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For all the people celebrating New Year’s Eve with just their shadow to keep them company



  

Prologue
Past a certain hour, the house got quiet. No one smoking cigars in the library. No one screaming in the basement.
Night after night, the shadow drifted through the walls of Salt’s mansion. Down from where Remy was sleeping, teeth grinding together like stones in a mill. Past Adeline’s room where she pressed pillows over her face to smother herself to sleep.
He would sit on the stone patio and try to feel the cold. He would repeat the things he knew to himself. The longest river in the world is the Nile. The largest river in the world is the Amazon. Two times two is four. Infinity minus one is still infinity. Then he might go into the parlor and page through Remy’s comics. Stories were good places to hide, but he couldn’t stop looking for himself in them. Hide-and-seek. Was he Batman? The Joker? What was his name?
Not Remy. Remy was still asleep.
Red.
Red as blood.
A line from Snow White. Someone used to read him fairy tales then. He could almost remember her—gray hair, black-and-white checkerboard frames on her glasses—but he wasn’t given all of the pieces.
No, he wasn’t Remy. He was Remy’s shadow. Remy’s monster. A patchwork thing, held together with spit and sinew and spite.
Night after night he spent like that, until the evening when he’d come into the library and found the girl lying in a pool of her own vomit. It hadn’t been very late, the screaming in the basement was still going on and the scent of cigars lingered in the air.
Don’t look, he’d told her.
But part of him wanted her to turn around.
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The Hierophant
Most of the long-abandoned mill buildings of Easthampton were being slowly resurrected by developers. Out of their desiccated husks sprang apartments and offices, spaces for circus schools, hydroponic beer gardens, webcomic merchandise warehousing, weed dispensaries, and cement countertop artisan showrooms. But a few still remained untouched—brickwork skeletons towering over the trees and river, insides dark and worming with rusty nails and refuse.
Not the kind of places that Charlie Hall wanted to be picking her way through, searching for a dangerous Blight, armed with only a knife, a flashlight, and a lot of resentment.
She was a liar and a con artist. Not a fighter.
But now that she’d fast-talked her way into being the Hierophant, Charlie was expected to find and dispatch untethered shadows, and there’d been a report of one around the mill buildings. Shadows only achieved consciousness if the gloamist they were bound to allowed it. And only shadows with independent consciousness survived the death of their gloamist. But those that did became Blights, full of death energy, piss, and vinegar. Mostly, that meant they killed people, drank blood, and made shadow magic look bad.
Hunting them down really was a shit gig. As far as Charlie could tell, the only thing she currently had going for her was that the moon was high and round and bright, illuminating the filthy, scary rooms she was making her way across.
Of course, that meant there were shadows everywhere.
And at least one of those shadows was alive and hungry.
Her breath clouded in the air. The only noises in the room were a steady drip near the window and her own footsteps.
As she passed, something on the floor caught her eye and she swept the flashlight’s beam toward it. Bones, small and delicate. She took a quick step back. A dead rat, she guessed from the shape of the jaw and the remaining scraps of gray fur.
Well, dead rats. Kicking at the refuse with a booted foot, she uncovered more bones. A lot more bones.
Instinctively, she moved closer to the open window and the moonlight. A droplet fell from the ceiling, splashing the arm of her coat. Another, dark and oily, hit her hand. She had a moment of incomprehension, though she’d seen plenty of it before. Not leaking oil or condensation from some ancient pipe. Blood.
The light of her torch strobed over the walls as her back hit the brick edge of an empty window. Panic made her whole body go still and stiff.
She needed to get the hell out of there. Leave and tell the Cabals that she’d searched the whole building but found nothing. Her real skill was in lying; she ought to lie.
But who’s going to stop the Blight if not you, Charlie Hall?
She took a deep breath, forcing herself to walk toward the stairs, testing each board with her foot as she went. There, she glanced down at her own shadow, the thin skein of darkness that tied her to a Blight even more terrifying than the one she was hunting. Red.
Not Red, she told herself. Vince. Vince, who’d loved her. Vince, who’d lied to her. Vince, who’d seemed like a normal boyfriend—with secrets, sure, but normal secrets, like a nasty fetish. Not secretly being the shadow of a dead man, alive only through blood magic.
Vince, who no longer remembered her since they’d been tethered together.
Who she might be able to summon through the tether, but doubted she could control if he fought against it. Not that she planned to control him.
She’d promised he wouldn’t be a tool in her hands, the way he’d been with Salt. He didn’t believe her, though. To prove the point, he’d made it very clear that he wasn’t going to help her unless she forced him.
Which meant she was in this alone. Again. Typical Charlie Hall, willing to cut her throat to spite the knife.
Trust is earned, she reminded herself. Just like wealth, love, kindness, and friendship. And if most of the time it wasn’t earned honestly, well, so much the better. She was a cheater by nature. She just needed to find her angle and make him trust her, before he discovered how to turn his immense power against her.
With that uncomfortable thought in mind, she gripped the stone knife more tightly and forced herself to climb the stairs instead of running out of the building.
The third level was as covered in filth and refuse as the second. Charlie passed cabinets, the dirt and dust on them so thick that she couldn’t tell the color underneath. Ahead, the floorboards had given out and a hole gaped along one wall. She approached it gingerly. When she looked over the edge, she expected to be able to see all the way down to the basement, but instead there was only darkness.
As she stepped into the next room, she saw a heap of a man in a dirty coat, lying on an even dirtier sleeping bag. Drawing closer, she saw the bag was stained dark with blood. She leaned down, but the brightness of her flashlight did nothing to disturb him. His chest didn’t rise or fall. No breaths clouded the air.
The dead man wore a camo jacket and filthy work boots. Near his feet rested a grocery bag with most of a six-pack of Schlitz and a half-eaten sandwich inside. He must have snuck in to sleep in the building and discovered there was something else already there.
The distinct scent of spilled beer mingled unpleasantly with that of a butcher shop. No smell of decomposition, though. The blood hadn’t even had time to coagulate. His death was so recent that she might have interrupted the Blight during its feeding.
It would be nearby. Maybe still in the room.
“Vince?” she called softly, under her breath, but no answer came. She could feel the thin thread of her connection to him, but nothing else.
A shuffling on the floorboards behind her made her turn, thrusting out her obsidian dagger and sweeping the flashlight after it.
The beam illuminated a rat, eyes shining with reflected light. It looked as surprised as Charlie felt.
“You should get out of here,” she told it, thinking of all the rat bones on the floor below.
The rodent sniffed the air, still watching her. Its whiskers twitched.
“I know. I should get out of here too,” she continued conversationally. “But I historically only make bad decisions.”
The rat gave a surprised squeak before racing off into the maze of debris. Charlie barely had time to turn before the Blight swept over her, washing her in inky darkness.
Her whole body went cold as the thing tried to thrust its way down her throat. Burrow into her chest. She choked, the small discs of onyx she had strung around her neck and braceleting her arms the only things keeping the shadow from smothering her right there.
She stabbed wildly with her knife, no technique at all. Thankfully the blade connected, hitting something solid. With no idea if she was even really hurting the thing, she stabbed again, a cornered animal, fighting only because flight was off the table.
The Blight flowed away, turning solid in front of her, only visible as a deeper darkness, a hole ripped out of the fabric of the world. Its mouth, like a jagged slash, opened wide and then wider.
She should have brought a lot more onyx.
She should have listened to everyone who ever told her that she was a fool and that she was going to get herself killed.
She should have never made that promise to Red.
Charlie turned and ran. She’d faced small Blights before, but they were laughable when compared to this one, full of fresh blood and raw power. She had no idea how to fight this monster made from darkness—in darkness, no less.
She only made it a few steps before the Blight dropped down onto her back. She staggered under the improbable weight as shadow claws sank into her shoulder.
Careening to one side, she attempted to knock the thing against the wall and off her. Instead the shadow dissipated so quickly that all she managed was to slam her own shoulder against the brick.
The Blight re-formed in the shape of a too-tall, spindly man blocking her path, its monstrous fingers reaching toward her.
She jumped to the side, only narrowly evading its grasp. Her breaths had become ragged. The back of her throat felt dry as sandpaper.
The shadow rushed at her once more and she ducked under its arm to sink the onyx dagger into its stomach before twisting away. The Blight twitched, as though trying to shift form again, but the onyx blade in its belly kept it solid, unable to change.
Charlie panted, backing away, out of breath and almost out of ideas.
Red, she thought at him, not sure if he could even hear her. Help! I’m not forcing you, but please.
