended this place was a meritocracy, given what she wanted me to do. But I couldn’t show how I really felt, of course. I gave her the same smile Mom gave prospective clients.
“I’m the right choice,” I assured her.
“What are your symptoms?” she asked me suddenly.
“Excuse me?”
“Your leg is shaking. Are you not taking well to the supplement?”
She knew. Fuck. She knew.
Ms. Allegra procured a tablet, calmly surveying me while tapping in notes. “We plan to launch APL to consumers after the recital ends. We already collected a broad range of data, but it can’t hurt to collect more. Tell me—can you still feel your hands?”
I couldn’t. My skin didn’t even feel like it was part of my body anymore. It felt like a large swath of inert, synthetic material. I was numb all the way down. From my face to my feet.
“I can’t feel anything,” I admitted. “Except maybe a slight tingle.”
More tapping on her screen. Another benign smile.
“We’re out of time,” she said, gesturing to the door. “Thank you for this chat, Mars. I’ll see you next week—and hopefully, you’ll have made more progress. Or I’ll have to see if I can find a better choice.”

The Bechlers were a very strange family.
I didn’t really know what to make of my conversation with Ms. Allegra, even after I had time to think it over at the end of my afternoon classes. She didn’t seem fazed or angry that I’d tried APL for myself—simply amused. I figured all wealthy people were eccentric in one way or another, but maybe with the Bechlers, there was more to it than that.
When I asked Hannah about the Bechler family curse in the dining hall, her eyes lit up immediately.
“Just so you know, this is going to be mostly gossip,” she said cheerfully. She pushed her Mother Earth salad medley aside, and that’s how I knew she was really going to get into it.
“I’m ready,” I told her.
Hannah’s lips were chapped, and there were dark circles under her eyes. I felt a slight frisson of worry. Had she gotten any sleep last night or what?
When none of the staff were looking our way, Hannah pulled out her phone. Under the table, we scanned through her photo album together.
There were a few selfies of Hannah, a picture of a sweet older couple hiking in the woods—definitely her parents, given how she had the exact same smile as one of them—and about a hundred photos of a Persian cat.
“Whoops,” she said. “That’s Puffy, my baby.”
“What’s their whole deal?” I asked her.
“Well, her hobbies include sleeping in sunny spots and biting both my dads’ ankles. Oh wait—you’re probably referring to the Bechlers.”
Hannah scrolled to Wiki pages she’d downloaded, then showed me her screen. I scanned long blocks of text, keeping my eyes peeled for anything particularly odd.
Leonard Bechler had died in a sailing accident in Saint Thomas from blunt trauma to the head.
Constance Bechler had burned to death in a house fire in Monaco.
And of course, there was Vivianne Bechler, who’d been shot dead in the living room by her own father, the man who’d made the initial family fortune.
“Look at this,” Hannah said. “Shoot, that’s Puffy in a crocheted tulip hat. I mean—check out this page.”
The Bechlers had expanded their reach far beyond pharmaceuticals, funding museums, aerospace research and development, and this very institution. None of their ventures had ever gone bankrupt. In fact, every single one of them seemed incredibly profitable.
“Both fortune and misfortune,” I mumbled, scanning through the page.
“Exactly. My wild thought is this: What if they’re somehow related?”
A shiver went down my spine. I could actually feel my hands again. The APL was wearing off. I was no longer numb, but I was a little afraid.
Of what?
It seemed like a question well worth answering. Was it Ms. Allegra I was scared of? Was it the pressure of this place? Or was it simply Hannah’s wild theory, taking root in my brain and freaking me out?
Alex and her friends were at a corner table, stealing bites off each other’s plates. Naomi’s eyes were red. I couldn’t really tell whether it was from smoking weed or crying.
Maybe it was both. Her birthday was coming up, and it seemed like these girls hadn’t managed to finalize any plans yet. I could hear them still debating over what to do.
“So what do you think?” Hannah prompted me.
“Not sure yet,” I told her. “But it’s definitely interesting, the idea of fortune and misfortune being related.”
If only the cell signal in the academy wasn’t virtually nonexistent for both of us. Hannah’s phone plan was also spotty in the academy. I wanted to look up more of the Bechlers’ family history, but it seemed like all the information we had was relegated to the Wiki pages Hannah had downloaded before she even arrived at the front gate.
I instinctively found myself scanning the corner table.
Alex Bechler was laughing at something one of the Rusks had said, with her boot up on the bench and an arm casually slung across Naomi’s shoulder. There was a wooden toothpick jutting out from between her teeth, providing just the right touch of rakishness. I could tell her friends were eating it up.
She was such a shoo-in for the lead. She had everything I didn’t.
Confidence and charm and an effortless ease that made me seethe internally. Summering and wintering while I rotted in my suburban New Jersey bedroom, listening to Mom lie about how she had everything covered and I didn’t have anything to worry about. Especially not money.
“Be back in a minute,” I told Hannah.
I approached their table despite my trepidation.
Naomi wiped at her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt—plain, off-white, yet probably cost more than a summer’s worth of babysitting—while the twins exchanged another secret look behind her back.
I swore Alex looked slightly annoyed when I inserted myself into their conversation and suggested to all of them, “Wouldn’t a picnic be kind of cute? A lavish spread and some champagne. It’s not the French Riviera, but Veuve Clicquot might take the sting away.”
I felt asinine, parroting things I’d heard straight out of Ethan’s mouth. But almost immediately, it seemed to be working.
“Veuve always takes the sting away,” Sophia agreed.
“I guess that’s fine,” Naomi said with a sniff. Then, almost as if it were an afterthought, she added, “You can come, if you want.”
“Not her, though,” Sasha said, gesturing to Hannah.
Why the fuck not? The retort was on the tip of my tongue, but I held back.
Alex just looked at me. I could feel disapproval radiating off her shoulders.
“Isn’t there anything else you wanted to add?” she asked me pointedly.
It was so easy for Alex Bechler to be a good person. And I resented her for that, too. Born right and raised right. A winner from inception. She wanted me to defend Hannah and disinvite myself from the party. She wanted me to call her friends out.
Why didn’t she just do it, then?
What the hell was she waiting for?
There was no way for me to win, I realized. Not with them.
I had to stick to the plan. Focus on what Ms. Allegra wanted and stay in her good graces. Stick to the long game and make Mom proud.
A pill swap while they were all day-drinking seemed like the best way forward. I had a week left until I had to report back to the founder. And I’d do it, even if there was a horrible feeling in my gut.
Feelings were only temporary, anyways.
“It’s on Saturday,” Naomi said.
I squared my shoulders and flashed a smile.
“See you there,” I told her.
Meeting back up with Hannah after all that didn’t make me feel like the most morally upright friend in the world. I could tell she was curious about what I’d said at the table, too. After all, she did live for gossip.
I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but I also wanted to go to the party, even if it did mean excluding her. Thankfully, there was a new topic to take both our minds off Alex Bechler and her friends.
“There’s blood on your face,” I told her. “What the hell happened?”
A thin red trail ran from her nostril to her mouth.
Hannah smeared it away with the back of her hand and smiled brightly. “Just a nosebleed,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’m sure it’s not a big deal or anything.”




EIGHT
I ROTATED MY LEGS INTO FIRST POSITION. HELD THAT FOR TEN seconds. Went a little further. Returned to parallel. Breathed deep and relaxed.
Then I lay flat on my stomach. I stretched to my fullest potential, arched into a backward C with my legs pointed straight behind me.
Our dance instructor for strength training walked around the studio, toe-heel, toe-heel, because “grace should be a fixed trait, not a role to take on and off,” she chided us. She corrected postures and poses with firm touches that bordered on punitive.
Now everyone in our cohort was lying flat on their stomachs, breathing as one. Our heart rate was set to her footsteps. She moved across the room, pushing down on whatever needed fixing. I could feel her chilly voice reverberate in my spine.
“Good work, Mars,” she told me. “But next time, try to stretch just a little further.”
I’d heard that one before. Try harder, push further. Those mandates had been instilled in me since birth. I used to time myself tying my shoes, just to get better. Sit in my room and make the same motions, over and over again. Recite the alphabet forward and backward.
Piano scales by age four.
My first pirouette by age six.
It was starting to become obvious that they wanted me out. Was the academy really about forging diamonds under pressure, or was it more about breaking spirits—selectively, of course?
I was disgruntled long after class ended. I had more than a chip on my shoulder. I had the whole damn Pringles factory up there.
And there was Alex, laughing with her cronies in Yates Hall, as if this whole dance intensive was a fucking breeze. As if this place were literally her second home.
Even the structure of the academy itself felt hostile to me. It was nothing like the squeaky, familiar linoleum of Clarksville High. There was no dilapidated bee mascot, no speakers crackling with morning announcements or dad jokes from the principal. I was certain there were no bake sales here, either.
This place operated on an entirely different level of funding.
The walls were high, and the hallways were too long, decorated by bronze busts with the same profiles as some of the girls in the studio. This place was as easy to get lost in as a labyrinth. And it made me feel as insignificant—and as crushable—as a fucking ant.
My legs throbbed. My back hurt. I still wasn’t good enough.
Hannah slung her arm around my shoulder and groaned in commiseration. “My calluses have calluses,” she told me woefully.
I’d already seen her feet once, so I wasn’t sure if that was even an exaggeration or not.
“My aches have aches,” I replied, getting into the spirit of it.
“My pus has—”
“Hannah,” I said, stopping her right then and there. “Your ear is bleeding.”
There was blood coming out of her ear canal. It dribbled down to her earlobe, thicker than yesterday’s nosebleed.
I steered her toward the bathroom immediately. I handed her some paper towels and gestured toward the wide mirror.
“Look,” I said, but Hannah stared down at her shoes defiantly.
“It’s probably from the change in altitude,” she mumbled. “Upstate New York’s pretty mountainous.”
“Hannah … you’re from Vermont. Your state is literally famous for mountains.”
She crossed her arms. “So? What do you want me to do?”
“Um, go to the health center?”
Her eyes flashed in defiance. “And miss choreography class? I don’t think so, Mars.”
She had to be kidding me. Choreography was not more important than dealing with whatever the hell this was.
“I’ve worked too hard for way too long,” she said fiercely. “I’m fine, all right? If you really want to help, you can always give me more of those supplements.”
Warning bells rang in my head. “You already finished the ones I gave you?”
“You barely gave me any of them to begin with,” she shot back.
I’d given her three, but now I was starting to think that it probably should have been zero.
“They’re not really mine to hand out,” I told her. “Sorry.”
A strange smile crossed her lips. “I see,” she said quietly.
I did not love how this conversation was going. Or how quickly it was escalating. A girl walked into the bathroom, took one look at me and Hannah, and then immediately walked back out.
“You want them for yourself, don’t you?” Hannah asked, but I could tell the question was purely rhetorical.
“I absolutely do not. Look, I did try one, and it wasn’t great. I really think you don’t need them to perform well. In fact”—a jolt of revulsion snaked down my spine as the idea suddenly occurred to me—“what if it’s the supplements that are making you bleed?”
She wasn’t listening to me at all. Hannah paced the tiled bathroom floor while blood trickled down from her earlobe.
“You’re such a liar, Mars. You acted like you didn’t care about the lead role, but obviously that’s not true. I’ve seen you come out of Ms. Allegra’s office, too. What do you even have to talk about with her?”
I couldn’t tell her about our founder’s connection to Alex. Hannah would die if she knew that the role of Eurydice would never be hers, no matter how well she did during auditions.
I couldn’t even say our own founder’s name aloud to her. Every time I tried to, sheer panic flooded my brain. I was on the edge of a cliff, overlooking rows of jagged iron spikes. I was at the bottom of a hill with a boulder pressed against my palms, crushing me backward whenever I wanted to move forward.
I couldn’t move; I couldn’t speak. Ms. Allegra’s name wouldn’t—couldn’t—come out of my mouth.
“I’m so sorry,” I finally managed to tell her. “I should have never given you that stuff to begin with.”
I didn’t even know what was in APL. It was starting to dawn on me how irresponsible I’d been, handing it to Hannah without ever considering the possible ramifications. After the initial rush of taking the supplement, I’d felt lethargic for hours. And that had just been from taking one of them.
Her eyes welled up with furious tears. “I thought we were friends. But you won’t even admit to yourself what you really want.”
Exasperation clawed at my chest. “What is it that you think I really want?”
“You want to be the best. You want to be one of them. I’m just a stepping stone until you finally make it.”
She was dead wrong about the last point, but her initial accusations hit a little too close to home.
“I knew it,” Hannah said softly, watching my reaction. “Do you even know what you’re doing this stuff for? Do you even know what you really want, deep down?”
“Please let me explain,” I said, trying again. “You’re not being yourself right now, Hannah. Let’s just slow down for a minute, okay? At least let me help you—”
“Choreography class is starting soon,” Hannah said, cutting me off. “And I don’t need your help—or anyone else’s, by the way. Don’t you dare tell anyone at the health clinic about this. I’ll be perfectly fine.”
She did not look perfectly fine. There was blood smeared over her face and hands.
But at least it couldn’t get any worse than this. I didn’t know if the issue was with APL or if it was something else entirely, but one thing was for sure: I would never give her another one of those supplements, ever again.
My shoulders slumped in resignation. “I won’t tell anyone,” I promised her. “But please, just … be more careful, okay?”
“I will,” she said.
Hannah smiled, and—for a brief, fleeting moment—she again looked just like the Hannah I knew.

We went one by one down the aisle in Tanas Auditorium, as if pulled along by magnets. The heavy velvet curtains parted to welcome us.
We swapped out our street shoes for pink pointe shoes. We rolled our necks in slow circles, our joint capsules stretching and cracking in unison. Nervous butterflies fluttered in my stomach when the music started.
Hannah was already onstage, marking positions with the choreographer. We assembled behind her, finding our positions farther upstage. We fanned in from the left and right, toward the center. Toe-heel, toe-heel. Heads tilted toward the spotlight, our arms soft and supple.
Our faction of fifteen moved in tandem. We marked the stage in perfect fourths and fifths. Everyone was in their rightful place, walking together in a large circle to the slightly discordant classical soundtrack.
We moved into a sequence of concentric circles under the red stage lights, with Hannah poised in the middle. The stage was hot, even with my pointe shoes on. Like walking on sand in late summer. A burning heat flooded up through my tights.
The scenery was all finished. Painted dark clouds hung from thin wires. Downstage right were the infamous stairs upon which our Eurydice would meet her fate. Hell was inescapable for her, even if our choreographer had taken other narrative liberties.
No Orpheus. No second chances. Only death.
I had a terrible feeling in my gut, but nothing to back it up. It was the wrongness of a bad dream, all skewed rooms and no clocks.
Hannah’s accusations continued to haunt me.
What did I really want, deep down?
What kind of person was I, even?
Having an audience certainly didn’t help settle my nerves, either.
I felt like the audition had already started. Ms. Allegra was sitting in the front row, along with a few other of our dance instructors. All of them watched us with hawk-eyed intensity.
They would take a few points off for my fouettés, not spirited like Hannah’s, or knife-sharp like Alex’s. Dock me for my stiff port de bras, a clear indicator that I lacked certain necessary artistic sensibilities.
I would fall so far back in the corps that I would end up basically falling offstage. Soon enough, I’d be locked out of the academy’s wrought iron gates forever, banished back to the drab picket fences of suburbia. Crushed like ice when I was supposed to be a diamond. And all of Mom’s precarious pride in me would evaporate.
Alex was really good, but Hannah might have been even better than her, I realized, with a slight lurch of surprise. All of those extra practice sessions she’d been doing outside of mandatory classes were really starting to pay off.
She did five pirouette turns when we only had to do four, keeping time like a metronome. And to my immense surprise, I noticed that Alex was audibly panting. Her ankle wobbled, and she very nearly stumbled out of place.
I wasn’t the only one in jeopardy here. The academy’s golden girl was falling behind, too.
Ms. Allegra motioned for the choreographer to come see her. I assumed that the guise of fairness would end right then and there, and that she’d position her great-niece into the role she was practically born to play.
All of us stopped dancing while the two women whispered to each other from the front row, deliberating about what to do about the rest of rehearsal.
There were droplets of blood on the stage, glimmering under the bright stage lights. Hannah saw me look at her and immediately covered her nose.
I’m fine, she mouthed. Even though there was blood seeping between her fingers.
When the choreographer came back, what she said threw me—and everyone else—for a considerable loop.
“Let’s try the routine once again from the beginning. This time, Eurydice will be played by Mars Chang.”




NINE
THE THING ABOUT PUBLIC SCHOOL GIRLS WAS THAT, APPARENTLY, we were very bland.
“Like spaghetti with no sauce,” Sasha Rusk announced, from her supine position on the blanket.
“Right,” I replied, smiling through gritted teeth, because I was tempted to blurt out, And what are you supposed to be, penne rigate?
I knew that probably wouldn’t have gone over too well. And part of me did wonder if it was a test—if they were trying to suss me out as one of them.
I knew it was better to pretend to be rich. No one gave me backhanded compliments about how well I danced during the last rehearsal, like they had with Hannah’s performances. When Sophia asked me where I’d trained, I kept it vague.
“Oh, you know,” I said, with a little smile to match hers. “The usual places.”
“I can totally see it,” Naomi murmured. “The Balanchine influence really shows in your pliés.”
I wasn’t about to argue with that, even if I was stretching the truth to get there.
Naomi’s birthday picnic illuminated a lot to me very quickly. For one, I could finally understand how these girls were related to Alex. In essence: Bechler money made the world go around.
The Bechlers had a long-running relationship with the Hersts through art. Alex’s great-grandfather Oliver had bought Naomi’s great-grandfather Frederick’s first abstract paintings—making him wealthy and famous in the process—and the two families had happily rubbed elbows ever since.
The Rusks were in tech, and newer friends of the family. It showed in the way the twins frequently angled themselves toward Alex. They made cutting remarks and bitched about everyone as Naomi held up the Veuve to Alex with a wan smile and asked, “Please?”
Alex uncorked the bottle with a practiced air.
“Here’s to the birthday princess,” she said gamely.
It was the second bottle they’d gone through, and it was barely even noon.
But at least the champagne made them chatty.
We sat under the largest willow tree in East Lawn on large gingham picnic blankets, far away from the watchful eyes of our instructors. I don’t know where the girls even got the baskets full of fruit—golden-yellow peaches, apples the color of flushed cheeks, and glass-green grapes—but I helped myself to a bit of it all, trying to ignore the guilt squirming around in my stomach.
I would have much rather spent time with Hannah, but she wasn’t talking to me at the moment. She was in a practice room—on our only day off in the week—rehearsing Eurydice’s part for the upcoming audition.
I couldn’t escape the feeling that Ms. Allegra had deliberately forced another wedge between us. Having me play Eurydice in front of everyone during rehearsal painted a target on my back. And it wasn’t just Hannah who was wary of me—Naomi certainly had some questions, too.
“Where do you go to school during the rest of the year, Mars?” Naomi asked me. “I haven’t seen you at Allegra’s before either, I think. Or were you here last summer?”
“That was Kora Yi,” Alex said with a sigh, audibly annoyed. She flashed me a look of commiseration. “Naomi’s drunk. Please feel absolutely no pressure to answer her. She’s not going to remember this conversation anyways.”
“I remember everything,” Naomi protested. “It feels like you’ve always been here, Mars. You’re fun to have around, too. But you are new, right?”
“Yeah, Mars,” Sasha chimed in, grinning wickedly. “Where the fuck did you come from?”
Shit. What was I supposed to say to that?
“I’m from outside the city,” I hedged.
“Stonybrook Prep,” Sophia guessed. “She looks like a Stonybrook girl, right?”
“Definitely,” Naomi said, seemingly appeased now. “She has that whole skirt and loafer thing down.”
I had no idea what any of them were talking about, but I nodded anyways. “Guess I do.”
I’d started sticking to basics over patterns after the first few days of the program. Navy blue or black, mostly. Dark colors made it harder to tell where my clothes came from. Though in reality, the way I shopped was by filtering clothes by price, low to high, then weighing it against the limited funds I had saved up from babysitting and tutoring, before reaching the same conclusion most of the time: Never mind.
The last thing I wanted to do today was stick out in the wrong way. And apparently, it was working, because they’d even helped invent a new persona for me.
Alex and the twins attended the same prep school in the city, but Naomi lived at Allegra Academy year-round. She was allegedly here for dance, but she seemed to have much less passion for it than Hannah or even I did. I’d frequently noticed her chatting with Sasha and Sophia during choreography class and ignoring our instructors.
Something was definitely up with her, too, because throughout the picnic, seemingly out of nowhere, she’d clutch Alex’s sleeve and tell her, hiccupping, with tears in her eyes, “You know I’ll always love you, right?”
The twins both seemed highly irritated by her behavior. But Naomi was the birthday princess, after all, so they just sat back and smiled tightly.
I couldn’t wait to be done with this party. As soon as they were all tipsy enough, I could swap out Alex’s supplements and wash my hands of this whole ordeal.
“I need to stop crying,” Naomi told everyone. “This isn’t a funeral.”
“No one is dying,” Sasha said amenably.
For some reason, that immediately set Naomi off again. More waterworks than summertime sprinklers in New Jersey suburbia.
“That just reminds me of your poor Uncle Benjamin.” She sniffed, turning to Alex. “What a terrible accident.”
“That was Uncle Leonard,” Alex said, correcting her. “Uncle Benjamin is very much alive; he just keeps to himself. And the accident happened way before I was born. It’s okay, Naomi. I think you just need some water.”
“Naomi’s very delicate,” Sasha explained to me, scrunching her nose. “But she will be fine. She will get it together. Won’t she?”
Naomi nodded blearily. “Yes, of course. I’ll get it together.”
Alex’s dance bag was only a few inches to my left. The problem was, she seemed far more sober than the rest of her friends.
“Should we have a toast?” I suggested brightly.
We raised glassware procured from the dining hall. Sasha topped everyone off. Bubbles frothed and nearly overflowed from our cups. Then she handed me the rest of the bottle to polish off.
I shook my head. “I’m okay with what I have.”
“You’ve hardly drunk anything. And Naomi can’t have any more champagne, or she’ll definitely regret it.”
I couldn’t get drunk around them. I couldn’t even get tipsy, if I wanted to ensure this supplement swap went smoothly. But they all looked at me expectantly, practically daring me to try and ruin their fun.
“We’ll share,” Alex said—unexpectedly saving me.
She took a long swig straight from the bottle before handing it over to me. The lip of the bottle was still warm when I pressed my mouth against it. I could almost taste Alex.
A strange giddiness came over me. It had to be from the champagne. The bottle’s gold foil wrapper lay crinkled in the grass, the color of early fall in a fairytale.
The cake was then brought out with ceremonial reverence, a three-tiered violet monstrosity complete with edible flowers, courtesy of the academy’s food staff. Sophia cut it into more manageable slices while I snuck peeks at my phone in my pocket. Anxiety clawed its way through my chest while I wondered if Alex would even get tipsy soon. Or maybe she was now. When she looked at me, her cheeks were flushed. Red like strawberries.
“What’s your favorite thing about Stonybrook?” Sasha prompted me. “Do you know Helena? Wait, you must know her. What do you think—is she a bitch or not?”
“There’s more to Mars than what school she attends,” Alex said, in my defense. “She also likes the Yeah Yeah Yeahs.”
I wanted the earth to swallow me whole.
“Cute.” Sophia nodded. “I bet you and Alex have bonded a lot over them.”
“Um, Helena is okay,” I said, loading my words with as much ambiguous subtext as I could manage.
Sasha and Sophia both shook their heads vigorously.
“Right? She’s so annoying,” Sasha said. She flicked her auburn braid back impatiently, revealing a set of small Chanel logo hoop earrings. “She always name-drops knowing the worst celebrities. Like anyone would care about some random YouTubers.”
“And Stonybrook is, well, you know,” I said.
“Quaint,” Naomi filled in for me. “Oh, totally.”
“What’s your favorite Yeah Yeah Yeahs song?” Alex asked.
This was a thousand times more stressful than PSATs. At least for the PSATs, I’d been fully prepared. This conversation was the equivalent of guessing “C” on every multiple choice question and praying that I’d somehow pass.
“Bathroom,” I announced. I scrambled to my feet. “Be back in a few minutes.”
I sprinted toward the main campus like the final girl in a horror movie. I knew the bathroom by the entrance had some signal, so I could try and look up Stonybrook Prep, the Yeah Yeah Yeahs, and—maybe, somehow, if I had enough time—figure out who the hell Helena was, too.
As soon as I got into a stall, I queued up the first song that showed up on Spotify. It was surprisingly great. My heart rate decelerated slightly.
I felt less panicked as soon as I was by myself, with enough privacy to think and reflect. I figured that everything I told them would be pretty much forgotten, given how much day-drinking everyone was doing. The only person I really needed to still worry about was Alex.
And after hearing different three songs, I was starting to kind of like the band myself. The lead singer, Karen O, seemed pretty cool. Alex was definitely inspired by her style—they both had an affinity for grommets and silver studs and black leather.
I walked out of the bathroom feeling much better than I did when I first raced in. But I must’ve not been paying much attention to my surroundings—because as soon as I got into the hallway, I immediately crashed into someone else.
I was checked by a shoulder and sideswiped entirely. Everything in my dance bag came flying out, clattering to the floor.
I hurried to put everything back into it. The girl who’d knocked into me lent a hand before I could protest.
I looked up and locked eyes with Hannah.
“Sorry,” she said, sounding like she was sorry for more than just this mishap. “This is completely my fault, not yours, Mars.”
“I’m sorry, too,” I told her. “Are you … doing okay?”
It was awkward. I hated it. Hannah was the one person I could be myself around in this entire academy.
“I’m okay,” she promised. “I haven’t been experiencing bad side effects anymore, so please don’t worry. And I’m really sorry for being a freak. I don’t even know what got into me.”
“It’s this place,” I reassured her. “Not you.”
“Can we start over? Please?”
“No do-over needed,” I told her. “Just sit with me in the dining hall. I’m dying without your gossip. Like, I might actually be wilting.”
She smiled brightly. “I have to go to practice more, but I’ll meet you there tonight.”

