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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO THE FORMER GIFTED AND TALENTED KIDS. HERE’S SOMETHING TO HELP WITH THE BURNOUT.





“REMEMBER THAT I AM THY CREATURE; I OUGHT TO BE THY ADAM, BUT I AM RATHER THE FALLEN ANGEL … I WAS BENEVOLENT AND GOOD; MISERY MADE ME A FIEND. MAKE ME HAPPY, AND I SHALL AGAIN BE VIRTUOUS.”



—Frankenstein, Mary Shelley


“WE THAT ARE YOUNG SHALL NEVER SEE SO MUCH, NOR LIVE SO LONG.”



—King Lear, William Shakespeare







SIXTEEN YEARS AGO





THE ATOM MAGAZINE—ISSUE 98


Genius or Insanity: The Button Method



BY JESSE PHILIPS


JULY 5

There is a saying among the French that goes: “L’habit ne fait pas le moine,” meaning, “The cloth does not make the monk.” Or the more trivial English translation: Don’t judge a book by its cover.

However, if the book in question is a desperate old man clinging to social relevance by making up scientific theories that simply are not true, then perhaps we should judge that book a little. If not for the integrity of science, then at least for the sake of my own sanity.

As you may have already read in the news, the eccentric French-born billionaire Leontes Button has decided to hang up his game-master hat and have a go at creating scientific theories instead. Most will know Button as the founder of the internationally renowned games and merchandising company Button Games, known for its bestselling, top-of-the-range action toys and puzzles. However, the billionaire’s latest endeavor has nothing to do with games for children and is instead a controversial experiment that is sending shock waves through the science community and beyond.

“The Saving Humanity Project” is centered on a simple idea:

Genius. More specifically, the science of genius and what it takes to make a child genius—otherwise known as a prodigy.

Mr. Button’s hypothesis for this grand experiment? That nurture is far greater than nature in the world of prodigies. One is not born a genius. No. A genius can, according to Button, be plucked from a random orphanage and made in a lab, just as one might do aluminum chloral hydrate or acetic acid.

Unfortunately for Mr. Button, a white lab coat does not make a scientist. A reputable degree, the ability to showcase cause and effect, and peer-reviewed research does.

There is the question of how Mr. Button might go about carrying out this “experiment” of his. Outside of the practicalities of it all, there is a list of ethical concerns here. One would hope that Mr. Button would know better than to test this theory of his on actual human beings. Someone ought to remind old Leontes that these depraved, draconian, Zimbardo-esque methods of scientific testing have not been in vogue since the 1970s; but given years of reports of the mistreatment of his staff at Button Games, I have a feeling that ethics are the least of Leontes’s concerns.

Any serious scientist would not go near Mr. Button or his experiment with a ten-foot pole, not when their own reputations would be on the line for what can only be described as amateur work.

Perhaps some of my readers may feel as though I am being too harsh. What is wrong with an old man playing games, after all?

Who knows, maybe old Leontes will prove us all wrong and invent time travel next.



Despite being advised by his team not to comment on Jesse Philip’s scathing polemic, days after the publication of the original article in The Atom Magazine, Mr. Button published his response.

His now-famous three-word retort would later become a reality for the budding science journalist:

“Eat horse shit.”—Leontes Button (July 10)






15 YEARS (AND A FEW MONTHS) AGO


THE BUTTON MANOR

In the beginning, Henry Xu thought of it all as nothing more than a harmless game.

But as he watched the twisted scene unfold before him, he understood there was nothing harmless or entertaining about any of it.

It was like something out of a dystopian novel:

Mr. Button, seated on his brown leather chesterfield throne as one of the maids placed each child at the edge of the room, and another maid distributed the items in a row in the center—a chess piece, a violinist’s bow, a gold medal, a paintbrush, and a pencil—before they returned to their places, awaiting further instruction.

The staff had been preparing for the day’s events for several months. They’d ensured that the room was at an ideal and exact temperature for brain stimulation, that the items had been vetted by experts as optimal choices for the purpose they would soon serve, that the staff on duty would be up to their tasks and aware of the stakes at hand, signing NDAs and receiving healthy bonuses for their cooperation as well as their silence.

Each person would be a player and each player would become a pawn. As Mr. Button’s personal secretary, Henry Xu had made sure of it.

After several moments of nothing, Mr. Button surveyed the room, his gaze landing on the motionless infants all seated before him. He sighed loudly, uncrossing his legs and pushing himself out of the leather armchair.

“Children, I must remind you, today is a very special day—one you will be defined by for the rest of your lives. There is a lot riding on this going perfectly, so it is of utmost importance that you get this right. Capiche?” Mr. Button said, staring sternly down at the plump toddlers as their wide eyes blinked up at the tall, graying man who was more or less still a stranger to them.

It was impossible for the children to truly understand a word the strange old man had said, and yet Mr. Button nodded, as though the children had given him a satisfactory response.

“Very well,” Mr. Button continued with a wide smile, before returning to his chair.

Henry cleared his throat and fixed his tie nervously. He couldn’t wait for this day to be over. Unfortunately, in his naivete, he did not realize that this day was just the beginning. There would be no end, no happily ever after. Things would just keep getting worse for the occupants of the Button Manor.

In retrospect, it might be hard to see how Henry could have missed how wrong this all was when the signs were always there. Indeed, an onlooker might’ve gestured to the bloodred flags undulating in the stifling air of the Manor. And yet, as though color-blind, Henry never saw the issues coming—at first, anyway.

Months after this date, Henry would come to regret not stepping in sooner. Not questioning whether this was at all moral. Subjecting children to this, making the children choose who they would be for the rest of their lives without understanding what it would mean for any of them.

To be unwilling science experiments. Chess pieces.

To live out the Orwellian fantasy of a billionaire.

It wasn’t so much the practice Henry found unethical, but more so Leontes Button himself. He was almost certain that Mr. Button had gotten the idea of placing items in front of children for them to choose their futures in this way from Henry’s ancestors. It wouldn’t be the first or last time a man like Mr. Button would steal and bastardize something sacred.

Zhuazhou (also known as Doljabi in Korea). A one-thousand-year-old Chinese custom, similar only in theory: the practice of allowing children to crawl toward their own destiny on their first birthday.

Henry barely remembered his own choosing ceremony, but his mother always spoke of it fondly.

He imagined her holding him tight, kissing him on the forehead like she always used to, before letting him go. He imagined that she’d set him down, as all of his relatives and those who loved him most stood around and dreamed up a future more bright and more brilliant than anything he could ever imagine for himself.

A future much better than the present, where he was the secretary to one of the world’s most powerful men.

Unlike whatever it was that Mr. Button was doing today, the ceremony in its original form was about hope.

And there was certainly no hope here.

“Come on, children! Hurry along,” Mr. Button yelled at the unstirring toddlers, all of them still seated in the far-reaching corners of the large office space. He clapped fiercely at them and startled everyone in the process—Henry included.

The first toddler to move was of course Bilal. He was never one to sit still for long.

The staff held their breaths as the child crawled toward the items, stopping in front of them, head moving from left to right as he appeared to examine each one.

His little brown fingers wriggled as he grabbed the gold medal.

“That’s my boy!” Mr. Button cheered as Billy placed the round object in his mouth. One of the maids lifted him up and carried him away, handing him over to his wet nurse.

One defenseless child down, four more to go, Henry thought.

Henry had only been working for Mr. Button for a few short months, though according to the other staff, he’d been the longest secretary to last in recent history. The previous three had all quit in under a month.

At first, Henry didn’t understand it. The pay was generous—triple what his previous job had offered—and he even got his own room in the Manor. The hours were flexible, and the job itself wasn’t as taxing as one might assume. All he had to do was manage a portion of Mr. Button’s affairs and, on occasion, tend to the children.

But as the days stretched on, Henry found himself understanding why it was the other secretaries had quit.

It was the darkness that did it. The inescapable emptiness one felt when they stayed too long in the Button Manor.

The Manor had that cold, quiet charm of a graveyard. The security it offered was much like the icy embrace of a ravenous ghost. Unpredictable and cruel. It was as though once you stepped inside, the smoke and mirrors cleared, and it was evident that you would never shake the feeling of unease again.

Henry would come to theorize that the house was indeed cursed, and that the longer you stayed, the easier it became for the darkness to nest and eat away at you until you were nothing but bone dust. Haunted and haunting, starved and ravishing everything inside of it. Henry could feel the house rotting him from the inside out.

And yet he stayed.

Over the years, he would watch Mr. Button assume the role of a god, bearing witness to the sin at its point of origin, first starting here in Eden, and ending catastrophically with the billionaire’s five unwitting heirs. Mr. Button’s touch shrouded everything and everyone in darkness in his wake.

Henry tried to shrug off the darkness now, continuing to observe the perverse scene unfolding in front of him.

The next child to move was Fola. Her competitive nature was clear in the way she moved with quickness and determination toward the objects on the carpet.

It did not take her as long as her brother to choose what would become her fate.

She let out a small girlish laugh as she grabbed hold of the chess piece on the ground—the pawn, ironically—before she was carried away, like her brother. Her prize for conforming was the privilege of food from her own wet nurse. The other children—Romeo, Perdita, and Octavius—soon followed in the footsteps of their siblings.

Mr. Button’s eyes lit up as he watched his five heirs giddily move about, clutching their carefully orchestrated futures in their undeveloped grasps.

Watching them, it should have been clear what would become of them all.

If Henry had known what would become of them, he might have intervened. Might have risked his job and potentially his life to put a stop to this.

But how could he have known what the events of that day would trigger?

How could any of them have known?

“This is a cause for celebration!” Mr. Button announced to the dimly lit room, only to be met with silence. The only sound present was that of raindrops hitting the roof outside.

“Henry, please fetch us a bottle of the finest wine we have,” Mr. Button said as the evening sky purpled, bringing more darkness into the room with it.

Henry paused, looking from Mr. Button to the maids, who all had their heads bowed, to the five children clinging to their prizes.

“For just yourself, sir?” he asked, unsure of the lengths to which his employer would go. After all he had seen, it wouldn’t at all be surprising if Leontes Button thought it suitable to give each of his children glasses of pinot noir.

Mr. Button laughed. “Of course not!” he exclaimed. Henry’s heart stopped. “Glasses for you all as well, and juice for the children. They have done well today.”

Henry let out a sigh of relief.

Thank the heavens, he almost whispered.

Before he left to fetch the drinks, Henry turned to look once again at the children. His gaze lingered on the one who held his own object with a frown as though, unlike his siblings, he was aware of the gravity of his choice.






ACT I
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THE KING’S PAWN






PRESENT DAY





Death came for Leontes Button at 11:44 P.M. in the form of a large horn.

His dying wails were drowned out by the music from the orchestra on the top deck of the yacht. A symphony of thrumming strings and whistling woodwinds, of pattering percussions and the sustained buzzing of brass, swallowed and silenced what would be his final words.

Fireworks rocketed into the night sky, in sync with Mr. Button’s weakening heart, crackling and then exploding into the atmosphere, before losing momentum and fading into a still, unbeating nothingness.

It was too loud to hear the screams that came from below the deck.

Too dark to see the face and the bloodied palms of the figure who staggered away from Mr. Button’s sullen corpse.

And far too late to reverse time and stop this all from happening in the first place. Far, far too late.

The last thing Mr. Button would see before his untimely expiration was the burning hatred in the figures eyes.

At 11:57 P.M., as guests started to depart and the large ship rattled from side to side, no one else knew that Mr. Button had been dead for several minutes.

In fact, it wouldn’t be until 7:21 A.M., many hours after the revels of the night had ended, that the staff would come across Mr. Button’s body and he would be pronounced dead at the scene.

The details that brought us to this point are not at all unusual. But what followed in the wake of this bloody tragedy is notably a lot more interesting than the unfortunate events that came before …






HOURS BEFORE


10:37 A.M.—GRAND CENTRAL STATION, NEW YORK CITY

At the center of the world’s largest train station, a boy with a broken heart sat playing the piano.

He played through the hustle and bustle of the early morning rush hour, going largely unnoticed, while the tenants of this undying city rushed hastily past him toward their departure gates. Off to live lives far away from here—or so he imagined.

The boy had come here every day before school for the past month, to this very station, at the very same time. Dressed in the same uncharacteristically shabby clothing and scuffed sneakers, with his uncombed nest of salt-white hair, all of which helped conceal his true identity.

No one would ever dare suspect that a Button Heir of all people would be here of all places, looking more than a little worse for wear.

And no one would ever dare think that the heir in question was in fact Octavius Button: third-oldest child of billionaire Leontes Button and famed teenage musician.

Octavius preferred it when his audiences were unassuming, when they didn’t come with the baggage of expectation, when they couldn’t care less about who he was or where he came from. Not when he was just a random insignificant boy, playing a random insignificant melody that no one would recognize or care enough about to stop and listen to.

That’s what he loved most about the city. No New Yorker in their right mind cared about him or his broken heart. He was completely and utterly invisible, and he liked it that way.

Octavius’s pale, delicate fingers danced along the keys, replaying the same notes, the same song, on a loop with no definitive end. He looked possessed, like a machine malfunctioning. And in some ways, he was exactly that, if you were to believe what some scientists say about the human brain being one big, complicated mess of a machine. In which case, Octavius was a computer weakened by a virus. Faulty, glitching, and dying, his hardware completely wrecked by the evils of love and the side effects of heartbreak. Pieces of aorta, congealed pericardium fluid, and the little that remained of his right ventricle, all left behind in love’s wake and scattered across the city, a bloodied trail following him wherever he went.

Even now, as he played, an invisible puddle of blood dripped from Octavius’s ruptured organ, pooling around his feet, and staining the white material of his beat-up Chucks a bright crimson red.

The boy, much too preoccupied with carving out a melody from the wooden piano keys, did not sense the shift in the air when it came. He did not hear the heeled boots clicking against the station’s marble floor, nor did he feel the eyes burrowing holes into the back of his head.

It wasn’t until a manicured dark brown hand jutted forward out of nowhere that he finally took notice of his intruder.

He watched as an index finger from the already-outstretched hand pushed down on one of the keys, F sharp, disrupting his flow with a single note.

He looked up through the haze of the station’s overbright lights, as the familiar dyed honey-blond curls and unimpressed grimace of his eldest sister came into view.

“Fola?” he said, as both a greeting and a question.

“Octavius,” she replied, in a way that was both an answer and a statement.

If it weren’t for the fact that his sister was known to be in a perpetual state of displeasure, between her pinched expression and folded arms, he would have assumed that she was pissed off at him or something.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, when what he really meant was, How did you find me?

“I could ask you the same question. Aren’t you meant to be in school?” his sister asked.

“Today’s my day off,” he lied. Truthfully, Octavius was barely ever in school these days.

Fola only blinked at him, dissecting his lie with her usual analytical gaze. Before she could ask him another invasive question, he beat her to the chase.

“You didn’t answer my question … What are you doing here?”

He hadn’t seen his sister in weeks, maybe even months. He wasn’t great at tracking useless things like the passage of time. The last he’d seen of Fola was when she’d ambushed him at Appleton Prep (his Manhattan boarding school) however many moons ago, much like she was doing now. She’d traveled all that way just to ask him to consider returning home for the summer holidays. He’d asked her why, and she’d simply replied: “Because I miss you.” Which had been very, very unlike his sister.

It was unlike any of his siblings, really; they weren’t the affectionate sort of family. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d spoken to Bilal, Perdita, or Romeo.

And despite Fola being one of his favorite people in the short list of people Octavius actually tolerated, his last meeting with his sister had not been an entirely pleasant one, so he imagined this wouldn’t be either.

“They sent me to fetch you, since no one else had any clue where you’d be,” she replied, eyeing the grand piano he was seated at with mild contempt.

They, he thought, briefly wondering if his boarding school had suddenly begun to care about his ongoing absences and had, for some reason, sent his older sister to fetch him. He’d always had very poor attendance, and no one had bothered him about it in his three years of being there (which he suspected was in part due to who his father was). So no, that couldn’t be it. This had to be someone else …

Octavius’s eyebrows knitted together. “Who is they?”

“You know, the usual suspects,” Fola said, waving her hand dismissively.

The usual suspects was normally code for their father. But then again, this could be another ploy of Fola’s to lure him back to the family manor for absolutely no reason.

“Well, as you can see, I am very busy,” Octavius said, making a point to gesture to the piano. “So sadly, I won’t be able to come with you at this moment in time.”

Fola raised an eyebrow, giving him a judgmental once-over as she took in his disheveled appearance. “Oh, I can see you’re very busy indeed. Busy pretending to be poor again, that is. What did I say last time about cosplaying the working class, Tavi?” Fola asked sternly, before she finally broke her resolve, allowing a small smile to trespass her usually guarded expression. It was the smile that she only ever reserved for both Octavius and complex math equations.

He rolled his eyes. “I’m not cosplaying anyone. I’m just wallowing pathetically in self-pity. Didn’t realize that was a crime.”

She gave him another scrutinous glare, and then a few moments later ahhed as if finally sussing him out.

“Let me guess, yet another of your forays into romance has ended bitterly?”

Octavius sighed. “You could put it that way.”

“Who was it this time? A Japanese heiress? The son of a Russian oligarch? The next Miss Argentina?” Fola asked teasingly, taking a seat next to him on the short piano stool. Fola always found her brother’s failed romantic excursions ever so amusing.

“Spanish prince,” he muttered.

This wasn’t the first time Octavius had been brutally dumped before, nor the second time, nor the third. But this one hurt for reasons he wasn’t quite sure of, especially since one of his previous suitors had gone through the great effort of dumping him via the boarding school’s ancient fax machine. This time Octavius had at least been dumped in person, over chai lattes in Central Park. You’d think he’d be over it by now, given that it had been weeks since the dumping.

Maybe his melancholy was because it was finally dawning on Octavius that the problem in all of his relationships was, in fact, him.

“You know, despite all this being a tad too theatrical for me … I find myself almost feeling sorry for you,” Fola said as she ruffled his platinum-white hair.

She liked to call Octavius a serial dater, as though it were his choice to get repeatedly dumped and humiliated, like his life was a sad reboot of Groundhog Day. He didn’t choose to be dumped, it just so happened that his romantic relationships always ended the exact same way: first, with signs of mild disinterest, then with Octavius desperately trying to cling to the tail end of a ship that had long since sailed, followed by various torturous, almost barbaric, methods of severing ties. Fola wouldn’t understand it at all. She’d never been dumped before; she was usually the one who did the dumping.

He glared at his sister. “Anyway, I told you that I’m busy, so what are you still doing here?” he asked again, trying and failing to mask his growing agitation. “Clearly it isn’t just to mock me or because you ‘missed me.’ So what is it? And how did you even know I would be here?”

“To answer all of your burning questions … you’re right, I’m not here to call you back because I’ve missed you—which, for the record, I always do, dearly, my dear brother. I’m here because we are all being summoned back to the Manor to fulfill our yearly contractual obligations. And lastly, I knew you were here because I know how you think. Figuring out your movements was just one long maddening math equation, really.”

He didn’t like that she found him so predictable; sometimes he forgot how much of a mastermind his sister truly was. She’d always catch him in a lie, even before he’d opened his mouth to speak it. She was constantly several steps ahead of everyone else. He’d learned long ago to accept it.

Octavius looked at her, confused. “Yearly contractual obli—”

“What day is it today, Tavi?” she asked, cutting him off.

He shrugged. He had no clue when he’d last considered what day it might be, not when all the days felt the same, merging into one large ball of achromatic nothingness.

“It’s Friday, November twenty-third,” Fola said, answering her own question.

He stared at her blankly.

She blinked at him and then simply added, “Prodigy Ball Day.”

And there it was, the puzzle piece he was missing. The nightmare finally clicked into its dreadful place.

“Fucking hell,” he said, immediately rubbing the encroaching horror from his eyes.

The last he had checked, the event was still two blissful months away. This breakup seemed to have taken a bigger toll than he had realized.

“Yeah, fucking hell indeed. Everyone’s already gathered at the house for the ten-year anniversary press conference. I lied and told them you were out running errands. Of course, given that everyone knows you never actually run errands, it was a pretty far-fetched lie. Still, better than the truth of you being here, hungover, missing your classes to cry over someone you dated for five minutes.”

Octavius ignored his sister’s callous words about his love life.

“I thought that if I pretended it wasn’t happening, it simply wouldn’t happen,” he replied numbly.

“In what universe would Father ever cancel the Prodigy Ball? Let alone the ten-year anniversary one, with a press conference?” Fola asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I don’t know, a universe where I’m lucky, I suppose.”

“Now, Tavi. What have I said about luck?”

“That it’s unreliable?”

“No, it’s worse than that,” Fola said, standing up from the piano stool. “It’s unmathematical, and therefore pointless to believe in.”

Octavius blinked up at his sister. “I always forget how much of a delight you are, Fols,” he said.

Fola rolled her eyes, before checking her watch. “We should get going. There’s a car waiting for us … Unless you wanted to finish that piece you were playing.”

Octavius glanced down briefly at the old piano before shaking his head. “That would defeat the point of it,” he said.

“The point of what?” Fola asked.

“The piece. It’s called ‘Pandesto: The Triumph of Time.’ I wrote it to have no end; it’s just meant to be played until the player is too sick to continue.”

Fola looked at him in the way she always looked at things that weren’t mathematical: with a mixture of bewilderment, disgust, and boredom.

“The art is in the irony—the triumph of time … But we only get worse with time?” he explained, but that didn’t seem to help at all.

“So … you’re not going to finish the piece, then?” she asked.

His gaze edged hesitantly toward the keys once again, but he nodded. “I think I’m done here.”

“Great!” Fola said, and then without any warning, she grabbed him by the arm and began pulling him toward one of the station’s many exits.

“You know I am very capable of walking myself, right?” Octavius grumbled as his sister practically dragged him across the busy walkway.

She heaved a sigh and let him go, muttering something under her breath about how slow he was as she marched on.

He was about to respond to her with a very witty retort about how scientifically he was naturally faster than her, given their height difference of over nine inches, but was stopped in his tracks by the sight of something, or rather someone, painfully familiar.

His older brother’s face. Plastered all over the front pages stacked up on a newsstand.

THE OLYMPIAN TOO BRUISED TO BEAR ANOTHER GOLD, one headline read. And another: BILAL BUTTON: GENIUS FENCER FINALLY FOILED. And another: BILAL’S BLUNDER and another and another. Each headline as brutal as the last.

“I take it you heard about Bilal?” Fola asked suddenly, having stopped to observe the newsstand with him.

Of course he had. Who in the country hadn’t? The news had only just broken, and despite being largely in his own world, Octavius hadn’t been able to miss it. The newspapers, the rolling headlines, the loud whispers. It was all anyone seemed to be talking about: Renowned genius fencer and the world’s youngest Olympic fencing gold medalist was facing what was potentially a career-ending injury. Apparently, Bilal had injured himself in a freak accident several weeks ago but the details were only emerging now.

Only just leaking now, Octavius realized.

Once upon a time, Octavius would have been the first person to know about the goings-on of his brother’s life, instead of finding out about it with the rest of the world.

“Yeah, I heard about the accident,” Octavius replied numbly.

A strange look flashed across Fola’s face at the word accident, and then it was gone in an instant.

“He’ll obviously be at the press conference this afternoon, if you want to say anything to him. I imagine it has been a difficult time for him; it would be good to check in,” Fola said as they began to retreat toward the exit once again.

Octavius had thought about checking in on his brother last night, sending him a text to see if he was doing okay, but he knew the text would go unanswered.

He wasn’t sure there was anyone in the world who hated him more than Bilal did.

It was weird to think that the brothers had once been inseparable.

“Maybe,” Octavius replied, feeling the chilly November air wrap around him as they stepped outside, sending shock waves of bitter cold through his system.

He spotted the sleek exterior of an unmistakable Button town car parked outside the station, identifiable by its unique Button-shaped symbol on the license plate. The driver stepped out of the car and opened one of the back doors. With a gentle shove from his very temperamental sister, Octavius clambered into the car.

“Thanks for manhandling me,” he said pointedly as she got in after him.

“No need to thank me, just doing my job,” Fola replied, looking very pleased with herself.

“I thought your job involved winning chess matches against old men and solving impossible algebraic equations,” Octavius muttered, as the car started to move.

“Yes, and also picking up my dramatic younger brother from the train terminal while he sulks and plays the piano. How exactly did that piano get in there, anyway? I don’t recall Grand Central having one …”

Octavius gave an innocent shrug. “Who knows. I think they installed it a few weeks ago,” he answered, omitting the fact that he might have put in a special request to have the piano in his dorm room moved to the station. It wasn’t like he’d gotten in trouble for it yet. That was the wonderful thing about New York. No one asked questions. Not even when a piano seemed to fall from the sky.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Fola muttered, in the way she did when she was in problem-solving mode.

Octavius knew that he’d eventually be found out, that his misdeeds would not go unnoticed forever. But for now, at least, they’d slipped under the radar.

As the car rolled down the busy stretch of Forty-Second Street, Octavius braced himself for the impact of whatever disaster was to come next.






12:13 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


WESTCHESTER COUNTY, NEW YORK

The ride to the Button Manor didn’t take nearly as long as Octavius wished it had.

He hadn’t been back “home” since he’d left for boarding school almost three years ago. And he hadn’t intended on ever returning either.

The sprawling Button Estate was hidden away, off the side of an inconspicuous road in the heart of Scarsdale (the small hellscape of a town he’d had the misfortune of growing up in). The road that led to the Button Estate was obscured by a huddle of oak trees, the first of several security measures that were meant to conceal the entrance from the public’s view and deter any stalkers. Behind the trees were a massive set of iron gates that could only be opened by a very specific configuration of numbers based on a game their father had invented years ago. Octavius watched as the driver begrudgingly played the game, keying in the desired numbers into the control panel before the gate yawned wide open. This was one of the many pointless features their father had incorporated into the Manor’s functions; pointless games were Mr. Button’s favorite thing in the whole wide world.

This game setup was meant to keep the property inaccessible to outsiders, but this didn’t stop intruders. Once in a blue moon the family’s more persistent stalkers seemed to bypass the system and find a way in. Octavius recalled a time when he still lived in the Underworld (the name he’d given to the Manor) and had snuck downstairs in the dead of the night to steal cookies from the pantry. He’d suddenly noticed a small man with a camera tucked away in the corner, seemingly waiting for him.

“I’m not gonna trouble you,” the man said, his limbs shaking from either excitement or fear, Octavius wasn’t sure which. “I only want a picture.” In the dark, the stranger’s eyes glimmered, settling on Octavius gluttonously.

But before Octavius could respond, the alarm systems began to blare loudly around the house, red and blue lights streaking the walls and the cabinets.

Octavius sighed. It seemed he would not be getting his cookies after all.

“We’re here.” The memory dissolved like snow as Fola turned to him in the town car.

He felt his chest constrict as they pulled through the gates of hell and the vast Manor house came into view.

It looked as menacing as ever.

“Do you think they’ll believe me if I fake a serious illness?” Octavius said to no one in particular.

“Remember the year that Dee had appendicitis and still had to be there for the unveiling of her latest art piece?” Fola asked, checking her makeup in the small compact mirror she pulled from her bag.

How could Octavius forget? Their sister Perdita had to throw up blood before she was granted permission to leave the grounds. He could never quite get the sight of that out of his memory—as with much of his childhood, it was burned at the stake in his temporal lobe.

“I remember,” he said solemnly, staring out of the window with his cheek pressed hard into his knuckles, the motion of the car making him sway side to side as the tires struggled over the cobbled path. The clouds in the sky looked dark and heavy, ready to release havoc onto their world.

“Cheer up, Tavi. It could be worse,” Fola said, as the vehicle finally came to a stop by the stone staircase that led up to the Manor’s imposing front doors.

Could it? he thought. Octavius couldn’t imagine anything worse than this. Through the semi-opaque button-patterned glass panes of the front doors, he could see vague shadows. Shadows that looked so much like demons.

Two of his father’s security guards were stationed by the entrance, partially blocking the doors, and alongside them, a handful of cameramen, waiting to capture the arrival of two out of five of America’s messed-up genius family—or as most people actually referred to them: the Button Heirs.

It was the silly nickname his father’s cult of devoted followers loved to call them. Octavius had always wondered who first coined this group name and then their individual aliases. It certainly wasn’t their father.

There was Fola the Brain. Octavius the Maestro. Bilal the Olympian. And Perdita the Artist.

He used to think having an alias made him some kind of superhero. But he’d soon discovered that there was nothing heroic about being able to play “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” on twenty-seven instruments.

The driver briskly exited the car, opening the door for Fola first, who closed the lid of her mirror and stepped out in a swift, elegant manner.

Octavius could feel his muscles tensing as the driver neared his door.

Years ago, he had taught himself how to hot-wire a car engine, and briefly considered whether he’d have enough time to climb into the front seat and drive away. It would be so easy, since he’d done it many times before. In fact, as recently as last month (for reasons that would most definitely get him expelled from his boarding school if ever discovered).

Octavius eyed the ignition system, letting the thought of his possible escape linger for a few moments before he accepted that trying to escape that way would be a ridiculous thing to do.

He was fine.

It was just an event. Two events. But they would be over soon, and then he could return to his semi-blissful life of skipping classes, tampering with unfinished classical pieces, and an endless treasure trove of heartbreak.

He took in several deep breaths, not wanting to have a panic attack and have people see and fuss over him.

When the car door finally opened, Octavius slid his sunglasses on, in part because he was still hungover from the night before and also as an attempt to shield his eyes from the world and their judgments.

He stepped out onto the gravel and the pair were immediately ambushed by bright lights and clicking cameras. Fola held him in place, her arms encircling his, making sure he was upright like the puppets they both were—all to keep the puppet master inside happy. Octavius placed one hand in his pocket and felt the cool metal exterior of a half-emptied flask that he used to nurse his sorrows. He anticipated finishing that flask before the day was over.

When the flashes had died down, Fola grabbed hold of Octavius’s puppet strings and forced his limbs up the front steps, all while somehow maintaining her unflappable gracefulness. She gave the cameras her usual mysterious but temperate smile as they passed by. Every picture of her would be perfect. Something Octavius was far from.

And as if to prove just how not perfect he was, the universe struck again.

As he removed his hand from his pocket, he heard the loud clang of metal hitting the stone steps below. All eyes (and lenses) fell to the ground before him as his once-hidden flask was now laid on the path for all to see. To make matters worse, the lid from the flask had dislodged, allowing the contents to spill impatiently, dribbling out of the container like blood from an infected wound.

One of the Manor’s security guards coughed loudly and quickly kicked the flask into a nearby rosebush as the other began to usher the cameramen away. Octavius was filled with a mixture of irritation and disappointment. Now he had to somehow brave the day not only hungover but also stone-cold sober.

Great.

Fola did not allow him to wallow in his emotions. Instead she pulled him up the final steps and through the patterned stained-glass entrance, yanking the door open before the security guard could. Octavius was relieved to find the foyer empty. No demon sightings yet.

“What on earth is wrong with you?” Fola whispered loudly, dropping her own puppet act as soon as the main doors closed behind them and the cameras could no longer capture her. “Did you do that on purpose? You know he’ll find out, and then what! You’re already on thin ice—”

Octavius jumped dramatically. “There, I hope that breaks the ice and I never trouble anyone again with my existence.”

“You’re such a child,” Fola said, shaking her head. But before Octavius could respond with an equally harmful retort, a voice that did not belong to either of them interrupted.

“It’s good to see you both arrived in one piece.”

Octavius’s head snapped up and he was greeted by the pale face, graying beard, and kind eyes of someone familiar.

“Henry?” Octavius questioned, uncertain for a moment if this old man was the same person that he remembered. His father’s secretary, Henry Xu. Henry, who looked so … old now. As though he had aged decades instead of years in the relatively short time Octavius had been away.

Henry smiled brightly and nodded. “Yes, don’t mind my appearance—Fola reminds me often of how ancient I look,” he said as if reading Octavius’s mind.

“With affection, of course,” Fola said, returning Henry’s smile.

“Of course,” Henry replied.

Octavius stared silently at Henry with mild discomfort. He hadn’t seen Henry since the events of that night. The night three years ago where everything had changed. The night that had finally pushed Octavius over the edge and forced him to leave his family home for good at the age of fifteen.

They spoke on the phone on occasion, but Octavius did not know how to speak to Henry face-to-face now, especially not after the way they left things back then.

Octavius could still see the smashed glass, could hear the echo of his own twisted screams, could see the blood on his hands, the blood that wasn’t his—

“You look well, Tavi,” Henry said, disrupting the vicious memory.

Octavius shoved the bad feelings away to the back of his mind like he usually did and straightened up. “If by ‘well,’ you mean ‘like shit,’ then I guess so,” he muttered. Then, realizing how impolite he was being, he quickly added, “Thank you though. It’s nice to see you, Henry. I’ve … missed you.”

Henry beamed at him, like the suggestion that he’d been missed made up for everything Octavius had done. “Likewise.” Henry checked his watch. “The press conference hasn’t started yet, but your other siblings are already dressed and are upstairs waiting to be briefed by Claire while the journalists set up.”

The press conference, Octavius thought bitterly. It was the reason he was being forced back here after so long.

There wasn’t usually a press conference. Previously, Octavius would show up to the yearly ball at his own pace, avoiding the Manor altogether. But this year was the tenth anniversary of the Prodigy Ball—the event his father had created to welcome and celebrate child geniuses from all over the world—so his father had planned a whole series of special events in celebration. The first of those being the press conference, which Octavius was “not under any circumstances allowed to miss”—a direct quote from the strongly worded letter his father had sent to his boarding school a few months ago. Like the ball itself, missing the conference would lead to “dire and long-lasting consequences.”

The consequences were always the same for all of Octavius’s transgressions: his removal from his father’s will.

Octavius’s share of his father’s fortune had already decreased significantly when he’d had his huge mess-up (if you could call it that) and had been shipped off to boarding school as a result. However, not attending the Prodigy Ball at all would decrease his inheritance to zero.

And so here he was, enduring yet another one of his father’s games in order to hold on to a share of the family fortune. Octavius placed his hands back into his hollow pockets, feeling the weight of the emptiness inside.

“Why don’t you both head over to the west wing for your fittings before you join the briefing? I’ll come up with some excuse for the delay,” Henry said.

“Thanks, Henry, you’re the best,” Fola said, looking relieved. She gave Henry a quick one-armed hug before rushing off, not waiting for Octavius. Before Octavius could follow, he felt a gentle hand on his shoulder and turned to find Henry’s weary expression staring up at him. He hadn’t remembered Henry being this small. Had Henry shrunk? Or had Octavius just grown?

He watched Henry pause, waiting for Fola to disappear around the bend before he allowed himself to speak. “How are you doing, Tavi?” Henry asked quietly, a strange tautness in his tone.

The shadow of the same bloody memory edged dangerously in Octavius’s mind. He blinked away the blood, the pain, the guilt. “I’m fine, Henry.”

“Are you sure you’re fine? I know you might find today of all days difficult and—”

“Yes, it’s fine—I’m fine. You don’t have to obsessively check in on me like I’m some ticking time bomb waiting to go off,” Octavius snapped, his tone cold and abrasive, much harsher and much more defensive than he’d meant it to sound. “Why wouldn’t I be fine?” he asked, his voice cracking slightly around the edges.

He was daring Henry to bring it up first. To unearth the monster they’d buried three years ago.

Predictably, Henry did not bring it up. Still, a look of obvious concern flashed across his tired, aging face, but he only nodded. “Okay. If you’re sure,” Henry said, and then straightened, quickly going back into secretary mode. “You have about twenty minutes to get ready, so I’d better let you head off to the dressing rooms. I’ll see you at the press conference.” He finished with a curt nod, not waiting for Octavius’s response as he turned away.

“Henry, wait,” Octavius said.

“Yes?” The secretary turned back to him with a strange expression, though he answered kindly, as Henry always did.

“Is … he here already?” Octavius did not have to say who he was.

Henry nodded. “Yes, I believe your father is already upstairs.”

Octavius felt his muscles tense, but he managed to nod anyway. “All right, thank you,” he said.

Henry lingered a moment, as if wanting to ask if he was okay again, but clearly decided against it.

Octavius watched Henry disappear, feeling once again like the world’s worst person. He should not have snapped at Henry like that, but this house always seemed to bring out the worst in him. It wasn’t just the house either. It was this day every year. It turned him into something unrecognizable. Something monstrous.

He sighed and began dragging his feet along the black-and-white marbled path that led to the west wing.

It truly was weird being back in the Manor. And it was not just the memories (which were definitely part of the weirdness) but the place itself too.

Covering the walls in every single hallway, and in almost every single room, were dead animal heads. Everything from deer to rabbit to zebra were mounted and staring down at him with their beady, dead but watchful eyes that reminded him so much of his father’s.

He tried and failed then to bury the dark feelings he felt bobbing to the surface once again. He squeezed his eyes shut, attempting to push away the darkness, but it was no use. He could still see the blood.

He could always see the blood.

Blood dripping from the ceilings. Blood spilling from the lifeless eyes of the animal heads on the walls of the Manor. Blood staining his white palms a bright crimson red.

Octavius felt cursed. Or perhaps it was this ball that was cursed. Only bad things ever seemed to happen here.

The Prodigy Ball was meant to be a good thing though. Every year, an exclusive invitation was sent out to a short list of impressive individuals from all over the world. The invite offered the opportunity of a lifetime: spending the night basking in the Leontes Button’s supposed greatness as the infamous creator of the Button Method. This annual ball also heralded networking opportunities with world-leading experts and professionals, the rare possibility of seeing Mr. Button’s famed experiments (also known as his children) in the flesh, and the chance to win the grand prize at the end of the night—the Prodigy of the Year Award. One lucky genius between the ages of six and nineteen would walk away with the promise of career-long mentorship by Mr. Button, as well as a huge cash prize.

Octavius had lived his entire life by his father’s famous method: tutors flown out from all corners of the world; dietitians who assigned strict meal plans for optimal progress; countless hours of daily practice and lessons with various instructors; dinners with important donors with whom he was forced to network. A never-ending focus on nothing but excelling at his craft. There were always competitions or recitals to enter and repercussions to be faced if he did not win.

It was a brutal method that his father had used, seeking to prove his hypothesis correct, that it was nurture, not nature, that determined greatness.

Octavius swiped some of his father’s whiskey from the pantry, before he continued on his way to his fitting, letting both the memories of his “great” childhood and the drink fill the vast chasm inside.

The story of his greatness began with his father plucking Octavius from an orphanage in Finland sixteen years ago, and bringing him back to North America, where, according to his father, a one-year-old Octavius had apparently chosen a violin bow from a selection of objects. He’d then been trained from that point on to become one of the youngest musical geniuses the world had ever seen. He’d learned to read music notes before words, paraded around concert halls before he could even walk, and composed his first masterpiece at age seven (one year before Mozart wrote his first symphony, as Octavius often liked to remind people).

Despite this, he had always thought it strange that his entire future had been determined by a random decision he’d made before his brain could even form connections.

Still, he was made to be brilliant, as were his siblings, and now his eternal punishment was the Prodigy Ball. Octavius wasn’t sure if he could take another year of this, let alone a lifetime.

He wouldn’t survive it.

Once he made it to his private dressing room, Octavius was the perfect puppet. He stood still while the puppet master’s workers dressed him in the clothes chosen for him for the press conference: a dark sweater and slacks with green crocodile-leather loafers. He did not flinch when they stuck pins in him, gelled his hair down, or pressed products onto his face that would help conceal the dark circles under his eyes from many sleepless nights. Every imperfection was tucked away, confined. He was made to look alive and well, instead of like one of his father’s stuffed deer. But he was not well and had not been for a long while.

With every passing moment, Octavius could feel the monster inside begin to stir against the chains that held him. The monster that had been growing for years, roaring at this life he had been forced to live. He felt itchy all over, claustrophobic in his new skin. Trapped in this role of the dutiful heir for another night.

When he was finally allowed out of the dressing room, Octavius felt the urge to escape again, this time for good. He considered whether the consequences really mattered at all. Not when the consequence for compliance sometimes felt worse than disobeying his father’s orders.

Blood … so much blood … His conscience rattled away desperately inside of him. There was always so much more blood here …

Octavius did not want to exist like this forever, in this bloody nightmare that was his reality. He did not want to return to the Prodigy Ball next year or the year after that. He needed a way out, otherwise he was not sure what else he was capable of doing to himself … to others …

Somehow tonight had to be the end of this all.

He was done being a puppet.

Tonight, his strings were finally going to be cut loose.






1:07 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


No one had been looking for Romeo Button.

While the Manor’s staff rushed after his siblings, answering to their every whim, preparing them for the Prodigy Ball, Romeo had shaved, given himself a quick wolfish haircut in his bathroom mirror, dressed himself in the royal-blue tuxedo Henry had selected for him, and then been told (also by Henry) to wait in his room until someone called for him.

Romeo did not wait for the call.

Instead, he climbed out of his bedroom window and escaped into the gardens.

Once there, he checked in on the horses in the Manor’s stable, as he did most mornings, and then made his way to the kitchen to steal a few croissants from Mrs. Gray, the Manor’s head chef, trying—and failing—not to get any crumbs on his brand-new suit.

“You’re going to make yourself sick at the rate you’re going, Romeo,” Mrs. Gray had chastised as he’d shoveled down three pistachio croissants in one go.

“You underestimate me, Mrs. G,” Romeo had replied with a grin, his mouth still full of the nutty French pastry.

He tried swiping a fourth croissant, but Mrs. Gray had batted his hand away.

“As someone who has witnessed many of your tummy aches over the last decade and a half, I would disagree. Besides, these aren’t meant for you, these are for the journalists.”

Romeo could hear said journalists shuffling about beyond the kitchen. Their excited whispers had been floating through the halls all morning.

“Even those?” Romeo asked, gesturing to the small basket of assorted pastries on the kitchen counter next to Mrs. Gray.

“Those are for Evie. She’s home for a few short days.” Mrs. Gray smiled.

Romeo’s ears involuntarily perked up at the mention of the name.

Evie, Evelyn Gray. Mr. and Mrs. Gray’s only daughter.

Evie and her brother, Adam, had grown up next door to Romeo. Or as “next door” as the Manor allowed. They lived in the staff quarters, which was the large house next to the Manor where all the Manor’s employees lived. Evie and Adam were the only children. Mr. Gray was the head gardener and Mrs. Gray the head chef, and as Evie was around the same age, Romeo and his siblings had kind of grown up with her too.

“Evie’s here?” Romeo asked, trying to sound casual; but there was nothing remotely casual about anything Romeo did. He hadn’t seen Evie in almost three years. She’d moved to Europe after signing a very fancy contract with an Italian ballet company, and he’d not heard much since. She never even came home for holidays.

“Yes. It was a last-minute thing, really. She wasn’t sure if they’d let her have time off for the Thanksgiving weekend, but thankfully they did!” Mrs. Gray’s tone was full of pride, the way it was whenever she spoke of Evie. Romeo had always wondered what it must feel like to have your parents actually be proud of you. He guessed it must’ve felt nice.

“I remember how close you two were as kids. Used to take bubble baths together and everything,” Mrs. Gray continued with a laugh, and Romeo hoped that the heat creeping up his neck would not show up on his face.

“Uh, yeah, I suppose we were close back then,” Romeo said, clearing his throat.

“You should go say hi to her. I’m sure you have a lot to catch up on. She was actually just here a few minutes ago … not sure where that girl has wandered off to …” Mrs. Gray’s voice trailed off, her eyebrows furrowing as she peered around at the only exit Evie could have slipped out from. But before she could say anything else, a shrill sound went off and her attention returned to the kitchen table, where a little frog-shaped timer was singing loudly, vibrating against the wood. “I should get back to this. Need to make sure there’s enough for the guests once the conference is over.”

“I could stay and help?” Romeo offered, and he genuinely meant it. He would rather be in the kitchen with Mrs. Gray than listening to a boring hour-long conference. Besides, he’d always loved watching Mrs. Gray bake stuff, and not just because he enjoyed stealing the things she made.

“That’s really kind of you, Romeo, but I’ll be fine. I don’t want to get you in trouble with your father, so you’d better head off.”

Romeo did not bother explaining to Mrs. Gray that his father would probably not care or notice if he was in attendance at all. Instead, he sneakily swiped a fourth croissant, this one strawberry flavored, and fled the scene, making his way down the hall to the Manor’s library, where today’s press conference was being held.

As always, he was the first of his family to arrive. It wasn’t that he was a particularly punctual person; he just did not require the same pre-event preparations his siblings did, and as such he had become used to turning up at the same time as the staff. He was so early today it seemed he’d arrived even before his father.

The usual setup of the library had been shifted to accommodate the press. While the dark oak bookcases remained, the plush leather sofas usually dotted around the room had been removed and replaced with rows and rows of wooden chairs. Romeo walked past a few of the cameras that were still being set up, all of which were facing the direction of the long wooden desk at the front where his family was to be seated in a few minutes.

There were name cards placed carefully in front of each seat: Bilal, Fola, Octavius, and Perdita. And then his father’s name card right in the middle in front of an obnoxiously large leather padded chair.

Romeo didn’t even have to look closely at the table to know that there would be no place card for him. There never was.

Instead, he found his place in the corner as he always did and watched as the journalists filed into the room and settled into their own seats and positions.

The space was abuzz with whispered excitement from them, which seemed to be less about getting to profile one of the biggest events of the year, and more so about the exclusive and rare access they would have to the famous family. There were utterings of the nicknames that had been ascribed to Romeo’s siblings since they were young: the Artist, the Olympian, the Brain, the Maestro—as if they were characters and not real people. Romeo had never had such a name, but a few years ago some lowlife journalist who’d been writing a tell-all story about his family had coined a nickname for him that seemed to stick to this day in the occasional article mention. A two-word epithet that would always haunt him: the Failure.

Romeo had disliked all journalists ever since.

He wasn’t sure the last time there’d even been a press conference of any kind inside their home. Probably not since the first Prodigy Ball ten years ago. Their father liked to keep the mystery alive, he supposed; it was harder to control the narrative when everyone was constantly in your business. Romeo and his siblings had always been advised to avoid most interactions with the press, to keep their heads down, to always act with grace in public and in turn do everything to keep the family name intact. But this year was different. This year a door to their world was being opened to those who cared to peer through it. For the first time in years the elusive Button family was finally doing a collective interview.

The excitement in the room only seemed to grow when his siblings began to filter in one by one. From his corner, Romeo watched as Perdita floated in wearing a black-and-white tailored dress and a wide smile that was doing a terrible job at masking the truth.

Perdita had texted Romeo from the airport earlier that morning, having only landed at JFK a mere few hours ago, yet she was now somehow standing here, jet lag and all. Loud applause filled the air, tempered with a slight hesitance, as if the journalists could sense his sister’s exhaustion. Perdita took her place behind the table.

Bilal followed next, the applause noticeably quieting as he hobbled over to his seat in a rather ungraceful manner, sporting a very obvious limp. Romeo found it a disconcerting sight; Bilal, the nimble fencer, had always had an effortless fluidity to his movements. Dozens of eyes fell to Bilal’s legs. More specifically to the left one, with the large white cast wrapped around it.

Bilal took his seat next to Perdita and seemed to pay no mind to the ravenous stares of the journalists, instead holding his usual stoic expression in place.

Some journalists looked on at the entrance expectantly, anticipating the arrival of the remaining three Buttons—Fola, Octavius, and their father. Romeo wasn’t surprised when the doorway remained empty though. Last he’d heard, Fola was out in the streets of New York trying to locate Octavius, something only Fola was truly capable of doing. And as for their father, he always liked to be the last person to enter a room—probably as some kind of power play. The lack of coordination in arrivals exposed the clear fracture in the family that not even a glitzy event like this could cover.

One thing Romeo was certain of was that their father was not going to be pleased about having to wait. It was kind of a miracle that this press conference was happening at all, seeing as it was next to impossible to get all of his siblings in one room together these days. But if there was one thing his father strived to do, it was the impossible. And when he couldn’t do that, he used his money to get his way. For Romeo and his siblings, that meant the threat of losing out on their inheritance.

There was an awkward lull as everyone awaited the arrival of the rest of his family—eager to interview the Buttons who actually mattered.

“Romeo?” He looked up in slight alarm, searching for the source of the very unfamiliar sound of someone calling his name. He was met with what he thought was the loveliest face he’d ever seen. A very familiar lovely face, for that matter. It was one he hadn’t seen in almost three years.

“Evie?”

In a lot of ways, she still looked exactly the same. But somehow different too. Older. They’d been fourteen when they’d last seen each other, and they were very much not fourteen anymore.

She smiled then and bounded over to him excitedly. “Oh my god, it is you! When did you get so tall?”

“I wasn’t aware that I was tall,” he said, returning her smile. A nervousness began to settle over him as he looked down at her, taking all of her in. Evie’s hair was tied in a low braided bun with loose strands framing the sides of her heart-shaped face. She was dressed casually in a sweater dress and boots.

“When I last saw you, I was at least an inch or two taller than you, and now I’m literally breaking my neck trying to look up at you,” Evie said, and then as if to demonstrate, she craned her neck back dramatically.

Romeo couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, your neck might actually snap when you see Octavius and Bilal. I’m usually referred to as the short brother,” he replied, which was only half-true. Romeo was more often referred to by other names that had nothing to do with height, and more to do with his ineptitude. But it was true that he was the shortest of the three brothers. Octavius had a good three inches of height on him and Billy towered over them all.

“I saw Bilal on my way in. He’s gigantic! What is my mother putting in your breakfasts?” Evie asked playfully.

“Considering the fact that Octavius is at boarding school and Bilal basically eats and sleeps at the training center in the city, they don’t have the good fortune of eating your mom’s food as much as I do.”

“I didn’t realize Octavius was at boarding school,” she said with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah, a few years now. It was a pretty unexpected decision to be honest, as we’ve only ever been homeschooled. Plus, I don’t think my brother deals all that well with rigid schedules or authority,” Romeo replied, then added, “Anyway, I wouldn’t be so quick to put the blame on your mother just yet.”

Evie looked pensive for a moment, her dark eyes glittering. “Well, don’t worry, I’ll get to the bottom of this height mystery one way or another.” She winked in a way that made Romeo’s stomach somersault unexpectedly.

“Oh, I have every belief that you will, Evie Gray,” he said.

Evie smiled at him in response and then moved to lean against the wall beside him, now joining him in observing the room. There was something delicate and subtle about her movements, possibly a habit she’d picked up from years and years of ballet.

“This seems new,” she said, making her first observation. Her curious eyes danced around the library and all the strangers confined in the space with them. “I don’t remember there being a press conference ahead of the Prodigy Ball before?”

Romeo nodded. “All of it is new. The conference, the ball being on the yacht—”

“Oh, right. Thank God I’ve gotten over my seasickness.”

“Yeah, my dad wanted to go all out for the tenth anniversary. He’s even got some huge, explosive, gravity-defying surprise—all his words—planned for the event but won’t say what. It honestly sounds like a threat, like he’s promising us all an early death or something,” he joked, but he instantly regretted it when he saw Evie’s smile falter and her eyes dim a little. He felt like the worst person on earth. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have joked about that. I didn’t think—”

She shook her head. “No need to apologize at all. I was just lost in my head for a moment there,” she said. Her smile returned but he couldn’t tell how genuine this one was.

“Still, I shouldn’t have—” Romeo began, but she didn’t let him finish.

“Truly, it’s fine. I’m fine, we’re all fine. It’s been three years now. We’ve found ways to laugh about this morbid, fucked-up world we all live in. In fact, I’d prefer to laugh about it. Adam’s probably laughing about it wherever he is now—heaven, hell, purgatory … Spain,” Evie said, shrugging as she spoke of her dead brother in the same casual tone someone might use to talk through their weekly shopping list.

It’s been three years now … It felt like Adam’s death had happened both yesterday and also so long ago.

Romeo felt the sudden urge to ask if she was okay but decided against it. How would she even begin to answer that question? How could anyone be okay after losing their sibling?

The rising voices of the journalists filled the space between them for a few brief moments. Bilal and Perdita went from looking bored and scrolling through their phones to quietly talking to each other.

“I bet it’s drones,” Evie suddenly said.

“What?” Romeo replied.

“The big, explosive, gravity-defying thing your father is planning … I’d bet it’s a drone show. Sounds like it from your description, anyway,” she said with a shrug.

Romeo had only a vague idea of what a drone show was, and it did sound a lot like his father. He’d thought the obvious answer would have been fireworks, but then again his father had a thing for spectacles that were grand and unpredictable.

“You’re probably right,” Romeo said with a nod.

“I tend to be right about most things,” Evie replied matter-of-factly in the same confident way she always did when they were younger. He’d always loved how assured she was in her theories. When they were kids, they’d spent hours together watching old detective shows, and she’d always solve the mysteries before any of the detectives did.

Romeo smiled at her. “We’ll see.”

“That we will,” she replied.

“Does that mean you’re planning on coming to the Prodigy Ball tonight?” he asked.

She gave a small shrug. “Well, your father sent me an invite. I guess it would be rude not to go. And I haven’t seen Mr. Button in so long—I’d like to catch up with him. Maybe it’ll all be fun?”

“I don’t think fun and my father even exist in the same stratosphere,” Romeo said. “Most exciting thing that has probably ever happened was the year one of the fire-breathers set both the ballroom curtains and my father’s hair on fire.”

Evie cracked a genuine smile then. He could tell because of the way her eyes crinkled at the corners. “I remember that! What a brilliant disaster that year was. I believe that was also the year of the underpants incident,” Evie said with a sinister laugh.

Romeo’s face warmed at the memory of the so-called underpants incident five years ago. Aka the year Romeo had accidentally put on his underwear over his suit pants rather than under—where they actually belonged. He’d just failed a series of important exams that week and had been grilled pretty ruthlessly by his tutors, so his head had been somewhere else when he’d gotten changed that morning. He would’ve stepped out of the house like that too, if Evie hadn’t alerted him about his wardrobe malfunction. She’d agreed to never mention the mishap to anyone, but still referred to him as Captain Underpants for months after that.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Evie Gray,” he replied.

Evie gave him a mischievous grin. “I can refresh your memory if you’d like—”

“That won’t be necessary,” Romeo interrupted, his face a furnace.

Evie laughed again, and despite his embarrassment at being the subject of her humor, he didn’t mind. Evie had a great laugh.

“On the bright side of the fire-eater fiasco,” Evie continued, “your dad did manage to pull off the half-bald look pretty well, if I do say so myself.”

Romeo snorted. “He looked like Professor X’s evil twin brother for several months while his hair grew back.”

“Well, does baldness not suit Professor X?”

She had a good point.

“You’re right. I suppose it does,” Romeo said.

“Of course I’m right. I told you I’m right about most things,” Evie said, leaning into him a little to give him a playful nudge while facing forward. He could smell her sweet jasmine perfume when she did.

A comfortable quiet settled between them and Romeo glanced sideways at her. He was trying to be subtle with his staring, but he clearly wasn’t subtle enough because a moment later she glanced at him too, an impishness in her eyes.

“Your, uh, mom said you’ll be around for now. Do you think you’ll, uhm … have time to do other things before you head back?” he asked, ignoring the uncomfortable feeling rising at the surface. This time, it was because a very pretty girl was standing right next to him, and he did not know how to be normal about it.

She looked away, back out into the sea of people and cameras. “I’m here indefinitely, actually.”

“Oh, your mom said—”

“I know. I haven’t told my parents yet that I’m planning on staying for a little while longer. I’ve been looking for the right moment to let them know.”

Romeo was about to ask her what the right moment meant when a sudden round of applause erupted across the room.