The Blight stalked toward her, barely slowed by the dagger sticking out of its side.
Charlie didn’t have another onyx weapon. Instead, she dropped her flashlight, the beam spinning wildly on the ground, and grabbed for a splintery plank of wood.
The long shadow was almost to her again as her thumb flicked over the wheel of her lighter. Old, half-rotted, and soaked in something oily, the wood caught fast.
At the sight of the fire, the Blight paused in its approach.
The flames licked downward over the plank, toward her hand. Whatever had caused the wood to catch so easily also made it burn too fast. She felt heat lick at her fingers, then scorch.
With a desperate shout, she hurled the plank at the Blight.
The shadow monster caught fire, an enormous torch in the night. It gave an inhuman howl that sounded half like an owl screech, half like an infant cry, and Charlie staggered back. Flames licked the ceiling before burning up like flash paper. Bright enough to blister the eyes, then gone.
Charlie’s fingers hurt. She put them in her mouth as she stamped out the embers. She noted the oily substance, darker than char. The remains of the shadow.
Then another shadow dropped down from the empty windowsill, landing softly, catlike. Charlie screamed.
When he came into focus, though, it was only Red.
Red.
She wanted to think of him as Vince, but she couldn’t.
Tall and broad-shouldered, with bronze hair and eyes like smoking craters.
Nicely done. The words echoed in her mind.
“No thanks to you,” she said out loud, not wanting to let him see how rattled she was. Still, she couldn’t help bracing her hands on her thighs and leaning over to take several steadying breaths, then several more.
“I came when you called. If you needed me, you should have called sooner.” She could feel the whisper of his emotions, prickly and intense enough to bleed through their tether. “You can make me do whatever you want, Charlie.”
Ash smoldered at her feet and her fingers still stung from the fire. Charlie reached down and took her knife from the remains. With it, she scraped up some of the dark substance she’d need to present to the Cabal to claim the bounty. “You were slow.”
He only watched her with those terrifying eyes.
Charlie stuck her hands in her pockets and started to pick her way out of the building, toward the white van that she’d been driving. She tried to ignore her sore shoulder and burnt fingers and throbbing head. Ignored that Red hadn’t followed her. Tried to convince herself this had been a success.
She was the Hierophant. She’d gotten rid of a dangerous Blight and come one step closer to working off her debt to the Cabals.
She was three darkened blocks away before Red caught up. His eyes looked more human—no hollows and no smoke. She thought about the body of the man on the third floor, the one whose blood had still been wet, whose skin had still perhaps even been warm.
She wondered if there was any blood left in him now.
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Gritted Teeth
Charlie leaned back in the driver’s seat of the van and felt the sticky wetness on her shirt beneath her coat. Blood, from where the shadow’s claws sank into her back. With the realization she was bleeding, the pain that adrenaline had held back flooded in to replace the cold strangeness from a moment before.
She gritted her teeth and gripped the steering wheel, wishing she was by herself. Wishing that Red wasn’t there to witness her every moment of weakness.
Wishing that she could at least be alone in her own head, without worrying he could sense the edge of her feelings, if not more.
All Charlie’s life, she’d been able to hide. It was a lot easier to seem tough when there was no one watching you lying in bed all day, too depressed to take a shower. To let people believe you were on a bender when you didn’t show up for work instead of having to admit you couldn’t make yourself get up off the couch.
A lot easier to allow yourself to descend into hysterical sobbing when there was no one to witness it, no less a terrifying former Blight. She supposed her own shadow had always been there, though she hadn’t given it much thought. Now her shadow was with Posey and all she could think about was Red.
“Let me see your shoulder,” he said, voice like smoke.
She’d tried hard to pretend to be someone normal, someone nice, for Vince. She’d hidden her worst self from him, and it had worked. Mostly. But there was no hiding anything from Red.
Charlie shouldered off her coat gingerly, then bent forward, resting her forehead on the steering wheel along with her hands. Her muscles, sore from bashing herself against a brick wall, were already locking up.
Red’s fingers were gentle as he pushed up her shirt. “There’s a big wound,” he said, hands warm on her skin. “You probably need stitches.”
There was no way she was going to a hospital and answering questions about a large human bite. “No stitches.” She’d stop at a drugstore on the way home to get antibiotic ointment and Steri-Strips or something instead. It would be fine. “I guess this is as good a time as any for you to—you know.”
“Drink your blood?” came his voice, soft and deep. She was glad her back was to him, so she didn’t have to see his face while they discussed this. “I can wait.”
The procedure of feeding hadn’t been so weird when it had been her own shadow, though it had still been odd. She had felt a little like she was nursing a baby and a little like a witch cradling her satanic familiar to some magical third nipple.
With Red, it was more like letting a tiger lick a paper cut and hoping it didn’t grow to like the taste.
But she knew that feeding a shadow was important for their connection. It wasn’t just blood. It was a stronger binding, a tighter tether. And the more closely they were bound, ironically, the longer his leash.
“Just do it,” she said, turning in the seat, voice brittle. “Unless you’re too full.”
He gave her an unreadable look.
Then she felt his tongue tracing the edge of the cut along her back. It hurt—just a little—and made the hair stand up all along her arms. A crackle of desire hit her like a static charge.
The press of his mouth came next and all her senses spiraled around that point of contact. The world narrowed to his lips on her skin and a tongue that felt like steam. She shuddered and gritted her teeth against the sensation.
She was light-headed by the time he pulled back. Closing her eyes for a long time, she tried to get her thoughts to settle. Before, she’d hoped he would distract her from the pain, but now she found herself concentrating on the pounding in her head to keep from feeling an ache between her thighs.
Car. Drive. Pharmacy. Home.
Fuck.
“If you’re done…” Charlie said, clearing her throat. She was shivering and hoped it was from the cold.
“I can only take what you allow,” Red reminded her, voice turning stiff.
He hated being bound to her. He might hate her, full stop. He didn’t remember agreeing to work for the Cabals. He had no reason to believe that she’d only bound herself to him to keep him out of worse trouble. All he remembered was Salt and Remy and blood, then nothing.
To him, Charlie Hall was just a stranger to whom he was tethered. A stranger with the power to make him do unspeakable things. Of course he resented her. She just wasn’t sure what to do about it.
Charlie turned the key, letting the van purr to life. Vince’s van, the one filled with spray bottles and plastic bags for his under-the-table job cleaning up crime scenes. She remembered him pressing her against the driver’s side door, his hands under her skirt, her nose against the hollow of his throat.
Charlie tried to concentrate on anything else as she drove to the nearest Walgreens. Inside, she ignored the alarmed look she got from the floppy-haired teenage boy manning the front register and started filling a basket with medical tape, gauze, antiseptic wipes, peroxide, superglue, and black licorice Twizzlers.
Christmas was only a few weeks away so the shelves were crammed with small tinsel trees, stuffed toy reindeer, and gift boxes of hot sauce, peppermint bubble bath, and cheap perfume, all making a play for last-minute, desperate shoppers. A shelf of televisions reported in chorus on the “Hatfield Cult Massacre” that had dominated the news in the last twenty-four hours. Charlie didn’t like hearing about it. Her mother had gotten married to her second husband at that same church where the bodies were found. Charlie and her sister had stood by a pew in their fancy dresses, wilting bouquets of Queen Anne’s lace in their sweaty hands. Even though none of them had gone down to the basement, where the murders actually happened, it still felt too close. The grisly reportage in the background made the weird, gnomish outdoor Santas even creepier as Charlie made her way through the aisles. The elves on shelves leered. A snowman with a glowing body blocked her way.
Charlie wasn’t ready for another holiday. Thanksgiving had been bad enough. Her mother, of course, had asked about Vince and about—well, everything in the papers. Remy. Salt.
“If he was so rich, you should have charged him rent,” her stepdad, Bob, said over their Stop & Shop turkey dinner—reheated in the oven of her mother’s long-stay hotel room.
Charlie had taken a big gulp of not-so-bad boxed wine to buy herself time. She didn’t want to talk about Vince, not when Red was a shadow at her feet, listening to everything she said.
“We did,” Posey said, interceding, for which Charlie was grateful.
“Well, you should have charged him more.” Bob winked at Charlie. He was being nice and she knew it. They were all being nice, even with their questions. Dancing around what they really wanted to ask.
“And he’s spending the holiday with his family?” Her mother poured Korbel champagne into glasses for the four of them. Mom might believe in astrology and mediums, but she didn’t even consider the idea Vince would give up having Thanksgiving at a table set with real crystal, where they would be eating a dinner prepared by a chef off plates rimmed in real gold. No one would love Charlie enough to choose her over that.