I felt lighter than before, heading back to Naomi’s picnic.
Everyone seemed fairly wasted, even Alex at this point. No one asked why I’d been gone for so long or even seemed remotely interested in asking any further questions. I was almost disappointed, having braced myself to be grilled about Alex’s favorite band.
But at least now was a good time for me to ask questions, if I had any good ones. I was curious about the Bechlers, of course, given the influence they had over this academy. But I didn’t know how to bring it up. Moreover, there’d been a small mishap during my brief absence.
Cake had somehow gotten into Naomi’s hair while I was gone. Alex was patiently trying to comb it out. They were clearly very comfortable around each other.
So familiar that I knew they hadn’t always been just friends.
“I love you,” Naomi said again, with heavy emphasis. She blinked up, toward the hard yellow sun peeking between the long willow branches. I thought she might cry again.
“I love you, too,” Alex said back, with a faintly puzzled look.
And here I was, just some random girl they thought was from Stonybrook Prep. Close enough to share a picnic spread with, but right on the edge, waiting to be found out and banished.
I still couldn’t think of a way to ask about Alex’s family without seeming like I was prying into her business too much. So I set aside my personal curiosity and asked a question I figured was fairly innocuous. “What do you think the recital is going to be like?” I asked them.
Alex shrugged, but the other girls tensed.
A secret look rippled between them in a circle.
“It’s such a nice day,” Naomi said firmly. “Let’s not talk about that right now.”
“Yes,” Sasha added quickly. “No need for more stress and competition on our only day off in the week.”
Alex was still busy untangling violet cake from Naomi’s hair.
The Rusks were huddled together, furtively whispering about something or other. Twin shit, of course. They were honestly weirder than I was.
I reached into Alex’s bag when I thought no one was looking, fishing for her tin of supplements.
“Wait,” Alex said.
Her voice startled me.
Instinctively, I pulled away from her dance bag. In my panic, I’d accidentally grabbed something right out of it—some small and circular object. Coin-sized.
I instinctively slipped it into my pocket while my heart jackhammered against my rib cage. I waited in trepidation to be called a thief and a liar. Fuck.
“You never did answer my question,” Alex said. “What’s your favorite Yeah Yeah Yeahs song?”
“‘Heads Will Roll,’” I told her quickly, trying not to let my relief show.
I hadn’t been caught, thank god. But the whole situation had been way too close.
Alex nodded in approval. “That’s one of my favorite songs, too.”
I was sweaty for reasons that had nothing to do with the summer heat. I needed to calm down and get my bearings as quickly as possible. I had to try again—because I knew this was one of the best opportunities I’d ever get in my entire life.
I could at least sneak the pills out of my own bag first. Delay the hardest part for last.
But when I rooted around in my dance bag, I simply couldn’t find the bottle. I looked through every compartment I had, but I could only find my backup toe pads and my big bundle of black bobby pins.
Then I remembered my strange run-in with Hannah in the hall—and suddenly, I had a pretty good idea where the supplements had gone.




TEN
HANNAH NEVER APPEARED IN THE DINING HALL FOR DINNER like she promised. She didn’t answer when I knocked on her door later in the evening, either. I didn’t know if it was because she was ignoring me, or if somehow, she was still at practice.
Eight o’clock, nine o’clock, then curfew passed. But there was no sign of her anywhere.
I knew it was a big accusation to level at someone, but I was almost certain Hannah had stolen the APL supplements from my bag.
I couldn’t bring it up to the dance instructors without getting questioned about what was in the pills. Worse, I couldn’t tell Ms. Allegra what had happened either—or I knew she’d break off the offer she was making me. The best thing I could do was try to get through to Hannah herself. If only she wasn’t ignoring me.
She wasn’t the only person I was worried about at the academy, either.
Alex had practically overturned her entire side of the room. She rummaged through every drawer in her desk, swearing loudly to herself the whole time, as foulmouthed as a pirate.
“Is everything okay?” I asked her.
She turned her head in disbelief. “Does it look like it is?” she asked shortly.
“My question was more of a preamble that would have eventually ended in ‘Can I do anything to help you,’ but I get your message. Clearly not everything is okay,” I snapped, before I could help it.
Shit. Too late I remembered that I was supposed to stay on her good side.
To my surprise, Alex started to laugh—as though my outburst had somehow charmed her.
“I’m sorry,” she said ruefully. “I didn’t mean to be so grumpy with you, especially when it’s not your fault, and we’re stuck sharing a room and all.”
“Everyone has bad days,” I reassured her. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“Do you know how to time travel?”
“Unfortunately, I do not,” I admitted sadly.
“Damn, I was really hoping you might. I need to rewind to this morning, back before I drank approximately a gallon of champagne at Naomi’s party. I should have never gotten that drunk. It’s so stupid.”
“You were fine,” I promised her.
“I don’t feel too dizzy. But I must have had more champagne than I thought because somehow, I lost my dad’s ring,” she said.
Shit!
I felt all too aware of the small object in my pocket. The one I’d accidentally stolen out of Alex’s dance bag.
Her voice bubbled with frustration. “It’s probably out on the lawn somewhere. Unfortunately, there’s about twenty miles of it on the east side alone. I’m so screwed, Mars.”
She covered her face with both her hands. She leaned forward on the edge of her bed, repressing what sounded a lot like a loud sob.
Guilt laced my chest. Clearly, this object meant a lot to Alex. I knew I had to figure out some way to get it back to her without her realizing I’d ever taken it to begin with.
Alex wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I shouldn’t care this much. He certainly doesn’t care. Did you know, my dad left our family right when I started taking my very first ballet classes?”
It didn’t seem like Alex wanted me to reply, because she barreled on in spite of my silence.
“Mom always said he couldn’t handle being a Bechler. Too weak for it or lacked the stomach—something like that. He ran away to Colorado. Sometimes, I wonder if I should have gone with him.”
She looked at me, bleary-eyed. “Do you ever feel like everything’s already been predetermined, and the only thing left is to walk forward through the path that others have carved out for you? Do you ever feel … like you’re living the wrong life altogether?”
Alex flopped back onto her bed and stared up at the ceiling. “Listen to me, unloading all this family stuff onto you. Champagne makes me so moody.”
But everything she said made perfect sense to me.
“My dad’s not really in the picture, either,” I told her. “I don’t know him at all, so I can’t miss him. But it’s hard on my mom in a lot of ways, even though she acts like she’s fine.”
“What is it with moms acting like everything is totally fine, even when it feels like disaster is imminent?” Alex chuckled.
“I really have no idea,” I admitted.
I knew I’d probably revealed too much about myself tonight. It didn’t really align with the story she and her friends believed about me. Stonybrook Prep felt like a flimsier lie than ever.
But it felt nice, being able to talk to Alex in a genuine way.
“Since I’m already in an oversharing mood, can I tell you a secret?” Alex asked me.
She scooted over to make room for me on her bed. Tentatively, I sat down next to her.
Could she sense her dad’s ring in my pocket? It had to be at least fifty pounds, given how heavily it weighed in there.
“You can tell me anything you want to,” I told her, even though this was almost impossible for me as it was. Sweat trickled down my neck. I was already a nervous wreck.
Could I even act my way through this one?
“I never wanted to do ballet,” Alex confessed. “Even as a little girl, I didn’t dream about wearing tutus and pointe shoes. But my family really, really wanted me to try. And I guess I’m pretty good at it by this point. They’re all so pleased—my mom, my cousins, and even my grandparents. They’re coming to the recital; all of them. Everyone in my family is going to be here, including my Uncle Benjamin. And he’s been pretty much stuck at home ever since his brother died.”
Even my mom never forced me into ballet. I’d wanted it for exactly the reasons Alex said she didn’t—pointe shoes, in particular. I still remembered the day my dance instructor pulled me aside and said I was finally ready for the next step. I’d felt so happy I’d thought I might burst.
It did seem like Alex was under a lot of pressure. Everyone in her family would be in the audience. But even so, it was hard for me to sympathize much with her situation, especially given how the founder of the academy herself was Alex’s great-aunt. She was practically guaranteed the lead.
“I know I have a ton of privilege, and so many girls would kill to be in my position. But I keep thinking about Colorado. There’s this voice in my head that keeps telling me to call my dad, even though he left us a long time ago. Is it the him in me that makes me want to run away from everything? To run away from being a Bechler?”
Alex’s voice was so quiet that she was practically whispering. “My friends get it, at least a little bit. Naomi’s known me since practically birth. The fact that they’re here helps a lot. I don’t think I would’ve even come to the academy this summer, if not for them. Sasha and Sophia convinced me it’d be fun.”
I didn’t know what to say to all of that. But I did know one thing for sure. “You’re not your dad,” I told her. “You’re not your mom, either. You’re you, Alex. And you should do what you want—not what other people want for you, even if they are your friends and family.”
Her eyes widened. She squeezed my hand gratefully, and it took everything in me not to pull away.
What was I so scared of, anyways?
“After this summer, I’m done with ballet,” she continued. “I’m going to give it my best shot up to the recital, but as soon as it’s done, I’m telling Mom it’s over.”
If Hannah knew the kind of conversation Alex and I were having right now, it would definitely have crushed her.
The endless practice. The stolen pills. All for a role that would likely end up going to Alex, no matter how well or badly she did during auditions. All for a sport that Alex didn’t even want to participate in anymore.
Hannah was risking everything for nothing.
Hearing Alex’s admittance about her advantages was painful. But at least she was self-aware enough to acknowledge the situation for what it was.
“Thanks for listening to my bullshit,” she said, with a chagrined smile. “I think I’ve been wanting to get this off my chest for a long time. Sorry I keep unloading on you, too. I’ll shut up soon, I promise.”
“If only you’d quit the program now,” I said. Not quite joking. “You could give the rest of us a chance.”
It didn’t mean much to her, but I knew it meant the world to Hannah. Being a prima dancer in Allegra Academy’s summer program meant a better shot with dance companies later on. It meant a lot to all the girls who’d attended this year’s program with that explicit goal in mind.
“You’re absolutely right, Mars. You’ve given me a lot to think about.” Alex’s voice was somber—and sounded more than a little guilty. “I’ll sleep on it and think things over.”
Once again, I was reminded of the wide gulf between us. I’d never felt like I was in a position to turn anything down. I was used to being scrappy and fighting for the things I had. And just because I felt bad for Alex, it didn’t mean her words didn’t also sting me, too.
I know I have a ton of privilege, and so many girls would kill to be in my position.
Hannah would’ve killed for what Alex had, at least when it came to an edge for the upcoming audition. And I wanted—well, I wasn’t totally sure what it was, though there was certainly a lot of it. And if I were in Alex’s shoes, I knew I would’ve been excited instead of filled with dread. So many people showing up for me, watching me, cheering me on …
Maybe I did want to be in her position.
And it sucked consoling her when, the whole time, I was filled with—was it jealousy? Not exactly; it was wanting. The pang of it ricocheted whenever I looked at her for too long.
We both got changed into our pajamas. Alex fell asleep almost immediately. She mumbled the same phrase over and over, sounding so lucid that I thought she might have even been awake.
No recital. No recital. No recital.
Sweat glistened on her forehead. A strange shadow rippled across her face, bisected by moonlight. Alex was all tangled, limbs askew between her Egyptian cotton sheets, shaking and wresting with some unseen force.
Her cheek twitched. Her hand clutched at the air, at nothing.
“No recital,” she mumbled. She looked right at me, dark eyes fluttering open. “Okay? No recital.”
“No recital,” I promised her, as soothingly as I could.
She went quiet after that.
I knew I had to figure things out with Hannah as quickly as possible. I also had to figure out a way to return Alex’s ring to her without drawing suspicion.
I tossed and turned in bed, trying to ignore the terrible knot forming in my stomach. Things were starting to connect, but I didn’t know what any of it could mean as a whole yet.
Almost everyone in Alex’s entire family wanted her to dance. There was her direct connection to Ms. Allegra, too. And I knew the supplements would shift things even more to Alex’s advantage. But why would a family in pharmaceuticals care so much about ballet?
None of it made any sense to me.
But looking at these pieces together, something did feel decidedly wrong.
Sasha and Sophia had both encouraged Alex to come here. Even I had secured a role in helping her succeed this summer. Many hands pulled different strings, all toward the same goal. We were practically pushing Alex into the spotlight. Into the prime role.
In the early dawn, I was woken up by a loud commotion right outside the window. Seasonal workers were carrying a large white banner through South Lawn, bearing the inscription CELEBRATING FIFTY YEARS OF EXCELLENCE in bright crimson lettering.
For some reason, the sight of it only made the knot in my stomach feel even tighter.




ELEVEN
HANNAH FINALLY APPEARED IN THE DINING HALL FOR BREAKFAST. She wore a gray hoodie pulled up over her head, her expression obscured by a pair of enormous heart-shaped sunglasses. Even still, I could see a large purple bruise under her sleeve, clinging to the inside of her wrist like an unnatural shadow.
If I pressed her immediately about the supplement, I knew she might shut down. I’d have to approach the situation more carefully.
I grabbed the last blueberry muffin from the pantry area and approached her with it as a peace offering. For a second, Hannah looked like she might bolt. But then her mouth cracked into a smile.
Small drops of blood oozed from her chapped, peeling lips.
“Thanks, Mars,” she said. “But I’m fine.”
“You love blueberry muffins,” I insisted. “Just take it for later.”
She dropped it into her dance bag. We both tensed when we heard the rattle from inside it.
“My bobby pins,” she explained flatly.
“Right.”
Hannah sat down with me at a corner table. We both ignored the obvious. It felt a lot like playing poker—I kept waiting for her to fold, but she didn’t. She wouldn’t even take off her sunglasses. Hannah stayed professionally expressionless.
We were getting funny looks from everyone else in the dining hall. With her hoodie and sunglasses on, she looked pretty hungover. Her skin was pale and waxy under the fluorescent lights. When my hand accidentally grazed hers, I was shocked by Hannah’s clammy skin.
She just felt … sick.
“Did you have a good practice yesterday?” I asked her.
“Oh yes.” Her smile split wider. “I’m feeling really, really good about auditions.”
Interesting. I did not feel good about them at all.
“Even if it’s not the lead, you’ll get a great role,” I reassured her.
“I am going to play the lead,” she replied stiffly.
“Okay,” I said. I tried to sound assuaging, channeling Mom’s voice when she was on the phone with Grandma. I needed to talk her down from taking things any further.
But Hannah was already getting up. I couldn’t figure out the magic words that would fix everything. To stop the pot from boiling over.
I squeezed her hand. “Don’t go,” I begged her. “Let’s talk.”
“I have to go practice now.”
I wished I really did know how to time travel. I would have gone back to the first days of camp. I would have never given Hannah one of those supplements.
“Can you at least take off your sunglasses?” I asked her.
“No.”
“Please. Take them off.”
“No.“
Was I just imagining it, or did Hannah look like she was missing a clump of hair near her scalp? Were her nails always so yellow and brittle?
It was at that very moment that I realized I had to make a choice: I could either ignore the problem, or I could finally tell Ms. Allegra what happened. In essence, I had to choose between the academy or Hannah.
So I chose Hannah.
As soon as I was done with breakfast, I ran past the gleaming hallway decorated with bronze busts. I took the stairs two at a time, up to the founder’s office. Ms. Allegra was already in another meeting. Laughter resonated from within the room. I knocked twice, and then I entered, unprompted.
Sasha and Sophia whirled around in the tufted pink armchairs, staring at me.
“What are you doing here?” I asked them blankly.
“Excuse me,” Ms. Allegra cut in. “Mars, your meeting is scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”
“This really can’t wait. I need to talk to you right now.”
The Rusk twins were dismissed. Both of them side-eyed me on their way out. I distinctly heard Sasha mutter the word “freak” as she passed me.
Ms. Allegra ushered me to take a seat. Impatience practically brimmed off her designer suit in palpable waves, but she offered me a polite smile nonetheless.
“Yes? What is the urgent business that simply can’t wait for later, Mars?”
I explained everything. How I’d given Hannah one of the supplements because it was obvious how much she cared about the upcoming auditions. I didn’t hold back any details when it came to Hannah’s evident addiction and the adverse side effects of the supplement, either.
“APL’s not safe,” I explained, trying to keep my voice steady. “I’m not sure what’s in the supplements, but clearly, something is wrong with the formula. I thought you should know before things get any worse. There’s a pretty significant crash that lasts for hours after, too.”
Ms. Allegra took a slow sip of tea. The clutch of pearls fastened around her neck gleamed like cloudy milk teeth. A cloud of warm, amber perfume wafted from her as she adjusted the lapel of her designer jacket.
“Your concerns are completely unfounded,” she finally told me. “We have stood proudly behind our products for centuries and will continue to do so for generations to come.”
She wasn’t listening to me at all.
“My friend is addicted,” I protested.
Ms. Allegra’s mouth pursed like she’d tasted something sour. “That sounds like a weakness of character.”
“Hannah is not weak.”
“I was not only referring to Ms. Harris.”
Her assessment was a slap across my face. Blood pounded in my ears. “What did you say?”
“I was impressed with your application materials for this intensive, especially your letter of intent. You mentioned persevering through hardship, Mars. I was taken with both the story and your background,” she told me coldly. “I assumed you would do well here. I thought you would be a good influence on … the girl, but clearly, I was mistaken. I don’t make errors of judgment often, but when I do, the disappointment I feel is immense, I assure you.”
There was that distant warning bell again, telling me that something was wrong. And who the fuck just referred to their own great-niece as “the girl”?
“So it wasn’t an accident that Alex was my roommate?”
“Nothing we ever do is an accident,” Ms. Allegra said icily. “I would have thought you of all people would have seized upon the opportunities offered at the academy. But instead, you seem ready to throw it all away. Such a pity … and quite frankly, a personal insult as well. I gave you a chance that I should have given the other girl.”
“To Hannah, you mean. To the girl who this institution should be helping instead of ignoring right now.”
If Mom heard the way I was talking to Ms. Allegra, she would have died from mortification. But at this point, I was far beyond caring about etiquette.
And apparently, Ms. Allegra wasn’t done with me, either. I could feel her gaze cutting through me like a knife.
“Every girl who attends the dance program is expected to face and overcome various challenges,” she said. Her nostrils flared slightly. “To come to me with such trivial matters is against the very spirit of this institution. You should have handled this yourself, Mars Chang. You should have known better than to waste my limited time.”
“How did you expect me to handle my friend’s fucking addiction?”
“Addiction!” Ms. Allegra’s voice was withering. “Behind your hyperbole, all I can hear is excuses. You have no idea how easy you people have it.”
She drew herself taller in her seat and stared me down. “Persevering through hardship is the absolute minimum standard. Do you know what the Bechler family motto is? ‘We thrive through tragedy.’ We look forward to it; we even embrace it. Why? Because it makes us stronger as a whole. Legacies aren’t built by mistake. Success is never an accident.”
My chastisement wasn’t over. Ms. Allegra went on, incensed.
“My older sister Constance, my second cousin Leonard … they both died in terrible ways. But did I have time to weep and complain? No—there was still a business to run. There were still many things left to do, and a future to plan for. That’s the difference between success and failure—the grit to follow through.”
Ms. Allegra’s cheek twitched, an expression that echoed her great-niece. I thought of Alex, tangled in nightmares, clutching at the air last night.
My cheeks went hot with humiliation. My heart thumped against my chest, all words lost against the founder’s lofty tirade and the sharp little feeling—scratching against the nape of my neck like a summertime gnat—that something wasn’t right.
Then Ms. Allegra smoothed out her silk jacket lapel. Her anger dissipated as quickly as it had come.
“To reiterate, there is absolutely nothing wrong with the supplement,” she said calmly. “APL is safe, effective, and best of all, will soon become available to the general public. Those who wish to improve themselves will benefit greatly from usage.”
She cut off my protests before I could even speak.
“As for you, Mars Chang, please consider our future meetings canceled,” she said. “I do hope you learn from your experiences here—both here in my office and at the academy. Good luck in whatever town you came from, pursuing whatever it is you hope to do.”