From the front entrance of the library he could see his sister Fola emerge, dressed in an oversized burgundy blazer dress and heeled boots that contrasted well with her honey-blond curls. She gave the crowd of at least fifty journalists a curt nod as she took her seat.

“Fola hasn’t changed one bit,” Evie said.

“If you mean her height, then that is very true. I think her last growth spurt was when we were ten,” Romeo joked.

“I meant her confidence, but I guess that too.” Evie gazed at Fola like she was the most interesting person in the room now.

Fola was quickly followed by Octavius, who ambled in in a state that Romeo was almost certain was an intoxicated one. Romeo rarely saw or spoke with his brother, outside of their bimonthly texts (which usually involved Romeo sending Octavius a funny meme and Octavius reacting with a mismatched emoji of some kind), but on the rare occasions Romeo did see him, he’d always have an absentminded air and a mask of positivity brought on by a drink or three.

Octavius’s drunken state was confirmed by the absurd grin on his face and the displeased look on Fola’s as he took his seat next to her.

As expected, last to enter was their father. He was a domineering figure. Despite being shorter than Bilal (which everyone was) he always felt taller, still, than any of the three brothers. His gray hair, which had thankfully grown back since the fire-eating incident, was slicked back, somehow making his already very severe appearance even more severe. Mr. Button’s presence inspired an immediate, revered hush before the loudest applause yet broke out. But, despite the clapping, a strange tension still swept the conference room as Mr. Button strode in. He gave the sea of journalists an abrupt wave and a tight smile as he made his way to his seat at the center of the table.

“The man of the hour,” Evie said, seemingly to herself, but Romeo nodded anyway, glancing down at her again and noticing a slight scowl on the ballerina’s face.

Before Romeo could give it a second thought, a very tall woman with a cropped platinum-blond bob, dressed handsomely in a pin-striped suit, went to a podium at the front of the room. Romeo recognized her as the head of his father’s publicity team. Her name was something like Claude or Chloe or Cleo.

Claude/Chloe/Cleo addressed the room with a dazzling veneered smile. “Hello, everyone. Thank you for your patience. My name is Claire, and I will be facilitating the questions for today’s very exclusive press conference. This is, as you know, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for unguarded access to this prominent family on this wonderful ten-year anniversary of the Prodigy Ball, celebrating the triumph that is the Button Method and the brilliant minds that believe in it. You are all privileged to be here,” Claire said, with a grin that felt sinister. “We only have time for one question per journalist, as you know, so please keep your question brief. I’ll be calling on you all individually to keep a concise system in place.”

“I take it you’re sitting this one out?” Evie whispered, pulling Romeo’s attention away.

“What?” Romeo whispered back.

“The press conference. You’re not up there,” she said, stating the obvious.

Of course I’m not up there, Romeo thought. He couldn’t tell if Evie really didn’t know why he wasn’t or was just playing naive to spare his feelings. He looked at her closely. She seemed to be genuinely asking.

“Yeah, I guess I’m not,” Romeo whispered back. He wasn’t sure how else he was meant to respond.

Why am I not up there? Because, unlike my siblings, I am not a prodigy. In fact I am the furthest you could get from genius.

“I’d sit it out too. I hate cameras,” Evie replied.

“Don’t they film your ballet performances?” he asked, trying to shift gears.

“Yeah, but I guess that’s different.”

“Different how?”

“Well, when you’re dancing onstage, you’re just part of a bigger picture. Most of the time, no one is there for just you specifically. They’re there for the performance itself, the set design, all the characters, and the pieces that go into making the whole thing. I don’t matter … I guess that’s the difference.”

I don’t matter. Her words echoed inside. He looked back to the front, where Claire was now gesturing away at the row of his brilliant brothers and sisters.

“That makes sense,” Romeo said quietly.

“What about you, what makes you not take part in this all?” she asked with so much sincerity, he almost found it funny.

Was it possible that Evie really did not know the truth that everyone else in this room and probably on planet Earth seemed to know?

The truth that, as far as most people were concerned, there were only four Button Heirs in this family. Four genius offspring. And not a single one of them was Romeo.

The truth that if the Button family were a sturdy jacket, Romeo would be the invisible button sewn into the seams. The one always on standby for the unlikely scenario that one of the main, reliably fastened buttons fell off.

“I also hate cameras,” he said, speaking in more half-truths. “I’m terrible in front of them. Like really bad. Catastrophically bad.”

“I’m sure you’re far greater than you believe, Romeo,” Evie said, and then smiled at him with such genuine warmth he was unsure how to react. So he said nothing at all and returned his focus to the press conference ahead.

The first question was for his father.

“Why this date every year? November twenty-third—does it hold some kind of significance to you and your family?” the journalist asked, offering the tamest of questions.

“Fibonacci,” Mr. Button answered simply with a slight sneer, as if it were obvious.

“The mathematician?” the journalist asked.

“Yes indeed. The genius mind that brought us the Fibonacci sequence, the brilliant mind I should say …,” Mr. Button began, going into his usual lengthy spiel that Romeo had grown used to hearing over the years.

His dad was obsessed with all the greats in history, not just kid geniuses. He was a fan of everyone from Fibonacci to Einstein, Mozart to Britney Spears (his father was strangely fond of Britney Spears). They’d been made to study them all in excessive detail. But with Fibonacci it was different. He and his siblings were convinced that his father had a thing for the dead Italian genius.

They all knew to never bring up Fibonacci to their father if they didn’t want an hour-long lecture on his brilliance, something the journalist clearly wasn’t aware of. As a result, it took his father a million years to get to the point, but eventually he did.

“I digress … Your question was about the date. Why November twenty-third? Well, the first set of numbers in the Fibonacci sequence starts with one, one, two, three—which gives us Fibonacci Day. And what better day to host the Prodigy Ball that strives to celebrate genius than his day? Though this is technically a two-day affair, with the annual post-ball brunch here in my home tomorrow.”

The brunch none of my siblings and I are forced to attend, Romeo thought with relief.

The next question, to no surprise, was again for their father.

“Could you take us back to the beginning?” an eager journalist asked. A willow of a man with an inquisitive stare. “You write in detail about what you originally called your ‘Saving Humanity Project.’ The adoption of your brilliant children. The project that, soon after, became known as your world-renowned Button Method. Is there anything you’ve reflected on over the years? Any regrets or triumphs?”

His father’s plastic smile faltered ever so slightly, something the journalist probably wouldn’t pick up on, but Romeo did. He was used to the nuances of his father’s ever-shifting face.

“Hmm, what an interesting question,” his father began, which was another dead giveaway that the question had not entirely pleased him. Then again, what could follow Fibonacci? “Yes, I would say the whole thing was a triumph and that because of me, humanity is most definitely saved. I took these children from God only knows what miserable life they might’ve faced elsewhere, and I made them accomplished. My only regret is not expanding the project further. A larger data pool would have not only yielded more results, but would ultimately have saved a lot more kids from their terrible fates. Perhaps when I invent time travel next, I’ll go back and fix my mistakes,” he said. Everyone seemed to laugh except Romeo, who felt a dull ache form in the center of his chest.

One by one, other journalists followed with their own questions for the Buttons, from the professional to the personal, the expected and the unexpected.

“Fola, you graduated with your bachelor of science degree at the impressive age of twelve years and three months. Then you of course completed your PhD in quantum mathematics just at the start of last year at sixteen years old. You are the very picture of what being prodigious is,” one journalist began.

“Yes,” Fola replied in a simple neutral tone, unperturbed by the flattery. Fola knew she was brilliant; it was one of her defining characteristics. As such, she never thanked anyone for acknowledging what was obvious from even the satellites orbiting Earth.

“You’ve done so much already. I was wondering, what’s next for you?” the journalist continued, sweating under Fola’s unflinching gaze.

“Well, I can’t say much at the moment … but I can tell you that I am considering a number of avenues and will announce my decision when I’m ready. Right now though, my main concern is to try and enjoy this short break from academia by focusing on some leisurely competition,” Fola replied.

“And by leisurely competition, I assure you my daughter means that she intends on defending her hard-earned Grandmaster world title in chess,” their father interrupted with his practiced charm and plastic smile.

This seemed to both shock and please the audience. Fola hadn’t played chess professionally in years, not since her last world championship, when she defeated a whole lineup of middle-aged male Grandmasters at only thirteen years old—as was reported in the framed newspaper clipping mounted to the wall behind them, showing a younger Fola looking proud as she held up her trophy. Fola was a rare double-prodigy, with her gift for math taking precedence over her gift for strategy-based board games.

“Just to clarify, you have plans to compete in the World Chess Championship again?” the same journalist asked, with her notepad raised high and a ballpoint pen scribbling onto it. Other journalists quickly followed suit.

“No, I don’t have plans to compete,” Fola said. “I have plans to win.”

“That’s my daughter, never settling for second best,” Mr. Button said with a chuckle, the deep lines in his face gaining prominence the more he smiled.

There was light, delighted laughter, followed by applause again.

As the journalists gained confidence, the questions became more probing.

“Bilal, you made history at the Summer Olympics last year when you became the youngest American to win a gold medal in fencing. You must have had so many eyes on you this past year, people wanting to know what you might do next …,” a journalist began. The room tensed as everyone waited with bated breath for the question that had been all over the news and on the minds of both sports fanatics and non–sports lovers for the last day or so. Romeo imagined the people in here had a whole truckload of questions about it; he knew he did.

Bilal didn’t really live at the Button Manor anymore, opting to stay closer to his training center and gym in Brooklyn, so Romeo mostly heard about Bilal’s life from third parties. Even though they texted sometimes, Bilal wasn’t the kind of person to confide in anyone about anything personal.

Romeo’d found out about his brother’s injury from an article someone had linked on social media two nights ago, with the headline: the unbearable weight of gold. It was accompanied by a photograph of Bilal from last year’s Olympics after he’d scored his winning point and consequently become the youngest recipient of a fencing gold medal in the nation’s Olympic history. It had been a pretty big deal at the time, and still was. Bilal had even gotten a medal from the president and everything.

Romeo had read a bunch of the comments underneath the post. It was mostly people wondering what had happened and how bad the injury was and whether Bilal would ever fence to his gold standard again. Romeo honestly felt very sorry for his brother. It couldn’t be easy being under that much scrutiny all the time.

The journalist continued. “Obviously the past few weeks have been very … difficult for you. I was wondering how you stay positive after both your wins and your setbacks?” the journalist asked. Bilal seemed to visibly relax, as though he had also been anticipating the worst. He also wouldn’t be surprised if they’d all had to have their questions screened beforehand by Claire. Many things about this conference felt tightly controlled, like they were all in a petri dish being carefully observed.

Bilal gave an answer that sounded as if it had come directly from a preprepared media sheet, and then the spotlight moved away from him and onto Perdita, who was asked to talk about what art piece she would be working on next.

While Perdita gave her own carefully constructed answer, Romeo found his growling stomach distracting him further. He glanced up at the clock impatiently. How has it only been twenty minutes? He hoped this conference would end soon so that he could have lunch.

The next question was for Octavius.

“How has boarding school life been treating you, Octavius? I’m sure your fellow students must be so enamored to be attending high school with such an impressive and well-known figure as yourself,” a journalist said brightly. Unlike with Fola, the schmoozing seemed to work on Octavius, who grinned in response.

“Honestly, I get the impression that they don’t really give a crap,” Octavius said with a shrug, immediately triggering a cacophony of surprised laughter. Romeo noticed Claire’s pursed lips and could see Fola quietly sigh. Their father’s expression did not change much; he was as still and as stony as ever, though Romeo did notice the subtle flaring of his nostrils and a twitching in his left eye, which couldn’t be a good sign. “What I mean to say is … everyone treats me normal there. I suppose it’s because I attend school with a lot of other impressive people. Princes … princesses, children of diplomats, and the like … It’s humbling. It reminds me to focus on my work and my music, rather than on accolades and recognition.” Octavius seemed to remember his media training.

“A very noble answer,” the journalist said. “And could you tell us more about that decision to attend boarding school in the first place? And so abruptly too, instead of continuing on with the same homeschooling process as your other siblings—private tutors, the famous Button Metho—”

“Sorry, just one question allowed per speaker,” Claire interjected with a tight smile, and then turned to the rest of the crowd. “We’ll be taking one last question now, thank you,” she said as a flurry of hands shot up in the air.

Claire scanned the crowd, choosing a mousy-looking woman who was standing at the edge of the room and whose face was mostly obscured by her overgrown bangs. “Please keep your question short and to the point, Ms….”

“Shivani Bachchan.”

“Right, Ms. Bachchan, go ahead, and remember—as briefly as possible,” Claire said with a nod.

“I’ll be very brief,” Shivani Bachchan said with a steely expression.

Claire gave the journalist a thumbs-up and stepped back, her shoulders relaxing as she held her clipboard up to her chest.

“My question is for Mr. Button,” Ms. Bachchan began, staring directly at Romeo’s father, who looked up at her now, giving her his full attention. In the split second’s pause, Romeo noticed Ms. Bachchan’s trembling hands as well as the thing she was holding in them. It seemed to be a large poster that had thick Sharpie scrawled across it. Before he could make an attempt at reading the words on the paper, Miss Bachchan was speaking again.

“Mr. Button, I was just wondering how you manage to sleep at night,” Ms. Bachchan said in a neutral tone. It was so neutral that the question almost flew over Romeo’s head entirely.

The room fell silent as her words lingered uncomfortably in the air.

Once again, his father’s expression remained mostly unchanged, except for his brows, which had furrowed ever so slightly.

“Well, that’s a first. I’ve never been asked about my sleeping habits before,” Mr. Button said, his tone light, as if trying to control the temperament of the room despite the ominous nature of the question.

He was somewhat successful in his efforts as the whispered confusion that had begun to rise in the room slowly dissipated and was replaced by quiet laughter. Despite this, Romeo could see Claire at the edge of the room looking very displeased and holding what appeared to be a walkie-talkie up to her lips as if in anticipation.

“Apologies for the confusion, Mr. Button. I wasn’t asking about your sleeping habits. Let me rephrase,” Ms. Bachchan said, her voice laced with a new emotion. Something darker, more vicious. Romeo could see her hands had stopped shaking. “What I meant was, is it difficult to sleep at night, knowing you’re a murderer?”
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From her vantage point at the front of the room, Fola Button could see it all.

She could see the crowd of stunned journalists before them. Out of the corner of her eye she could see her father stiffen next to her. She could see Claire beckoning Henry over, most likely to ask him to create some kind of diversion as she summoned the security guards.

But most of all, she could hear the deafening quiet that had just fallen over the room.

“Is it difficult to sleep at night, knowing you’re a murderer?”

Ms. Bachchan’s venomous words clung desperately to the oxygen in the air, making it a little difficult for Fola to breathe.

Fola had had a bad feeling about the journalist before she had even opened her mouth to speak. A bad feeling that was not based on the irrationalities of emotion, but instead based on keen observation and fact.

Her first observation had been the poster Ms. Bachchan was holding, which bore the words: NURTURE MOTHER NATURE.

Fola recognized those words. They were one of the more prominent slogans of those vexatious animal- and climate-rights activists she’d seen on the news. But what would an activist be doing at a press conference about prodigies?

Her next observation gave her some insight into this question: Ms. Bachchan’s press pass—or more accurately, her lack of one. Where the other reporters in the room had bright yellow lanyards dangling from their necks, Ms. Bachchan’s neck was void of one, confirming Fola’s developing theory that she was not a journalist at all.

Immediately after her egregious accusation, Ms. Bachchan finally held her poster up for all to see, as Claire hurriedly called for the Manor’s security team. Reporters shuffled back uncomfortably as Ms. Bachchan continued her shouting.

“You are a murderer, Leontes Button! You are burning down the planet with your Button Games factories all over the world. Do you know how much carbon you produce every year? How would you like it if someone came and burned down your home?” The activist was still yelling as the magnificent force of the Manor security burst into the room, four huge men in tailored black suits storming toward the small woman. “And your games themselves are murder! Your famous leather-bound chess sets are made from Dauphine calfskin. Are you okay with killing cows for your games? Look at the state of this house, this room! How much blood do you have on your hands?”

The heretic gestured her poster at the taxidermized heads of animals strung along the walls.

“You are a murderer, Leontes Button, and you will pay for—”

Whatever Ms. Bachchan was about to say was cut short by her swift removal. Her muffled screaming could be heard from the corridor outside as an uncomfortable silence cloaked the library in the aftermath of the hurricane.

Fola felt her chest constrict as her gaze dotted around the room at the chaos the intruder had left behind. She felt as though a rug had been pulled from under all of their feet, leaving their whole world unstable.

How had that woman managed to get in here? Past the security? Under the guise of a reporter?

She nervously looked out at the sea of journalists, wondering if there were any more wolves in sheep’s clothing. But everyone looked just as rattled and confused as she felt. She looked at her father, seated next to her, wanting to ensure he wasn’t shaken by the whole ordeal.

Though, unlike everyone else in the room, Mr. Button was completely fine. In fact, he looked a little amused by it all.

Claire quickly stepped into the front of the room, switching into PR crisis-solving mode. “I think that is a brilliant place to end the conference! Thank you all for joining us this afternoon. Refreshments will be served in the drawing room down the hall if you will just follow the senior staff members out—”

Mr. Button stood, cutting Claire off with a sweep of his hand. “Yes, yes. Refreshments are over in the drawing room. No cows, I’m afraid, but I hear there are many French pastries,” Fola’s father said with a laugh that seemed to carry through the room, rousing everyone’s spirits. “It has been a pleasure welcoming you all into our home on this tenth anniversary of the Prodigy Ball. I look forward to seeing some of you on the yacht this evening for the main event. And I’m sure we’ll all have good fun reading about the explosive events of tonight in tomorrow’s papers,” he finished with a wide smile. “Claire?”

“Uh … yes, please follow Mr. Torrez out to the next room,” Claire said, looking and sounding like a nervous wreck as she pointed to a server.

After obscenely lengthy applause, the journalists finally began packing away their things and migrating to where Chef Gray’s baked goods awaited them.

Fola’s siblings quickly vanished from the library, Octavius getting up almost immediately and stalking out of the room without as much as a BRB. Bilal announced to Fola and Perdita that he needed to use the bathroom, while Perdita told Fola that she needed to take a thirty-minute power nap before the over-two-hour-long car ride to the Hamptons for the ball.

This left Fola as the only Button sibling. Even Romeo, knowing him, was probably already in the drawing room having some self-imposed competition over how many pastries he could fit in his pockets at once.

Fola pushed herself out of her seat, pretending not to eavesdrop on the hushed conversation going on between Claire and her father.

“I assure you, Mr. Button, we will be doing everything in our power to scrub her presence from today’s conference, and to understand how she was able to enter the Manor without a press—”

“Claire.” Mr. Button held his hand up, wearing that specific wide staged smile Fola knew all too well. It was the smile that said You have royally messed up and we will be having serious words later, in private. The smile that more or less meant that there would be no redemption. It was a smile Fola had thankfully never been on the receiving end of, though she had witnessed it in various guises over the years. “There will be no need for you to be in attendance at the ball tonight. As I would like no more surprises and for things to go ahead as desired, I’ll have Henry run through the order of events with the staff, and deal with any residual communications issues.”

“Mr. Button, I—” Claire started.

“You can go now, Claire. I’ll speak with you in the morning,” Mr. Button said with an air of finality, his jaw set and his back rigid.

Claire’s shoulders slumped and she nodded, accepting her obvious fate. “Yes, Mr. Button,” she said, sounding miserable. If only she had been more competent, then things wouldn’t have had to end this way. Now she was being replaced by Henry, something that happened quite often when staff members weren’t up to par. Sometimes Henry was doing the job of nine people at once, on the occasions when Father had his mass-firing sprees.

Claire skulked away, a false smile in place but her bleary eyes revealing all too much.

It’s a shame, Fola thought. Claire was very good at her job. Usually, anyway. She was an award-winning publicist, after all. Too bad this would most likely be her last day as one.

Without another glance at Claire, Fola’s father placed a hand in his pocket and began walking toward the double doors that had been opened to the long, drafty hallway and the adjoining east wing staircase beyond.

Fola hastily veered around the table, wanting to stop her father from leaving. She needed to ask him a question, one she had been hoping to ask all week. She sped up behind him, standing on her tiptoes to tap him on the shoulder before he could reach the doors.

“Father,” she said in a breathless voice. He stopped and turned around. Fola knew that her father’s attention was hard-won, and she could just as easily lose it again, so she quickly launched into her practiced speech. “I’ve been struggling a lot lately with making this really big career decision and I’d really appreciate your advice on—” Her father’s phone rang loudly in his palm. DR. BENSON flashed up on the screen. The family physician.

He sighed and waved her off. “Not now, Fola. I’m busy.” Mild annoyance laced his words as he turned coldly away from her and stalked out of the room, a slight hobble to his step.

A rapid sinking feeling, which Fola quickly realized was embarrassment, came over her. She immediately tried to shrug it off, hoping no one had seen that interaction. But when she turned around, she was greeted by an audience of two a few paces away.

Her brother Romeo stood there, predictably eating what appeared to be two stuffed éclairs, and next to him was a girl.

Fola folded her arms, trying to look composed as she walked over to the pair.

“Hi, Fola,” Romeo said, his mouth full of éclair. She paid his greeting no mind; she was too busy staring down his companion. There was something familiar about the girl. Fola took in her dark brown skin and soft features, sorting through the complicated filing cabinet system in her head. Mere seconds later, the answer smacked her in the face.

“Evelyn Gray,” Fola said.

The girl seemed to brighten at the sound of her own name. “You remember me?” she asked.

Fola tilted her head a little, as a few memories filtered through. One prominent memory hovered above the rest. “Hmm, vaguely,” she replied, ignoring the subtle heat rising in her face.

This answer seemed to please the girl. “I’m Mr. and Mrs…. well, Chef Gray’s daughter,” she clarified. But Fola didn’t need the clarification. Evelyn and her brother had sometimes joined the Button siblings for tutoring. Fola only vaguely recalled those sessions with the Gray siblings, as they were pretty insignificant in the grand scheme of things, but she did remember one significant occasion a few years ago when she’d been left alone with the Gray girl …

“I thought Mr. and Mrs. Gray’s daughter was in Italy doing jazz or something,” Fola said, disturbing her own memory by saying the first thing that came to mind.

Evelyn seemed to find this humorous. “Ballet, actually—though jazz does seem very cool,” she replied with a laugh. It was a very nice laugh, objectively speaking.

“What brings you back here, then?” Fola asked.

Evelyn’s demeanor shifted, an awkwardness settling into the space between them. “Oh, I, uh … got tired of eating Italian pasta,” she said, and then quickly cracked a smile. “Just kidding, I needed a vacation.”

“So you’re here for a few days?” Fola asked.

“Undecided. The only thing I know for certain is that I’m staying for Mr. Button’s … your father’s anniversary ball. Anything after that is up to higher powers—those being the head of my ballet company,” she said.

“Hmm, well, hopefully those higher powers concede,” Fola replied. Now deeming that portion of the social exchange done, she turned to her brother. “Hi, Romeo,” she said, finally acknowledging his greeting from before.

Romeo gestured his head to the exit their father had left through. “Are you … okay?” he asked in a way that made Fola want to hit him.

“Of course I’m okay,” she said, but when his pitiful expression didn’t change, she sighed and rolled her eyes. “He’s just got a lot on his mind right now, with the ball and the conference.”

“I’m sure he’s probably also still distraught over that outburst earlier,” Evelyn added, forcing Fola to look at her once more. “It was pretty intense even from back here. It’s not every day you hear a murder accusation.”

“Yeah, I suppose so,” Fola replied politely, though her observation of her father had told her otherwise.

But she had to admit, there was something off-putting about the whole outburst. It had distorted the mood in the room, and it felt like it might have also colored the rest of the day too, turning their vibrant world from Pantone bright to sepia toned.

Or maybe it wasn’t the annoying activist who had created the shift in the atmosphere. Maybe the shift had preceded her. Perhaps it had come this morning when Fola had picked up Octavius, hungover and temperamental, from Grand Central—especially given how weird he was being and had been ever since.

Or maybe it was neither of these things. Maybe there was just a general sense about the day, a sense that something was going to go terribly wrong.

Statistically speaking, the Prodigy Ball had, over the past ten years, far surpassed all of the calculated odds of unexpected things happening. There had been the year that someone had accidentally set her father’s hair on fire, nearly causing his early death and the destruction of a prestigious ballroom. The year when the ball had been held at the botanical garden in the Bronx and was swarmed by rogue bees, leading to multiple guests being stung and hospitalized. And then, of course, there’d been the year when one of the invited prodigies had died directly after the ball. Each incident had been swiftly taken care of so that there would be no reports directly tying any of the tragedies to the Buttons in any way shape or form, the cracks papered over, but still left a lingering sting in her overactive hippocampus.

It wouldn’t be irrational of her to suspect that this year might be no different.

“You need to try these éclairs, by the way. Best things I have ever tasted,” Romeo said, holding what appeared to be a lemon éclair right up to her face.

“I’ll try some later,” Fola replied. She couldn’t eat much anyway while this dread festered inside her, even though she could desperately do with one of Mrs. Gray’s strawberry tarts. Maybe that would help settle her anxieties. She fanned herself then. Despite the cold day, it was warm in the library, under the bright lights and in her heavy dress; Fola could feel her own sweat practically melting her skin. “The town car is departing for the ball in less than an hour. I should go and get changed and have my makeup touched up before we leave.”

“I should probably head off as well. I haven’t seen my dad yet. He’s been pulled into the preparation for the ball. Apparently, a gardener’s touch is essential for the much-needed shrubbery on the yacht,” Evelyn said. Fola frowned a little at the thinly veiled sarcasm in the girl’s tone. “It was really nice seeing you both though, it’s been much too long. I hope we get to hang out some more while I’m here,” Evelyn finished, her eyes lingering on Fola in a way that made her heartbeat quicken, her skin heat, and the hairs on her arms raise.

Preoccupied with the unsteady rhythm of her pulse, Fola couldn’t tell if she’d responded to Evelyn. All she knew was at some point the ballerina had waved goodbye and walked out of the library.

“It’s so weird, Evie being back, right? After so long …,” Romeo said, but Fola was barely listening to him, her eyes were trained on the door … on Evie, or rather on Evie’s shadow, which, to her mild disappointment, had swiftly retreated down the hall in the opposite direction of the drawing room and disappeared completely out of view.

Through the door a little farther down, Fola could see her father by the staircase across the hall, now pocketing his phone, seemingly having finished the call that he’d rejected Fola for. Fola watched him climb up the stairs that led to the east wing. She could see the side of his face, and the grimace he had on it.

She frowned. There was a frailty to his movements too, like he’d hit his leg or had a fall or something …

“Very weird,” Fola finally replied to Romeo, still watching her father struggle up the steps with a frown until he was completely out of her view too.

“Where are the others?” Romeo asked.

“What others?” Fola said, returning her focus back to her brother, blinking up at him confused.

“Bilal, Perdita, Octavius … You know, our siblings,” Romeo said.

“Oh, right … Well, Dee’s catching up on sleep before the car arrives. Billy says he’s gone to the bathroom, but I can tell he was lying about that because his right eye twitches when he lies—kind of like your nose thing. And only Fibonacci knows where the hell Tavi is at this point,” she finished with an exasperated sigh.

Romeo’s face twisted. “My nose thing?” he asked.

“Yeah, the way it scrunches up when you lie. It’s why you’re terrible at poker,” Fola said with a shrug, then she glanced down at her watch, which revealed that she was seven and a half minutes behind her pre-ball schedule. “Anyway, I should really get going. See you soon, Rome,” she said, patting Romeo on the arm tenderly before turning around and rushing out of the conference room.

She paused for a moment by the staircase, looking at the spot her father had just been, and then continued on, making her way toward the west wing, swallowing the dread building inside of her.






DEAR GUEST,

YOU ARE CORDIALLY INVITED TO ATTEND
THE TENTH-ANNUAL BUTTON PRODIGY BALL.

THIS WILL BE A CELEBRATION OF THE UNIQUE SKILLS AND
INTELLIGENCE OF OUR PRODIGIOUS ATTENDEES, WHO, OVER
THE COURSE OF THE PAST YEAR, HAVE SHOWN TRUE PROMISE
AND DEMONSTRATED THEIR COMMITMENT TO THE BUTTON
METHOD AND, THUS, TO EXCELLENCE.

WE LOOK FORWARD TO WELCOMING YOU INTO THE FOLD.

WARMEST REGARDS,

MR. LEONTES BUTTON

WHEN: NOVEMBER 23

LOCATION: THE HAMPTONS (ABOARD THE TITANIA YACHT)

TIME: 6:00 P.M. (LATECOMERS WILL NOT BE PERMITTED)

DRESS CODE: BLACK TIE

RSVP:

YES, I WILL BE IN ATTENDANCE □

NO, I WILL NOT BE IN ATTENDANCE □

GUESTS UNDER THE AGE OF EIGHTEEN MUST BE
ACCOMPANIED BY A GUARDIAN. PLEASE INDICATE THE
ATTENDANCE OF ANY ACCOMPANYING PERSONS ON THE
ATTACHED CARD.









THE PRODIGY BALL ITINERARY


	6:00 P.M.
	GUESTS TO ARRIVE
WELCOME DRINKS

	6:45 P.M.
	TITANIA TO DEPART

	7:00 P.M.
	STRING QUARTET
CANAPÉS

	8:00 P.M.
	INTRODUCTION TO DONORS

	9:00 P.M.
	DESSERT

	9:15 P.M.
	PERFORMANCE BY SELENA YOUNG—
LAST YEAR’S PRODIGY OF THE YEAR

	9:45 P.M.
	TITANIA TO DOCK FOR THE FIRST TIME

	10:05 P.M.
	TITANIA TO DEPART

	10:15 P.M.
	FIRST FIREWORKS SHOW

	10:30 P.M.
	PRODIGY OF THE YEAR

	10:45 P.M.
	A SPECIAL PERFORMANCE
BY OCTAVIUS BUTTON
ANNOUNCEMENT

	11:05 P.M.
	TITANIA TO DOCK FOR THE LAST TIME

	11:15 P.M.
	FIREWORKS AND SPECIAL SURPRISE SHOW

	MIDNIGHT:
	CARRIAGES










6:44 P.M.—THE HAMPTONS, TITANIA YACHT


The night had only just begun, and it was already shaping up to be the worst night of Bilal Button’s life.

Okay, maybe not the worst, but definitely a contender in the top five.

It had all started an hour ago, when the Button siblings had arrived in the Hamptons, and the first of what would be a short series of very, very unfortunate events occurred.

His imminent peril should have been obvious the moment he’d stepped out of the car and felt both the rain and hailstones pelting down on them all. The weather reports had not prepared them for it. Though when was the weather reporting in New York ever reliable?

It was like a sort of bad omen—the weather’s way of warning him about the shitstorm to come.

The rain meant that the red-carpeted path leading to their father’s ostentatiously large yacht had been unusually wet and thus very slippery. The walk to the boat was not helped by the fact that his cast was made from plastic, which made the already-slick walkway even more slippery.

This of course resulted in Bilal’s rather dramatic tumble from the harbor and right into the Atlantic Ocean.

Many guests had already arrived at that point, shielded under umbrellas as they waited in line to pass through the security checks at the yacht’s doors. Meaning there were plenty of witnesses to Bilal’s ocean dive.

Unfortunately for Bilal, he hadn’t been spared from his public humiliation by drowning, and had instead been instantly rescued by one of their security team before the sea could take him (which he would have much preferred). He was instead forced to face the crowd of pitying bystanders head-on, drenched in seawater and looking very much like a Brooklyn sewer rat.

This was a first for Bilal. He’d never missed a step in his life. After all, missing a step was not something a fencer could ever afford to do; a misstep was the difference between hitting your opponent and winning the match or losing control of your blade altogether and losing your title.

Bilal had tried his best to ignore the stares, the amused chatter, and the not-so-subtle snickers (the latter had mostly been from his siblings) as security escorted him, dripping wet, on board the boat.

After ocean-gate, as his siblings were now calling it—who all, by the way, thought his accidental dive into the sea was the funniest thing ever—Henry had taken Bilal down to one of the yacht’s many cabins on the lower deck. Of the four decks, the lower deck was thankfully the one that was restricted from public access, meaning Bilal could hide for a little while from the guests who’d seen his embarrassing fall. Honestly, he’d prefer to hide away down here for the rest of the night, but he knew his father would never allow it.

Though Bilal had stayed on his father’s yacht for holidays and celebrations, it still remained a maze to him. It was, in Bilal’s opinion, larger than any boat ever needed to be, and was predominately filled with unnecessary rooms—an indoor theater, an indoor pool, countless gaming suites, including a foosball room. But then again, his father loved extravagant displays of his wealth. Much like the Prodigy Ball itself.

Bilal finally found his way through the cabins to an extended dressing room that seemed to have everything from diving equipment to formal attire, though not, it appeared, any spare suits that would fit a boy of six five. Henry handed Bilal a towel and then presented him with a vintage Christmas sweater and a pair of raggy old pants. He had to wear this abomination while they waited for someone to deliver a new suit to the yacht, which wouldn’t be until midway through the night, it seemed.

Despite the change in clothes into what was available in the yacht’s lost and found, Bilal still resembled (and probably smelled like) a human-sized sewer rat. He couldn’t, at this point, imagine the night getting even worse than that. But of course, misfortune was the universe’s kryptonite. The second bout of ill fate came only five minutes later.

The Prodigy Ball had finally begun, the guests all accounted for and spread out across the main deck as the large boat cruised away from the shore. Everyone from world-leading experts and reporters to genius teenagers joined by their guardians was mingling on the deck, while waiters seamlessly wove between both the guests and the garish ice sculptures of Greek gods his father had installed onto the main deck for who knew what reason. The real gods were the waiters who managed to carry colorful drinks and groaning trays of appetizers in their white-gloved hands without bumping into the ridiculous carved ice statuettes.

Having made his way back into the throng, Bilal had just found a comfortable spot away from the action on a slightly raised platform that overlooked the cold, dark sea, when he saw the thing that would unquestionably ruin his entire evening in a way the ocean hadn’t yet.

Across the main deck he could see two painfully familiar figures.

A dark-skinned girl with long braided hair was laughing and chatting it up with the perfect, smiling brown-skinned boy whose face still haunted Bilal’s dreams and, occasionally, his nightmares.

Bilal felt himself grow warm, his chest tightening, constricting to an unbearable level, and for a moment, he was convinced he was about to have a heart attack at the ripe age of seventeen and three quarters. Because of course the twisted sicko that controlled the universe’s chessboard would give him a freaking heart attack after the day, no, the year he’d had. It wasn’t enough that his career was probably over; he’d now probably drop dead in front of everyone, wearing the world’s most hideous sweater too. It was just his luck.

At least the rain had stopped.

After a further three minutes and twenty-one seconds of holding his breath, it became clear to Bilal that it was not a heart attack that was causing his discomfort, but instead a classic cocktail of heartbreak and a guilty conscience.

He looked back over at the pair, Evelyn—Evie—Gray and Anwar Shah, feeling like he’d stepped into some kind of alternate dimension where all of his demons resided.

He wondered how Anwar even knew Evie. He felt sick to his stomach at the thought that the two might be in cahoots somehow, or worse yet … friends. He really hoped they weren’t, and this was just another coincidental twisted maneuver by the universe.

Bilal almost jumped overboard (again) when Anwar suddenly shifted his focus from Evie, his eyes dancing around the deck a little before fixing squarely on Bilal. When they locked eyes, Bilal felt his entire body freeze, cold rattling through him as though he had been plunged into an ice bath. Then Anwar did something perilously unexpected: He smiled at Bilal.

Anwar actually smiled at him.

The metaphorical knife still lodged in Bilal’s chest plunged farther in and twisted, cutting through flesh and bone, blood dribbling out of the open wound in his heart.

Bilal did not smile back. He couldn’t bring himself to—or rather, the shock was preventing him from doing anything but stare.

It turns out Kelly Clarkson was wrong. What doesn’t kill you shows up to your father’s yacht parties.

It was his fault, really, for not thinking ahead about the likely possibility of Anwar being here tonight. His ex-boyfriend was a prodigy, after all; he always got invited to these things.

Bilal quickly tore his eyes away. He needed a drink.

He turned to the waiter stationed next to him and picked up two glasses from the tray.

The champagne would help dull the pain of seeing Anwar for the first time in eight months, and also hopefully dull the pain from his shattered bones.

“Having fun without me?” The smooth sound of his sister Perdita’s voice interrupted his thoughts as she walked up to him. Bilal glanced at her sideways, feeling a little ridiculous next to his sister, who was dressed in a blue ball gown, while he was wearing what felt like a clown costume.

“Yes, I’m having a fucking blast, Dee,” he replied, his voice sounding slightly raspy, as he was still recovering from the injury of being smiled at.

“Incorrect. Your answer should be that you only ever have fun with me,” she said, nudging him softly.

“Apologies,” he replied unfeelingly, as he took a large swig from one of the flutes.

Perdita raised a curious eyebrow at him. “That bad, huh?” she asked.

“What’s that bad?” he replied, staring at her as he took another sip.

“Whatever the mysterious thing weighing you down is. Must be real bad,” she said, moving some of her dark curls from her face.

“Well, I don’t know if you somehow missed it, but I fell into the ocean earlier, so I don’t know, maybe it could be that,” he snapped, immediately regretting it. Out of all his siblings, Perdita was probably the one he was closest to and kept in contact most regularly with, despite the fact that they both no longer actively lived at the Manor. If this hadn’t been one of the worst nights of his life, he might’ve been less frosty. But he couldn’t help it.

She blinked up at him. “Well, on the bright side, your hair looks really good,” she said, unaffected by his sour attitude. That was one thing he always appreciated about his youngest sister; she never returned the malice the world force-fed her.

Bilal knew he looked like an unkept rodent and rolled his eyes. “Shut up.”

“I mean it! Curly hair suits you,” she said, her smile earnest.

“Whatever,” he muttered, leaning over the railing, downing the dregs of each of his drinks and then tossing the glasses into the sea. A more sober Bilal might have cared about the environmental implications of his actions, but in his current state he didn’t want to care about anything. He just wanted to get through the evening without losing his mind.

“Is your goal going to be to keep being a grump all night?” Perdita asked him.

“Yes,” he grumbled. “And to also get absolutely shit-faced.”

“In that case, I think I’ll join you,” she said, and then she grabbed her own glass from the waiter and joined him in leaning over the railing. They both looked out at the vast blue-black ocean stretched before them, silently battling their own demons in each other’s company.

Bilal couldn’t tell if his sudden nausea was brought on from the motion of the yacht slowly gliding away from the shore , or if it was yet another side effect of his pain meds, or if it was the Anwar of it all.

Perhaps it was all of the above.

“How’s the leg?” Perdita asked after a few quiet moments.

He could feel the ship beneath them rattle as it sailed farther away from the shore.

Bilal looked up at the bruising sky, not wanting her to see the truth in his eyes. “Better,” he lied. “How was your trip? Paris, was it?” he continued quickly, before she could ask any follow-up questions.

“Prague,” she corrected.

“Oh yeah, how was that?”

“Cold,” she replied with a shrug. “Not much better than the weather here,” she finished, shivering a little as the cold air wrapped around the yacht.

“What were you there for again?” Despite messaging all the time, they never really spoke about their work lives. It always felt so corporate and cold when they did, too much like their childhood, so instead they stuck to nicer, safer topics, such as the latest trashy reality television series they were both watching.

“Went to meet with some art vendors, did some research … Same old. I’m honestly exhausted, but you know how it gets with the constant travel,” she replied.

He nodded, pretending to know. He didn’t travel nearly as much as his siblings did. Octavius was always off performing somewhere in the world, Fola was always traveling to give keynote speeches and lectures, and Perdita was always abroad looking for inspiration for her art pieces. It sounded like an incredible life, one he was envious of. His siblings were actually out in the real world living, while Bilal was stuck inside the same gym in Brooklyn, training day in, day out. Competitions were the only time he really got to travel and he wasn’t sure that even counted for much, seeing as he never left the training centers or the gym whenever he was abroad.

He would trade all of his medals to live like his siblings. In fact, he would trade the entire world.

Silence crept up on them again, and Bilal found his focus drifting away from the sea, and back to the devil over his shoulder.

“Anwar is here,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant about it. He glanced at his sister, trying to see if she was buying his lack of chalant-ness.

“Anwar, as in your asshole ex-boyfriend, Anwar?” she asked, an eyebrow raised as she turned to rest her back against the railing.

Bilal wasn’t sure that was a fair assessment of Anwar. Anwar was decidedly not a bad person, but Perdita only knew him as the guy who’d broken Bilal’s heart back in March, so he was an asshole in her eyes.

“The very same,” he replied.

Perdita surveyed the deck through narrowed eyes, as if trying to hunt the boy down. Bilal followed suit but avoided looking at the spot he’d last seen Anwar. The last thing he wanted was another deadly dose of eye contact. He people-watched instead, taking notice of the semi-famous faces around him. He recognized Sullivan Spencer, a fellow sportsman and a basketball prodigy from North Philly, who’d become one of the youngest players ever drafted into the NBA at just age seventeen. Sullivan was surrounded by eager-eyed donors in black suits, all of them wanting a piece of him. Bilal did not envy him one bit. Usually Bilal was the athlete the donors would be surrounding all night, shoving business cards in his face and promising big sponsorships. Tonight, though, he’d hardly been approached. That’s the thing about being young and brilliant. It was always going to be temporary. There will always be someone younger, someone with more to give. And he was okay with that. He’d given enough. Besides, his injury had made him undesirable, a soon-to-be has-been before he was even eighteen.

“That sucks,” Perdita said as if she could read his mind. But he knew she couldn’t. She was most likely responding to his ex-boyfriend being here and not the fact that he was no longer worth his weight in gold. “I’m sorry, Billy. I know you really liked him,” she continued.

Bilal didn’t just really like Anwar. He more than liked him and maybe that was his problem.

“Yeah, it’s whatever,” he said, the surface of his voice cracking.

“Speaking of sucking …,” Perdita muttered. She nodded toward the small grinning man sporting a bright yellow press lanyard who was steadily approaching them. “Good luck. I was never here,” she said, hurrying away before Bilal could stop her.

He didn’t have time to figure out his own exit strategy before the journalist was in front of him.

“Bilal! So great to bump into you here,” the journalist said, in that faux-polite way they always did before they ruined lives.

“At my father’s event? On my father’s yacht?” Bilal asked, blinking down at the man, who seemed elated by his response. Probably because it was a response at all. Bilal imagined that he wasn’t the first of his siblings that the man had tried to pin down tonight.

“Yes! And what an event this is. A celebration of prodigies from all over—you know I was one of the first people your dad told about his prodigy project, many, many years before your birth,” the journalist said as though this would somehow endear Bilal to him.

“Are you my father’s friend or something?” Bilal asked, confused.

The journalist burst out laughing like this was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. “No, not at all. What we are, your father and I, extends beyond friendship.”

Bilal raised an eyebrow at that, now questioning whether his father had been in some sort of secret love affair. He didn’t think his dad even had the time for that sort of thing.

The journalist seemed to realize the suggestive nature of his words and cleared his throat. “What I mean is … we are, in simple terms, lifelong colleagues. You know, I was something of a prodigy too back in the day, as you can probably tell. I am much younger than your father, but our paths did cross for a brief time when we attended business school together and shared a few journalism classes—before your father dropped out, that is … But anyway, I’ve known old Leontes for many, many, many years. In one of his articles back in the day, he even called me his greatest enemy,” the journalist continued with a look of absolute pride.

Bilal just stared blankly at the strange man before him, unsure of how to process any of what he’d just heard.

“Oh, I realize I didn’t even introduce myself. I’m Jesse Philips. I write for The Atom Magazine’s science news column on weekends—my main rodeo is lecturing.”

Realization settled into Bilal at the man’s name. He distinctly remembered, at several points during childhood, his dad saying that some Jesse Philips guy was the bane of his existence. Philips was always in their family’s business apparently, writing about all his father’s failures.

Perhaps Bilal could be endeared to this man, after all.

“Oh yeah, Mr. Philips. I’ve heard plenty about you,” he said, and the short balding man beamed so brightly, you’d think he’d never been acknowledged before in his life.

“I’m sure you have! As I said, your father and I go way back. Honestly, I was so pleased when he invited me to the event tonight. I have been trying to get a press pass for ten years now. It’s truly a mystery as to why my application has never been answered before,” Mr. Philips said.

“Your invite probably got lost in the mail in the other years,” Bilal said dryly.

“That must be it!” Mr. Philips replied with a menacing grin.

“Must be,” Bilal muttered.

“I’m covering this event for my magazine’s Sunday edition, and I wanted to ask you a few questions. I hope you don’t mind.”

Bilal had thought his time answering reporters’ questions would be done with after the press conference. But it wasn’t like he could say no, especially not here, where he was expected to mingle, to impress guests and donors with his laundry list of “achievements.” After all, this was first and foremost a networking event.

“Go ahead,” he said, and Mr. Philips’s beady, birdlike eyes lit up with excitement as he brought out a recording device from his pocket before turning it on and bringing it up to his mouth.

“I’m here with Bilal Button, genius fencer, Olympic gold medalist, and the eldest son of the infamous Master of Prodigies, Leontes Button. Bilal, how is the evening going for you so far?”

“It’s going okay, I guess,” Bilal replied. That is, if “going okay” means “the worst night ever,” he thought.

“Would you say it feels … strange being here tonight?” Philips continued, and Bilal raised a confused eyebrow.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, everyone knows, of course, that you left your father’s house almost three years ago to begin a permanent training residency in the city at the age of fifteen … incredible. So I figure it must be strange being around all your siblings and your father, whom I’d imagine you only have time to see on rare occasions like this one?”

“I guess,” Bilal said, tension rising in his bones.

“You guess?” Jesse Philips had a ravenous look in his eyes. “Sounds like some hesitation there. Do you regret leaving the Manor so young? Would you ever return?”

Fuck no, Bilal wanted to say but obviously couldn’t. “I don’t regret leaving. It was best to move out so I could focus solely on my career, especially since my coach wanted me to train more seriously for the big events like the Olympics, the grand prix, and the World Cup.” It was the rehearsed answer that both Henry and Claire had taught him to give. It was the only way to keep the secrets of that awful time in their lives dead and buried.

“Speaking of your career!” Mr. Philips said, and then not-so-subtly trained his gaze on Bilal’s cast-wrapped calf. “I heard about your accident—terrible news. How is your leg doing?”

It seemed like an innocent enough question, but Bilal had been asked this by his coach so many times over the past few weeks, and even more so in the last forty-eight hours by everyone else, that he knew there was nothing innocent about it. What they were really asking was, Is this injury a permanent one? Is your career over like the gossip sites say it is?

“My leg is fine, or at least it will be soon enough,” Bilal said, lying through gritted teeth. He had to get used to the feeling of lying, especially as he was certain he’d get more questions like this from other attendees tonight.

“Thank goodness for that!” Mr. Philips clutched his chest dramatically with the hand that was not gripping the voice recorder and let out a massively exaggerated sigh of relief. “I’ve heard so many horrific rumors, some saying you would never fence to your incredible standards again. What a tragedy such a world would be.”

Bilal felt a sharp pang in his chest. What a tragedy such a world would be.

If only Mr. Philips and all the other people speculating on his career knew the truth.

That Bilal’s accident was no accident at all.

Because who was Bilal Button if not a slave to his father’s interests and prodigal vision? Who was he without his piste or his blade? Who were any of them without their talents?

Ordinary. Unremarkable. Failures.

These were the words their father had threatened them with growing up. Bilal’d put everything into fencing. Since he was old enough to hold a saber in his hands, he’d worked tirelessly at it. Hours and hours, years and years of training himself to death, too scared to fail. The fear of not being brilliant had always scared him more than death ever could.

Now what scared Bilal most was that life. A life of doing something he hated, being someone he hated, and worst of all, being brilliant at it.

It was no life at all.






7:14 P.M.—THE HAMPTONS


Perdita felt bad about leaving Bilal to fend off the wolves by himself, but she knew he’d be fine.

Perdita hated media interviews and, as a general rule, avoided them at all costs. They were all the same anyway, consisting of the same rotation of questions: What are you working on next? How does it feel to have already painted Ovid’s Muse, your magnum opus, at such a startingly young age? How long do we have to wait until the unveiling of your next great piece? She’d already been interrogated tonight by a few well-meaning guests, and also by one not-so-well-meaning European museum curator who was very adamant that she reveal to him the “secrets of her process.” Perdita hated having to answer every single iteration of these questions. Especially the last two.

How did it feel to have painted her grand masterpiece at fifteen years old—and now, at seventeen, to not have been able to paint anything else since? Well, it felt like she’d peaked young and would never be great again—something everyone would not stop reminding her of. How long until her next big, impressive thing? Possibly never, she’d always thought, but kept this to herself.

Perdita had painted her supposed masterpiece, Ovid’s Muse, over two years ago. It was her take on the Greek myth about the star-crossed lovers Pyramus and Thisbe, who were forbidden to be together because of their parents’ ancient rivalry. The painting depicted a young girl, Thisbe, crying over the dead body of her lover, Pyramus, whose blood formed a puddle around them both, flowing in rivulets of bright red crushed mulberries.

The piece was currently hanging in the Louvre in Paris, making her part of an exclusive group of young artists across history to be showcased there. It was something Perdita should’ve been happy about, having achieved all of these big accomplishments. But it only made her more anxious, made the imposter demon inside of her more scared to create, in case nothing else she ever did would be praised the same. She hated how much she thrived off of the external validation. But without someone handing out gold stickers and praise, she wasn’t sure her achievements mattered.

The sad thing about all of it was, Perdita was not even a fan of the painting herself.

For one, the piece was never meant to be taken seriously. She’d painted it on a random afternoon in her art studio at the Manor while bored and searching for real inspiration. It never would have seen the light of day if it hadn’t been for her father. He’d somehow seen the painting, and before she knew it, buyers were flying in from all over the world to see it too, offering mind-boggling sums of money to host the piece in their museums. It wasn’t like she could say no either; her father was the one that steered the ship, selling her unfinished, uninspired work to the highest bidder. The rest of the world seemed to love the painting too, which made Perdita worry that maybe she had no idea what good art even was anyway, and whether that even mattered in the end. What seemed to matter was that other people thought it was good. Not how she felt about it.

Now this first draft of a half-formed idea was forever immortalized as her greatest accomplishment. She was embarrassed by it, honestly, and for this reason, among many others, she wasn’t sure she could stomach another interview about it today.

Bilal was so much better at media interviews, anyway. They were a part of his job. Not that her being bad at interviews was the reason she’d fled that specific scene though. The reason she had rushed away was because of who had been approaching.

Jesse Philips.

She’d recognized him immediately in the way she’d always recognized him. It was his eyes. The blue-gray swirling tempest of light and dark. Like father, like son. She’d always thought their eyes looked remarkably similar; a family heirloom of sorts.

If Jesse was here, she wondered if that meant—

She didn’t get to finish her train of thought, because just then her phone began buzzing in her hands.

“Speak of the devil …,” Perdita muttered as his name flashed up on the screen in bright bold letters: THORIN. She scanned the area around her for any sign of her father or of Thorin’s father, and then she picked up, holding the phone to her ear cautiously, surprised she was still getting any sort of signal on this boat.

“Rin?” she said in a quiet tone.

“Hi, Dee,” he said, his voice a little muffled.

“Hi … Is everything okay?” she replied.

There was a pause, the sound of shuffling, and then his muffled response. “No, not really.”

Perdita’s heart jolted in her chest as she held the phone tighter. “What happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine … mostly fine. It’s just—”

She cut him off, her mind racing. “What is it? Are you hurt?”

“It’s just, I’m staring at the most gorgeous girl on this yacht right now and she hasn’t even noticed me. I’m starting to think I shouldn’t have worn this bow tie,” he finished, his voice no longer muffled or coming from the tiny speaker in her phone.

She turned around and there he was. Standing right in front of her, or, well, kind of, anyway. He was standing in front of the ice sculpture of the Greek god Poseidon that Perdita had been hiding behind. He stepped to the side, and grinned at her with his usual dimpled smile and watchful eyes the same as his father’s, a dark blue-gray color that was as fathomless as the depths of the ocean.

“You are the worst, Thorin Philips,” Perdita said, hitting him lightly on the arm.

“It’s the bow tie, isn’t it?” Thorin asked, pointing to his Van Gogh–inspired Starry Night bow tie.

“Nope, it’s just your personality,” Perdita said.

Thorin gave a relieved sigh. “Thank God it’s not the bow tie, it took me ages to pick this one out. I was hoping you’d like it,” he said, smiling even wider now in a way that made it impossible for Perdita not to give in and smile too.

“I do like it. You look very …,” she began, half pretending to size him up, half actually sizing him up. Even though they spoke on the phone every day, she hadn’t seen Thorin physically in a few weeks, having been away in Europe. He looked like his regular strange but adorable self—or as she often liked to say, a younger, slightly nerdier Adam Brody.

“I look very …,” he prompted.

“Snazzy,” Perdita concluded.

He looked thoughtful for a moment, and then finally nodded. “Snazzy means stylish and attractive, so I’ll take that.”

There were a few seconds of a silent staring contest between them, before Perdita started speaking again.

“What are you doing here? You didn’t tell me you were coming,” she said, her arms folded as she gave her boyfriend her best attempt at a very stern glare, which only made him smile more.

“It was a last-minute thing. For some reason, my dad got invited by your dad … or your dad’s team or whatever, and he wanted me to help him with interviews. I tried to get out of it, but the divorce has been pretty hard on him, so he gets super emo if he feels like I prefer hanging out with my mom over him. Plus, the old man is very persuasive.” Thorin leaned in close and whispered, “That being said, I didn’t need too much persuading, knowing you’d be here and all.”

A shiver ran across Perdita’s arms as she tried not to react to his words too obviously. Her father could be watching, after all. She stepped back a little, away from Thorin, and peered over his shoulder to ensure that this wasn’t the case. When she could confirm that they were not actively being watched, she glanced up at him again.

“Could have still given me a heads-up,” she said quietly. Perdita knew she was being somewhat unreasonable, but, in a way, she had to be. Her father had caught her texting Thorin once, and that had been enough for him to confiscate her phone for an entire month, and they weren’t even together at that point. There was another time when Thorin’s father had suspected something and had spent an entire dinner telling his son how screwed up the Button kids were, urging him to keep his distance, and then when it seemed that Thorin wasn’t heeding his warning, Jesse Philips resorted to contacting her father about her attempts at trying to “lure” and “seduce” his son. Her father was obviously livid, and retaliated by once again restricting her access to her phone for three more months. She learned then that there were penalties that came with being caught, and Thorin wasn’t afraid enough for her liking. The two kept things extremely low-key after that point.

He placed a hand on her arm tenderly and moved a little closer to her, counteracting her strategic steps back. “I know, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. It won’t happen again.”

“Good,” she said, still glancing around nervously, feeling the jitters from the anxiety that had been building in her for weeks coursing through her body.

“I’m glad I’m seeing you tonight though; I need to tell you something. I was going to tell you tomorrow night, but I think you’ll want to know before then,” Thorin said, looking serious all of a sudden. He was staring intensely down at her, his skin as pale as the moon that hung in the sky above them.

“That’s not ominous at all,” Perdita said, her eyes narrowing as she tried to read between the lines in his expression. “Is this about—”

He nodded. “Yeah. There’s been a development … a pretty significant one.” He looked even more nervous than she did now. “Can we speak in private somewhere?” he asked.