Rich boys, they were different. Her family all knew that, even Bob. You might spend time with one, but you better get what you could when you could, because everything they promised you would evaporate like morning mist once you started to bore them.
Red wasn’t really one of those rich boys. But he wasn’t exactly not one either.
“Yeah, with his family,” Charlie had lied. “Maybe next year he’ll spend it with us.”
It stung, the way her mother had looked at her after she said that. Pityingly. As though Charlie had become the one who didn’t understand how the world worked. Her mother, who had been a fool over men and believed their bullshit since before Charlie was born.
Yeah, Christmas was going to suck.
Charlie passed by some glitter-encrusted angels. She threw a lipstick and a bottle of Gatorade into her basket. Then she headed for the checkout counter.
“You’ve got some…” the clerk said worriedly, making a motion at her face.
Looking up, Charlie caught her distorted reflection in the overhead mirror. A red streak ran over her forehead and down one cheek. Reaching up, she ran her fingers through her hair. It was sticky, like honey crystalizing in a jar, and a place just over her ear stung. Another scrape from the shadow. Not as bad as the claw mark on her back, but head wounds bled more.
“Thanks,” she told the clerk, then sighed. “Give me a scratch-off while you’re ringing that through. My luck can’t stay this bad forever.”
The Hall women were born to hard breaks and bad decisions. They fell in love with the wrong people so consistently it was as though an ancestral curse doomed them to heartbreak, from a grandmother married to a guy so terrible she killed him, to Charlie’s last boyfriend, who shot her. Posey said that a man had to have a hole in his head, his heart, or his pocket for one of the Hall women to go head-over-heels for him—and Posey told people’s futures for a living.
Scratch-off in one hand and bag swinging in the other, Charlie left the drugstore, trying to pretend she didn’t notice that the shadow following her looked nothing like one she ought to have cast.
Even by the standards of Hall women, Charlie was in trouble.



  

3
Tame
Bellamy had explained how it was going to go once he’d accepted that Charlie would be the next Hierophant.
They’d been in the abandoned watchtower in Holyoke. That’s the place where the faction of the Cabals who called themselves masks and focused on obscure theories of shadowcraft used as their stronghold. Malik had been there, representing the puppeteers, Cabal members who used their shadows to control people. So had Vicereine, of the alterationists, who could reshape shadows—along with the nature of those bound to them. And Bellamy, of course, the mask leader. Three factions, representing three of the four aspects of shadow magic. The last, carapace, masters of physical shadow magic, went unrepresented.
Five years she’d be the Hierophant, they’d told her. Three if she did particularly good work or if someone else pissed them off enough to be up for the position. “You’ll be happy to see the back of me faster than that,” Charlie had said, figuring some swagger never hurt.
“Don’t push your luck,” Malik had told her.
They’d give her the necessary supplies for the job, and she’d even earn a bounty on every Blight. A bit of cash for cat-sized ones and enough money for the human-sized ones that if she dispatched one every month and a half, she could probably afford to quit Rapture. Of course, if there was a human-sized one terrorizing the locals every month and a half, it was possible she had a bigger problem.
“Give us your oath,” he’d said. “And we’ll give you the Blight.”
So Charlie had looked into their eyes and promised to serve out her sentence for past wrongs by hunting down rogue shadows.
Moments after, they’d brought out Vince, wrapped in chains of onyx. His eyes burned like living coals. She hadn’t been afraid of him then. She’d thought he was only angry because he hadn’t wanted her to tie herself to him, to the Cabals, to that mess.
Back then, she thought she’d won. Outwitted them all. Stolen her lover back from under their noses. And she’d been certain she’d go on winning. That whatever bargain the Cabals made with her was going to be like one of those deal-with-the-devil ballads, where the fiddler triumphed in the end through talent and cleverness.
Charlie Hall, drunk on love.
Vicereine had formed a needle from her own shadow, pinching off a little at the edge. Then she seemed to reach into Vince and pulled on a piece of him. He gave a hiss when she touched him, as though what she’d done hurt. He was the sort of person who hid discomfort, so it must have really hurt.
“What are you doing?” Charlie demanded. “Stop it.”
“Preparing to bind him to you,” Vicereine told her, rolling a little bit of what she took into thread and handing over the rest to Bellamy. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”
“It doesn’t have to be like that,” Charlie said.
“Ah, but it does,” Bellamy said, rolling the piece of shadow into a scroll-like stone tube. “With what we took of your Blight, we can track him should he ever attempt to disappear. And we can use it against him in other ways if that’s necessary.”
“It will keep you safer, us having it,” said Malik. “Remember, he has only ever been bound to his creator. He might chafe at being yours. He might even come to wish you harm.”
“Not everyone is like you,” Charlie had told him.
“No one is like me,” said Malik, with a self-important smile. “Now, remember, he will be able to hear you when you speak, even if he isn’t manifested. As a shadow, he’s always present. Never forget that.”
“Right,” Charlie said uneasily.
“Emotions might also bleed through, if they’re very strong, but he won’t be able to pick through your thoughts unless you send them at him.”
Well, that was a relief. Maybe it wasn’t going to be as bad as she’d feared.
“What about memories?” she found herself asking.
“He’s not your shadow, so there is a limit to the connection you can have with him. He’s not going to grow to become more like you. If you give him memories, he can absorb energy from them and experience them in that moment, but they won’t become his memories.”
That was also a relief.
Still, she couldn’t help wondering whether, in the night, he’d be able to rummage around in her dreams.
Stop being paranoid, she told herself. Vince would never do that.
Of course, if he did, if he even could, it’s not like she would know.
Malik went on, hands behind his back as he paced. “The most important thing—the thing you must do—is give him your blood regularly. Every day would be best, but every few days at least. That’s the only way to keep the connection strong enough for you to command him.”
He stopped and looked her directly in the eye. “And never forget—he’s not a person, he’s a Blight. You must control him, Charlie Hall. If you don’t—if we ever find that the tether has been broken or he’s acting independently, you will both lose the chance we’re generously granting you. And you will lose him, permanently.”
“Meaning what, exactly?” Charlie asked. “Spell it out.”
“Let’s leave it just as I said it.”
Vince looked at Malik with those burning eyes and smiled. “I will be tame for Charlie,” he’d said.
But Red didn’t recall making that promise. Once she and Vince were bound, he went silent. Outside, as she walked to her car through falling snow, she’d tried to cajole him, thinking he was mad at her for making a sacrifice of herself. Tried to tempt him with fresh blood squeezed from a finger.
And then those first words echoing in her mind. You’re not Remy. That voice, soft with menace. His body, forming out of shadow with no recognition in his burning eyes. Triumph souring in her mouth.
Charlie thought of that night often, wondering over the piece of Vince that had been taken from him. As far as she could tell, he’d lost more than a year of memories. Maybe if she could get that part of his shadow back, she would get Vince with it.
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Redredred
Charlie Hall was a puzzle and not one Red liked.
When he was young, Remy had asked him where he went when he was a shadow. Red had tried to explain the nowhere place, the not-here and not-there. How he could see the real world from it, but blurred and distorted and silvery. Time moved differently there too, as though he was watching a movie that played normally for a few minutes, then fast-forwarded, and played again, and so on and so on.
Watching Charlie clean her wound from the nowhere place, time seemed to slow instead of speed. She was facing away from him in the front seat of the van, using the rearview mirror to see her bare shoulder. Parked in front of her own house, but not going inside.
The shortness of her black hair framed the strong bones of her face, but it also emphasized the exhausted hollowness under her eyes. Not even the bright pattern of scarabs tattooed along her collarbone could distract from them once you noticed.
And he found himself noticing everything.
When she drew up her shirt, biting her lip as she poured peroxide over her skin, Red could barely look away. Most of the liquid missed the wound, soaking the seat of the van. The little that hit fizzed like soda as she winced.
He didn’t understand her.
Why not tell him to do it for her? He wouldn’t have been unkind about it. He had been slow in the mill building, but he hadn’t realized that the thing had just fed. He’d thought it would be weak, the task easy. He hadn’t known Charlie was in danger until she called out, and even then, he hadn’t realized how much danger.
He was haunted by the moment he arrived and saw her bruised and bleeding, Blight towering over her.
Red wished time would speed up, the way it used to, taking that memory with it. Instead, he was forced to watch as she haphazardly glued her wound shut. Forced to note the shine of her eyes, the way her wet lashes dragged over her cheeks when she blinked, and how she swallowed a sob. The movement of her throat as she drank her Gatorade slowly, as though the electrolytes could cure blood loss.