Hours later, I was still reeling from my conversation with the academy’s founder. She might as well have yanked out my heart and stomped on it in her Valentinos. That probably would have felt less painful than what had transpired in her office.
I knew my days at Allegra Academy were certainly limited. The year-round academy was definitely off the table now. My long-term goal of attending Harvard seemed murkier than ever.
For the first time in what felt like forever, I actually missed home. I wanted to call Mom, but the signal was terrible when I tried, even in the bathroom. Part of me even wanted for her to pick me up right away. Whisk me back to safe and boring Clarksville, where at least I couldn’t fall on the jagged edges of some rich lady’s callous words.
But I knew I had to stay here and see things through to the end.
For one, I wanted to make sure Hannah was okay. Maybe if I tried again, she’d see reason and stop taking APL. And the other reason was this: I was starting to worry about Alex, too. It was only a gut feeling—but a very persistent one.
Ms. Allegra’s harsh words followed me into Tanas Auditorium. What if I was just being hyperbolic? What if … everything was fine, after all?
Hannah was currently even being used as an example by our
choreographer. She floated across the stage to nods of approval. Her jumps were high. She never lost her spot. She beamed for the back row.
“This is what we’re looking for,” the choreographer told us.
Hannah’s lips were noticeably flaking. The circles under her eyes were so dark that they practically looked like holes.
Hannah ascended the wooden stairs. Delicate, glamorous, perfectly tragic.
As usual, Alex was encircled by her friends. Naomi clung to her arm, ephemeral like a sad ghost, weepy for no discernable reason. The twins whispered to each other and more than once, I caught them looking directly at me.
Hannah took one step, then another step backward. Like a fawn on new legs, buckling under the weight of herself. Faltering under the heft of our collective expectation.
The strings were screaming, and the organ groaned. The tape hissed, or maybe it was a sound effect constructed to sound like a tape, hearkening back to a previous era, an earlier technology. The stage lights flashed lurid red. The color of blood in a ’70s B-movie. So artificial that there was nothing to worry about.
Here came the final act, the moment we’d all been waiting for. The long plummet. The death of the heroine.
We dutifully took our places in a semicircle around her.
There was the hole beneath the stage. A net would catch Eurydice, but to the audience, she’d be as good as gone. As good as dead.
I had the strangest urge to scream.
But I didn’t say a word. Hannah’s back arched into a graceful parabola. Her arms flew out, fluttering softly. Down into the hole she went.
Thunderous applause. Even from the twins.
Even though this was Hannah’s big moment, I thought of Alex.
Do you ever feel like everything’s already been predetermined?
Do you ever feel like you’re living the wrong life altogether?
I felt like everything I was seeing was happening at a very great distance. It was all so far away, as though I were watching it through a screen. Pure entertainment that I wasn’t involved in. A dazzling performance made to look real through impeccable stagecraft.
“Where’s Hannah?” Naomi asked. Her voice teetered toward tears—but that was nothing new. “Shouldn’t she be back onstage by now?”
“She’s not dead,” I said loudly.
Profound silence, followed by a few scattered laughs. What on earth had compelled me to say that? Sasha and Sophia looked at me as though I’d lost my mind.
Hannah’s head finally popped up from beneath the floorboard. Her gaze was eagerly fixed onto our choreographer.
“How’d I do?” she asked breathlessly.
Relief jellied my legs. I wanted to crumple right onto the stage in a ball, but I was still in position, holding a steady fourth, along with the rest of the corps.
“Wonderful.” The choreographer clapped her hands together briskly. “This is a good stopping point for our rehearsal today, girls.”
Then she turned to Hannah. “I’m certain you’ll perform wonderfully in the upcoming audition, Ms. Harris.” Delighted, Hannah smiled. Blood dribbled from her cracked lips.




TWELVE
IT WAS STARTING TO FINALLY DAWN ON ME THAT I OWED NO ALLEGIANCE to this academy.
Trying to do the right thing by Hannah had certainly not won me any favors here. It’d been as easy for Ms. Allegra to dangle promises of a scholarship as it was for her to summarily dismiss me.
My own reaction in the following days surprised me, too. I wasn’t weepy about the lost opportunities so much as pissed off about the whole ordeal. And strangely, I felt so much lighter overall. I finally felt more like myself.
I didn’t live in perpetual fear of losing Ms. Allegra’s favor anymore. So there was no more sneaking around, trying to ingratiate myself with Alex, pretending like I was someone I wasn’t. There was no more need for me to contort myself into impossible shapes just to fit into someone’s life. I nodded slightly and moved on instead of joining the twins and Naomi when they beckoned me in the dining hall.
Now I was just here to tie up loose ends. I had to get Alex’s dad’s ring back to her, and I wanted to make sure Hannah got through the next few weeks in one piece.
I was just here for the summer.
I still felt a slight pang when I heard girls talk about the fall semester. They waxed poetic about upcoming projects in the Leibowitz Media Lab and cramming for classes in Griffin Library. But even those places didn’t feel like hallowed ground to me anymore. Ever since Ms. Allegra had chewed me up and spat me out, a lot of the magic of the academy had disappeared.
On the morning of the auditions, I felt eerily calm.
Warm-ups had gone well. Hannah was in high spirits. Alex, as usual, was flanked by her friends, who had started giving me the evil eye for ignoring them.
Tanas Auditorium buzzed with anticipation.
The first culling was over. In the early morning, we’d danced in large groups for one of the recital’s strangest scenes—a sequence that involved movements that bridged classical and modern. We pushed and pulled at each other onstage like one massive entity while the panel of judges took notes.
Somehow, I’d survived and moved on to the next round.
Girls who’d already gotten called in for final auditions took their places in the red velvet seats as audience members, behind the panel of instructors who’d judge us. Ms. Allegra sat front row, dead center. When I peeked out from behind the curtain, we made immediate eye contact, and the academy founder offered me a very thin smile.
I did not smile back.
I kept mostly to myself, stretching backstage. Girls bounced on their heels, waiting impatiently. My hair—everyone’s hair—was shellacked to their skulls with product. Bobby pins got passed around like candy. Many had donned their lucky leotards. I heard girls audibly praying to Viktoria Tereshkina and Skylar Brandt for strength and balance, respectively.
And then my name was called out.
The song looped back to the beginning. Every note had become so familiar that I had started to hear it in my sleep. The strings, the organs, all spelling out Eurydice’s doom.
I was still wearing the JUST DANCE beaded bracelet Hannah made me, but it was too late to take it off now. I stepped into fourth position and started the sequence.
Onstage, I was instantly bathed in red lights. There were so many faces in the crowd, watching me, waiting for me to fall.
But I knew they didn’t matter. I pirouetted; I fouettéd.
I remembered, suddenly, that I loved ballet.
Buried underneath the endless worrying about money, and the heartache of rejections, and that one gut-wrenching summer when I convinced myself that I was the wrong size—I still cared deeply about dance. It was still inside me, just when I thought I’d lost it forever.
I unearthed it step by step. I remembered the five-year-old version of myself, twirling in my first group lesson. I remembered that spinning was fun. That jumping was electrifying.
I was the girl with the ten-page PowerPoint, explaining to Mom why I absolutely had to go to a Misty Copeland meet and greet. I was the girl with the pointe shoes signed by all my favorite prima dancers.
Hannah wasn’t so different from me. Deep down, I had really loved dance once. I’d gotten so swept up in proving myself to everyone else that I’d simply forgotten why I even started to dance in the first place.
But I remembered it now.
I felt different. Better. No more overthinking or scheming. I pliéd and jumped, and when I smiled, it wasn’t a show for the judges. It was because I was finally having some fun.
After I fell into the net, and fake-died, and then got back up and curtsied for the judges, adrenaline coursed through me. I knew I’d fucking nailed that performance.
I was immediately ambushed by a group of girls when I took my seat near the back of Tanas Auditorium.
Where the fuck did that come from?
You’re the one to beat.
You’re our Eurydice.
Their words were insistent. So confident that I even started to believe them myself a little bit.
Now that I was finished, I could sit back and watch the rest of the auditions—which was definitely a major benefit in having an earlier slot time. Seeing how the rest of the girls tackled the performance was fun. It kind of made me feel like I was a spectator at the Olympics.
I wasn’t the only one who winced when Sasha hit the ground after a series of messy pirouettes. Her sister did better, with crisp, clean turns that bordered on clinical. Overall, the performances were pretty good, given this was the final round of auditions. My chest twinged whenever some girl in the audience would turn around and mouth, It’s still going to be you, Mars.
I didn’t want to get my hopes up too soon. Alex and Hannah hadn’t been called yet, and I knew they were the strongest contenders for the lead role.
Naomi—whom I associated mostly with cake and crying—did a lot better in her audition than I expected. I suppose it did make sense, given how the Hersts were an artistic family. Her interpretation of Eurydice was languid; she moved across the stage like she was already dead.
Tears sprung into her eyes when she curtsied for the judges.
“I wanted to say something,” she began tremulously.
“Next,” the choreographer said firmly.
Then Alex was on.
I leaned forward in my seat automatically.
I already knew what she was capable of. Her athleticism was unmatched in the studio. But it started going wrong almost from the beginning. Her ankle wobbled. She threw out a pained, protracted smile.
She was too much in her own head. A triple turn became a double. Her landings were practically thumps.
The girls in the audience whispered among themselves. What was going on with Alex?
But I knew that the pressure had gotten to her. She was thinking too much about the audience. She was probably picturing her entire extended family in the seats. Her mother, her cousins, even housebound Uncle Benjamin. All of the Bechlers were coming for the big recital.
At the end of her audition, instead of a curtsy, she offered a brief nod before exiting the stage.
Maybe she wouldn’t be our Eurydice, after all.
By now, many of the seats in Tanas Auditorium were populated by dancers. There was only one audition left for today.
“Hannah Harris,” the choreographer called out.
And then the final performance began.

Blood dripped from Hannah’s nose as she started the sequence.
She attacked each position precisely. Turn after turn after turn.
I crept down closer to the front seats with my heart in my throat. Heads whirled in unison as I passed each row. The girls were aghast that I’d be so blatantly disruptive. And I knew from the audience’s perspective, Hannah looked like she was perfectly fine. The stage lights were bright red, anyways.
On purpose, I thought dizzily. They were red on purpose—to hide all the blood.
The music continued. No one stopped Hannah. To my complete disbelief, I realized that the only one who would stop this audition from continuing any further was me.
Ms. Victoria got up from her seat, ready to chastise me for walking down the aisle in the middle of someone else’s performance—when Hannah suddenly doubled over. She opened her mouth, but no words came out.
A sudden flood of red liquid spilled from her lips. The stage glittered with the viscous substance. I could even see bumps in the sick she’d made, like little rocks in a stream.
Hannah had thrown up all the pills she’d stolen.
Only then was the music cut short. But not the lights. No; those stayed bright red.
Ms. Allegra gestured for workers to come clean up the mess. She and our dorm supervisor ushered Hannah offstage.
Hannah looked at me, and in a very small, still hopeful voice, she asked, “How’d I do?”
More of the stuff spilled out of her mouth, wetting the front of her leotard.
Blood pounded in my own ears as I struggled to keep my voice steady.
“You did this,” I told Ms. Allegra. “You made her think—you made me think—we ever stood a real chance at this academy.”
They didn’t care about Hannah here. And I knew all too well they didn’t give a shit about me, either.
Ms. Allegra became very still, gripping Hannah’s arm between her white-knuckled fingers. I was all too aware of the eyes on me. Everyone was watching—the dance instructors, the students. Everyone. I was making a spectacle of myself, but I didn’t care anymore.
“You’re clearly worried for Ms. Harris, which is both understandable and an admirable position to take as her friend,” the founder said, in an extraordinarily calm and even voice. “But this academy is a place where we expect no less than your best. This program is not designed to accommodate everyone. Falling short of high standards might be especially hard for those who do well in their local programs—”
That little twist of her mouth when she uttered the phrase local programs was not lost on me.
“Get the lights,” I told her. Heat flooded my face. “It’s not vomit on that stage—it’s blood.”
“You are clearly very distraught,” Ms. Allegra continued coldly. “But if this behavior continues to escalate any further, I will have no choice but to remove you from campus for the safety of the other students.”
She was not going to get the lights; she was implying that I was mentally unwell; she was threatening expulsion.
In that moment, I could’ve choked on my own rage. No one would ever believe me about Hannah with the stage lights still so glaringly red.
And I knew how this whole thing looked. I knew how it would all play out if I didn’t watch myself very carefully now. I’d turn into the girl with an axe to grind against the whole institution. I’d become the bitter and misguided student who completely crumbled instead of rising magnificently to the occasion. This was an adult who would have no problem tossing me out and proclaiming that I didn’t have the right constitution. That I was the wrong fit.
Ms. Allegra’s smile was practically triumphant. The house always wins—and I was in her house.
“I apologize for my outburst,” I said, in the most courteous tone I could muster, though on the inside, I was practically screaming. “I’m extremely worried about Hannah. I won’t ever speak like that again, I promise you.”
Both Ms. Victoria and Ms. Allegra nodded approvingly. I was back in line once again. Some of the girls had even tuned out of trying to listen in on my apparent blowup. In other words: Everything was happening just the way the founder wanted.
“Apology accepted,” Ms. Allegra told me.
Wow. How gracious.
The women both seemed surprised that I wasn’t going away quietly, now that things had been settled.
Hannah was still limply propped up between them. I absolutely did not trust that she was in good hands, and I needed to see for myself that she was going to be taken care of.
“I’ll walk with you to the health center,” I added, mimicking Mom’s voice when she spoke on the phone to her boss. Courteous and deferential.
Once we got into the hallway, I’d see if Hannah was covered in blood or not. I’d have irrefutable proof that she was sicker than they were pretending she was. That I wasn’t completely out of my mind.
“You will not come with us,” Ms. Allegra said. Again in that terribly calm voice that had me seething on the inside.
“Why can’t I?” I asked. I hastily corrected myself. “I mean. May I?”
“You may not,” Ms. Allegra told me with finality. “And here’s the reason—you are just a student here, with no familial ties to Ms. Harris … and I’m the founder of this academy.”
The women—and Hannah—walked through a side door in Tanas Auditorium marked EMPLOYEES ONLY while I stared after them, swallowing my anger like the bitterest pill of all.




THIRTEEN
IN THE AFTERMATH OF HANNAH’S ILLNESS, ALEX WAS NAMED Eurydice.
I didn’t even know what my own role for the recital was until Alex herself pulled me aside after strength training class wrapped up. “I saw you dance up there, Mars. You deserve a bigger part than Poor Soul #2,” she insisted. “Seriously.”
She walked with me back to South Lawn. What the fuck would Alexandra Bechler know about deserving things, anyway? I bit my tongue while she raved on, her heavy black boots stomping loudly with each step. Like she had a personal grudge against the manicured grass itself.
“You were amazing. I don’t understand why you’re not Eurydice.” Her voice brimmed with indignation.
I hadn’t bothered to look at the audition results posted on the door of Tanas Auditorium. No one who was part of the administration would tell me if Hannah was okay. I didn’t even know where she was right now.
What if she was sicker than I thought? Between my terrible signal and the administration whisking her away, there was no way for me to even contact her.
Not knowing what happened to her was agony.
Alex kept stopping and starting different subjects. There was clearly something on her mind, but she couldn’t seem to get the words out.
At the entrance to our residence hall, I turned around in frustration. “What the hell do you want from me, Bechler?” I asked her, feeling fed up.
This was not the agreeable Stonybrook Prep character she was used to.
Alex took a step back, black eyes widening in surprise. “I’m not—”
“A Bechler? Yes, you are.”
Her brow furrowed. “But you deserve—”
“I deserve exactly what I got, okay?”
Our conversation continued into the lobby of our building. Girls looked up from their lounge chairs with oh shit expressions on their faces. Alex followed me up four flights of stairs, back to our room.
Once the door closed, I let her have it.
“I know that you’re related to Ms. Allegra,” I told her. “Face it, Alex—you were always going to get the lead role.”
“I didn’t want the part!” Her voice cracked as she continued, “Look, Mars … I tried to quit the whole camp earlier today.”
She sat down and buried her face in her hands. Her hair was all spiky on one side. I fought a strong urge to smooth it down.
Why couldn’t she just comb it like a normal person?
“I’ve been feeling extremely weird lately.” Alex’s voice went quiet. She twisted her silver thumb ring, looking down at the floor. “Maybe it’s the pressure, I don’t know. I went to her office this morning and tried to quit, but she wouldn’t let me do it. I argued with her—I said a lot of the same things you’re telling me now, but she said Bechlers always have to follow through. She said—”
“‘Persevering through hardship is the minimum,’ right?” I said, echoing Ms. Allegra’s words.
Alex looked up, mouth quirking into a wry smile. In a perfect imitation of Ms. Allegra’s arch voice, she added, “‘And as Bechlers, we must do better than that. We thrive through tragedy.’”
A strange shiver went through me. It felt a lot like déjà vu. Not because Ms. Allegra had told me the very same thing when she’d upbraided me in her office—but because when I looked at Alex, I could feel that she was being pulled toward some definitive ending—an ending that I’d already seen play out somewhere before.
“So yeah—I tried to leave this place, but she refused to let me,” Alex said. “‘Everyone’s coming to the recital, even Uncle Benjamin.’ Blah-blah. And my friends were so encouraging, telling me I could do this, telling me that I’d always been the best, that it was just nerves. Last-minute stage fright.”
She laughed, but it didn’t sound that funny to me.
“I need to tell you something,” she continued, more somberly. “I need a reality check, and I’m not getting it from anyone else. And I don’t really know why I’m telling you—other than the fact that we’ve been thrown in here together. At this point, you might be the one person who I can say this to.”
Roommate as confessional booth; how classic. If only Alex had any idea how much I’d lied to her since the beginning of camp.
But I was curious about what she’d say, so I asked, casual as I could, “What’s the problem?”
Shame flooded her voice. “I threw my audition, on fucking purpose. It’s one of the worst things a dancer can do, I know. But I just couldn’t handle the idea of dance anymore. And even after doing all that—I’m still Eurydice. What the hell?”
It really was strange, especially given how I was supposed to have swapped out Alex’s pills for APL supplements.
I couldn’t stop seeing Hannah’s face. Her chapped lips and dark circles. The thick flood of red viscera on the stage, bumpy from all the pills she’d ingested.
Would the same thing have happened to Alex?
But that would have been impossible, wouldn’t it? What benefit could Ms. Allegra possibly have in setting her own great-niece back, especially since she was so adamant that the supplement was working?
Alex’s brow furrowed. “Do you have any thoughts about any of this, Mars? You got so quiet all of a sudden. I wanted to know—does this seem normal to you, that I’m still Eurydice? Or am I just being paranoid about the whole thing?”
The reason I was quiet was because I was fucking terrified I’d accidentally poisoned Hannah, when I was supposed to poison Alex. My mind buzzed with a thousand different questions.
“I don’t think you’re being paranoid,” I said slowly. “Something is definitely off. I know this is personal, but I was wondering what your relationship to Ms. Allegra is like outside of the academy.”
She grimaced. “It’s a fair question, given how things have shaken out with auditions today. I don’t even think she likes me very much, so I have no idea why she’d push me into this role. Maybe my mom put her up to it. Mom was the one who always encouraged me to dance.”
Right, her dad had left as soon as Alex started taking her first ballet lessons. I was reminded of the ring I’d accidentally poached during Naomi’s picnic.
I ignored the small twinge of guilt in my chest and pressed on. “Do you have a birthday coming up in the next few weeks?”
My thought was that maybe the reason all the Bechlers were coming to the recital was to celebrate Alex’s birthday or something. Maybe they’d name a new wing of the academy after her as a surprise. Or name her heir to the whole family business.
“Nah, I’m a Libra,” Alex explained. “My birthday isn’t until October.”
“I’m honestly shocked you’re not a Leo,” I muttered.
She folded her arms defensively. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
I raised my eyebrows.
Alex sighed. “Okay, fine. Maybe I do like attention—from certain people or whatever. But I don’t want attention because of the recital. I should have never gotten the role to begin with. I’ve been miscast.”
Which certain people? I wanted to ask her but didn’t. It was beside the point, anyways.
Something was wrong here. A whole lot of somethings were wrong, in fact. But I couldn’t figure out how it was all related.
Alex squeezed my shoulder. Her voice was resigned when she sighed and said, “I guess I’ll just try to get through the recital like I originally planned, then. Thanks for listening, Mars. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
You’d probably be better off, I thought privately.
I had a sudden vision of Alex falling into an endless black hole.
I wanted to tell her to run—but I wasn’t sure from what.

If guilt and anxiety were acceptable forms of currency, I could have paid for this camp twice over. I was almost positive Alex and Hannah would both be better off if they hadn’t met me.
The last thing I needed was for other dancers to accost me in the hallway and tell me how I’d been robbed of the lead role. I didn’t feel particularly robbed; I felt like a terrible person.
None of the dance instructors would answer my questions about Hannah. I was supposed to shut up and simply do as they asked.
At dinner, I pushed food around on my plate listlessly, waiting for Hannah to come through the doors to the dining hall with a beaming grin. The Parsley Potion was sour on my tongue. Gossiping with Hannah about all the rich girls at the academy felt like another lifetime ago.
As soon as I was done in the dining hall, I scanned all the practice rooms in the annex building, just in case she was somehow already back to rehearsing. But Hannah wasn’t in any of them.
I went to the infirmary, but the nurse confirmed that she’d checked out a couple of hours ago. Hannah wasn’t in her room when I raced back to South Lawn, either.
When I knocked on her door, it swung wide open.
My heart lurched when I realized everything inside it was gone.
Misty and Isabella and Fumiko had disappeared from the walls. Hannah’s bed—like Liv’s bed—was stripped and bare. There was no indication that either of them had ever existed at the academy.
Every single personal artifact had been removed from the room.
Too late. I was always too late when the timing mattered most.
But all the other things I’d been late in my life for felt insignificant in the face of this. Hannah had left camp, and I couldn’t even tell her how sorry I was for ever playing a part in the pain she experienced here.
I went outside to clear my head, but the bad feeling followed me, lingering like a shadow. The lights came on automatically, all over the academy grounds. Dusk was settling over the distant mountains.
A dark blue minivan pulled up to the wrought iron gates. Someone short with light-colored hair stood waiting at the pickup zone, wheeling a large suitcase decorated with stickers.
“Hannah,” I yelled loudly, not caring who heard me. It had to be her.
There was a smattering of laughter behind me. Then I heard Sasha’s voice, practically drawling, “I guess they really do stick with their own kind, after all.”
An unpleasant jolt of surprise coursed through me. She’d found out that I wasn’t from Stonybrook Prep, then. Surely, she’d tell Alex soon, if my roommate didn’t already know.
But those girls weren’t my priority right now. Hannah was.
I couldn’t get her to turn around and look at me once. Maybe she had heard me, but she didn’t want to face me. I guess I couldn’t blame her for that.
But I still wanted her to look back at me, as selfish of a desire as it was. I just wanted to make sure that she’d be all right.
Hannah put her suitcase into the trunk. She walked over to the passenger side and got in without a word.
Her hand emerged out from the rolled-down window as the car rounded the corner. She waved in my direction. I saw a flash of the beaded bracelet around her wrist.
I looked down at the one she’d given me, still wrapped around my own wrist. JUST DANCE, bracketed by smiley-face beads.
As soon as the car peeled off, I did something I hadn’t done in literal years.
My vision blurred. But this time, instead of blinking away tears, I let myself cry.