She did another quick sweep of the deck, finally spotting her dad on the other side near where the string quartet was performing, talking to a tall red-haired woman who Perdita was pretty sure was one of the donors he’d invited from NASA. Her dad would be much too distracted to notice that his daughter was missing from the first-floor deck. Not that he paid much attention to her or her siblings otherwise. It sometimes felt like they were just there to be dolls he could dress up and show off to important people.

Perdita returned her focus to Thorin and whispered, “The lower deck is out of bounds for guests. We could go there?”

“What about the security?” Thorin whispered back, his jaw tense, his eyes trained on one of the men in dark suits at their post a few feet away.

“I’m a Button, Rin. I know how to get around them,” Perdita replied.

Thorin looked nervous, but nodded. “Okay, then, Miss Button. Lead the way.”






10:16 P.M.—THE HAMPTONS


As the evening tiptoed toward night and the fireworks hurtled into the sky, painting the black night in bold brushstrokes of red, green, and blue, Romeo Button stood alone.

The atmosphere around the yacht seemed to explode with excited anticipation for the imminent announcement of this year’s star prodigy, but Romeo’s spirits were not as high as the guests’ around him. He was a ghost. A phantom thing wandering the realm of the living, clinging to the hope of resurrection, deluding himself into believing he still belonged here.

As he stood by himself on the flybridge of the yacht, leaning againt a fake steering wheel, the bitter air nipping at his skin while he took in the action below from his bird’s-eye view, Romeo felt very much like Kate Winslet in Titanic. He observed how everyone else just seemed to fit so effortlessly into this world. There was no need for pretense, no need for shame, they could just exist and belong in a way he would never be able to. While being miserable, it mostly made for a very dull night.

At this point Romeo was happy to announce the winner of the stupid button-shaped trophy himself if it meant he could go home and take off this costume.

“I thought your days as Captain Underpants were over?” he heard a voice from the ether say. He startled, almost pulling a Bilal and stumbling forward into the murky depths of the ocean. Thankfully, he managed to catch himself before he did—which was a relief, seeing as he couldn’t swim.

He looked up and found the amused expression and glittering gaze of Evie Gray. He quickly stood up straight, trying to look as though he hadn’t almost died by drowning just a moment ago.

“I think you’ve got the wrong guy. I’ve never been a captain of any kind,” Romeo replied.

“Not even a beloved half-dressed children’s superhero?” Evie asked.

“I don’t believe so,” Romeo said.

“So you’ve never left your room wearing underpants over your clothes?” she said with a raised brow.

“Nope, never,” he lied, his nose involuntarily wrinkling.

“Well, if you’re sure …,” Evie replied in a teasing voice as she stepped into the soft glow of the lights emanating from the main deck, illuminating all of her now. Romeo tried not to react too obviously to her appearance.

Evie was now dressed in a green-and-silver tulle gown, with pieces of silvery ribbon wrapped around the braids in her hair. The combined effect made her look a little bit like an older, hotter Tinker Bell. She also appeared a lot taller than he’d remembered her being this afternoon. His gaze dropped down to her toes, which were encased in a pair of silver ribboned heels. That explained it.

“You look, uhm, really good. I like your dress,” Romeo said.

Evie looked down with a strange sort of surprise on her face as though she had forgotten she was wearing clothes.

“Thanks, Romeo. You don’t look so bad yourself,” Evie replied with a smile.

Romeo hoped that the cloak of night would at least not make it obvious that he was in fact blushing.

“Thanks, but I haven’t changed from when you saw me earlier,” he said. As he played little to no role in the press conference, there was no need for an outfit change.

“Well, you still look great. Though I maintain that your outfit would be much better with underpants over it,” she continued, a rogue look in her warm brown eyes.

“I might have to sue you for defamation at this point,” Romeo replied.

Evie raised an eyebrow at him and snorted. “Spoken just like a rich kid,” she said in a tone that sounded unexpectedly bitter.

Romeo’s skin was red-hot now. “I wouldn’t actually … I was just—”

“Joking? Yeah, so was I,” Evie said, joining him on the platform he was standing on. “I know you wouldn’t actually sue me. I know you’re not like other rich kids,” she said playfully, though there was still some bite to it.

“You say rich kids like it’s a slur,” Romeo replied, leaning back against the decorative wheel, watching Evie as she moved to stand beside him with her arms crossed.

“Maybe it is,” she replied, and then, after a few quiet moments, she smiled and whispered, “I’m kidding again, if you couldn’t tell.”

Romeo laughed uncomfortably. “I couldn’t. You have a strange sense of humor, Evie Gray.”

“Thank you,” Evie said, as delighted as if it were a full-fledged compliment.

He was just glad she didn’t seem offended by that too. Thankfully, before he could put his foot farther into his mouth, he was saved by the sudden appearance of his sister, Perdita, below, emerging from one of the back steps that led to the lower decks of the yacht. And … she wasn’t alone.

She was with a boy—which was interesting.

The pair was trying to be inconspicuous, but it was clear that something had happened between them. Perdita looked upset. Romeo’s gaze shot to the boy, who looked equally upset. But it didn’t seem like they were upset at each other. Perdita hugged the boy tightly and then walked off again.

Interesting indeed …

“Perdita’s gotten really tall too,” Evie suddenly said, following his gaze down.

“Do you have some sort of secret height obsession?” Romeo asked.

“Perhaps,” Evie replied with a wider smile. “Maybe I have a vendetta against tall people. Maybe I’m hunting down anyone over five eight so I can grind their bones and feed them to the chickens at the Manor.”

“If that is also a joke, it’s an oddly specific one,” Romeo laughed.

“Who said I was joking?” Evie replied. “Did you consider that this is why I’m here at this ball?”

“Ahh, so you’re not here because you enjoy boring, overly lengthy, self-congratulatory events? You’re here to suss out your victims, going around with a measuring tape, making sure no one above average height is left standing,” Romeo said.

Evie nodded. “That’s exactly it. Could you remind me what height you are again?”

“I’m a respectable five nine and three quarters—on a good day,” Romeo said.

“Ah, well … It was nice knowing you, Rome. Unfortunately, you will soon become chicken feed.”

“Well, Fola will be very happy to hear that she’s safe from you and your chickens,” Romeo said. The mention of his sister made Evie stand up straighter.

“Yes, the great Fola Button will be safe from my chickens,” Evie confirmed with a laugh. “Speaking of Fola … have you seen her tonight?”

“Only glimpses of her. She’s usually busy being headhunted by impressive science people at these events,” he said as he scanned the expanse of the main deck for any sign of his other sister.

Just then, the sound of feedback from a microphone sounded across the yacht, and all eyes turned to a lofty stage that had been assembled at the bow and the ice sculpture of what appeared to be Zeus at the center of it. The crowd fell silent as Mr. Button slowly strode onto the stage, a golden envelope in one hand, a black cane in the other as he moved to stand in front of ice-Zeus.

That’s new, he thought, staring at his father’s cane.

He couldn’t recall his father using one before; yet it was entirely possible that this cane wasn’t new at all. Despite technically living in the same house, Romeo rarely ever saw his father. Mr. Button was always busy dealing with his business affairs, leaving Romeo and Fola to their own lives.

A restlessness surged through the crowd of prodigies and patrons as Mr. Button took the microphone. The time had finally arrived: the crowning of Prodigy of the Year.

“Esteemed guests, friends, and colleagues. I am so very pleased to welcome you all to this momentous tenth-annual Button Prodigy Ball.” He paused dramatically for applause, which predictably came in loud waves. “I know you have all been waiting anxiously to hear who this year’s Prodigy of the Year will be. This is an award close to my heart and, I hope, honors the young person who has proven themselves this year to be truly outstanding in their field.” Mr. Button began to slowly tear open the golden envelope, leaning his weight against the cane, then stopped for a beat, looking out to the crowd. “But before I announce the winner, I want to thank you all for being here tonight and honoring my vision for a brighter future for the youth of the world. I know many of you admire my work greatly, and I know many of you have similar aspirations. So, a word of advice from me to you.” Mr. Button looked keenly into the crowd. “You must accept failure.” Romeo’s shoulders tensed. That word, failure. It was the one word that would trigger any of his siblings.

His eyes subconsciously began to scan the deck for his brothers and sisters. He spotted Bilal first, standing solemn-faced to one side, now dressed in a midnight-blue tuxedo. Perdita was off in another corner with that boy, both staring blankly ahead. Romeo couldn’t see Fola from his vantage point, but he did spot Octavius, sporting the most unsettling expression he’d ever seen on his brother’s face. He’d seen him angry, scared, full of joy, humorous, dazed, tired, unimpressed, and more. But he had never seen him look so … resigned.

Just then Fola emerged from the crowd looking very annoyed, holding up a glass of what appeared to be water and forcing Octavius to drink.

“I have failed many times in this line of work,” their father continued. “In fact, my work might, at times, have caused some harm …” His voice seemed wistful, somehow. “But the important thing is that the good outweighs the harm. I never claim to be perfect, nor do I claim my methods to be such either, but what I can tell you is my results are the outcome of my persevering. And so, I want to leave you with that message. Persevere through failure, and maybe, just maybe, one day you can be brilliant too.”

More loud applause followed, and Romeo felt himself clapping along without meaning to. But as a ghostly thing, he was used to playacting as if he were one of the living.

“Now … for the main event.” Mr. Button’s voice blared through the speakers and caused a brief earsplitting shriek that made Romeo wince. “I am very pleased to announce that this year’s Prodigy of the Year is …” His father’s long spindly fingers removed the card from the envelope, the microphone picking up on the harsh crinkling of the paper. “Anwar Shah,” his father finally announced. Screams roared from all around the yacht.

Romeo watched as a brown-skinned boy around his age, dressed very handsomely in a forest-green tartan suit and spiked boots, made his way to the stage. People patted him on the back as he wove through the masses of guests, wide congratulatory smiles beaming all around.

Evie seemed to be clapping louder than anyone else in the room, her face bright and full of wonder.

“Is he a friend of yours or something?” Romeo asked.

Evie looked at Romeo as if he had grown a second head. “Me, friends with the Anwar Shah? No, not at all. In fact, I totally humiliated myself in front of him earlier. I was telling him how much I love him … but I think I ended up just scaring him.”

“I’m sure you didn’t,” Romeo said, despite not knowing who this guy was at all. He didn’t make it a habit to keep up with the celebrities in the world of teenage geniuses, so he often did not know who these winners were. Clearly this Anwar fellow was a big deal though, because even his father, who hardly ever smiled, was looking upon the boy with a fond expression.

Anwar began his thank-you speech as he held up the Prodigy of the Year trophy—a giant gold button-shaped plaque.

The guy looked kind of familiar though, the more Romeo studied his face. “Who is he, anyway?” he asked Evie.

“One of my favorite writers. His books literally got me through my first lonely year in Italy. And through my grief after losing my brother,” Evie said. “I don’t take this ‘genius’ stuff all that seriously, but I will say, Anwar’s a bona fide literary genius. He’s the youngest person to ever be a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize or to be long-listed for the Booker Prize. He writes stories that could literally make a war criminal weep … Okay, maybe not a war criminal, but some other almost-heartless person. He’s only eighteen but he already has two modern classics under his belt,” she finished breathlessly.

Romeo’s eyebrows shot up. That was impressive. Though he didn’t think he was familiar with Anwar because of his work. They’d probably crossed paths some other way. His father loved to host important dinners with important people. Maybe Anwar had been a guest once?

“I wonder if I can get him to sign one of his books …” Evie’s voice trailed off as Anwar finished speaking and Mr. Button’s voice boomed once again.

“Congratulations again to our winner, Anwar. Now, before you all go back to your merriments, here’s a reminder that we have a truly spectacular display planned for later that will be unlike any technology you have ever seen before. But first, I would like to welcome my son Octavius Button to the stage. Octavius will be playing a never-before-performed violin concerto, which was only written last week.”

The audience broke out into reverberant applause as Octavius stumbled onto the stage, nearly crashing into ice-Zeus, who loomed over them all, still very clearly out of his wits. Despite this, Romeo wasn’t worried that Octavius would mess up his performance, and clearly neither was their father, who was watching calmly from the side of the stage. They both knew that Octavius played very well when he was inebriated—which he had been for many of his recent highly regarded performances.

It was obvious to Romeo that Octavius did not want to be there; his brother looked ready to burn the ship down. But he obviously couldn’t, so he tucked his violin under his chin, swaying slowly as he raised his bow. A sorrowful expression painted his face, but it was mixed with something else. Octavius appeared unsettled, as if he were standing there at gunpoint—which he basically was.

Octavius sliced out a devastatingly beautiful melody, and, like everyone else on the yacht, Romeo watched, just as entranced by his brother’s playing.

“Hey, Rome.” Evie’s voice cut through his trance.

He looked at her and immediately noticed a seriousness in her face. “Is everything okay?” he asked.

She quickly nodded. “Yeah, I’m good. I just …” She turned to look down at the main deck. “I really need to speak to Mr. Button—I mean, your dad.”

Romeo looked at her, confused. “My dad? Why?”

“I wanted to thank Mr. Button for helping me out in Italy. I had a really tough time the last couple of months and he stepped in with this complicated situation I was dealing with at the ballet company. He even helped me get promoted to principal dancer,” Evie said, smiling now with her mouth, but the rest of her features remained neutral.

“That’s amazing! Congratulations,” Romeo said, sounding way more excited than Evie had. He’d assumed a promotion would be a good thing, but maybe it just meant more hard work for her.

“Thanks,” she said in a weirdly depleted tone. “Anyway, I know your dad is really busy, so I should probably take the chance now to greet him,” she finished, her gaze drifting back out to the crowd where Romeo’s father stood alone, his face stretched into an aggressively radiant smile as he spoke to an important-looking man in a brown suit while Octavius played on.

“You’re probably right. He’s a hard man to pin down. I live in the same house as the guy and I hardly see him outside of breakfast,” Romeo said with his own smile.

Evie smiled back. “I’d better hurry along, then, before I lose my chance,” she said.

Romeo nodded. “Good idea.”

Evie opened up her purse and pulled out an older model of a very battered-looking phone, presenting it to him.

“Here, I forgot to ask for your number earlier. Ignore the state of my phone, it’s ancient, I know,” she said.

Romeo blinked down at the device as though it might go off and explode in his face.

“I should probably give you mine too, hold on—I have an Italian phone number right now, though I never memorized it.” She pulled out a little red notebook from what appeared to a massive pocket in her dress and quickly opened it up to a notes page titled ITALIAN MOBILE with a series of foreign digits scribbled out in cursive. “There, copy that down.”

Romeo did not waste another moment; he quickly brought his phone out and began typing the foreign digits in.

Afterward, he entered his own number into her phone, which was somewhat of a challenge given that the keypad was very small.

“Perfect,” Evie said. “If I don’t see you again tonight, I’ll text you. We can try to hang out while I’m still in the city?”

There was a fluttering sensation in Romeo’s chest. “Uh, yeah, that sounds, good—really good.”

“Good. Well, I’ll see you later then, Captain,” she said with a wink and a salute. Then she swiftly jumped off from the platform they were on before Romeo could say anything. Not that he was in any state to speak, anyway; Evie seemed to have sent his nervous system into shock. He wasn’t sure how many moments passed before his pulse returned to normal.

A sudden round of applause surged into the atmosphere of the ship, and Romeo glanced at the stage to find Octavius staggering off, finished with his piece and looking worn out, sickly, and sunken eyed. Thankfully, Henry was there, as he always was, to catch Octavius before he could fall.

A flash of something else caught Romeo’s attention. Above the throng of people, he could see his father’s dark-blond hair sticking out as he disappeared through the crowd, seemingly headed for one of the stairs leading to the lower deck of the yacht.

And edging closely behind, he could see slivers of silver disappearing too through the crowd, like the pluming of wiry gray smoke.






THE NEXT DAY


7:37 A.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR

Octavius Button woke to the sound of screaming.

Or at least that’s what it sounded like to him at first, anyway. With his colossal hangover, even a whisper could sound like thunder.

He buried his head inside the cove of his pillow, trying to block out the noise, but still the sound persisted, growing louder and more unpleasant. A sharp, sustained, tuneless string of notes, like the hungry bleating of a Welsh mountain goat.

After some thorough investigation—namely, lifting his head, squinting his eyes open, and surveying the space around him—Octavius realized that the screaming was not in fact screaming at all, but was instead the distant sound of the west wing bell tolling, calling them all down from their various corners of the Manor for breakfast. The bell was a sound he was not used to hearing anymore.

Octavius winced in pain when he opened his eyes wider now and the bright rays of the morning sunlight streamed into his room and assaulted his irises.

He sat up, holding his pounding head in his hands. Who on earth let him drink that much last night?

But in the midst of trying to will his hangover away, Octavius heard the bleating noise grow closer.

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” he yelled, as if he could be heard by anyone but himself in his mostly soundproofed room. He pushed off from his bed and slipped into his pajama bottoms, a nightshirt, and fuzzy slippers before finally exiting his room.

As expected, standing right by his door was one of the maids, holding up two bells and swinging them into the air like a woman possessed. Octavius had forgotten how much he hated mornings in the Manor.

The maid finally stopped when she saw the discontented face of Octavius watching her disdainfully from the doorway. He must have slept through the general morning bell, so she was probably sent here to personally torment him.

“Breakfast is ready, Master Button,” she announced. He grimaced at the title. Master. Another thing he hated about this backward place.

“Thank you …,” he started, then searched her uniform for a name tag but found none.

She nodded and curtsied at him and then marched away, her job of disturbing his sleep and giving him a permanent head injury finally done with.

With a sigh, Octavius went back into his room to brush his teeth, rubbed some soap under his armpits, and then dragged himself down the spiral staircase that led to the foyer.

When he got downstairs, he found the ground floor crawling with Manor staff roaming the halls hurriedly, carrying large bouquets of bright red hydrangeas, white reams of decorative ribbon, tall vintage candlesticks, and golden candelabras. They were heading in the general direction of the east wing.

Octavius heard one of the staff mutter to another something about brunch, and that’s when it all clicked for him. They were setting up for the Button Banquet Brunch—the event that always happened the morning after the Prodigy Ball. In a few hours, the guests from last night would return, this time to the Manor, for a grand brunch event with his father and a whole horde of his very impressive guests, where they’d spend hours eating caviar and kissing each other’s asses—aka Octavius’s personal version of hell. For one, he hated caviar.

It made sense now as to why they were heading to the east wing; it was where the banquet hall was located. Octavius shuddered at the idea of going to another one of his father’s pretentious events. Last night was enough for an entire lifetime. Thankfully, the brunch was not something he or his siblings were obligated to attend, so they never did.

He wove in between the busy staff, and when he finally reached the dining room for breakfast, he was immediately struck by how unchanged the room was. He hadn’t been in the dining room in years and yet it felt like he’d never left. His siblings were already seated around the long table. Fola, who, as always, looked the most awake and well-groomed of them, was already dressed in what he always lovingly referred to as horse girl apparel—a blazer and boots. Octavius took what used to be his usual seat next to her and gave her a grin that she did not return.

“Thank you for joining us this morning, Octavius,” Henry said, smiling at the boy fondly. Henry stood at the edge of the room, his usual charcoal-gray suit pressed, his hands clasped together and his expression kind, as always.

“Can we have breakfast now?” Bilal asked gruffly.

Octavius wondered how long they’d been waiting for him. It wasn’t even 8:00 A.M. yet, the time their family breakfasts usually started—or used to start when he still lived here, that is.

“Yes, go ahead,” Henry said with a nod, jutting his hand out as a gesture for them to begin eating from the porcelain plates. The sounds of silverware hitting china filled the room as the Buttons all dug in. Fresh pastries, pancakes and crepes, toasted sourdough with an array of various spreads, and small baskets of sliced fruit were laid out in front of them.

It had been so long since they’d done this, had breakfast together, and in the relative quiet (relative only because Octavius could hear Bilal scoffing down his pancakes nearby) Octavius allowed himself to remember the last breakfast they’d had together, three years ago. The morning he’d left home and vowed to never return.

The morning of his departure came into focus. Henry pleading with him, telling him it would all be fine, that they’d work something out, he didn’t have to leave. Fola crying. His father warning him of his inheritance and the consequences he’d face once he left. But Octavius hadn’t cared, he’d just needed out. And that out was boarding school.

“Henry.” Fola’s voice disturbed the memory. “When is Father joining us for breakfast?” she asked, cutting into her sausage.

Octavius glanced at her wearily. Some things never change.

His sister would forever be obsessed with the old man. He never saw the point in wanting to impress his father as much as she did. It was a fruitless endeavor; trying to please their father was like trying to make quantum physics make sense.

Henry looked across the room at the vacant seat at the head of the table. “Good question …” Henry frowned. “I imagine he is still preparing for the brunch at eleven. Everyone should start arriving soon.”

“I suppose he might also have had late business?” Henry continued. “He usually does after big events like these … I’ll call his office to check. You know how your father is; he’d rather die than miss out on the most important meal of the day.”

Suddenly there was a sequence of loud thuds from upstairs, like footsteps. It forced their gazes up to the ceiling. This was quickly followed by the clatter of cutlery, and then by the sound of chair legs scraping against the hardwood floor of the dining room as Bilal stood rather abruptly.

“Henry, may I please be excused?” Bilal said, looking down at his plate with the oddest expression on his face. Looking closely, Octavius realized his brother’s skin was flushed, his eyes bloodshot, and he had the general appearance of someone sickly. It seemed he wasn’t the only one who’d had a little too much to drink last night.

Henry nodded, and without any hesitation or acknowledgment of his other siblings, Bilal stalked out of the dining room as quickly as he could—which wasn’t quickly at all given the cast around his leg.

How strange, Octavius thought.

Bilal’s sudden departure was met with more taut silence.

The siblings all sat in the quiet, moving their food around their plates.

Caught up in finishing his breakfast as quickly as he could, Octavius didn’t hear the gentle padding of feet across the floor, or notice as the owner of said feet tried to make themselves more discreet.

It wasn’t until Henry spoke that Octavius’s bone-white head shot up again.

“Anwar? Anwar Shah?” Henry asked, as all of the siblings looked over to the arched dining room entrance, where Prodigy of the Year Anwar Shah was standing barefoot and dressed in what appeared to be last night’s attire.

Octavius took in the boy’s disheveled tartan-patterned tuxedo and then the direction the boy seemed to have come from—the east wing, where Bilal’s bedroom happened to be located.

The boy looked around the dining room, his face the very picture of embarrassment. “Oh, sorry to interrupt your breakfast, umm, I was just looking for the, uh … exit,” he said, not offering any explanation for his sudden appearance at the supposedly highly guarded Manor. Not that Octavius or the others needed one. They had all put two and two together.

Octavius smirked, sharing an amused glance with Fola.

Henry smiled. “That’s okay, Anwar. I’ll show you to the door,” he said, walking out of the dining room with the flustered boy in tow.

Octavius shoved a piece of toast into his mouth. “It appears Bilal has a boyfriend now, how delightful,” he said.

“Anwar’s his ex-boyfriend,” Perdita clarified, barely looking up from her granola bowl.

“Oh. The plot thickens,” Octavius said with a grin, chewing his toast obnoxiously.

“Please don’t chew with your mouth open, Tavi. It’s ill-mannered,” Fola said disapprovingly.

“Nothing ill-mannered about celebrating young love, Fola. It’s great that Billy gets to have it. Some of us are unlovable and will likely die alone, so it’s nice to see that even those with a permanent stick up their asses can find someone who isn’t completely turned off by them,” Octavius said, and Fola shot him a disapproving glance.

Luckily, before she could reprimand him, a loud crash sounded in the distance, followed by the echo of someone running toward the dining room.

Moments later, Henry returned looking very pale, his expression grave.

“Henry?” Perdita asked, frowning at the secretary, who looked like he was seconds away from fainting.

“There’s been an incident,” Henry said, trying and failing to steady his voice.

“What is it? Did Bilal break his other leg?” Octavius asked, which only earned him disapproving glares from everyone, even Romeo, who usually never reacted to his comments.

Henry shook his head, opening and closing his mouth like he couldn’t believe the words he was about to utter. “No, no, not Billy … It’s Mr. Butto—your father,” Henry said, his eyes unfocused as he looked over each of them. “He—He’s been found … dead.”
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The police arrived shortly after Henry had broken the news that their father was dead.

Perdita could hear Henry now, reciting the same words to the officers in the foyer, his voice echoing through the hollows of the Manor’s walls as she sat with her four siblings in the far-reaching silence of the vast drawing room.

The air felt heavy. So thick with fresh wounds of grief that she felt as though she were suffocating in the quiet. She looked up at the others, spread around the sprawling room in various stages of shock.

Bilal was seated at the edge of their dad’s armchair, hunched over with his head bowed and shoulders tense, his face paler and greener than usual. Perdita thought she heard sniffling coming from his direction but wasn’t sure. Fola was perched on the bay window seat, staring out into the gardens, her eyes glazed over in a way Perdita had never seen before. Fola looked nothing at all like the calm and calculating older sister she knew and loved. She looked as broken as Perdita felt. Romeo was standing in the center of the room, dried tears on his pale white cheeks and a crestfallen look in his sky-blue eyes.

Romeo was the only one who had cried when Henry had told them, which wasn’t at all surprising. Rome was always the first one to cry whenever bad things happened. Perdita suspected she would be next.

They were all drowning together in the abyss of shared sorrow.

Everyone in the room looked an equal level of distraught at the news.

Almost everyone, anyway.

She glanced over at Octavius, who was seated on the ground by the fireplace in deep concentration, hunched over a checkerboard, playing himself at a game of checkers and seeming, at least from her perspective, to be losing. He looked ridiculous in more ways than one, still dressed in his sleepwear, with his odd socks and muttering to himself by the fire.

Maybe we all wear grief differently, she thought.

Just then, the voices in the foyer grew close, and in a rather abrupt fashion, the doors of the drawing room swung wide open, revealing five men all dressed in police uniforms. An exhausted-looking Henry stood next to them.

With the exception of Octavius, who was still engaged in his own games, Perdita and her siblings turned toward the men.

Henry stepped forward. “I’m sure you remember the chief of police, Chief Waxler. He wanted to speak with you all this morning,” Henry said.

Perdita recalled brief meetings with Chief Waxler at several of her father’s dinner parties growing up. The police chief was always overly excitable at these dinners and spent most of the night at their father’s feet, kissing the ground Mr. Button walked on.

“It’s good to see you all again, albeit under these unfortunate circumstances,” Waxler said hoarsely with a downcast expression. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Leontes … Mr. Button … was a dear friend of mine and a huge support to the police department. He will be missed by us all. Myself and my officers just wanted to check in on how you kids are doing and whether there is any way we could be of help?”

Waxler’s words were met with complete silence. He nodded anyway as though they’d given him some kind of assurance before he continued speaking. “We also wanted to let you know the next steps. We will be spending today drawing a picture of the events of last night, starting with the team who was dispatched to the yacht. This is all standard procedure. We aim to interview everyone who attended the Prodigy Ball last night. Thankfully, Henry tells us that because of your father’s annual banquet brunch, the guests are already on the way to the Manor. We have also recalled all the staff and crew that were working on the yacht last night, who should be arriving by midday. Ultimately, we want to make sure you are all okay. No one wants to see you kids go through any more trouble, especially not me. I owe it to your father,” Chief Waxler said, a deep sadness to his expression as he stared across at them all.

Still, no one said anything.

Language seemed useless when all you wanted to do was break something, even if that thing was yourself. Their father was dead and there was nothing Waxler or Henry or anyone could do or say to change that.

After a few moments of quiet, Fola finally spoke. “Are you investigating something in particular? Do you think there was foul play involved?” she asked, her voice fragile as she switched into problem-solving mode.

Waxler paused, noticeably hesitant to answer. “I won’t know the details until we get a full report back from the officers on the ship. Right now we are not too concerned, as we know that this case is in the safest hands possible. Our principal aim is keeping this contained. No one except the people in this room is aware of your father’s passing, and we will aim to keep it that way for as long as we can, to ensure Henry, the lawyers, and your father’s estate are able to control the news as desired.

“That will be pretty difficult, what with the brunch starting in a few hours. Guests will be here soon, and they will be expecting my father to be here too,” Fola said.

“Yes, we plan on controlling the flow of information. We don’t want to raise too much alarm, so when the guests settle down, I will simply let them know that there was an incident on the boat last night and ask them to recount their version of events to my officers. Given your father’s high status, we will not be releasing a statement to the press until we’ve heard from his lawyers about next steps. To eliminate the spreading of this news, we’ll be taking everyone’s phones and electronic devices upon their arrival and until further notice.”

“Even our devices?” Perdita asked.

Henry nodded. “Yes, though the police won’t be searching through the devices at this point; this is just to stop the news spreading to the outside,” he said as he removed his glasses and gave them a quick clean. She noticed the slight tremor in his hands and the way his face was overcast by shadow. Perdita tried not to look too visibly relieved at the confirmation that their devices wouldn’t be searched.

Bilal’s low rumble of a voice broke through. “You said you were interrogating all the guests from last night. Does that mean us too?” he asked.

“Yes, that will be the case. Though I hasten to add it isn’t an interrogation, more so an informal interview. In fact, why don’t we do all your interviews now? Get them out of the way before the others arrive?”

No one said a word. Instead they all just stared helplessly at the uniformed men before them. For some reason Waxler saw this response as an affirmative.

“Wonderful! Mr. Xu, is there a room we can use for the interviews?” Waxler turned to face Henry now.

Henry’s eyes were bloodshot as he nodded. “Yes, I’ll have the staff prepare some rooms, and you can do the children’s interviews in Eden—I mean, Mr. Button’s office … his old office now that he’s … It’s upstairs,” Henry said with finality, his fingers shaking as he clasped his hands together.

“Great,” Waxler said in too jolly of a tone for the situation. Then again, Perdita imagined it would be hard for Mr. Waxler not to look jolly in general, given the chief’s very bushy upturned mustache and wide dazzling brown eyes. “I say we go in alphabetical order, to save you all the hassle of deciding.” He gave a final nod, not waiting to get their approval. Did he even need it? While they were all seventeen and thus still children in the eyes of the law, Perdita didn’t feel she could refuse their questioning. She and her siblings were privileged in many ways, but having agency wasn’t one of them.

“No need to look so worried,” Waxler said, staring at the misery mirrored across all of their expressions. “I’m just going to ask you to take me through your entire night from start to finish, with special attention paid to anything strange you might have seen or heard.” Waxler looked hopeful that this added detail would help the heirs to see the situation as less complicated than he believed it was, but was only met with more silence and more gloom.

Henry stepped in before Waxler could speak again. “Chief, one of the maids, Lara, will show you to Eden,” Henry said, and then he turned to Bilal. “Billy, you’re up first.”
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Their father was dead, and Romeo’s tea had gone cold.

Henry had given Romeo the mug of steaming red chai after his police interview, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to go near it, so the tea now sat abandoned on the side table next to him.

As midday approached, the Manor had filled up with the smiling faces of familiar strangers.

There had to be at least eighty or so odd people here, and that was only including the guests from last night. The staff that had been working on the yacht, such as the waiters, the captain, and the crew, were also here, but were being kept in a separate room down the barricaded hall, so as not to rouse suspicion about what was really going on. Everyone else had been crammed into the drawing room like sardines in a commodious tin, and Romeo was now at the edge of the chaos, as he often was, seated on one of the floral-patterned couches, knitting a scarf.

They were essentially landlocked in the space between the foyer and the drawing room—with the entrances to the hallways and west wing staircase blocked off by random pieces of furniture—and there was security posted all over. Despite this, the air in the drawing room was filled with loud, excited whispers that formed a low hum throughout. From his spot, Romeo could hear everything, from chatter about what someone had had for breakfast that morning to general anticipation for the Button Banquet Brunch. The brunch that had now been canceled and replaced with interviews with the head of the police.

But the guests didn’t know that yet. They were all too caught up in their blissful ignorance.

Romeo’s interview with the police chief had been short and straightforward, but that hadn’t made him feel any less anxious while it was happening. It all felt like he was taking some kind of test—an important one. And, as Romeo had never been good at tests, he was almost certain that he’d failed it. After the interview, he was instructed to stay in the drawing room, to not leave or go wandering about. His siblings, as well as the guests, were also told to stay put, but he couldn’t see any of his brothers or sisters in the room now. Had they somehow escaped?

His siblings couldn’t have gotten too far. But it wasn’t like he could text them to ask; their phones had all been confiscated, and so Romeo only had his stale cup of bloodred tea, the scarf he was knitting, the dread-filled knocking in his chest, and his thoughts about his dead father to keep him company.

This was definitely not how he expected to be spending the morning after the ball.

The knitting was doing a terrible job of distracting him from the fact that his home was filled with people, all invited here by his father and now all trapped here because of what had happened to his father.

Romeo looked up, his heart in his throat as he surveyed the room, eyeing the crowd of unassuming guests, all oblivious to the tragedy of today. It was as if he were in one of those weird dreams he sometimes had where everything in the world felt backward, and then he’d wake up to find that things were all right and normal. But he had a feeling this wasn’t one of those times. There was no waking up from this nightmare.

He spotted Henry weaving through the crowd anxiously, helping some of the maids serve coffee, tea, and Mrs. Gray’s freshly baked cookies. The scene reminded Romeo of some kind of twisted version of the Mad Hatter’s Tea Party. Which was fitting, as this was indeed a madhouse.

Close by, he spotted Evie, dressed in a deep-red cardigan, a dark denim skirt, and leather boots, looking triumphant as she managed to grab a cookie from the quickly emptying tray. She waved at him, then walked over to where he was sitting in the corner.

“We can’t keep meeting like this,” she said.

“I know. It almost feels like you’re stalking me,” Romeo replied, forcing his voice to sound cheerful and not reflect how uneasy he felt inside.

Evie laughed, and it was truly the most joyous sound he’d heard in a while. “Maybe I am, Rome. Maybe I’m snooping on you,” she said, taking a seat next to him on the sofa.

“Ever the detective,” he replied with a small smile.

Evie glanced down at his hands, all tangled in yarn.

“Why are you knitting a sock?” she asked.

“It’s not a sock, it’s a scarf,” he said.

She frowned, tilting her head. “No offense, but it looks a bit too small and a bit too sock-shaped to be a scarf.”

“First of all, this is not sock-shaped. It is a perfectly respectable rectangle. Two, just because my scarf does not conform to societal standards of scarves, does not make it any less of a suitable scarf,” he said.

“I see your point … but logistically, who would this tiny ‘scarf’—if we’re calling it that—be for? Barbie?”

“No, it’s for Pulitzer.”

Evie raised an eyebrow. “Who on earth is Pulitzer?”

“My pet pig. Or rather the family’s pet pig … but I’m the one that feeds her most days.”

Evie sat up, amusement circling her features as she analyzed his face for any sign of humor. “Wait, you guys actually have a pet pig?” she asked.

Romeo nodded. “Yes. A Royal Dandie—”

“And her name is Pulitzer?” Evie asked, her face still housing shock.

“Well, her full government name is actually the Notorious P.I.G.—but we call her Pulitzer for short. She’s turning one on Tuesday, so I thought I’d knit her a birthday present,” he said, holding the scarf up.

Evie’s mouth formed an O and then she was staring at the “scarf” with a look of bewilderment. “I see … I have another question: Do you like your pig, Romeo?”

Romeo narrowed his eyes at her. “I’ll have you know that Litzy is a very happy pig.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Of course I like her!” he said.

“I believe you. But I still feel bad for that poor pig,” Evie said, smiling. She then looked up at the grandfather clock. “I wonder what’s taking so long? I thought the brunch was meant to start at eleven and it’s almost twelve. I skipped breakfast for this.”

“I’m not sure,” Romeo said, ignoring the itch in his nose. He wasn’t completely lying; he had no idea where the officers were now or what they were planning next. And the fact that he did not know was not helping the dread he felt building inside.

“And why have they blocked off some of the halls and the staircase? Is there some surprise awaiting us in the banqueting hall or something?” Evie asked, peering around with suspicion.

Romeo didn’t say anything. What would he even say? Yes, there is a surprise, just not the kind anyone would want or expect.

“I’m going to see if my mom’s in the kitchen. Do you want anything?” Evie pushed herself up from the chair.

For the first time, Romeo couldn’t imagine he’d feel any sort of appetite for a while. He shook his head. “I had a big breakfast,” he lied. He’d barely touched it.

“Well, I wish you the best of luck with that scarf. Hopefully the brunch starts before I get back,” Evie said.

“Hopefully,” Romeo replied, despite knowing there was no hope here at all. “How’re you going to get to the kitchen? I’m pretty sure that section of the house is blocked off.”

“You underestimate me greatly, Romeo Button,” Evie said, and then held up a staff pass she had hidden in her pockets. “Perks of being the child of ‘the help,’ ” she said, grinning as she gave him a subtle wave and then gracefully traipsed away. Her dancer’s feet helped her slip out of the drawing room undetected, right past a Manor security guard who was stationed in an inconspicuous corner and thankfully had his back turned to her.

The hum of voices in the room fell away, as did his upbeat facade. Romeo’s eyes crisscrossed and blurred, his vision replaced by words. His thoughts grew louder and harsher, replaying the same words over and over, like a faulty Vegas slot machine.

Dad is dead … Dad is dead … Dad is dead … Dad is dead …

Romeo hadn’t noticed he’d been pressing his knitting needles together so harshly until he felt the pinprick stinging of his fingers.

He broke out of his grief-laden trance to find fresh red blood, the same color as his tea, trickling from his fingertips and pooling around his palms.
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Fola was pacing the foyer.

This was important to note because Fola never paced.

She was always the calm sibling, the one with the iron-clad plan, the one who was unshakable even in the face of great peril. But right now, she was definitely shaken.

She’d decided that she needed distance from the chaos of the packed drawing room, where, from a quick head count she’d done, exactly eighty-nine guests were crammed. This did not include herself, her siblings, or the staff (both the Manor staff and the yacht staff), and while eighty-nine seemed like such a small mathematical value in theory, it felt like hundreds when placed in the context of her home. Her home whose walls were caving and closing in on her, making the space less and less the more anxious she felt. Instead of focusing on the sheer number of people in here, Fola wandered the limited area of the foyer in deep sustained contemplation, something that was hard to do given the fact that she kept bumping into the chairs and tables that were stacked together in order to hold them all in place here like prisoners.

It all felt like bad feng shui. The physical manifestation of their cursed weekend.

Despite having sensed, known even, that something awful would happen last night, Fola could never have guessed that it would be something as twisted as this. Her father wasn’t young by any means, but he wasn’t ancient either.

Based on the average life expectancy in the United States—75.9 years for the average man, 87.3 years for men of her father’s good fortune—and seeing as her dad is … was in his early seventies, she had projected that he would live another solid fifteen years or so. She’d hoped he’d surpass the average life expectancy altogether, hoped he’d surpass all human scientific capabilities and somehow live forever.

And that’s where she went wrong. Naively hoping for anything in the first place.

She stilled her trembling fingers, wrapping them around the cold metal of her thermos as she continued her uncharacteristic pacing, torturing herself with thoughts about whether there was some mathematical equation in the laws of physics that could have prevented any of this.

She knew that this was just wishful thinking though, and wishful thinking was of course akin to hope. But she couldn’t help herself. Couldn’t help going over her steps, desperately retracing the spindle of time, hoping that on this occasion she might unravel a golden thread like Rumpelstiltskin. Hoping that somehow this fruitless backpedaling through the events of the last twenty-four hours would, for once, prove to be useful. In doing what, exactly? She wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like she could resurrect her dad; she knew that.

She knew death was an inevitable state of permanence that once done could not be undone. She knew her father was gone forever. She knew. She knew. And yet—

Fola bumped into a solid figure, her open thermos of lukewarm coffee slipping out of her grip and splashing across the white cashmere exterior of the person in front of her.

“Shit! I’m so sorry!” a voice from above said.

Fola’s eyes widened in horror as she took in the stain that would definitely be impossible to remove, and then the face of her victim.

A boy. And not just any boy. The son of her father’s sworn enemy, who was now staring down at her, his blue-gray eyes wide like a deer trapped in headlights. Though Fola didn’t know him well, he looked just like his father. The only thing she could remember about him, other than the fact that he was Mr. Philips’s offspring, was that the boy had the strangest name … like Thanos … or Thunderbird or some such.

“Are you … okay?” he asked her, staring at Fola with a concerned expression.

Fola raised an eyebrow, ignoring the slow terror building in her chest. “I’m fine,” she said. “I feel like I should be asking you if you’re okay. I can arrange for your clothes to be dry-cleaned or replaced right away—”

“No, no! It’s okay, it’s just a cardigan.” The boy was looking at her with this sad and almost pitying expression. Like he knew. But that wasn’t possible. No one knew that her father was dead. No one but them.

His eyes moved from her face to her fingers, which were now shaking as they gripped her half-emptied thermos. “Are you sure you’re good?” he asked, and Fola found herself frowning in annoyance.

She was clearly a hot mess and he could clearly see that, so why ask? Why ask unhelpful questions at all? She did not understand people’s reasoning. “I’m fine, Theodore. You don’t have to pretend to care about me.”

“It’s Thorin,” he corrected, looking apologetic for having to do so.

She refrained from rolling her eyes. What a truly ridiculous name, she thought.

“Okay, Thorin. I’m sorry for ruining your cardigan. Again, I can and will replace it, just send a bill to the house. If there is nothing else you need from me, I suggest you continue with your day and I with mine, and hopefully we can all be done with this soon,” she said, and then gave him a curt nod and moved to walk away to some other place where she could pace in peace.

But before she could get far, she heard his voice once again. “Fola, wait. There was actually something I wanted to ask,” Thorin said, and she heaved a sigh, before swiveling back on her heel and giving him an impatient look.

“Yes?”

“The, uh, reason I bumped into you … I was hoping you would know where Perdita is? She said she needed to get some fresh air in the gardens behind the drawing room, but it’s been a while and she wasn’t out there when I looked, so …”

Perdita? she thought. Why on earth was Thorin Philips looking for her sister? She wasn’t even aware that the two knew each other enough for him to be searching for her.

She narrowed her eyes at the tall, gangly boy. He swallowed, looking away from her and then jolting with obvious relief at something in the distance. “Never mind, I think I see her. Thank you!” he said, and then sped off, as if he didn’t have a giant stain across the front of his shirt—or at least wasn’t disturbed by it.

With the momentary distraction gone, Fola shivered. She glanced down at her trembling fingers and considered seriously for a moment that her tolerance for coffee had merely decreased in the last week. That was why she felt so awful inside. Why she was shaking so much.

Or maybe it’s because your father is dead and you cannot cope with the facts of this new reality, a voice in her mind crooned.

Fola pushed the voice away. It was nonsense. She could handle the reality of misfortune; she never once allowed herself to break down at the first sign of struggle. So that couldn’t be it.

Then again, it would explain the heaviness in her chest and the incessant urge to cry way more than a sudden bout of caffeine intolerance did. The herd of guests squeezed into the rooms nearby, as well as the presence of several uniformed officers in her home, wasn’t helping the situation either. Sure, the officers weren’t in the foyer with her right this moment, but she knew they were here … lurking around … asking probing questions, like they had during her interview … watching everyone, as officers tended to do. And that made her feel sick to her stomach.

Before Fola could psychoanalyze herself further, a sudden crash nearby disrupted her thoughts. The sound came from the main entrance doors. She jumped back as glass smashed against the black-and-white tiling a few paces from her feet.

Followed by a resounding bang.
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Bilal was in the cellar when the crash came.

He startled, looking up at the ceiling as the far-off sound of chaos erupted from above. There were voices shouting, followed by the quick movement of feet and the unsettling creaking of the Manor’s seventeenth-century floorboards.

Whatever that was had to be the third or fourth terrible thing to happen in the past twenty-four hours. The first and worst of all being that his father, the only father he ever knew, was dead. A fact that he was not yet willing to acknowledge.

It was so much easier to ignore all of the terrible things that had happened when he was down here. It was easy to ignore the nausea and the knocking in his chest and the guilt in his bones.

As a result, Bilal was not planning on returning to the shit show that was clearly happening upstairs anytime soon.

If it wasn’t enough that his father was dead; in the tragicomedy show that was now becoming Bilal Button’s life, he’d somehow injured himself once again. After breakfast he’d slipped on a piece of fruit in the kitchen, just like in the cartoons, making his already-broken bones probably even more broken, at best, or mildly inflamed at worst.

As strangers filled the Manor, he was underground in what was clearly a medical room that hadn’t been used in a while—as evidenced by the cobwebs—seated on a hospital-style stretcher, waiting for Henry to return with an ice pack. Henry had offered to call the Manor’s off-site nurse or the family doctor, Dr. Benson, but Bilal did not like having people fuss over his well-being and told the secretary that he was fine.

After a few minutes of waiting, Bilal finally heard the sound of footsteps shuffling down the spiral staircase that led to the cellar, and let out a sigh of relief when Henry emerged. The relief was short-lived, however, as behind Henry was the last person Bilal wanted to see right now.

“Your friend insisted on following me down here,” Henry explained, holding the promised ice pack in one hand, while gesturing to the brooding face of Bilal’s ex-boyfriend, Anwar, with his other.

“He’s not my friend,” Bilal said with a scowl.

“I don’t know about that. We were pretty friendly last night,” Anwar said, folding his arms.

Henry cleared his throat, handing Bilal the ice pack while avoiding looking at either of them. “I should check on something … in a room elsewhere … give you boys space to talk. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Henry said with a nod, before scurrying out of one of the cellar doors.

His father was dead and now he was stuck in the basement with his ex. Great. It was harder to ignore all of his problems when they kept violently reminding him that they existed.

“Well done, you’ve scared off my dad’s secretary,” Bilal mumbled, trying not to look Anwar in the eye (and failing). It didn’t help that Anwar was staring at him intently, with that perfect face of his.

“Henry will be fine,” Anwar said, rolling his eyes and placing his hands in his pockets. Bilal noticed then that Anwar had changed out of his formfitting suit from last night and was now wearing jeans and an embroidered sweater with the word PEMBERLEY written on it in bold.

“You don’t know that. People aren’t just miraculously fine, you know? Sometimes you might make more of an impact than you’d expect. Something you’d know if you actually cared.”

There was a tension-filled silence then, sharp enough to sever the stitches in Bilal’s heart.

“I have a feeling this isn’t about Henry,” Anwar said at last.

“What else would it be about?” Bilal replied.

Anwar narrowed his eyes a little. “Seriously, Billy? I thought we could talk about what happened last night like the adults we both are. But clearly, I misjudged.”

The last thing Bilal wanted to do was talk about any of what had happened last night, so he did what he always did whenever he was confronted by issues he’d rather not address. He pushed the truth to the side and let the walls of protection he’d built years ago block the brewing storm between himself and Anwar. “What happened last night was a mistake.”

“A mistake,” Anwar repeated flatly.

“Yes,” Bilal said, wanting to appear certain. But his voice, as well as his convictions, wobbled.

“Well, if so, that was one hell of a mistake,” Anwar replied in the dry, sarcastic way he did when his own walls went up.

“Look, Anwar. It’s best we pretend nothing happened so that we can both move on. You can go back to your life and I can go back to mine. I don’t need you around, and you don’t need me, so what’s the point in rehashing any of this?” Bilal wanted to sound cold and detached, but he just ended up sounding broken.

He had been avoiding Anwar’s eyes as he spoke, but in an almost-sadistic sense, decided to look into them one last time, which he instantly regretted. Anwar’s eyes were a kaleidoscope of emotions. Pain, sadness, hurt, and rage all swirling around in the endless gleaming dark brown pits. Bilal hated hurting Anwar, but it seemed it was all he was ever good at doing.

“Okay, Billy. We can do that,” Anwar said in a voice too calm for Bilal to process at first. When he finally did, Anwar was already on his way out.

“Anwar, wait,” Bilal said, pushing himself up from the gurney to stand, wincing as all the broken parts of him shifted.

Anwar stopped by the staircase and glanced back at Bilal expectantly.

Bilal blinked at him, the words he desperately wanted to say out loud now lodged in his throat. So he resorted to what was easiest. “You forgot your, uh, trophy in my room.”

Anwar’s eyebrow arched in response. “You have my address. You can mail it to me after the brunch, or pass it along to your father to give to me, seeing as I’ll be around here a lot more now that I’m the new Prodigy of the Year and all.” Bilal felt a twinge in his chest at the casual mention of his father. “Or you can keep it. I don’t really care.” Anwar sighed and looked away from him. “I’ll see you around, Bilal,” he said, then disappeared from Bilal’s line of sight, the sound of Anwar’s gentle footsteps traipsing up the metal staircase once more, as he walked away for what Bilal feared would be the last time.

After a few moments of watching the empty space where Anwar no longer stood, Bilal soundlessly shifted back on the bed and buried his face in his hands. Cursing himself internally, he wished he weren’t so good at making a mess of his life.

At the sound of more footsteps, he turned, hoping against hope it was Anwar again, wanting to give Bilal another chance at saying what he actually meant and not what stupidly tumbled out of his mouth whenever he spoke. But it was Henry, watching Bilal from the corner, like a shadow, and with a weary, pitying expression.

Bilal didn’t feel embarrassed at the prospect that Henry had overheard his exchange with Anwar. The Button children had gotten used to the fact that Henry knew almost every intimate detail about their lives. Since Henry was their father’s right hand, his eyes and ears were all over the Manor. Yet, the secretary never seemed to disclose his or his siblings’ dalliances to their father.

Bilal wasn’t even sure his father knew or cared that he was gay and had been dating the newest Prodigy of the Year. All his father ever concerned himself with was whether they were brilliant. Bilal had never had to worry about being disowned for liking boys. Instead, he spent most of his childhood worried about being scorned for not placing in the top three nationally in his sport. His father was progressive, in a weird way, he supposed.

“How are you doing?” Henry asked in a gentle tone.

Bilal wasn’t sure if Henry was asking about how he was doing in general or about his injury, so he gave the answer he always gave. “I’m fine.”

Henry paused before speaking again. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Bilal replied, agitated by the way Henry was staring at him. Like he was a bird with a broken wing or something.

“I know that it has been … a very, very difficult morning for you … for all of you. It’s just … I would understand if you weren’t fine,” Henry pressed on. “You know I’m always here, if you needed to talk about anything. Anything at all.”

Bilal knew Henry meant that sincerely—Henry was always sincere. But he also knew that no one could help him now. Not after the events of the past year, and especially not after last night.

“I assure you, I am fine, Henry.”

He didn’t look convinced. “How’s your leg?” Henry asked, switching gears, still trying to get an answer out of him as he glanced down at Bilal’s cast.

Not as bad as my love life, apparently, Bilal thought, but didn’t say. He didn’t think Henry would see the humor in it.

“Better,” he lied. It would probably be wise for him to use the ice pack Henry had brought, but he decided he’d just have to learn to live with the pain. From above, he could hear voices rising and guests shuffling around the foyer. “What was that sound from before? The crash and the banging?” he asked as he glanced up at the ceiling.

“Oh, that? There was a small incident upstairs. Nothing the police can’t handle, I’m sure,” Henry said, waving away his concerns. “Are you ready to head back up? I can help you with the stairs?” he continued.

Bilal nodded, even though the thought of returning upstairs made him feel dizzy. He wasn’t ready, but he also couldn’t hide forever.

Henry helped him up and over to the stairs, slinging Bilal’s right arm over his shoulder as the two ascended the steps slowly.

When they finally emerged into the foyer, Bilal could immediately tell that the so-called small incident, as Henry had put it, hadn’t been small at all.

The Manor’s apparently impenetrable front doors had been smashed in, a whole section of the stained-glass panes shattered entirely, with shards littering the ground. The area felt cold, as gusts of wind crawled in through the broken barrier of the entrance. Police tape adorned the foyer, which already felt boxed in with all of the stacked chairs blocking the doorway, and a sense of doom hung in the air.

“I thought you said it wasn’t a big deal,” Bilal said to Henry, his eyebrows raised in shock, his pulse thrumming.

Henry’s face pulled into a taut expression. “The incident wasn’t as small as I may have originally suggested. But it is nothing that can’t be contained. It was just a rogue reporter who’d managed to bypass your father’s security systems and had attempted to break through the door using a large drone camera that had a note attached to it. It appears he knows about your father’s … passing and is threatening to leak the news unless we pay him for his silence. The police suspect word got out from the … er … crime scene in the Hamptons.”

“Christ,” Bilal said, his eyes wide and alert. A drone camera? He hated how the fanatics that stalked his family seemed to get more creative as time passed. “What are we going to do?”

“The reporter was found with the controller, close to the estate, and has been arrested. But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t told others or doesn’t have some of insurance in case this happened. So we are currently working with your father’s lawyers on the likely scenario that the news will be made public in advance of our intended schedules,” Henry said.

“So what you’re saying is … we’re going to do nothing?” Bilal replied, stunned and little horrified. “Shouldn’t Claire be here planning some kind of announcement?”

Bilal didn’t know his father’s publicist all that well, but he knew she had been the one to orchestrate the media release of his injury to the world—mostly against his will. He’d hoped to somehow lie low and fade into obscurity with no one ever knowing about it, but his father and Claire had other plans.

“Claire is unfortunately no longer with us,” Henry stated. At first, it sounded like Claire was dead too, like his father. But Bilal suspected she’d probably just gotten herself fired like most of his father’s staff. Poor Claire, he thought. “Nevertheless, your father was always clear as to how he wanted his death to be reported. There is already a statement ready to go, drafted this morning once the news reached the lawyers. We are still hopeful that we can publish our own statement first, and, as the threat may be just that, we are holding fire until we are in a better position. This all of course means that people here are no longer permitted to leave directly after their interviews. They must first sign a nondisclosure form before they leave, to avoid further leaks. But hopefully once the police have made a formal arrest, we will be able to return back to normal.”

Bilal wasn’t sure normal could even exist anymore. He felt the uneasy rise and fall of panic in his chest. This was all becoming too much. “You seem to have everything under control,” he said, not sure what else to say.

“Of course. Everything has to be under control in times like this. Your father made sure there were several plans for his death. All potential circumstances have been planned for.”

All potential circumstances have been planned for. Bilal wouldn’t say that. Being here at the Manor past midday had not been in his day’s plans. He had hoped to already be back in his apartment in Brooklyn by now, in the discomfort of his own silence. But nothing in the last twenty-four hours had gone to plan. He did not plan to spend the night at the Manor. He did not plan to hook up with Anwar. And he certainly did not plan for his father to die.

Bilal turned suddenly away from the crime scene and over to Henry, who was looking somberly across the foyer at the guests in the drawing room. They were a mix of ages. He figured a number of them were the legal guardians of the younger prodigies, but mostly everyone in here was an expert, the gods of their respective fields. And yet right now, these gods looked so very human. He could see agitated faces, as well as worried and frightened ones, like they could feel that something was amiss. He suspected even that some of them knew. They were geniuses, after all. It wouldn’t take much to put the pieces together.

For one, the brunch was now about two hours behind schedule. And they were all being held in the drawing room without explanation, surrounded by police tape with furniture blocking them in. And they were being asked to sign nondisclosure agreements, or would be soon. But most questionable of all: Mr. Button was nowhere to be seen in all of this. He’d disappeared. Gone. Shoved off the face of the earth.

“Wait,” Bilal said, only now just registering some of Henry’s earlier words. “Before, did you say there was going to be an arrest? Why would there be an arrest?”

Henry didn’t respond.

“And you called the Hamptons a crime scene … Henry. What’s going on? I thought Chief Waxler wasn’t concerned?”

Henry wiped his brow with his pocket handkerchief. “Yes. Erm. That was before. The police hadn’t yet reviewed his body, it was all very new then.”