Why had she put herself in that position in the first place, back at the mill building? She had talked the Cabals into tethering him to her by agreeing to be their Hierophant, but why? What did she gain? He’d been valuable to Salt as a killer, but he didn’t think she wanted him for that. Despite being a self-described con artist and thief, she seemed squeamish about murder. But perhaps that was why she needed him? Or perhaps she thought he could be valuable in other ways. He could steal too, he supposed. He knew the layout of various gloamist estates with large libraries full of rarities.
She told him that she’d tricked her way into being Hierophant because she loved him. Because she wanted to save him.
That was ridiculous. People were afraid of Red, not worried about him. He made them uncomfortable. Even Remy, who cared more about him than anyone else, had been afraid and uncomfortable around him. And fine, she hadn’t known what he was for some of their relationship. But she’d known when she tethered herself to him.
I am not going to make you do anything you don’t want to do.
Everyone said that. Salt had certainly said it to Remy in the beginning, when he’d first come to live at the manor. Remy had even said it to Red, though by then he’d made Red do plenty. All saying it meant was that the person wouldn’t make you do something awful right away.
So it didn’t matter that Charlie gazed at him with convincing warmth in her big brown eyes or treated him as though she really thought he was a person. He didn’t believe she’d been willing to put her own life on the line to save his. He didn’t believe any of it. She was a con artist and this was a con.
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Hall Family Curse
Charlie’s little sister, Posey, looked up from packing at the slam of the screen door. The kitchen cabinets were all open, half their contents haphazardly piled into cardboard boxes with wildly random, yet highly specific Sharpie’d labels—TINY UMBRELLAS, MUGS, SPATULA, TONGS & PASTA STRAINERS or LEMON SQUEEZER, KNIVES, TIARA & COFFEE GRINDER. Their cat, Lucipurrr, was in the box marked WORM BUCKET, barely visible except for the shine of her green eyes.
“You’re finally back,” Posey said to her sister, glancing up. “Want to order a pizza?”
Charlie smiled as though she wasn’t hurting. “Sure.”
“I found us a place,” Posey went on. “The people from State Street called back. We just have to go over and sign the lease. We can be in next week.”
“In Northampton?” Charlie asked, suspicious of good news. “You’re sure we can afford it?”
“You’d be surprised—it was kinda cheap,” Posey said. “No idea why. Maybe a different murder happened there.”
A man named Adam had been killed by the previous Hierophant in the Hall sisters’ current rental. His shadow had painted the walls of the living room with Adam’s blood. RedRedRed, written all the way up to the ceiling in gruesome letters, because it had been Red he was looking for.
Charlie and Posey had moved back in as soon as the crime scene tape was taken down and the blood removed. But their ruthless practicality hadn’t mattered to the horrified owner, who’d offloaded the place as fast as he could onto some oblivious Brooklynites moving to the Valley after the birth of their second child. They were closing on the house just before Christmas, so that was the deadline when all of them—girls, cat, Blight—needed to be out.
“So what do you need from me for the deposit?” Charlie wasn’t flush with cash, but she would be due a bounty for this Blight. And she’d caught two—albeit small and not that impressive or lucrative—before that. Plus, if she needed to, she had a couple of things she’d lifted from Salt’s mansion that she could pawn.
“Nothing yet,” Posey said.
Which might mean she’d need the whole thing and just didn’t want to give Charlie the bad news. Posey had been working as a tarot card reader over Zoom for more than a year, a job that had never been immensely profitable. And since Posey became a gloamist, she’d been going out, when previously she’d been unwilling to leave the house for months at a time. Posey’s socioemotional health was on the rise, which was a relief to Charlie, but her wallet had taken the hit. These days, Posey barely seemed to work at all.
Even if the place was cheapish, Charlie doubted she could make enough at Rapture to reliably pay the entirety of the rent. She was going to have to catch or kill a lot more Blights.
“What happened to your face?” Posey asked, then sniffed. “And why do you smell like a campfire?”
Charlie’s gaze went to Posey’s quickened shadow. It was magical, but it wasn’t conscious. She didn’t think it was, anyway. It gave Charlie a strange feeling when she looked at it, and not just because it had once been part of her. Sometimes she felt she ought to do something—talk to it, make sure it was okay?—but didn’t know how.
Posey fed it frequently. Charlie had noticed the shallow cuts on her calves and the packet of stainless steel razor blades that frequently sat on the edge of the tub, without a razor in sight. Charlie saw her researching shadows late in the night, poring over old books and practicing shadow manipulation again and again.
It was easy to worry about what else she might be doing when no one else was around. Worry she’d already tried bleeding herself more than was safe.
If Salt was anything to go on, the way to power up a shadow fast was to feed it someone else’s blood, and a lot of it.
“Seriously,” Posey said. “What happened to you?”
“Just a job,” Charlie told her, walking to Posey’s laptop, where it rested on the kitchen table. She pulled up the menu of the pizza place down the street. “Olives, peppers, and mushrooms?”
A chat was open in the background of the screen, members complaining about some retreat for wealthy people who wanted to awaken their shadows.
SkepticalChili82: Ice baths for the rich
temporary_earnestness: Ice picks for the rich would be better
“Fuck the Cabals,” Posey said. “They’re trying to get you killed.”
Charlie didn’t think they were actually trying, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t succeed.
“I’m fine,” she said, exhausted. “It won’t be forever.”
Posey gave an exaggerated sigh. “Years. And you’re not taking it seriously. You’re the Hierophant and you haven’t even split your tongue.”
“You don’t need to disguise your lecture as sympathy,” Charlie said. “This is like live action concern trolling.”
Splitting the tongue woke dormant muscles in it. Learning how to control those—so that you could move both halves at the same time—supposedly helped to trigger what gloamists called a bifurcated consciousness, the ability to control your body and your shadow simultaneously. Controlling a shadow as though it were a separate limb was the “ethical” way to be a gloamist.
The easier and less ethical way was to put pieces of yourself into your shadow. Memories were especially good for that. Enough pieces created a powerful shadow that could operate with limited instruction. And if that eventually resulted in a Blight, well, wasn’t there some saying about omelets and breaking eggs?
“Being a gloamist is a big deal. I just want you to fulfill your potential,” Posey told her, which made Charlie think of their mother and how, once she believed Charlie’s lies about being a medium, she hadn’t wanted Charlie to give it up. She’d given the same reason. A waste of potential.
“I’m not like you,” Charlie told her sister firmly. “I’m a charlatan. I’ve been a fake magician, a fake medium, a fake ghost—but always a fake. Once this is over, that’s what I am going to go back to being, because that’s what I’m good at.”
“And if they won’t let you?” Posey asked.
“What was it you said before? Fuck the Cabals,” Charlie reminded her.
The computer was still open on the table and she could see that the chat had moved on to discussing the murders in the church basement in Hatfield.
quirky_fraud00: they were all seekers right?
LoutishProgressive: not all I know a gloamist who was part of that group
SkepticalChili82: wasn’t some cabal guy supposed to be speaking there that night? Is he dead too?
Butzzzzzz: nothing on rooster’s tiktok
Charlie got up. “I am going to take a nap.”
“Wait! We’re not done talking,” Posey said. “You’ve got to do something.”
“I am doing something,” Charlie said.
“About him,” Posey said, lowering her voice, as though that was going to stop Red from hearing. “What if he never gets his memories back?”
“Malhar says it’s possible he’ll remember.” She managed to sound calm, but was worried her distress bled through their tether. Madurai Malhar Iyer was a graduate student who’d been studying Blights for his thesis. He believed a lot of things were possible.
“Whatever he says,” Posey said, “he still thinks what you’re doing is—as he put it, ‘tantamount to gambling with your life.’”
“You’ve been spending a lot of time with Malhar lately,” Charlie observed. “Anything you want to tell me?”
Posey put a hand on her hip. “Yes. That you need to learn more about being a gloamist because one day you might need to … stop him. Stop Red.”
Stop him from draining her. That’s what Posey was worried about.
“Posey—” Charlie held up a hand to try to forestall whatever was coming next.
“You’re bound together,” Posey reminded her. “Stuck with one another. Like a marriage, but more permanent. And he’s an actual murderer! Again, I am not saying he’s a bad person, because it wasn’t like he had a choice, but—”
“Don’t talk like that,” Charlie snapped, feeling the change in the air, like an electric charge.
Posey frowned. “Like how?”
Red appeared in the doorway, the way he might have if he had merely stepped in from the other room, rather than stepping out of shadow.