FOURTEEN
TIME WAS STARTING TO SPIRAL AWAY FROM ME.
Our makeshift fitting room in Yates Hall was cold and loud. Metal rolling racks filled with bright costumes clacked over gray floors. Our names were called out by seamstresses wielding pins and rolls of measuring tape.
Even though I’d worn plenty of different costumes for productions back home, this felt like a new level of scrutiny.
The shiny red leotard the seamstress held out to me looked tiny, practically doll-sized. And before I could help it, painful memories came flooding back, just from that interaction alone.
There were the aunties at the Asian specialty market in Clarksville, poking at my stomach. There were the women at the dance boutique, sizing up my torso and examining my arms and neck. The sound of their voices crashed over me like a wave: too long, too big, too short. Too much.
All of the crimson reminded me of Hannah bleeding onstage in Tanas Auditorium. We practically looked like walking wounds in these costumes.
I could feel this place trying to push me out in different ways all the time. Today was no different. Death by a thousand paper cuts. The mirrors in Yates Hall were openly hostile, forcing us to take stock of ourselves and each other under harsh lights and even harsher eyes.
Your costume doesn’t fit.
Too late on the landing, Mars.
Did you really think you were going to come out in one piece?
I knew Allegra Academy wanted to send me battered and bruised back to New Jersey. And once I was unceremoniously dumped back into suburbia, I was sure that behind genial smiles, the neighbors would be whispering, I knew she couldn’t handle the pressure.
It was completely ridiculous, forcing myself to stay here out of sheer spite. But seeing what happened to Hannah during auditions had fundamentally shifted something inside of me. I wouldn’t let them get rid of me so easily—I would go when I was good and fucking ready to leave.
Even if the Rusk twins wanted me out, too. They’d been making snide remarks all day, and naturally, it didn’t let up in the fitting room, either.
“Marianne Chang,” Sasha said, drawing out my first name into four full syllables. “Remind me again what your school mascot is? A snake, right? Or is it a weasel?”
Sophia giggled. “I think it’s a chameleon, actually.”
Alex, still being fitted in a long gray chiffon dress for the recital, looked up at the pair of them and frowned. “What the hell are you guys talking about?”
Sasha’s smile was the hungry edge of a knife. “Why don’t you ask Marianne yourself?”
So Alex didn’t know the truth about me yet. The twins were probably biding their time, waiting for the most humiliating possible moment to reveal my Stonybrook lie.
Dread pooled in my stomach. I knew that, ideally, I’d beat them to it first. “Can I talk to you after class?” I asked Alex.
“She doesn’t have time to talk,” Naomi interjected tremulously. “Alex has extra practice right after this.”
Her bottom lip wobbled. Sophia patted her hand reassuringly while Sasha rolled her eyes.
I quickly realized that out of all of Alex’s friends, Naomi might be the one most worth talking to. Naomi was a leaky faucet, ready to spill tears—and more crucially, information—at any given moment. And right now, information was exactly what I needed.
I managed to corner Naomi in the quad during one of her usual, not terribly discreet smoke breaks. She was sitting on a granite bench, staring at the large embroidered banner that unfurled from the wall of the practice room annex building.
When she saw that I was the one approaching her, her first reaction was to rummage for her wallet. “I don’t really carry cash,” she confessed. “But will this do?”
She handed me a five-dollar bill with a watery smile.
I was both taken aback and extremely confused. “Uh, what’s this for?” I asked her.
She put the crumpled bill into my hand and refused to speak until I accepted it. As soon as I pocketed it, tears welled in her eyes.
“I know the truth, Mars,” Naomi said. “And I just want you to know that—despite how the Rusks are taking the news—I think you’re really brave.”
“Sorry, but what am I being brave about again?”
“You don’t have to pretend with me. Sasha texted Helena, who said she’d never even heard of a Mars Chang at Stonybrook. Which means you’re probably a … a scholarship student here, right?”
She whispered the word scholarship like it was an expletive.
“I understand why you would lie, given your circumstances, and I think this is a nice opportunity for me,” Naomi continued, hiccupping slightly. “I’ve always wanted to do more good in the world, you know?”
“Hold on—am I the good you’re doing in the world?”
I couldn’t believe it when she nodded solemnly.
“Does Alex know about me yet?” I asked her, ignoring the fact that this conversation was paper cut number 1,001 for me.
More tears. More hiccupping. Naomi wiped her eyes with a delicate finger. “I don’t think so. She’s already dealing with so much.”
“Like what?”
Her face froze suddenly.
“Like what?” I probed again. “Is this related to the recital, or is it something else?”
“It’s the fiftieth anniversary. We can’t miss it,” Naomi whispered. Almost like she was pleading for me to understand her.
Naomi fumbled for the silver vape in her lap. She exhaled a plume of synthetic peach smoke near my face, then sighed.
“It’s not easy,” she said. “But we all have to make sacrifices, don’t we? And Mars, you must know about that kind of thing, given your less fortunate background.”
“What sacrifices are you talking about?”
But Naomi stopped speaking abruptly. The twins were walking toward the practice room building with Alex. A crestfallen expression rippled across Alex’s face when she looked in our direction; or maybe I’d just imagined it out of guilt.
In any case, I felt her gaze burning a hole right through my chest.
“I have to go,” Naomi told me, before getting up. “But I just wanted to let you know, you are not alone.”
Which was, of course, a bit ironic. Given the fact that I literally was alone in the courtyard now.

I invented excuses for Alex’s absence all day long. I told myself she wasn’t avoiding me deliberately, but busy from extra practice for the recital. But when I finally saw her slip into our room right before curfew, her expression told me everything I needed to know.
Her dance bag thumped when it landed on the floor. “Let’s clear the air before curfew,” she said.
Fuck. My heart rate instantly accelerated.
But I nodded and tried to stay calm. “All right. What’s going on?”
“First off, I don’t care that you’re a scholarship student, okay? Maybe you felt obligated to bend the truth for our sake, but for whatever reason you had to do it—that’s not the problem. The problem is that I told you a lot of personal things because I trusted you.”
“You can still trust me,” I told her. “I want you to.”
“I don’t think so,” Alex continued flatly.
There were dark circles under her eyes. I knew they were running her ragged in those extra practices for the recital. She shook out a pill out from her silver tin and swallowed it.
“Look, Mars, I don’t give a fuck about shoplifting. Harper used to do it at Bloomingdale’s like every other week. She’d take the most random shit—like tights that weren’t even the right size, or gold hair accessories that she’d never wear … anyways, what I’m saying is, stealing from mega-chains clearly doesn’t preclude me from liking someone. We dated for years.”
By now, I was pretty sure I knew where this conversation was going. I also knew that explaining my reasons would dig me into an even deeper hole.
“But I have to know—did you take my dad’s ring, Mars?” Alex’s voice splintered on the word dad. “It’s all I’ve been thinking about since the Rusks told me that you’re not from Stonybrook Prep. And I’m really sorry if I’m wrong. I totally know how it sounds, coming from someone like me. But I just need to know the truth. You don’t have it, do you?”
I could see in her face that she wanted me to say that I hadn’t. I could have lied and preserved our relationship. I could have slipped the ring into her drawer later or hidden it in the grass for her to find—then things wouldn’t have gotten so terrible between us.
But I was tired of lying to Alex Bechler all the time. We were both clearly tired as hell from this place. Alex even looked it.
“You could take almost anything from me and I wouldn’t give a damn. But I told you personal stuff about my dad, Mars. I told you about how he left everyone for Colorado and how I’m always thinking about leaving, too.” Alex flopped onto her bed, curling herself into a ball. Knees hugging her chest. “You didn’t do it, did you? I’m being paranoid—and a bitch, right? If I’m wrong, please let me really have it.”
If I was going to say it, I might as well tell her everything. I could start from the beginning, with Ms. Allegra’s dangling promise about the year-round academy.
But as soon as I thought of the founder, red-hot panic instantly flooded me. There was a long spike in my brain. My tongue felt thick, stuck to the bottom of my mouth like it was glued there. I could feel something squeezing around my heart, like a phantom hand. Tighter and tighter.
Was I having a panic attack?
What was even happening to me?
I was out of breath and dizzy. I was clearly unraveling. My vision percolated with dozens of tiny silver stars.
The only words I could manage to get out were, “I’m sorry.”
And that was more than enough clarity for Alex.
Whatever force had momentarily overcome me dissipated. With shaking hands, I procured her dad’s signet ring from the makeup pouch in my bag.
“I’m so sorry,” I said, trying again to explain.
Why wouldn’t her great-aunt’s name come out of my mouth? Why couldn’t I express the words I really wanted to tell her?
In an exceedingly polite voice, Alex said, “Thank you for giving this back to me, Mars.”
I would have much rather she yelled. Yelling meant there was a chance she’d forgive me.
“I’m going to try and get a room transfer,” she said. Still in that exceedingly cold, civil tone. “I think that makes the most sense for both of us.”
She looped the ring like a pendant along her silver chain necklace. The unspoken tension in our room probably could have killed a small houseplant.
“Maybe it’s my own fault, somehow,” Alex said softly. “For always looking for a way out. A new friend, a new town, a new life, maybe. It’s not even like I have things particularly bad, either. All I have to do is dance.”
Her lips were chapped. Her complexion was wan. A thin trail of blood streamed down her nose. My stomach lurched.
“Alex. You’re bleeding,” I whispered.
She didn’t seem to think it was a big deal.
Then again, neither had Hannah.
Alex wiped her face off with a tissue and got changed into her pajamas. I kept thinking about her tin of pills and wondering if somehow they’d been swapped out for new ones.
I certainly hadn’t done it to her. I didn’t even have access to APL anymore, since Hannah had stolen my only bottle from me. But if Ms. Allegra had picked someone else for the job?
A shiver snaked down my spine.
The question of why she would even want Alex to take these supplements continued to elude me. But one thing was for sure—despite Ms. Allegra’s claims, APL was definitely bad news. And if Alex had just started taking them … I knew the side effects would only get worse from here on out.
“Alex?” I whispered into the dark. “I know this is going to sound highly dubious coming from me, but I really think you should be careful until this program ends, okay?”
Her reply told me how badly things had deteriorated between us already.
“Why?” she asked bluntly. “Did you plan on sabotaging me or something?”
I didn’t—but my gut instinct told me that someone else was doing just that. And I also had a pretty clear idea who she—or rather they, were.
Alex’s own damn friends.




FIFTEEN
THE LIGHT IN THE QUAD LOOKED STRAIGHT OUT OF A SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY Dutch pastoral painting. Soft blue dappled with white clouds. Sunlight poured over this place like it was expressly invented for the academy. Gardenias trembled with morning dewdrops.
Naomi sat on her usual bench, vaping.
“I need to talk to you,” I told her.
Her eyes flitted around the courtyard, then she ushered me to follow her into a practice room, below the heavy silk banner trimmed in crimson.
Once we were safely inside, she asked, “Do you need money?”
And I thought I fretted too much about money. But it seemed like the more of it you had, the more top of mind it became.
There was a wooden barre bolted against the back wall of the room. A sad little boom box in the other corner. Naomi took the only chair, crossing her legs primly.
“Talking to you is just like talking to anyone else,” she marveled. “I really think it’s amazing that you’re here, despite the hardships of your life.”
If I had already pretended to be a prep school girl once, and was also supposed to embody Poor Soul #2 for the recital, then surely I could handle one more small role for the interim.
For Naomi, I would be playing the part of Sad Scholarship Student. I knew she’d already filled in most of the blanks anyways. All I really had to do was confirm her own vision. It was going to be agonizing, of course. But fortunately or not, my tolerance for pain had gone up a lot since starting this ballet intensive.
“Thank you,” I told her.
It was a miracle she didn’t catch any whiff of sarcasm. “You’re so welcome,” she told me warmly.
I did not need another crumpled bill or a “mostly unused” Dior lip gloss, but I accepted both, because it was obvious she wanted me to take them.
“It’s very kind of you to meet with me. I don’t think Sasha or Sophia would have done it,” I told her.
She raised her chin slightly. “Yeah, well, they are rather aggressive. New money tends to be that way.”
I remembered from her birthday picnic that the Bechlers and Hersts had worked together for generations, art and business hand in hand. Apparently, she thought this placed her echelons above them.
And it was good information for me to have, too.
“Do you think they’re chasing business here?” I asked. I did not ask her the follow-up question, though it persisted in my mind. What are you really here for, Naomi? How are you involved in all of this?
“Of course they are here to chase business.” Naomi’s normally languid voice was suddenly haughty. “They don’t care about Alex at all.”
“They don’t know her like you do,” I supplied.
“Of course not,” she said, with a vicious little edge in her voice. “They’ve only managed to squeeze in through the gates because of their parents’ donations. And while I do think it’s important to open doors—especially to those of lesser means”—here she looked at me, with a sympathetic little bob—“sometimes I feel like it would have been better to keep things as they once were.”
“Oh,” I said.
She went on, encouraged by my near silence. “You don’t mix streetwear with Cartier, you know? Or at least—I wouldn’t.”
The conversation was working just the way I hoped. I was finally understanding the academy more, too. This place was more than happy to accept new people—as long as they could be of service.
I kept my expression as neutral as possible. Naomi definitely didn’t need to know how grossed out I felt. I had to play the part of the dutiful helper. Like the favorite maid in The Gilded Age or one of those period dramas Mom was always binge-watching whenever she had a day off. You couldn’t let the aristocrats know how you really felt about them, not unless you were prepared for war.
We still had a little time, too. Alex and her friends usually sauntered in late for breakfast. And hardly anyone bothered with the practice rooms before then, especially since we’d already been assigned our roles for the recitals.
“I’m sorry you have to deal with the Rusks,” I told her. “It seems, uh, very tiresome.”
“They don’t get it.” Naomi’s eyes welled with sudden tears. “They didn’t understand how much Uncle Leonard’s death impacted the entire family. Or Constance’s. Even Vivian’s.”
Death by sailing, death by house fire, death by father.
“All terrible, preventable tragedies,” I said.
What do you know about APL? That was the other question I really wanted to ask her, but already, Naomi looked skittish.
“Preventable?” she echoed. “Oh no. I don’t think so.” Naomi’s smile was pained. “It’s not just tragedies, you know. Good things have happened as well. Like Mortimer’s pharmaceutical store taking off, and the global expansion of the business, and the founding of this academy. In other words, you benefit from it, too.”
“Thank god for trickle-down economics,” I deadpanned.
I was genuinely shocked when Naomi nodded in relief. “Exactly; you get it. Tragedies and blessings.”
What if the Bechler fortune and misfortunes were related?
Hannah had said something eerily similar to me earlier in the program. She had a theory about the Bechler curse, so wild that I hadn’t given it proper thought at the time.
“I have to go,” I said quickly.
Naomi clung to my arm like it was a buoy in the middle of the ocean. “I’m a good person, right?” she asked hopefully. “Don’t you think so, Mars?”
I knew she wouldn’t let me go without a final lie.
“Of course you’re a good person,” I told her.

In the stall farthest from the bathroom entrance, I looked up a few specific dates and events. The signal was still awful, and the bathroom itself was also unusually busy this morning. I tensed every time I heard footsteps approaching.
Search results were already confirming my worst fears. Leonard Bechler’s sailing accident occurred fifty years ago. And fifty years before that, Constance Bechler had burned alive while on vacation in Monaco. Vivian Bechler’s time of death? Exactly a hundred and fifty years ago in her family home, shot through the chest like prey.
Which meant a Bechler died every fifty years. Like clockwork.
My heart thumped in my throat.
But I wasn’t done looking things up yet—I’d only confirmed the timing of the family misfortunes. Now it was time to confirm the dates of their fortunes.
Someone banged on my stall. The loud and sudden noise made me jump. Outside, a black leather ballet flat tapped impatiently against the tile. A gingham ribbon snaked around the girl’s thin ankle, embroidered with a Miu Miu logo label.
“Are you done in there?” Sasha snapped. “I’ve been waiting forever.”
Sasha Rusk was the last person I wanted to run into right now. I flattened myself against the wall until I heard her walk off, muttering, “I blame those fucking green juices.”
The searches on my phone took forever to load. I was beginning to think that the signal was deliberately terrible in this academy, even outside of Mom’s horrendous phone plan. I pictured Ms. Allegra intercepting radio waves, snatching them between her long crimson nails.
But eventually, I found the information I was looking for.
Shortly after Vivian Bechler’s death, Mortimer’s simple pharmacy storefront turned into a chain. The timing matched for Constance Bechler’s death, too. The company went international the week of her funeral. I was literally standing on the foundation of Leonard Bechler’s death—the academy itself, which was soon to be celebrating its own fiftieth year anniversary.
Success wasn’t an accident. The Bechlers triumphed through tragedy. Ms. Allegra said so herself. Another Bechler was going to die, and I was certain I knew exactly which Bechler it was going to be.
Alex.
I felt sick to my stomach.
APL was going to launch right after the recital—which meant my roommate was going to die for the next big Bechler windfall. I thought of all the banners around the academy, proudly proclaiming fifty years of excellence.
Alex wasn’t just playing the role of Eurydice. She was going to actually die, unless I helped her change the story. I was nearly certain of that.
In fact, it seemed obvious that something bad was going to happen to Alex at the recital.
The cover was perfect. The stage lights were red. The whole thing would look like it was just part of a normal performance.
I would need to convince Alex to not stick around for too long. Because if I didn’t, not only would she die, but APL would likely explode in popularity. I knew what happened to Hannah would happen to so many others. Many more people would suffer while the Bechlers’ net worth skyrocketed into the trillions.
The only problem was, Alex didn’t trust me anymore.
I needed to figure out some way to prove that I was on her side, fast. Not only that, but I’d also have to convince Alex that she couldn’t trust her friends or family.
Because they all had something to gain from another windfall. The twins practically telegraphed it from the eager way they surrounded Alex. Naomi had even confirmed that the Rusks were here chasing business. I couldn’t rule Naomi out either—even if she did constantly want to be seen as a good person and was one of Alex’s oldest friends.
I knew trying to explain this to authorities would probably get me put on a list. And that was the best-case scenario. The solution I finally arrived at was simple enough, but the path to get there seemed a lot more fraught.
Alex and I would simply have to run away from this place before it was too late.

It was pretty clear that the Bechlers’ growing fortune was directly tied to the deaths of their own family members. The correlation was a pattern too big to ignore, taking place generation after generation, all the way back to Mortimer, King Midas of pharma—with his daughter Vivian paying the ultimate price for his golden touch.
It was hard to keep rehearsing, given what I now knew. The whole institution was a sickening temple to money. As I thought about possible escape routes, I still pirouetted and smiled, dutifully performing my role as Poor Soul #2.
And there were the Rusks, whispering to each other and scheming through every class. Naomi stood limp with her big crocodile tears, expecting nods of encouragement from me.
Alex did not deserve to die for any of these creeps.
As soon as we performed our reverence for the day, I made my way back to South Lawn, rehearsing what I would finally tell my roommate when I saw her.
She herself nearly knocked me over when I entered our room.
My side was in complete disarray. My sheets were strewn on the floor, and all my desk drawers were flung wide open. She’d even gone through my suitcase. All of my clothes were scattered—across the back of a chair, over the standing lamp. Everywhere.
“What the fuck?” I asked her. Because truly, what the fuck?
Alex’s voice clipped at the speed of club music. “You took my dad’s ring. Who knows what else has gone missing?”
She didn’t even pause her search, though I’d caught her in flagrante. She continued to rifle through all of my things like a girl possessed.
I probably deserved some of her suspicion. But this behavior bordered on derangement.
“They won’t let me switch rooms,” she said. Teeth chattering like mad. Like she was cold, even in the middle of summer. “I had to make sure you didn’t have anything else of mine. There’s nothing worse than not being able to trust your own roommate, right?”
I’d never seen her act this way before. I didn’t even know what to make of it until I noticed the thin trail of blood dripping from her nose.
Shit. Getting Alex to trust me was going to be even harder than I originally thought. Besides her well-deserved suspicions, the supplement’s side effects were already getting worse.
“Please, take a break for a minute, Alex. You should have some water, or sit down, and—”
“I don’t need your help,” Alex interrupted me stiffly.
Her words were uncannily similar to Hannah’s.
Her dark eyes burned into mine. Then her mouth twisted into a little smile. “Why should I listen to you, anyways? You’re a nobody.”
If I were a real bitch, I might’ve quit this program on the spot. Gotten my mom to drive my nobody ass back home to Clarksville and let Alex Bechler die, just like Constance and Leonard and Vivian had.
Luckily for her, I was stubborn as fuck. Also, leaving her behind would’ve haunted me forever. I knew I had to get her out of this place.
“Fine. You don’t need my help. You’ve got everything under control.” I smiled through gritted teeth. “Go through my stuff, then. Get it all out. Do whatever you need to make sure I’m not stealing your Saint Laurent sunglasses or whatever.”
Even though she was high, I was pretty sure Alex looked a little shamefaced. “They’re not Saint Laurent,” she said mulishly. “They’re vintage.”
I stood with my arms crossed and waited as Alex continued to go through every single possession I owned. By the time she was done, I at least felt marginally better.
I knew the outlook wasn’t great at the moment. But surely, things would have to improve.




SIXTEEN
WHEN I WOKE UP THE NEXT MORNING, ALEX WAS ALREADY gone. I stared at her pillow, trying to make out what image all the pointillism formed, when it finally occurred to me that there was no bigger picture. The red and rust dots on the linen were actually flecks of blood.
I fought my own instinct to scream and took a picture with my phone. It was time to collect some evidence—images, videos, voice recordings. Anything to prove both to Alex and the authorities that there was something fundamentally wrong with this place.
The sets were completely finished in Tanas Auditorium. The stagehands had provided all the finishing touches of hell, from bright white flames constructed of fabric to the oil-black river painted on plywood. The safety net beneath the stage had been reinforced with tear-proof nylon, the choreographer reassured us. Alex would be perfectly safe down there.
There were only two weeks left until the recital, and I was starting to feel the urgency of time.
Naomi must have felt it, too, because as soon as she spotted me walking through the quad, she quickly pulled me into another practice room.
“Do you need anything else from me, Mars?” she asked breathlessly. “I have a lot of designer dresses that don’t get much wear anymore. You could sell them at your local pawnshop. They might look good on you, though probably tight. I think I’m quite a bit smaller than you.”
“I’m fine in these rags from the mall,” I told her blithely.
My heart thrummed as I pressed Record on my phone. “Do you have any more thoughts about the Rusks?” I asked.
Her eyes welled up again. I was pretty sure she was on the cusp of telling me how brave I was.
“Did they do something to you?” Naomi’s eyes flew wide open in indignation. “I don’t understand how they have the gall, honestly. Their parents went to state schools.”
“They certainly don’t get me like you do,” I muttered.
Naomi stood up a little straighter and smiled proudly. “My family’s supported charitable organizations for generations.”
“I take it the Rusks don’t do that?” I asked her, ignoring the fact that she had fully compared me to a charitable organization.
“Definitely not—they’re just out for themselves. I know Sasha and Sophia’s parents pulled a ton of strings to get them closer to Alex, even outside of their gauche donations to the academy. I’m sure it was underhanded stuff. They’re always in such a rush.”
“Why does closeness to Alex matter so much?”
I wanted to hear Naomi say it aloud. I wanted her to incriminate herself right in front of me.
Instead, she instantly clammed up. For the first time, I saw a hint of wariness in her eyes.
“I have to be careful, even though it’s just you,” she explained softly. “Grandpa always said it’s better to say less, because the press and other people’s lawyers can really misconstrue what you mean.”
“But I’m not a journalist or a lawyer. I’m just curious, is all.” I barreled on, because it was now or never. “Did your family happen to know Mortimer Bechler back in the day?”
“Well, yes.” Naomi looked flustered. “We’ve always been close to the Bechlers.”
“Do you know if Mortimer was interested in apothecary when he started the pharmaceutical business?” I continued. “Do you think he might’ve even delved into mysticism? I mean, it was the 1800s.”
Naomi stared at me as though I’d backhanded her across the face.
“Why are you suddenly asking me about all this ancient history, Mars?” Her lip wobbled like a soufflé on the verge of collapse. “What could I possibly know about any of it?”
She was a terrible liar. And while I couldn’t get the information I wanted on record, at least talking to her confirmed something pretty huge. Naomi wasn’t nearly as innocent as she pretended to be—and there was definitely some weird shit going on with these rich people, too.