“And now?”

“Things appear to be much more complicated than we’d previously thought,” Henry said in a low voice, so as not to alert those in the drawing room to this development. “When your father’s … body … was finally examined, it was clear that there had been foul play. The police chief thought it best to hold off on telling you kids. As a close friend of your father’s, I think he … the chief just wants to do what he believes is best for you all. I told him you would all much rather the truth, but he didn’t want to cause any more upset or pain.”

Bilal’s jaw clenched as he took a moment to figure out what all of this might mean. How this revelation would change everything. Because it surely would. “Are you sayi—” He was cut off by the sound of a bell tolling. He looked across the foyer at one of the officers, who was now standing next to one of the housemaids, tugging at the rope that hung from one of the walls to the side of the foyer, triggering the main house bell, which chimed loudly now, as it had done earlier that morning when they’d been called down for breakfast.

Silence settled instantly.

Four officers, including Waxler, stepped out of the shadows before the police chief moved to stand in the intersection of the spaces, where all could see and hear him. The expression he wore was grave.

“Thank you all for your patience and cooperation today. We come to you with a rather unfortunate update. I imagine you will have a good deal of questions, but I ask that you hold these for now.” He paused a moment, before continuing. “It gives me no pleasure to inform you all that Mr. Button was found dead on the Titania yacht this morning at approximately 7:21 A.M. I am very saddened to be delivering this news, especially on what was meant to be such a celebratory day. But, in light of this update, I must confirm that this is now being treated as a murder investigation. As everyone here was on the yacht last night, you are all considered suspects.” Chief Waxler’s voice was firm above the gasps.

Murder investigation. Bilal’s hands grew cold. That’s right … Dad was murdered.

“We will be starting questioning in due course. Thank you in advance for your cooperation.”

As the police chief exited the scene, the entire world around Bilal descended into utter chaos.






ACT II
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THE NIGHT BEFORE


11:20 P.M.—THE HAMPTONS

Twenty-four minutes before his untimely demise, Leontes Button was caught up in his work, plotting for the week ahead.

He was seated at his desk in his onboard office, Olympus, as he formally called it, located on the bottom deck of his beloved yacht.

Plotting, for Mr. Button, always involved staring idly at the chessboard at the center of his desk, while assigning tasks to the wooden chess pieces and scribbling notes in his journal. Each piece would represent a thing to be done and would only be moved once the task had been started.

The door to Olympus opened and Mr. Button finally tore his eyes away from the inked pages of his overflowing planner to the presence now lingering by the entrance.

“Hello, Mr. Button. I received your message. You wanted to see me?”

“Henry,” Mr. Button said with a smile and uncharacteristically upbeat tone. His outstretched hand hovered over the pawn on B2 and then shifted back and grasped the knight, moving it forward swiftly, the knight now looming over the surrounding pieces. “Thanks for coming.”

“Is everything all right, Mr. Button?” Henry asked as he stepped inside the office, shutting the door behind him.

“Come, sit, play chess with me, Henry.”

Henry’s brows furrowed. “Mr. Button, you called me down here to play chess?”

“In part,” Mr. Button said.

Henry glanced down at the chessboard, noting how so many of the pieces had already been moved. It seemed Mr. Button had already been in the middle of a game.

Despite the strangeness of the request, the secretary obliged, like always. He took the seat in front of Mr. Button, and the pair picked up the odd, half-spun game.

After a few minutes of stifled, silent gameplay, Mr. Button finally spoke. “Poor move, Henry. You never leave the king unprotected,” he said, making his winning move and capturing Henry’s king.

“Oh, right,” Henry replied. “My apologies, Mr. Button.”

Mr. Button glanced over at his secretary of sixteen years with a pleased smile. Henry Xu was one of the longest-lasting and most loyal of his employees, the staff member who had been with him for as long as the children had. In a strange way, Henry was also his longest true companion.

“Good game, Mr. Button,” Henry said.

“Hmm, it was, wasn’t it? Short-lived but still decent,” Mr. Button replied, as he began moving the pieces back to their rightful places.

Henry moved to stand but Mr. Button held his hand up, signaling for the secretary to stay. “Henry, I would like to speak with you first thing tomorrow. Please cancel any prior engagements you may have.”

“Of course, Mr. Button … Is it about anything in particular?” Henry asked.

Mr. Button continued to rearrange the pieces. “I would like to discuss the termination of your contract as my secretary.”

Henry almost lost his footing then. His skin grew cold, his heartbeat almost ceasing altogether. “Mr. Button?” Henry said, unsure he’d heard him correctly.

“We will need to file the correct paperwork, reallocate your remaining duties, iron out any issues, etcetera.”

He was being fired. But why?

“Mr. Button—” Henry repeated, breathless. He was cut off by the jarring ring of Mr. Button’s phone, the noise reverberating around the windowless office and making the air feel even more stifling than it already was.

The secretary glanced down at the glowing screen and the caller ID: DR. BENSON.

Why on earth would the family doctor be calling at such an odd hour?

“Sorry, Henry, I need to take this. Give me two moments, please,” Mr. Button said.

Henry nodded soundlessly, his mind a whirr. He was being fired. He was going to lose his job. His home. His security.

Henry looked over at the man who was once his employer, a final thought weighing him down heavier than the rest: He needed to make Mr. Button change his mind. Whatever it took.

Mr. Button muttered something unintelligible into the speaker and then ended the call with a click, placing the telephone down on the table. “Now, Henry … where were we?”








1:27 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


Leontes Button had been dead, murdered, for around twelve hours now, according to the coroner’s estimate, and Octavius Button was taking the news as well as any seventeen-year-old musical prodigy would.

He was lying on the floor of his bedroom, face down, while a medley of old ABBA songs flittered through the vintage car-shaped radio on his bedside table.

“Gimme! Gimme! Gimme!” filled the air as the muffled sound of knocking rudely disrupted the chorus. He turned the volume down with his remote.

“Octavius Button, open the door this instant!” His sister’s tone told him that she was royally pissed off about something.

He slowly dragged himself up from the soft surface of the ground, feeling like he was a necromancer raising his own corpse from the dead as he trudged forward, tugging at the doorknob and throwing the door wide open.

Fola’s face was screwed up, but her irritation quickly morphed into shock when she took in Octavius’s appearance.

“Tavi,” Fola started. “What on earth are you wearing?”

After Chief Waxler had declared his father’s murder to a roomful of suspects, Octavius had decided he’d much rather be anywhere else but in the morbid company of everyone else. So he decided to sneak off to other parts of the Manor, where he could be alone with his thoughts. His wandering took him to his siblings’ bedrooms—specifically their closets, where he found an array of clothes to try on. Now he was wearing one item from each sibling.

Bilal’s bright orange sweatpants, paired with Perdita’s denim miniskirt, one of Fola’s many cropped blazers, and Romeo’s feather boa from the year he went as Perry the Platypus for Halloween. Along with the sunglasses he’d found in someone’s drawer (he couldn’t quite remember whose at this point, though there was a possibility that they were actually his).

“You look ridiculous. Like, more ridiculous than usual,” Fola continued.

He thought he looked great, but then again it could be the grief talking.

“I look grea—Wait, what do you mean more ridiculous than usual?”

Fola did not dignify his question with a response. Instead, she moved on. “Why did it take me shouting at the top of my lungs for you to finally hear me? I called your name a total of fifty-seven times.”

“I didn’t realize it was you. I thought it was the walls talking,” Octavius said with a shrug.

Fola’s face returned to straight-up annoyance. “Why would the walls be talking? Walls can’t talk, you know that, right, Tavi? Are you high or something?” Fola loved to state the obvious sometimes. Of course he knew walls couldn’t talk. Though he reckoned if his walls could talk, they would scream.

“Unfortunately, no, not high, just hungover,” he replied, rubbing his temple.

She rolled her eyes. “Well, you better start sobering up at some point. They want us in Eden, stat.”

“Do they always have to send you to fetch me? You know I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself.”

Fola gave him a seriously? look, wordlessly gesturing to his clothes. If it wasn’t for the fact that he still had an earsplitting headache, he would have defended his ability to look after himself. Not that he could remember most things from the past twenty hours. For all he knew, he might’ve publicly humiliated himself, thus proving his haters right about his presumed inability to take care of himself.

Though some hours had passed, Octavius was still piecing together the events of the night, trying to rearrange the fragments of memories floating about the wiry mess that was his brain. All while Waxler’s announcement that his father had been murdered ricocheted through it all.

“Let’s get going, then.”

Fola placed her hand on his chest, stopping him from stepping any farther. “You’re not seriously going down dressed like that, are you?”

“I am, why? You don’t think I look pretty?”

Fola gave her brother her most lethal glare, which only made him smile.

“As I said before, you’re ridiculous. I hope the other prodigies make fun of you.” She muttered the last part as she dropped her hand, letting him exit the room in his clownish garb. He didn’t really care if some fancy scientist from NASA or a fourteen-year-old genius flutist mocked him. He didn’t care what anyone thought.

“Why are we being summoned to Eden again, anyway?” he asked. The lyrics from “Dancing Queen” warbled out of the speakers as he closed his door behind them both.

She didn’t respond for a while, just kept marching forward through one of the longer hallways.

“Fola?” he said.

She sighed. “Well, maybe if you hadn’t run off at a very crucial moment, you would know why.”

He stalked behind her. “I didn’t want to be around everyone after … you know.”

“I do know,” she said. “But we’re all finding it hard, Tavi.” She paused to look at him. Her eyes were glazed over with a sheen of unshed tears, but her face remained stony. He’d seen her earlier, how stressed she had been. Now she had her game face on, like there was no time for her grievances.

“I’m sorry for leaving, Fola,” he said.

“It’s fine,” she replied as they turned right instead of left.

“Where are we going?” he asked. He hadn’t been gone so long that he’d forgotten the way to his father’s office. They turned once more, and standing there, in different degrees of dishevelment, were Romeo, Perdita, and Bilal.

“Thank you all for waiting while I got Octavius,” Fola said as they joined the others in the specific dead-end corner that their father used to refer to as Paradise Lost. He had called it that because it was the place they were sent to when they misbehaved as kids. Their “paradise” (playtime, which they rarely got) being temporarily “lost.” Here they were forced to polish all of the animals on the walls for hours and hours until each and every tusk, horn, and antler was spotless. That didn’t make the animal heads any less uncomfortable to be around now.

Octavius felt a hand on his shoulder and looked to find that Romeo was holding on to him like he might float away. He gave his brother a confused look, but Romeo only responded with his sad glassy-eyed gaze.

“Are you sure we’re allowed to be here? Mr. Waxler said we were meant to all stay downstairs,” Perdita said, her eyes red rimmed. She’d clearly been crying.

“It’s fine. Henry summoned us to Eden, so it shouldn’t be an issue with Waxler,” Fola said.

“So why are we here and not in the office?” Bilal asked bluntly.

“Well … I just, wanted us to talk, before we went in. This morning feels like something straight from a nightmare and I … I wanted to make sure we were all okay, or at least as okay as we can be in these circumstances,” Fola said, her voice breaking on the last syllable.

The space around them was heavy and tense, filled with unuttered anguish and grievances.

She wiped her eyes and continued. “Listen.” Her voice was quiet and brittle. “I know we aren’t the type of family to braid one another’s hair and talk about our feelings. But we can’t not acknowledge it. We need to speak to one another, know what we’re all thinking, put on a united front. So many people are out to get this family—the past day has been proof of that, between the real journalist who tried to break in today and that fake journalist from yesterday who actually did manage to break in and threaten Father. We can’t take any chances. We need to stay on top of this, make sure the police are focused on the right people. I’m going to ask Henry to speak to Chief Waxler about looking into that woman from yesterday. At the very least, we need to stick together and—”

“No,” Bilal interrupted, his eyes squeezed shut.

“No? ” Fola replied, staring at Bilal like he’d grown a second head.

“I can’t deal with all of this right now,” he said, rubbing his temples as if he had a headache. Just from looking at him, Octavius could tell Bilal was at his wits’ end.

“What do you mean you can’t deal with all of this right now? All that matters is this. And right now is the only time we have. Do you not care about us? This family? Dad is dead. We have no one left in the world, and we need to think about our futures. We need to plan.”

“No. What we need to do right now is follow Henry’s instructions and head to Eden. We don’t need to be standing here talking about a situation that can’t change, that won’t change. The police are dealing with it—you can’t take over from them like you do everything else. You have to let things run their course.” Bilal’s expression hardened, though Octavius could see the remnants of dried tears on Bilal’s cheeks. “So that’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to leave this alone and let Waxler deal with it. I’ll see you guys in there,” he said, and then pushed himself off the wall and limped off down the hallway in the opposite direction. Octavius silently agreed with Bilal, it was probably best to let this nightmare play out the way it was meant to play out. But he was not about to tell his sister that.

Fola looked like she might actually cry or scream, or both. “He’s so …” Her voice trailed off, as she peered down the hallway Bilal had already disappeared from. She blinked and a single tear rolled down her cheek, which she quickly wiped away. “I’m still going to tell Henry about getting Waxler to look into the journalist,” she continued in her quiet, stubborn voice.

No one else contested or agreed with her.

“We should head over, I think, before they start looking for us,” Perdita suggested finally, breaking the tense silence.

“Why was Henry calling us, anyway?” Octavius asked, hoping that someone would fill him in since Fola hadn’t before.

“We don’t know,” Romeo replied. “He didn’t say much.”

“Henry said he’d tell us more once we were all in Father’s study, and that the lawyers would be there,” Fola said.

“The lawyers? Why?” Octavius asked, swallowing the rising panic inside.

Fola shrugged and folded her arms. “Who knows, Tavi. Maybe the police have already found the killer and want to tell us about all of the gruesome details. That should be fun,” Fola said dryly.

It didn’t sound like fun to him at all.

The four of them started to make their way down the hall, walking slowly side by side like some kind of funeral procession.

“You okay, Tavs?” Romeo asked quietly.

“Yeah, I’m fine, Rome,” Octavius said, not liking the way his brother was looking at him. Like he was a china plate teetering at the edge of an open cabinet. “Why’d you ask?”

“It’s just, you haven’t stopped shaking. Since breakfast.” Romeo’s eyes darted to Octavius’s hands, which were indeed shaking, much like the rest of him.

“Oh, that,” he said, pausing to think of an explanation. “Haven’t had my morning coffee, that’s all.”

“That’s all?” Romeo said.

Octavius squeezed his younger brother’s shoulder and forced a smile. “Yes. Now, how about you, Rome. Are you okay?”

Romeo paused and looked down at the ground in front of them as they walked on. “I don’t know. I guess it depends on what awaits us in Eden,” he answered.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Octavius replied. “Just don’t eat any of the apples.” That made Romeo smile.

It became clear as soon as they stepped into Eden that the lawyers were not here because the police had solved the case.

Instead, they were here to discuss the urgent matter of inheritances. Murder could apparently wait.

Bilal was already seated on one of the leather chesterfield couches in the dark-walled office, staring stormily into the abyss. An air has changed around Bilal, Octavius thought. Rome and Perdita took their seats next to Bilal, and Fola and Octavius found seats on the couch on the opposite side of the room. Given that the place was named Eden, Octavius had always been perturbed by the glaring absence of plants, snakes, or Satan.

“What’s this all about, then?” Bilal asked, his tone cold, removed.

“We’ve gathered you here to discuss the matter of your father’s final will and testament,” Henry said, stepping out of the corner he’d been in, the shadow of a dead bull’s head looming behind him. “Mr. Fowley here—the executor—will be reading the will out for us all.” Henry gestured to the important-looking man standing in front of their father’s desk, next to William and Clive, the lawyers.

Octavius hadn’t noticed Mr. Fowley until that moment. The man’s dark, ill-tailored suit and expression blended in with the dark blue of the damask wallpaper behind him. The executor wasn’t the only one hiding in plain sight either; there was a police officer posted by the window staring straight ahead while blocking much of the light coming in with his imposing frame. He was most likely there to keep watch. To make sure they did not find themselves in any more trouble, or indeed, that any trouble did not find them.

“We were very sorry to hear about Leontes’s passing. We hope to make this legal process as smooth as possible, despite the terrible circumstances; it is important that we respect his wishes,” William … or Clive … said. It was hard to tell. The lawyers were dressed in the same bland gray suits, had the same tapered haircuts, and both spoke in careful monotones. Most of the people who worked for his father were like that though. Octavius used to wonder if his father’s staff would get fired for smiling too much, laughing at all, or wearing magenta-colored socks.

Fola scoffed. “Father’s not even in the ground yet and we’re already talking about inheritances? Doesn’t feel very respectful to me.”

Henry looked apologetic. “Actually, it is your father’s wish to be cremated and sent to space. But nevertheless, yes, we know the timing is not … ideal, but your father requested that his will be read out to you all at the same time, no later than the thirteenth hour after his passing.” Henry looked down at his watch then. “As preliminary reports from the coroner’s office are estimating his time of death to be around midnight, this marks the thirteenth hour—so time is of the essence.”

“Why did Dad want the will to be read out within thirteen hours?” Rome asked, as if there was ever a good reason that their father did anything.

Henry cleared his throat. “I believe, in your father’s words … he wanted to do so while the grief was still fresh and everyone was in more of a forgiving mood.”

“Classic Leontes, a drama queen until the very end,” Octavius said with a smile.

Everyone in the room turned to look at him, all sporting judgmental expressions. Bilal narrowed his eyes at the familiar pair of orange sweatpants Octavius was wearing, as if only just noticing them.

“May we begin?” Mr. Fowley asked the room as he moved to stand behind the desk, not looking impressed at all by the conversation taking place. In front of him was a very serious-looking briefcase next to a large safe box.

Henry nodded. “Of course, Mr. Fowley, please go ahead.”

They all watched Mr. Fowley thumb the briefcase’s latch, which sprang open with a gentle click. The air in the office was unpleasant and tense, as it always was. Octavius never enjoyed coming in here much—none of them did. Nothing good ever happened in Eden.

Octavius locked eyes with one of the animal heads nailed to the wall, the others staring down at him accusatorily. He had never understood his father’s obsession with having all of these dead animals around him. Surely it was a bad omen; if you were constantly surrounded by death, it was bound to catch up with you sooner rather than later.

“This will was last amended three nights ago, in the presence of myself and your father’s lawyers.” The executor glared down at them all with his strong brow, his harsh frown seeming to suggest that this was the last place he wanted to be right now. “It has come with a statement summarizing the division of the assets, which I will now read.”

The air in the room constricted even further as he pulled a short stack of pages from the briefcase, lowering his glasses to read aloud from the first page.

“ ‘I, Leontes Button, being of sound mind, do willfully and voluntarily appoint my representative, Jimothy Fowley, to have the right of disposition, as defined in section 7219122025 of the code of mortalities, and that all decisions made by my representative with respect to the right of disposition shall be binding.’ ”

“Who in the world names their child Jimothy? No wonder he looks permanently pissed,” Octavius whispered to Fola, who shushed him.

Jimothy continued. “‘The assets to be disclosed in the following will are: the amount of three point five billion dollars across liquid assets, in accounts and in several investments; the Button Estate, which is made up of the Manor, holiday homes, private jets, helicopter, yachts, cars, and the Button Games company itself, Button Games Ltd.; the medals, trophies, and prizes; and last of all, his sporting paraphernalia.’” Mr. Fowley licked his thumb and flipped the page. “ ‘To my secretary of sixteen years, Henry Xu, I leave’ ”—there was a pause—“ ‘my golfing equipment and all my trophies.’ ”

Everyone turned to Henry, whose face was unchanged despite how much of a slap this clearly was. Henry had been their father’s longest-serving personal secretary. The Buttons were used to a revolving door of staff, most people staying no longer than a few months to a year, but after everything Henry had done, including practically raising Octavius and his siblings, he had basically gotten nothing.

Octavius had thought his dad and the secretary might’ve even been friends after all these years, but this clearly showed they weren’t. Or if they were, this was a coldness that would be difficult to shake the memory of.

“ ‘To my children, I leave the following,’ ” Mr. Fowley started again, his voice agonizingly slow. “ ‘To my son Bilal Antonio Button, I leave to you a reduced inheritance of fifty million dollars. To my son Octavius Leartes Button, I leave to you a reduced inheritance of fifty million dollars. To my son Romeo Julius Button, I leave to you an inheritance of one hundred million dollars. To my daughter Fola Emilia Button, I leave to you an inheritance of two hundred million dollars.’ ” There was a pause, as all eyes shifted now to Fola, who Octavius could tell was holding back a smug smile. Father’s will pretty much confirmed what they all already knew: Fola was the favorite, the one their father treasured the most. The one he was proudest of.

There was no jealousy in that for Octavius; he knew how hard Fola worked to be the perfect daughter, how tirelessly she fought to always be number one, to be the best, and she had finally done it.

Octavius smiled at her, taking her hand in his and squeezing.

He wasn’t surprised to hear about his reduced inheritance either. It had been something he’d agreed to just before he’d left to go to boarding school. His father had said that moving out of the Manor meant Octavius had irrevocably tampered with his experiment and there was a literal price to pay for that. They were the same terms Bilal and Perdita had agreed to when they left too. Moving out meant they were only entitled to half of their original inheritance. He didn’t care much for the inheritance though, what he cared about was being free.

“ ‘Lastly, to my daughter Perdita Florizel Button,’ ” the executor continued, slowly flipping the page as Octavius began to zone out, his mind filling with all of the opportunities he would have now that his dad’s watchful eye was no longer peering over his shoulder, pecking at the list of accolades Octavius had collected in his short life and it never being enough. Was it bad that Octavius felt some relief in that? A weight sliding from his shoulders … freedom.

A flash of images washed behind his eyes once again and the unease crept back into the empty crevices left in the wake of his relief. A scream, a thud, and so much blood. Octavius felt his bones rattle beneath his flesh, drawing his attention back to the room. When he did, he found himself briefly locking eyes with the officer that was posted by the window, feeling a sudden jolt at the realization that the officer seemed to be watching him. Octavius quickly averted his gaze, refocusing on Mr. Fowley.

“ ‘… an inheritance of one point five billion dollars, the main family residence, all the holiday homes, the private jet and helicopter, the registered cars, the yachts, and lastly, Button Games Ltd.’ ”

There was an edging silence as the final words from the will settled over the room.

Did they just hear that right? Their father had left Perdita … everything.

Octavius hesitated before slowly turning to look at his youngest sister.

It seemed as though Perdita had stopped breathing. She was deathly pale and sickly, like she could throw up any moment now. Octavius hoped she didn’t; he couldn’t stand the sight.

The executor began tucking the pages back into the briefcase. Octavius heard the sound of the leather couch moving as Fola finally stood. “Sorry, Mr. Fowley, there has to be some mistake—”

Mr. Fowley shook his head sharply twice, once left and then right. “No mistakes were made here, Miss Button. The will was checked over meticulously.”

Octavius’s eyes scanned the room, searching for the reactions of the others. Henry sported a neutral expression; Bilal’s mouth was pressed in a thin line; Romeo stared at Perdita with worry; and Perdita was staring off into the ether in abject disbelief.

Fola looked much like Perdita, like she was also on the verge of collapse. “But you said it was only just amended three days ago,” she pressed on. “There could have been an error made to one of the more sizable changes—”

“I assure you, Miss Button, no such error exists. The bulk of this will has been set in stone for quite some time now. The only significant revision made was to Henry’s portion of the will; everything else is exactly as it has been for many years.”

Years, Octavius repeated in his mind. Their father had known exactly how he’d split their inheritance for years.

Octavius thought he could smell something burning—but then, it might have been the steam blowing from Fola’s ears.

“But—” Fola began again.

“Miss Button, I’m sorry, but there will be no contesting this will. What I need now is for you all to sign some forms. The board will be in touch with Miss Perdita Button soon to prepare her for her role as the new head of the Button Estate.” Mr. Fowley paused. “There is one complication, however, stipulated in section D paragraph F.” He looked across at them all. “In the event that Mr. Button is murdered, all assets are to be frozen until his killer’s arrest.”

“It’s just like Father to plan ahead for his own potential assassination,” Octavius muttered, and everyone in the room turned to glare at him once again, even Jimothy.

A look of betrayal bloomed across Fola’s features as the Buttons were each passed forms to sign, the room cloaked with an uncomfortable, heavy feeling.

Once the forms were signed, and they were dismissed, Perdita bolted out of Eden with such quickness she was barely a blur in Octavius’s peripheral vision.

His head shot up as he watched Fola go after her, followed by Romeo stalking after them both.

Across the room, Octavius locked eyes with Bilal, and it was clear, in that moment, that the two brothers were thinking the exact same thing.

This is not going to end well.






2:14 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


When Octavius and Bilal exited their father’s office, Octavius expected to find his sisters in the middle of hand-to-hand combat like when they used to physically fight as kids. But what he walked into was somehow even more disturbing than anything he could have imagined.

Perdita was staring helplessly at Fola, who seemed to be … crying. And not in a way that would indicate that she was furious, but more like tears of shock. Fola looked as lost as Perdita, tears clinging to her cheeks as she fiercely stared the other girl down.

“I’m so sorry, Fola—”

“Why?” Fola interrupted.

“Why what?” Perdita replied, looking nervous.

“Why would he leave you everything? You don’t even live at the Manor anymore; you don’t call or text him. You hardly ever visit, always off in some other country promoting your art or working on another piece. Why would he leave you everything when …” Fola’s voice trailed off, but Octavius knew his sister well enough to know what the words she left unspoken were.

Why would he leave you everything when I was the one who stayed?

It was a good question, and one Octavius, Romeo, and Bilal were also looking to Perdita to answer. Why her? Why everything?

“I—I … I don’t know,” Perdita said. Somehow Octavius could feel the lie in her words, the same lie that broke her voice apart, making her stutter. He was good at that, spotting the lie.

“Bullshit,” Fola said, her eyes narrowed.

“I have no idea why Dad did that,” Perdita continued with more conviction, “and quite frankly I’m too tired for this interrogation, or whatever this is. Dad is the only one who could have told any of us the reasons behind his twisted thoughts and ideas.”

Another lie, Octavius noted. But why?

He watched his sister thoughtfully. She must have had a good reason to not want to disclose the truth. Maybe she knew it was worse than any lie could ever be.

Fola laughed; it was a high-pitched guttural sort of laughter that could only come from the depths of painful memories. More tears involuntarily bled from her eyes. “More bullshit,” she said simply.

“It’s not bullshit, Fola. It’s the truth,” Perdita insisted.

“Liar,” Fola hissed, stepping forward into Perdita’s personal space. Perdita stepped forward too, giving Fola a dangerous look. Under different circumstances, it would be a comical sight, since Fola was all of five foot tall and Perdita had at least eight inches on her and could probably squash her sister like a bug.

Luckily, there was no bug squashing, because Romeo was now stepping in, in usual Romeo fashion.

“Why don’t I make us all some chamomile tea? Hmm? Cool off after the intensity of the, umm, reading.”

Octavius smiled fondly at his little brother’s uselessness.

“I don’t want tea. I want my full inheritance,” Fola said

Perdita crossed her arms. “Well, you heard Mr. Fowley in there—you’ve got it.”

“Perdita’s kind of got a point,” Bilal said. “We’ve all inherited at least fifty million dollars. I think we’ll live.”

Fola shot Bilal a death glare, one that didn’t seem to have any effect on the fencer, who was leaning back against the wall unbothered.

“Seriously? Siding with this backstabbing b—” Fola did not get to finish what Octavius was certain would have been very colorful alliteration, because she was stopped by the sudden presence of an intruder.

“I’ve been looking all over for you. Can we talk?” Thorin Philips interrupted, his eyes trained solely on Perdita.

Fola looked furious as Thorin stepped in front of her like she was invisible, not having a care in the world that he had broken up a very intense family debacle.

“Now’s not a good time, Thorin,” Perdita replied. Her voice sounded fragile and strained like she was on the verge of tears too.

Thorin glanced around at them all with his eyebrows knitted together and an analytical look on his face. He seemed to have come to the conclusion, finally, that they were dealing with something personal here.

“Are you guys okay? I’m sorry to hear about—” he started.

“About what? The fact that our father was murdered, and his killer is in this house? Or the fact that you’re here harassing us when you should be downstairs with the other suspects?” Fola cut in, her voice as sharp as her stare. “I’m not sure how you even got up here. Someone is meant to be keeping watch in case our father’s murderer decides to off the next Button in line. Actually, maybe that’s what you’re here to do now,” Fola said, her tone dangerously low.

“Thorin is not like that,” Perdita said, defending the boy as if they knew each other well.

“He’s not like what? An opportunist like his dad? Even if he isn’t a murderer, he’s probably still here to sell our woes to his father’s paper,” Octavius said.

Thorin looked completely taken aback by all the accusations. “I would never ever do that,” he said, eyes wide. “I know you have no reason to trust me, and you’re all hurting right now, but I would never do anything to hurt you or Mr. Button.” He shook his head, as if throwing the thought away into some mental landfill. “And I’m nothing like my father and would appreciate being treated like my own person.”

“Whatever, Bilbo,” Octavius replied with an eye roll. The guy looked nothing like a hobbit.

Thorin looked unimpressed. “Wrong character,” he said, and then he turned back to Perdita. “I’m sorry for interrupting … whatever this was. I just wanted to let you know that I have to head home now. My mom needs me to prepare dinner, and since my dad is, uh … sticking around here, I thought I should head off. I’ll call you with updates when things are calmer?”

Octavius looked at Perdita, really looked at her, and then at Bilbo. The intimacy in the way he spoke to her and in the way they held each other’s gazes. It couldn’t be that …

“Home?” Romeo questioned suddenly, disrupting Octavius’s thoughts about the possibility of his youngest sister secretly dating the son of their dead father’s rival. “I thought everyone had to stay here until the murderer had been arrested? I thought they were trying to keep this all from getting leaked?” Romeo continued.

Thorin grimaced, as if he felt guilty for whatever bad news he was about to deliver. “Well, it did get leaked. They put out a statement to the public about half an hour ago, and Chief Waxler just started letting people go around ten minutes ago. Anyone who is no longer considered a suspect.”

This fact was confirmed when the heirs went back downstairs and found that the crowd that had swarmed the drawing room and surrounding areas had drastically decreased from almost a hundred people to nearly half of that number. Though the tension in the room hadn’t dissipated—there was still a murderer on the loose, after all.

The siblings split up immediately, storming off into their own worlds. The fallout of the inheritance reading was far from over. Octavius felt relief spread through him. Things were still chaotic down here, but it at least was less so than it had been upstairs.

He stood now on the threshold of the drawing room. The Manor’s entryway was still enshrouded in police tape, but the glass had been cleaned up and the doors had been temporarily boarded up with wood. The guests that were allowed to leave the house were most likely having to exit through one of the side doors that the staff used, which had a path that led straight to the staff quarters.

A few paces away from him, there were several pissed-off adult guests having a heated conversation with two of the police officers.

“I want to call my lawyer,” a woman with an auburn updo and rectangular Velma-esque eyeglasses said. “I’m a highly regarded neonatal physician and I do not appreciate being held here and treated like a murder suspect!”

“Me neither! I have a firm to get back to. Clients that are waiting to hear from me before the end of the afternoon!” a suited man with a burly figure and a long beard exclaimed.

“I’m very sorry, Dr. Jassat and Mr. Khan—” the officer began.

“What about my son? He is traumatized!” the father of one of the prodigies declared. “He’s only eleven—you can’t possibly think he had anything to do with this. We thought he had been invited here because of his soccer skills, but now you’re exposing him to all kinds of ideas and people!”

Their angry voices began to mesh together into an unintelligible grumble as Octavius’s gaze shifted to the gardens beyond the French doors of the drawing room. He wondered if he could sneak away and pay a visit to the stables. He hadn’t seen the horses since he had left and suddenly missed their company. They reminded him of a simpler time without the secrets that he felt corrupting his soul. Perhaps seeing them would allow him to fool himself into believing he was younger again and life wasn’t so complicated.

A flash of red caught his attention briefly. It was Evie Gray walking past the French doors and settling down on a seat on one of the ottomans in the corner of the drawing room. Speaking of complicated … , he thought, as he watched her take out a red notebook from her back pocket and scribble something in its pages. His vision blurred, her bright cardigan and notebook melding into a violent splatter of red.

A scream, a thud, and so much blood …

He was pulled away suddenly from his spiraling thoughts when he felt several pairs of eyes on him. He turned and found a group of prodigies nearby watching him, giggling and whispering. Naturally, he ogled them back.

This made one girl with dark brown olive skin and a pixie cut step forward with an inviting smile. He glanced down at the name tag attached to her breast pocket. Marisol.

“Can I help you, Marisol?” he said, trying to sound neutral, but finding, as always, that his spirits were so easily raised by the trick of a beautiful face and a charming smile.

“Could I … ask a question?” Marisol said.

Octavius’s heart instantly stopped, dread building in his chest. But he kept his own smile in place. “Sure,” he replied, bracing himself for a potential question about his father.

“Is the white natural? We were wondering,” she said, looking up at the mass of tangled curls atop Octavius’s head. He relaxed a little, rubbing at his wrists like he was trying to undo the invisible handcuffs he felt encircling them.

Marisol was still inspecting his white hair like she wanted to reach out and touch it to test its realness.

He nodded. “Forsooth, milady,” he said with a grin. “It is.”

And he wasn’t lying, the white was natural … Mostly, anyway. At some point in his preadolescence, Octavius’s black hair had begun to turn white. It got so bad, his father had to call in the family physician, Dr. Benson, who’d examined him thoroughly and then determined that it was all just a side effect of extreme levels of stress. Marie Antoinette syndrome, it was called. Dr. Benson pointed out how odd it was because, What could an eight-year-old have to be this stressed about?

Octavius didn’t have the language to describe it then, but he did now. What could an eight-year-old have to be this stressed about? Learning a new complicated musical piece each week; performing for thousands of strangers—adults, not peers; practicing his violin so much that blisters formed on all of his little fingers and weren’t able to heal, leaving his skin in a perpetual state of cracking and bleeding; how there was no rest, ever. He always had to be switched on, ready to please and perform for his audience.

Only a portion of his hair had turned white, but after a while he’d bleached the rest of his hair to match. He still dyed it regularly to maintain the stark color.

The girls were still looking at him with dreamy-eyed expressions as Marisol asked the question he suspected she’d been waiting to ask all along: “We also hear you can play Paganini’s Caprice 24 on the violin,” she said, as a way of asking if it was true.

Octavius flashed them a devilish smile he knew they’d enjoy, and he was right, as this incited more giggling from the small group. He’d almost forgotten he was in a room of geniuses, meaning a roomful of nerds. Of course this kind of thing was what got them all hot and bothered. And as always, he was more than happy to distract and entertain.

“I’m afraid that isn’t true,” he said, and the girls’ faces all dropped, revealing their disappointment.

“I can also play Paganini on the piano and the mandolin,” he added, his grin broadening as he widened his fake smile; his wrists still ached from the phantom pain of invisible metal cuffs. “Want to see?”







SIX YEARS BEFORE


THE BUTTON MANOR

Six years before Leontes Button was found dead on his yacht and three years before the tragic events of the seventh Button Prodigy Ball, where a guest would end up dead and nothing would ever be the same, the heirs all found themselves in the Manor’s attic, as they sometimes did during the dead of night.

The attic was in the east wing of the house, close to Bilal’s and Perdita’s bedrooms, and was one of several attics on the estate. What made this one special though was that it had a secret passageway through the east wing laundry room. It felt like entering Narnia every time.

The whole thing had been Perdita’s idea originally. She had convinced the others to come up after a particularly grueling week of tutoring, training, and being told they weren’t yet good enough. And then after that it became a routine, a way to cope with the weight of expectation placed on their growing shoulders.

She would simply text their sibling group chat Benjamin is in the attic, and without any questions, they would come.

The Benjamin in question referred to the one from F. Scott Fitzgerald’s “The Curious Case of Benjamin Button,” the story that Romeo had been forced to read by an English tutor. He’d hated reading the book so much that he’d set it on fire, later claiming to his tutor that the book had been left in all sorts of odd places. Benjamin is in the kitchen …, he’d say, or Benjamin is in the laundry …, or Benjamin is in the attic. At ten years of age, they all thought it was hilarious, so much so that it became their code for I need you, please come and find me.

These days, Benjamin was mostly in the attic.

It was their private lair, the one place in the house where they could hang out together without their daytime fears, and shrug off the constant scrutiny.

On receiving the message, they’d sneak up the hidden ladder, bringing with them stolen snacks or trinkets they’d picked up on respective quests since their last meeting, and they’d talk and laugh and eat for hours in the safe confines of their windowless palace. None of their father’s creepy dead animal heads staring at them, no tutors, no instructors, no pressure. Just the five Button siblings, somewhere they could freely discuss their own dreams.

On this particular night years ago, their father’s murder a far-off specter, they were seated in a semicircle, eating cookies and exchanging random thoughts.

“As bad as everything is, I actually do quite like music,” Tavi pronounced to the room.

“Yeah?” Perdita said, and Tavi nodded.

“It’s peaceful to me … when I get to do it for myself, you know? I love performing, but I hate feeling like I have to perform in a certain way and style with certain pieces. If I could, I’d be in a band when I’m older.”

This got Tavi several impressed glances from his siblings.

“Like a rock band?” Bilal asked with a playful snicker that had no malice laced in it. At this point, the bond between the two Button boys was still strong, not yet fractured beyond repair.

Tavi smiled at Bilal. “Yeah, why not?”

“That’s pretty cool,” Bilal replied.

“I’ve secretly always envied your abilities, Octavius. I wish I could play an instrument,” Fola said wistfully.

“You can do math though, which is way cooler in my opinion.” Tavi smiled.

Fola nodded in agreement. Math definitely was cooler, she decided.

“You could play the triangle, Fola,” Bilal said.

Fola shot him a look. “I want to play a real instrument, Billy.”

“I mean, I wouldn’t mind playing the triangle or the kazoo,” Rome said with a shrug, adding to the discussion as though this was something that was actually going to happen.

“Imagine if we actually had a band,” Tavi said. “I bet we’d have a cool name.”

“The Disappointments? Dad would love that,” Bilal said, dampening the mood a little.

The room fell silent, and Perdita felt anxiety bubble inside of her, so she spoke quickly before the illusion of the attic washed away and they were left with the bitter reality that they had no real choice in their future.

“I’ve got a pretty good singing voice. I could do the vocals in our hypothetical band?” Perdita suggested, which was followed by a chorus of snickers.

“I’ve heard you in the shower, Dee. Let’s have someone else do vocals,” Fola said.

“Hey! I have the voice of an angel,” Perdita said.

“Yeah, a fallen one,” Bilal chimed in, which made everyone laugh again.

This was the magic of the attic. It made things better in this house of horrors.

Perdita hated life most when her family felt fractured, and over the years, she did everything in her power to mend the cracks when they’d form. But she knew she couldn’t hold on forever.

As she’d eventually learn—when Octavius would be the first of the siblings to leave, followed by Bilal, and then, at last, herself—some things were too fragile to remain unchipped forever. And eventually their Narnia would be a thing of the past. The horrors would prove too much for them all to stand.








3:29 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


Perdita Button was hiding.

After the near-death experience of facing the wrath of her siblings over their inheritances, she now found herself in the first-floor cloakroom next to the library, holding one of the Manor’s emergency landlines up to her ear. The remaining suspects had not been allowed any personal devices back, which had been locked in a safe somewhere in the bowels of the Manor. It was weird to even think of herself as a suspect, in her own father’s murder, but with their phones still under Waxler’s protection, she was limited on options for connecting to the outside world. And she was 95 percent sure that Waxler had no idea about this landline. She also just needed to get away from everyone and everything. In this closet she could pretend there were no murdered fathers, no inheritance, no angry brothers and sisters, and no drawing room full of suspects for said murdered father’s homicide case.

In here it was safe. In here she could speak to the one person who could always silence the storm.

She pressed dial and waited to hear his voice.

“Hello?” it finally came.

“Hi,” she said, and she heard the relief in Thorin’s voice.

“Perdita?”

“Yes,” she said breathlessly. “I’m using the emergency landline. They’ve cut the other lines for now but I don’t think the police know about this one. Anyway, I don’t have long—someone will probably notice my absence soon.”

“Are you all right? It looked pretty intense earlier, with your siblings.”

She closed her eyes, the scene from earlier replaying in her mind over and over. Replaying the moment Mr. Fowley read out their father’s will and all that came with it.

“It was intense, and no, I’m not okay.”

“What happened?”

“My father, he … he left me practically everything, Rin … and they all want to know why. I think they’re going to figure it out.”

“They won’t,” he said sternly, like he truly believed it.

She shook her head, shaking away his optimistic outlook. “They will, believe me. When I can’t answer their questions, they’ll start digging. They’re going to work it out eventually, I know it. Or Fola will, at the very least.” Perdita sniffed, feeling tears weigh heavily on her lashes. “Even though I know why he did it, I still don’t know why he would. He left me a fuck ton, Rin. It feels like hush money … or worse … and now with this murder—I don’t know, I can’t accept it, I just can’t—”

“It’s okay, Dee. Take a deep breath. It’ll be okay. I can come back later, and we can talk more about everything then.”

She felt bad that Thorin felt like he had to return. He’d already helped her so much this year. With everything that had happened in Prague … keeping her secrets.

The only sound was Perdita’s uneven breathing, as she thought about how everything was going to blow up in her face.

“You don’t have to come,” she said at last. She had dragged Thorin into this enough; he didn’t deserve to be implicated in her life like this.

“New Haven is not that far,” he reminded her. “And also, I want to come back,” Thorin said with a note of finality in his tone. “I want to be there for you.”

“Thank you,” she said after a few beats.

“Forever and always, Dee.” It was something they always said to one another for years, even before they got together.

“Forever and always, Rin.” She sniffed again, and a few quiet moments went past before Thorin was speaking once more.

“Are you feeling better?”

“I don’t know … Everything is such a mess.”

“I know,” he replied.

“Fola hates me,” she said. “I think she’ll resent me forever; they all will.”

“They won’t,” he said.

Perdita shook her head again, feeling the release of fresh tears caressing the sides of her face.

For so many years, she had been the one quietly trying to keep the family together the best she could. She already felt the shift starting when Octavius left, then Billy. And now their father was dead. Another rip in the fabric that was the Button family. She was always the one secretly mending wounds, trying her best to make sure everyone was okay. But she knew that some wounds couldn’t be mended. Some wounds were permanent. And this one had potential to split them all apart forever.

“You don’t know them like I do, Rin. If they find out the truth, they will hate me. And there’s nothing you or I or anyone else could do about it.”
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Anwar Shah had been dismissed from the Button Manor forty-five minutes ago but, for two reasons, hadn’t left yet. The first of those reasons was Bilal Button.

Right now, Anwar should have been on a five-hour train back to his parents’ house in Boston, where they were preparing a celebration dinner for him for later that evening. He wasn’t even sure his Prodigy of the Year award existed anymore, considering the circumstances, and the dinner was a celebration he didn’t even want to have. For one, Anwar wasn’t really the celebratory type—he barely even celebrated his own birthday. And two, it felt wrong to celebrate anything when someone had been killed.

Instead of being at home with his relatives having this morbid celebration, he was still in New York at the Button Manor during an ongoing murder investigation—of his ex-boyfriend’s father, of all people—engaged in a very steamy make-out session with said infuriating ex-boyfriend.

It was all very strange. Anwar wasn’t quite sure how he’d even got in here. One minute he was being dismissed by the police, no longer a suspect, safe to return back to his normal life. The next he was sneaking away and making a beeline back inside the Manor. He decided he would search for Bilal, wanting to bid him farewell before leaving for good since, after their disastrous conversation that morning in the Manor’s basement, he was pretty certain that Bilal would never want to talk to him again. So he’d quietly knocked on Bilal’s door expecting the worst, but the next thing he knew, Bilal was dragging him into his bedroom and kissing him.

Just like he’d done last night.

Anwar wasn’t sure how that had happened either. He’d been working up the courage to say hi to Bilal all night, and then when he finally had, it wasn’t long before Bilal was asking Anwar to come back to the Manor with him.

Not that Anwar was really complaining. This was a welcomed distraction from the awfulness of today.

The past twenty-four hours had been the most contact he’d had with the fencer in months. After a year of being together, he and Bilal had broken up several months ago, ending their relationship in the most amicable way any two people could choose to break up.

It had started with a conversation about how long distance clearly wasn’t working for either of them, with Anwar living five hours away and Bilal never being free to hang out whenever Anwar was in New York City. The fencer spent his days and nights training, no time for rest or distractions. The last thing Anwar wanted was to be an unsupportive boyfriend or be the thing holding Olympic gold medalist Bilal Button back from his massive career. So for the sake of them both, he had been the one to suggest that maybe they were better off as friends. And to his disappointment, Bilal did not fight him on it; instead he nodded and agreed that that was what they would be from there on.

Friends.

By Bilal’s definition, it was perfectly normal to ignore your friend for eight and a half months. Their breakup had been the last time they had spoken. Anwar was pretty sure Bilal had deleted his phone number, seeing as the other boy wasted no time with unfollowing him on every social media platform he could find and pretending not to notice him whenever they ended up at the same events, such as the YSASFBM (the Young South Asians Symposium for Brilliant Minds) event four months ago where Bilal had flat-out avoided him.

Anwar was almost certain that Bilal had no idea what being someone’s friend actually was. Because if he did, they wouldn’t be here right now on Bilal’s bed, not behaving like friends at all.

Up until last night, Anwar had assumed that Bilal hated him. But if the way Bilal was kissing him was any indication of how he felt, it was obvious that the fencer couldn’t hate him that much. Maybe they had something akin to friendship after all—in Bilal’s mind, anyway.

“Ow,” Bilal muttered, breaking their kiss momentarily.

“Are you okay?” Anwar asked, looking up at Bilal, who was hovering over him.

“It’s just my leg, it’s fine,” Bilal said, shifting forward a little to adjust his position before reconnecting their lips without another word.

Anwar’s fingers were tangled in the endless mass of Bilal’s black curls. The fencer’s hair had always been Anwar’s favorite feature of his … That, and many other things.

Anwar felt one of Bilal’s hands slide down to his waist, pulling them impossibly close to each other, so close that Anwar could feel the other boy’s heartbeat. Bilal’s other hand cupped the side of his face, kissing him desperately as though he was scared to let go and lose Anwar forever.

You don’t have to lose me. You could fight for me if you wanted, Anwar wanted to say but never would. It was pointless; Bilal was stubborn and his walls were impossible to penetrate.

Just then the sound of a duck quacking filled the room, startling Bilal, who pulled away from Anwar once again, his eyes wide with alarm.

“What was that?” Bilal asked, searching the large room for any sign of a nearby duck.

Something vibrated in Anwar’s pocket and he pushed himself up onto his elbows. “It’s just my phone, Billy.” Amusement coated his words as he reached into his pocket and pulled the quacking device out. On the screen were texts from his mom, his dad, and his older sister, Aisha. He’d put his phone on a temporary do not disturb, and it seemed his time was now up.

Mom: How long until you arrive?

Mom: Your cousins are starting to turn up and everyone’s asking for you!

Dad: Mom wants to know how close you are, she’s really excited

Dad: We are ALL really excited, I should say—call us when you get this

Aisha: Mom says you haven’t been answering her calls. Are you with that boy again?

Aisha: For an apparent genius, you aren’t very good at making smart decisions.

Anwar had to refrain from rolling his eyes at the last message from his older sister. Once he’d escaped from the Manor that morning after his embarrassing run-in with the Buttons at breakfast, Anwar had taken a quick taxi to Aisha’s apartment in Queens to change out of his suit from the ball. There, he had told her briefly about the events of last night and she had called him an array of colorful terms.

He ignored her messages and instead began devising another lie to his mom and dad.

Anwar had been lying to his parents since that morning. Really, he’d been lying to them since last night. The first lie had been when he’d told them he was staying at his sister’s place in New York City for the night so it would be easier to travel into Westchester for the brunch today.

His second lie had been telling them that the brunch was still happening and that he was delayed in leaving the Manor because he needed to file some paperwork for his Prodigy of the Year win and collect his trophy.

His biggest lie, though, was the lie he told them about Mr. Button.

Anwar’s parents did not know that Mr. Button was dead. And he planned on keeping it that way for as long as he could. So much so that he’d even asked his sister not to mention it.

It was easier to conceal the truth from his parents than he’d thought it would be. Since he’d turned eighteen two months ago, he wasn’t required to bring a guardian with him to the ball and had attended by himself. He hadn’t known that he was going to win the award last night, and was thankful for that, otherwise he might have been more inclined to bring his mom or dad. Them not being there meant that neither of his parents were invited to the Manor for the brunch this morning, or for the subsequent police questioning, and were able to live in blissful ignorance for the time being. Thankfully his parents were so busy preparing for this last-minute celebration dinner that they probably hadn’t even turned on the news yet. He’d know by now if they had. His dad would have probably come knocking down the gates of the Button Estate as soon as he heard.

Anwar was relieved that they didn’t yet know, as it would only worry them; murder had the tendency to incite worry and fear in parents.

Anwar felt bad as he begun typing out another lie.

He hardly ever lied to his parents. They were his best friends and his biggest supporters. They’d always supported his hopes and dreams, even when they couldn’t afford them. And they’d been over the moon when he’d called them last night and told them about the award and all it entailed. The cash prize alone would change his and his parents’ lives. Somehow in the span of only a few hours, they had organized to have his cousins and aunties who lived nearby come over this evening to celebrate. Their house would be slowly filling up with relatives at this point, waiting for his arrival later in the day. He had several missed calls from his relatives in India, wanting to congratulate him on all of his achievements. It would be an understatement to say that this was a very big deal for the Shah family.

Anwar didn’t want to tell them the truth yet. That this thing they were looking forward to was probably no longer happening. He didn’t want to break their hearts.

“Do you have to go?” Bilal asked, breaking Anwar’s thoughts and staring down at him with his big brown eyes. His eyes that looked so … so broken.

Anwar hadn’t noticed it before, just how wrecked Bilal truly looked. And of course, it made sense. His father had just died—and not only that, his father had been killed. That was a lot for any person to take on their own. Bilal needed someone, and more than anything, Anwar wanted to be that someone for Bilal.

He quickly sent his reply to his parents.

Anwar: Still dealing with paperwork. They want to discuss future plans with the prodigy mentorship and everything! Start the celebrations without me! :-)

He felt queasy as he pocketed his phone again, the lie weighing him down. He blinked a few times, erasing the guilt before throwing his arms around Bilal’s shoulders and shaking his head in response.

“I don’t have to go anywhere,” Anwar replied, lying again with ease. Unlike with his parents, he was used to lying with Bilal. He lied for months while they were still together, pretending that he was happy in this relationship where they never got to see one another. And he’d lied every day since they’d broken up that he wasn’t still in love with him.

“Oh, I thought someone was texting you or something,” Bilal said, gently reaching out and brushing some of Anwar’s hair from his eyes.

“It was just a Duolingo notification. That thuggish bird is always threatening me, I swear,” he replied with another lie.

This made the corners of Bilal’s mouth twitch upward a little. “Of course you’d describe a bird as thuggish; you think pigeons are evil.”

“They are. Don’t be fooled by their size, Billy. Those birds must be stopped,” Anwar said with all seriousness.

“From doing what exactly?” he asked.

“Being evil!” Anwar replied, and Bilal smiled at him like he used to smile at him, without any of the hurt or malice in it, his eyes just crinkling and sparkling with delight.

Bilal moved in closer to Anwar, who followed suit, so they were lying down again. Instead of kissing him right away though, Bilal hung his head over the side of Anwar’s face, closer to his ear.

“How did you manage to sneak your phone past the police?” Bilal asked, as his lips grazed Anwar’s neck, sending a shiver through him.

“Gave them my backup phone. I always keep it on me,” Anwar replied quietly, shivering again when he felt Bilal’s warm breath on his skin. The fencer breathed out a laugh. Nothing about that response would’ve shocked Bilal. Anwar had been obsessed with Gillian Flynn and Ian Fleming novels his entire life, and was somewhat convinced that he could be the star in his own potential high-octane thriller scenario.

“Of course you do,” Bilal said, amused, and then he brought his head up once again, but this time it was Anwar who eagerly closed the gap between them.

Like before, Bilal held Anwar close, kissing him and holding him like his life depended on it.

It felt like Anwar was in a dream, one he was terrified to wake up from. It was as though the events of the past twenty-four hours had rewound the clock, to a time before when they were still together, and things were still good between them and the world. This felt like the worst lie of them all.

It is a lie, the angel on his shoulder finally hissed in agreement. You and Bilal are over. Mr. Button is dead. All is not well in the world.

Anwar felt a pang in his chest. He couldn’t keep dreaming. He knew that you had to wake up from them eventually. It wasn’t smart to stay deluded.

He drew back again and whispered, “Billy?”

Bilal responded with the same gentleness with which he held him. “Yeah?”

Anwar felt his senses slowly returning as he remembered the other reason he hadn’t left the Manor yet. The reason that had been weighing on him for several hours now.

“We need to talk,” Anwar said.

He could see Bilal’s defenses going up, could see the panic rising behind the boy’s eyes.

“About the Prodigy Ball,” he continued, and when he felt Bilal’s muscles tense around him, he quickly added, “I think I saw something last night … something I couldn’t tell the police or anyone about, because I didn’t know what the consequences would be. But I’m scared that not saying anything would be worse than saying something at this point.”

Bilal sat up, suddenly on high alert, his eyebrows bunching together. “What … what did you see?”

“I, uh … got lost looking for the bathrooms on the yacht, this was a little while before the award was announced. I ended up on the lower deck, near what I guess was your dad’s office or something? I knew I wasn’t supposed to be there, but I couldn’t find my way out. Anyway, your dad, he was talking to someone—your sister, I think. They were arguing, and she said … she said she wished he was dead.”

“My sister?” Bilal repeated in disbelief.

“Yes,” Anwar said. “I saw her through the glass pane in the door to your father’s office. They were talking and she seemed really upset about something and yelled at him. I didn’t want to tell the police in case your sister would get in trouble over nothing … People have fights with their parents all the time, I told myself … but I don’t know, I keep thinking, what if not saying anything at all was worse than saying something?”

“Which sister?” Bilal asked. Anwar could feel the fencer’s erratic pulse.

Anwar hesitated. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt him.

“Which sister?” Bilal repeated.

Anwar pushed himself up and looked straight into his ex-boyfriend’s wounded eyes. “Perdita.”
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“I’m telling you, there’s something she isn’t saying,” Fola whispered to Octavius.

The two siblings were at the edge of the slowly emptying drawing room as more guests were sent home. The west wing bell had just finished ringing and was now dangling from one of the foyer’s walls. The bell was usually used to signal when breakfast, lunch, and dinner were ready, not when it was time to release more murder suspects.

The bell had been rung so many times in the last two hours, Octavius’s erratic heartbeat hadn’t had a chance to settle down once. He wasn’t sure he could ever hear that bell again and think of anything else but death.

“How do you know she’s hiding something?” Octavius questioned as they stood side by side watching the remaining guests, who were concentrated in the center of the drawing room.

There was an agitated boy seated on the ground nearby thumbing a Rubik’s Cube; a girl and her mother a few paces away having a semi-hushed argument, the mother saying something about wanting to call the family lawyer; and a trio of prodigies looking at them disdainfully.

Earlier the guests had seemed to be a lot nicer, some even came up to them to offer their condolences, but as the clock ticked on, people were becoming less patient and less sympathetic. A few guests were now giving them funny looks … like they blamed Octavius and his sister for them being trapped in here.