Posey sucked in a startled breath.
“Like he’s not here,” Charlie told her.
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Holiday Party
The alarm on Charlie’s phone woke her in the late afternoon. The clock beside her mattress was blinking uselessly since she’d failed to reset it after the last power outage. Fumbling, she found her beeping cell in the pocket of her coat, screen spiderwebbed with cracks after last night’s bout with the Blight. There were two missed calls from Adeline and a bunch of texts that no amount of tapping on the message icon would let her see.
At least one would be from the manager of Rapture Bar & Lounge, reminding her that she had a shift tonight.
Charlie moved stiffly into the bathroom, feeling her movements tug at the wound she’d glued closed. Part of her wanted to call out sick, but it was a Thursday night and would probably be slow. She might hurt even more tomorrow. Pain was like that. It wore on you.
Charlie got into the shower, letting the hot water sluice off the rest of the blood on her back and whatever had dried in her hair. Being naked when Red was always nearby was embarrassing, but nothing next to all the other ways she felt stripped bare. God, it was humiliating to be watched while living her life. Do not look at me while I’m peeing! she’d yelled that whole first week after they’d been bound. But that had also meant: Don’t look at me while I’m crying. Look away when I drool in my sleep. Don’t notice all the ways humans are disgusting. Don’t notice all the ways I am human.
Charlie put on her softest sports bra, hoping it wouldn’t drag on the wound too badly, and then one of the new Rapture shirts, featuring two whips crisscrossing on the front. Then after tugging on stretchy jeans, warm socks, and stompy boots, she went to the mirror to put on some concealer and eyeliner. Finally, she smudged cherry-red lipstick into her cheeks to bring a little color back into her face. By the time she was done, she looked less tired and sore, even if she wasn’t.
Posey seemed to have finished the leftover pizza, so Charlie ate black Twizzlers for breakfast, along with an enormous coffee made quick and dirty from instant espresso. After that start to her day, she headed over to Rapture Bar & Lounge.
Odette’s new personal assistant, Rachel, stood on a ladder near the entrance, hanging white tinsel around nails on the painted black wall, along with glass ornaments of liquor bottles, tiny Krampuses, and striped candy canes. During the winter holidays, Odette went in for big, vampy, campy decor. A small pile of red wreaths festooned with fetishy versions of Santa and his elves were waiting to go up next, their legs in fishnets and high heels.
“First holiday party tonight,” Rachel called down to her, by way of explanation. She was a curvy, relentlessly organized woman in her early twenties who wore thick glasses and fifties-style pinup dresses. Even Don liked her in that puzzled way a handsome man likes a girl he thinks ought to be all over him, but who barely remembers his name. And if she had slightly too much interest in Balthazar’s shadow parlor in the basement of the building, well, hopefully she also had the good sense to avoid it.
“’Tis the season,” Charlie said as her dreams for a restful night went up in smoke.
Holiday parties were good for business, but not great for the staff. People never tipped well when they didn’t have to pay for their drinks, especially now that most people didn’t have cash on hand. Plus people went hard at holiday parties—drinking a lot, awash with their pent-up office resentments, and taking out those bad feelings on anyone unlucky enough to be in their way. Charlie hated holiday party season.
Odette, the retired dominatrix who owned Rapture, looked up from where she was sitting with two friends as Charlie crossed the floor. Odette’s silvery hair was pulled severely back from her face into a bun and she wore a caftan of what looked like liquid silver. Around her neck, a rope of heavy onyx beads provided practical ornamentation. Ever since a gloamist used his shadow to trash Rapture, Odette had been a lot more careful about protection.
“Darling,” she called to Charlie. “Once you’re settled, will you make us all a round of pink squirrels before things get too busy?”
“On it,” Charlie assured her.
Don was already behind the bar, wiping down glasses. They’d known each other through the local restaurant scene, but they’d never worked together before. He’d spent years at Top Hat, a bigger and more mainstream bar, and hadn’t exactly taken to the spirit of Rapture. He felt that dry ice in drinks was playing too fast and loose, and hated that he was supposed to set actual fire to sugar when someone ordered absinthe. Despite that, he clearly believed it was only a matter of time before he was put in charge of all the important decisions and would be able to change whatever he didn’t like.
Which was probably why he made a sour face as Charlie put her bag in the cubby behind the bar, along with her coat. Some stuffing gaped out of the rips on the back. She pretended not to notice.
“Odette could have asked me for the drinks,” Don said, as though Charlie taking the order was somehow a dig at him.
Charlie Hall, fired from all of the decent bars around town and most of the less decent ones, probably didn’t seem like someone who ought to have seniority at Rapture, or be well-liked by their boss.
“You know who is hosting this party?” Charlie asked, attempting to change the subject.
“The Ford dealership over on Main.” He gave her an impatient look, like she should have known. That one was probably on her.
A guy from the ramen place down the street, Daikaiju, started bringing in aluminum trays of karaage chicken and setting them up with Sternos on the folding table set up against one wall. The scents of soy, garlic, and mirin made Charlie’s stomach growl.
Trying to put that out of her head, she started mixing the crème de cacao and Crème de Noyaux for Odette’s drinks. As she poured the pink liquid into coupe glasses, a young guy with spiky hair and a silver puffer vest entered, carrying DJ equipment.
“You want to batch some stuff?” she asked Don, but he only shrugged and started cutting up limes. At Top Hat, people didn’t order cocktails the way they did at Rapture, since Top Hat was known for their extensive beer menu with two dozen IPAs on tap, all flavored with banana or aged in whiskey barrels under a full moon. He didn’t know what he was in for.
Charlie carefully carried the pink squirrels over to Odette and her friends, then placed them on the café table, along with a stack of cocktail napkins. A drag performer in a Barbiecore jumpsuit with giant pink spider earrings and a wig to match saluted Charlie as she took her Pepto-Bismol-colored drink.
The DJ system sprang to life in a sudden crash of sound, playing the Pogues’ “Fairytale of New York” loudly enough to make everyone jump.
“Is there a special menu for tonight?” Charlie asked Odette.
“Entirely open bar,” Odette said, obviously pleased by the dealership’s budget and commitment to partying. “But if you want to make up a few specials, go ahead. I may have over-ordered Canton.”
“I’ve got some ideas.” Charlie went over to the chalkboard hanging on the wall beside the hallway—the one that led to the backstage greenroom, as well as Odette’s office and occasional dungeon—and started half-assing some cocktails. She was fairly sure they had a lot of cranberry juice and allspice dram that no one had so much as opened.
When she looked up, she found Don glaring at her from behind the bar. “You can’t do that,” he said.
“Do what?” Charlie glanced back at the board. Three specials, based on popular orders—a seasonally appropriate cranberry margarita, a ginger corpse reviver with the Canton, and a spiced negroni that she was going to make with allspice dram.
“Just make up stuff without running it by anyone.”
She glanced toward Odette, who was in deep and oblivious conversation with her friends. Don had no idea what Charlie had said to her, and even less whether Odette approved of her specials menu. The person he was complaining about Charlie not running it by was him.
“You want to add something?”
“I’m just saying,” he muttered and got back to work. Maybe he’d expected her to lose her temper, but she was too tired and sore for that.
Soon the car dealers and their office staff started arriving, and the DJ adjusted his volume to compensate for the rising level of conversation. The holiday partiers were decked out in everything from cocktail dresses to suits to t-shirts and jeans, accessorized with the occasional snowflake earrings or Christmas-tree pin. Most of their shadows were unaltered and, from what Charlie could tell, all were unquickened. One of the younger salesmen had a shadow that loomed larger and was more square-shouldered than the man himself, but it was subtle enough that it took a second look to notice.
A short, squat, unsmiling older woman in a red sweater with blinking lights on it sat at the bar immediately and asked for a double-pour of a nice rye with ice on the side. She placed a twenty on the wood countertop. “For you. Keep ’em coming.”
Charlie admired her style.
A man with large, blindingly white teeth rapped loudly on the bar. “I need a half-dozen cranberry margaritas and you need to make them right away. This is my party, make me happy.”
“Sure,” Charlie told him, glancing over at Don to see if he was going to be any help. He was busy giving a lecture about local breweries to an older blonde in a green sequin dress.
Since Charlie had batched ahead, the margaritas weren’t too time-consuming. Just a lot of salting rims and shaking. But after the guy left, looking grudgingly pleased, the bar got crowded. She got lost in the momentum of making endless cocktails, and disappearing the few tips that came her way into her apron. The bar grew warmer from the heat of humans in a too-close space, and Charlie could feel the sweat collect under her arms and at her collarbone. More drinks were ordered. Vodka seltzers. Martinis, extra dirty. Coronas with lime.