Getting through the gates of Allegra Academy required having a pass, both ways. There were more cameras than I expected, from North to South Lawn. Some of them were even designed to blend in with the background.
The safety measures had seemed so reassuring when I’d first read about them in the welcome pamphlet. There was no chance of intruders getting through, not with such a thorough security system in place. But now I could see that the academy wasn’t just good about keeping people out—they were also good at keeping us in.
I walked along the perimeter of East Lawn during a break between classes, trying to figure out my possible options. There were cameras placed around entry points. They were stationed near doors, mostly. But there was a little path, half-covered by overgrown shrubs, that led right to the gate.
It was by the greenhouse where we’d had our welcome party, on the first day of the program. Even though it’d only been a few weeks, it already felt like another lifetime ago. My biggest concern back then had been about fitting in. Now, I was trying to save Alex’s life.
Our best bet was to leave at night. Even so, there were lights all over the grounds. If we somehow made it to the gate without being seen, we’d still have to climb over it.
In Alex’s current condition, I wasn’t sure if that was possible.
At lunch, she wore sunglasses in the dining hall—which probably meant she’d started getting bloodshot eyes. Hannah’s condition had deteriorated rapidly after that.
Ideally, I would figure out a way to get her to stop taking her supplements soon—because the cons certainly outweighed whatever dance benefits Alex got from them. Addiction was an insidious monster. Hannah hadn’t stopped taking the supplements, even when they started to affect her physically.
Maybe the gate wasn’t as sturdy as it looked. If we couldn’t get over, we would have to go through. I could try to clip through the metal with gardening shears or something. There had to be tools in the greenhouse we could use.
I needed a closer look at the gate, to test out what was most feasible. There was a camera by the side of the stone bridge, beaming right in my direction.
Immediately, I looked down, pretending I had to tie my shoelaces. No one else was so far out in East Lawn. I didn’t have a good excuse to be here.
Soft footsteps crunched over the manicured grass. I looked up, following the line of black stockings as they merged into the hem of a long black dress. I blinked, but it was hard to tell who it was with the sun right behind her face.
Then Ms. Victoria offered her hand, pulling me up to my feet.
“You’re quite far from your next class, aren’t you, Mars?” she asked gently.
“I thought it’d be a good idea to clear my head, so I took a walk,” I explained, trying to keep my voice stable.
“Very practical. You looked quite lost in thought over there.”
I found myself walking alongside Ms. Victoria, back toward main campus, with her hand firmly placed on my forearm. It was like she knew what I’d been planning. Like she’d come out there on purpose, to stop me from getting any further.
“You look a little pale,” Ms. Victoria commented, as we scaled the wide steps of main campus. “Are you having a good time at the academy? You can always come to me. That’s what I’m here for. I’m always right around the corner.”
Her dark eyes crinkled. Her mouth curved upward into a soft smile. “You can always talk to me if anything’s wrong.”
“No,” I said, as steadily as I could. “I’m doing okay.”
Someone had fallen asleep on a patch of grass underneath a large willow tree. The swans were swimming in languid circles in their bright blue pond. Dancers in new red leotards were walking hand in hand and laughing.
“It’s always the scholarship girls who seem to have trouble fitting in,” Ms. Victoria said mildly. “Just look at Hannah Harris, for example.”
Sweat clung to my lower back. Was she threatening me? It was hard to tell, with how even and calm her voice sounded.
Her grip on my arm tightened a little. “Are you sure the pressure’s not getting to you, Mars Chang?”
My heart jackhammered against my rib cage.
She was threatening me.
To everyone else, I knew it’d look like a girl having a heart-to-heart with an academy staff member. Ms. Victoria was so subtle that I almost convinced myself that this was a normal conversation.
“Remember,” she said. Her smile stretched even further. Foundation flaked at the corner of her mouth. “I’m always a second away.”

I had made some progress collecting evidence, but I knew it’d take more convincing for Alex to believe me. Naomi had been well-trained—probably by a team of family lawyers—not to incriminate herself in front of anyone.
I knew the academy was not designed with me in mind. It was designed for other purposes entirely.
I almost blacked out, overhearing girls talking about what awaited them after the program ended, after practice in Tanas Auditorium. They knew everyone—government officials and celebrities and titans of industry alike. They glided through life on the paths already carved out on their behalf, with no friction and no obstacles.
I was mad and going mad, too. In these long white halls. Under these bright red stage lights.
Do you ever feel like you’re living the wrong life altogether? Alex had even whispered those words to me in our room. Like deep down, she knew something was wrong, too.
Though I doubted she had any idea how wrong things really were. Her friends were trying to kill her.
If not for them, she wouldn’t have even been here. I could see Alex in Colorado. Or in a little punk club, playing the drums. There were so many avenues that she hadn’t explored because she was ushered into this one.
I rounded the corner and faced a wall full of busts. Tates and Waltons and Morgans, immortalized in bronze. Sophia and Sasha Rusk were huddled together, a few feet down the hallway, embroiled in some kind of private argument.
“… after this trial, we’ll have a lot of new options,” Sophia was saying. “In other words, we should be patient. See what unfolds.”
Sasha’s voice was petulant. “But I thought you wanted to start a new clothing brand with me in the fall. Otherwise, what is the point of going through with all of this bullshit?”
I crept closer to listen in. The word trial raised so many warning bells. What were they even talking about? This ballet intensive, or was it something different?
Sophia spotted me first. She placed a quelling hand on her sister’s shoulder, which had the immediate effect of making Sasha whirl around and glare at me like I was a particularly hideous carpet stain.
“This place sure is a trial, isn’t it?” I asked, nonchalantly as I could.
“You don’t have a fucking clue what’s going on,” Sasha scoffed.
“Sash,” her sister said sternly. “Drop it. It doesn’t matter.”
“What is a trial, then?” I asked. “Who else is part of it? Naomi? What about … Alex?”
Their faces blanched, but only for a moment. I was then met by a pair of identical masks. Their smiles were familiarly benign. It was the same look on all the bronze statues behind me.
A shudder rippled up my spine.
“You have no idea what we’re talking about,” Sophia said evenly.
“And you never will,” Sasha added. “Run along, Marianne. If you’re looking for a soap opera, try Hulu. Because you won’t find anything here, I promise you that.”




SEVENTEEN
AGAIN FROM THE TOP, WITH GROANING ORGANS AND screaming strings as accompaniment. Alex leaped across the stage, while the choreographer clapped to the tempo of the recording.
Faster! Higher!
Every time I looked at her, I thought of Hannah.
I pictured the wood slicked red with blood. I wondered how they would even do it. Send the painted clouds crashing down during the performance, shattering Alex’s spine in the process? Or would the velvet curtains burn all around her, trapping her inside them?
Leonard had died in a sailing accident, and Constance in a house fire. Perhaps someone would pull the trigger of the gun, just like Mortimer had in his own living room, all those years ago.
Again, again. Alex spun like a toy. Brava.
She refused to speak to me all night, and she left in the morning before I could walk her to the auditorium. Her life had narrowed into a single lane: Practice.
Up the wooden stairs. Down the wooden stairs.
I’d seen and rehearsed this part so many times that I could memorize the finale with my eyes closed. I’d seen almost every girl in the corps pretend to die on this very stage during auditions. Toe-heel, toe-heel. Shoulders back, chin high. Down into hell you go.
That was probably how they were going to do it: As soon as Alex dove down into the hole beneath the stage, it’d be curtains. After her neck snapped, they’d say it was a bad net, cheaply produced. They’d get away with it again. Another tragedy, another windfall. Another fifty years of excellence.
“You’re losing your spot,” the choreographer chastised our Eurydice, because the charade had to continue all the way to the recital. “Remember to find a distinct point and keep your eye trained on it. Look toward the back door, the gold handle. Keep finding it when you spin, and maybe you won’t get dizzy.”
I highly doubted it was the lack of training that made Alex dizzy when she pirouetted. It was all the pills they were giving her.
Alex paused, mid-performance, while the red spotlight continually beamed down like a bad halo. “I need water,” she said.
“After rehearsal,” the choreographer told her firmly. “Not before.”
Alex ignored her and walked toward the wings. The rest of us looked at each other in confusion. Some dancers shrugged their shoulders while others whispered.
“I’ll go get her,” Sasha announced.
“No, I’ll do it,” I cut in. I left before anyone could stop me.
Alex sat on the floor. Backstage was dimly lit, but even so, I could see that her pink tights were streaked with dust and debris from the ground. Her hand gripped the railing of the metal stairs tightly, like holding it was the only thing that stopped her from falling apart completely.
“I feel so dizzy,” she whispered. “It’s like there’s this insistent pounding against the side of my head. Like it’s happening inside of my brain.”
She shook out her bobby pins and winced. “I’m sure having a thousand small pieces of metal stuck to my scalp doesn’t help.”
I handed her my own water bottle, seeing she had already gone through her own. She gulped it down with a long, grateful swig.
“Thank you,” she said, and sighed.
“Of course.”
Sweat clung to her leotard, forming a blotchy wet spot on her sternum. Her voice trembled when she asked, “Do you think … I’m doing okay?”
Let’s get out of here. Let’s leave tonight and never come back.
There were so many things I wanted to tell her, but it wasn’t the right time. There were too many people who might overhear us.
Alex reached out and squeezed my hand clumsily.
“Mars,” she said. Even in the dark, I could see the circles under her eyes, blooming like bruises. “I—”
“There you are!” Sasha’s voice was bright and chipper until she saw me. Then she pulled a face. “Oh. Hi, Marianne. What are you doing so far from Applebee’s?”
Ms. Allegra was already looking for any excuse to get rid of me, so I didn’t rise to Sasha’s bait. Though it took nearly everything in me not to.
“Give it a rest,” Alex told her, wincing. “My head already hurts like hell.”
Sasha leaned down, wrapping her thin arms around Alex’s shoulders. “Of course, of course,” she said soothingly. She rummaged through the other girl’s dance bag until she located the small silver tin in the front pocket. Sasha smiled directly at me when she offered it to Alex. “Here you go, baby.”
Anger coursed through me like a shockwave. I walked away quickly before I could sock Sasha in the jaw, surprised by how strong my emotions felt.

Sasha’s stunt with the supplements told me that she knew about my own involvement with Ms. Allegra. And if she knew, it meant Sophia knew, too. Naomi was right behind them.
Cerberus in pastels. A three-headed monster, barking and biting, each in her own special, fucked-up way.
I kept waiting for the drop. They were going to do something. I could feel it in their stares and whispers. But I had no idea what it was.
Then I got a letter, hand-delivered by Sophia herself in Yates Hall. The envelope was lightly perfumed, and the card stock was thick. Under certain lighting, I could make out her initials, watermarked onto the paper. S. O. R.
What did the O in her middle name stand for—one percent?
There was only a single line written in the card. A directive.
Meet us by the west entrance of the residential hall at eight o’clock sharp.
When I tried to confront them individually, they walked away abruptly, ignoring me. So I went through my classes as usual, biding my time until eight. What on earth were they going to tell me?
I stood by the west entrance of the residential hall like they asked. Outside, night seeped into the edges of the distant mountains. There was a lone security guard, pacing the walkway a few feet away.
I heard them come up behind me, giggling. Then everything went dark. Someone had wound a large, thick piece of cloth around my head.
“Shut up,” Sasha warned me. “Or this is as far as you get.”
So I shut up. Under the blindfold, I could just barely make out an outline of one of the girls, opening a side door I’d never noticed before. They marched me down a cold set of stairs.
Pipes clanged. Water dripped. The air was clammy and damp. We were underground now, in some kind of tunnel system I’d never even known about. The lights flickered every few feet.
“We’re not going to kill you,” Naomi added.
That possibility hadn’t even crossed my mind until she said it.
“How many people know about this place?” I asked them.
None of them answered me. They kept prodding me forward. Into winding alleys and new corners. Left, right, left again.
There was a whole world underneath Allegra Academy, and they had the key.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
Again, no response.
Some of the walls were possibly graffitied, though it was hard to tell what the markings were, given my limited vision. We walked for what felt like miles. Until finally, we reached a stopping point.
Sophia removed my blindfold.
Sasha opened the door, revealing a small, dingy room.
On the white foldout table was a pair of large silver scissors. Directly above it was the large hole in the ceiling, latticed by black netting. Which meant we were right below Tanas Auditorium.
Light reflected off the scissors sharply.
“Welcome to the party,” Sophia told me.
I was now even more confused than when I’d received their initial summons today.
“Don’t be so tense,” Naomi said sweetly. “We just have a few questions we wanted to ask you, Mars.”
“Is this some kind of … initiation?” I asked hesitantly.
They all burst into laughter.
“I guess that would make you our diversity pick, Marianne. I’m sure you could regale us for hours about strip mall specials in Shitsville,” Sasha said, with a hard little smile.
“Shut up,” Naomi told Sasha. Then she said, in a voice I was sure she meant to be reassuring, though it only made me more alarmed, “We’re not mean, Mars. We’re just concerned, is all.”
“Yes, quite concerned,” Sophia echoed.
They circled me. The twins whispered to each other, while Naomi added, very earnestly, “I think you might have gotten the wrong idea about us, Mars.”
It was funny that she would say that, because the more time I spent with them, the more I was convinced that they were evil bitches.
But being forthright with how I really felt would likely jeopardize me. I wasn’t about to start being honest with them now, not when no one knew where I was. Not when we were fucking underground.
Would anyone even be able to hear me scream?
Sasha’s smile reminded me of a jackal. “Yeah, Marianne. Tell us what you think of us, won’t you?”
She took the pair of scissors from the table and approached me with eerie calm.
“I think you’re perfect for each other,” I said slowly. “I think seeing you all together like this makes a lot of sense.”
“Diplomatic.” Sophia nodded. “A good trait. Useful.”
“I don’t think we have anything to worry about, but Grandfather said unknowns can be dangerous. So let’s just make sure, okay?” Naomi crossed her arms, like she was waiting for something to happen.
Sasha glared at her. “Really? You expect me to do everything?”
“You’re so good at this stuff,” Naomi protested. “It doesn’t come as naturally for me, you know.”
Sophia smiled at her twin encouragingly. “Yes, Sasha. You’re the best one for the job.”
Sasha Rusk looked fucking pissed. Then she held up the scissors, right in front of my face. “Don’t move. Don’t scream,” she warned me.
The point of the blade was millimeters away from my eye.
One jab, and she’d slice into my cornea.
I felt the blades open all the way. A cold edge was pressed right up against the skin of my forehead. Then the scissors closed with a distinctive and final snip.
“Oh god,” Sophia gasped. “She looks terrible.”
I couldn’t comprehend what had just happened. I studied the little black hairs that had fallen down my skirt and around the ground in front of me.
Sasha flipped open her compact mirror, and above a quad of pink Chanel blushes was some girl I’d never seen before. She looked uncannily like me—except she had the most botched bangs in the history of humankind, as uneven as the Titanic minutes before it sank into the Atlantic Ocean.
“Don’t scream,” she reminded me. Sasha held out the scissors again warningly.
“Right,” Naomi added tranquilly. “Because I think we can really straighten this situation out … pun intended! We just need a little cooperation from you, is all.”
Sophia took over from Sasha with the scissors—the good cop to her twin’s bad cop, I guess—and smoothed out my shipwrecked bangs with a fake little smile. “I’m sure I could help fix this, especially if you help us in turn.”
I held my tongue while Sophia snipped. For one, I didn’t want to get stabbed with a pair of scissors. Two, if my hair already looked this bad, I didn’t want to risk things getting even worse.
“We just want to get through the recital with no disruptions. Things are going so well, don’t you think?” Sophia said, with the scissors pointed right at my eyelid. Then very gently, she nudged the flat metal side against the sensitive fold of my skin. “Yes?”
“Yes,” I lied.
“Good.” A considered pause, then another snip.
“There’s nothing to gain by throwing a wrench into carefully laid plans. To me, you don’t seem like someone who’d do that— but not everyone here agrees,” Naomi added, a bit sulkily. “So I guess, right now, we’re just trying to reach a common consensus.”
“Can we trust you to not start shit?” Sasha asked me, point-blank.
“What shit would I even start?” I replied, as mildly as I could.
A secret look rippled in a circle around me. I could feel all the levity leach out of the small underground room. Sophia’s hand—either deliberately or accidentally—slipped, and there was a slight sting right by my brow bone. A single drop—of either sweat or blood—dribbled down to my eyelash.
“Oh no,” Naomi said earnestly. “Mars, you don’t want to do this.”
“Let’s cut to the chase,” Sasha told me. “You’re going to sit there and smile. Do your little mediocre best, and then get the fuck out of here after this program ends. You don’t know anything, right?”
“Can you even hear yourself right now?” I sputtered. “You sound like a fucking supervillain, Sasha.”
“I’m not a bad person,” Naomi interjected. “My family did a fundraiser for orcas in May. We raised a lot of money. Even the mayor came.”
I stared at her. Tears were welling in her eyes again. Unfuckingbelievable.
But maybe I could use these waterworks to my own advantage. I certainly needed all the leverage I could get. “You’re not a bad person,” I told her. “Out of everyone in this entire camp, I trust you the most.”
Naomi’s bottom lip wobbled. Then her face flushed. Her eyes practically sparkled with relief. “You think so? I’m really making a difference in your life, right?”
“You are making a difference in my life,” I reassured her. It was for the worse, but she didn’t need to know that right now.
Sasha sputtered in disbelief. “Naomi, you don’t seriously believe her bullshit, do you?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” Naomi countered. “Not everyone is a cynical mercenary. Some of us are good people.”
I could sense an argument brewing, but Sophia intercepted it smoothly. She showed me my reflection with her own compact mirror. Above a quad of purple Gucci eyeshadows was a girl who looked kind of okay, if you could ignore short, mostly straight bangs and disgruntled expressions.
“We can work together,” Sophia said—for their benefit as much as mine. “Anyways, I think it’s time to go. You can either come with us or on your own, Mars. It’s up to you.”
She wasn’t leaving me with much of a choice at all.
It was evident that they’d brought me down here not just as a threat. If I got lost and missed curfew, Ms. Allegra had all the grounds she needed to expel me—and that was probably their whole plan all along.
I followed them, stumbling through cobwebbed alleys, bypassing rooms flooded with water of unknown, dubious origin. But eventually, I could hear footsteps above me. I emerged into the west entrance of the residential hall with minutes to spare, feeling dazed.
Then I raced up the stairs, taking them two at a time, before making it back to my room right at curfew. Ms. Victoria’s face immediately fell when she saw me, out of breath and panting.
“Try to be timelier next time,” she chided me.
The thing was, I wasn’t so sure I’d even get a next time. Alex’s friends were probably already brainstorming more effective ways of getting me kicked out of the academy.
After Ms. Victoria left, I felt my roommate staring at me from her side of the room. Alex’s lips were cracked and bleeding, and there were dark bruises all over her exposed legs. Nonetheless, she seemed more shocked by me than she was worried for herself.
“Did you cut your own bangs?” she asked in bewilderment.
“Your friends helped,” I said shortly.
Hesitation flickered across Alex’s face. I could see the realization dawning on her in real time. “Oh,” she said. “I’ll have to talk to them about it.” After a considered pause, she added, “They all did this?”
I nodded. “All of them.”
Alex had no idea how much worse things could be than a bad bang trim, but at least this was a start.




EIGHTEEN
I HIGHLIGHTED MY CHEEKBONES AND DAUBED MY CHEEKS WITH PINK blush, wishing I could fast-forward through this whole exercise. I needed to talk to Alex, but we were running through our first dress rehearsal. And currently, she was locked away in her private dressing room, surly and paranoid.
Our dressing room was a labyrinth of mirrors behind the Tanas Auditorium stage. Shimmering red costumes hung on wheeled racks, which clacked over the black-and-white tiled floor. Sasha elbowed me sharply in the rib, jostling for better makeup counter space.
“Oops.” She smiled. “I didn’t see you there, Marianne.”
There was never going to be a good moment for me to tell Alex the truth. No matter how delicately or thoughtfully or thoroughly I explained it—it would always sound ugly.
They wanted her dead.
“No problem,” I told Sasha. “I know you would never hurt me on purpose.”
She offered me a knife-sharp smile as she pinned her hair up with black ribbons. “I would never dream of such a thing.”
I knew it was going to get worse for me. Last night had only been a taste of things to come.
At breakfast in the dining hall, Naomi looked guilty while Sasha rolled her eyes. Sophia offered a tight smile. Now they knew it would take a lot more than a stupid tunnel and a bad bang trim to get rid of me.
I was sure they were scheming different ideas now. Drugs planted in my bag maybe, although that was a touch too obvious given that they’d be recycling Ms. Allegra’s own plans. Sasha had too much pride to go for something that had already been done before.
Maybe they’d bribe enough dancers to be fake witnesses to some violent crime I’d committed. They could say I’d attacked one of them, and if enough people corroborated the story, that would be enough cause for Ms. Allegra to kick me out.
I had even less time than I imagined. I’d have to tell Alex the truth today—and hope that she’d believe me.
A new idea occurred to me as we ran through the performance for the third time. If I destroyed the stage—got rid of the painted clouds, the black river, the creaky wooden stairs—maybe the recital wouldn’t go on as planned.
“Smile,” the choreographer told me, fully aghast. “You might be a poor soul, Mars Chang, but this is still a performance. Project for the back row!”
I gritted my teeth and smiled while raking through the possibilities. Destroying props wouldn’t be enough to guarantee Alex’s safety, only enough to ensure she wouldn’t die onstage. Running away was a much better bet. But for how long would we need to run?
What happened if fifty years passed—and a Bechler didn’t die?
That was one of my biggest questions, and I was sure I wasn’t the only person fretting over the answer. Had anyone ever tried to end the cycle? Was it even possible?
These questions were unanswerable from my current position. But it was infuriating not to know the truth.
Workers kept putting up more of the silk banners, all across campus. FIFTY YEARS OF EXCELLENCE. Every time I saw one, I thought of Leonard Bechler on his sailboat, bleeding out under blue skies.
Alex died and died again.
From the wooden stairs, she flew backward into the hole beneath the stage. And each time she did, my heart raced in sheer panic. I kept thinking that I was too late. But she always emerged with a fatigued smile.
And then class was over.
I followed her from a distance. She walked and talked with her friends like everything was the same as it’d always been. She opened Naomi’s water bottle. She laughed at Sophia’s jokes.
You’re so exhausted from this program that you’re starting to see things, aren’t you, Mars? Things that aren’t really there at all.
It was so easy, convincing myself that I was imagining all the horror. It wasn’t blood—it was just the red lights. I couldn’t keep up, so I was making excuses to hate it here.
Persevering through hardship was the minimum.
Ms. Victoria waved when I crossed South Lawn. A little reminder that she was always watching, always just a second away.
I walked a few paces behind Alex back to our room. Nerves like unsettled fish swam through my stomach. I had to tell her the truth. I had to say it, it was now or—
As soon as I walked through the door, Alex whirled around to face me.
“You are out to get me,” she said, quite calmly, like she’d
rehearsed this conversation by herself several times already.
Alex’s face was very pale. There were dark circles under her eyes, like she hadn’t slept in days.
“No,” I told her. “I’m trying to help you.”
Her laugh was a hollow bark. “Come on. Stealing my dad’s ring was just a part of your bigger scheme. You want to take everything from me. I bet if you could, you’d curl up inside my skin and wear it around like a suit.”
“What are you even talking about?”
“You keep following me. You keep watching me.” This time when she laughed, a little dribble of blood spilled from her cracked lips. “You want to be me, don’t you? I didn’t believe them at first, but what else am I supposed to think, when it’s always you around the corner, all the damn time?”
Alex had it wrong. Maybe I hadn’t cared in the beginning, but I did now. I was really scared for her. And now, I was slightly scared of her, too.
“Stonybrook Prep was a lie. Being my friend was a lie. Do you even like the Yeah Yeah Yeahs?” she asked me.
Okay. Well at least I did have an answer for that one.
“I do,” I told her. “Though I hadn’t heard any of their songs before I met you.”
“I knew it,” Alex said bitterly. “You want my entire life. You want to be Eurydice; you want to replace me. You’re even poisoning me.”
“I am not poisoning you,” I sputtered. “I’m trying to do the opposite of that, actually. I’ve been trying to talk to you for days, but you keep rushing off before I can even get a word in.”
“I can’t trust you!” Alex stammered.
“I didn’t mean to steal your dad’s ring, I promise. It’s a really long story, so let me know if you want the unabridged version or just the highlights.”
“Just the highlights.” Her voice was clipped.
Highlights was probably the best route, anyways. Every time I tried to mention Ms. Allegra to Alex, my throat clammed up, like there was something physically lodged in it.
“Your friends are trying to kill you. It’s going to happen during the recital,” I told her. “Every fifty years, a Bechler dies. And this time, you’re up.”
I waited for Alex to either laugh or call me deranged. But instead, her face got even paler.
“My dad left right when I started taking my first ballet lessons,” she whispered. Hesitation crept into her voice. “He said to come with him to Colorado. That it wasn’t too late.”
“It’s not too late. Come with me, Alex. Let’s get out of this hellhole together.”
She looked thoroughly bewildered. “But my entire family is coming to the recital. And you’re saying my friends know about this? Even Naomi?” Alex’s face rippled with myriad emotions. Then she clenched her jaw. “My friends did say you would try and turn me against them.”
Oh my god. What else was I supposed to do? How would I ever get Alex to believe me?
“Hannah got sick from the same supplements you’re taking,” I told her. “It wasn’t vomit on the stage during her auditions—it was blood. You can mistrust me all you want, but surely you don’t think I, a sixteen-year-old from Clarksville, am capable of making pills like this, do you?”
“I’m fine,” Alex muttered. “Also—I fully think you have the ability to make pills if you wanted to.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence, I’ll keep that in my back pocket if I ever go into pharma. Though after my experience here, I very much doubt I ever will,” I said dryly.
Alex twisted the ring on her silver chain. “Dad said he was sorry he couldn’t do more,” she said dazedly. “Holy shit, what if they threatened him? Oh my god—there was Leonard, and Constance, and—”
“Vivian Bechler,” I finished softly. “Their deaths all took place exactly fifty years apart. And they weren’t accidents, Alex.”
The information was clearly taking a toll on her. I could see her wrestling with her emotions, trying to deny the undeniable. “What do you mean they weren’t accidents? What are you saying, exactly?” she sputtered.
“Your friends are poisoning you. They’re going to try and get me expelled. We don’t have much time,” I told her. “You’re the next one up—the next Bechler to die.”
Alex regarded me blankly for a moment. Then a small, strangled sound came out of her, somewhere between a laugh and a bark. “Fuck. No buffer at all. Just ‘everyone is trying to kill you, come with me now.’”
“You did say you only wanted the highlights.”
Alex rummaged through her dance bag. As soon as she found the silver tin, my stomach clenched. But she strode over to the waste bin and dumped them all out. The pills rained down in a glittering red stream.
The breath rushed out of her like air from a leaky tire. She kept staring into the trash, as though thoroughly transfixed by its contents. She shook her head with effort, like she was trying to unyoke herself from some spell. After a final pained look, Alex turned to me.
“I want to believe you, Mars,” she said. “I do know that something has been off. Even outside my own reservations toward you.”
Ballet had gotten me quickly acquainted with bruises and blood. I was used to waking up in the middle of the night with searing calves, tendons straining and screaming, toenails splintering off in the middle of a routine but continuing onward, because nothing mattered more than professionalism.
But I definitely wasn’t used to whatever had happened to Hannah—and what was now happening to Alex.
“It feels euphoric at first. Like I can do anything,” she said, through slightly chattering teeth. “Like there’s no pain anymore. No turn I can’t do. I feel amazing. I feel like the best.”
They were going to push APL on everyone soon. Ms. Allegra had told me so herself.
“Maybe you’re right. Maybe I can’t trust my friends.” Alex’s voice splintered. “But why would they poison me? I thought maybe the deaths had something to do with family debts—or maybe it’s just an unfortunate coincidence. Or maybe this is just a bad joke. Please tell me it’s a joke.”
Every fifty years, the Bechlers experienced significant fortunes and misfortunes. Naomi and the twins wanted a piece of the former, maybe. The Hersts had long benefited from their association with the Bechlers, too. And the girls weren’t working alone—I’d seen the Rusks in Ms. Allegra’s office when I’d barged in to tell her about Hannah’s side effects.
There was some link between the APL supplements, Ms. Allegra, and Alex’s friends. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I felt it. Some large, unknown … thing was casting its shadow over this entire place.
At least one thing was certain: We had to get out of here.
“I’ll tell you a lot of good jokes later,” I promised her. “But not now. We have to go.”
I explained the plan in the simplest terms possible: A rope out the window, the greenhouse for tools, then over or through the gate. That was it.
Despite our height difference, Alex suddenly looked very small. “Why should I believe anything you have to say?” she asked me.
“The repercussions of you not believing me are much worse than if we just left this place,” I told her.
This didn’t seem like the answer she’d hoped for.
“You’re asking me to leave everything behind. To pick up and start running,” she said.
I nodded. “Yes.”
“Fuck!”
Alex paced the floor in agitation. I saw her look at the pills in the waste bin, and I shook my head warningly. “Do not even think about taking those,” I told her.
“Ten minutes ago, I was convinced you were poisoning me, and now, I’m somewhat less convinced,” she said finally. “Also, I was definitely not going to eat pills out of the trash, Mars.”
She was lying, but I would let it slide due to our need to start packing, very quickly.
“Why should I believe you?” Alex asked again. “Why are you doing this for me?”
“Okay,” I told her. “Here’s the reason.”
Now it was my turn to stumble and pause.
“I thought we were running out of time?” she asked, after I continued to try and formulate my thoughts to little avail.
“Well, the reason is simple.” I took a deep breath, feeling suddenly embarrassed. “It’s because I like you.”