Octavius looked away quickly, his heart rattling a little more than it had before. Fola didn’t seem to notice.

“I know she’s hiding something because I can feel it,” Fola stated.

“You can feel it?” Octavius said.

“Yes,” Fola replied simply. He was surprised that his very logical sister was using feelings as a scale by which to judge this situation. He considered her suspicion. Perdita had been acting sketchy, particularly about the inheritance. It was clear their sister was hiding things from them, serious things. And considering everything that was going on, it was not a good look for her.

He couldn’t imagine Perdita being capable of doing anything bad … or maybe he didn’t want to.

“Maybe she made some secret exclusive deal with Father’s ghost to sell her soul in exchange for his entire fortune?” Octavius replied in a light tone, trying to ease both the tension between them and the anxiety bubbling inside.

“A Faustian bargain?” Fola questioned, looking very unimpressed by his suggestion.

He nodded. “She’s artsy. Artsy people love Faustian bargains—just look at Dorian Gray.”

“One, Dorian Gray is a fictional character. Two, Father’s will was changed three days ago, so it wouldn’t have been his ghost. Three, are you seriously trying to suggest that ghosts exist?” Fola never quite understood hyperbole or sarcasm, which made it all the more fun to mess with her.

“Of course they exist, Fols. This house is full of them.” As if to demonstrate, Octavius waved at the empty space next to Fola. “Hi, Dad,” he said.

Fola fixed her gaze on him sternly, not finding his antics funny at all. “Are you drunk, Tavi?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Define drunk.”

“Have you consumed a liberal amount of alcohol in the last two hours?”

He looked up thoughtfully. “Perhaps … but in my defense, it is the only way to stay sane in this family, sister dear. Plus, it helped cure my dreadful hangover from this morning.”

“And you don’t think that’s a bad idea?”

“Why would it be a bad idea?” Octavius asked.

“Aren’t you worried that it’ll make you seem … suspicious?” She glanced sideways at the uniformed officers stationed at different points near the drawing room. One was posted by the foyer, which still had police tape, another by the entrance of the drawing room, and another right in the center. Octavius had attempted once again to sneak up to the second floor, but had bailed on his plan when he’d seen the dark blue uniforms and stern expressions of two officers stationed at the top of the west wing staircase. They felt like guard dogs closing in on them. Each officer a hound, baring their sharp canine teeth at them all, and surveilling them as if they were dangerous delinquents guilty of a nefarious crime.

“Suspicious of what, Fola?” Octavius replied with a raised eyebrow and an inebriated smile, focusing back on his conversation with his sister.

She didn’t bother answering, sensing that Octavius was in one of his funny moods. Instead, she craned her neck, searching the expanse of the drawing room. “I’m going to find Perdita and figure out what is up with her.”

Octavius turned to scan the room too. “Do you have any idea of where she might be?”

Fola raised one perfect, manicured finger in the direction of the double doors at the back of the drawing room that led out toward the garden. “There,” she said, her eyes narrowing at the familiar figure of their sister in the gardens next to Romeo. Fola looked ready to pounce on them, but before she could, someone stopped her in her tracks.

“Hello, Fola; hello, Octavius. How are you both holding up?” Henry said, his hands around his back. The secretary looked exhausted, his skin all red and splotchy, and he was out of breath like he’d not had a moment to just stand still in a while.

“We’re fine, Henry, we were just about to go and speak with Perdita,” Fola said, eyeing the doors.

“I hope things aren’t still … tense between you all. That will reading was … a lot to take in. Especially so soon after—”

“Not at all!” Fola said with a high-pitched inflection and a tight smile. “We’re good now.”

Henry did not look like he was buying whatever performance Fola was selling—probably because she wasn’t doing a very good job of it. He looked at Octavius, as if hoping he’d convey the truth through telepathy. “Are you well, Tavi?” Henry asked after a few moments of failed mind reading.

Why did people keep asking him that?

“I’m peachy,” he said with a smile and an exaggerated thumbs-up. He was also doing a poor job at selling his performance.

Henry just looked at them both, disturbed. “Well, if there is anything you kids need from me—” he started, but was interrupted by Fola, whose eyes suddenly snapped away from her target in the gardens and over to Henry.

“Yes, actually”—she lowered her voice several octaves—“I was wondering if you had any updates on what I’d spoken to you about earlier? The fake journalist from yesterday, have you mentioned her to Waxler as another potential suspect?”

Henry nodded, responding in an equally quiet tone. “Ah yes, I did. Turns out Chief Waxler and his officers were already looking into her. She was one of their first suspects, seeing as an incident report had already been filed against her after yesterday’s ambush. They quickly ruled her out though—”

“What, why? She clearly had something against our father. She literally threatened him.”

“I know. But after her break-in Ms. Bachchan was held in police custody all through the night. There was no way she could have been on that yacht in the Hamptons. They also checked to see if she has any affiliation with any groups, and it appears that Ms. Bachchan was just a very enthused activist working alone. There was no one to infiltrate the yacht on her behalf.”

“Okay, but what about the journalist from this morning,” Fola continued, desperately grabbing at straws. Like always, she needed a definitive solution. “The one who smashed a drone through the entryway door? He clearly isn’t afraid of using force or violence. How do we know he wasn’t on the yacht last night? That he didn’t hurt our father?”

Henry looked at them pityingly. “I’m afraid that the journalist from this morning also could not have been on the yacht last night. Waxler had him looked into and there is CCTV footage of his whereabouts last night. The journalist wasn’t even in New York. Every single guest and member of the staff was vetted before the ball. We significantly increased security at the ball following the intrusion at the conference. Excepting all guests already on board, no one else boarded the boat once it docked for the last time at 11:05. I can tell you though that he is now in police custody, if you were afraid of him causing any more harm to you all. Your safety is our top priority here. Though, now that we have put out our official announcement, we aren’t expecting any more threats of this nature, which is good news—but not great news in terms of being any closer to finding out who is behind the tragic events of last night,” Henry said. “I can assure you that Chief Waxler and his officers are working very hard to go through the transcripts and the available evidence with every intention to arrest someone today. They are using the best technology available in the state, have brought on their best detectives, and are reporting back to myself and your father’s lawyers regularly with the latest information.”

“That good to hear …,” Fola replied with a small frown, her eyebrows knitted together as she calculated her next move.

“I’m sorry I don’t have better news for you,” Henry said, then checked his watch. “Actually I should go check in with Chief Waxler upstairs in Eden. He’d mentioned about an hour ago that they had a potential lead. He didn’t give me much detail, but maybe there’s been progress on that front. I’ll let you know if anything of note comes from this.”

Fola nodded. “Thanks, Henry, I really appreciate it.” The secretary smiled and bade them goodbye. Fola only waited a few beats, making sure Henry had left the drawing room, before she returned her focus to Perdita, clearly not planning on wasting any time contemplating further. Before Octavius knew it, she was storming her way through the crowd, her jaw set and her eyes blazing with rage.

It seemed to Octavius that Fola was making her way through the stages of grief a lot quicker than anticipated, starting this morning with sadness, skipping ahead only moments ago to the bargaining stage before moving swiftly on to anger.

“This should be good,” Octavius muttered to himself as he followed his sister through the sparser crowd, daggered glares trailing closely behind him as he did. At least the next stages of grief—denial and depression—would be less frightening. He hoped.

Octavius closed the large French doors behind them as they left the temperately warm drawing room and entered the freezing gardens, Fola marching ahead toward Perdita, who was on the marble black-and-white walkway of the patio. He heard the subtle beeping of the alarm system somewhere in the close distance. They were trapped. Restricted to this little section of the patio where there weren’t any sensors yet.

Unlike other areas of the Manor, the gardens weren’t being heavily guarded. As the alarm system was switched on, it would be nearly impossible for any guests to sneak out into the wider estate without setting them off.

Perdita’s eyes widened as her siblings descended on her. Octavius pulled his sunglasses on and stood back, not wanting to get any blood on his stolen clothes.

“We need to talk about Father,” Fola snipped quietly, her eyes darting very briefly to the drawing room, her permanent scowl contorting into an even more severe expression.

“I already said—”

“I know what you said, Dee, and I still think it’s bullshit. What are you not telling us? And before you think to lie again about how you had no idea, think very carefully about the consequences, Perdita, because I swear, I will ruin you.”

Perdita’s eyes were wide and shimmering.

“Fola, I think she really doesn’t know …,” Romeo began, but Fola shook her head and smiled, baring her sharp teeth. “Look at her,” she said, gesturing to their sister. “The lie is written all over her face. She forgets that I know her, I know her expressions. I know what it looks like when she’s swallowing the truth.”

Before anyone could react to that, Octavius heard the double doors to the garden yawning open again, the chatter from the drawing room spilling through the broadening gap as a very serious Bilal appeared in the doorway.

“Sorry to interrupt, but I need to speak to Perdita,” Bilal said, his face fixed with a harsh expression. Octavius couldn’t tell if that was just Bilal’s resting face these days or if he was also looking for vengeance. Bilal hobbled past him, right over to where the others were standing.

“If you’re looking to interrogate me, Fola hasn’t finished her witch hunt yet, so you might have to get in line,” Perdita muttered, wrapping her arms around herself as a protection from both the cold and Fola’s death stare.

“She’s right, I haven’t,” Fola said, arms folded and eyes murderous.

“I just have one question,” Bilal said, looking at Fola as if for permission to interrupt her interrogation with his own.

Fola sighed and gestured for Bilal to speak. It felt like they were in some kind of upside-down courtroom.

Bilal turned to Perdita with a hard look. “Anwar said he saw you last night with Dad; overheard you arguing and saying you wished he was dead.”

Something unrecognizable flashed across Perdita’s features, and her gaze briefly flickered over to Octavius, who was at the edge of their interrogation circle. Then her eyes narrowed as she looked up at her oldest brother. “What are you really asking, Bilal? Are you trying to suggest something?”

For a few beats, everything was still, quiet, the only movement coming from the midafternoon chill blowing a gentle breeze toward them.

Bilal shook his head. “I’m not trying to suggest anything, Dee. I’m just saying, the police are whittling down suspects, looking for our father’s murderer, and Anwar overheard you wishing he was dead. I don’t know how long you were down there arguing with Dad, but given one person saw you, this could mean there are others that did too. I’m giving you this chance to tell us what happened last night. Whether there is something we should know and prepare for.”

Perdita didn’t speak, just stared blankly ahead. Octavius followed her gaze to the empty space and wondered if she was eyeing a ghost.

“If you don’t say anything, I can’t stop Anwar from reporting what he heard to Chief Waxler,” Bilal pressed on.

Perdita’s gaze shifted back into focus. “He can’t do that.”

“Why not?” Bilal asked.

“Because,” Perdita began boldly, as if she was finally ready to give them a proper explanation. But then she quickly deflated, drawing back. “He just can’t.”

“Perdita,” Billy said steadily, his eyes overcast by something dark. “What were you guys arguing about? Why did you tell Father that you wished he was dead? Why can’t you answer these two very simple questions? Everyone still here is a murder suspect. That includes us too. The police are watching, and with the way you’re acting, you’re giving them a reason to think—”

“Think what? That I murdered my own father?” Perdita asked, her eyes burning, the tears that had been teetering on the edge now falling against her milk-white skin.

A heavy silence fell over them all.

Octavius hated the quiet and couldn’t help himself. “Well, the tabloids are always insinuating that he’s not our real father, so who knows, maybe the police think so too—”

“Be quiet, Octavius,” Fola hissed in a voice too low for him to fully comprehend.

“It’s an easy story to believe,” he continued. “Daddy didn’t love me enough because he wasn’t my real father, so I slit his throat.”

Bilal shot Octavius a look that could most definitely kill.

“He was,” Perdita muttered, avoiding their gazes by staring mostly at the ground.

“What was that?” Fola asked.

Perdita paused, clearly weighing in her mind whether to repeat herself. Then something flashed across her face, a look of decisiveness but also a new willingness to surrender.

“He was,” she repeated with more clarity.

Octavius still wasn’t sure what she meant, and it was apparent that his other siblings were lost too.

“What do you mean by that?” Bilal asked.

Perdita wiped her wet face, and finally stared at them all, wincing when she did, as if she were staring directly into the sun. “He was my real father, or biological father, or whatever you want to call it,” she said softly, her words cracking around the edges like it hurt her to say.

Octavius’s eyebrows knitted together, matching the mix of confused and surprised expressions around their malformed circle.

He was my real father.

The revelation lingered in the late afternoon air.

He was my real father.

A knife twisting in his gut.

He was my real father.

The final nail in the coffin of the Button siblings.
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He was my real father.

Perdita had felt the enormous burden of those words every single day since she’d discovered the truth, but never more so than now.

They were all looking at her with shattered expressions. Fola’s was the worst. Perdita had never seen her sister look so … unguarded.

She had to say something. Her siblings deserved an explanation.

“Just over a year ago, I was working on an art portfolio about origins and I started to become curious about my birth parents. I only knew what Father had told me about them, which was that my biological mother and father were from Vietnam, that they were young students who had moved to study in Prague, where they fell pregnant. Unable to support me financially, they had left me in a local orphanage, where Father then found me. Because of my project, I decided to take a DNA test … but my results were nothing like I thought they would be.” Perdita avoided her siblings’ quiet, thoughtful gazes.

“While my maternal side was as expected, showing East and Southeast Asian ancestry, the paternal side was … peculiar. It was all European. I thought it strange that Father had omitted that part about my history. Or I thought maybe he didn’t know. But then I remembered a phrase he used to tell me growing up. In the strangest voice, he’d tell me that I was a Button through and through,” she said wistfully. “Other times,” she continued, looking up at the looming Manor in front of them, “he’d tell me that I would be his lasting legacy, which I didn’t think much of either. I assumed he said weird crap like that to all of us. Anyway, I don’t know what compelled me after I remembered those things, but something in me stirred at this new information about my birth parents, the same something that told me to get DNA from Father … to see what came up. I couldn’t do it alone, and I didn’t want to drag you guys into this, and so Thorin helped me … is still helping me. I’ve known him for several years. He’s my … very good friend.” Her voice faltered. Even now she couldn’t admit to the entirety of their relationship. Not when it felt like her father was still watching, still disapproving, even from beyond the veil. She cleared her throat. “I know you guys don’t trust Thorin because of who his father is, but I know him well and he’s the one who helped me arrange it all in private. I wouldn’t have been able to go through with it all without him. I honestly thought I was probably losing my mind by even considering it in the first place … But something told me that this would be important. And still, I never expected the results. I never expected to learn that there was a 99.9 percent chance of him being my biological father.” Perdita’s voice had started to tremble. Before, it had felt as though something were plugging her words, preventing her from telling her siblings the truth, but now water spilled from the dam, unrelenting, unyielding.

“This revelation led to further revelations over the course of the past year. As you know, I’ve been in the Czech Republic for work … but it wasn’t just for work. I was there to find my birth mother, figure out the truth. How any of this was possible. Thorin helped me secretly track down the orphanage, and that’s where the first threads in the fucked-up cloth that is our lives began to unravel. My birth mother wasn’t a student in Prague like Father had told me, and she didn’t leave me in an orphanage there either. She wasn’t even a student at all. She was a nineteen-year-old refugee from Vietnam who had escaped a harsh life. Father happened to be in Prague on business at the time and decided while he was there that he wanted to expand his prodigy regime to more than just adoption. He’d started this entire experiment to prove that nurture was greater than nature, but it seemed he wanted to explore the very opposite too. He needed to see the impact that nature did have on genius. One experiment wasn’t enough, no. He wanted to see if his genius could be passed down through his own biological offspring. So he put out an ad, which my birth mother saw. She hadn’t yet found her feet in Prague and needed money and shelter. My guess, from all the things I gathered about her, was that she didn’t know what my father’s plans entailed … or maybe she did, but she was vulnerable and desperate. I can’t see a person who wasn’t desperate agreeing to any of this.”

Perdita wiped her eyes angrily. She was going to finish telling this story, even if it killed her. “I returned in secret to New York a few weeks ago, just for a few days. I came by the Manor when I knew Father would be away on business and I told Henry I’d left something important in Father’s office, so he let me in. In Eden, I started looking for evidence, any records he might have kept that would corroborate what I already knew and help me further understand everything I’d found. Eventually, I came across Father’s notes on it all, confirming so much of what I had already suspected. My birth mother had become pregnant via in vitro fertilization and he had kept her in a lab of sorts for the term of the pregnancy, doing experiments on her, controlling when she ate and how much, not allowing her out of his sight at all in order to control the results. As far as I can work out from the medical notes Dr. Benson made during the term of her pregnancy, the tests put such a physical and mental strain on her that she became very ill, and I was delivered early. She passed away during childbirth. Her cause of death isn’t specified anywhere, but from all Father’s entries, it was clear that he was pushing her past her limits. Again, it’s all a guess. I survived, meaning Father had already taken what he needed from her, and the experiment had succeeded in its first stages. The final test would be turning me into a prodigy, which I guess he did. I’ve spent all year trying to piece together who my birth mom was before Father got to her and where she came from, but … I don’t think I’ll ever have the full story.”

There was silence.

Bilal stared at the ground, processing, while Fola’s expression was unreadable now. As was Octavius’s, since the sunglasses he was wearing were obscuring much of his face. Romeo was standing next to Perdita, chewing his lip nervously.

The siblings had all been told the story of their births and their adoptions long ago. Of how their father had found them all in different orphanages across the world, adopting them for his experimentation. They’d been told that their birth mothers had been women trapped in circumstances that meant they could not raise the children they had birthed.

Perdita’s truth had ripped this belief to shreds.

The cruel nature of their father was not a revelation. It was how he’d molded them into who they were today, with a ruthless, heavy hand. Still, it was hard to process the fact that someone, Perdita’s mother, his first experiment, had died because of him. Their murdered father was himself a murderer. That was the most shocking revelation of all. It went beyond what they knew him to be capable of.

“I wonder what else Father was lying about?” Bilal muttered, mostly to himself.

“As far as I could tell from his notes, my birth mom was the only one he did this to. For the rest of us, he really did seek us out in orphanages.”

“So … this is why you got the largest inheritance,” Fola said finally, her voice void of emotion. “Because you’re his real daughter, and the rest of us are counterfeit chess pieces. Fabulous.” Perdita could see all the hurt on Fola’s face, like an open bloody wound.

“We’re all his real children, Fola. Just because we’re adopted doesn’t make any of us less real. The tabloids say terrible, untruthful things all the time. Even Father, in his own sick way, raised us to be his children. Regardless of whose blood is flowing through us, we are Buttons,” Perdita said, but Fola did not look any less wounded. “I know I sound like a hypocrite, but I didn’t want any of this. I told him last night when he told me about the inheritance—”

“You knew about the inheritance before he died?” Fola’s vulnerable expression was gone in an instant, replaced once more with a vicious mask.

Perdita shook her head, eyes widening. “I swear I only found out about the inheritance last night. He told me when I went to confront him about my birth mother. Thorin had just informed me about the results of the paternity test and I honestly couldn’t wait until after the ball to confront him. I just wanted him to know that I knew who he was. Who I was. It was there on the yacht that I warned him of my plans to expose what he did, show the world who he really is. What he’s done. To vulnerable women. To us. I told him that I would no longer parade around his stupid balls, promoting his twisted methods. That I was done. He didn’t seem scared by my threats, not in the slightest. Instead, he seemed happy that I knew and said that he’d planned to tell me the truth when I turned eighteen next year. Then told me all about the inheritance, about how I was his … his true heir. It was like he expected me to be grateful to him for sharing his blood with me. I wish I didn’t have the inheritance or his blood. It’s poison.”

Fola’s irritation didn’t seem to disappear at this explanation; in fact she seemed to grow even more annoyed.

“Did you tell the police any of this?” Bilal asked, his voice softening, aware of the people and cops that were still in close range, even though the siblings were outside.

Bilal had always been the most levelheaded of the bunch. Where Fola always acted with unbending black-and-white logic, and their other siblings led with emotion, Bilal often managed to wield both logic and emotion at once.

Perdita shook her head and Bilal nodded. “Of course not,” he said, looking exhausted. “They wouldn’t understand. Who knows what they would even think.”

“Well, I’m pretty sure they would think that she killed Dad,” Octavius said, stating the obvious in his usual unhelpful fashion.

Before any of them could respond, they were interrupted by a loud sound coming from the direction of the drawing room. There was a rise and fall of noise as the doors, which had been open for who knows how long, were shut once again. This time, two figures were standing by the entryway. Perdita felt her heart plunge into her stomach at the thought that they could have been overheard. Maybe we should have been quieter.

The tension in her shoulders eased a little once she realized that she recognized the intruders. One was Anwar, Bilal’s ex, and the other … Evie. Perdita’s eyebrows rose a little in surprise at the sight of her. She hadn’t seen Evie since … well, since Adam’s tragic passing a few years ago.

“Sorry to interrupt …,” Anwar began, clearly nervous, his gaze mostly concentrated on Bilal, who for some reason was not looking at Anwar at all. Instead her brother was just staring strangely at Evie. “Just wanted to see if everything was okay.”

“I’m also here for the same reason,” Evie said.

“We’re fine. Just dealing with a small family matter,” Fola said, folding her arms.

Neither of them looked convinced, and Perdita did not blame them.

“Are you sure?” Evie asked, taking in the tense scene she’d clearly just walked into. “Whatever’s going on here doesn’t seem small.”

No one said anything, and so Evie clearly took this as her cue to add more fuel to the fire. “I just wanted to say, I’m really sorry for your loss. And with everything going on I wanted to offer any help I can. I can’t even imagine how today’s been for you all,” Evie continued.

She can’t even imagine the half of it, Perdita thought.

“And how exactly would you go about helping us?” Fola said. Her question was obviously rhetorical because she didn’t give Evie a chance to answer. “Again, all of this is a family matter. We’re here trying to deal with the fact that our father is gone forever. That not only is he gone, he was murdered. And that someone here in our home probably has something to do with it. So your sympathies are nice and all but unless you can deliver the culprit, you and your condolences are pretty useless.” Despite the viciousness in Fola’s words, they did not have their usual bite; tears were streaming down her face as she spoke.

Perdita knew that her sister hated when people felt sorry for her, but it was hard not to right now. Out of all of them, Fola had been the closest to their father. She’d idolized him and made no decision without his approval. It was clear her sister was really hurting, and Perdita wanted so desperately to comfort her.

“And no offense, but you are both also suspects in this murder case. So quite frankly I’d rather not discuss the particulars of our family with two unknown variables,” Fola finished coldly with a sniff.

Everything was still for a few moments in the garden. The only sound was the sudden distant tolling of the bell inside, which overtook the space where an answer should be. The ring signaled that more guests were being set free from the Manor; ants fleeing the nest, leaving an even smaller pool of people for the police to scrutinize under a microscope.

“I was actually dismissed a few hours ago, so I’m not technically a suspect anymore,” Anwar finally spoke up.

“Same here,” Evie said.

“So then what are you both even still doing here?” Fola replied, her eyes narrowing. Perdita felt like she was bearing witness to a showdown between Fola and the two unfortunate souls caught in the cross fire. She looked over at Octavius, who was being oddly quiet, just staring down at the tiles on the ground. Romeo was next to Fola like her personal security. Anwar exchanged a noticeable glance with Bilal but said nothing.

Evie didn’t appear alarmed by Fola at all. “Well, I technically live here, in the staff quarters,” she said.

“Then why aren’t you over there?” Fola said in a condescending tone that made Perdita wince.

“Listen, I understand why you’re upset. You’ve been through hell today. You all have,” Evie said, still not fazed. “You’re trapped in your own home, likely with the person who hurt your father, and you want answers. That we have in common. I’m obviously not one of you—I’m not a Button. And I only had a few classes with you guys here and there, so you might not get why I’m probably the only other person here who understands some of your pain. But I grew up with your dad too. I was trained with his methods too. He practically made me, and my brother, brilliant.” Perdita noticed the slight grimace on Evie’s face as she spoke of their father training her. “I saw Mr. Button as much as I saw my own father sometimes, so it’s weird to me too. It’s weird that he’s just … gone. It’s weird that the police are not being more forthcoming on what they’re looking for—who they’re looking for. Though, historically, the police aren’t a particularly competent group … It’s why sometimes you have to take matters into own your hands.” She took a deep breath. “Anyway, I guess what I’m saying is, I get why you’re on edge. Losing someone so tragically like that … and without knowing why … It’s something you can never shake until you get answers.”

They were all looking at Evie now, Perdita thinking how much older Evie now looked.

“What did you mean by that … take matters into your own hands? Are you speaking from experience?” Bilal asked, visibly uncomfortable.

Evie hesitated before she spoke again. “Kind of … I was just … I was eavesdropping on the officers earlier, before they dismissed me. I just wanted to know what was going on. And I heard them talking about how strange the method was.”

“What method?” Romeo asked.

“The way he … your father …” She paused. “The murder weapon. That was all I overheard, and I wanted to figure out what was so strange about it. I’m pretty good with computers, and thought that if they were logging information about the case onto a cloud, they would probably be using the Manor’s Wi-Fi to do it. So I went back to the staff quarters and used an old computer there that helped me get onto the cloud. Turns out I was right.”

“Did you find anything?” Anwar asked.

“Just that they still have no clue exactly what the murder weapon is. They just know it was a thick, curved object, like a stick but not as sharp and … wide. If they knew what it was, that could help us figure it out. The murder weapon would have had to be something that could be taken onto the boat without flagging security.” She paused, looking around at them all regretfully. “I’m sorry, I should have asked if you guys wanted any more details. It’s pretty graphic.”

“Go on,” Fola said on behalf of them all. Perdita personally did not want to hear the gory details of their father’s death, but she didn’t want to come in between Fola and her pursuit of God knows what. “They also say he was … stabbed from the back. But based on the layout of the room he was found in—which was apparently his office—they can’t understand how that could have happened, since he was found in his chair, facing the only exit. A sneak attack would have been very difficult to achieve … or so Chief Waxler wrote in his notes. There was also no sign of a struggle, which kind of makes sense, Mr. Button would have had to know the weapon was coming and simply allowed the person to get close enough to strike him from behind … It’s very puzzling, isn’t it?”

Bilal looked agitated. Perdita only noticed because she was staring at Anwar, whose gaze was forever fixed on Bilal.

“It feels like there’s a web in here somewhere for sure,” Anwar said thoughtfully.

“A web?” It was Bilal this time who spoke.

“Yes, things hidden within other hidden things, forming an elaborate web. It’s like the truth is buried under several other truths. Someone in there … or elsewhere …” He hesitated as he looked around the gardens, momentarily drawing his fixed gaze away from Bilal. “Someone did this to your father, but I don’t think it is as straightforward as it appears. That’s why so many things don’t make sense. It would help to figure out if he had any enemies, anyone that openly hated him.”

That was the funniest thing Perdita had heard all day. Her father had many enemies—half his staff probably hated his guts, and he’d pissed off so many people over the years it was probably easier to count who didn’t want to harm him in some way than to tally up who did. Except … none of his more prominent foes had been on the boat last night.

Almost none.

Her mind immediately went to Thorin’s father. But she wasn’t going to bring Thorin or his family into this. And, surely, though they hated each other, no one would believe that Mr. Philips would have gone so far as to harm their father.

“There was the woman from yesterday morning? At the press conference. The one who attacked Father and called him a murderer,” Romeo said.

“She was my first thought too. I already brought her up to Henry,” Fola said. Her face was now dry but the shadows of her tears remained.

“And?” Perdita asked.

“And, the fake journalist was apparently still in police custody last night, 
so it couldn’t have been her. It had to be someone on the boat,” Fola replied.

“I liked what Anwar said. That the truth could be hidden … Buried under a whole pile of seemingly nonsensical things,” Evie mused.

“Father did love puzzles,” Romeo agreed.

“Maybe the truth here might lie in Mr. Button and his puzzles? He seemed to hide truths in them. Take Perdita, for example. The fact that he named you, his biological daughter, Perdita is another show of this. Maybe the truth of who your father’s true foes were, and therefore who might be behind his death, lies in these carefully placed puzzles,” Anwar said.

The siblings stiffened.

“How did you know that?” Perdita asked, her voice low and uneven. “That I’m his biological daughter?”

“We kind of overheard you guys … before. We’d already been standing there for about a minute or two,” Anwar awkwardly explained.

“How does Perdita’s name relate to anything?” Fola asked, unruffled—outwardly, at least—by the fact that these two knew about this earth-shattering secret Perdita had been carrying.

Anwar looked at their drained, confused faces in clear shock. “Seriously, guys … Leontes? Perdita? The Winter’s Tale?” he said.

When he only got back more confused expressions, he sighed. “Wow, you are all useless.” Then he looked at Bilal. “Not you.”

“Useless?” Fola scoffed. “As if you can save the world with a book, or worse, poetry.”

Anwar raised an eyebrow. “Actually, I think you can save the world that way,” he replied. “But as I was saying … in Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, Leontes, the king, has a secret daughter named Perdita. It was always right there in front of you, like he was hoping you’d find out.”

Bilal was looking at Anwar as if all of his literary nonsense was the hottest thing he had ever heard. “Father did mention once that his mother and father were Shakespeare fanatics, hence his own name, I guess,” Bilal added.

Perdita didn’t feel any better knowing her father had been dangling this over her all along.

“And does this Leontes character from The Winter’s Tale have any enemies, or any friends who betray him?” Fola asked in a mocking tone.

“Well, he did indeed make a lot of enemies, but in terms of betrayals, I suppose King Leontes was betrayed by his closest advisor, the character Camillo.”

Fola rolled her eyes. “As nice and poetic as your name theory is and all, most of us got to keep the first names we were given at birth,” Fola said, which was true. Fola had been adopted from an orphanage in Nigeria, and had been named Folake by her birth parents, though she rarely ever liked anyone calling her by that name.

Romeo chimed in. “I was actually named after the city I was adopted from, Rome, in Italy. My biological parents didn’t name me before they gave me up—that’s what Dad told me, anyway.”

“The only names our father gave the rest of us were our middle names and our surname. But in any case, I just don’t think it makes sense to base any theory as to who might have murdered our dad on a play,” Fola said.

“Maybe the play isn’t entirely relevant, nor are your names, but I still think there is something puzzling here,” Evie replied quickly. “It’s like I can see several of the pieces clearly mapped out but can’t quite make them fit.”

“Puzzles are what I’m good at,” Fola said. “Maybe if you hand me the pieces I can put them together. Do you still have access to those notes?”

Evie shook her head. “Not anymore. I got busted using the computer by one of the maids and so the power was shut off.”

There was a weird tension then as Fola gave Evie a look of disbelief, and as someone who had been on the receiving end of many of Fola’s glares today, Perdita was glad it wasn’t directed at her this time.

Still, Evie didn’t seem intimidated in the slightest.

“I guess it’s best to leave it up to the people who know best, then,” Fola said, her expression taut as she looked on at Evie. “You know, the police,” she clarified.

“I guess so,” Evie said. “I estimate that there are around twenty-five people left in the drawing room. Twenty-five suspects to whittle down.”

The tolling of the bell came again. Evie turned around and peered into the drawing room doors several feet away. “Around twenty-one now,” she said with only some certainty. It was harder to see through the slowly frosting glass panes in the doors. “This probably means they are closing ranks; we should know who the prime suspect is soon.”






4:59 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


The evening was fast descending on them all.

Evie Gray was sitting in the kitchen alone waiting for her mother to return for her dinner duties, glad to be away from the intensity of the drawing room, where people were still anxiously anticipating their fates.

They were all on edge, waiting for the police to make their arrest. A task that was taking much longer than Evie thought it should’ve. It was as if the police were stalling.

The tense conversation from the garden still weighed on her. Evie had wanted to pry more, to ask more questions, gather more intel, but they’d all left pretty abruptly before she could.

She thought about the last thing Fola had said. I guess it’s best to leave it up to the people who know best, then. Fola was right. It was best to leave the solving of this case up to the people who knew best. And who better to figure out this mess than Evie? Evie, who had grown up in the shadows of their world and knew the Manor inside and out, and by extension the Buttons.

She flipped through the notes she had been taking all day in her pocket-sized notebook—her questions and observations about the now-dead Mr. Button and his infamous heirs. She had pages and pages dedicated to the misdeeds of the Button family.

The family known for their money, their talents, their image of perfection. The family famed for their ruthless pursuit of genius; their willingness to do anything to achieve it. The family who had everything in the world. And yet, who had taken so much from her …

Too much.

The Buttons were a family who cleaned up their messes. Left no traces behind.

Or so they thought.

Even money couldn’t distract from the gaping holes in their covered-up offenses. For there were indeed holes. Holes all over the place, holes in everyone’s version of the truth.

Evie had lied in the garden when she’d said she couldn’t access much from the police logs. In truth she had access to everything. Including everyone’s interviews and alibis—recorded, transcribed, and stored conveniently in digital files. Though she would be the last in line to acknowledge the good work of the police, they had, in this case, done a fair job in their filing.

Before she had interrupted the Buttons’ circle time in the garden, she had read through every single interview, homing in on the five alibis she was most interested in.

She went over them again, hoping they would reveal more of the truth.


* Note: Mr. Button’s murder is estimated to have taken place at around 11:45 p.m., according to the police. The yacht docked at 11:05 p.m., and the drone show began at 11:15 p.m. Many guests stayed on the Titania to watch the display, before the ball ended at midnight.

* Note: The only official footage is the prodigy award announcement and the drone display toward the end of the event, meaning there was no CCTV of any kind on the yacht. According to staff testimonials, Mr. Button was extremely paranoid about cameras in his personal space, worried that competitors would steal his company’s ideas, so he only used photographers/videographers when necessary (weird for a billionaire, but explains all of the physical security measures).

* Note: While there were no official cameras recording the entire event, police requested that any footage taken by attendees be surrendered to officers in order to corroborate alibis and timings.

* Note: Each guest on the yacht was made to “sign in and sign out” of the yacht through a basic QR code system. Conveniently, said QR system experienced technical difficulties and logged every guest’s departure time as 00:00—midnight. This means that the police were reliant on unreliable estimates from suspects. The suspicious thing about the screwup is that this is a very popular web application with a high competence rate. It is almost as if the application was tampered with. Something the police don’t seem to be as suspicious about. Either way, not being able to exactly vet the times everyone actually exited the yacht makes the alibis of the Buttons all the more interesting.

* Speaking of interesting, since I have gone through all of the interviews for the remaining suspects, it is clear to me that the police are grasping at straws here. It is obvious that the only interviews that are truly suspicious are the five that matter most. It’s as if the police are keeping some of these guests behind for no good reason. But why?



Those poor guests, unaware that they are set pieces. Pawns in a game they didn’t even know was being played.


Now on to the alibis that matter most:

* Bilal Button claims to have left the yacht with Anwar Shah when it docked for the final time around 11:05 p.m. The two allegedly went back to the Manor together. Anwar confirmed this in his own statement.

* Octavius Button claims he left the ship at 11:15 p.m. He alleges that he had broken his violin bow and had to go to an emergency luthier (instrument doctor) in the city, missing the end of the firework display. Note to self: Make a list of all of the luthiers in the city and call them all up.

* Fola Button left around the same time as Octavius, but took a car into Manhattan and went to her laboratory (a high-tech office space she was gifted by the New York Institute of Mathematics and Sciences) in the Upper East Side to catch up on some late-night research—evidenced by online records of her signing into the institute’s building.

* Perdita Button was with Thorin Philips on the top deck of the ship watching the drone show at the time of the murder. Thorin Philips corroborated this in his own police statement.

* Romeo Button was “pretty certain” he was also probably watching the drone show on the top deck by himself at 11:45 p.m. No corroboration.



Evie had read over each statement, making notes, counting the holes as they popped up one after the other.

She had a fully functional bullshit-o-meter. It was a skill she had honed after an entire childhood of watching the goings-on of the wicked and the wealthy from the bedroom she’d shared with her brother in the staff quarters. She’d learned to see past the veneer of riches, the plastic smiles, all of the many faces and facades of Mr. Button. And so, she could tell there was more to the story. She’d known this morning, even before she’d seen any of the statements, that there was more. There always was with this family.

As bad as it sounded, she hadn’t gone into the gardens earlier to comfort the grieving heirs. She had gone to look into each and every one of their shifty gazes. That was how she knew for sure that her hunch had some weight to it. It was always the eyes. You could see an entire universe in a person’s eyes. They were the windows to the corrupted soul.

And if a person with keen focus looked into Evie’s eyes, they would see her truth in its entirety. If they were to look into the eyes of her mother and father, they’d see the same: how irrevocably changed—no, destroyed—the Gray family was. And it was all because of the Buttons.

It’s always the Buttons, she thought angrily as she watched the black ink from her fountain pen drip onto the page.

When she’d received Mr. Button’s invite to the ball, she’d known it was her chance to return for Adam, to confront Mr. Button, to get her brother the justice he so deserved. But now with Mr. Button dead … that justice had just gotten a lot more complicated.

Evie didn’t need the flimsy alibis to start making her guesses and theories.

After all, Evie already knew who had murdered Leontes Button.

And it wasn’t just the eyes that told all. As an avid watcher of true crime documentaries, Evie knew that one just had to look at the statistics for murder to know who the culprit was:

Less than 5 percent of murders where the victim was a man were committed by a partner or ex-partner. Around 20 percent were committed by a stranger. But the biggest percentage? The people closest to you. Family.

If someone were to kill you, it would most likely be your brother, or your mother, or even your great-grand-uncle Patrick who’d done it.

Therefore, the statistical likelihood that one of Mr. Button’s heirs had killed him was high. Very high. One of them had killed him before Evie could wrench all of the answers she desperately needed out of him. Someone had taken away her chance for justice for her brother—the only justice she could get in such an unjust world.

And so, alongside the sizable trust funds they’d inherited, the Buttons had also inherited Evie’s wrath.

She did not have the why, or the how, of the murder just yet. But Evie had her list of suspects:

The Maestro, the Brain, the Olympian, 
the Artist, and the Failure.

She knew with absolute certainty that one of the Button siblings had killed their father. And she was well on her way to figuring out which one.






ACT III


[image: A chessboard position features white and black pieces arranged across the board. Bright directional streaks point toward central pawns and knights, highlighting movement paths from several pieces.]
THE SICILIAN DEFENSE







THE NIGHT BEFORE


11:27 P.M.—THE HAMPTONS

Seventeen minutes before his untimely demise, Leontes Button was in his office, speaking to his loyal secretary of sixteen years about the formal termination of his long-standing contract.

“Mr. Button,” Henry began, unsure of how to continue.

Henry wanted—no, desperately needed—this job. He’d sent much of his somewhat sizable salary back home to his mother over the years, saving the rest for his own planned move to China. He’d been planning to retire in three to four years, once the kids were older and more independent. He’d saved enough to ensure that both he and his mother would be taken care of for the rest of their lives. He could not fathom searching for another job now, not at his age and especially not when the job market was as terrible as it was.

“Mr. Button,” Henry started again, taking off his glasses to clean them with his handkerchief. “I … I really need this job. I have people who rely on me, my … my mother, she needs me.”

Mr. Button looked at the secretary, confused. “I know all of this already. I’m not firing you, Henry.”

Now it was Henry’s turn to be confused. “But you said—”

“Yes, I meant that I’m promoting you. I’m terminating your contract as my secretary and promoting you to the head of the Button Estate.”

Henry’s eyebrows shot up, and he looked at the older man in disbelief.

The head of the Button Estate … That would mean Henry would be in charge of everything … the finances … the board … everything.

“That is truly an honor, Mr. Button. I hope you don’t mind me asking, but why?”

It was a fair question. In the history of billionaires and their secretaries, it would be hard to recount an occasion where a secretary had essentially been given power over his employer’s entire fortune. He had to be dreaming.

But when he blinked hard and opened his eyes, he was still standing in Olympus, on the bottom deck of the Titania yacht, under the watchful gaze of Leontes Button.

“Why what?” Mr. Button asked.

“Why are you promoting me? Not that I am not grateful, but I would have thought that you would be retaining your post as the head of the Button Estate?”

Unless, Henry thought, Mr. Button is retiring.

That must have been it, there was no other explana—

“I’m dying, Henry.”

Henry felt the world tilt on its axis, or perhaps it was the friction of the yacht against the vast and unpredictable sea. “What?” he said, though he had heard perfectly.

“Stage four osteosarcoma—cancer of the bone. They’ve found the wretched thing everywhere, Henry. My charts lit up like an effigy. They said I have another year at best,” Mr. Button said with a sigh, like this was only a mild inconvenience. “I had an appointment earlier with Dr. Benson; he was just calling back to schedule another checkup first thing Monday, to talk me through my options. But I’ve already decided. I have no plan to see the course of this illness through. I saw it destroy my father and it was agonizing to watch. I’m making some arrangements to have this all dealt with sooner rather than later.”

Dealt with? Henry questioned. But he didn’t have time to sit with that thought, because another one eclipsed everything else.

Mr. Button. Cancer.

Mr. Button. Cancer. Stage 4.

Mr. Button. Cancer. Stage 4. Dying.

No matter which way Henry spun it and respun it, none of it seemed to click or make any sense.

Luckily, he didn’t have to verbally express himself right away; Mr. Button was speaking again.

“Once all is said and done, I want you to become the head of my estate. You’re the only one I trust with everything. The children, my care, my secrets.”

Mr. Button spoke of death as though it were merely another business negotiation. But this time his negotiation was with God or indeed the universe.

Henry blinked at him in complete and utter shock. “Leontes—” Henry began, so taken aback he dropped all formalities. “Apologies, I mean, Mr. Button. I can’t accept this position.”

Mr. Button waved him off. “It can be done in a matter of hours, Henry. I can call my lawyers, who will then call you sometime this week so everything can be arranged.”

Henry shook his head slowly, as though trying to clear the fog in his mind that he still believed to be the lingering dream he was entombed in. But as he did so, he realized that heading the estate would mean being trapped in this country for an unknown period of time. It would mean his dreams of returning to his mother in Shanghai would be impossible. It would mean that all he had dreamed of since he started working here sixteen years ago would be impossible to grasp.

“You should give the estate to the kids. Bilal, perhaps? As he’s the eldest? I could not take that from them. They are your rightful heirs …”

What he meant was, I don’t want the responsibility.

Now Leontes was the one shaking his head thoughtfully. “In truth, I had considered passing it along to my heir. I had a conversation with her this evening. It did not go well.” Leontes sighed. “She does not want it. And now neither do you … Heavy is the head, I suppose.” Mr. Button said the last part in a quieter tone.

By his heir, singular, Henry knew Mr. Button meant his daughter Perdita. Henry had known this secret for almost all of the children’s lives, but he did not like to dwell on it, so as not to show bias. While Henry personally thought all the children to be equally legitimate, Leontes, in his twisted way, viewed his youngest daughter as his only legitimate heir, the only one with his blood running through her veins.

“Well, nothing has been drawn up yet. I haven’t even alerted my lawyers, so do not worry if it’s not a burden you wish to carry … I’ll think of something. You go on up, Henry. The display should have already started—go ahead and enjoy it. I have some things to get sorted down here before the end of the night,” Mr. Button said, and there was softness in his expression. Like he hadn’t just delivered the most brutal news. That he was dying. That this wouldn’t just be the tenth Button Ball that he’d be in attendance for. It would be the final one.

That everything in their worlds would permanently shift from this moment on.

Leontes watched Henry leave, the secretary’s head bowed as he solemnly departed the office, not knowing that this would be their final conversation.

A few moments passed, where Leontes sat silently watching the chessboard, feeling the weight of the stars resting heavily on his shoulders.

To the untrained eye, it might have appeared that Mr. Button was alone in his office now; but Mr. Button was rarely ever alone. On the walls were his trophies—the mounted heads of the animals he’d hunted through the years on trips too numerous to count. They were his companions for the times he had to work through the night. But they were not the only company he had tonight.

“You’re dying?” a voice floated in from the shadows.

Behind the tall filing cabinet in the corner, a figure slunk out from his hiding place, trembling as he held his instrument in his hands.

Mr. Button raised an eyebrow. “How long have you been in here?” he asked, reaching, out of habit, for one of the chess pieces to fiddle with.

“Long enough,” the boy said with a sniff, and Mr. Button noticed then that the young boy’s eyes were red rimmed, his shoulders shivering, from cold or the gusts of emotion or both, he couldn’t quite tell. “I need to talk to you.”

Leontes nodded. “Then let’s speak, my child.”

The boy swayed from side to side, screwing his eyes shut for a moment as though trying to steady himself, and then he opened them again, the familiar dark brown filled with years of spite. He put his violin and bow down on the ground, resting them against the wall.

“I wanted to give you this,” the boy said, reaching into his pocket and holding up a silver button in his shaking fingers. It was the memento their father had given each of them after they’d achieved their first major feat in their young prodigal lives. It was his way of saying, You are finally worthy of being a Button.

“I wanted to tell you that I’m no longer attending the balls,” the boy continued. “I wanted to tell you that this would be my last one, that I wouldn’t be going to the ball next year … or the year after that. That tonight would be the last night I tap-dance for you. I was going to tell you that I didn’t care if this meant that you’d cut my part of the inheritance entirely. I’d rather have nothing, and be happy, than live for you and be miserable.” The boy was shaking violently now, a tempest of pent-up emotions swirling through him as he spoke. Tears streamed down his face in passionate rivulets, his voice thick with mucus and an aching desire to be heard. “But I suppose none of that matters now that you’re dying, huh?” the boy said.

“I suppose it doesn’t,” Leontes replied, nodding solemnly in agreement.

This response clearly shocked the still-crying boy, who kept furiously wiping away his tears, turning his back now, not wanting his father to see him like this. See him so destroyed.

The boy wasn’t crying because he’d waited so long to make this speech. He was crying because the speech didn’t matter, not anymore.

“Octavius …,” Leontes began slowly, hoping this would make his son face him.

It did not.

“None of it matters,” the boy whispered to himself over and over.

Octavius Button was a lot of things. He was bright, stubborn, mercilessly talented. But more than anything, he was a boy who did not want his father to die.

“None of it matters,” Leontes Button said, repeating his son’s incantations back to him. “You’re right. I think you get that sort of clarity when you’re finally forced to look death in the eye. You don’t have to attend any more balls when I’m gone. I can see that you loathe these events as much as you loathe me, and so I will not force you to commiserate any longer.”

Octavius looked at his father then; really looked at him in a way he hadn’t since he was a young boy. His father, who was now old and gray and withering. Octavius did not loathe his father. That was his problem. He couldn’t hate the man even if he tried. And that was the thing about their father; he never got that about any of them. Never truly saw them.

Mr. Button moved another chess piece absentmindedly. It had always been his favorite piece—the pawn.

“About your share of the inheritance … I plan to restore the parts that were once lost and will even grant you a sizable bonus.”

Octavius knew his father was dying, but the old man was never this generous. He narrowed his eyes. “Why would you do that? You said that part of my inheritance was lost to me forever when I went to boarding school.”

Mr. Button’s fingertips dangled over a row of black pawns as he deliberated on his next move.

“I know what I said. But terms and conditions can change when you negotiate. You should know this, my child,” Mr. Button said, making his next move boldly. “I would like a favor though, in exchange for the restoration of your inheritance, of course.”

“What is it?” Octavius’s red, wet face glared down at the old man at the desk, who wasn’t looking at him any longer—instead, his eyes were focused squarely on the board, where he was moving pieces around in quick succession.

When he seemed pleased with where the game was heading, he finally looked up into the fractured, shimmering gaze of his son.

“I would like you to kill me.”








5:53 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


Octavius Button was outside dreaming.

In the aftermath of finding out that their father was even more of a villain than they had initially thought, his siblings had all stormed back inside, while Octavius happily remained in the gardens. Even Evie and Anwar had left, so he was truly out here on his own.

The confrontation seemed pointless in the end. It didn’t help any of them get any closer to any answers; it just made the reality of their lives even more depressing. Still, it seemed everyone else preferred to be trapped inside the Manor, rather than staying out here where the ugly truth about their father and Perdita’s birth mom still floated about in the cold and bitter late-November air.

Better out here than in there, he thought. At least out here there were no officers roaming around, watching him closely. No siblings fighting. No annoyed guests who looked at him with accusatory glares, like they felt he was the one responsible for all of the day’s tragedies. His mind flashed to Evie, who kept looking at him in the same way, like she could see into his corrupted soul.

Out here was safe. No one to judge him. Just himself and the small bottle of gin he’d stolen earlier. Octavius was now slumped over on a patch of damp grass by the tiles, still wet from the rainstorm last night, staring up at the darkening sky.

In the distance he could hear the sound of the horses neighing restlessly in the stables and then closer, the sound of footsteps on tile.

He looked up to see the harsh lines and unsentimental expression of his brother standing over him.

“Billy!” Octavius said.

“Octavius,” Bilal replied coldly, looking out into the large expanse of the Manor’s grounds. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a rolled-up joint and lighter.

Octavius couldn’t quite believe what he was witnessing.

“You’re staring,” Bilal said.

“You’re smoking.”

Bilal raised an eyebrow at Octavius. “Didn’t realize you were a nun.”

I assumed you were one, Octavius thought but didn’t say out loud. “I’m not …,” he said, as he continued to stare at his brother in disbelief. Bilal was the most health-conscious person he knew. He had to be, for his career. That meant no excessive drinking, no illegal mood enhancers, and absolutely no smoking. Octavius remembered that when they had both lived at the Manor, Bilal was up bright and early at 5:00 every morning doing drills and working out for hours before breakfast. He’d even made a point to have the same three meals every day, having perfectly calculated the optimum amount of protein, carbs, and fiber he needed. He never deviated from his meal plans or schedule. He used to care so much about himself and others.

There was a darkness at Bilal’s edges now, like there was a permanent thundercloud following him around.

He wondered what on earth had happened to his brother since he’d last seen him? He didn’t seem like himself at all. Maybe when Bilal broke his leg, he had also broken something inside of his personality too. The uptight bone perhaps.

“You’re still staring,” Bilal said.

“Since when did you smoke?”

“Since when did you care? Do you want a joint or something?”

“Actually, yes … if you happen to have another one on you.”

Bilal reached into his other pocket casually and produced a second one, passing it and the lighter on to his brother.

“Thanks,” Octavius said.

Bilal didn’t respond at first, just continued looking out into the gardens. “Why are you still out here? It’s been more than an hour, and it’s thirty-three degrees out. You’re not even wearing a proper sweater or a scarf,” he said.

“I don’t feel cold,” Octavius lied in the way he always did, fighting the urge to shiver when a cold breeze blew over him.

Bilal looked at him briefly like he could see right through his facade, but said nothing. Octavius smiled a little at the thought that his big brother had come out here just to check on him.

The pair occupied the outdoors, smoking together in blissful silence for a few moments, before Octavius went and ruined it.

“Remember when we used to be friends? This kind of reminds me of then.”

“Remember when you weren’t annoying?” Bilal replied dryly.

Octavius laughed. “I’m not sure a time like that has ever existed, which means you must have seen the appeal in my annoyingness at some point.”

Bilal ignored him, possibly because he knew the statement had some truth to it, but also because the fencer clearly did not like to dwell in the past.

Seeing them together now, it would be hard for anyone to believe that the pair used to be close. That they had each been the first person the other had come out to. Octavius remembered the summer it had happened, several years ago, when they both still sported their rose-tinted glasses. They were in the attic watching old Buffy the Vampire Slayer episodes, as they often did during their late-night sibling meetups, but this time it was just the two of them. Bilal had admitted quietly that he found the character Spike aesthetically pleasing. Octavius had looked at him in disgust and stated that Xander was obviously hotter. They’d argued a little before agreeing to disagree, but Bilal’s prepubescent shoulders finally relaxed now that they had a massive weight off of them. He’d smiled at Octavius, who smiled at him back. They had an understanding.

So much had changed since then.

“How’s your leg?” Octavius asked as he took a longer hit.

“Broken,” Bilal muttered.

“As are your spirits, I see,” Octavius said.

He could feel Billy glaring, sending daggers his way.

“You’re not funny. That’s probably why we don’t speak anymore.”

Octavius rolled his eyes.

They both knew why they didn’t talk anymore, and it was definitely not humor related. Their reason for no longer talking was something that they never acknowledged. Acknowledging it would make it real and heavy. Though not acknowledging it seemed to have had the same effect.

So really, what was the point? To protect their secret, Octavius supposed. The only secret they had between each other, one that no one else alive—but Henry—knew.

Keeping it quiet was an unspoken rule between them, but today Octavius was feeling careless and didn’t mind breaking the rules.

“Do you ever think about … it?” he asked.

He could see Bilal stiffen a little at the mention. Hesitance. “No.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Then why ask?”

Octavius shrugged. “I don’t know.” He took another hit of the joint and exhaled this time through his nose, plumes of smoke ribboning out into the bleak air. It made him cough a little, choking on the fumes as he said, “Henry called to tell me once that Dad still pays … paid, I guess? … their family a bonus, you know? Fifty thousand dollars a year. Just to not ask questions. How fucked up is that?”

“Very. It’s what bad people do,” Bilal said, and shrugged as he inhaled more toxins.

“You think you’re a bad person?” Octavius asked, surprised.

Bilal just gave him a sideways glance.

In the distance, Octavius could still hear the rattling and cries coming out from the stables.

Someone should really check on those horses, he thought.

“I guess I am grateful to Dad in some ways for what he did. I suppose neither of us would have had careers at all if it came out that we—”

“Can you keep your voice down?” Bilal whispered angrily.

“My bad … What I meant to say was that neither of us would have had careers if it came out that we were both … criminal masterminds,” Octavius finished with a grin.

Bilal looked murderous. “You see, this … this is why we don’t speak,” he said, moving away from his brother now.

“Aw, don’t be like that, Billy!” Octavius said.

“Like what? You don’t take anything seriously and I’m sick of it. Sick of you and your shield of wit. You can’t sarcasm your way out of consequences, Octavius. One day, it will all catch up to you and you will be left with nothing but your empty, empty heart,” Bilal said, his voice thundering. The fencer was breathless and staring down at Octavius with a look that could only be described as unrelenting sorrow.

Octavius didn’t react at first, just looked up neutrally as though the words had washed over him, going into one ear and right through the other.

Then suddenly, he fell back onto the grass, dramatically clutching his chest as he did.

“Lover boy is rubbing off on you, Billy. Look at all those metaphors you used. I’m very impressed,” Octavius said, practically giggling with glee like a toddler.

Bilal shook his head and tossed his unfinished joint into one of the rosebushes. “Goodbye, Tavi,” he said, wincing as he limped back across the black-and-white-checkered patio and vanished into the Manor once again, taking all of their secrets back inside with him, leaving Octavius alone outside in the dark, bitter cold of the evening.

Just how he liked it.

In the distance, the death bell chimed and Octavius closed his eyes one last time, ignoring the flashing images that permeated his every waking thought.

His blood … his screams … the sound of his body hitting the ground.

Over and over and over again.






6:21 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


Perdita had been sitting on the couch in the center of the drawing room in what could only be described as a dissociative state.

Her mind blanked and her vision blurred as she settled into a calming nothingness that allowed her to escape her reality. The reality where her siblings hated her guts and she was in the middle of her own father’s murder case.

She wanted to do this in the safety of her own bedroom, but there were more officers in here now. Before she had only seen two, now there were four watching over them. She didn’t currently have the brainpower to figure out how to sneak past the wall of cops, though seeing as her brothers and sister were not currently in her line of sight, she assumed they had. She preferred not knowing where her siblings were. No more angry shouting and accusations she couldn’t easily dispel.

She had become so good at disappearing from her physical reality that when Thorin appeared suddenly in front of her, she nearly had a heart attack.