Her pattern was disrupted by Balthazar Blades settling himself at one end of the bar, smiling with all his disreputable charm. “Make me an amaretto sour and put it on their tab.” His curls were pulled back in a ponytail and he yawned as though he’d only woken up in the last hour. Maybe he had. The shadow parlor he ran speakeasy-style below Rapture was a largely nocturnal affair.
Charlie rolled her eyes. “I don’t think so.”
“Oh come on,” Balthazar said. “It’s not like they’re going to notice.”
The head of the dealership was on the dance floor, cranberry margarita in hand, pumping his fists to the Vandals’ “Oi to the World.” She decided to just make Balthazar the drink.
“By the by,” he said after taking a sip, “Vicereine says she wants to see you as soon as possible. What’s wrong with your phone?”
Had she been one of the texts that Charlie hadn’t been able to see? The last thing she needed was trouble with the Cabals.
“I cracked the screen.” She didn’t bother telling him details. “Anyway, she doesn’t need to check up on me. I did her job.”
Balthazar swirled the liquid still in his glass. “Tell her yourself. I’m not your messenger boy.”
“Hey there, doll,” interrupted one of the sales guys, a balding man with a face flushed from drink and the heat of wearing a blazer indoors.
Doll?
“Hey there, time traveler,” Charlie said.
The sales guy looked confused. And overserved. “Your friend there won’t give me a drink.”
Charlie glanced at Don, who was steadfastly ignoring the situation. Balthazar finished his amaretto sour and got up, shooting her a pitying look as he abandoned her.
“And you think I look like a soft touch?” she asked.
“A soft touch? I don’t know … but I’d like to find out.” He leaned closer, damp fingers closing on her wrist. She pulled back, really wishing she’d used another phrase.
He hung on, his smile turning less friendly.
“Let go,” she told him.
He squeezed her wrist, hard. “You’re going to get me a drink, right?”
“Let GO,” Charlie shouted. Fuck Christmas and Santa and all of his elves. Fuck the social contract. And fuck this guy.
Abruptly, her wrist was free and the man was on the ground. Red stood over him. If he’d appeared as though he came out of nowhere, that was because he more or less had.
The shadow leaned down and gripped the man’s face. “Don’t touch her,” he growled. “Not ever again.”
Charlie stared, surprised into silence.
A moment later, two men were grabbing Red by the arms, tying to pry him off their coworker. Charlie felt the hot slap of the Blight’s anger bleeding through their tether. He could kill this man. He could kill this man and never think about it again.
Charlie hopped onto the bar and slid over it, knocking some napkins onto the floor.
A few people had pulled out their cell phones and were filming.
“Stop,” Charlie told Red, pressing her hand against the solid expanse of his back.
“How did he get in here?” a woman in a green sequin dress and a deer-horn headband demanded. The same woman Don had been lecturing about beer. “I’m the CFO of Hampshire Ford. This is supposed to be an event exclusively for our company.”
Abruptly, Red let go of the man’s throat, turning the full force of his attention on the woman, a surprising authority coming into his voice. “So if I wasn’t here, you’d let him do whatever he wanted? I can see why you’d like me to leave.”
Something in the woman’s expression changed, as though she was no longer certain she wanted to be in this conversation. “Put your phones away!” she snapped at the crowd.
The bald man staggered to his feet, hand on his throat.
“Fred,” the CFO said. “You all right? Let’s go sit down.”
“I want to press charges,” he sputtered, furious, then turned toward Charlie. “Someone is going to hear about this. Where’s your manager? Elaine, contact our legal department.”
Odette was moving in their direction, liquid silver caftan flowing around her. She was not going to be happy.
Red’s expression grew grim. The sales guy seemed to deflate as he looked up into the shadow’s face, into eyes that seemed to be burning away into darkness, sparking with embers as they went.
“His eyes,” the man whispered.
“Vince,” Charlie hissed, then realized with a spark of horror that he might not react to the name. “Red.”
The shadow turned to her, then closed his eyes for a long moment, perhaps trying to get himself under control. Why was he defending her now, after abandoning her in the mill building? It wasn’t like the sales guy was even that much of a threat.
“You have to get out of here,” she told him.
At the other end of the bar, Don was smirking as though looking forward to the lecture Odette was going to give Charlie.
At least the CFO was leading the bald guy—Fred—away. He was headed over to a table of concerned-looking car dealers. And when Red opened his eyes, they weren’t black holes. They were his human eyes, pale gray, shining with reflected light.
Then Fred turned. Maybe the idea of his colleagues thinking he’d lost a fight got to him. Or maybe he was too drunk to be properly scared. Whatever the reason, he took a deep breath, fisted a hand, and ran at Red, swinging.
The punch went through Red. And then the man stepped through him too, momentum carrying him forward.
Right into Charlie, who he hit square in the face.
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The Journalist
In the back room, Charlie placed ice, wrapped in a bar napkin, to her bruised cheek. Everything hurt.
The DJ had put on the Ramones’ “Merry Christmas (I Don’t Want to Fight Tonight)”—perhaps as commentary—and the beat of it thrummed through the walls. If she hadn’t been in so much pain, she would have laughed.
Odette handed Charlie a glass with whiskey and no ice. Maybe she thought that with so much on her face, she didn’t need any in her drink. “I hate these parties. Do you want me to call someone? An officer of the law?”
Charlie took the glass with a smile and downed her whiskey in one go. “No, no, they’d want to know where Vince went.” She liked her boss a lot, but she particularly liked how little Odette gave a shit about customers who treated the staff badly.
“Your boyfriend didn’t stick around? That’s bullshit,” said Odette’s drag performer friend, whose name turned out to be Hauntress Hysteria Glitterati.
Charlie looked down at her shadow. “Him being here wouldn’t help anything.”
Hauntress raised her eyebrows in a way that made it clear she didn’t think that was the relevant part.
“Well, you rest for a bit,” Odette went on. “Lie down on the couch, and I’ll check on you in an hour. Don can handle things.”
Don would probably be thrilled to handle things.
Hauntress stood. “And if you feel nauseous or see double or anything like that, you need to go to urgent care. Head injuries are nasty. I knew a girl who hit her head onstage and died.”
“Maybe we don’t need to tell her that, dear,” Odette said.
“I’m fine,” Charlie muttered, leaning back and closing her eyes. Her body still hurt from the fight with the Blight the night before. Maybe she should thank Fred for hitting her. At least it gave her an excuse to lie down.
She wasn’t sure how much time had passed when she woke to her phone ringing. Fumbling for it, she answered without thinking, slicing her index finger as she swiped over the broken screen.
“Is this Charlotte Hall?” The voice was unfamiliar.
“Charlie,” she corrected muzzily, sticking her bleeding finger in her mouth. “I don’t want to buy anything.”
“I’m calling from Vulture—part of New York magazine? I want to talk to you about Edmund Carver. I understand that you and he are friends?”
“No,” she said, coming wide awake. “Wait. What?”
“I know you won’t want to reveal anything your friend would want to keep hidden and I know he must have been through a lot, but I can promise that this conversation will be completely confidential unless you say otherwise.”
“I don’t understand,” Charlie said, sitting upright. As soon as she did that, the room tilted alarmingly. For a moment, she had to close her eyes. What was it Hauntress had warned her about head injuries? “How do you have this number?”
“Someone is going to write his story,” the person on the other end of the phone said. “At Vulture, we care about getting things right.”
I want to talk to you about Edmund Carver. I understand that you and he are friends?
Not were friends.
Adeline had told Charlie that she’d had her lawyer working to get Edmund “Remy” Vincent Carver declared “not dead.” She’d already put out the story that Remy had been locked up in the basement of Salt’s mansion. According to Adeline, as quoted in the Hampshire Gazette, “People venturing down into the bowels of the house after Salt’s death had discovered not just prisons, but Salt’s own son shouting for help.”
It was a pretty good story. In a better world, maybe it would have even been a true one.
Red will be very wealthy, Adeline had said, back when she’d thought she’d be the one tethered to him. He’ll be able to pick up where Remy’s life ended.
Suddenly, Charlie had a very good guess how a reporter from Vulture had her number.
“So,” Charlie asked the reporter. “How well do you know Adeline?”
There was a long pause. “You got me,” the man said. “I went to school with a friend of Addy’s. That’s how she knows I’ll handle her cousin’s story respectfully. She thought you could let Remy know I was a safe person to talk with. Since the news broke, he’s been quiet. No statements. No interviews. He’s not going to be able to do that forever.”