NINETEEN
IT WAS HUMILIATING, TO FINALLY HAVE THE TRUTH OUT THERE. I was admitting it to myself just as much as I was admitting it to her.
I liked Alex Bechler.
I liked the way she put her boot on the bench in the dining hall. Even her laugh was great—sometimes, it even came out like a bellow, like she couldn’t or wouldn’t hold back. And she always tried to do the right thing, despite being, well, a Bechler.
Alex looked completely stunned. Like a deer facing an oncoming semitruck. Was my admission that catastrophic?
“Anyways,” I said hurriedly. “We should start assembling a rope. I think our best way out is through the window.”
Four floors down wasn’t an ideal fall, but it wasn’t lethal. The worst that could probably happen was a broken arm or leg. And if we tied things together tautly enough, it wouldn’t be an issue at all.
“Hold up,” Alex said. “You actually like me?”
“Who wouldn’t?” I shot back. Heat crept up my face, unbearable and completely mortifying. “But let’s just focus on one thing at a time, okay? Right now, we’ve got to figure out how to escape.”
Rejections were hard. I’d felt like I had a flu for days after losing my bid for class president to Ethan last year. But I knew this kind of rejection would be even worse. I didn’t need to hear Alex’s answer. The last thing we needed was for the plan to go sideways because my feelings got hurt.
“Mars,” Alex said. “Do you really—”
“Could you hand me some of your clothes? I think polyester or nylon would be best, like warm-up pants or wrap sweaters.” I looked down so she wouldn’t see how vulnerable I felt right now.
We both froze when we heard the door knock. In light of everything going on, I’d forgotten all about Ms. Victoria’s nightly bed check.
But it was Naomi who came through the door, bleary-eyed in her silk pajamas.
Time stopped. I felt like I was hallucinating.
What the fuck was she doing here?
“Hi,” she told Alex solemnly. “I’m here to save your life.”
“Excuse me?” I asked her.
Her eyes widened as she finally registered my presence. “Oh wow, I completely forgot you guys were roommates. Hi, Mars.”
“Sorry, but what the hell is going on?” Alex—very reasonably—asked.
Naomi’s bottom lip quivered like a panna cotta. “I sent Ms. Victoria on a wild goose chase, in order to buy us more time to get out. I said I saw some graffiti down in Yates Hall. I don’t know how long she’ll be gone for, but I was thinking we could escape through the tunnels underneath campus.”
I had not anticipated Naomi’s presence tonight. And she clearly had not considered mine, either.
“Do you … know the truth?” she asked Alex hesitantly. “About—”
“Everyone wanting to kill me? Yeah, I do,” Alex said shortly.
“You know I’d never hurt you,” Naomi went on, very quickly. “I’ve been in agony for weeks, trying to figure out a way through this horrifying situation. It took me a while to figure out what to do, but I’m ready now. It’s the Rusks, Alex. They really scare me.”
Yesterday, Naomi had threatened me in the very same tunnel system she was now suggesting Alex use to escape from the academy. And she just expected Alex to believe her? She expected me to believe her?
Alex looked between me and Naomi. The line between her brows deepened.
“You really want to help?” she asked Naomi.
“I swear on Princess’s life,” Naomi said solemnly.
Alex turned to me. “Princess Diana is Naomi’s English bulldog,” she explained. “I’ve known Naomi for years, and she’s never, ever broken a promise when she’s sworn on Princess.”
I was really supposed to just accept that? I didn’t trust Naomi with a goldfish, let alone with Alex’s life.
But Alex was already wavering, softening in the face of one of her oldest friends. And I knew, right then and there—Alex desperately wanted to believe Naomi. Maybe she even needed to, because there was no one else on her side in the academy. No one but me.
“I don’t know how long Ms. Victoria is going to be out for, but we have to get going,” I said slowly. “The question is, out through the window or down through the tunnel?”
Naomi stared at me. “You guys were going to go on without me? Mars, after everything I’ve done for you? Why wouldn’t you just talk to me about your plans?”
I reminded myself that a rebuttal at this point in time would be extremely unproductive, so I tried to keep my mouth shut. Though it was, frankly, extremely challenging.
“Why didn’t you just wait for bed check to be finished?” I blurted out. “You could have sneaked out of your room afterward. You didn’t need to send Ms. Victoria on a wild goose chase at all.”
“So sorry I’m not an expert on espionage,” Naomi sputtered. “I panicked, okay? I wanted to do something. I wanted to help.”
More than ever, Naomi’s “help” felt a lot more like a major hindrance. But Alex was clearly touched by the gesture. A small smile tugged at her mouth.
“I think we can make this work with the three of us,” Alex said. “But let’s go with Mars’s idea, since I’m not familiar with the tunnel system at all.”
I didn’t know where the tunnels led out to, and I was completely unfamiliar with the surrounding area anyways. The only things that bordered the academy were mountains. The fact that the Rusks were also familiar with it didn’t sit well with me, either.
An indignant look crossed Naomi’s face, and I could picture exactly what she was thinking. You’d choose some random girl’s plan over mine?
Alex’s response told me something, too. She didn’t totally trust Naomi—which was more than a little gratifying. Begrudgingly, I got Naomi up to speed with our plan.
“The window, the greenhouse, the gate,” she said, echoing me. “Got it.”
We got to work quickly, tying our clothes together to form a long rope. I didn’t understand how Naomi had chosen tonight out of all nights to try and escape with Alex. The timing was too coincidental.
It left a very bad feeling in my stomach.
“I’ve always had high emotional intelligence,” she was saying now. “I have this sixth sense about when help is needed. And see? I was right this time, too.”
At least Naomi was good at braiding. With her help, we made deft work assembling the rope out of Alex’s old band T-shirts. If we made it out of here, I’d attribute it in part to Sonic Youth, the Yeah Yeah Yeahs, and The Jesus and Mary Chain.
“Not this one,” Alex said, holding out her ratty Hole T-shirt like it was a newborn child. She pulled it on over her black tank top and crossed her arms defensively. “It took me so long to find. It’s from the Celebrity Skin tour. It’s historically significant, okay?”
“You can keep it,” I reassured her.
She let out an enormous sigh of relief. “I could cut my hair shorter, maybe even get a new piercing, now that I won’t have to do ballet anymore,” Alex mused aloud. “I’ll have time for so many other things now. Things I’ve always wanted.”
For a moment, she looked deliriously happy.
Then her expression shuttered. Horror flashed in her eyes.
“Oh god, the Rusks really might want to kill me,” she whispered. “They were a major reason why I even came here this summer.”
“They won’t be able to hurt you,” I promised her. “Because we’re getting out of here right now.”
I threw the rope out of the window, fastening the other end to the leg of a desk. It dangled down at least twenty feet. There was still a jump to make it to the bottom. But it was doable.
“I’ll go last,” Naomi volunteered. “Since I’m late to the plan and all.”
Another bad feeling in my gut, even though what she said made perfect sense.
Alex cracked her fingers. “I’ll go first, then.”
Before I could even double check the rope for sturdiness or say a word of encouragement, Alex was already halfway out the window. I watched her rappel to the bottom of the rope like some kind of rock climbing professional before leaping into a flowering bush with a soft thud.
Then it was my turn.
“Don’t worry.” Naomi smiled at me. “I’ll make sure the rope doesn’t break.”
“Actually, why don’t you go before me?” I suggested.
Naomi shook her head. “If I get caught, it won’t really matter. I can always lawyer up. But if you get caught … things would get pretty bad, wouldn’t they? You don’t have any kind of safety net.” Her blue eyes went very wide. “You’re the one who needs a head start, not me. So here it is, Mars. Go for it.”
“Thank you.”
“No problem.” Another little smile. “I love to help.”
Alex was waiting for both of us on the grounds outside the residential hall. But I watched Naomi’s face as I made my way out the window. I could feel vertigo setting in, but I kept my eyes locked on hers.
If she broke the rope from the desk, I was fucked.
“I trust you,” I told her, swallowing back as much fear as I could.
“You don’t, not really.” Her chin wobbled slightly. “And that hurts my feelings a lot. But we can talk about it once we’re all out of here.”
Once we’re all out of here.
I exhaled in relief, and then I let go of the window ledge. I white-knuckled my way down several feet of makeshift rope, trying my hardest not to look down at the vertiginous space between me and death. Once I got to the bottom of the rope, I leaped, just as I watched Alex do.
But instead of landing in the flowering bush, I stumbled a little and ended up in the grass.
There was a resounding crack, followed by a very strange whoosh in my ear. I doubled over, clutching my throbbing ankle. I knew it was definitely sprained, if not broken.
“Are you okay?” Alex asked.
“Yes,” I lied. “Everything is fine.”
As soon as Naomi climbed down the rope, we made our way toward the greenhouse.
Bright pain lanced up my side with every step we took. We took turns, looking out for security cameras. My doubt in Naomi faded a little when she held me back in the nick of time. I’d almost walked directly past a discreetly positioned camera by the stone bridge.
We crossed from South Lawn to East Lawn quickly and quietly. I felt a little better, even though my ankle was screaming for me to stop putting weight on it. All we needed to do was go through the path by the greenhouse. It led right out to the gate.
There was a bright, unnatural flash behind me. The light of a phone screen. “Sorry,” Naomi said, her voice muffled. “I thought someone was calling me.”
“Maybe,” Alex said, in a voice much calmer than I would’ve used, “this isn’t the best time to take a phone call.”
I turned around to glare. Naomi had the decency to look abashed. “You’re right. Bad habit, I’m sorry.”
It was her who led the way through the greenhouse.
Naomi unlatched the door with ease. There were hundreds of plants inside. Small herbs near the front—rosemary, thyme, and basil, all neatly labeled by their scientific names.
I grazed some sharp plant and let out a small cry of surprise when it drew blood. It was aloe vera, of all things.
“You sure you’re okay, Mars?” Alex asked again.
“I’m doing great,” I said, through gritted teeth.
We passed an aisle of summer tomatoes and cucumbers, climbing up long wooden stakes. In the dark, it was hard to see much of anything at all. Naomi took her phone out again, beaming a light toward the back of the room.
The temperature rose as we approached the hothouse flowers. Delicate pale purple orchids and thorny blood-red roses. I tugged at the collar of my shirt, feeling suddenly sweaty.
And nervous.
“Where would they keep the tools—specifically shears?”
I asked. “Shouldn’t we be looking for a supply closet or something like that in here?”
“There’s no need.”
The voice didn’t belong to Naomi or Alex. Someone else was in the greenhouse with us. Two someones, in fact.
Standing behind an aisle of hothouse flowers were the Rusk sisters, flashing identical, gleaming white smiles in the dark.




TWENTY
I WAS PRETTY SURE I KNEW WHERE THIS WAS GOING, ESPECIALLY when Naomi started to bluster.
“Grandpa’s assistants are going on strike,” she said. Her face was stricken with worry. “They’re saying they do all the work, not him. They want to completely halt production in the London factory.”
“I thought your grandfather was an artist? What does he need a factory of workers for?” I asked her.
The Rusks giggled at my ignorance. Naomi simply side-eyed me.
“When you’re successful, other people execute your ideas for you,” she said with a sniff. “You clearly don’t understand how real artists operate, Mars.”
Clearly, I did not, because her answer made absolutely no sense to me.
She turned to Alex, her tears glimmering in the dark. “I’m so sorry.”
“Sorry for what, Naomi?” Alex’s voice pitched up half an octave. “Please tell me what exactly are you sorry for.”
“My family needs me,” Naomi said, hiccupping.
“Our family needs us, too,” Sophia added softly.
“Guys?” Alex laughed uneasily. “Is this some kind of weird joke?”
“Legacy is far from a joke,” Sasha said. She brushed invisible lint off her argyle cardigan and crossed her thin arms. “You might take yours for granted, Alex, but some of us are actually trying to build something new here.”
“Crass,” Naomi muttered.
“Excuse me?” Sasha whirled around to stare at her. “What did you just say to me?”
“Oh, nothing,” Naomi said breezily, though everyone in the greenhouse had clearly heard her.
Sophia cleared her throat. “Let’s put the bickering aside for a moment, shall we, girls?”
“Lawsuits are notoriously tricky—and you know how the press can be.” Naomi’s voice was plaintive. She reached for Alex, but my roommate recoiled instantly.
“You swore on Princess you wanted to help me,” Alex said. “Was that a lie? Did you tell the Rusks we were coming here, Naomi?”
“She texted us from your room,” Sophia confirmed brightly.
So that was the real reason Naomi wanted to go last through the window. So much for friendship.
“I did want to help, Alex. I swear.” Naomi’s eyes misted. “But then I thought about the lawsuits Grandpa’s going to be facing soon, and I remembered people in my family are counting on me.”
“Classic two-faced bitch,” Sasha muttered under her breath.
Even in the dark, I could see Naomi’s face flush. “I am not two-faced. I just like to weigh things out, and I’ve always been a very empathetic person!”
There were three of them and two of us.
My ankle throbbed with pain, but that couldn’t be helped now. I could still knock over a plant and distract them long enough to give Alex time to run.
It was just a short sprint to the back door. Then a climb over the gate.
Alex, I mouthed. But she wasn’t looking at me.
Alex stared at all her friends in frozen horror.
“How long until the staff gets here?” Naomi asked the twins. “You guys did call them, right?”
“You told us to come straight over,” Sasha protested.
“So no one’s coming?” Naomi looked totally flummoxed. “How are we going to do … you know what?”
You know what? That was a lot of vagueness to encompass what they might do next. The atmosphere shifted noticeably, so tense I could practically feel oxygen leaching out of the greenhouse.
Sasha rummaged through her dance bag before finally pulling out a small metal object. “I still have some scissors,” she said.
“What are we supposed to do with those—give Mars another trim? Does anyone have a cell signal?” Naomi waved her phone and sighed loudly. “Am I supposed to be the one who does all the planning around here? Really?”
“What planning have you even done?” Sasha sniped.
“Guys,” Sophia said. “Let’s focus.”
Naomi brushed away her tears with an impatient hand. “I have to go,” she sniffed. “I don’t feel safe or appreciated by anyone right now.”
“Excuse me,” Alex cut in brusquely. “Naomi—what the hell, you can’t leave, not without an explanation. Is it true—that all of you are working together? That you actually want to kill me?”
A smatter of nervous laughter rippled in a circle.
“No,” Naomi said emphatically. “I would never want to hurt you.”
It was then that I realized how delusional Naomi truly was. She couldn’t stand the idea of herself harming others, so she set up other people to take the blame. Naomi was just as guilty of it—whatever it was—as the Rusk twins were. Maybe even more so, because Sasha and Sophia looked pretty confused right now, too.
“There are a lot of really important people coming to the recital,” Sophia said. Her voice had grown slightly hesitant, as though she was trying to convince herself of the validity of her own statement. “We were only doing what Ms. Allegra told us to do. We’re just here to keep an eye on you and make sure you stay put. Your whole family’s going to be attending—she made it sound really important.”
“What about the pills?” Alex demanded. “Is it true that you swapped them out? Why would you do something like that?”
“You’re the lead, Bechler. You’re the best. And all you do is fucking mope around, wanting an out from the destiny you’ve been handed on a golden platter,” Sasha sniped. “Do you think it was fun for us, giving you an edge when you already had one? Did you think it was easy, pretending to be friends for so long—”
She stopped abruptly, having said way too much. My roommate drew a sharp intake of breath, stiffening abruptly.
“Pretending?” Alex finally said. “This whole time you’ve only ever been pretending to like me?”
Naomi started to bawl in earnest. When Naomi reached out for her, Alex jumped back as though she’d been shocked by electricity. Naomi ran off sobbing without another word—leaving the two of us facing the Rusks alone.
A thousand questions buzzed in my head, like a swarm of gnats just out of reach. What did they want from Alex? How was Ms. Allegra involved? What was the reasonable explanation behind this very strange situation?
There was an awful stillness in the air. Sasha still had the scissors in her hands, and I remembered that terrible time in the tunnels, the metal tip of the weapon pointed millimeters away from my eye. Snip, snip.
“We’re not Naomi’s henchmen,” Sophia said, out of nowhere.
“Whose henchmen are you, then?” I asked. But as soon I even thought it, the answer seemed obvious. Ms. Allegra’s, of course.
Everyone in the room knew it, too.
“You can’t leave,” Sasha told Alex, her voice a high whine. “We’re not supposed to let you go.”
Sasha’s eyes were hard and glassy in the dark greenhouse. Her sister placed a hand on her shoulder, a placating gesture, with a syrupy sweet smile aimed right for Alex. This charade was already familiar to me. Good twin versus bad twin—it’d been exhausting even the first time around.
“I’ve always thought of you as a real friend,” Sophia said, right on cue. “I swear, Alex. I’m different from Sasha.”
As someone pretty used to faking it, I could spot a bad impression from a mile away. Sophia’s acting was cringe-compilation-level bad. She was a caricature of a movie villain that had been spat out by GenAI. Her smile was even the wrong shape.
“You’re always fucking undermining me,” Sasha hissed.
“You’re way too hotheaded,” her twin replied.
Sasha backhanded Sophia across the face, hard. Then Sophia pushed a table full of herbs right in front of her sister. There was a horrible low crack, and Sasha fell over, along with planters full of rosemary, thyme, and lavender.
“You broke my fucking leg!” Sasha’s voice was a guttural howl.
“I did not,” Sophia insisted.
Sasha’s knee was contorted at an angle, one that I’d never seen her—or anyone else—manage in Ellison Studio or Tanas Auditorium. When she tried to adjust it, I heard a low grinding noise in her lower leg before her voice split into a full-throated scream.
Alex wasn’t running away from them. She’d started shaking in place, a silent seizure that soon erupted into fits of strange laughter. I didn’t understand her reaction. I felt unnerved and lost in the greenhouse. I was—quite suddenly—extremely unsure of myself and the whole situation.
They were hurting each other, but they weren’t hurting Alex. If the Rusk twins really wanted to kill my roommate, wouldn’t they be more effective than this?
“Go,” I told Alex. “I’ll catch up with you later.”
Alex didn’t move. She kept smiling and shaking her head. “Wow,” she said. “This has truly been such a remarkable summer.”
Something was very wrong here. I’d made some kind of mistake, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. The twins were yelling at each other, and Alex was just standing there, looking at all of us with a bemused expression.
“Alex?” I asked hesitantly.
I couldn’t read her face in the dark. Her cheeks glimmered with something wet, but I could swear she was smiling.
How big was the mistake I’d made, exactly?
The rustle of footsteps outside the greenhouse made us all turn toward the entrance in unison. A dark shadow stepped through the open door, beaming a light in our direction.
The woman’s dark eyes crinkled. Her white teeth flashed in the dark. It was Ms. Victoria, back from the main building. Sasha’s screams had probably sent her running right for East Lawn.
She’d caught us all red-handed, clearly trespassing on academy grounds after curfew. Everyone but Naomi, who’d managed to slip away before she faced any consequences.
Anxiety bloomed in my chest.
This was it. The moment they’d kick me out of the academy for good.
Back to Clarksville with nothing to show for the summer, and the girl next to me—the girl I’d been scared shitless on behalf of—was only laughing hysterically.
What the actual fuck?
But Ms. Victoria didn’t yell at us like I expected her to. She took one look at Sasha’s leg and immediately radioed for help. I was sure I saw her shoot an angry look right at Alex, whose laughter had subsided into low giggles.
When she turned to me, I winced instinctively. But the hand she placed on my shoulder was warm and reassuring. “I don’t want the situation to worsen. I think it’s possible to work out a new solution together,” she said, her voice as soothing as chamomile tea. “Don’t you think so, Mars?”
I nodded.
“Wonderful,” our dorm supervisor said. “Now let’s head back to the residential hall together, shall we?”