“Oh my god, Rin, you scared the shit out of me,” Perdita said, clutching at her chest as her boyfriend smiled down at her apologetically.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to frighten you,” he whispered. “Just wanted to say hi again, and tell you I’m back,” he added in a normal voice, as he took a seat next to her on the couch now, grabbing ahold of her hand as he did.

“I can see that. You had a whole dress change too,” she said, looking him up and down pointedly.

He had been wearing a Sleep Token T-shirt and jeans before, and now he was wearing a different Sleep Token T-shirt.

“Yeah. I spilled alphabet soup on my shirt at home,” he said, sounding a little embarrassed, which to Perdita was the most adorable thing in the world since he rarely got embarrassed. With a name like Thorin, he’d had to learn how to take the punches and keep it rolling. “Thanks for noticing. It’s nice to know someone is closely monitoring my outfits—I put a lot of thought into them.”

Perdita smiled at him. “Of course. Who else will I get my fashion tips from?”

“You’re so right, you’d be lost without me,” he said, nudging her a little with his elbow.

They both knew that his wardrobe closely resembled that of a cartoon character. Other than this morning, where he’d gotten dressed up for the brunch, Thorin wore the same combination of clothes every day. If it weren’t for variations in coloring and musical artist, one would think that all he owned was one metal band T-shirt and one pair of jeans, when in actuality, he owned several metal band shirts and several pairs of jeans—not that this was any better.

A least it meant he didn’t smell.

“Did you just come back here to give me fashion advice, then?”

He nodded. “Yes, of course … but also because my dad is still here nosing about …,” he said, grimacing.

“He’s here? He wasn’t dismissed?” Perdita’s eyes darted around for the weasellike man. She was a little surprised that he hadn’t pestered them for more interviews, but unlike her dad, maybe Thorin’s father did have morals after all.

Thorin nodded, running a hand through his unruly curls.

“He was dismissed, but they let him stay. He seems to have a pull with the police department. He’s probably got some dirt on them or something. Anyway, I think he’s hoping to be the one to break the news when the … person … behind this is arrested.” Thorin’s face was red, as he was clearly too hesitant to say murderer. Her father’s murderer. “I’m actually glad to be back. It’s crazy out there. It’s all anyone is talking about on the news and on social media. Apparently, the Manor put out a statement earlier announcing your dad’s death, and that woke the frenzied theorists and amateur sleuths online. It was making me anxious not knowing what was going on in here when there was so much noise out there. Isn’t it weird that it is less chaotic in here than it is out there?”

Perdita nodded. It always felt to her like the Manor did not operate on the same wavelength as the rest of the planet, like they were trapped in a void and the house was located inside a nightmarish alternate universe.

“It is weird,” she agreed quietly. In reality, Perdita felt the complete opposite to Thorin—she’d rather be out there in the chaos than in the prison of her childhood home. But she didn’t say that.

Across the room, Perdita finally spotted Thorin’s father, drinking coffee out of a ceramic mug and laughing it up with one of the officers like this was some kind of fun soiree and not the aftershocks of a crime.

She always found it odd that Mr. Philips was a writer for such a distinguished science magazine, but all his articles read like tabloid entries. He rarely ever reported on actual science—that she could have at least respected. Instead, he wrote more about the sordid details of what those scientists were up to in their private lives. The fact that someone as golden retriever–like as Thorin could even be related to someone like Jesse Philips, who had spent years hunting her father—and by extension her and her siblings—for sport in his magazine column was still unbelievable to her.

He was probably on high alert for when he’d need to record the grand finale of all of this—the killer’s arrest.

He truly was the worst.

“What do you think would happen if your father saw us talking? Do you think it would make him mad?” she asked suddenly.

Thorin’s dimples made an appearance as he smiled. “Probably, but I’ll just tell him that all the other seats were occupied,” he said in a low voice, before gesturing to the empty sofas around them. The remaining suspects were huddled together on the opposite end of the room, almost as if they were attempting to physically distance themselves from Perdita.

Like they knew she was a person to be avoided.

Perdita almost frowned at the thought.

She forced a smile, ignoring the dread knocking at her chest. “Hopefully he’ll buy that. Luckily for me, my father probably won’t have much to say on the matter for once.”

Thorin raised an eyebrow, still smiling. “Whoa, that’s dark, Dee,” he said.

His blue-gray eyes met her deep brown ones. “It’s true though. One less person watching over us,” she replied, not breaking eye contact.

There had been a time when the two had been forbidden by their fathers to even look in the other’s direction. It had been the only thing their fathers had ever agreed on. It was the main reason why they had been resigned to sneaking around for the last four years, but now … well, things were different.

Her father was gone.

She saw the way Thorin’s lips twitched in the corners, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he stared at her and she at him.

“You’re going to get me in so much trouble,” he said in a low murmur, leaning in close, his eyes flickering down to her lips.

She suddenly felt the twinge of the strange heaviness of her grief sitting on her chest and remembered where they were and who they were to each other.

“That’s the goal,” she said, smiling a little as she pulled away from him.

It felt weird flirting with Thorin out in the open like this. It had been one thing, them sneaking around right under everyone’s noses, but this felt like something else—like she was directly disobeying her dead father’s wishes.

Thorin took the hint and pulled back too, giving her space without her needing to ask for it. Another reason she loved him so much. They had an unspoken agreement about the ways things would work between them. That’s why they worked so well together, why she felt like Thorin would always be by her side no matter what. Not even their fathers could wrench them apart.

“How’s everything with your brothers and sister?” he asked, switching lanes as they often did when they needed to ignore the elephant-sized issues between them.

Perdita sighed. “As bad as you can probably guess. I told them about my birth mother, and explained the inheritance,” she said, feeling that weight from the conversation in the gardens returning.

“How did they take it?”

“I think Bilal was the only one who didn’t seem pissed at me for it. We got interrupted, so I didn’t even get to tell them everything. Which I’m kind of relieved about.”

Thorin raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

She looked at him. “How do you think they’d react to the news that Father had not only been keeping this massive secret about my birth, and he’d not only left me the largest inheritance, but he’d also made me the secret coexecutor? That I literally have control over their entire inheritance. I think they would have killed me … No, I know they would have killed me.”

“That’s definitely a lot to take in. It’s like he’s left you in control of his chessboard …,” he said with a sigh. “But it’s not your fault your father’s will is so fucked. That your father was so fucked.”

“I know, and they know too, but they don’t see it that way right now,” she replied. “I guess I need to give them time.”

Before Thorin could offer her any more words of comfort, the loud blaring of alarms sounded, followed by a galloping sound from somewhere nearby and then … a booming crash.

Two legs came through the French windows.

Perdita watched in shock as a large brown horse reared up on the patio, a rider holding the reins for dear life.

Just as someone was screaming, “Oh my god!” she heard Bilal’s voice shouting, “For fuck’s sake,” nearby, joined by a discordant choir of screams.

Perdita stood, wide-eyed, taking the whole scene in. In the last twenty-four hours, a lot of bizarre things had happened. But now her father being dead was no longer sitting comfortably in the top spot in the weirdest shit to happen contest.

“Is that …,” Thorin started, as bewildered as everyone else.

Perdita nodded. “Octavius riding a horse into the French windows? Why, yes, it is.”
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It took three police officers to haul Octavius off from the horse and wrangle him inside.

Fola watched them drag her unhinged brother back into the drawing room before two more officers, accompanied by a butler and the stable groom, went into the gardens to deal with the horse and the alarm system while Henry contacted an emergency vet.

The room was silent. All eyes were concentrated on Octavius, who was now on the ground laughing and shivering from the cold as well as, Fola suspected, his injuries. He had a trail of blood running down the side of his face.

What a disaster, Fola thought as she watched her brother rock back and forth, coming down from the high of yet another self-destructive incident. She felt the stares of everyone in the room, heard some of their whispers too. “I’d never have thought that one of his kids could act in such an uncivilized manner,” one voice said, followed by another. “Who knows what else that kid is capable of?” Fola turned sharply, her face screwed up as she tried to identify the voices. But all she could see was a sea of eyes. Very few were looking at them with pity, like Anwar, who was watching with genuine concern, but most of the eyes were filled with obvious contempt.

“I’m going to take him to his room to get cleaned up,” Fola said to Henry once he was off the phone. She reached out to pull Octavius into a standing position, shrugging off the loud stares. A part of her just wanted to no longer be down here in this room with these judgmental know-it-alls.

“Good idea, thank you, Fola,” Henry replied, his gaze focused on the shattered glass doors of the gardens where the weaselly journalist, Jesse Philips, was taking the entire scene in. Fola needed to get them away before Mr. Philips sank his sharp vulture claws into her brother and tried to coax any truths out of him.

“It is a good idea,” another voice chimed in. Fola looked up to find Chief Waxler staring down at them with his hands behind his back and his face pulled into a tight smile. “I will accompany you both, of course, in case you need any assistance.”

“I think we’ll be fine, but thank you so much for offering your help, Chief,” Fola replied with her own false friendliness, as she reached down to gather up the mess that was her brother.

“It wasn’t a question, Miss Button,” Waxler said, his smile stretching more. “We have noticed your brothers leaving the vicinity on more than one occasion today and, given Octavius’s display just now, we would like to keep a close eye on things. Especially as we begin to wrap up our investigation,” he continued, ignoring Octavius low humming. “We don’t need any more factors distracting us from our main goal, which is of course to ensure your father’s killer is caught. I’m sure you understand. I’ll happily wait outside the room to give you two privacy.”

Fola was gripping onto Octavius’s arm now, a lot tighter than she meant to, as she nodded and smiled wider at the chief of police. “Thank you, Chief Waxler. I really appreciate that. We all want nothing more than justice for our father.”

Octavius snorted then and Fola felt the urge to hit him.

“I’m glad we are on the same page, Folake.” Chief Waxler said her full name with a sense of overfamiliarity she didn’t like. No one really called her that and it was a personal choice of hers. Folake was the person she got to be when she was alone and unmasked; she was Fola to everyone else.

“Let’s get going, then,” Chief Waxler said, and then gestured toward the foyer. “Please lead the way.”

She could feel the curious looks following them out of the room as she begrudgingly dragged the laughing, unhinged Octavius with her. On the way out, she saw Perdita was standing by one of the sofas with her arms crossed, watching the three of them with that same look of worry she’d had in the garden and at the will hearing. After learning the truth, Fola wasn’t as angry at her sister but she still couldn’t quite look her in the eye. She wasn’t sure why, but it hurt a lot. She shifted her gaze to Romeo, who was on a cushion in the corner holding knitting needles and looking at them with concern too. When they stepped over the threshold into the foyer, Bilal was there staring at them with a vexed look on his face.

As Octavius weighed heavily on her shoulders, Fola looked back into the drawing room, past the wall that was Waxler trailing closely behind them, and saw Mr. Philips attempting to enter the garden, but almost immediately he tripped and fell into something that looked suspiciously like horse manure.

Octavius groaned, and slumped further into her arms.

Getting to his room on the second floor was going to be an experience.

Fola tried to keep her composure as they climbed the spiral staircase. She kept her eyes trained on the dark wooden steps beneath her, and on the Fibonacci sequence etched into the wood. 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8 … It helped to focus on the numbers instead of the sound of Waxler’s heavy footsteps behind them and the threat they posed.



It felt like one hundred years later, when they finally reached Octavius’s bedroom.

As promised, Waxler did not enter with them. Instead, he stood guard outside. “I’ll give you two some privacy, but remember we are in the middle of an investigation and time is of the essence,” he said.

“We’ll be quick!” Fola replied even though she couldn’t guarantee that in Octavius’s current state. She was relieved when the door closed behind them, and Waxler was finally out of view. Even though she knew he was just outside, at least she could drop her shoulders now that they were in the privacy of Octavius’s bedroom.

Aside from fetching her brother before the will reading, Fola hadn’t properly been inside this room in a long while—probably not in years at this point—and was immediately taken aback by the decor. Everything in here was race car themed, from Octavius’s race car bed to the miniature vintage car shelf displays he had all over the room; there was even a trail of model cars on the lid of his grand piano. Most disturbing, though, were the several posters Octavius had on his walls of his first celebrity crush—Lightning McQueen, the red car from the Cars movie. If Octavius hadn’t been a music prodigy, she imagined an alternate universe where he’d become a greasy car mechanic holed up in some small-town garage, having the time of his life.

“I forgot how much of an automobile fanatic you are,” she muttered in a tone much too low for Octavius to hear, which was good given what she planned to do next.

Remembering that Octavius’s room was somewhat soundproof, Fola marched over to her brother’s grand piano, picked up a model Porsche, and used it to whack him on the shoulder, hard.

“Ow!” Octavius yelled, holding his arm now with a shocked expression. “What’s wrong with you? What in the world was that for?” He asked in such a serious way that Fola knew he had zero awareness of his own behavior.

“What is wrong with me?” Fola began in a loud whisper, not wanting to risk Waxler somehow hearing them. “I’m not the one who just broke into the stables and rode a horse into the drawing room full of suspects and prying eyes! Nor am I the one who is currently drunk during a murder investigation. Our father’s murder investigation. I don’t know why you’re behaving like this—”

Octavius snorted loudly. “Behaving like what?”

Fola folded her arms. “Since I picked you up yesterday morning, you’ve been acting like a mess, wandering around in those stupid glasses, looking pretentious—”

“Well, first of all, these are prescription,” he said, pushing the designer shades up to rest on his head, and revealing his eyes.

She gasped, shocked to see how much the glasses had been hiding. She could now see the purpling of a newly developing bruise, and how red rimmed his eyes were, as though he had recently been crying behind his plastic eye armor.

“And second of all?” she asked, instead of addressing his appearance just yet, though her heart sank at the sight of the dried blood on the sides of his face.

He looked confused. “That’s it. I don’t have anything else to say.”

He looked so ridiculous standing there in his bright clothes. At some point it seemed that he’d removed much of the stolen layers he had been wearing before, but his current look was somehow even worse. She longed for the time in the early afternoon when he simply looked like a clown. Now he was still wearing Bilal’s bright orange tracksuit bottoms and a butterfly tank top she was almost certain belonged to Perdita—his entire midriff on show to the world (or rather the police officers and twenty or so odd “guests” in the Manor).

It was clear, and had been clear even when she’d rescued him from Grand Central Station yesterday morning, that her brother was having some kind of quarter-life crisis. She needed to try a more sympathetic approach.

She sighed. “Tavi, I get that this has been a difficult time for you. If it’s the breakup making you act out, then I’d understand but—”

He looked up at her sharply then, giving her a disarming sort of glare. One that had all of the world’s truths carved into the shimmering surface of his eyeballs. “You know it’s not the breakup, Fola,” Octavius suddenly said, his voice gravelly, his eyes shining.

Fola’s heart squeezed in her chest, not liking the way he was looking at her now in an ironically sober fashion.

“But yesterday morning you said—” she began.

“I know what I said, but things changed, didn’t they? Things got worse.” He rubbed his already-red-rimmed eyes harshly, and she could see now how he’d probably acquired those bruises around his eyes in the first place. “And now our father is d-dead,” he continued, and Fola flinched at the word dead. “This whole thing is so fucked, Fols,” he said louder than she would have liked. “I … I don’t want to do this anymore,” he continued, saying the last part in a choked-up way that broke her heart.

She didn’t know what to say. She was usually the one with all the answers, but for the first time in a long time, Fola was completely at a loss for words. She hadn’t been paying enough attention, too caught up in her grief and her strategizing. Her brother smelled so strongly of spirits, like he had this morning, and yesterday morning, and like he had months ago when she’d visited him at his boarding school. He looked sick, he was sick, she should have realized sooner. He had been fighting personal demons this entire time. Ones she did not know about.

“Tavi …,” she began softly, reaching out to place her hand on his shoulder.

He shook his head. “Fola, I think it’s too late, I think—”

Loud banging interrupted him. “Is everything okay in there?” The police chief’s muffled voice made them jump. And then in an instant, Octavius was doubling over.

“Tavi?” Fola said again, then a silent question. What did you do?

But it was one that would go unanswered. Because one minute Octavius looked like he was about to pass out, then the next he was throwing up.

All over the front of her clothes and his racetrack-themed rug.






7:08 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


“Tea, anyone?” Romeo asked the small group of guests made up of seven teenage geniuses and their guardians, four university professors, a librarian for the Vatican, and a rocket scientist named Dudley.

They were all huddled up in the dining room, having been instructed to stay here while the broken glass in the drawing room was being cleared. Their cage seemed to be getting smaller and smaller.

Romeo didn’t mind this much, because the dining room was connected to the pantry, and the pantry had a kettle, tea, and cookies. Romeo may not have been excellent at a lot of things, but he was pretty decent at brewing a good mug of tea and presenting it to people in times of crisis.

Most of the guests either ignored his offering or turned it down—even Perdita, who was sitting at the head of the table, refused his drink, much to his dismay. Then again, she looked more preoccupied with the fact that Mr. Philips and his son were seated next to her. There had been an awkward tension when he’d spoken to them. Or maybe the awkward tension he was sensing was between himself and his sister. It felt like she’d been avoiding him.

“I’ll have a cup, thanks, Romeo!” Anwar said from his position on the dining room’s large bay window seat, looking up briefly from the cookbook he seemed to be reading.

“I’ll have a cup too,” Evie suddenly chimed in, strolling through one of the doors that led into the kitchen.

“Oh, hi,” Romeo said, eyebrows raised in surprise. “Where’ve you been?” He hadn’t seen Evie since the garden, when she’d revealed she was investigating his father’s murder.

“I’ve been here, there, and everywhere,” Evie said with a smile. “Was in the foyer for a bit and then the drawing room, but I was mostly in the kitchen with my mom.”

“You were? I was looking all over the place for you before. You seemed to have … disappeared.”

“Why were you looking for me?” Evie questioned, taking a seat on the bay window next to Anwar.

“I, uh … wanted to speak to you after the whole thing in the gardens earlier …” He had been nervous that she’d overheard the wrong thing and thought ill of his sister and wanted to set the record straight. At least with Anwar, Romeo figured that since he seemed to know Bilal pretty well, he might care enough to not spread their family secrets—or so he hoped. He wanted to make sure Evie wouldn’t say anything either.

“Well, here I am,” Evie said, gesturing at herself. “What did you want to tell me?”

Romeo glanced around at the other guests nearby and decided it might be best to have that conversation elsewhere, away from prying ears, suspecting glances, and police uniforms. He needed to talk to her in private.

“When they finish with the mess in the drawing room, I’ll tell you then,” Romeo said.

“Sounds mysterious,” Evie said with an unnerving smile. Her smile always disarmed him. “I only saw the aftermath of the drawing room. What happened in there?” Evie asked.

“Octavius happened. It’s a weird story that I don’t think I fully understand just yet … but what I can tell you is that it involves a horse,” Romeo said.

Evie’s eyebrows shot up in interest. She really wasn’t there, then, Romeo thought. Was she really with her mom at the time?

“Is Octavius okay?” Anwar asked.

Romeo genuinely didn’t know. “He’s upstairs, I think with Fola. He’ll be fine, I’m sure.” He tried to mask the worry in his voice even though there was so much to worry about. “But anyway, I’ll go and grab your drinks. Be right back,” he said. Then he rushed off into the pantry room, grateful to feel needed and to have something else to focus on.

“What are you working on next?” Evie asked Anwar, as Romeo returned with their tea.

“Honestly? Nothing,” Anwar said. “I have no new ideas, and a part of me is scared that I’ll never come up with another good idea again, or that it’ll take years before I do. But the other part of me remembers that I’m eighteen. It won’t be the end of the world if the next thing I think of comes in ten years or even twenty.” Anwar finished with a shrug.

Romeo placed the mugs down on the ottoman in front of the window and pulled one of the dining room chairs forward to sit on. “What are you guys talking about?” he asked.

“I was having an existential crisis over my career, and Evie here was being nice and listening to my ramblings,” Anwar said.

“Actually I was telling Anwar how much I love his books and would literally read his grocery lists,” Evie said.

“My agent would be very happy to hear that. She suggested I change lanes, try to write in a new genre, like a detective story or a murder mystery.”

“Me and Romeo used to love watching detective shows together,” Evie said. Romeo was a little surprised she remembered that. “What was that true crime series we used to rewatch all of the time? The one with the lawyer that was also a party clown?”

“The Clown’s Court?” Romeo said.

“Yes, that!” Evie turned to Anwar. “Well, if you do decide to write a detective book, Romeo and I would be very happy to be your research experts.”

“I think after today I’d probably like to avoid writing anything with crime or murder,” Anwar said with a smile.

“What about a romance?” Evie said. “Those are usually nice and tragedy-
free.”

Anwar winced. “I think I’m the last person who should be writing about romance right now, with my own love life so tragically screwed up,” he said. Romeo watched as Anwar couldn’t help but look up in the direction of where Bilal was—just outside of the archway in that hall that led into the dining room.

Evie followed his gaze, raising an eyebrow when she saw who he was gazing longingly at like a lovesick puppy. “Are you dating Bilal Button or something?”

Anwar didn’t answer at first, just continued frowning in the general direction of Romeo’s eldest brother, who was too busy brooding alone to notice. He shrugged, tearing his eyes away from Bilal. “I don’t know anymore.”

“You don’t know? How is that possible?” Evie asked in a way that might have sounded judgmental in any other context, but with prodigies every question was a genuine inquisition.

“I don’t know because Bilal never speaks to anyone about anything. He’s a really closed-off person and he almost never discusses his feelings. It’s one of the reasons we broke up in the first place. In the beginning we used to talk a lot more, but toward the end he’d completely closed himself off and would never tell me his true feelings on anything. Last night was the first we’d even spoken since March, and now so much has happened in the last day and everything feels so strange and uncertain …” Anwar’s voice trailed off as he ran his fingers through his curly black hair in frustration. “I don’t know. What would you do if you had an ex-boyfriend who you were certain hated you, but then you happened to hook up with out of the blue after months and months of silence?”

Romeo wasn’t sure that this question was for him since this was clearly about his brother’s sex life, but he cleared his throat and tried to give an answer anyway. “I would, uhm, just go and ask.”

Anwar raised an eyebrow. “Ask what, exactly?”

“I’d ask the person what we meant to each other, rather than fermenting in my own conspiracies and theories about the situation. I feel like we create a lot of messed-up scenarios that are nothing like the reality of things in our head,” Romeo said. “I think Bilal would probably respond well to you just telling the truth.”

Anwar looked pensively at the ground.

“Well, I don’t really know Bilal that well, even though we kind of grew up in the same space, so I am admittedly not the best person to answer this,” Evie said. “But I remember how intense Bilal used to be about fencing; it used to take precedence over everything in his life. He would eat, sleep, and breathe fencing. I’m kind of surprised Bilal even had time for a relationship.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice about that. I am very used to coming second to his first love,” Anwar muttered bitterly.

“In defense of my brother, he’s only like that because it’s how we were raised. It’s messed up, but we were raised to be machines, and so machines we became,” Romeo said, which was the sanitized way of describing it.

What he didn’t mention was how they were forced to become machines. He didn’t go into the specifics of the Button Method in all its gory detail. How he and his siblings would spend eighteen hours a day being rigorously trained in their chosen specialty. Their father would hire the very best in their fields of study from all over the world and would have them locked in a laboratory, trained and trained like they were robots or some artificial intelligence program instead of children. Romeo remembered those grueling years he was seated in front of a typewriter in a room with some Ivy League English professor who’d yell at him for hours about his spelling mistakes, grammatical errors, and general lack of perception. He was meant to be a writing prodigy, meant to have written several literary masterpieces by now, maybe a bestseller or two. He was meant to be just like Anwar. But instead, he was a failure. Romeo’s father had apparently “saved” him when he adopted Romeo, but Romeo couldn’t do the one thing that was expected of him. There was so much effort put into all of them, and sometimes he felt guilty for even existing.

“Mr. Button trained me too. And my brother, Adam, he … took us both under his wing, made us both into so-called geniuses. In a way, I became a ballet machine because of him,” Evie said, her eyes unfocused and her voice wispy, like her mind was elsewhere. Then she blinked and refocused her gaze on Anwar. “I guess … if Bilal is like a machine, maybe he just needs you to tell him how you feel in the way a scientist might condition a computer.”

Anwar’s brows were drawn together. “So you’re saying I should lock him in a room and shout at him that he needs to learn to communicate and that I want us to be together?”

“That’s not exactly what I meant … no …,” Evie began, but Anwar was already up on his feet, his tea abandoned on a side table, a new determination settled onto his face.

“I’ll be back,” he said, and then strode right over to where Bilal was standing out in the hall. Bilal looked up in alarm as Anwar grabbed the arm of the fencer and dragged him away into the ether.

“I don’t think he’s coming back,” Romeo muttered.

Evie laughed. “I don’t think so either. Hopefully our advice was somewhat helpful. I’m no romance expert. Admittedly, I haven’t been in many romantic entanglements with boys or girls for that matter.”

“Neither have I … with girls, that is. I don’t have much interest in boys,” Romeo said, then quickly followed up with, “Not that there is any problem with liking both boys and girls … and everyone else.”

Evie only smiled at him.

“Anyway, what I mean to say is, I haven’t really had many options, with being homeschooled and all,” he finished, his face warmer than it was before.

“Same, though I did have a crush on this one girl in my ballet company. Nothing ever came of it and since I left Italy last year, nothing ever will,” Evie said.

Romeo blinked. Last year?

“I thought you’d just been promoted to the principal dancer?” he asked, confused.

Now Evie was looking at him strangely. “Did I say that?”

“I think so … You said my father helped you out with the promotion recently? Maybe I misunderstood or something,” he said, even though he knew he was definitely remembering correctly. The memory of the night before on the yacht flashed into his mind.

“I wanted to thank Mr. Button for helping me out in Italy. I had a really tough time the last couple of months and he stepped in with this complicated situation I was dealing with at the ballet company. He even helped me get promoted to principal dancer.”

Evie did say that.

“I’ve never been the principal ballerina. You probably did misunderstand,” Evie agreed. “I should go and check on my mom, see if she needs help. She’s making dinner for everyone. I’ll steal something for you if I can,” she said with a smile.

“Thanks,” Romeo said, but for the first time he did not return her smile.

Instead, he watched as Evie left the dining room, the ghost of her words both past and present echoing loudly in his brain. If she’d left Italy last year … where had she been this entire time if not with her ballet company?

An uncomfortable chill settled over his shoulders then.

Romeo kept looking at her, through her, like it was the first time he was really seeing Evie Gray.






7:18 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


One minute Bilal had been standing outside the dining room, the low hum of voices surrounding him as he had his seventh existential crisis of the day.

The next moment he was being dragged away by Anwar into one of the empty rooms by the library that was once used as one of their classrooms. Or laboratories, as his father liked to call them. There was nothing remotely lab-like about the room though; it looked much like every other communal area in the house. Dark woods, vintage damask wallpaper, and the chopped-off heads of taxidermized animals on the walls.

Bilal was so tall that he was often eye to eye with his father’s trophies, like he was right now, staring directly into the pupils of a dead bull, the animal’s large horns nearly poking him in the face.

“We need to talk,” Anwar began, breathless. “I know now is probably not the right time given that we are literally in the middle of a murder investigation, but I don’t know when the right time will be. I don’t even know when next we’ll see each other after this is over—are you even listening?”

Bilal’s vision quickly moved away from the soulless eyes of the bull and down to the wide, vulnerable gaze of Anwar. “I’m listening,” he said, and he really had been, even with the brief bull distraction.

“Okay, well. I lied earlier … about the Duolingo notification.”

Bilal hadn’t been expecting to hear that. “So you’re not actually learning ancient Sanskrit?” he asked in a way he hoped would lighten the mood. Anwar blinked at him unsmiling. “I’m sorry, go on.”

“It was my family trying to get in touch. They’re throwing this party for me because of the Prodigy of the Year award … I was meant to be on my way there, hours ago. I missed my train. In fact I think I’ve probably missed the last direct train back to Boston tonight.”

Bilal raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting but this wasn’t at all what he’d thought Anwar was going to say.

“The party will be over by the time I arrive home, which I honestly don’t mind at all,” Anwar continued. “I don’t mind because out of all the places I could be today, I wanted to be here with you.”

Bilal realized then what Anwar was saying. His ex-boyfriend had skipped his own celebration because of him. “You shouldn’t have done that,” Bilal said quietly, feeling like the worst person on earth. He’d been so caught up in himself and his own feelings, he didn’t ever question why Anwar was still here, despite being dismissed. He didn’t think that he’d be the reason.

“I wanted to do it, I wanted to stay. But not only because of you; I wouldn’t throw everything away over a boy, you know,” he said, a glint of something lighter in his eyes. “I honestly didn’t want a party, but you know how my parents are.”

Bilal did know how Anwar’s parents were. When Anwar’s mom found out that they were dating, she threw an actual dinner party for the pair. Anwar was embarrassed about her dramatics, but Bilal thought it was really nice having parents be that proud of you, so willing to celebrate all your wins. Parents who didn’t constantly put you down for not being good enough. He loved Anwar’s parents, and it had been another loss when they broke up, not being able to go back to visit them in Boston.

“But I did stay partly because of you, and maybe that was silly of me to do, seeing as I have no idea if you even like me anymore,” Anwar said.

This surprised Bilal most of all, so much so that he literally startled. “Of course I like you,” Bilal said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Anwar folded his arms. “Well, you have a very strange way of showing it. You never talk to me,” Anwar continued. “At those rare events that we both happen to attend, you avoid me. You don’t answer my texts. When we broke up, I thought we agreed to be friends, but friends don’t avoid each other like the plague.”

Bilal hated hearing the hurt in Anwar’s voice. Hated that he was the reason that hurt was there in the first place.

“You broke up with me,” Bilal pointed out.

“No, I told you that we couldn’t work out the way we were going. I told you that I could not date someone who I hardly saw or who never told me what he was thinking and feeling. I told you that for us to work, all of this would need to change, and if it couldn’t change, then there was no point in us trying, and you agreed. You ended things when you didn’t fight for us.” Anwar angrily wiped his eyes.

Bilal looked away for a moment; he couldn’t bear to see Anwar cry. But when he looked back at the boy, he was no longer crying. Instead he had a serious expression on his face, the same serious expression Bilal’s tutors used to give him in this very room when he’d get a B on one of his assignments.

On Anwar this look was at once terrifying but also really adorable.

“I know this weekend has been really difficult for you. Losing your dad … the police being here, this entire investigation in general … and I know it is probably really selfish of me to be bringing up all of this now, when you’re grieving and probably dealing with some really dark feelings …”

Dark feelings, Bilal thought. Anwar didn’t know the half of it.

“But the last twenty-four hours has also all been really confusing for me. I think I find you confusing most of all,” Anwar continued.

“In what way am I confusing?” Bilal asked defensively, despite thinking of a few ways he might have given off perplexing signals.

“Well, for one thing, we literally spent the night together but then this morning you acted like nothing monumental had happened. And then this afternoon you kissed me and—I don’t know what I’m supposed to read into any of this. I’m not even sure there is anything to read into, maybe you were just blowing off some steam.” Anwar’s face was drawn into a frustrated expression. “Honestly, trying to understand you is more confusing than trying to understand Chaucer,” Anwar said.

“I have always loved your metaphors, Wari,” Bilal replied with a smile.

Anwar didn’t return the smile but there was a small jolt of surprise at the nickname. Bilal hadn’t called him that in a very long time.

“It’s actually a simile, not a metaphor. But to my point, what is up with you? Do you or do you not want to be together? I’m tired of playing this guessing game. I won’t be offended if you don’t want to be. I just need to know.”

Bilal was quiet for a few moments, gathering all of the thoughts he’d had over the past eight months. He had really missed Anwar, truly missed him, in a way he missed no one else in the entire world. In a lot of ways, losing Anwar was like losing his closest friend. Things had been great between them—up until the last two months of their relationship, when Bilal had felt his own decline, mentally and physically. After winning his first Olympic gold medal, he’d been under an unimaginable amount of pressure to keep up with his successes, to get the next gold and the next one after that and so on. To live up to his alias, the Olympian. This meant longer training hours, early morning until late at night, never seeing his friends, always pushing himself way past his limits. Until one day a few weeks ago, he finally broke. He felt a twinge in his left leg as the fragmented memory of that night played again in his mind.

The night he’d hurt himself on purpose … not in an accident like the reports said he had.

He remembered what his father had said when he’d found out the truth. He called him weak and disappointing. Called him useless. Even though the rational side of his brain knew that Anwar would never think of him that way, he couldn’t help but hear his father’s words echo in his mind. The 
irrational parts of him were scared that Anwar would secretly think 
the same.

Bilal had so many things he wanted to say to Anwar but had been too scared to. Like how he knew he hadn’t been the best partner to him in those final days, and how he knew he was bad at talking about his feelings even though he really wanted to, and how much he still cared for him.

Most of all he was scared to tell Anwar the truth, the truth that might change how Anwar saw him for good. But maybe the truth would finally set him free.

Now was his chance, probably the only chance he’d get.

“I want to be with you,” Bilal answered hoarsely, and a flicker of something crossed Anwar’s face. “But I can’t be,” he finished.

Anwar’s eyebrows were knitted together. “Why not?”

“So many reasons … too many,” Bilal said.

“Tell me all of them, I have time,” Anwar replied stubbornly, folding his arms, his face pinched in a way that made him look even more adorable.

Bilal forced himself to stand up straight, against his better judgment and his strong desire to slump over. Earlier he hadn’t just been having another one of his existential crises, he also hadn’t been feeling too good. He was sweating profusely, his pulse felt weaker than usual, and he was lightheaded.

“Well, first of all, I am probably not going to have a career anymore. Even if this leg heals, it’ll never be the same,” he said. Omitting the part he truly wanted to say. I made sure of it. “I’m going to be a washed-up ex-prodigy who was once great and is now sad and pathetic. A failure at the one thing he was meant to be great at. The one thing he spent his entire life training to be great at. You deserve someone great, Wari, and I’m not that. I don’t think I ever have been.”

Anwar shook his head, clearly wanting to refute it all, to tell Bilal that his worth wasn’t in his talents or abilities, but in him just existing. That was enough. But Bilal was talking again.

“I’m not the person you think I am, Wari. I’m not a good person. Partly because of my father, partly because of myself and my own faults.”

“You’re not a bad person, Billy,” Anwar said in a soft voice that made Bilal’s icy exterior melt. He moved closer to Bilal, who was now shaking his head.

“I am, trust me.”

“Name one heinous thing you’ve done, and I promise you it won’t change how I see you. You could tell me you kick puppies in your spare time, and while I’ll tell you to stop and ask you to seek serious help, it won’t stop me loving you.”

“Wari,” Bilal began, but Anwar stopped him.

“You’re not your father, you’re a good perso—”

“No,” Bilal said, forcefully cutting him off. His voice was hoarse now, tears caught at the back of his throat. “I did something really bad. Really, really bad … I hurt someone; we hurt someone.”

Anwar was staring at him, worry digging a pit in his stomach. He’d never seen Bilal like this before. “What do you mean?”

Bilal couldn’t stop it now, he couldn’t stop the tears, or block the pain rising from within him. Maybe it was time to let go.

“My brother … Octavius and I … we … we killed someone.”







TEN YEARS BEFORE


THE BUTTON MANOR

“Today I will be teaching you all an important lesson in guts. Henry, please fetch me a pail of rats,” Mr. Button said.

The seven children, all seated at their desks, squirmed in their seats at the mention of rats.

It was midafternoon on a hot July day, and while their peers were outside soaking in the sun and enjoying cones of soft-serve ice cream, the children were indoors in one of the Manor’s “laboratories,” being shown a dissection demonstration, as was done at this time every Thursday.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” one of the children, Evie, said quietly as Henry returned with a clear bucket of pale gray vermin. They could see all the rats squished together inside, their tails tangling around one another.

The secretary was wearing a pair of latex gloves, a green tinge to his own complexion as he placed the bucket down in front of Mr. Button.

“Thank you, Henry,” Mr. Button said, and then casually reached into the bucket and plucked a large rat out from its resting place.

The children watched in despair, disgust, and amazement as the old man lay the vermin down on its back and then proceeded to slap the rat on its rounded belly, before piercing through its skin with a sharp scalpel, splitting it open and allowing its insides to tumble out.

“Our lessons in dissection are meant to show you how delicate and trivial life is. This rat here might’ve been brilliant, but in the end it is no better than any of those other rats in that bucket. It allowed itself to become prey.” Mr. Button grumbled the last part out as he began to remove the vermin’s insides, gutting it out with seemingly little to no remorse, like he had a personal vendetta against this particular rat.

A small brown hand shot up into the air as Evie stood up quickly. “Can I please be excused, Mr. Button?” she said, looking and sounding like she was moments from being sick.

Mr. Button paused his surgery, lowering his brow at the young squeamish girl before him.

Evie had been a new addition to the group, as had her brother, Adam. They were the brother and sister duo that lived in the staff quarters—the only children who lived there. There hadn’t been an explanation for why they were now a part of the Buttons’ lessons. One day they weren’t there and the next they were. Of course, Mr. Button had his reasons—he always had his reasons, and those reasons very often served his own interests.

Mr. Button sighed, staring pityingly down at the girl. “If you must go, then go, but this will be the last time that you get to be excused from these demonstrations, Evelyn.”

The girl didn’t waste any time before running out of the laboratory, covering her mouth as she did.

“Anyone else want to join Evelyn?” Mr. Button asked. There was silence, so he took that to mean that the rest of the children were perfectly fine with the cruel demonstration continuing.

“Where was I …,” Mr. Button pondered. “Ah yes, gutting. With this rat, we are going to learn the art of taxidermy—who here can define what that is?”

Immediately, a small dark brown hand pierced the sky and Mr. Button smiled down at the eager face of his eldest daughter.

“Folake, do you have the answer?”

Fola nodded. “Taxidermy is the process of stuffing animals to make them seem lifelike even though they aren’t alive anymore,” she said.

“Precisely!” Mr. Button replied. “Well done.”

Fola beamed at that, smiling wide in the way she always did when she knew she would be getting a gold star for her efforts.

“Now that I have prepared the rat, it is time for the stuffing process.”



Mr. Button took the heirs (and Adam) through the long process of the art of taxidermy. Mr. Button was rather fond of these stuffed dead animals; they were some of the first things a stranger might notice about the Manor when they visited.

Once he was done with the rat, he had made the children take a rat each and attempt the process themselves.

To his dismay, not all of his heirs seemed to be up to the task.

Octavius had thrown up and then fainted after accidentally stabbing the dead rat in the neck, its dark blood leaking out from the puncture wound.

Bilal had left too much of the rat’s guts inside and ended up with a poorly sewn-together mess.

Perdita refused to cause further harm to the rat, and sat out of the dissection altogether—which Mr. Button was not pleased about.

Fola, Romeo, and Adam were the only children from the bunch who managed to do a decent job. Fola was clean and efficient, Romeo slow but precise, and Adam, who was four years older than the children, managed just fine.

“Well done for your … efforts, children. Next time should be easier,” Mr. Button said.

“Next time?” Octavius repeated, his voice wobbling.

“Of course, next Thursday—we’ve got much bigger fish to fry.”

Octavius’s eyes widened. “We’re cutting open fish?” he asked, looking nauseous.

“Of course not, no! It’s a metaphor, and fish are lousy animals for taxidermy. Next week we’ll be cutting into a pig and the week after that, a deer. I hope to teach you how to correctly detach and reattach the antlers. That is my favorite part of taxidermy, a process I hope you will all grow to appreciate.”

No one spoke then, and they didn’t have to. The fear was woven onto every single one of their faces.

Even Adam looked frightened, and he was older than them and had seen a great deal more than the younger children had. Adam and his sister, Evelyn, would sometimes go hunting with Mr. Button when their parents were too busy working. Adam and Evie would watch as Mr. Button held his shotgun with pride, as he walked them into the clearing near to the Manor, angled his gun at unsuspecting animals, and took a clean shot each time.

They weren’t sure why they had to go, only that their parents said that making Mr. Button happy was going to ensure that they kept their jobs and that they would have enough money to later send their kids to school.

Adam had no idea what taxidermy, or lessons on dissection and hunting, had to do with university, but he trusted his parents, as children do.

There was, of course, a link between all of those things. A link that wouldn’t become clear until several years later, three years before the present day, where Adam and Evie would attend the seventh-annual Prodigy Ball as special guests of Mr. Button’s.

It wouldn’t be clear to anyone else until Adam and Evie would get on the stage and Mr. Button would unveil them like art pieces hung in the Louvre for everyone to gawk at.

“Everyone, meet Adam and Evie, the genesis of the Button Method. Before I adopted my four brilliant heirs, I had an idea to diversify my prodigy experiment by seeing if slightly different conditions can impact the outcome of genius. I first began work on Adam and then a few years later his sister, Evie, both of whom were generously loaned to me by their parents with the promise that I would turn them into pictures of excellence, and now … well, I’ll let them show you what they are capable of themselves.”

There had been a round of applause as the siblings stepped forward.

Adam, then eighteen, was an archery prodigy. His aim, accuracy, and precision was at a percentage higher than many of the world’s greatest archers.

Evie, at almost fifteen, was a ballet prodigy. She was primed to be one of the world’s most revered ballerinas, dancing with the renowned Manhattan Ballet Company, but was of course being scouted by companies all over the world.

As they performed for the audience that year, no one yet knew that this would be Adam’s last Prodigy Ball. In fact, this would be Adam’s last of anything.



Mr. Button had his methods and his reasons for doing everything he did.

Though the dissection demonstrations were one of his more barbarous methods yet. Having seven-year-olds gut animals had nothing to do with scientific knowledge or even the lost art of taxidermy. To any bystander, it seemed nonsensical, and that was because it was never meant to make any sense at all.

The lessons in dissection were a practice of desensitization.

If the children got used to seeing such brutality done to once-harmless living things, then how could they recognize and spot when that brutality was turned on them?

That was the point, the cruel, twisted point. Mr. Button thought it was the most important lesson they learned while they were young:

That the world was brutal, and the rats were everywhere.








7:22 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


The bell’s chime echoed through the grounds.

Chief Waxler had just released ten more guests, leaving behind what Octavius counted were ten other suspects—fifteen if you counted himself and his siblings.

They were all now back to being sequestered in the drawing room. The Manor staff had managed to board up the doors there too and clean up the glass, which Octavius did feel really bad about, especially since he had little to no recollection of the horse incident. He didn’t even remember going to the stables. It was like he blacked out and his brain went on autopilot.

The last thing he remembered was Fola shouting at him after he’d thrown up all over her. She was probably off in her room now getting changed, he wasn’t sure. Chief Waxler had been the one to help Octavius back down here, while Henry immediately went to grab a glass of water and several bottles of medicine. Octavius didn’t bother taking the medicine though because he didn’t feel unwell or hazy anymore. In fact he felt awake for the first time that day. It was like puking up his guts had a similar effect to a bucket of ice being thrown over his head.

Now he was just in the corner counting his sins and biding his time before the inevitable happened. He could not wait for this day to be over and done with.

He watched Waxler walk to the middle of the drawing room and survey the scene with a stern expression.

“Hello, all. I’ll be keeping this very brief,” Waxler began, his arms folded, his tone sharp. He was clearly troubled by something. He looked almost as troubled as his audience. “My team is upstairs and nearly done reviewing transcripts. I can now tell you that we are close and intend on making an arrest within the hour,” he finished, with a final strained glance over to where Octavius was standing, leaning against the wall.

There was something about the way Chief Waxler looked at him … like he was disappointed in him or something, and it made Octavius want to hide.

And so, at his first opportunity, he did just that.

The other officers were thankfully no longer positioned all over the place, the majority of them upstairs planning their arrest for his father’s killer. Only one other officer remained down here with Waxler. This meant there were fewer eyes on them. There was less concern about losing suspects now; after all, it was much easier to cage and trap a handful of mice than a whole nest of them.

When Waxler and his officer had their backs turned to him, Octavius slunk into the foyer, maneuvered himself past the blockade of furniture, and made his way quietly to the end of the dark hallway before creeping into the Manor’s library, making sure to open and close the doors as quietly as he could. When he entered, the lights were off, and he thought it would be safest to keep them that way. There was some illumination from the large windows as remnants of moonlight filtered into the library. But that wasn’t the only source of light. Somewhere in the room, one of the standing lights was on.

He tracked his eyes over to the source, where he could see the faintly lit outline of tall bookshelves looming over the room in the dark, along with two shadowy figures next to the shelves, having a whispered conversation.

He froze for a moment, scared that he might be found. But then he lowered his guard when he realized he recognized who the voices belonged to.

“… I mean, she is suspicious, but that doesn’t mean anything,” the unmistakable sound of Romeo’s voice came from around the corner.

“I’d say her being suspicious definitely means something,” Fola’s voice followed in a hushed tone. “I know we’re grasping at straws here at this point, but I think it’s her. It has to be her.”

Romeo seemed to sigh heavily. “I don’t know …”

Octavius moved closer, following the line of their shadowy figures as Fola continued arguing her case. He finally saw the back of her head and the pale, unsettled face of Romeo.

“I know you’re not a fan of it. I’m not either, but we have no other choice,” she continued.

“Shouldn’t we consider—” Romeo began, but he was cut off by the singsong voice of his brother.

“O Romeo … Romeo! Wherefore art thou, Romeo,” Octavius sang in a low voice, popping his head around the corner and startling them both.

They were huddled under the warm glow of a standing lamp that looked like a spotlight that had caught them in a conspiratorial position.

“Hi,” he whispered with a small wave and a smile, which they did not return.

“What the hell are you doing in here, Tavi?” Fola said in a tone that told him she did not want him here.

“I was hiding,” he replied with a shrug.

“Right …,” Fola said, narrowing her gaze as she looked down at him.

“So … what were you guys doing in here?” Octavius asked.

They stared at him, unblinking.

“Hey, I answered your question, why aren’t you answering mine?”

“Nothing, we were doing nothing,” Fola replied.

Romeo gave Octavius a pained look, before quickly turning away to face Fola again.

Octavius raised an eyebrow. “I heard you say someone was suspicious … Did you figure out how to get your inheritance back from Perdita, or did you crack some other Dad-related code or something?” he asked.

“No … yes … it’s complicated,” Romeo said, shifting uncomfortably.

“And you’re not going to tell me what this complication is?”

The pair exchanged another weirdly conspiratorial look.

“Come on! I can be trusted, I swear … In fact, I pinkie swear.” He held up his pinkie finger just to prove it.

Neither of them said anything for a moment; Fola just looked at him with a frown, clearly annoyed by his presence. Suddenly her facial expression morphed into interest.

She turned back to Romeo. “He could help us, actually. We need access to the files I was telling you about …” She looked again at Octavius, who was very lost as he often was when his sister was in plotting mode. “Tavi, do you still have that desktop PC that Dad got you a few years ago? Or did the police take it?”

Octavius narrowed his eyes suspiciously at her. Fola had made fun of that PC more times than he could count, treating it as if it were some ancient artifact and going as far as to call it a dinosaur box when it was really quite a nice model. His other siblings had been given laptops, but he apparently couldn’t be trusted with too many moveable devices. He’d been given the computer to write and research music, but instead he had mostly used it to play the Sims in his room whenever their father wasn’t looking.

“Yes, it’s in my closet, why?”

“Because I need to look some things up, and they still have all of our devices,” she answered.

“Why are you being mysterious … Are you going to tell me what these things are?” Octavius replied.

“Yes. But first, can I use it?” Fola asked, her arms folded. “It’s the least you can do after throwing up all over one of my favorite pairs of boots.”

Octavius was planning to let her use it anyway, but his reason wasn’t just remorse. It was because of the expression on her face.

His sister’s face was figuratively bleeding. Her wounds that she usually spent so much time and care concealing were laid bare. With their father no longer there to monitor their every move, Fola’s mask had lost its stronghold. It had been clear all day that his sister was barely hanging on by a thread; he didn’t want to tip her over the edge.

So he nodded. “You can use it.”



The three of them were able to sneak up to Octavius’s bedroom through a longer passageway in the east wing, as it was too risky to use the west wing staircase in the foyer.

Once inside, Octavius immediately noticed that his race car rug had been removed, but that the smell of sick still lingered uncomfortably in the air. He thought about grabbing some air freshener from his en suite bathroom but decided against it once he saw how agitated Fola was. She was even biting her fingernails, a habit she’d abandoned as a child. She was also glaring at him. It was clear that time was of the essence. Any moment now the cops would be putting someone in handcuffs.

Octavius tried to ignore his own jittery limbs as he quickly dragged the old computer out from its hiding place. He set it down on his desk, plugged it in, and waited for it to reboot, dusting off the years that clung to the exterior of the screen like a blanket. The rebooting process didn’t take as long as he thought it would. Fola, who was seated at his desk and seemed very antsy—watching the door as if Waxler would suddenly materialize—said, “Thank God,” when the page with the login popped up.

“Password?” she asked, looking up at Octavius.

“ ‘Tchaikovsky’s left tit.’ All lowercase,” he answered. Romeo snorted loudly in amusement—the complete opposite from Fola, who was not amused at all and had a single eyebrow raised in a judgmental expression.

“What? Thirteen-year-old me thought it was very edgy. And honestly, seventeen-year-old me still thinks so too,” Octavius said.

Fola ignored him, as she often did when the things he was saying had no use to her and her overly analytical brain.

He squinted, watching her rejoin the Wi-Fi and scroll through her emails.

“Are you sending an email?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No, I’m just checking it. I’ve been paging a guy all day and he told me he sent an email with attachments—which I obviously couldn’t open on the pager.”

A pager? Who even had a pager anymore? His type A professional workaholic sister, that’s who.

“What details? Are you guys going to tell me anything at all?”

“Are you going to sober up tonight?”

“Sure,” Octavius said.

Romeo and Fola shared that look again.

Fola sighed, stopped fiddling with the mouse, and turned to face Octavius now, Romeo following suit.

“Do you want to tell him or should I?” Fola asked.

Romeo straightened up, clearly nervous. “You know Evie …”

Octavius felt his stomach twist at the sound of the girl’s name. Of course he knew Evie.

He nodded, saying nothing.

Romeo continued. “She kind of lied about something, something pretty big, and I was telling Fola about it and Fola thinks it was suspicious, given everything.”

“What did she lie about?” Octavius asked.

“Well, yesterday, Mrs. Gray told me Evie was back for a short visit for the holidays. But then Evie told me she was actually back here for a longer visit but hadn’t told her parents.”

“People lie to their parents all the time, what’s weird about that?” Octavius said.

“It’s not the lie that was weird; it was something she said last night. She said that she needed to speak to Dad, that he’d helped her with a situation in Italy and she needed to thank him for helping her get a promotion at her dance company. But then today she claimed she’d never been promoted and that she hadn’t been in Italy or at her ballet company in a year. So I was wondering why she lied in the first place, where she’s been all this time, and why she mentioned Dad helping her at all. I don’t know, it set alarm bells off in my head.”

“It also set the alarm bells off in mine,” Fola chimed in. “This felt like something worth looking into. So I asked a guy I know in IT to do a background check, see if there was anything strange or shady, and lo and behold, he found something shady.”

Octavius raised an eyebrow at this brand-new information. “Wait … You just have a guy on speed dial that can do background checks on people? Fola … are you secretly in touch with the Mafia?”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not answering that question.”

“Because you took a blood oath,” Octavius said, eyes widening.

“No, because it’s a stupid question and quite frankly, I don’t answer stupid questions,” she said. “Anyway, the guy I know managed to put together a whole file on Evie and emailed it over.”

Fola gestured to the email now on the screen. “I have her entire history right here. My guy says Evie did leave Italy last year—so she lied about just being back for the holidays. And, more than that, what she failed to mention was that she hadn’t just left. She’d been kicked out of her ballet company altogether. Now we need to work out why. If you want to be helpful, help me read through the files for anything damning. As Romeo said, she wanted to speak to Dad last night—and urgently. Why couldn’t she wait a few days, if she’s moving back anyway? Sounds suspicious to me, and would definitely sound suspicious to the police. All we need now is to find evidence in these files to support this suspicion and then the cops can take it from there.”

Now Octavius was actually convinced it was his sister that was secretly in the mob. That or she’d finally lost the plot.

He felt uneasy about it all. “But Evie’s already been dismissed,” he said.

“Well, I’m going to find a way to undismiss her. It’s her fault for not leaving when she had the chance to. That feels even guiltier to me,” Fola said with a shrug. “She’s stuck around to listen to everyone else’s evidence, strengthen her own alibi, and cover her tracks.”

“Are you sure about this—”

“It has to be her, okay? I’ve been looking into all of the remaining guests throughout the day, and she’s the only one worth pursuing. We don’t have any other choices and we are running out of time. We have to make sure Chief Waxler makes the right arrest, okay?” she said, looking at her brothers.

As messed up as it was, Fola was right. They did not have time or many other options. He couldn’t stop thinking about the way Waxler looked at him … like he was guilty. And the worst part is, Octavius was, he so was.

Octavius nodded silently but Romeo did not react at all.

Octavius thought again about the lessons their father would teach them down in the laboratory. How brutal human nature could be.

“Are you guys going to help me look through the files or what?” Fola asked, and Octavius tried not to think about the implications of this, what terrible people it made them, as he settled down next to Fola and Romeo at the old computer.

The computer was one of those techy multiuser-friendly ones, meaning that two of them could scroll on the screen at once, reading different sections at the same time. Octavius watched in silence as Romeo scrolled through some files with his mouse, and Fola with hers. They spent a few minutes doing this before they found anything of use.

“Wait, what was that?” Romeo asked suddenly, pointing at one of the many open tabs on his side of the split screen.

“What was what?” Fola asked.

Romeo double-clicked on the tab, enlarging it as an image loaded. It was a photocopied newspaper clipping, with a yearbook photo of a girl in black and white next to a photo of a car wreck.

“It’s in Italian,” Fola said, pointing to the screen. She and Romeo turned to Octavius then, since he was the only one who could actually read any Italian (a necessary skill while studying music).

“What does it say?” Fola asked him.

Octavius squinted at the screen, trying to decipher what he could. Since his Italian was largely music related; he knew words like crescendo and adagio and presto. He wasn’t sure how well his knowledge of how quickly to play an instrument would fare here.

“It seems to be about some girl who died last year in Italy …,” he said, finally extracting some meaning from the jumble of words.

Fola sat up. “Which girl? How did she die?”

“I think …” He swallowed, a heaviness settling into his chest. “I think it was a car crash. Her name was Adelina Toscano. She was seventeen.”

“Why would an article about a random Italian girl’s death show up in Evie’s file?” Romeo asked.

Fola had a dangerous look on her face, a mixture between delight and vindication. It was the same look she had whenever she was nearing the end of a chess match and was only two or three moves away from checkmate.

“Well, that’s what we have to find out.”






7:31 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


Anwar stared at Bilal in shock. His words replaying in his mind on a loop.

The last words he thought he’d ever hear come from Bilal’s mouth.

“My brother … Octavius and I … we … we killed someone.”

Bilal had his eyes closed now, and tears were running down his face in a gentle stream.

“What do you mean by that, Billy?” Anwar asked softly, wanting to help him wipe his face but not wanting to overstep.

At first Bilal remained quiet. Then he opened his eyes, his expression steely as he wiped the tears away with his own sleeve.

“We killed someone,” Bilal said in a more assured tone.

“Who?” Anwar asked, folding his arms, mostly to hide his shaking fingers.

“Adam,” Bilal started. “Adam Gray. I don’t know if you heard about him or read about his death … the car accident from three years ago? My father stopped as much as he could from getting out.”