“Adeline’s technically his aunt. He’s her nephew.” Charlie really hoped that made it into the final article.
There was another pause as the reporter seemed to decide to change tactics. “Other news outlets will be calling. Remy’s story isn’t going to stay a paragraph in some longer piece about Lionel’s crimes forever. This is national news. And look, I’m not trying to warn you off of anyone, but there are some unscrupulous people out there.”
“Unscrupulous people, eh?” Charlie echoed, but her mind was racing.
The reporter gave an appreciative laugh, like he didn’t mind the implication. “The story is too good,” he said. “Filthy rich guy locks up his good-looking socialite grandson for more than a year while he frames him for murder? And I understand there were drugs involved. Nightly news will be all over this. Morning shows too, especially if he’s willing to cry. He could write a book.”
The reporter was right—audience interest in the wealthy was always intense, and the idea that one of them was engaged in something this lurid was compelling. The sufferings of young, handsome Remy Carver would thrill people.
Too bad young, handsome Remy Carver was actually still dead.
Charlie’s voice wavered, thinking of the scrutiny that was going to be applied to Red. “I’ll tell him you called.”
“We could also talk—you and me,” the reporter said. “Nothing too personal. Everything off the record. Just a few background details. His mother died of a drug overdose, didn’t she? That must have been hard. As his girlfriend—”
“If he wants to talk, he’ll let you know,” Charlie told the guy.
The reporter started to say something else, but Charlie hung up. Then she called Adeline.
“Charlie Hall,” Adeline said in her soft, cultured voice, with just a touch of little-girl breathiness. “Finally. I need to see you. And Red.”
“I don’t know,” Charlie said. “Maybe he’ll be too busy giving a press conference. How many reporters did you contact?”
“I wanted to motivate you to return my calls,” Adeline told her, as though her response had been perfectly logical. “I could pay you for your time, you know.”
Adeline had inherited a large chunk of Salt’s fortune. The amount had been in the paper—a staggering number, in the neighborhood of $400 million. She could certainly afford to bribe Charlie, who currently didn’t even have a working, legally registered vehicle.
“I don’t want your money,” Charlie said.
Adeline gave a little laugh, as though that was an obvious lie. “Red needs to plan his return to the world, and Trevor would be a good first interview. He’s a friend. He’d be patient with Red. We’d practice first, of course. We can talk about it more when you bring him by on Saturday.”
“If you want to see him, you know where I live.” After all, a few weeks after Salt’s death, Adeline sent over two closets’ worth of Remy’s clothing, all of it ridiculously soft and expensive.
“But how do I know when Red will be home?” Adeline asked, all innocence. “You and the Cabals have kept him so busy. People are worried about him. I’ve heard from several of his school friends. Everyone wants to visit. We’re going to have to set up some kind of social calendar.”
“His friends?” Charlie echoed, unsure what to make of that.
“The weekend seems like a good time, don’t you think? Unless you’ve got something else on your agenda.”
Charlie thought of the photos of Remy Carver she’d seen online, from his New York days. Remy at charity balls in a tuxedo, champagne glass in one hand. Adeline always nearby. Surrounded by rich, young women with highlighted hair, tweezed brows, and satiny cocktail dresses. Young men in starched, open-collar shirts with gleaming gold watch bands and movie-star stubble.
Could Red act like that person? Could he be that person? He and Remy had been made of the same memories, after all, the same blood and trauma.
Well, most of the same blood.
“I’ve got work,” Charlie told her. “Pick a different weekend.”
Adeline gave that tinkling laugh again. “Oh, surely we can figure something out.”
“We’ll see.” Charlie’s head was throbbing again. She shouldn’t have answered the phone the first time—and she definitely shouldn’t have called Adeline. She wasn’t in a fit state to match wits with anyone.
Now that she was getting her own way, Adeline was practically congenial. “I’ll text you a time for Saturday.”
“My phone is busted,” Charlie said. “I’m not getting texts right now.”
“Your life is full of so many inconveniences,” Adeline said airily. “Come at eleven for brunch, then.”
“To the house?” Charlie asked, dreading the thought of returning to that place.
“Of course to the house.” Adeline’s voice was impatient. “Where else?”
For a moment, Charlie thought of just hanging up the phone and lying back down. Or just refusing to go. But it seemed Red was about to be Remy Carter, officially alive and officially rich—and she wouldn’t be the person holding him back.
“Don’t give my number to anyone else,” Charlie told her, voice hard. “And if you already did, tell them to forget it.”
“Don’t be—”
“And if you want me as Vince’s chauffeur, no more threatening or extorting or bribing me. Do you understand?”
“You’re the threat, Charlie Hall. Remy was like a brother to me and Red is part of him. It’s not fair for you to keep us from one another.”
Charlie recalled the paparazzi photo she’d seen online, the one that seemed to catch Adeline and Remy engaged in an intimate act on a yacht—something suggesting they didn’t consider themselves siblings, despite growing up together in Salt’s house. “I’m not keeping you from anything. Arrange your plans with him.”
There was a long silence from the other end of the line. With all that money, it must be galling that there were things she couldn’t control.
“Fine,” Adeline said. “Put him on.”
“Sorry,” Charlie said sweetly, aware that she was being unreasonable and doing it anyway. “He’s not here right now.” Then she hung up.
Her hands were shaking and her head hurt. She was almost certain that she hadn’t handled either of those calls well. And more so when she turned to see Red sitting on a chair beside the coffeepot, hands not entirely solid-looking and shadow rolling off him like low mist. Was he angry? She couldn’t tell.
Charlie sucked in a breath, then forced herself to speak. “Adeline wants us to come by Saturday, but I guess you heard that.”
“Yes,” he said.
“It sounds like you’re officially alive. So, uh, congratulations?”
His gaze swung to her, his eyes full of embers.
Charlie gave a laugh so forced it was embarrassing. She hated that he frightened her, but in that moment, he did.
“I am not Remy Carver,” Red said, voice empty as an echoing tunnel. “She should have let him stay dead.”
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Cowards
By the time Charlie staggered out from the back, the car dealership holiday party had wound down. Most of the batched drinks were gone and Don looked only slightly harried alone behind the bar.
“You should go on home, darling.” Odette had moved to one end of the bar, near the taciturn woman drinking rye. Another Pepto-Bismol-colored pink squirrel sat in front of her.
“Yeah, I’ve got things covered,” Don put in.
That almost made Charlie offer to stay, just to be contrary, but the only one she’d hurt was herself. And she was plenty hurt already. “See you tomorrow, then.”
“Put a steak on that eye,” Odette called after her.
As Charlie wove her way through the crowd, glaring at anyone who looked in her direction, she noticed how quickly people turned away. In the van, she checked her face in the rearview mirror. The skin around her left eye was unmistakably swollen and brutally purplish-red.
“You should let me drive,” Red said, making her jump. She hadn’t noticed him coalescing out of the shadows on the passenger side.
“Fuck!” She leaned her head against the seat back. “You scared me.”
He looked at her impassively.
“I’m fine,” she told him, a moment later.
“You’re a liar.” A few strands of spun-gold hair fell over his eyes. It was hard to believe there had been a time she might have pushed them back without thinking.
Despite her general alarm, and the pain in her cheek, she made herself grin. “Well, sure, but that doesn’t mean I’m not fine.”
“Charlie.” Red turned her name into a sigh, one that could almost be mistaken for fondness.
“Okay,” she said, getting out so they could exchange seats. He flowed across to the passenger side, not even pretending to be human. When she was back in, she frowned. “So, are you going to tell me why you went after that car dealership guy?”
He pulled out of the lot and headed onto Cottage Street and then past Nashawannuck Pond in silence. “I don’t know why I did it,” he admitted finally.
She wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Well, thank you for defending me,” she said. “Don’t do it again.”
Red nodded, frowning.
“Unless you were trying to get me punched.” She knew that she should just shut up. Her emotions were all over the place after talking to Adeline.
He gave her a strange look, an eyebrow lifting. “And in that case?”
She smiled, unable to help it. “In that case, next time come at me directly, you coward.”
He burst out laughing, obviously surprised by his own reaction.
Charlie got the sense he hadn’t laughed much, growing up in Salt’s house.

After making some noodles, Charlie took another shower, then headed to bed, wrapped in a worn blue towel. Her bedroom was a disaster. Half her clean clothes were in boxes on the dresser and most of her laundry was scattered on the floor, reminding her how much packing she still had to do. She hoped the place on State Street came through.