TWENTY-ONE
MS. VICTORIA’S ROOM WAS LIKE OUR OWN: A SMALL EIGHT-BY-TEN rectangle with limited views into the outside grounds, although hers was on the garden level. She ushered for me to take a seat on her couch—saggy, blue, with a ditzy flower pattern straight out of the 1980s—and offered me a bottle of water from her mini fridge, along with ice cubes wrapped in a towel for my ankle and aspirin for the pain.
Alex had gone inside just before me. Our dorm supervisor was interested in talking to us separately about what had happened tonight. I was surprised she didn’t march us directly to Ms. Allegra’s office—where I was sure I’d be summarily expelled.
“The swelling should go down soon,” she said matter-of-factly, looking at my ankle. “I’ve certainly seen worse in my many years at the academy.”
The sky was black, and the grounds were quiet—which meant no one was coming for me yet.
I could tell our dorm supervisor was trying to put me at ease. Sasha’s leg was definitely fucked. We’d all been caught after curfew in the greenhouse. It seemed obvious to me what should happen next.
Unlike Ms. Allegra’s office, which was filled with portraits of her flanked by well-heeled dignitaries, Ms. Victoria’s walls were decorated with emblems and mementos from the academy itself. There was even a picture of her as a young dancer in Ellison Studio, standing front row at the barre, beaming for the camera.
I could scarcely recognize the young girl in the photo from the old woman who sat in front of me on a low rocking chair, her hair streaked with silver.
“We take the rules here very seriously,” our dorm supervisor chided me. “And you’ve broken several of them tonight, Mars.”
A litany of excuses flooded my brain. I raked through them for the best option—for whatever would ensure that I could keep Alex safe. I couldn’t get expelled, not now. But I was beginning to think—from the fact that Ms. Victoria had invited me in here instead of to Ms. Allegra’s office—that I might actually not be in danger of getting kicked out, after all.
Her mouth pursed. “Alexandra Bechler is quite—”
“Is she okay? What’s going to happen to her?” I interjected, before I could stop myself.
Ms. Victoria smiled again. “The girl is perfectly safe,” she reassured me. “In fact, it’s you that I’m most worried about, Mars Chang.”
“What? Why me?”
I didn’t understand why she was being so nice, especially given the fact that I’d broken so many iron-clad rules at the academy. But it all made sense when she pointed at a very yellowed letter framed above her desk. An admission to Allegra Academy with a full scholarship.
She’d been a Bechler fellow, too.
Maybe I’d gotten the wrong idea about her. Maybe Ms. Victoria was different from Ms. Allegra.
“I’ve been at the school for decades now, so I’m well aware of how there isn’t an even playing field when it comes to the students. And just between us, I want you to know—I feel the same way you do. Some of the girls can be quite terrible,” Ms. Victoria said sadly.
Naomi Herst, the Rusk twins. I wouldn’t have wished these girls on my worst enemy.
Ms. Victoria leaned forward in her creaking chair and added, very quietly, “Alex has told me you’ve been … rather difficult to have around. She mentioned feeling quite uneasy around you. And I can see clearly that you’re both not good matches for each other as roommates. If you are to continue this program, I would highly suggest that you find another room. Perhaps the empty one down the hall.”
Hannah’s old room. The other Bechler fellow.
I felt a sharp twinge in my chest. I had stolen her dad’s ring. And after her friends’ betrayals, what if Alex thought she couldn’t count on anyone anymore?
Moreover, why would Ms. Victoria even bother offering me another chance to stay here?
“I think something bad is going to happen to her,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “It has something to do with the Bechlers and the pills. Alex’s friends are in on it, I swear. I know it sounds wild, but—”
“Mars,” Ms. Victoria said firmly. “This is exactly what I mean. Some of the girls here can really be quite cruel. Has it ever occurred to you that they’re making you feel this way on purpose? Have you ever considered that Alex herself might be somehow involved?”
I knew it couldn’t possibly be true. Hannah was the one who’d brought up the idea of the Bechlers’ considerable fortunes and misfortunes being tied together. I’d connected more information myself on limited cell signal, whenever I got a chance alone in the bathroom. And there was clearly something wrong with the supplement they were giving her.
“Her lips have been bleeding,” I said, hating the sound of a question in my own voice. “Her nails are chipped. Hannah’s hair was even falling out—”
“Mars,” Ms. Victoria said softly. “Doesn’t it seem like these are simply the symptoms of a rigorous ballet program? Haven’t you ever experienced them yourself?”
My conjectures felt ludicrous in the face of her calm rationale. Doubt seeped into my mind, but there was still that feeling in my gut. That feeling that something wasn’t quite right.
“It can be easy to get swept up with girls like the ones you’re around. It’s easy to think you could belong with girls like Alex, but people like us simply can’t. If you work hard enough, maybe you’ll get to work for someone like her someday.”
“No. Alex is different. I know it.”
“When Alex Bechler came in here, she had a lot of things to say about you, Mars. I wouldn’t want to repeat it, since some of it was quite harsh. But in essence, you would be better off away from her. I want to give you another chance. I want to see one scholarship student make it through the summer.”
“What did she say?” I couldn’t—wouldn’t—believe it until I heard the exact words Alex had told Ms. Victoria.
“If I remember it correctly, the phrase was something like ‘Mars Chang is a social-climbing thief,’” Ms. Victoria said, with a chagrined—almost embarrassed—expression, recounting Alex’s statement. “And given tonight’s events, I think it makes sense that you no longer board together.”
A thief. After everything I’d tried to do. After going against her great-aunt’s wishes.
My ears went hot. Alex had laughed in the greenhouse. What if she’d been laughing at me?
A black thought kept growing worse and worse, metastasizing like a cancer. Alex Bechler was in on the whole charade with her friends. They were all laughing at me behind my back.
There was no blood onstage. There was nothing wrong with the supplements.
What if it really was all in my head? What if it really was all an elaborate, vicious prank from the girls?
My mouth felt suddenly dry. Hannah was long gone. They wanted me out next.
“Listen to me very carefully now,” Ms. Victoria said. She shifted forward in her chair, her eyes suddenly serious. “I’m going to speak to Ms. Allegra on your behalf. I want to do what I can to make sure you succeed here—if you’re ready for it, that is. Do you want to let them get to you, Mars? Or are you going to rise to the challenge?”
There was the school crest pinned to her wall. PER ARDUA AD ALTA.
“Through effort to high things,” the woman told me, seeing where my gaze had shifted. “I believe in you. Do you believe in you?”
I didn’t know what to believe anymore. But Ms. Victoria had made some good points. She’d been a scholarship student herself. And I could see it, too, unfolding like some nightmare—Alex Bechler, encircled by her terrible friends, laughing at what a gullible mark I was.
And I’d told her I liked her. I’d made myself completely vulnerable just for her to stab me in the back.
Humiliation washed over me like a wave.
“There are only a few days left before the recital,” Ms. Victoria said. “If you make it through this, I’m sure you’ll be making your family proud. And there’s another opportunity, too—although it would take some finagling for me to make it happen.”
A thief. The words rang in my ear, over and over.
Was that all I ever was to Alex?
Ms. Victoria squeezed my hand gently. “I’ve been in your shoes before,” she told me. “But it’s best to not dwell on things for too long. I really think this opportunity could help turn your situation around quite considerably.”
“What’s the opportunity?” I asked her weakly.
“There’s a gala the night before the recital,” Ms. Victoria said smoothly. “A lot of the academy’s best sponsors and most famous alumni will be there. It might be worth it for you to attend. I’m sure a number of them could provide glowing letters of recommendation for college if you make a good impression. Would you be interested in attending something like that?”
Of course I was interested. But I didn’t understand why Ms. Victoria would go to so much effort on my behalf. Confusion clouded my chest.
“Why are you doing this?” I asked her.
“Because,” she said simply, with a smile that bordered on pity. “You remind me so much of myself at your age.”

Packing up my belongings didn’t take very long—and Ms. Victoria even had a new keycard ready to go. Alex stood and watched me from her side of the room, her arms crossed. There was a new cut on her cheek, probably from when we’d raced through the greenhouse together.
That must have been so fun for her and her friends. To terrify just for a laugh.
And yet, there was still part of me that wanted to believe she wouldn’t do something like that. Part of me that still worried about her literal life being in danger.
“Were you in on it with them the whole time?” I asked her. “Did you really tell Ms. Victoria you thought I was nothing more than a social-climbing thief?”
Alex’s face quickly contorted; she opened her mouth to protest, but no words came out. And that told me everything I needed to know. I was out of our room within minutes.
My schedule soon got switched around, with help from Ms. Victoria. I barely saw Alex anymore. I did stretches and smiled and pirouetted and bided my time for the gala, keeping to myself so I wouldn’t feel like I was losing my mind around these girls.
It would be over soon, anyways, and I’d go back to Clarksville. And at least there was one bright spot in this whole ordeal: Mom confirmed that this time, she’d actually make it to my recital.
Days blurred together in a flurry of grueling rehearsals. I went through every step mechanically, trying my best not to look at Alex, who kept staring at me with a strange look on her face. Probably because I was such a damn freak.
Sasha had left camp shortly after the incident in the greenhouse—there was no way she could walk, let alone pirouette, on a broken leg. But Naomi and Sophia were still around, giving me the stink eye whenever they saw me in the dining hall.
They were probably wondering how the hell I managed to stay here, despite their best attempts at getting rid of me. I didn’t read too much into Alex maintaining her distance from them, either. Given everything that had happened, it was possible that she still wanted to pull one over on me again.
Ms. Victoria was right. I had to start looking out for myself. To do what I could for my own future.
I got dressed in the only vaguely fancy dress I’d packed for camp. A dark blue, knee-length sheath dress—a J. Crew hand-me-down from Mom, paired with uncomfortably high black suede heels that didn’t quite match. I perused my reflection in the full-length mirror behind the door, trying my damnedest to make my new bangs lie flat.
There were strange little clumps on the floor. It took me a second to realize what they were. Hannah’s hair, which had started falling out in clumps by the time auditions rolled around. And I thought immediately of the supplements—though Ms. Victoria had reassured me that nothing was wrong.
Maybe her bun had been too tight; maybe it was just stress. Maybe it was all in my mind.
I smoothed the creases out of my dress, and then I walked out of the room, toward Griffin Library.




TWENTY-TWO
THE MEN WORE BLACK SUITS AND BOWTIES; THE WOMEN WERE in cocktail dresses. A champagne fountain frothed in the center of the room, under the glittering crystal chandelier.
The room had vaulted ceilings and multiple floors. Each wall was lined with old books, top to bottom. There were long rows of wooden desks on the ground floor, with green-glassed banker lights on each one.
No one danced, though music played. They stood in small clusters, always angling for a better position, closer to the woman with the pearl necklace.
Glasses clinked. Laughter chimed. A man with very white, even teeth stood centimeters away from me, flushed red and sweating profusely in his black-tie attire. “Quite an illustrious event for a girl like you to be at,” he said. I could smell the leathery aroma of a cigar on his breath. “Your parents—wherever they are right now—must be very proud.”
I smiled, because that was what I was supposed to do, even if his words grated.
Ms. Victoria introduced me to different groups of important adults, all prominent sponsors of the academy. I shook their hands and demonstrated arabesques when they asked, though it made me feel like a toy. I was called “remarkable”. They clapped my shoulder and patted my head before returning to their favorite subjects: stock markets and the best private golf courses.
Ms. Allegra kept staring at me from across the library, a faint trace of disapproval etched in the corner of her mouth. I wondered what Ms. Victoria had said to her in order to give me one last chance.
Lots of important people were here tonight, networking before the recital. I knew this was my last shot at forming connections, since it would be all over after tomorrow. Naomi stood in the corner in a pale silk dress, hiccupping and drinking what was definitely not juice or water—though no one seemed to mind. Sophia flittered between groups in a short purple taffeta dress, always ready with the right anecdote or reaction, receiving a chorus of approving laughter on cue.
I didn’t know who any of these people were. Panic spiked in my brain while I took in the whirling carousel of men and women, waxing nostalgic about places in the world I’d never even heard of. Freshly butchered fish gleamed against bright ice on long banquet tables. Chefs in white hats rushed to bring out more and more dazzling dishes, though no one was even eating.
“We’re guests, not staff,” Ms. Victoria reminded me, when she noticed me watching the workers. “You’re in a very special place tonight, Mars. You have one shot to create a good impression.”
But I didn’t know how to impress any of these people. Their faces changed as soon as they heard I was a scholarship student—which Ms. Victoria proclaimed to them so proudly—and then I was asked to perform before being patted on the head and summarily dismissed. I felt like a lost cause, especially given the fact that the other two students here seemed to fit in much more readily.
Sophia sat in an alcove, lost in an intense conversation with two men—one with silver hair and another with auburn; the same shade as hers.
Eventually, even Ms. Victoria’s enthusiasm in me seemed to diminish.
“Go talk on your own,” she suggested, before flitting away to convene with Ms. Allegra, leaving me floating out at sea among total strangers.
The recital’s principal dancer’s name kept getting brought up by everyone, though she’d barely made an appearance at Griffin Library tonight.
She’d been whisked in and out by staff members at the very beginning of the evening. Alex wore a long white ballgown—the kind you’d wear as a debutante or a bride. And certainly, it did feel like her night, given that most of the conversation I overheard had to do with her.
“The girl needs to rest,” a man with a patterned silk tie said, chuckling. “Big day tomorrow, after all.”
“Alexandra’s prepared,” a woman in a white fur capelet said. “She really is ready, isn’t she?”
“She’s the best one for the role,” a man with a very expensive-looking watch added proudly. “We have a legacy to uphold, after all. It goes back several generations.”
My mood soured as the party guests continued to whisper about Alex, always in that same breathless tone.
My small talk attempts continued, though every course soon ran dry.
I couldn’t recall who was a Dupont and who was a St. Clair. I had no opinions at all about the degradation of some luxury retreat in Thailand, because I didn’t know anything about it and wasn’t Thai, though a woman in an embroidered—and most certainly couture—gown seemed to find that unbelievable.
“I love golf,” I told a group of men in black suits, who continued to speak as if they hadn’t heard me. “The bigger the course, the better.”
As the formally experimental piece played by a trio of exhausted but still smiling musicians reached a climax, so too did my abject panic, crescendoing into new heights of imposter syndrome and despair.
When Sophia finally saw me from her seat in the alcove, she immediately got up and pulled me aside, away from the crowd. With the massive champagne fountain blocking us, no one could see us huddling near the back of the library together.
“Why the fuck are you here?” she demanded.
“I simply can’t resist free appetizers,” I told her. Sweat pooled in the back of my navy shift dress, which I realized—immediately upon entering Griffin Library—was completely inappropriate for the formal gala.
I could practically feel Sophia repressing a violent eye roll. “Listen,” she told me. “We are not friends and never will be.”
“Oh thanks. I truly had no idea until you told me.”
“But,” she continued, with a quelling look. “The vibe is really weird tonight—weirder than usual for these kinds of events. So despite everything that’s happened, I guess what I’m saying is …”
Her words trickled off when she realized we weren’t alone anymore. Ms. Allegra walked toward the champagne fountain and took one of the crystal flutes offered. Silence filled Griffin Library. Every adult in the room—and Naomi, bleary-eyed and trembling, like the world’s most fragile newborn animal—raised their own glasses in response.
“Here’s to APL,” the founder said.
The guests all saluted her with their own glasses, clinking them against their neighbors’. Their smiles were identical. So were their teeth, which were blindingly white and so straight that they almost seemed surreal.
“Here’s to the academy,” the woman wearing some kind of animal fur chimed in.
“Here’s to the future of Bechler Pharma,” the man with the enormous gold Rolex added.
A secret rippled across the library in palpable waves. Everyone seemed to have it. I could feel it passing from the woman with coiffed silver hair to the man with the gold signet ring. And when it skipped right over me, I felt a brief flash of terror.
More toasts were made.
“Here’s to triumphing through tragedy,” Ms. Allegra finished with a smile.
Sophia was gone. Naomi was still in the same corner of the room, tears sparkling in her eyes.
The man with the gold Rolex boomed, “If my eyes don’t deceive me—here’s Benjamin Bechler!” and heads instantly whirled in the direction of Alex’s uncle, coming through the heavy doors, very slowly, in a designer suit with an ornate-looking cane, smiling in a tired but satisfied way.
A few people literally clapped at his entrance.
I’d made no connections tonight. There was nothing I’d said that had resonated with any of the guests. Mom wasn’t in the right kind of real estate business, I guess. The name of my hometown was met with unnervingly blank stares. But I did know Benjamin Bechler. Or at least I knew what he had lost.
“I … know Alex,” I told him, trying to introduce myself, but my voice was drowned out by other ongoing conversations. Like who had managed to get reservations at Privé this summer, the best tailors in London, and how it was definitely a bull market now, especially with upcoming plans locked in place …
The school crest was proudly displayed at the entrance to the library. The motto had become so familiar to me that I could see it even with my eyes closed, like it was tattooed onto my skull.
Through effort to higher things.
Ms. Victoria had severely overestimated my ability to make strides at the academy. I couldn’t get anyone to take me seriously, and all my pretending—to be interested in golf, yachting, the launch of APL—wasn’t getting me anywhere.
Sophia’s voice lingered in my ear, though part of me did wonder if she was just trying to scare me. The atmosphere was extremely weird tonight, though I didn’t have much to compare it with.
“I know Alex,” I told Benjamin Bechler, louder this time, and he froze, mid-convo, to look at me with annoyed confusion.
“Yes?” he said impatiently. “What do you want?”
“She’s a great dancer,” I stammered. Already, I could sense him moving on, trying to find a better—more important—person to talk to, so I added, in a hasty attempt at forging an emotional connection, “She told me about Leonard. I’m glad you could make it here tonight; I’m sorry for your loss.”
The old man’s face crumpled, and for a moment, I thought it was because he was going to shed a tear over Leonard, his brother, dead from a sailing accident. But when I looked into his eyes, all I saw was suspicion and an anger so palpable I could feel it rolling off his designer suit.
“What are you trying to say?” he demanded. “Whose girl are you? How did you get in here tonight?”
He was pulled away by another well-dressed group of people, still sputtering with indignant rage, though it seemed to subside considerably when a woman in a long gold dress told him, “She’s a scholarship student, Benjamin. It’s just small talk, nothing else.”
“It’s a shame I can’t trade ten scholarship kids for my own,” he muttered.
Everyone in the vicinity laughed.
Heat flooded my face. What a grotesque calculation. What the hell had he meant by it, anyway?
My vision swam with round-cheeked cherubs and old tomes and endless glasses of champagne. I stared up at the school crest again, at the white snake presiding over the strange shield, flanked by what I had previously assumed to be a pair of black antelopes but could now quite clearly see were horned goats.
Everything finally clicked—but I was afraid I was already too late.




TWENTY-THREE
GIRLS IN RED LEOTARDS AND PAINTED FACES WERE FREAKING out en masse.
There was less than an hour until the recital would begin. So naturally, the dressing room was in shambles. Almost everything was in total chaos, from the piles of street clothes strewn in a corner to dancers accusing each other of stealing toe pads.
My head pounded in agony. After the private gala in Griffin Library, I’d immediately gone to Alex’s room, knocking on the door with no reply, until Ms. Victoria steered me back to my own room with a steely smile, reminding me not to be late for curfew, or else I’d be immediately expelled.
She also told me in a new, clipped tone, “I put my reputation on the line for you. I’m so very disappointed, Mars Chang.”
Between her and Ms. Allegra, I was pretty used to disappointing academy administration. Given all my practice, this time it was a bit easier to shrug off.
I’d stayed up all night, trying to come up with reasonable explanations for what was going to happen today but only landing on one conclusion: Alex absolutely could not get on that stage.
She was currently locked away in her own dressing room, behind a closed door. I did not feel ready or prepared for any of this. I was starting to have very frightening thoughts, each one worse than the last.
Alex, engulfed in burning curtains. Alex, falling into an endless black hole.
Everything was set, from the stage props to the glossy brochures that listed all our roles, still warm from the printers. Cleaners had vacuumed and dusted the whole auditorium from top to bottom. Even the velvet curtains sparkled.
Everything was just perfect.
If I didn’t steady myself against the wall in the hallway, I might have collapsed right there on the floor, underneath the benign metal smiles of the academy’s best sponsors. The Bechlers were going to launch APL and turn their billions into trillions. Alex Bechler was going to die today if I didn’t stop them.
As soon as Sophia Rusk walked past me toward the bathroom, I followed her inside. Her eyes widened when she saw my reflection in the mirror.
“Don’t come any closer,” she warned me. “I don’t want to be seen talking to you.”
She knew something. We both did. It hovered between us, tense and taut.
“You’re in way over your head, aren’t you?” I asked her quietly. “You were going to say something at the gala.”
Sophia’s eyes narrowed. I could see her weighing out different options. After she checked under each stall to ensure no one else was in the bathroom with us, her words came out haltingly.
“This was definitely not the summer I thought I’d be having,” she said. “I came to the academy to build connections. They said if the recital went well, lots of people would be interested in us—me and my sister. But this … kind of thing is not worth starting a fashion line for. I might have made a slight miscalculation.”
Slight miscalculation was really underselling it, but at least she could own up to making a mistake.
“What … kind of thing?” I asked, because I wanted someone else to say it.
“You either know what I’m talking about, or you’re more clueless than I thought,” she hissed.
“Occult shit,” I said. “Is that what you mean?”
“Shut up!” Sophia’s head swiveled toward the bathroom door. “What if someone comes in here?”
“I think we’ve got bigger problems right now,” I told her. “Alex’s life is in danger. You know that, right?”
Sophia winced. “Listen, Mars. You’re a scholarship student from some random town—no one’s ever going to believe you if you talk.”
“I’m from Clarksville, New Jersey,” I corrected her.
Sophia glared at me. “Whatever. The point is, there’s nothing we can do but go along with their plans.”
“You mean, let Alex die and let the Bechlers get even richer? I guess if it benefits the Rusks, too. You can add a new Birkin to your collection.”
“Fuck off. What the hell do you expect me to do?”
“I want you to tell me how to stop it.”
“There’s less than an hour until the recital,” she sputtered. “Even if I did know how to prevent it, why would I ever help you?”
“Because you get nothing from them. You’re not even getting a fashion line out of this, so why should you let them kill Alex?”
My words finally resonated with her. Her eyes flickered with anger.
“I won’t let them do whatever they want,” Sophia said sullenly.
“Then tell me how to stop it from happening.”