“Adam … Gray,” Anwar said, breathing out. “Is … was he Evie Gray’s brother? I think she mentioned him to me.”

Bilal nodded solemnly.

“Do you, uh, want to explain? You said he died in a car accident.”

“He did. But … it’s a lot more complicated than that,” Bilal said, taking a shaky breath. “Everything from that night, even the official police reports, all repeat the same lie. That Adam was drunk, that he had driven himself home from the Prodigy Ball and ended up crashing on the highway. What those reports don’t mention was that Octavius and I were in the car when it crashed. We were scrubbed from the crime scene completely. As if we were never there,” Bilal continued. “Yes, the car crashed, and yes, Adam died. But that’s not the only sequence of events that mattered that night.”

Bilal couldn’t look at Anwar, just at the ground. “The truth is, Octavius and I had known Adam since we were kids. His sister Evie too. They sometimes had classes with us. I always had the biggest crush on Adam, and so did Octavius. Adam was four years older than us and we thought he was so cool and were always trying to impress him. That night we placed a bet on who could impress Adam the most at the ball. I spent the entire night trying to think of what to do, but for Octavius it was easy. All he had to do was whip out his violin and play an impressive piece. I thought my chance was over, but then Adam invited us both to drive in the new car my father had gotten him for his eighteenth birthday the week before, and of course we took the chance. That’s where everything went wrong.”

Bilal took another breath, steadying himself on his more dominant leg. “When we were in the car, Adam started asking all sorts of questions … personal questions … questions I read to mean he thought we were friends, that he was interested in us. But when I look back, it was because he was mocking us. He knew we liked him and found it funny. But then something switched—Adam wanted to impress us too, I think. He began driving faster—at first at the speed limit and then just a tiny bit over. Octavius started daring him to go faster, and Adam obliged. I joined in the daring, and with our chants he kept increasing the speed. And then he started panicking because the brakes weren’t working. We didn’t really understand what that meant, we just thought it was so hilarious how fast we were going. I didn’t register Adam’s panic at first, all I saw was my in. My chance to finally impress him.

“Stupidly … I’d brought my fencing saber with me. It’s not like I could have really shown him many techniques in a moving car. I was so busy thinking of how I might win him over that by the time I realized that Adam was panicking and something was wrong, it was already too late. I tried to use my saber to somehow jam the brake pedal, but it didn’t work. That was the last thing I fully remember. Henry told me most of what came after. Apparently, the car had crashed into a tree on the side of the road. Octavius had broken his foot. But Adam … Adam was too heavily injured … He died almost instantly. And I … I walked away fine. I’d just passed out for a few minutes with a minor concussion.”

“Oh, Billy …,” Anwar said.

Bilal shook his head, looking sick. “It gets worse. When I woke up and saw Adam, saw Octavius, I called Henry. Not an ambulance. That’s what we were taught to do whenever anything bad happened or whenever we were in trouble—call Henry first. Henry called the ambulance, but before they took Adam away, he was taken out of the car Father had bought him by the cleanup team. They are a sector of Father’s private staff who are sent to clean up any legal messes and I guess Henry had sent them to the scene. They placed Adam in an unregistered car so nothing could be traced back to the Button Estate at all. They essentially restaged the crash, made it look like Adam had alcohol in his system, like he was alone when he died. Even his parents believe that lie. What’s even more messed up about it all is that the Grays still work for us—Mrs. Gray is the head chef, and Mr. Gray is our head gardener, and my father paid tens of thousands a year into their retirement as a bonus for being such loyal employees. Really, it’s hush money. I sometimes wonder if the Grays ever suspect the truth about what happened that night but the money ensures they stay loyal to our family and never become curious enough to find out. Who knows what’ll happen now that Father is dead. Where the payments would even come from. And if the payments stop, they might feel the urge to finally find out the truth about what really happened.”

“Fucking hell,” Anwar said.

“Yeah. Fucking hell indeed.” Bilal sighed. “The other part that got scrubbed is the fact that the injury from the crash wasn’t the only injury Adam had when he died. When they found him, he had a fencing saber buried deep in his chest. That part was me.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I did that.”

Anwar placed his hands on the fencer’s shoulders. He felt Bilal tense at the gesture, so he moved his hands up to the sides of Bilal’s face instead. “It’s truly a tragedy what happened. But you can’t blame yourself for it, Billy. You were trying to press the brakes. And you were also fourteen. Adam was eighteen. He was an adult. He chose to take you out driving, to speed up.”

Bilal wasn’t hearing any of it, he just kept shaking his head no.

“You did not kill that boy, Bilal.”

“My saber,” he said brokenly.

“Probably didn’t do as much damage as crashing full force into a tree while trapped inside a heap of metal did,” Anwar said. “You have survivor’s guilt. Quite a severe case of it, it seems.”

Bilal closed his eyes, his body shaking, and he let himself slump forward onto Anwar’s shoulder. Anwar wrapped his arms around him, as Bilal finally allowed himself to cry without holding anything back. Anwar rubbed circles into his back, trying to soothe him, to soothe the years of guilt that Bilal was holding.

“You’re okay,” Anwar repeated over and over again, hoping it would stick.

He moved one of his hands down to grab ahold of Bilal’s, but when he did, he noticed that there was a familiar clamminess to them. He pulled away from Bilal and noticed now how pale the boy had become, as well as his erratic pulse and the shaking that Anwar had thought was from the overwhelm of emotion before but clearly wasn’t.

“Have you taken your insulin today?” Anwar asked softly, his hand tenderly placed on Bilal’s forehead, checking his temperature. Most people outside of Bilal’s immediate family and fencing coaches didn’t know about the fencer’s diabetes. He hadn’t wanted anyone to think there were any gaps in his armor.

Bilal shook his head. “I forgot,” he said hoarsely.

“I’ll get your insulin from Henry, you wait here,” Anwar said, moving to rush out of the room.

“Wari,” Bilal said in a tired voice, holding him back.

“Yeah?” Anwar replied.

“I still love you,” he said.

Anwar felt his heart stop for a moment. “I love you too, Bilal,” he replied.

When Anwar finally stepped out of the room into the hallway that led to the foyer, he was aware of how closed-off they were just now. Their world seemed so quiet and insular before, but as he made his way to the foyer he could hear the low hum of voices through the vast expanse of the Button Manor. It felt like stepping out into an alternate dimension.

When he entered the drawing room to find Henry, it was much emptier than when he’d last left it. Chief Waxler was clearly almost done with whittling down the suspect list, ready to make his arrest.

There seemed to be only five suspects left, plus … the Buttons. They hadn’t been dismissed themselves, Anwar realized.

He felt an uncomfortable sensation rattle through him.

Anwar wasn’t unwise to know what the probabilities were here. He looked out into the drawing room. Romeo, Perdita, and Octavius were sitting away from each other in varying stages of unrest. Fola was nowhere to be seen.

And Bilal was still in the room he’d left him in.

Bilal, who had so many secrets.

Bilal, who Anwar had changed his own alibi for …

Earlier in the day when he’d had his interview, Anwar had told the police that he’d left the yacht with Bilal more than half an hour before they actually had.

This morning, before Anwar had embarrassingly wandered into the dining room where the Buttons were eating their breakfast, Bilal had come upstairs and asked him in a strangely panicked tone to lie if asked about what time they’d left the yacht.

Anwar wasn’t sure why anyone would ask, let alone care to know when they left. That is, until his interview with the police this afternoon when he had to lie and tell them that he’d left way before the time of Mr. Button’s murder, even though he hadn’t. But he didn’t mind lying for Bilal, even if that meant lying to the police. Truthfully, there was a lot Anwar would do for Bilal, especially if it was to protect him.

That didn’t stop the sinking feeling he’d been having all day though, the feeling that had only worsened as the clock ticked and the list of suspects grew shorter. There were holes in all of their stories, and he knew the police would start asking more questions soon. And despite Awar’s relatively calm demeanor during Bilal’s confession …

He was afraid of what else he might find out tonight.






7:56 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


Fola had been standing outside the second-floor powder room with her arms crossed for the last two minutes, waiting.

“Almost finished!” Evie’s voice called from behind the door.

“Take your time,” Fola replied. She had been looking for Evie all over the house and had finally found her, minutes ago, rushing into the bathroom like she was trying to get away. Clearly Evie did not want to be caught by the police or Fola. She must’ve known there would be dire consequences either way.

Smart girl, Fola had thought. The police presence had thinned out across the house, probably because there were fewer suspects, thus making it easier to keep track of who still remained. So it was good Evie knew to run. Running made her look guilty.

“All yours!” Evie said cheerfully as the door swung open and she stepped out.

“I actually don’t need to use the bathroom,” Fola said, unpicking Evie’s expression in the same way she unpicked the expressions of the people she played in her chess matches, searching for their weak spots, any vantages she might be able to exploit.

“Oh,” Evie replied, her face now settled into an uncomfortable, forced smile. “So you’re just stalking me, then?”

Fola smiled back at her. “Something like that.” Evie’s face stilled; she looked like a mouse caught in a trap. “Why were you up here, anyway? There’s a perfectly nice guest bathroom downstairs,” Fola said.

“I prefer the one on this floor. I needed to fix my hair and this one has a larger mirror,” Evie replied.

“Could have gone back to the staff quarters, you know … the place you were dismissed to hours ago … where you actually live,” Fola said, pausing for a beat to look between Evie and the space around them. “In fact … if memory serves me right, you have a perfectly sizable mirror in your bedroom.”

The corners of Evie’s mouth twitched. “I didn’t think you’d remember that,” Evie said.

“That you have a mirror?” Fola asked, even though she knew it wasn’t what Evie was referencing.

One of Evie’s eyebrows arched curiously. “No, I didn’t think you’d remember my room,” she said, saying very little but, with that, saying a whole lot.

Fola folded her arms. “Well, I do,” she replied sharply, only somewhat acknowledging what had trespassed between them one fateful day when Fola was thirteen. They’d never actually spoken about it before; Evie had left for Italy shortly after, and so there had been no need to. Besides, as her father always reminded her, emotions were the foil in every genius. The more you pushed away these unnecessary feelings, the sharper, the more focused, the more brilliant you could be.

“Anyway,” Fola continued, brushing off the memory of brief adolescent passions. “I actually came to get you because Henry was calling everyone to the dining room for dinner. Your mom made a casserole. I guess they wanted to make sure everyone had eaten before the arrest. Give my father’s murderer one final meal. How nice of them.”

“Oh, right …,” Evie said, and Fola could see the cogs turning behind her eyes. She’s going to try to get out of this. “I’m actually not all that hungry. I’ll probably just have leftovers.” Fola noticed Evie’s gaze shift down nervously, and her right hand rest on her back pocket where something small and square appeared to be poking out.

“Are you sure?” Fola asked, not buying it for a second.

“Yeah, I’m feeling kind of dizzy, actually. I can feel a headache coming on. I might just stay up here for a while.”

“It wouldn’t be good to stay here alone when you’re unwell. Come, follow me. Henry will help.” Fola’s voice was firm.

“Honestly, I’m fine here—”

“Don’t be ridiculous, this is our house and you’re a guest here. It would be impolite of me to abandon you,” Fola said, forcing a smile.

Evie did not look so convinced, but nodded anyway. “Okay,” she said, and then followed with, “I happen to have always liked your impolite nature,” in a low mutter.

Fola pretended not to hear that last part, mostly because she did not have the time to decipher its meaning. Fola’s focus was razor-sharp, settled on her main goal of getting Evie into the foyer for the next stage in their plan. The plan that involved conveniently revealing all they had discovered about Evie to a roomful of eyewitnesses and officers. Fola knew it was ruthless of her, but she had no loyalties to anyone here but her family.

Fola gestured for the ballerina to go ahead of her down the east wing staircase that led to the foyer.

When they got to the foyer, Fola guided Evie toward the drawing room instead, where her other siblings were waiting. As they entered, she saw Romeo standing next to Perdita and Thorin, and Octavius on the floor by the fireplace, seemingly playing himself once again in a game of checkers. Her gaze swept over the small handful of final suspects dotted around the periphery. Everyone in here seemed to be reaching their breaking points. No one even seemed to notice that one of the prodigies, the world-famous fifteen-year-old puzzle master Franco Demorphus, appeared to be curled up on the sofa in a fetal position, rocking back and forth. The rest looked equal parts exhausted and irritated. Fola wouldn’t be surprised if a revolt started any moment now.

“Where’s Bilal?” Fola asked the room, noting his absence.

“He’s having a … crisis. Henry’s dealing with it now,” a voice answered from behind her. She turned and found Bilal’s little literature-obsessed boyfriend standing there.

“Is he okay?” Fola asked.

Anwar nodded. “Yeah … I think so.” She could tell there was something he wasn’t saying but decided to investigate that later. She had bigger fish to fry right now.

Fola turned around to face Evie, who was peering around the room with an odd look in her eye.

“I thought we were going to dinner?” she asked.

“In a moment. How’s that headache of yours?” Fola asked.

Evie shrugged. “I’ll live,” she said.

“Will you?” Fola asked, and Evie looked at her with a frown.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I just … I imagine it must be difficult, carrying the burden of so many secrets,” Fola started, raising her voice a little so that she could be heard by all. “I mean, getting removed from your ballet company, leaving Italy, dealing with the mysterious death of your former colleague and principal ballerina Adelina Toscano … I’d have a terrible headache too.” Fola felt a thrill wash through her at the brief flash of surprise in Evie’s eyes.

Got you.

The room was completely quiet now, all eyes trained on them. The police weren’t around to hear the inevitable confession, but that didn’t matter much at this point. It would be all of them against Evie.

“Fola, what are you doing?” Perdita asked quietly from behind.

Cleaning up our family messes, like I always do. Fola hoped Perdita would be smart enough to keep quiet and, as Bilal had said, let things run their natural course.

Evie’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “How did you—”

“How did I know all of that? Well, I know a lot of things, Evie Gray,” Fola said, circling her now. “For example, I know that you’ve been keeping tabs on us. I found your little red notebook,” Fola said, pulling it out of her blazer.

Evie’s eyes widened. “How did you get that?”

Fola shrugged. “On our way down here, saw it in your back pocket and thought I’d take a look. It helps being a professional chess player. You develop the ability to move your fingers quickly,” Fola said as she began flipping through the pages haphazardly. She’d already skimmed through the booklet on their descent down the stairs, knowing Evie was trying to act confident and not look back at her. As such, she knew vaguely of its contents; this part was just for dramatic effect.

“This book shocked me, Evie. I mean, here I was thinking you were a dear family friend who’d just come back to visit, but instead it seems you’ve been stalking us. I mean a whole journal titled The Heirs, dedicated just to myself and my siblings? Scary stuff. It made me start to question everything. Have you been pretending to show us kindness since you turned up yesterday—or even before that? Do you in fact have some twisted plan for my family that you aim to exploit? I heard you were even hunting down my father last night.”

The room was quiet then.

Evie’s face was neutral, but Fola could see the storm brewing behind the mask.

“You seem to have lied about so much, Evie. I wonder what other nefarious things you’re hiding,” Fola said.

Evie looked at her in disbelief. “Are you seriously trying to suggest that I killed Mr. Button?”

Fola could hear whispers, the sound of feet shuffling, disturbing the quiet. “You tell me,” Fola replied. “Did you kill my father?” Fola’s desperate heart rate rose, the air in the room quickly disappearing.

“Wow,” Evie said, scoffing a little.

“Wow indeed,” Fola said. “Now, are you going to explain yourself or should I go and let Chief Waxler know about my discoveries?”

“You can go and do whatever you like, Fola. But it won’t change the fact that you and I both know that I did not kill him. You’re right about some things. I did leave Italy, and yes, I was removed from the company, but not for any of the reasons you seem to be insinuating. You were also wrong about many things. Last I heard, doing a deep dive into a famous family—one whom my family works for, by the way—isn’t illegal, or even novel. And unlike yours, Fola, my alibi from last night is watertight. I’m in the official footage taken by the event videographer during the time of the murder.” Evie shifted her stance, an unexpected confidence steeling her demeanor. “The thing is … the videographer was there to capture Anwar with the trophy and to film the celebrations after, and the firework display—during which time Mr. Button was murdered. And yet you are nowhere to be seen in any of it …,” Evie said, looking directly at Fola and then staring straight ahead at the rest of the Buttons, minus Bilal, who was still elsewhere. “None of you were, for that matter.”

Evie straightened her posture and folded her arms. “As I said, I didn’t kill your father. But I am almost certain I know who did.”

“Who?” Fola said, feigning confidence as she arched one of her perfectly plucked brows, even though her heart was racing at one million beats per second. She locked eyes with Evie for a brief moment, and it was all she needed to know that this was the end.

Evie turned to the corner of the room, where a lone figure sat in front of the fireplace still fiddling with his checkerboard. “You,” Evie said, looking directly at Octavius. “I think it was you.”






ACT IV


[image: A chessboard position places a black king in the upper corner, a white queen nearby on the top row, and a white king along the left side of the board.]
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THE NIGHT BEFORE


11:36 P.M.—THE HAMPTONS

 “I would like you to kill me.”

Octavius Button stared at his father in complete disbelief.

“Wh-what?”

“I would like you to k—”

“No, I heard you,” Octavius said, his already-growing nausea increasing significantly.

“So, what is the problem?” Mr. Button asked, staring at his son, unblinking.

Octavius was almost certain that the cancer must have spread to his father’s brain. That was the only explanation for any of this.

“What is the problem?” Octavius repeated, still in a state of shock.

Mr. Button squinted at Octavius as though scanning his face for answers to an unasked question, and then he ahhed. “I’m not asking you to shoot me like some hapless animal, if that’s what you’re afraid of. It would all be private. My doctor knows about it and has agreed to provide the morphine, but understandably won’t be able to administer it because of the risk to his medical license. I would just need you to be the one to inject the medication into my bloodstream; it shouldn’t take long. Dr. Benson estimates ten minutes at most.” His father casually rattled this off, as though discussing a simple business merger. “If you agree to do me this favor, Octavius, I will restore your entire inheritance. There will be no other conditions, no hidden agendas.”

Silence followed, Octavius glaring down at his father, who was continuing to calmly play himself at chess.

“You want to pay me … to commit murder?” the boy finally said.

“Yes. Though I didn’t realize it would bother you so much … considering you’ve done it before,” Mr. Button replied with a tired grimace.

Octavius froze, a chill running through him now. “That was an accident,” he said.

“Was it now?” Mr. Button said. “I didn’t realize that deliberately tampering with the brakes on a car constituted an accident.” There was a moment of complete stillness as his father looked on at him with a bone-chilling coldness.

His father was making it sound like he had hurt Adam on purpose.

He felt shaky as he finally forced himself to speak. “I—I d-didn’t know you were giving the car to Adam. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone … I didn’t think—”

“That’s right, you didn’t think. And then a boy died and now I have to pay a small price to ensure that the Gray family never feels the urge to investigate the truth behind Adam’s death. Thanks to me it remains a tragic accident, and not the handiwork of a child with too much time on his hands.” Mr. Button’s words hung between them both in the constricting air of Olympus.

His words resembled the truth so closely that Octavius had convinced himself over the years that they were the truth. That he was nothing more than this thoughtless boy who did this bad thing. But the truth was a lot more complicated than that.

The truth was an intricate spiderweb fueled by a series of tragic events.

And the true story began a few weeks before that night three years ago. The night of Adam’s death. The night of the seventh-annual Prodigy Ball, where a white-haired boy, so desperate to impress his father, did something he most definitely should not have done.

Octavius Button had always been skilled with his hands. It was why he had taken to music so quickly, and also why, during the summer of his twelfth year of living, he’d started working on cars in the garage at the back of the Manor for fun. Teaching himself how to repair and disassemble any vehicle.

He’d become so good at doing this that he’d even gotten himself a secret weekend job at a garage, far enough from the Manor that no one other than his sister Fola knew about, where he’d fix cars for a man known as “Big Rick” (which he’d always found to be a strange name seeing as Rick was neither tall nor large).

Octavius had become so good at fixing cars that he sometimes considered it might be his real prodigy talent. And like with all his talents, he couldn’t wait to showcase it to his father.

The Manor’s main garage housed many impressive cars. There were fifteen or so similar-looking automobiles, and he’d made his choice at random, noting its exact color, its registered license plate and key detailing. Then quickly began his careful dismantlement.

His plan had been to meddle with the brakes, and perhaps one or two other parts needed for optimal car function. He’d known his father periodically liked to take the cars for a drive around the estate, so Octavius had hoped that eventually his father would notice that one of the cars was not working and would call the mechanic to come and fix it, but instead, Octavius would be on hand to come and save the day—showing off his very impressive skills and in turn making his father proud.

This, of course, is not what happened. Unbeknownst to Octavius, his father had gifted that particular car to Adam Gray for his eighteenth birthday a week before the ball, after getting it completely customized (like changing it to Adam’s favorite color—electric blue). It looked nothing like it had before. Yet it was the same car that Adam took Bilal and Octavius for a ride in. The same car whose brakes could therefore not, at the pivotal moment, stop them from crashing into the tree, nearly killing them all.

And it was all Octavius’s fault.

His father had told him as much once he’d found out why the car had failed that night. He’d lived with the weight of this mistake for three years, and would have to live with that knowledge for the rest of his life. Knowing he was the reason Adam had died. That his actions had caused so much pain.

He was glad nothing happened to Bilal. He could barely live with himself as it was; if he’d killed his brother too, he wouldn’t be able to live at all.

It had been the reason he’d left the Manor for good soon after. It was the reason he’d had his inheritance slashed. The reason he barely spoke to his family anymore, and hated returning to the Manor. It was all a reminder of how lethal his touch truly was.

And the worst part was that none of this would have ever happened if he hadn’t cared so much about making his father proud.

Octavius didn’t realize he was crying until he felt the uncomfortable sensation of tears tickling his chin. He sniffed and wiped his face. “I … I need to think,” he said, turning away from his father now.

“Take your time. But do remember that I am dying and would like to get this over and done with as soon as possible.”

“Y-yeah, I’ll be, umm, quick,” Octavius said as he discreetly took his phone out from his pocket and sent out a text.

Octavius: BENJAMIN IS IN OLYMPUS.

And then he slipped his phone away, still not turning around.

He wasn’t actually thinking it over. He already knew he wasn’t going to do it, even if it meant his inheritance would remain depleted.

Despite his history, Octavius wasn’t a murderer.

There was no way in hell that he could hurt his father, but he didn’t want to tell him that just yet. He had a feeling that saying no to this request might have dire consequences for him. He needed to mentally map out an escape plan.

“You don’t have to decide tonight, my boy, we can talk tomorrow. Come to Eden early in the morning and we can discuss the arrangements—”

“What arrangements?” A steely figure appeared in the doorway.

Octavius looked up and was surprised to see Bilal standing there, a mixture of worry and confusion written on his face. Still, relief spread through Octavius. Bilal had seen his message.

Even though the Button siblings’ group chat had been largely inactive since Octavius had left the Manor, no one had yet exited the chat. The last message sent before tonight had been a whole year ago, and it was Romeo asking if everyone was doing okay. As expected, no one had replied. The answer was always the same anyway.

Despite how hostile things had become between them all, the fact that no one had left the group always felt like a sign to Octavius that when he needed his siblings, they would be there.

“Nothing that concerns you, Bilal,” Mr. Button said.

Bilal’s eyes flickered over to Octavius, who seemed worse than he had earlier. But there was also a look in Octavius’s eyes, a look Bilal recognized from when they were still close. A look asking for his older brother to rescue him from himself.

“I think it should concern me, Father,” Bilal said.

Mr. Button’s eyebrow quirked up. “Is that right?”

Bilal stood up straighter, a defiance in his expression as he nodded. “Yes.”

Mr. Button’s gaze flickered over the booted cast Bilal was wearing. “Hmm, that’s a shame … I would have thought your primary concern should be the fact that you will probably never fence professionally again due to your … self-inflicted injury,” Mr. Button replied unfeelingly. Octavius watched the color drain from his brother’s face.

Self-inflicted? Octavius thought.

“How—” Bilal began, his face the very picture of fear.

“Wrong question, my boy.” Mr. Button smiled widely now, moving a chess piece across the table as he did. “It is not a matter of how I know. That’s easy, I have access to all of your medical records. The question is why … Why would you be so foolish? Throwing away the career I built for you. The doctor wrote that you had tried to hurt yourself. Do you know what doing this has cost you—”

“Stop it,” Octavius said, hating how hurt Bilal looked now.

“Stop what? Stop holding you children accountable for your reckless actions?”

“No, stop being a cruel prick,” Octavius said before his brain could even process it. His eyes widened as he took in his father’s calm demeanor.

“We will discuss all of this in the morning. You too, Bilal, we need to figure out what on earth you are going to do now that you are completely useless,” Mr. Button pronounced icily.

Before either of them could respond, another voice came from the entrance.

“Tavi? Are you okay? What happened?” It was a panicked Fola, her eyes darting around the room in confusion as she took in the scene.

Bilal looked as though he was on the verge of crying, and Octavius seemed like he was about to be sick. And her father … well, her father looked like his usual self. Shifting chess pieces around the board while the world moved on around him.

“He’s fine—” Mr. Button began with a wave of his hand, but he was cut off.

“Dad asked me to kill him,” Octavius said.

“WHAT?” Bilal’s and Fola’s voices merged with each other’s.

Their father looked up from his game then, a dangerous glimmer in his eye as silence followed.

“What do you mean by that, Tavi?” Fola asked, stepping forward, her dyed honey-blond curls swishing about as she went to stand in front of him.

His father gave him a look that said: Be careful of what move you make next, Octavius.

Octavius didn’t care anymore about making the right move or the wrong one. He just knew which move he didn’t want to make, and that was whichever one his father wanted.

“He’s dying—stage four cancer. The doctors say he has less than a year, but he wants to end his life now. He’s asked me to do it, and he is trying to bribe me with my inheritance.” It all came tumbling out of his mouth then; he felt like humpty-dumpty sitting on the edge of the wall.

“What the actual fuck?” Bilal said.

Fola whipped her head around, her eyes wide. “Father, is … is this true?”

Mr. Button moved another piece.

“If you are to trust what your brother says, then you may believe it to be true. But if you trust me, my dear daughter, then you’ll know where the real truth lies.”

This is what their father always did with Fola. He handed her ultimatums, making her choose him over everyone else, over and over again.

Octavius had never held it against his sister. He knew why she was this way. He remembered a childhood of nasty remarks about her made by the media, remarks about how she looked nothing like a genius, let alone one that was a math and chess genius; they were convinced that she must be cheating somehow, must be a fraud. Accusations he never got. He knew she fought every day to prove that she was better, not because she believed in it, but because she needed to make sure everyone else did. Having their father’s favor and favoritism was one way to ensure that she was always protected from most of the media’s scorn.

Fola’s eyes flickered back and forth between the two most important men in her life, but she remained quiet and that was answer enough.

Their father smiled.

“I trust what Octavius says,” Bilal replied, and then looked his brother in the eye. “You can’t kill him, Octavius. It is a trap. It’ll ruin your future.”

“I know, I’m not going to—” Octavius began, but Bilal was talking again.

“Let me do it,” Bilal said.

“What? Bilal, what are you saying?” Fola asked, her voice wobbling.

“I have no future,” Bilal replied. “Let me be the one to kill him.”








8:01 P.M.—THE BUTTON MANOR


“You think it was Octavius?” Fola asked, looking perplexed.

Evie nodded. “Yes. In fact, I’m certain it was,” she said, making eye contact with the musician, who was staring at her in a vulnerable way that confirmed her suspicions. He’d been looking at her like that all day. She’d never seen anyone look as guilty as Octavius did.

It was kind of making her uncomfortable, even. She looked away from him, staring now at the others in the room. Everyone looked alert now that there had been a murder accusation thrown out there. Even the boy who seemed to be having some sort of breakdown before on the sofa was staring wide-eyed.

“Sorry, Miss …,” one of the guests started, stepping forward. Evie couldn’t tell by just looking at them whether they were one of the teenage prodigies or not. Despite their youngish appearance, their clothes seemed to be straight out of an old man’s closet.

“Gray,” Evie replied.

“Right, Miss Gray,” the person continued with a frown. “Do you think it is appropriate to be throwing around words like that right now? I’m sure we all have our theories, and we are all desperate to go home, but you can’t make such uncertain libelous declarations—”

“And I wouldn’t be making them if I wasn’t certain,” Evie replied frostily. She wasn’t sure she liked this person.

“What makes you so certain?” Perdita asked suddenly, her eyes narrowed. She was defensive. Evie couldn’t blame her; she understood more than anyone what it felt like to be protective over your brother.

“Well, I told you I had access to the cloud earlier—to the police logs. I reviewed all of your alibis, and while Octavius’s is not the only one with inconsistencies as to his whereabouts, his is the only one that failed its fact-checking measures with flying colors.” Evie did not need her notes to recite her findings. She had been waiting for this moment for a long time—the moment she’d be able to take down the Buttons.

“At 11:39 P.M., mere minutes before Mr. Button’s murder, Octavius sent a text message and it pinged near to a cell tower where the yacht had been docked at that point in the night, proving that he did not leave the boat at the time he claimed he did.”

“You went through his messages?” A voice came from behind her as Bilal entered the room with the Button secretary, Henry. Bilal’s tone was accusatory, his expression severe as he hobbled forward.

“No, I didn’t need to access Octavius’s message. All I’m telling you is what was in the police notes,” Evie replied, and then faced Octavius once again. “The police already know you lied in your alibi, Octavius. I think they’ve been trying to figure out why all day, and see if you had an accomplice. They just didn’t want to reveal their cards too early by arresting their main suspect, especially as that suspect is Mr. Button’s son—the same Mr. Button who was a longtime friend of one Chief Waxler. It would not only be a bad look for them to arrest the victim’s son without being really sure, but also he probably just didn’t want the killer to be someone he felt tasked with protecting. They probably kept us all back here while they were trying to find evidence it wasn’t you. It must be nice, this privileged life of yours where you get to be above the law … above even murder.”

There was silence then. Octavius looked like he was moments from collapse.

Evie continued. “And even if we were to believe Octavius’s lie about leaving the boat to get his violin bow fixed, there is no such thing as an emergency luthier. I assumed that because you have connections in high places, there was probably a specialist who might open for you after hours. Only, I called every luthier within a feasible distance from the boat. None of them open past nine P.M., and none of them had received a bow to fix. And if that wasn’t enough, I also found what I’m assuming to be your broken bow in the trash in the second-floor bathroom. Considering Mr. Button was killed with a blunt instrument, I’d bet good money that your bow was the murder weapon, and in that case, I must tell you for future reference that you really shouldn’t throw away murder weapons so haphazardly like that. It really does raise suspicion.”

Evie felt a renewed confidence. It was all slotting into place. Justice was so close she could feel it. She just needed to drive this home now.

“Of course, I thoroughly considered the rest of you Buttons and your alibis—or awful excuses for alibis, that is. It probably helped that there was that error in the system that logged every guest’s departure time as 00:00—midnight. This meant the police were reliant on unreliable estimates from suspects. You could get away with anything in that unrecorded time, convince anyone of any story, even when the dots weren’t connecting.” She turned to face the fencer, now standing in the middle of them all. “I mean, speaking of the dots not connecting, there was Bilal and his suspicious outfit change.”

“I obviously had to change. I’d fallen into the ocean, something the police already know,” Bilal replied tersely. He shifted, wincing in pain as he did.

“Not that outfit change,” Evie said sternly, her eyes meeting those of the other guests in the room, all of whom looked as disturbed as she’d hoped they would. “There was another one, wasn’t there? While everyone was distracted by the fireworks display, you made sure you were swift with your exit, ducking down, making sure no cameras saw you. But I saw you—after the time you said you’d gotten off the yacht. You were wearing an old crew shirt … It definitely looked a little snug, like it belonged to someone else.”

Bilal said nothing to that, and Evie continued merrily, turning to Fola now. “And you, Fola. I honestly have to say how disappointed I was that you had such a flimsy alibi. I expected a lot more from you.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Fola asked. She folded her arms, her face squished into an expression of immense irritation.

“You said you’d left around the same time as Octavius and gone to visit your laboratory in the city. I checked the traffic patterns and even with perfect traffic conditions, it would have been impossible to make it to the lab by the time it registered that you had swiped in. Not only that, but last night, given there were two significant accidents on the only two available routes, the traffic to the city was also particularly miserable. It would have taken you at least another extra half an hour to get there … meaning you must have gotten someone else to swipe in for you.”

At this, Fola had nothing to say.

“And Perdita, the prodigal daughter.” Evie looked at the girl with a raised eyebrow. She could kind of see the resemblance the girl had to her father—it was always the eyes. “Statistics would suggest it was you who killed your father. But I’m inclined to believe your alibi about watching the drone show. I spoke to your friend here and he is adamant that you guys were together at that point.” Evie nodded at Thorin, who was standing next to Perdita now, his arm wrapped protectively around her shoulders.

“What I’m saying is, it could have been any one of you. But I’m 95 percent sure it was Octavius. His behavior gives him away. I’ve never seen someone look and act as guilty as he has today. And the cherry on the cake? Earlier this evening, I overheard him in the garden practically confessing to doing it. He was drunk out of his mind, lying on the grass, and muttering I killed him over and over again. I guess even alcohol can’t soothe a guilty mind.”

Bilal openly grimaced at this new information.

“What about me?” a voice suddenly spoke out.

Evie turned to find Romeo looking at her, his gaze narrowed and determined.

“What about you?” she asked.

“I might not be as important to you or anyone else, but I am a Button,” Romeo said, his voice unwavering. “If you’re going to pick on my siblings, then you’d better pick on me too.”

Evie watched him, steadfast in his convictions, and felt a strange pang as she took him in. Romeo Button, the boy she’d grown up with, who she’d spent hours and hours watching detective shows with, who, despite never giving her any reason to dislike him, was still unfortunately a Button, and therefore had to pay, like his siblings, for what their father had done. He was collateral in this game of justice, in the same way both Adelina and Adam were collateral.

More than any of his siblings, and probably because of how close they’d been as children, Evie did not want to pick on Romeo. That was why she’d avoided confronting him, not because he wasn’t important.

“Romeo,” she began, but was cut off by the inquisitive voice of Anwar Shah.

“You said you suspected that the murder weapon was the bow. I thought the police said the murder weapon was thick and curved?” Anwar asked. The boy was now standing next to Bilal, Henry no longer where he had been before.

“I suppose that will be something for the police to figure out when the time comes,” Evie said with a shrug, her eyes still dancing over to where Romeo was standing. “But anyway, unless any of you have proof that it was not Octavius, I feel inclined to inform the authorities about my findi—” Evie was cut off by the rising sound of voices from beyond the drawing room.

She turned to find Henry being surrounded by a swarm of police officers in the foyer.

Too caught up in her pronouncements, she hadn’t noticed what was happening behind her.

Chief Waxler was handcuffing Henry.

“What’s going on?” Bilal asked, walking quickly to where the police were standing with a sullen-faced Henry in the foyer. Evie followed Bilal out of the drawing room, feeling the other Button heirs and remaining five guests edging behind her as she moved.

“I confessed,” Henry said simply.

“Confessed to what, Henry?” Perdita asked.

Henry looked down at his shoes, shaking his head. “I’m so sorry, children.”

“Confessed to what, Henry?” Fola repeated, stepping forward now.

Henry looked back up, his eyes wet in the corners. “It was me. I was the one who killed your father. I am so sorry,” he said in a low, gravelly voice, remorse clawing at his throat as he spoke.

Evie’s eyebrows shot up.

That can’t be right, she thought. “What? Why would you—” she said before she could stop herself.

Henry’s gaze fixed on her now. “The truth is … Mr. Button was going to fire me today. He told me so last night during the party. He was going to end my contract.”

“Why would he do that?” Romeo asked, his face so pale it seemed green.

“He … he said he could no longer trust me. He caught me trying to access some funds from the estate and … well, he told me he’d be terminating my contract this morning. I pleaded, begged him to let me keep this job. I am much too old to find employment elsewhere, especially with a bad reference. But he said no. So I snapped and I … I stabbed him and left him there in his office on the ship.”

“Why didn’t you confess earlier?” Evie demanded, feeling all of her theories crumbling beneath her, replaced by a nonsensical reality.

“I’m a coward,” Henry replied, looking at them all. “And what cowards do is they wait in corners, observing. They bear witness. They don’t intervene until it’s much too late.” His voice trembled. “I am so, so terribly sorry, children. I am so sorry for everything.”

“But the murder weapon … You said you stabbed him?” Evie said.

“Yes, Mr. Button, he was a very … cultured man. He kept all sorts of artifacts that he’d brought back with him from countries he’d visited. In that office he kept a weapon known as a Jambiya knife, a Yemeni weapon fashioned in part from rhinoceros horns. I used that and then threw it into the ocean.”

Evie knew of the Jambiya knife. A thick, blunt curved weapon.

It was all so convenient …

Before Evie could interrogate Henry any further, Chief Waxler was now speaking.

“We should head back to the station,” he said in a weary voice.

One of the officers nodded. “Henry Xu, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided …”

Evie watched soundlessly as the secretary was removed, led through the boarded-up front doors. He looked back at them briefly and Evie saw his features twist into an unexpected expression.

Relief …

She’d thought she would be relieved when she finally knew the truth about what happened to Mr. Button last night, but she wasn’t. Instead, she felt a little unwell.

Henry, though, seemed almost … assured, as though he was comforted by his own arrest.

It made no sense; Henry couldn’t have been the one to have killed Mr. Button because Evie had been talking to Henry way past the time Mr. Button had been murdered. She’d been trying to speak with Mr. Button all night, confront him about what had happened in Italy with Adelina. Henry had been her last solace. He’d told her that he was sure Mr. Button would make an appearance soon, and then he went back to watching the display in the sky above as he had been doing before.

Henry couldn’t have been the one to kill Mr. Button, she was certain of it.

Just as she was certain that one of Mr. Button’s heirs had killed him. She was so, so certain it had to be one of them …

Her thoughts trailed off then as she glanced sideways at the siblings now, all wearing similarly devastated expressions.

Or perhaps … , she thought.

It was not just one.







THE NIGHT BEFORE


THE HAMPTONS

“Bilal, you can’t be serious,” Fola said, looking at the very serious face of her older brother.

“If Dad wants to die so much, I can do it,” Bilal said.

A stillness settled over Olympus.

“If Dad wants to what?” another voice called out. They all turned to find an anxious-looking Perdita in the doorway next to Romeo, who looked just as concerned.

“We got your text,” Perdita said to Octavius. “Are you okay?”

“No, he isn’t. Dad asked Octavius to kill him,” Bilal said bluntly.

“Why would he ask that?” Perdita questioned, her eyes narrowing now at the old man still sitting at his desk, idly playing chess, obviously choosing to ignore them all.

“He’s dying. Cancer, apparently. Octavius doesn’t want to kill Father, even though Father has offered an increase in his inheritance if he does, and so I decided I would instead. Not that I necessarily want the increase. I don’t really care about the inheritance,” Bilal replied, numbly now.

“Oh my god,” Perdita said.

“I don’t think anyone should kill Father,” Romeo said.

“I agree. We need to look into chemotherapy and drug trials, or palliative care, not freaking murder,” Fola said.

“He said he wants to die. Shouldn’t we respect his wishes?” Bilal asked.

“No, not when what he essentially wants is for Octavius to help him complete this suicide mission of his!” Fola replied, not noticing the way Bilal flinched at the word suicide.

“Whatever. I’m good with any outcome. Just let me know what you guys decide,” Bilal said, making a start for the door.

“You’re not seriously leaving right now, Billy?” Perdita asked.

“Yes, why would I stay? That man is clearly not well in more ways than one and I’m tired of having this conversation about him and his wants and desires. What I desire is to go to bed.”

“My goodness, I didn’t realize you were so selfish,” Fola said, shaking her head at her brother. “What happened to you?”

“Me? Selfish?” Bilal almost laughed at the accusation. “You should take a good old look in the mirror before calling anyone anything.”

“Guys, please stop fighting each other, this isn’t helping anyone,” Perdita said.

“I’m sure he’s enjoying it,” Octavius said, nodding toward their father. “He loves when we fight. We’re easier to control that way—divide and conquer and all that.”

“Stop it, Tavi,” Fola said.

“Why should he? It’s true, Father does prefer it when we hate each other’s guts. He’s twisted like that,” Bilal said, slurring his words a little.

Fola squinted at him, realization dawning on her. “Billy, have you been drinking?”

“Yes, why?” he said.

“I thought you were on pain medication … You shouldn’t be drinking.”

Bilal rolled his eyes. “I’m aware. I didn’t have too much, and I can look after myself. Besides, you’ve seen me actually drunk before, you’d know if I was not doing well.”

It was true. She had seen him in a much worse state before, and that was kind of what concerned her. It seemed like Bilal’s tolerance had gone up, like this was something he might regularly be doing … drinking while on his medication. It was like Bilal was trying to harm himself on purpose.

“You really should still be careful,” Fola said.

“Fola, I’m fine. You don’t have to baby me the way you baby Octavius. I’m literally turning eighteen in two months.”

“Fola doesn’t baby me,” Octavius said just as Fola was saying, “I don’t baby him!”

“Enough!” a loud voice boomed over everything else, silencing the room. Their father was standing now, glaring at all of them. “Your bickering is giving me a migraine. My wishes for how I go about my life and death are only the concern of those who I have explicitly expressed those wishes to.” Mr. Button stepped out from behind his desk.

“I will say, Octavius, I am disappointed in you,” their father continued. “You have so much potential and yet you always manage to disappoint me. You’re almost as useless as Romeo,” he finished, gesturing to their brother, whose expression was unreadable. Octavius tensed at his father’s words, feeling the little boy who lived and breathed inside of him, the boy who always wished to make his father proud, shrivel up and die. His vision atrophied, blurring as he blinked back tears that had been building for what felt like eons.

“Don’t speak to him like that,” Bilal said, standing tall above all of them. “Don’t speak about any of them like that. Romeo isn’t useless. Just because you don’t see worth in him doesn’t mean he isn’t a person, and a great one at that.”

“You’re one to talk,” Mr. Button spat. “Wasting all of your potential, literally throwing your life right out of the window.”

“Father—” Fola tried to step in, but Mr. Button held his hand up to her, silencing his eldest daughter.

“I’m still speaking, Fola, please wait your turn,” Mr. Button said.

Fola nodded, shrinking back in a way she only ever did around her father.

“After everything I have done for all of you, you repay me with constant disrespect and incompetence. I sometimes wonder why I bothered in the first place,” he said, shaking his head, while squeezing his eyes shut like he had some sort of headache. “A bunch of good-for-nothing disappointments,” he muttered gruffly.

“Why did you, then?” Perdita said.

“Why did I what?” Mr. Button replied, opening his eyes in a way that seemed like the lights were hurting him.

“Why did you bother with us? Seeing as we are clearly such a burden. We didn’t ask to be here and we shouldn’t have to feel grateful to you for the rest of our lives. That isn’t right.”

Mr. Button didn’t say anything to his youngest daughter, just stared at her thoughtfully. He could tell her response could have been a lot harsher, seeing as they’d already argued earlier that evening. This was Perdita holding back.

“I for one am not grateful. I wish you’d never found me,” Bilal said.

“Me too,” Octavius agreed.

Mr. Button’s gaze scanned over the pair, a deep rage bubbling beneath its surface.

“In fact, I’d rather have anyone but you as a father,” Octavius added, and this was apparently finally enough to send Mr. Button over the edge.

“Ungrateful bastard,” Mr. Button yelled, and then suddenly he was advancing forward, his hand raised as he moved to strike Octavius. But he was stopped unexpectedly by two hands pushing the old man away from the white-haired boy.

Romeo’s hands.

And everything from that moment happened too quickly for anyone to process:

Mr. Button stumbled backward; Octavius reached out to stop his father from falling, but instead tumbled himself, bumping into the large desk and prompting multiple chess pieces to topple over. Fola and Bilal simultaneously tried to catch Octavius; Perdita, on the verge of an acute panic attack, attempted to back away from the pandemonium.

It was a circus and, as with all circuses, freakish things always ensued.

In the chaos of flailing limbs and bodies, their father made an attempt to pull himself up, but instead tripped over someone’s foot, causing him to crash into the wall, hard.

If this were any other boat, or any other room, the collision would have barely left a scratch. But as Mr. Button had a particular fondness of taxidermized creatures, he did not hit the hard surface of a wall, no.

He found himself colliding with the horn of a rhinoceros, the sharp edge of the dead animal’s tusk piercing right through Mr. Button’s neck.

The sound that came from the old man was like no sound any living person could make. It was the sound of deep agony, of inhuman levels of pain.

His eyes were wide as he gasped for breath, writhing around helplessly like a fish on dry land as the blood-soaked horn protruded right through his neck.

The siblings could hear the buzzing of the drones and the fireworks exploding in the sky above, the orchestra playing a hauntingly beautiful melody on the upper deck as the sound of merriment filled the distant air.

Their father had got his rotten wish: He was dying … though perhaps not the painless death he had imagined for himself.

No one moved, no one tried to help him. Not that there was really any point. Blood sputtered out of the wound as he writhed and choked.

They stood in near silence, watching the life draining from their father’s eyes, his pupils shimmering around the edges with light and then suddenly dimming, as if someone had just blown out a candle. Octavius’s eyes were trained on his violin, specifically the bow, which had snapped like a twig under the weight of his father’s backward fall.

The events that would follow were almost as quick as the impalement had been.

It was quiet for a moment before the second-oldest Button launched into strategy, as the Button Method had trained her to do. Even in the direst of situations, she’d been taught to assess the chessboard first, draw a map of the game, play now, panic later. And so, ever the dutiful daughter, that’s exactly what she did.

Fola, still in shock, her face wet with tears, began rambling about manslaughter, first-degree murder, and the statistics of how likely it would be that they all got at least ten years behind bars—maybe even longer—and thus, needed iron-clad alibis.

“Wh-why would we need alibis? It w-was an accident,” Octavius said, crying.

“One we can’t prove. He fell backward, who’s to say he wasn’t pushed? And even if there was a chance that someone believes he was alone and just fell, it’s too much of a risk for us not to have any cover. You think a judge will care, let alone believe it was an accident? No. I don’t think a judge would care at all,” Fola said in a vicious tone, her face now streaked with fresh tears. “Also, keep your voice down, you don’t want someone to hear us and come rushing in here.”

“I don’t think anyone will hear us over the sound of the fireworks anyway,” Perdita said, covering her mouth as she looked away from their father’s corpse. She was visibly shaking, as was Bilal next to her.

“W-why don’t w-we c-call H-Henry? H-he c-can h-help us,” Octavius said between choked sobs.

Fola shook her head frantically. “No, we can’t. Henry can’t be trusted.”

“Why not? Henry always helps us,” Bilal said.

“Yes, but not when we might have killed his employer. Henry is paid to be loyal to Father, not us. We need to figure this out ourselves,” Fola said, pulling out her pager now from her pocket and typing a message to a very good friend of hers, a cybersecurity guy from one of the advanced computer science classes she took, who she knew she could trust with anything. After all, she’d helped him evade his own criminal issues. “That’s my alibi sorted,” Fola said, as cold and as calculated as ever, as though she did not just witness the most horrific sight. As if her father was not currently impaled behind them. She wiped her face and pocketed her pager. “Now you guys need to think of yours.”

“But the police—If we leave, if we don’t say anything, they’ll think this is murder. They’re going to have to arrest someone for this.” Bilal’s own face was now wet with tears.

“It should be me, I can tell the police it was me …” Octavius’s face was pink, hot tears coming in shock waves.

“No, I pushed him in the first place, it should be me,” Romeo said, breathing heavily and pacing the floor. “Oh God, I basically killed him. I’m a murderer! I should turn myself in—”

“No,” everyone said in unison.

“Guys, we really don’t have time for this, every second counts now.” Fola tried to snap herself back into focus, but her mind was swimming, her eyes holding back a floodgate of tears. “None of us are going to prison, okay? We’ll just have to make sure our alibis are watertight … hope the police see this as a self-inflicted accident … Or if it comes to it, we find a scapegoat,” Fola said, feeling nausea lurch inside her. She patted her chest, trying to draw the bile back down her throat.

“A scapegoat? We can’t do that—” Perdita said quietly.

“Well, we might not have a fucking choice, will we?” Fola replied in a broken whisper. “Tavi isn’t going to prison and neither is Rome. We were all here, we all did this, and we all have to stick together. Okay? We are all one another have left in the world now.”

There were silent nods.

No one moved for a few moments, their nervous systems collectively doused in shock.

Bilal suddenly looked up at their impaled father, and did something that would somehow make everything ten times worse.

As if on autopilot, he moved past the frozen bodies of his siblings, over to the corpse of Mr. Button, and pulled him off of the horn. Instantly, he could feel the quick splutters of blood from the wound dribbling out, staining his white shirt a burnt crimson.

“Bilal, what the hell are you doing?” Perdita said, her eyes wide and glassy.

“I—I don’t know, I figured I should move him, make it l-look more accidental!” he said, panicked as he felt more of his father’s blood splatter all over him. In that panic his arms gave out and his father’s body fell to the ground with a thud. Bilal scrambled to pull him, his father’s dead body, up again.

Fola looked ready to explode. “Bilal, when you broke your leg, did you also break your common sense? Rule number one of getting away with it, Do not touch the fucking body. Rule number two, Don’t fucking drop the body. Rule number three, Don’t pick it up again! ”

“Well, I’m sorry. I haven’t done this before, have I?” Bilal said, his voice shaking.

“None of us has, and yet none of us thought to do it but you. I swear you can be so thoughtless sometimes—”

“There she goes again, Father’s heartless mini-me,” Bilal cut her off sharply, feeling his own erratic heartbeat in his chest against his father’s lack of one.

“Stop this! Stop it! Stop fighting, this isn’t the time or place. You guys, we need a solution,” Perdita said.

Fola sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “All right,” she said. “Since Father has already been moved, we need to stage this. Put him back at his desk.”

Bilal quickly dragged their father over to the desk, struggling to maneuver him into a seated position at first, but with Romeo’s help, eventually managing to make him sit in a slumped-over fashion.

“What about Bilal’s hands?” Perdita asked. “They’ve been all over him.”

“And there’s blood on them,” Octavius said, gagging.

“With these things, forensics teams usually assume that DNA from family members would have been accumulated from casual interaction beforehand. Let’s hope that’s how they see it,” Fola said. “And as for the blood … Billy should leave first, do not touch anything. Head over to one of the private bathrooms on this deck near the back. Make sure you wash your hands and clean the sink thoroughly. You’ll need to use one of the cleaning products with an active oxygen ingredient, that’ll make the blood traces undetectable. Do it fast. There should be a lost-and-found room next to that. You need to change quickly, but don’t leave that shirt behind—In fact, give it to me, I’ll get rid of it,” she said, holding her hand out now. Bilal just stared at her in disbelief. She knew what he was thinking, what they were all thinking. That she was heartless. But if that were true, she wouldn’t feel the excruciating ripping in her sternum.

“We need to erase any trace of Father from us as well as any traces of us from this moment,” she continued, as her wounded heart bled out in her chest. This seemed to be enough to make Bilal snap out of his dazed stupor and start unbuttoning the shirt. He shoved it into her hands and she held it—stained in her father’s blood—in her shaky grasp without an ounce of confidence in the world about how she would get rid of something so stark. So damning. If only she could hide this on her.

She looked over at Perdita’s ballgown and held the bloodied shirt out to her.

Perdita blinked at her and cowered back. “W-what do you what me to do with that?” she asked.

“You need to hide this in your dress, get it back to the house, and we’ll destroy it there.”

Perdita looked at the shirt wearily, clearly wanting to do anything else, but knew there was no other choice. So she shivered and took the shirt from her sister, careful not to touch the drying blood.

“What now?” Romeo asked the question that had been on all of their minds.

What now? Fola thought as she looked up at the bloodied horn protruding from the head of the taxidermy rhino that had just pierced her father’s neck. She remembered their awful lessons in taxidermy from years ago, how her father always liked to remove the horns of the animals he slaughtered …

That was it. That was what she needed to do.

Fola wouldn’t place the burden of dismantling and getting rid of the bloodied horn on her siblings. She’d handle it, like she handled everything else. She would get rid of the evidence. Keep her family from ruin. She just hoped that no one would notice the difference between it and all the other dead creatures on the walls.

“Now we figure out alternate timelines,” Fola said, already thinking of how she might destroy the weapon. Animal horns were made of keratin, softer than bone and thus easier to grind into dust. “We need to figure out places we could have been instead of down here. Try to stay largely unseen when we head back up. Hopefully the drones and the fireworks will keep the attentions of the guests. And the lights on the yacht have been dimmed for the display, so that should work in our favor,” she continued through bleary eyes, refusing to make eye contact with her father’s corpse. “But most importantly, we need not to draw any suspicion toward us. From this point on we treat our false alibis as the truth. We pretend that this never happened,” she finished with as much certainty as she could muster, but it was all a lie. She had no faith in this strategy working; there was no real science behind it. They very well could still be doomed.

But she would do all she could to make sure they wouldn’t be.

Their plan was far from perfect; in fact there was a strong possibility that they’d all be behind bars by Monday morning. They needed a whole ocean of luck to somehow stay in the good graces of the universe now.

Everything from that point on was a haze of uncertainty.

They had to get comfortable in that uncertainty. Things were never going to be the same.

There was only one thing that was certain now.

Their father was dead and they were to blame.






THE AFTERMATH






THE BUTTON MANOR


Several weeks had gone by since the death of Leontes Button and the arrest of Henry Xu.

The halls of the Button Manor had never been so quiet. The Button Manor, which was technically Perdita’s house per their father’s will, now belonged to all of them. As coexecutor, Perdita had decided to reject her father’s will, and put all of their names on their house as a final piss off to him. She also decided to give a significant portion of her inheritance to people like her mother—setting up her own charities to end the exploitation of vulnerable women and refugees. Doing all of this was the only thing that made things feel right in the twisted reality in which they all resided.

The Manor and its grounds had been shut off to the world ever since the funeral, including all press. The occupants of the Manor, the Button siblings, hardly came out of their rooms. Their meals were delivered to their doors by the small handful of staff who hadn’t yet quit, as though they were prisoners in their own home. This of course was not the case, but the staff knew they would not be in the mood to sit around a dining table and play happy family.

Each and every one of them was too destroyed to show their faces, anyway.

They’d all seen the papers though, and the headlines the media were running about the tragedy that had befallen the Buttons.

Octavius read the newspapers obsessively, more than anyone, keeping himself up to date with all the details of Henry’s trial.

BILLIONAIRE BLUDGEONED BY BUTLER was the headline that ran in the Daily Trail paper, which had bothered Octavius greatly, seeing as Henry was not a butler.

Their father had referred to Henry as his secretary, but they all knew that Henry was so much more. Henry, who had been more of a father to them than Mr. Button ever had. Henry, who, for whatever reason, had lied and taken the fall for their terrible crime. Now he too was gone from their lives.

Octavius really hated Henry for being the one to take the fall. Hated him even more because the secretary refused to let any of them visit him in prison or speak to him. Henry refused to use the Buttons’ legal team too. It was like he was trying to do everything in his power to ensure that he’d be the only one sentenced.

They’d all tried to speak to Chief Waxler to ask for some kind of plea or appeal. Unbeknownst to his siblings, Octavius had even gone to Waxler to try and turn himself in, in exchange for Henry.

But Waxler had replied, If you know what’s good for you, son, you’d all stop this. Henry has confessed, Henry will stand trial and serve time. It is what Leontes would have preferred … It has been agreed.

That’s when Octavius knew that even if there was explicit evidence or footage of what happened that night, the chief was not going to help besmirch the Button name, especially not when the Button Estate, per the fine print of the will, was still a massive funder of the police department.

None of this was fair.

Octavius couldn’t even ask Henry why he was doing all this; all he could do was sit in the discomfort of his quiet room, where the versions of himself trapped behind his wallpaper screamed on a constant loop all day and all night. Like they were doing now.

He couldn’t bear being in his room anymore. He threw the newspaper down and for the first time in weeks opened his bedroom door and walked out.

Octavius didn’t have any particular location in mind, so when he found himself in the attic, it was as much a surprise to him as it was to the people already sitting in there.

“Hi,” Perdita said, waving him up.

“Hi, Dee; hi, Rome; hi, Pulitzer,” Octavius said to his two siblings and their family pig, as he crawled forward and took a seat next to his brother and sister. “What are you guys doing up here?”

“Couldn’t stand being in my room anymore,” Romeo said with a shrug, Litzy asleep in his lap.

“Same,” Octavius said.

“Same,” Perdita replied.

In almost-cosmic timing, the attic trapdoor opened again as Fola appeared wearing silk pajamas, pushing herself up into the attic space.

“Hi,” Fola said as she shuffled into the seat next to Octavius.

“What brings you here?” Perdita asked as Fola settled down. “Also couldn’t stand being in your room?”

Fola shook her head. “No, I just thought I heard someone moving about in the attic, so I figured you guys were here.”

“What if it was an intruder though? Or a murderer?” Octavius asked, ignoring the way his throat tightened around the word.

“Well, unlucky for them I have a black belt in tae kwon do.”

“You do not look all that scary in your pink silk pajamas, I must say,” Perdita said.

“All the more reason they would be caught off-guard. I think things through, you see,” Fola replied.

Octavius decided not to point out the fact that Fola was wearing a Birkenstock on one foot and a high heel on the other. It didn’t seem like the time or place. Instead, he focused in on Romeo’s fingers, which were tangled in what seemed to be a ball of yarn that was almost as big as Pulitzer.

“Are you knitting something, Rome?” Octavius asked, eyes widened in fascination.

Romeo nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been trying to make Litzy a scarf for weeks. But to no avail, it seems.”

“That’s cool … Litzy would like that, I think,” Octavius said.

“How do you know what Litzy would like?” Fola asked with a raised brow.

“Well, seeing as she’s tried to eat my sweater on several occasions, it’s safe to say that she probably wants a knitted garment of her own.”

“Or she wants to eat you,” Perdita pointed out.

“That too. I can’t blame her for it though—I’m probably very delicious.”

Fola rolled her eyes at his statement. “Or she can’t tell the difference between grass and your damaged scalp,” she said.

“Either way, all I’m hearing is that I am delish!”

Perdita laughed out loud and the sound of her laughter sent a jolt through Octavius. He’d missed that sound.

Just then the attic door opened again and a grumpy (though, when was he ever not grumpy?) Bilal appeared, also dressed in pajamas.

Octavius wasn’t sure what time or day it was, for that matter, but wondered if it was nighttime because of Fola’s and Bilal’s attire. But seeing as Perdita was wearing a dress, and Romeo jeans, a hoodie, and flip-flops, he really had no idea—and, he suspected, neither did they.

Bilal ungracefully tumbled forward into the attic, still wearing a cast—albeit a smaller one—and almost landed right on top of Fola.

“I could hear you guys through the cracks in my door. You’re all so loud, did you know that?” Bilal said grumpily.

“And we can also hear you and Anwar through the cracks too whenever he’s over, so stop complaining,” Perdita replied.

This shut Bilal up but, to Octavius’s delight, made everyone else laugh. It was the first positive sound he’d heard in weeks.

Things had been so awfully quiet in the aftermath of the funeral, and even at the funeral, which was a whole weird day in itself. It had taken place at a church in the French countryside, in the town their father had been born.

None of them could bring themselves to cry on the day, which probably made them all look guilty. But at that point they didn’t really care.

They were guilty, and they felt that guilt every day. And it wasn’t guilt for their father, but for Henry Xu, the man who deserved so much more than his fate.

The siblings had all held hands during the service, and even after the service. It was a physical reminder that, whatever happened next, they would always be there for one another.

And that’s what they were doing now; being there. They stayed in the attic for hours that night, talking, and it felt so much like when they were children, before life became so complicated and dark.

Octavius was so glad things were starting to feel light again.






Henry Xu, the Notorious Button Butcher, Found Dead in Prison Cell

In the early hours of New Years Day, the former secretary to the late billionaire and head of Button Games Ltd. was found dead in his prison cell in the Prometheus Correctional Facility in Seneca, where he had been awaiting trial for the murder of his former employer. The trial was set to take place months from now, with experts expecting Xu to be given a life sentence.

We are awaiting further details at this time.










THE BUTTON MANOR


The days following the news of Henry’s passing were some of the worst days they had ever experienced in their entire lives.

Not only was it devastating, but it made their public life all the more of a spectacle.

There had been several attempts at break-ins from the press, which meant that Perdita—now the head of the Manor—had to hire more security. It meant none of them could go anywhere for real, not just because they were trapped by their grief. They were now literal hostages in this misery of their own making. Most of the staff had resigned, as working at the Manor proved to be too traumatic for them. Not that any of the siblings blamed them for leaving. Even the Grays left, choosing to retire and get away from their cursed family.

Romeo somewhat envied them all, as he could not escape himself. He’d always be a Button.

In this strange no-man’s-land, the months slipped by and some semblance of normal began to return—though a normal that was still intangibly changed. And it didn’t look like a normal that other people might consider one.

As a new November rolled around, Romeo’s siblings began moving out again. There was something about it having been a year that gave them permission. A signal that it was time. That there was to be no ball this year—or any year. They could finally move on.

Bilal went to stay with Anwar’s family in Boston; Perdita had thrown herself into a new project, traveling all across the state after finally having her first idea in a long while; and Octavius had dropped out of boarding school and was now wherever Octavius usually went when he wasn’t at home.

Even Fola was barely at home these days, always traveling to guest lecture at mathematics symposiums.

Unlike the others, Romeo had nothing to occupy himself with but being at home, occasionally trying to bake things using Mrs. Gray’s recipe books, but most of all trying not to read the papers that were still bashing Henry even a year after his death. Most days he ate breakfast, lunch, and dinner alone with no one but the ghost of their father to keep him company. He’d look across the long, empty table sometimes and it was almost like he could see him there; his father’s apparition was like a mirror, reflecting back to Romeo his own rotten soul.

The apple does not fall far from the fucked-up tree, it seems.

After everything they had done, they would have to live with being awful.

Although Romeo was striving to be less awful every day. He’d decided that in order to achieve this, he would need to do a good deed every day.

Today, his good deed involved a trip into the city to walk the family pig while feeding the ducks in Central Park.

“Not sure you’re meant to walk pigs,” a familiar voice called out to him. It was a voice he hadn’t heard in over a year.

“Litzy likes it,” Romeo said, as Evie’s footsteps neared.

“Did you ever finish making her that scarf?” she asked.

“Nope. But I am a failure. As I’m sure you know. I fail at making things, at finishing things … and apparently I very completely fail to pick up when someone who I thought was my friend was actually just pretending to be my friend so she could enact some twisted revenge fantasy on my family,” Romeo said.

“I’m sorry” was all she said after a few quiet moments.

Romeo sighed and looked at her. “I’m sorry too,” he said. “I’m sorry for snapping at you just now. I’m sorry for everything my dad … my family put you and your parents through. We deserve to be the subjects of your twisted revenge fantasy.”

She shook her head. “No, you didn’t deserve any of it. I know you weren’t to blame, none of you guys were,” she said, and then added after a pause, “not even your brothers.”

Bilal and Octavius had told them about Adam and the car accident a few months ago. Romeo couldn’t believe how much lower their father could go. He knew that that probably wasn’t even the lowest; he was scared to consider how many people his father had wronged in his long life.

“It was really messed up what my father did the night Adam died, and I don’t blame you for how you reacted. I probably would have done the same for my siblings.” He breathed out, feeling a ball of dread and grief well up inside as it often did. “We are all really sorry, by the way, about Adam. Especially Bilal and Octavius; they are really sorry for everything and their role in what happened to Adam that night.”

Evie nodded. “I know. They wrote to me,” she said in a quiet voice. “Shortly after the last ball and the investigation that followed, they sent me a letter. I could have used that letter if I’d wanted to. They’d practically handed me a written confession, they’d given me the evidence I needed to escalate things further. But I decided not to. Instead I ended up burning the letter. There was no point in any more revenge fantasies. I could tell how much pain they’d been in too. For years. Just like I had. I’d gotten so caught up in my own grief I couldn’t see the bigger picture. I loved Adam so much that his loss completely destroyed me. In the end, my love for him was a double-edged sword; I ended up hurting not only myself but hurting everyone else around me too. What I realized after they’d written to me about what really happened to Adam is that they were children, we were all children. Even at eighteen, we still practically are children, honestly. At the time I just needed it to stop hurting. Trying to hurt you guys wasn’t going to make it stop, but I thought it would.”

“That makes sense,” Romeo replied.

“I still shouldn’t have taken your father’s crimes out on you. It’s just after Adelina … I snapped.”

“Adelina was your friend, right? From your ballet company in Italy?”

Evie nodded, her eyes glazed as she reflected on what was probably yet another painful memory. “We were more than friends, actually. But yeah. Her death shattered my already-broken spirit. Especially what happened after her death, and finding out about your father and—”

“What about my father?” Romeo asked.

“You don’t know? I thought you’d all somehow found out about it,” Evie said.

He shook his head. “No, we only saw that one article. But we didn’t really know how it was all connected.”

“I was in the car with Adelina when she … we crashed. I had just asked her out, and she’d said yes.” Tears rested heavily on Evie’s lashes. “We were going out together for the first time, to a production of Swan Lake in the city. It was snowing, the roads were icy, and we were unlucky … or Adelina was unlucky, I should say,” she sniffed. “I barely remember much from that time, I think it was the shock. But I do remember calling the emergency services, I remember trying to call my parents but they didn’t pick up, and so foolishly I called your father, hoping that maybe he could help do something … Adelina was next to me, bleeding out, and I thought … he could get her to the best hospital in the country or something. Your father seemed connected enough, powerful enough … but that’s not what he did. Instead, he sent his cleanup team. I was scrubbed from the scene. Adelina died in agony, but Mr. Button didn’t care. He just made sure I got out alive. He called the ballet company some days after and requested that I be made principal ballerina. I didn’t even know, since I was still in the hospital recovering from my injuries. When I found out, I told the director of the company that I didn’t want it, but he was adamant that I had to do it … if not for Adelina, then for Mr. Button.” She took a shaky breath, wisps of cold air escaping as she did. “I realized that this all felt too similar. Felt too much like Adam, and I knew that Mr. Button had orchestrated it all, I just didn’t know how. I sabotaged my spot at the company and got removed, and then I spent the months between leaving the ballet and coming to the Prodigy Ball gathering what I could to confront him, to threaten him. In the end, it feels like it was all for nothing—Adam’s dead, Adelina’s dead, Mr. Button’s dead, everyone’s dead.”

Romeo felt sick.

“Christ, I didn’t know any of that, Evie, I’m … so sorry,” he said.

“I know you didn’t. I know none of you knew and were probably victims of your father’s wickedness yourselves, I just … needed someone to blame, and you guys were there.”

“I wouldn’t blame you if you still hated us,” Romeo said.

“I don’t think I ever hated you guys,” Evie replied. “I just needed time, away from everything. Ballet, my parents, people in general. I was angry at everyone and everything … and now I’ve had that time, I’m doing a lot better.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Romeo said, feeling Pulitzer pulling at the leash, probably wanting to chase the pigeons in the park. “Does that mean you’re doing ballet again?” he asked.

Evie smiled a little. “Yeah, I’ve really missed it. Even though ballet was something I was basically forced into doing for Mr. Button’s big experiment, it has truly become something I love. I’ve even got some pretty exciting auditions coming up.”

“That’s great, congratulations! I always thought it was really cool that you danced. I wish I had a gift like that or, to be honest, any gift at all,” he said.

“You do have a gift though,” she said.

“Well, my dad and everyone else on earth would say—or have said—otherwise. They always called me ‘the Button without any threads to fasten him.’ Or, my favorite headline, The Prodigy of Nothing. Or just The Failure.”

“Well, I disagree. I don’t think you’re a failure. In fact, I think you are the prodigy of something.”

“And what would that be?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Being kind. I think you’re the prodigy of being too kind for your own good. Besides, they say Rome wasn’t built in a day. Something great is waiting for you—maybe not now, maybe not even in five years. But you don’t have to be brilliant when you’re young. Meeting some of the world’s best dancers has taught me that. So give yourself a chance, Romeo. Promise me you will?”

“I’ll try,” he said.

“Good,” she replied.

The pair walked along the large pond in the center of the park, Romeo throwing seeds all around the outskirts for the ducks and birds to nibble at.

“I’m also sorry to hear about Henry.” Evie’s voice broke through the haze.

“What?” Romeo said, momentarily confused.

Evie’s expression mirrored his own. “I heard he passed away … earlier this year.”

“Oh, right! Yes,” Romeo said, nodding, scrunching up his nose from the itching inside. “It was a real tragedy.”

“It was more than a tragedy. I honestly felt so awful reading the news especially because … Never mind,” she said, shaking her head.

“What is it?” he asked her.

“No … It’s insensitive of me, I shouldn’t.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not all that sensitive, despite appearances,” he replied.

She stopped walking suddenly, giving him a sideways glance.

“I don’t think Henry did it,” she said.

Romeo felt dread building as he replied. “Did what?”

“I still don’t think he killed your father. Actually, I know he didn’t. I was talking to him at the time and … I even told the police this, but they did not want to hear it. It was like it was being decided by some higher power that Henry had to take the fall for this. I know Henry confessed, but people confess to things they didn’t do all the time. It just makes me sad, that’s all. I really, really liked Henry.”

Romeo swallowed, nodding quietly and facing the ducks instead of her suspecting face.

“I’m sorry. You deserve to grieve without me bringing it all up again. But I just can’t help but think that the world can be such an unfair place sometimes.”

“I agree, it really is,” Romeo replied, tightening his scarf around his neck.

They fell into a comfortable quiet as Romeo tossed more seeds onto the path for the ducks to eat.

“It’s so chilly out here. I thought as we were nearing springtime it was meant to get warmer,” Evie suddenly said.

“That’s climate change for you,” Romeo replied.

“I bet the ducks are so cold out here all the time. Do you think you could make them little duck jackets? Seeing as you’re clearly a genius knitter,” she said teasingly, nudging him a little.

Romeo smiled. “I bet I could,” he said, and then wriggled his nose.

Evie returned his smile. “You do that a lot,” she said.

He raised a confused eyebrow at her. “I do what?”

“Crinkle your nose when you’re lying,” she replied.

“Fola said the same thing to me once …”

“Well, your sister is a keen observer … It’s what I admire most about her.”

He turned once again to one of the ducks standing by his feet. The duck he happened to make eye contact with gave him a Stop being pathetic and ask her out already look, and so he decided to take its advice.

He turned back to Evie. “Evie,” he said.

“Romeo,” she replied, blinking up at him with her warm brown eyes.

“I don’t suppose … you’d be—free to have coffee or tea with me sometime?”

“Romeo Button … are you trying to ask me out on a date?” Evie asked with an arched brow.

“No …,” he said, his nose itching. “Yes,” he corrected.

There was a brief silence. “This is very awkward,” Evie said.

Oh no.

“I think you’re really sweet, it’s just …”

Oh God. He was being rejected. He glared furiously down at the duck that had encouraged him.

“It’s because I’m above five nine, isn’t it?” Romeo asked.

Evie laughed. “No, it’s not that.”

“You don’t … We don’t have to ever speak of this again. I’m sorry for bringing it up in the first place. How about I get you an apology coffee?”

Evie laughed. “You really don’t have to, I just thought you should know that I kind of already have a date … with your sister.”

Oh.

Romeo tried not to let his complete shock show on his face, but he had a feeling he was failing miserably. This was somehow worse than the initial rejection.

“Fola?” he guessed. Perdita was in a pretty committed relationship with Thorin, so it had to be his other sister.

Evie nodded. “I’ve actually really liked her since we were kids—she just always seemed like she didn’t have time for me. Then one day, a few years ago, we shared a moment. And I thought about that moment from time to time, but I didn’t think it meant much to her. Plus, after everything that happened with your father … well, I assumed she’d hate me now. But then we bumped into each other a few weeks ago at the Barnes & Noble on Fifth Avenue, and we just started talking. It was strange at first, since our last interaction had been the both of us trying to incriminate the other, but I’ve always liked how much Fola commits to being so …”

“Mean?” Romeo offered.

“Self-assured,” Evie replied.

“Wow,” Romeo said, running a hand awkwardly through his hair, which was now thankfully long enough to cover his reddening face.

“I’d still love for us to hang out as friends, if you’re interested? I miss watching detective shows with you,” Evie said.

“I miss it too,” Romeo replied.

“We should make plans to do a marathon! When are you next free?” Evie asked.

When was he not free should have been the question.

“When are you free?” he asked, not wanting to give away how truly uneventful his life was.

“Not for another two weeks actually. We might have to rain check. Which reminds me, I probably should get going now. I have a flight tomorrow and I haven’t even started packing.”

“Oh, where are you going?” Romeo asked.

“Shanghai. I have an audition for a huge production there,” she said.

“Shanghai as in China?”

Evie nodded. “Fifteen hours of travel … not looking forward to the flying part.”

“Maybe you could spend those hours watching some of our old favorites,” he said.

“Great idea,” Evie said with a smile. “You know what they say, true crime passes the time. Maybe I’ll watch some random episodes of Sherlock.”

“Good plan. Which episode would you start with?” Romeo asked, feeling the sting of the cold against his pink cheeks. He really should get back inside. He picked up Pulitzer; she was probably warmer than him, but he still felt bad for having her exposed to the extremes of the New York winter.

“I’m not sure …,” Evie said, “I’ll think about it on my train ride home.” She smiled. “It was really nice seeing you again, Rome.”

“You too, Evie,” he said, returning her smile. “Say hi to your parents for me.” He hadn’t seen Mr. and Mrs. Gray in months. Fola said they’d settled down somewhere in New Jersey.

“Will do,” Evie said, and then with a small wave, she began walking away. Romeo also started off.

“Romeo,” he heard suddenly, and turned back. It was Evie calling out to him as she walked backward.

“Yeah?” he said.

“I think I’ve decided which Sherlock episode I’ll start with.”

Romeo thought this was a very random thing for her to be telling him, but he replied anyway. “Which one?”

“Season two, episode three: The Reichenbach Fall. I remember really loving the ending of that one,” she said, looking at him with a strange smile. “Goodbye, Rome. See you in a few weeks, hopefully.”

And then she was gone, leaving Romeo with the puzzling feeling he used to get whenever his father would make them verse him in a game of chess. The feeling that he’d lost a game he did not know how to play.

Right then it felt like Evie had just played her winning move.






SHANGHAI, CHINA


The decision to audition for the ballet in Shanghai had been a strategic one for Evie Gray.

Her parents weren’t entirely thrilled when she told them about it; at least Italy had been only an eight-hour flight that they could theoretically board with a moment’s notice. But if Evie was selected for this ballet, they might not see her for a long while—which, if she was being totally honest, she’d intended.

Evie loved her parents, but she also resented them in a lot of ways for allowing Mr. Button to capture her and her brother’s childhoods. If they hadn’t agreed to let Mr. Button use their children as his guinea pigs for his method, maybe Adam would still be here today. She knew it wasn’t fair to blame them entirely—they had thought Mr. Button wanted the best for them, and they wanted to give their children the best. But she did blame them a little. She was just glad they were all free, at last, from Mr. Button.

When the plane landed in the coastal city, she headed straight over to the assigned dormitories in Huangpu to register her arrival and drop her things off. But she didn’t linger long; as soon as she could, she left the dorms and headed to the nearest station.

This was how she found her way on the metro from the epicenter of the bustling city to a smaller town on the outskirts, where she had to walk from the metro stop, down a long residential pathway with houses on either side of the lanes, following the directions she’d written for herself in her notepad. She felt jittery as she traipsed down the narrow path, probably because of the amount of airplane coffee she’d consumed in anxious anticipation for this very moment.

She finally reached the street and the house that matched the description in her notes and knocked on the door three times.

For several moments, there was no sound or sign of any movement behind the door. She raised her fist to knock again, and was surprised when the door swung open, revealing the round face of a supposed dead man.

“Henry Xu,” Evie said with a nod.

He looked nothing like the tense, buttoned-up man she’d seen months ago.

This version of Henry looked … happy. His skin was darker and had a healthier glow.

Henry wordlessly stepped to the side to let her in, and she obliged, stepping over the threshold into the living room.

Evie noticed an older woman sitting comfortably on one of the couches, sipping tea and watching what appeared to be a Chinese drama. The woman paid them no mind, completely engrossed.

“Should we speak in here?” Evie asked.

Henry shook his head. “Ma hates it when I speak over the television,” he said with a smile that revealed the crooked lines of crow’s-feet around his eyes. “Let’s go into the dining area. It’s just through those doors.”

She followed Henry into the adjoining room, watching him close the doors behind him and then gesture for her to take a seat.

She did just that, and he joined her, taking the seat opposite.

Henry was the first to speak then. “You’re a very persistent person,” he said. “I’m not even sure how you found me, but I have to say, it is impressive.”

“You were hard to find,” Evie admitted.

After everything with Adam and Adelina, Evie had spent months researching the Buttons, trying to piece together her theory about the tampering she was certain Mr. Button had done. Her research into the Buttons had also involved research into their senior staffers—those who might be part of the cleanup crew, as well as any other parties that would have known about the accidents. She’d looked into their online profiles, including anything that had been written about them in the countless articles published about the Button Estate. Henry had been the main employee she had centered her research on, as he had not only been one of Mr. Button’s longest-serving employees but, as his secretary, was also likely privy to the most intimate details of Mr. Button’s day-to-day dealings. At the time, she didn’t find much—only small, seemingly inconsequential and nonspecific details, such as where he’d lived before moving to the States and how long he’d been working for the estate. It had not proved useful for Adam and Adelina, but it had come in handy once she’d decided to look into Henry’s so-called death.

“How did you know I was alive?” he asked her.

“Well, at first it was wishful thinking. But then I had a hunch that, as Mr. Button’s longest and most loyal employee, you probably had some resources available to you, and that if you were alive, the most likely option given the high-profile nature of the case—the only option really—would be for you to leave the country. I figured you would go by a different name here, so I had to go through the online directory of your town once I’d found out where you’d grown up. After many failed attempts, I managed to look up your mom. The rest I worked out through a series of educated guesses and trial and error.” She was making it sound easier than it actually was; in truth, it had taken her the entire year, and even then, it felt like she had just gotten lucky.

“Wow,” Henry said, looking and sounding impressed about all that went into finding him. “I of course received all thirty-six of your phone calls, as well as your encrypted messages that you were not trying to turn me in, or to sell my story or expose me in any way, and that you just wanted to say hi. Honestly, that made me laugh. You remind me so much of the kids.”

“The kids? You mean Mr. Button’s children?” she asked.

He nodded, his face dropping a little at the mention of them. “You have the same intelligence and determination as all of them,” he said.

She thought that was very kind of him to say. Honestly, it was kind of Henry generally to have not turned her away. She imagined that her very presence here was risking quite a lot for him already.

She’d meant it, though, that she did not plan on turning anyone in. She would receive no joy in doing that.

“So you’ve come here to say hi, have you?” he asked.

“Yes, and to see how you’re actually doing.”

“I’m well,” he replied without a moment’s hesitation.

“Just well?” she questioned.

“Very well,” he repeated. “I’m living the life I always hoped to live in my retirement. I spend my time outside most days urban foraging and, on occasion, indulging my ma by watching a romance drama with her. It’s a good life.” He paused and looked at her as if he were trying to pierce her thoughts. “What of you, Evelyn?” he asked.

“Me?”

“You surely didn’t come all this way for that alone.”

She took a breath and then slowly nodded. “You’re right,” she said, drumming her fingers on the table as she worked up the courage to just ask. “I wanted to know what really happened,” she said.

Henry’s face gave nothing away. “What do you mean?” he asked, though his lack of reaction told her that he had been anticipating this.

“I … I want to know why you took the fall for them. I know it wasn’t you that killed Mr. Button. I know there is probably some intricate machine behind all of the weird crap that has happened in these past few years, but I want to know the truth in its entirety once and for all. I’m tired of being kept in the dark. I want to know how you’re still alive, how you pulled all of this off. I know I’m asking for a lot here, and I know you have no reason to trust me, but I promise I won’t tell anyone. You can even search me for recording devices. I have no desire to turn you or anyone else in,” she said.

Henry looked at her thoughtfully for a long while before he finally spoke.

“I believe what you say, Miss Gray,” he said. “Not because I believe you, per se, but because I have a sophisticated network of RF detectors installed that would have sounded off if you did have a recording device on your person. I also have no worries about you telling anyone because there are people, powerful people, who would prevent you from doing that. So in that case, Miss Gray, I am happy to tell you what really happened.”

Evie wondered who these people were. Probably the same network of powerful people who protected the heirs in the first place.

“Thank you, Henry. I really appreciate it,” she said.

Henry looked down and threaded his fingers together. “It is a long story. I’ll try my best to tell you everything.” He looked at her and then, with only the slightest bit of hesitation, started speaking in a low voice. “Well, I might as well start from the beginning, when I first got the job over sixteen years ago …”

For the next two hours, Henry recounted as much as he could of the events that led to that night. He started from the beginning, right in the Garden of Eden, where five children—seven if you counted Evie and her brother—had their childhoods stolen from right under them. Eden being the main office—the meta and somewhat cringe nickname Mr. Button gave his workspace. Henry told her how he watched as these children were forced to become experiments, and how he was complicit in all of their pain, and tried his hardest over the years to love and protect them as much as he could, trying to help them grow in a place with not much light. But there was only so much you could do in those conditions. Not every rose can rise up through concrete foundations. He told her how these five traumatized children became brilliant and how with that brilliance, the immense pressure on them never waned. Pressure that was fostered and encouraged by Mr. Button all the time.

And Henry watched this pressure ravage them in different ways. Fola, the perfectionist; Romeo, the ghost; Perdita, the mediator; Bilal, the self-punisher; and Octavius. Henry said his name with a certain sadness. Octavius, the broken.

He spoke about the night Adam died in fine detail, filling in the blanks she had desperately wanted to hear for all these years. And then he told her what he knew of Adelina’s death—though, he admitted, he was not privy to those details in the same way.

He then told her a secret that very few people knew: Mr. Button was dying of cancer and had asked one of his children to help him end his life. That child had refused, and had called on the help of his other siblings to fight back against the request of their dying, abusive father. None of the children wanted him to die, but what happened next was a matter of fate.

Henry was not in the room when any of this occurred. The only reason he knew about it was the same reason he knew much of what happened around the Button Manor.

And then Henry told her another secret, one only he and the now-deceased billionaire knew.

There were cameras everywhere.

It was no secret that Mr. Button was a paranoid man, scared that his enemies would be spying on him, trying to steal all of his genius inventions. He was so paranoid that he made it a point to declare to anyone that would listen that he did not believe in the use of CCTV.

But there were cameras, just ones no one knew about. Not even his security. Cameras only Mr. Button and Henry knew about.

They were all over the Manor, all over Eden, and all over Olympus, where Mr. Button had died. No one knew about these cameras, because the cameras were hidden in the taxidermized heads of the dead animals he had strung all over, always watching their every move in the house. Mr. Button did this to keep watch over his children; he wanted to make sure they were not slacking, and that he was aware of any and all liabilities in this experiment of his.

It was Henry’s best-kept secret. The footage was saved on a weekly basis and checked by Henry, and then kept in an external hard drive that only the two of them had access to.

This footage, Henry informed her, was long gone. Destroyed before he even made his confession.

Because, like Evie, at some point during the day after Mr. Button’s death, as the police conducted their investigation, Henry had begun suspecting that the heirs knew more than they were letting on. He snuck away to look at the footage from the cameras in Olympus and saw the events unfold, even if he could not hear exactly what had passed as there was no sound. He knew that even though the children had not directly killed their father, if this footage got out, there was a strong chance that they would still receive some blame and he could not let that happen. He knew that Chief Waxler strongly suspected that it was one of the children and would eventually find something that would connect one or more of them to the crime scene, and so Henry knew then what he needed to do.

Evie listened to Henry’s second confession in silence, and by the end of it all, she felt a bone-chilling cold run through her.

“The reason I did what I did was because in a strange way, I did kill Mr. Button. My silence meant that those kids grew up in a pressure chamber, and if I had intervened earlier, there would have been no explosion. I refuse to let them pay for the wrongdoings of the adults in their lives. Those kids deserved way more than me or their father. In the same way, you and Adam deserved more, so much more. I would have been okay with wasting away in a prison cell if it meant that they would be okay. Do you understand?” Henry asked.

She nodded. She did understand. It was all so messed up, but she understood it now.

“Good.” Henry sighed. The lines on his forehead had grown more and more prominent as he recounted the past. “I truly am sorry, Evelyn, for everything.”

Evie wiped her face with the backs of her hands and nodded, not accepting or rejecting his apology, just letting it hang in the air.

“Thanks for telling me everything,” she said after a few minutes. In the background she could still hear Henry’s mother’s drama playing.

“No problem,” he said.

She got up, ready to leave this place now and finally move on to the future after years of sinking into the dark pits of the past.

“I hope you have a good life, Henry Xu,” Evie said. And it was hopefully the last thing she’d ever say to him.

“You too, Evelyn.”



It wasn’t until later on, when she had already taken the long metro ride back into the city and returned to her dorm, that Evie realized she hadn’t found out how Henry pulled off his death trick.

She also realized that it did not matter how.

What mattered was that no one else had died.

What mattered was that Henry Xu was alive.






THE END


BUT ALSO THE BEGINNING

On a stony path in the heart of the city, a boy with a broken heart sat playing his violin.

If it weren’t for the tufts of salt-white hair poking out from his hoodie, Fola might not have noticed him when she approached.

“What did I say about cosplaying the poor, Tavi?” she said as she looked down at her brother.

She hadn’t seen him in months, and relief spread through her when he looked up and she saw on his face that he was okay.

He lowered his instrument and smiled up at her. “I’m not pretending, Fola. I’m actually broke,” he said. “If you want to be helpful though, you can put some cash in that coffee cup for me. I’m trying to raise enough for a sandwich.”

“What do you mean you’re broke? Last I remembered you inherited a very nice sum.”

He shrugged. “I gave it away.”

She blinked down at her brother in disbelief. “What do you mean you gave it away?”

“I mean exactly that. I gave most of it away. I got myself an apartment nearby first though, so it could be worse,” he said. “I even got myself a metro card,” he added with a smile before bringing the violin up to his neck again.

So this was where her brother had been for months? Busking on street corners because he had flushed all his money down the drain?

“What on earth is wrong with you?” Fola said, getting over her initial shock and graduating to irritation.

“Many things, my therapist tells me, or, well … She doesn’t actually say anything is wrong with me, but I see it in her eyes,” he said.

“You have a therapist?” she asked.

He nodded. “Bilal is paying for that though, since he forced me to go. He said therapy really helped him and that I seriously needed to see someone. I was honestly offended at first, but I suppose it’s nice that Billy cares, you know? He can be awfully moody, so him caring is pretty rare.”

“You speak to Bilal?” she asked, feeling strange. Until this morning, Octavius hadn’t been answering any of her calls or texts for weeks. She didn’t know the two brothers even liked each other enough to keep in close contact.

“Here and there. He knows one of my neighbors—Aisha, I think her name is? So I see him sometimes.”

“Right …,” Fola said. She felt awkward coming to him like this, feeling like some needy non-self-sufficient person. But the truth was that she missed her brother, and she’d hoped he’d missed her too. Yet from the looks of it, he was doing fine without her.

She was about to ask him rather pathetically if he was really doing okay when thankfully, Octavius was speaking again.

“You look great,” he said, smiling at her. “You have a real glow to you. Did you change your hair or something?”

“Oh, thank you. I just got made the youngest tenured professor in the country, so it’s probably that,” she said.

“Congratulations, Professor Button!” he said, his eyes lighting up in delight.

She couldn’t help but return his smile. It still felt weird celebrating any successes without her father there to give her his gold stamp of approval.

“Thank you, Tavi,” she said.

“What are you up to now?” he asked, taking out his phone.

She shrugged. “Not much.”

Truthfully, she had been hoping she could hang out with him, maybe buy him a sandwich since he’d mentioned wanting one.

“Great!” he said, tapping something into his phone and then pocketing it.

She felt a vibration in her pocket and took her own phone out, eyebrows furrowing at a text in their group chat:

Benjamin is in the Battery Acid Coffee Shop in Astoria

“You’re not in the battery acid coffee shop in Astoria—which, where even is that?” she asked.

He pointed straight ahead at a coffee shop across the road.

“It’s where I get my fix every day,” he said.

She made a face. “Why is it called that?”

“I don’t know, but we should head over before everyone else gets there. Let me just pack up my things,” he said, as he pushed himself up from the blanket he was sitting on top of.

Fola wanted to step forward and help pack it all for him, but she could see now that he was okay doing it all on his own.



An hour and twenty-something minutes later, all of the Button siblings were huddled in the Battery Acid Coffee Shop at one of the larger tables. It was the rare occasion that they all just happened to be in the city, and so this was their first meetup in a while. Fola noted the physical changes in all of them. Perdita had cut her hair short, while Billy had grown his out long and was now sporting a semi-ridiculous-looking man-bun. Even Octavius’s usually platinum-white hair had sections of dark brown; it appeared he’d stopped dyeing it. Romeo had grown out his facial hair, though the hair on his head looked pretty much the same—then again, it was hard to tell under the baseball cap he was wearing. All in all, they’d all changed, and she hoped it was for the better.

“They really meant it when they called this place the Battery Acid Coffee Shop,” Bilal said, wiping his mouth and making a sour expression.

“You get used to the taste,” Octavius said with a shrug.

“I sincerely hope I never have to,” Bilal replied.

“This isn’t tea, this is poison,” Romeo muttered as he pushed his own cup away.

“You guys are so judgmental,” Octavius said.

“No, you are just very delusional, Tavi,” Fola replied.

“Seconded,” Perdita said, staring down at her own coffee accusatorily.

Octavius rolled his eyes. “Anyway, I did not call you guys here to mock my favorite coffee spot.”

“Favorite?” Bilal was muttering, just as Perdita was asking, “Why did you call us here, then?”

“Because I had an idea,” Octavius replied with a grin.

“Oh no, not an idea,” Bilal said.

“Oh yes, and it is the best idea I have possibly ever had.’ ”

They all looked at him expectantly, while he paused for what Fola was certain was dramatic effect.

“What is it, then?” Bilal finally asked.

“I’m glad you asked, brother!” Octavius pulled his backpack up onto the table and took out a folder. He opened it and began to remove what looked like … sheet music.

Octavius handed them each a sheet, and they all stared down at the foreign symbols and notes.

“What on earth is this, Octavius?” Perdita asked.

“Music! I think we should start a band,” he said.

They all blinked up at him.

“Tavi, are you drunk?” Fola asked.

Octavius shook his head. “Completely sober, and have been for the past three months!” he said.

“Then it must be a concussion?”

“Not that either. I just think it would be nice! Remember that time when we discussed forming a band together? I just thought, Why not? Why not do it!”

“Octavius … we were like seven …,” Perdita pointed out.

“Actually we were ten,” he corrected.

“Well, none of us can play an instrument,” Romeo said.

“Actually …,” Octavius said, staring at Bilal with a mischievous glint in his eye, “Bilal can play the guitar now. I’ve been giving him lessons.”

They all looked at Bilal in amazement. To be honest, Fola was looking at Bilal like that a lot these days. Her brother had completely transformed into someone she no longer recognized.

The uptight fencer had completely healed from his injury but decided to retire from fencing for good. He now spent most of his days traveling to obscure cities in Africa, the Americas, Europe, and Asia. He had even traveled to Bangladesh to look into his own family history. And when he wasn’t traveling, he was living out of state with his boyfriend’s family. He did seem happier though … lighter—which was nice to see.

“Since when did you want to learn the guitar, Billy?” Perdita asked, sounding impressed.

He shrugged. “I don’t know, Anwar’s sister Aisha roped me into it. Said it would be good for my soul or whatever. I am enjoying it though.”

“Well then, apart from Bilal and Octavius, the rest of us can’t play any instruments,” Perdita pointed out.

“The rest of you guys could learn?” Octavius said. They all looked at him with very unenthusiastic expressions. “It’ll be fun!”

“We’ll be bad,” Fola said.

“Good! Let’s be bad, then. It’s good to be bad at things.”

They’d spent an entire lifetime learning the opposite, that it was bad to be bad at things, and imperative they be the best, and so understandably, none of them looked all that convinced.

“Let’s just try it. Worst-case scenario, we hate it, but at least we tried,” Octavius reasoned.

Fola exchanged a glance with Perdita and Romeo, who were raising their eyebrows suggestively in a way that said What could it hurt to try?

What could it hurt to try? she repeated to herself, and then nodded begrudgingly.

“I’ll agree to one session, and that’s it,” Fola said.

Octavius pulled her into a tight hug, and she felt herself smiling.

“You’re the best, Fola,” he said.

“I know I am,” she replied.

“I wonder what our band name will be?” Romeo asked.






THE BUTTONS


The bar was alive with the sound of music.

The Buttons, as their band was formally named, had just played their first gig in front of an audience of disinterested patrons. They had not wanted press there, after a whole life of being followed by cameras, so they did not advertise their performance; they simply signed up and arrived at their allotted time.

It had only been a few weeks since their first conversation about the band at the coffee shop in Queens, thus, as was to be expected, they were terrible.

Their set consisted of outrageously strewn-together mash-ups of songs from the ’60s and ’90s. It had been Bilal’s idea to combine Britney Spears’s “Lucky” with “Help!” by the Beatles, and it was truly as dreadful in reality as it sounded in theory.

It also turned out that despite being great at almost everything, none of them could sing. Fola, who had dutifully taken to the vocals, had screeched the audience into near-early graves—which explained the dead silence of the crowd after they’d finished.

If you were to ask any of the Buttons how they thought their set went, they would probably tell you that it was the best night of their lives. Because it turned out that not being a genius at things was sometimes just a lot of fun.

This initial awful gig would be the first of many for the Buttons. Sometimes these performances were the only times they got to really see each other, with Fola teaching; Perdita working on her art projects, as well as her new charity; Octavius “becoming one with nature,” whatever that meant; Romeo’s new Parisian culinary school ventures; and Bilal’s extensive traveling. But when they did get together, they always had the best time.

Though every day the truth of what happened on that yacht and the aftermath would follow them like a dark cloud. Romeo still worried that one day they’d be found out at long last and taken away to a prison cell. He spent months after that night waiting for the call to come that his time was up, but it never came.

Henry had made sure of it.

Their endings would not come for many, many years anyway. After they had grown older, wiser, sharper. After they’d settled into lives where they no longer had to sell their youth for profit, where they could just be.

It would be the end of being extraordinary children and the beginning of just being somewhat remarkable adults.

This ending was only harrowing, of course, to the adults who sold their abilities for profit. But it was freeing to the prodigies who, unlike Peter in Neverland, got to grow old and escape their cages of youth for good.

THE END 
(ALMOST … FLIP THE PAGE)







THE END:


HOW HENRY XU CAME BACK TO LIFE

A FEW DAYS BEFORE HENRY XU “DIED”

It became a nightly routine for the heirs, them meeting up in the attic.

Button group chat: Benjamin is in the attic

It was a strange routine, given they all technically owned the house now and could decide to meet anywhere. But the attic was where they chose to come to time and time again. Their Narnia.

“Why did you call us up here so early? I thought the meeting time was nine thirty P.M. sharp, no sooner, no later?” Octavius asked as they all settled into their usual places.

“I know what the space usually governs, but Romeo and I were talking,” Fola said, glancing over at her brother perpendicular to her. “And I think we figured out a way to save Henry.”

Unsurprisingly, this piqued all of their interests.

The unsolvable Henry Equation had been the thing that had kept them all up at night. Thinking of him alone in that prison cell, suffering for a crime he did not commit, while they wasted their privileged lives away.

Nothing about it seemed fair. And while life wasn’t fair, they all thought it ought to be for once.

Bilal looked over at Octavius. “It’s funny you say that. Tavi and I were also discussing a potential way to get Henry out.”

Fola nodded. “You guys say your idea first.”

Octavius sat up and cleared his throat. “Well, a prison break, obviously. Now, before you start going off about logistics, here’s how it would work: We look at the prison database for when they expect deliveries. We coordinate with those expected delivery dates and times. Bilal will pull up in an inconspicuous white van, and I will go inside dressed as a delivery guy. Before any of this happens though, we will get a message sent discreetly to Henry, letting him know which time he should come to the courtyard in the prison. From there, he will sneak away without anyone noticing. I know that the prison guards check the vans to make sure no prisoners are inside, and so Henry would hide under the van, clinging to the exhaust. We’d drive away to an alleyway nearby with no CCTV where Henry can hop out and get into the car comfortably. We’d then take him to a plastic surgeon who will give him like the most unrecognizable face, and he’d change his name and come and live with us forever.”

“First of all, that is not what we discussed,” Bilal said.

“I added flourishes. Your plan was lacking and had several plot holes.”

“And yours doesn’t?” Bilal snapped.

“No fighting, guys,” Perdita said. “As interesting as that plan sounds, it doesn’t feel—”

“Possible?” Fola said, unimpressed.

“I was going to say that it doesn’t feel like a plan that ends all that nicely for Henry. I mean, for one, I’m sure Henry really likes having his face, and two, I think Henry has dreams other than living here. I know I do,” Perdita said.

“What’s your plan, then?” Bilal asked, looking between Romeo and Fola.

“I think Romeo should tell it. He came up with the best parts,” Fola said.

They all turned to Romeo, who nervously began: “It starts with Henry dying.”




Many days after that night in the attic, they began the process of executing Romeo and Fola’s plan.

The plan was far from perfect, especially as it probably meant they would never see Henry Xu again. But it was unfortunately the only plan they had.

And as Romeo had declared, it began with Henry Xu’s death.

It had occurred to Romeo Button one night, while eating a tub of salted caramel ice cream in his bedroom and watching old crime movies, that both the problem and the solution for a lot of these crimes was simply money. A lot of criminals did not have money, and so they did bad things to get it. A lot of the innocents had no money, and so had no way to get the best people to prove that they were innocent. The justice system was just like that—the people with the most money could do almost anything they wanted.

Even the impossible.

That’s what led him to a very obvious conclusion: Money was what was needed to help Henry, and they had plenty of it.

Apparently, prisons are run by very corrupt people—who would have thought? When you have money, and you have a lot of it, you can pay very important people to do very impossible things.

Such as faking a prisoner’s death and death certificate.

Henry Xu dying was the easiest part of the equation.

The hard part was what came next. They needed a way to ensure Henry was safe, and had to arrange for him to travel undetected out of the country. They could not use any of the registered Button jets, nor could they get Henry to any public airports.

This is where Octavius’s unfortunate dating history came in handy.

“I sent a message to Prince Alfonso to ask for the use of his private jet. Please temper your expectations, he hates me and probably won’t even reply,” Octavius had said.

It seemed Prince Alfonso did not hate Octavius much at all, seeing as he replied to the request for the discreet use of his private jet with a thumbs-up emoji.

“Well … color me surprised,” Octavius had muttered.

With Henry dead and the plane secured, all that was left was the goodbyes.

On the tarmac of a private airport, each heir stood waiting for the two vehicles to arrive.

The first to come was the car. It was a large black car with tinted bulletproof windows and doors. The car was driven by someone the prison had sent, who got out of the driver’s side and opened one of the back doors.

They all held their breaths as Henry stepped out.

Henry looked so much older than he had weeks prior. He even moved slower. He was dressed in a white shirt, gray joggers, and sneakers—his prison uniform, very different from how any of them had ever seen him look before in his usual Manor uniform of tailored buttoned-up suits.

The driver climbed back into the car and quickly fled the scene.

There was a moment of nothingness where they all just stared at Henry and he stared right back at them.

Then all at once, they rushed over to him.

Fola was asking Henry if he was okay, if he had eaten or drunk anything. Bilal asked Henry if he wanted him to perform a physical on him first before his travels. Perdita was telling Henry that he looked well even though he didn’t. Romeo was holding up a stack of books in his hands that he’d brought from home for Henry to read during the flight. Octavius was hugging Henry silently, saying nothing but at the same time saying everything.

“I’m fine!” Henry said. But they were hearing none of it.

“We’re just so sorry this happened in the first place, Henry … I can … we can explain—” Fola began, but Henry was shaking his head.

“Don’t worry about it, okay?” he said.

“But—”

“It’s all fine now. I really appreciate this. I really appreciate you guys,” Henry said, his voice breaking a little.

“We really appreciate you too,” Octavius said, no longer suffocating Henry in his arms, his voice equally choked up.

“What he said,” Bilal replied, wiping his eyes with the back of his palm.

“You’ll be all set up when you get there. There’s a bank account for you and we’ve been in contact with your mother. But if there is anything else we can do, please let us know,” Romeo said.

“The only thing I would like you all to do now is to be happy,” Henry replied.

Minutes passed with endless farewells before the second vehicle arrived—
if you could even call it that.

In the distance, they could see a large white jet pull onto the runway, and then a few minutes later, a tall, tanned, dark-haired boy emerged on the plane’s steps.

The boy looked to be around their age, maybe a year or so older. He was dressed in a dark sweater, dark slacks, and black Prada loafers.

“Octavius, it’s great to see you. You’re looking very well,” the handsome stranger said in a very pronounced Spanish accent.

“Hello, Alfonso. Thanks for letting us use your jet,” Octavius replied coldly, not responding to or offering Prince Alfonso a compliment of his own.

“No problem, anything for you, Ocho,” Prince Alfonso said with a dimpled smile.

Octavius folded his arms and scoffed.

“This Spanish prince of yours seems like a very nice guy,” Fola muttered.

“He is not my Spanish prince,” Octavius replied. “Not anymore, anyway.”

Prince Alfonso was smiling, like he found Octavius’s moping to be very humorous.

“Will you let us know when the plane gets to Shanghai?” Fola asked the prince.

He nodded. “Yes, I will send Ocho a very discreet message.”

“Wonderful!” Fola said, clapping her hands together. “Henry, I’ll help you get settled onto the plane.”

“I’ll come with,” Bilal said.

While Fola and Bilal went to help Henry, Perdita and Romeo were left behind in the tense silence between the two ex-lovers.

“It’s nice to meet you, Alfonso!” Romeo said, jutting out his hand for the prince to shake. “My name is Romeo.”

Alfonso shook Romeo’s hand enthusiastically. “Ah, the brother!”

“I have two brothers,” Octavius mumbled.

“And you are?” Alfonso asked Perdita.

Perdita was smiling, also finding this whole interaction very funny. “The sister,” she said.

“One of two,” Octavius added.

“I’ve always been so jealous of Ocho. I always wanted a lot of siblings.”

“It’s not as glamorous as it looks. We’ve all tried to kill each other at some point,” Perdita replied.

“I wish one of you had succeeded, so that I didn’t have to be here experiencing this right now,” Octavius said dramatically.

Prince Alfonso burst out into delighted laughter. “I forget how funny you are, Ocho,” the Prince said.

“Apparently not funny enough to go out with long-term,” Octavius replied.

“About that—” Prince Alfonso began, but was interrupted.

“Henry is all settled in now,” Fola said, a wavering in her voice.

“So this is it, I suppose,” Octavius replied numbly.

“This is it,” Perdita said with a nod.

They were all quiet then, watching the plane in the distance.

This was the happy ending Henry deserved; they would have to be okay with it not being so happy for them.

“I’m going to leave. I don’t want to see the plane fly off, I don’t want that to be my last image of Henry,” Fola said, and Bilal nodded in agreement.

“Me too,” Romeo replied, rubbing his eyes and looking away from the brilliant white of the plane.

“Should we go and get a taxi?” Perdita asked.

“You guys go off without me, I want to see the plane fly,” Octavius replied.

“Are you sure, Tavi?” Fola asked.

He nodded confidently. “Yeah, I’m sure,” he said, his voice a little hoarse.

Fola hugged him tight, Bilal told him to text him when he arrived back home, and Perdita and Romeo bade him farewell as they walked away from the tarmac, back to their real lives.

“You’re so sweet with your brothers and sisters,” Prince Alfonso said.

“I’m sweet with everyone,” Octavius replied as he watched the stairs on the plane fold in on themselves, the plane door shutting for good. Why does losing Henry feel like an apocalyptic event? Why does this feel so much like the end of the world?

There was a heaviness behind his eyes as he watched the plane start to move.

“Ocho,” Alfonso said.

“Yeah?” Octavius replied.

“I’m going to stay in New York for a few days before I head back to Spain. Did you want to get lunch together?”

Octavius did not reply for a few moments, just kept looking on at the plane. After a while he finally responded to the prince.

“I don’t want to get lunch, Alfie,” he said.

“Dinner, then?” the prince asked.

Octavius shook his head.

“No, not that either,” he said with a sniff, as a steady stream fell down his face at last.

“Coffee?”

“Alfonso, I don’t want to see you at all, is what I mean,” Octavius said, and then instantly felt bad when he saw the hurt on the prince’s face. “That didn’t come out right. What I meant to say is, you’re not the problem … It’s me. The reason I can’t go out with you is because I am addicted to heartbreak. It’s all I’ve known my entire life, wanting to make someone else happy and never being able to. Whether it be my father, my siblings, audiences at my shows, or romantic partners. In a twisted way, it’s like I enjoy the feeling of heartbreak, it means I have to work harder … but it’s also very predictable. When I make people disappointed in me, I know exactly what comes next. If I went out with you, I’d find a way to make you break my heart again, and quite frankly I’m tired of being heartbroken,” Octavius said.

The prince nodded thoughtfully. “You sound very lonely, Ocho,” he finally said.

And he was right in a way. Octavius had been lonely for a very long time.

He was about to respond to the prince when a disturbance nearby stopped him.

“Octavius!” The sound of a breathless voice calling his name made him turn around.

He was surprised when he saw it was Fola rushing back toward him. Even more surprised when he saw Romeo, Perdita, and Bilal next to her.

“Did something happen?” Octavius asked, his voice shaky.

Fola nodded, tears streaming down her face. “Yes, something did happen,” she sniffed. “Henry’s gone and he’s never coming back.”

He felt a stabbing in his chest then. Henry is really gone for good.

“I know, but why are you—” Octavius started.

“We thought we should see him off too,” Perdita said, her eyes red and glassy.

“We also didn’t want to leave you here by yourself,” Bilal added, clearing his throat to hide the cracks in his voice.

“You didn’t have to come back,” Octavius said.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Tavi, we did have to. For Henry, and for you. That’s the promise we made to each other, to be there always until the very end,” Fola said.

Until the very end, Octavius thought.

“Until the bitter end, most likely, knowing how things usually end for us,” Romeo jokingly muttered, and there were some tearful laughs as they huddled together.

Prince Alfonso finally got the message and discreetly saw himself out, leaving the Buttons to fend for themselves.

These are my people, Octavius thought. The only people he wanted to experience the end of the world with.

The five of them stood together watching as the plane sped up in the distance and finally lifted gracefully into the air. They held on to each other as it moved farther and farther away until it was only a tiny speck in the sky.

Tears tracked down Octavius’s face, tickling the underside of his chin.

Prince Alfonso was right—Octavius had been lonely once. But he wasn’t so much anymore; not now that he had his siblings back.

THE END 
(FOR REAL THIS TIME)








AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dear Reader,

How far would you go for genius? Would you sacrifice everything? Would you maybe kill for it? And who even gets to be considered a genius?

These are some of the questions I considered during the inception of The Heirs.

Each and every story I write aims to address a series of questions. With Ace of Spades, the main question I sought to answer was: How far can you go in a system set up to destroy you? In Where Sleeping Girls Lie, it was: How do we recognize power that has been abused? And in The Heirs, the all-consuming question I aim to answer is: Who gets to be a genius, and why?

Power is the thread that ties all my stories together. It is my belief that we are all part of this messed up social experiment, and that our lives are a series of intricate chess games being callously played by the uber wealthy and powerful. My stories all aim to interrogate that power head on.

The Heirs takes the idea of manufactured genius, which is really what privilege is, and looks at the conditions needed to nurture brilliance. I first started to deeply question the institutional barriers to “genius” when I was a freshman in college writing Ace of Spades and encountering very privileged people who had been given every avenue to success—thus learning the hard way that the chess game that is life is rigged, and meritocracy is a myth.

The seed for the idea that became The Heirs, however, was planted in my childhood when, as a six-year-old, I was mysteriously escorted out of class by a stranger and told I was going to be taking extra lessons, separate from my peers. I asked why this was, and I was told me in simple terms that I was being placed in a program called “gifted and talented,” in which I would get extra time to hone my young talents. The idea of being gifted was never something I had considered until that point. What followed in the wake of that labeling was a lifelong struggle with anxiety, perfectionism, and extreme levels of self-flagellation. There are many memes online about former gifted and talented children and where they end up. The answer is often something along the lines of neurodivergent, on an SSRI, and in a state of crippling and perpetual anxiety.

All of this is to say that I have spent many years thinking about what it means to be young and gifted. When I got my book deal for Ace of Spades at age nineteen, I instantly felt there had been a glitch in the matrix that had granted me this wonderful opportunity. Because, despite all my hard work, like Devon in Ace of Spades, I just could not believe I actually belonged here.

It was an extreme sort of imposter syndrome, brought on by being a young, Black, neurodivergent, queer, Muslim, working-class woman who’d somehow found herself in a position that hardly ever seemed to happen to people like me. I suddenly felt the immense pressure and privilege that came with this new world. I was right in a way. None of us “belongs” here. Our hard work is not more valuable than someone else’s hard work. It is a combination of that hard work and a whole network of institutional barriers we just happened not to have to face.

My books aim to teach young people that life is a lottery, and there are these invisible but very present factors out of our control, such as geography, gender, race, and sexuality, that influence our past, present, and future. Being “gifted,” or rather, having the independence to think beyond what we are taught our limits are, is a dangerous thing to the powerful. It is why the system, set up to reward the privileged, does not work in favor of the minoritized. It is not meant to.

When I write my stories, I think primarily of young people everywhere, from those in my neighborhood in South London to those in the United States. But even more so while writing The Heirs, I couldn’t stop thinking about the young people in Palestine, Nigeria, Congo, Haiti, Sudan … the list goes on and on. Places where factors such as imperialism make it so that there are entire populations of geniuses we may never know due to this geographical lottery. Young people whose schools where their unique gifts, like mine, would have been honed and where their genius would have flourished, have had their learning centers purposely bombed and destroyed, their beloved teachers, friends, and family members killed. Young people who are forced to experience intolerable conditions and are too malnourished and traumatized to think of anything beyond survival. Young people who have had their lives brutally cut short and were therefore never allowed the opportunity to realize their gifts. I think of them all.

It is an immense privilege to be a writer of stories for young people across the world. I can’t wait to welcome you all into the world of The Heirs, where the consequences of power, privilege, and manufactured genius can be found in the bloodied pages of this fast-paced, messy family drama.

I hope that as you read, you interrogate that power too.

With love always,

Faridah

December 2025
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