Timing had never mattered more in my entire life.
Through my pounding headache, I brainstormed different ways to either avoid or delay the recital. Getting Sophia to tell me concrete information about their plans felt as painful as extracting wisdom teeth—but I managed to get the essence of it before she stormed out of the bathroom, muttering about lost causes.
Alex was supposed to die exactly at noon, just as Leonard, Constance, and Vivian Bechler had done before her. As soon as she finished her solo onstage, it’d be over. There was no net to catch Eurydice beneath the stage as she fell into Hell. Alex would fall into the tunnels below the academy and instantly break her neck.
So I manufactured little delays everywhere I could. I spilled foundation along the gleaming countertop. I hid resin and made about a hundred bobby pins disappear. I stuffed someone’s pointe shoes behind the saggy yellow couch in the dressing room, feeling like a jealous ballerina on the cusp of a mental breakdown.
Nausea threatened to overtake me, but I knocked insistently
on Alex’s door. There were only a few minutes left until the recital began.
“It’s me,” I said. “We have to talk right now.”
The door opened, and I came face-to-face with Alex for the first time in days.
“You can’t go on that stage,” I told her.
“They promised my dad was going to come watch me dance,” she whispered. Her lips were cracked, the skin sloughing off so intensely that even makeup couldn’t hide the bleeding. “They said he’s coming all the way from Colorado to finally see me.”
A small trickle of blood streamed down her eye. She was taking APL again, too much of it, and I knew this was what they meant at the gala when they murmured that Alex was good and prepared.
She’d been drugged. And if it wasn’t me doing it, then it’d been Naomi, or the twins, or even Ms. Victoria. Ms. Allegra always had an eager army of helpers.
“Why are you still taking these pills?” I said, trying to keep my voice at a low volume. “You know how bad they are.”
I saw a muscle twinge in Alex’s cheek. “They said if I take the pills and do the recital, I can meet my father,” she said tonelessly.
“What did Ms. Victoria say to you in her room?” I asked her.
“That there’s no one I can trust but my family.” Alex’s eyes
shuttered. She crossed her arms and looked down instead of facing me.
“It’s a lie—they’re pitting us against each other so we won’t work together,” I said, feeling the desperation creep into my voice. “I fell for it, too. But there must be some reason you’re standing here, hearing everything I have to say. Listen to your gut, Alex. What would make you pause? Why would you spend your last minutes before the recital with me, of all people?”
Alex smiled wanly and shrugged. “Maybe I just think you’re cute.”
Then she walked out of her dressing room, to perform her role one last time.

Red lights beamed down onto the stage. I waited in the wings with dread pooling in my stomach while the demi-soloists performed an initial quartet to a lively tempo of strings and organ. Naomi and Sophia were among them, and even from my position, they seemed half-hearted, as though this were another rehearsal instead of the real thing.
Lights reflected in the audience, little flashes of silver in the vast sea of blackness. People were visibly checking their phones and watches. Sophia swayed and nearly stumbled.
Finally, it was our turn.
I glided in, upstage left, automatically keeping my arms soft but supple out of enforced habit. My head tilted just so. My body felt as malleable as clay; I could stretch and bend it in any direction. Of course, there was blood congealing inside my pointe shoe, but the audience would never see that.
I sucked in my abdomen and made my breathing as shallow as possible. My feet barely touched the ground, in order to create the impression that I wasn’t a human being, but a dancer.
I felt a nail come off during my first pirouette. The sting of flesh being ripped away would have left me gasping in pain once, but not now. Now I smiled for the back row, projecting just like the choreographer had taught me.
The audience was charmed by our execution. They oohed and aahed and sometimes even clapped at inopportune moments. I could hear them talking over a lull in the music. Is that girl’s eye bleeding?
The music played a little quicker than I was used to. Nothing mattered more than exact timing today. Thanks to Sophia, I knew that.
There was a woman sitting in the front row with a pearl necklace that gleamed red under the bright lights. For a moment, my mind went completely blank. I was struck by an undeniable, burning panic.
My ankle wobbled slightly, but I gritted my teeth, fixing my position before I could falter or fall. A familiar bright pain shot up the entirety of my leg. My thigh quivered, but I just managed to hold steady.
I couldn’t stop Alex from getting onto the Tanas Auditorium stage. And if I made too much of a scene, I knew they’d just go for one of their backup plans. The entire place was likely booby-trapped—from the hole in the stage to the giant chandelier, creaking right above our heads.
I needed a distraction. Something to keep everyone preoccupied, seconds before noon. But Ms. Allegra was watching me, and I was sure Ms. Victoria was, too. The distraction had to come from somewhere more unexpected.
Time was slipping away, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.
Alex reentered from stage right, and a hush went over the audience. Painted clouds descended from the rafters. The end was almost here.
She looked so lovely in her gray funeral dress that I had no choice but to smile. Her movements had a fluid athleticism that made it hard to peel my eyes away from her. It was obvious that she was born for the part. Born for center stage.
I swear one of the girls is bleeding from her ears, Jim.
It’s gotta be the lights, honey.
Even the audience’s inopportune murmurs couldn’t keep us from focusing on our performance. We were almost done now. The poor souls in the corps formed a semicircle around Eurydice. She climbed the wooden stairs even though there was no one waiting for her on the other side. I wanted to scream, but I was afraid of making things worse, becoming the final nail in the coffin.
One backward fall, and then it’d be curtains.
We all waited with bated breath while Eurydice came to the conclusion that there was nothing left to do but die.
Some of the audience members were already on their feet, anticipating the certain fall. Men and women watched from the front row, from box seats along the side of the auditorium, illuminated in the dark by their diamonds and gleaming watches.
I could feel every hair on the back of my neck standing up.
The moment before Eurydice was supposed to plummet, she locked eyes with me and smiled. It wasn’t written into her part, but she’d accidentally seen me, staring up at her from the corps.
I smiled back, swallowing my urge to cry.
The music clipped on, relentlessly. The floorboards were hot under my pointe shoes. I heard something strange, like a low, guttural hiss, emerging from beneath the stage.
Very, very quietly, I mouthed, Please come down, Alex.
Conflicting emotions rippled across her face. Alex hesitated, but I could feel her resolve pulling her away from me.
Hot tears spilled down my face. It wasn’t enough. She was going to die.
“Please,“ I said, so quietly I couldn’t even hear myself.
She looked to the audience members in the best seats of the auditorium, who were leaning forward in their chairs, smiling into their watches. My heart pounded like a gong against my chest. Then Eurydice did something extremely unprofessional—which was to improvise away from the performance.
“Okay,” she said slowly. “I believe you, Mars.”
Confusion rippled through the audience. The music came to its natural conclusion, but Eurydice was still standing on the steps, alive.
Alex’s expression was a little bemused. Blood trickled from her nose. “I think,” she said slowly, “I’m probably going to quit ballet after this. Kinda funny, given where I’m standing. But it just feels like a good idea, you know?”
The other dancers side-eyed each other, still holding their final positions onstage. I heard someone distinctly mutter What the fuck under their breath.
“You could play drums,” I told her weakly. “I think you’d be good at it.”
Alex noticeably brightened at the idea, even through the haze of APL. Her response was drowned out by the sound of cell phones, ringing all over Tanas Auditorium.




TWENTY-FOUR
A MAN IN A NAVY SUIT RUSHED OUT OF HIS SEAT WITH HIS PHONE cradled against his ear. Halfway up the exit row, a beam from the ceiling fell down—right on his head. The acoustics in Tanas Auditorium made the resounding crunch extra pronounced. I saw him twitch underneath it, like a bug under a rock, and then go completely still.
A woman in a light silk shawl took off her high heels and started running. She almost made it to the door before another beam fell from the ceiling, almost completely severing her head from her neck. She stood at a very strange angle, contorted like an acrobat. She craned her head back toward the stage, her eyes widening in fear. I could see the white bones in her neck, protruding farther and farther as her skin stretched like taffy. Only a few strands of stringy flesh kept her head from falling off—and then those finally broke off, too.
Her head bounced down the aisle like a bowling ball before landing with a thump against the side of the stage. Up by the door, her body swayed for a few seconds, like a tree in the breeze, before it collapsed abruptly.
Pandemonium erupted.
Everyone scrambled to get out. People climbed over seats—and even over other people’s backs. The phones continued to ring shrilly, chiming alerts in discordant cadences. Men whacked fellow audience members with their leather briefcases in a desperate race to get ahead—only to fall under the relentless stampede of oncoming people.
More beams fell from the ceiling. Alex jumped down from the constructed stairs onstage and rushed toward me. She shook my shoulders. “I think we have to go,” she said.
Dancers leaped off the stage, screaming and crying. I scanned the audience, but I couldn’t find Mom anywhere.
“Mars,” Alex said, shaking me. “What are you waiting for?”
We left right as the clouds came crashing down on the stage. I heard a rumble through the floor, almost like a laugh. It sounded like it came from deep within the tunnels—or somewhere even lower than that.
People clawed and cursed and screamed. There was a dull roar in my ears. Where the hell was Mom?
Alex kept pushing us up through the crowd. We ran by men and women with caved-in heads. Yellow brain fluid leaked out onto the carpet. Some of the fatally injured were still moving their mouths, like goldfish gasping for their last breaths.
Another man in a navy suit grabbed my wrist when we passed him. There was a concrete beam sticking out of his button-up shirt, now soaked through with blood.
“Tell Bryce to short sell on APL,” he burbled. He stared up at the ceiling in naked horror. Then his hold on me completely slackened.
I had no idea who Bryce was, and I didn’t give a fuck about stocks, either. His dying wish would have to go unanswered. Alex and I continued to squeeze our way to the exit as Tanas Auditorium fell apart, beam by beam.
“Alexandra Rosamund Bechler!”
The cold voice was all too familiar by now. Ms. Allegra came marching up toward us, incandescent with rage. Despite my fear and adrenaline, I was tempted to turn to Alex and ask, Rosamund? Really?
“You were supposed to die at noon,” her great-aunt snarled. “Now you’ve ruined us all.”
“You’ve done a good job ruining yourself,” I shot back. Because what was she going to do now, threaten to revoke my admittance to the academy? It was already literally falling to pieces.
I could feel Alex’s breathing become increasingly ragged. There was dried blood on her face. “How could you do this?” she asked the woman quietly.
Allegra Bechler’s expression twisted into a grotesque smile. “Dear, don’t you know? Persevering through hardship is the minimum. As Bechlers, we pride ourselves on thriving through tra—”
The chandelier came crashing down. Flames lapped at the hem of Ms. Allegra’s black dress. They snaked their way up, hungrily. The smell of burning flesh permeated the room, so thick my eyes stung.
The woman attempted to claw at Alex, even as flames engulfed her body. She shrieked and cursed, trying to pat out the fire to no avail. The skin on her arms bubbled, then burst. Her coifed hair burned away, leaving nothing but frizzled pieces floating away in the air. When I finally managed to look down at the carpet, the only thing that remained of Allegra Bechler was her diamond bracelet.
When I turned back to look at the stage for the very last time, I swore I saw something impossible there. A shadow in the shape of a hulking two-legged creature, grinning at me with sightless eyes, right above the hole Alex was supposed to fall into.
The heavy velvet curtains moved as if unbidden, closing themselves one last time.

Mom was still nowhere to be found. I looked for her silver Sienna in the parking lot, but it wasn’t there among the BMWs and Porsches. There were already sirens wailing in the distance, not that it would help now. Everyone was either dead or had just narrowly escaped.
Alex doubled over with her hands against her knees. She threw up in a flowering bush, leaving a horrifying miasma of half-digested red pills in Oliver Bechler II’s Memorial Garden.
Sophia Rusk darted into a black town car so quickly I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d called it before the recital even started.
There was ash on Alex’s face. Dried blood under her eyes. “I guess I should find out whether or not I have any family members left,” she said with a small smile, wiping her mouth. But for a fleeting moment, her chin wobbled, a sliver of fear piercing through the crack of her armor. And I knew with absolute certainty—Alex was crushed.
“I’m so sorry,” I told her.
“Nah.” She squeezed my arm. “I’m alive, aren’t I?”
She was. We both were, despite the odds.
I hugged Alex. A pensive look came over her face when I pulled away. “I’ve been thinking about what you told me earlier,” she told me.
“What did I say?” I asked her.
She looked down, fidgeting with her hands. “Before everything went completely sideways, I remember you mentioned something about liking me,” she muttered.
Fuck. Of all the things to remember, it had to be that. A fresh wave of mortification swept over me. I wanted to hide, but there was nowhere to go. Alex kept glancing at me out of the corner of her eye.
“We don’t have to talk about that right now,” I said quickly. “I think it was probably the stress of the situation. And maybe our close proximity as roommates.”
“Oh,” she said.
“So, yeah,” I went on, injecting my voice with as much casual, let’s-just-be-friends enthusiasm as I could. “It’s not a big deal. In fact, we should probably just do our best to move on from this experience. And um, heal a lot.”
Alex nodded, her smile fading slightly. “I guess that would be for the best.”
We walked toward the residential hall together. There was a small but very distinct voice in the back of my head, yelling at me to stop behaving like a clown. But I ignored it and went on.
“I guess we should pack, and then go our separate ways,” I said brightly. “Do you know that you can save more space by rolling clothes instead of folding them?”
I could hear sirens, along with what sounded a lot like helicopter blades, chopping through the wind. My false cheer faded away when it finally, really dawned on me that people were dead. A lot of people were dead.
“I don’t have to worry about space,” Alex explained slowly. “I think a lot of my stuff is back in the dressing room. Probably burned up.”
“Right,” I said. “Same.”
My phone was in my room, and it was the best chance I had of reaching Mom—since the auditorium was no longer an option. So I kept pushing on. Through the residential hall lobby and up four flights of stairs, trying my best to keep it together.
I had text messages from her waiting for me back in my room. She explained that she would be late for the recital today because there was some last-minute urgent business to take care of with work. In fact, she was running so late that I might as well meet her at a cafe outside the academy.
Just read a book was her last text. No punctuation or apology. I felt both annoyed and deeply relieved. At least Mom wasn’t in the auditorium when the curse finally broke.
“Could I get your number?” Alex asked me, from the doorway. If I didn’t know better, I could swear she looked nervous.
“Yes,” I said immediately. A flush crept up my neck like a rash as I raced to correct myself. “We should keep in touch. Having a buddy for recovery can be really helpful, I’ve heard.”
“Could we, uh, talk about other stuff, too?”
“Of course!” I hated how fake my own voice sounded, but it was a thousand times better than dealing with … everything else happening right now. “I would be glad to hear from you anytime.”
I had no idea where this sudden, stilted acting was coming from. I hated the crestfallen look on Alex’s face, too. I was acting like a freak, and I didn’t know how to stop.
Until finally, I managed to say something pretty normal.
“If you ever play a gig, you have to let me know when it is, so I can scream along in the front row,” I told her.
Alex hooked her pinky into mine and smiled.
“It’s a deal,” she promised.

I sat by the front window in The Daily Grind, nursing a cup of stone-cold coffee, because it was the cheapest thing on the menu and having it meant the barista wouldn’t kick me out, though she did glare in my direction once or twice. I was nearly finished with The Awakening, which I knew was going to be on our assigned reading list for AP English in the fall. Might as well get a head start now.
Two quick beeps in succession. Mom’s Sienna had finally pulled up to the curb. Two hours late.
“I had too much work to do,” Mom said, before I could even buckle my seat belt. “You need to help me write an email later.”
“Okay,” I told her.
“I’m so busy all the time. Your po po might need to go to a retirement home soon. She complains to me about it every day.”
I nodded. “It sounds hard.”
Mom checked her reflection in the rearview mirror and swiped on a new layer of dark red lipstick. She looked at me sidelong in the mirror.
“You look a bit different,” she said, almost accusatorially. “Did you forget to comb your hair this morning?”
“I don’t think so.”
“I think you did,” Mom continued. “Your nails are dirty, too.”
She was using me as an emotional punching bag, though she’d be aghast if I told her that. All her fervent efforts toward saving face meant she couldn’t unload to any of her friends.
There was only me taking it all in, stuffed to the brim with her litany of complaints until I pushed back. Then she’d sob until I consoled her.
You’re not a bad mom, I’d promise her. And she wasn’t; she was just human.
Mom told me about her summer of sorrows while I stared out the passenger window. I learned about clients backing out on closings last minute and which ladies at the market had slighted her recently. Her ex, Keith, was seeing someone new. A younger woman.
“You fidget too much,” she added. “All those hours dancing, but you aren’t very graceful.”
“Please,” I begged her. “I’m too tired right now.”
Her face softened. “Okay. How was the recital?”
This was my chance to tell her everything. I could tell her about how the administration pitted scholarship students against each other, a standard practice in intensive programs. I could mention all the blood and ruthless sabotage the girls participated in—myself included. If I was feeling especially bold, I could talk about the recital itself. Beams dropping from the ceiling and killing select audience members. I could talk about breaking a
generational curse with the girl they tried to murder, preventing further cycles of tragedy.
But we weren’t that kind of family at all.
“It could have been worse,” I said simply.
Mom smiled in palpable relief. “Oh, good,” she said. “I’m glad you had so much fun.”




TWENTY-FIVE
ALLEGRA ACADEMY’S DISSOLUTION WAS EXPLAINED AS A FREAK accident, though rumors persisted on all corners of the internet. People had wild theories about everything from the staff to the students. There were even rumors that the land itself was cursed.
There were some facts that were impossible to contradict, though. Like the fact that a majority of the Bechlers and their close associates had died during the destruction of Tanas Auditorium. The death toll was an uncanny match for the adult guests I remembered seeing in Griffin Library on the night of the gala.
Mom was furious when she found out what I’d been keeping from her. She had more than a few of her own theories, too. She toggled between two favorites: a very localized earthquake or bad building construction—maybe a combination of both. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time, and Mom swore that if I were ever going away again—especially for over a month—she’d have to think pretty hard about whether she’d even let me go at all.
And suddenly, I understood why I’d wanted to come to Allegra Academy this summer. It wasn’t only about making Mom proud. It was also very much about getting away and gaining some breathing space to be myself.
Even though I was back to suburban New Jersey, everything felt a little different now. My exposure to the academy this summer made me feel a little warier and more jaded than before. I’d even started poring over headlines in Financial Times and Forbes every morning for updates.
The U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission and the feds were busy conducting an ongoing investigation of the family. Bechler stock had plummeted dramatically immediately following the final recital. I read in The Economist that Chapter 11 bankruptcy was inevitable. I smiled to myself while Mom asked what was so funny.
As a business entity, the Bechlers wouldn’t survive. But from my conversations with Alex, I knew at least one of them was doing pretty okay.
Alex, Hannah, and I had an active group chat. We used it to keep in touch—and Alex and Hannah commiserated about APL withdrawals, which could still get pretty bad, even after weeks had passed.
Weirdly, dancing helped me feel a lot better.
Getting back to the barre scared me at first. I wasn’t as flexible as I wanted to be. My arms and legs felt stiff—especially my ankle, which I finally had checked out by a physical therapist. The sprain wasn’t nearly as bad as it’d been back at camp, at least.
“In a few weeks, Firebird could be a cakewalk,” Hannah told me breezily over FaceTime. “Just think, next summer we’ll be back at it again! I’m going to audition for my top three intensives, for sure. I hope you consider it, Mars. I promise not to bite your head off if you get a better role than me. Ha-ha.”
“Ha-ha,” I echoed her. I was almost positive she was joking.
While Hannah seemed ready to leap back into ballet at full force, I wanted to take things slower. One step at a time. I didn’t want to get too far ahead of myself, because historically, that didn’t seem to go over particularly well for me.
I practiced the basics all fall. I did introductory classes at the Clarksville Studio, instead of pushing myself into the most advanced levels or begging Mom to let me take classes in the city. I felt like I was quite literally finding my footing again, after being detached from it for longer than I wanted to admit.
A simple port de bras. A long, satisfying side stretch. Soutenus instead of pirouettes. Those were part of my new routine.
Hannah knew what I was going through. We talked about burnout and finding our way out from it, despite how uneven the road could be.
Even though Alex had quit ballet, she’d still come and watch me practice sometimes. She took a train and a bus from the city just to sit in the waiting lobby as I performed basic steps.
“You were amazing,” she told me, as soon as I finished my end of class reverence.
I pulled a face. “I’m not exactly Misty Cope—”
“Stop,” she said, holding up a hand. “We don’t have time to argue.”
She was right. It was another bus and train to get to the airport. I’d wanted to skip today’s practice so we would have more time, but Alex insisted I go to class first.
The race was on.
We barely caught the bus at the corner of Broad Street and Greene. Alex flagged it down by waving her long arms dramatically. Our boots sloshed through gray slush. We dragged our luggage down the aisle while passengers muttered under their breaths about the holdup.
“I can’t believe you’re coming with me to meet my dad,” she said.
“Well, it’s winter break,” I explained. “Denver is warmer than Clarksville.”
The tip of her nose was pink from the cold. I wanted to blow on it, but that would have been very weird, especially since we were just friends.
Alex’s eyebrows shot straight up. “So it’s not altruism or our friendship that’s motivating you to visit? It’s just a matter of temperature?”
“Yeah,” I told her. It was a small white lie, but harmless.
Alex’s year had been—to put it mildly—extremely fucking rough. Almost everyone in her family was dead, except a distant uncle who lived in the city, and her dad, over in Colorado. Oh yeah—and a lot of her close friends had tried to sabotage her, too. That, or tried to kill her.
The last thing she needed was dealing with my crush on her, which simply refused to go away, no matter how many embarrassing first dates I went on in futile attempts to move on.
Her dad’s side of the family had rushed to welcome her back into their fold. I didn’t know everything that was going on, but Alex seemed pretty okay with it, so I didn’t press too much.
We squished ourselves onto the train just as the doors were closing. Somebody pushed me, knocking me straight into Alex’s arms. She steadied me by the elbows and peered into my eyes. “You okay?”
I studied the ground like I was getting a PhD in floorology. “Yeah,” I said. “I’m okay.”
I could swear she knew the truth. It was always threatening to spill out of me again. I didn’t want to be this way, but I couldn’t help it. I liked the dimple in her cheek and the way she smelled. I kept imagining various scenarios and feeling embarrassed by how long they lasted.
Sometimes ten, twenty minutes would go by, and I’d have been thinking about how nice Alex Bechler’s hair was the whole time instead of writing an essay about mimetic theory.
The outcome was never going to be what I wanted, so it was better to pretend not to want it. That was what I’d ultimately decided. It was the best thing to do if I wanted to preserve our friendship.
I rushed through the airport terminal, filling every small silence with unasked-for travel tips. I told Alex it was important to drink water but that hydration packets also helped. I bought a bundle of them by the kiosk in a blind panic while she looked on in bewilderment. The total cost displayed at the register made my head spin, but I acted like I knew what I was getting myself into.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to pay for half?” she inquired delicately.
Alex didn’t exactly have a lot of money anymore. I shook my head stoically, and then we waited to board.
Business class followed first class. We entered the plane in the final boarding group. As I walked through the aisle of the first class seats, I felt a frisson of fear, watching an auburn-haired man in a business suit whisper something to his companion, a silver-haired woman in a tailored dress and an enormous diamond necklace.
They both looked at Alex with expressions that flickered into contempt. I wasn’t sure if it was because of the array of colorful stickers on Alex’s suitcase, or her new buzz cut—which looked amazing—or if it was something else entirely.
I thought of Tanas Auditorium and the rich people sitting in the audience, all waiting for her to die. My heart jackhammered against my rib cage. They’re dead, I reminded myself. It’s over.
They couldn’t hurt either one of us anymore.
Alex and I had seats in the very back row of the plane. I had already put my headphones on when she tapped me on the shoulder.
“We need to talk,” she said. “I think it’s time to finally address something.”
Unease swirled in my stomach, but I nodded calmly. “Okay.”
“You stalked me,” she said. Not accusatorially, but matter-of-factly. “And you pretended to be someone you weren’t.”
“Yes, but—”
“I know,” she said. “My great-aunt put you up to it. Let me finish though, okay?”
It was challenging, resisting my strong urge to clarify, deflect, or deny. But I let Alex finish in peace as she summarized the way we’d met versus where we were now.
Everything she said was literally all true, too. I had spied on her and stalked her. And very nearly poisoned her. Yeah. Well, that was then.
The plane was taking off the tarmac when she said, “I like you, though.”
Heat flooded my face. “Oh, thank you.”
Thank you? Really? Another pithy, incredible statement from Marianne Chang. No notes. Five out of five. My Pulitzer was coming in the mail any day now, surely.
“I mean—I really like you,” Alex said softly. The tips of her ears went red.
I felt like I was dreaming. Like I was making it all up. Alex Bechler—or rather, Alex Lee—was merely inches away from my face. We were airborne, soaring over pink clouds more beautiful than any I’d ever seen before. Better than Dutch pastoral paintings. Better than Griffin Library.
Timing had never been my forte. But when I leaned in, closing the gap between us, I was pretty sure that I’d finally gotten it right.
THE END
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