As she shifted, she noted that the towel was dotted with blood. Evidently, the glue on her wound hadn’t held through the whole shift. It was possible that Red had been right, and she ought to have gotten stitches. It was possible she still should, but it was late and she didn’t want to spend hours in the emergency room, just to find herself deeper in debt. Her insurance had a brutal deductible and in her short time as the Hierophant, she hadn’t caught enough Blights to make much in the way of bounties.
Charlie planned to chew up a couple of aspirin, take a weed gummy, and see how badly she hurt in the morning and how swollen her eye became. It wasn’t a good sign that she felt stiff enough that going for underwear and a fresh t-shirt felt like something she had to talk herself into, though.
For a moment, the air felt static, a familiar enough sensation that she knew what it meant. She turned to see Red staring at her with burning eyes.
She pushed wet hair back from her face, refusing to let him see how much he rattled her. “Throw me a shirt to sleep in.”
He couldn’t hurt her. She was in control. Wasn’t that what he was always telling her—that she had power over him? She had no reason to be afraid.
Red walked to her dresser, opened it, and took out a tee with the logo of a club from a vampire TV show on it. He handed it to her carefully, as though she might bite, and his gaze lingered a moment too long on her collarbone.
He turned away, but her fear had already mutated into something else. Desire, sharp as a kick to the teeth.
Most of the time he seemed to despise her, but not always. Tonight, she’d made him laugh. And now he was staring at her.
Charlie took a deep breath.
“Want to come to bed?” she whispered, letting the towel fall. At least no one could call her fainthearted.
For a moment, he went entirely silent. Then a muscle moved in his jaw. She could see his body respond to her. Seemed he was human enough for that, still full of blood. When he spoke, his voice was rough. “Remy could never have loved someone like you.”
His words felt like a slap. For a moment, as with physical pain, she had to remain still until the feeling settled. Then she put on her most vicious smile. “Maybe you don’t love me either. But you want me—you’ve always wanted me.”
He took a step back, which she considered a triumph. That’s right, terrifying Blight. I’m a loose cannon. I can hurt you with words.
“Too bad you’re not getting me tonight,” she went on, leaning into the pettiness. She grabbed the t-shirt he’d given her and pulled it over her head. “Offer of sex rescinded.” Then she had to go through the indignity of getting up and finding a pair of underwear. Once they were on, though, Charlie flopped onto the mattress, turning her back to him.
“You could make me, you know,” Red said, from where he still stood, close to the door. “You don’t have to ask.”
Charlie turned over in surprise, pain making her regret the swiftness of her movement. “What?”
He didn’t repeat himself, but if he wanted a fight, she was ready. It would be a relief to turn her shame and confusion into anger. “You want me to order you around? Is that it? You like being told what to do?”
“Stop pretending,” he snapped, biting off each word at the end. “You’re going to send me to do ugly things eventually. Why act like you won’t? Why play this game?”
“If you don’t want to be tethered to me, then give me one of the onyx knives in the bedside table and I’ll cut you free right now. The Cabal might hunt you down, but that won’t be my problem.”
His lip curled. “You wouldn’t.”
“Hand one to me and find out,” she said. “Unless you’re worried that if you get too close, I’ll stab you through the heart.”
“Maybe we’ll play that game another night,” he said. And then he was gone, dissolved into darkness.
“Only a coward ends a fight like that,” Charlie shouted, throwing a pillow at the space where he used to be standing.
He didn’t return.
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[DRAFT] Transcription via AI from recording by Madurai Malhar Iyer
Context: I was asked to talk to the shadow in these recordings, who refers to himself as “Red,” with the hope I might remedy memory loss caused by Red’s transformation from a self-sustaining shadow (sometimes also called a wild shadow or Blight, although the negative implications of the latter designation are obvious) to a parasitic, bound shadow.
Personal bias: I have a friendship with Charlotte Hall, the person to whom Red is bound and a closer friendship [note to self: situationship? something else that sounds more scientific? tk] with her sister, Posey Hall. I didn’t know Red before he lost his memories, although I am aware that he went by “Vincent” and was able to pass for human.
Further personal bias [remove? tk]: I have wanted to talk with a Blight for a long time.
Also note: He is terrifying.
Malhar: You can tell me to stop asking questions at any time and the interview will end.
Red: Good. Stop asking me questions.
Malhar: Don’t you want to remember?
Red: Remember what? Naming myself Vincent? Pretending to be a person and living among them? I don’t know. Should I want that?
Malhar: What do you want?
Red: To be …
Malhar: Human?
Red: To be or not to be. That is the question. Or what is it—I think therefore I am? And I am. Or at least I think I am. I am. Sam. Green eggs and ham.
Malhar: What does it mean when you talk that way?
Red: Maybe just that I don’t know what’s appropriate to say out loud. Some of my thoughts should probably be in chains.
Malhar: That’s a dramatic way of putting it.
Red: That’s what you think, though, isn’t it? That it would be easier if I was in chains.
Malhar: Why would you say that?
Red: I can tell you’re afraid.
Malhar: Of course I am. I’m aware that I don’t know you very well and that you could hurt me. You’ve hurt other people. You admitted that much. But I’ve decided to trust you.
Red: Is that smart?
Malhar: You tell me.
Red: I have wanted to be human.
Malhar: I’m surprised. A minute or so ago, I thought you felt otherwise. In fact, I thought you were mocking me for suggesting it.
Red: Who wants to be a thing full of holes? A half-woven tapestry? Something poised to unravel? Something that maybe shouldn’t be at all. I’m just the pieces someone else didn’t want. Why would I want to be as I am?
Malhar: Do you believe that? That that’s all a shadow is?
Red: Now you’re the one who must tell me. You’re the scientist.
Malhar: I’m an ethnographer.
Red: And I am a creature made of holes. I don’t know what an ethnographer is.
Malhar: We’re supposed to be talking about you. About how you see the world. And don’t worry about not knowing what an ethnographer is—my cousins give me endless crap about it not being a real job. Even my mother keeps forgetting what it means.
Red: I don’t know how to describe how I see the world. I don’t have anything to compare it with. I could say that I see it how it is, but I know too much for that. Like—what’s it called, the thing with the shadows on the wall of the cave? Plato?
Malhar: You are a disturbing combination of erudition and instability.
Red: Oh yes. I disturb even myself.
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Bad Advice
Charlie woke in the dark, dragged out of dreams of Blights and birthday cakes and crowds of sticky children holding hands with shadows as they spun in circles, singing Ring around the gloom, pockets full of moons. Shadows! Shadows! We all fall into doom.
She sat upright, alert but not sure why, until she heard a too-heavy tread on the floor. Enough to make the floorboards creak.
Rolling on her side, Charlie felt around for the iron bar she’d shoved underneath her mattress after the events of this past autumn.
“Is someone there?” she heard Posey call sleepily. Posey didn’t sound scared, which scared the hell out of Charlie.
She shoved open her bedroom door, iron bar held high.
Two men stepped into the hall, their shadows looming around them. One had a gun, the other held a net threaded with onyx beads. Both of them wore dark clothes, boots, and coats. For a moment, they just stared.
Not at Charlie or Posey. At Red, who was forming in front of them.
“What do you want?” Posey demanded, a quaver in her voice.
The combination of the looming shadow; Charlie in her t-shirt, underwear, crowbar, and black eye; and Posey in Demon Slayer pajamas, laptop tucked casually under one arm, had to be disorienting.
Oddly, though, they looked as though they’d come expecting something much worse.
“You,” a man with a thin goatee said to Charlie. “One of the Cabal leaders wants to see you.”
“In the middle of the night?” When Balthazar gave her the message from Vicereine, it hadn’t sounded this imperative.
“When one of them jerks on your leash, you come immediately,” said the other guy, a much younger redhead.
Charlie rubbed her face with the back of her free hand. “This is ridiculous. You don’t need to do all this.”
“If you need a stronger reminder that the Hierophant serves at the pleasure of the Cabals, we can supply it,” said the goateed goon.
“Can you?” Red asked, soft and menacing.
It came to her that when she didn’t respond to messages, Vicereine might have thought something happened. Maybe that Red happened. Perhaps these guys had come here to see if a dangerous Blight was on the loose.
“You’re seriously telling me that Vicereine wants me to come see her now? I did her goddamn job, and I’m alive. Just go back and tell her that.”
“Put on some clothes,” the guy with the goatee said. “We’re in a hurry.”
Red faded a little, becoming obviously and unnervingly inhuman. Shadow streamed off his body like smoke. “Come a little closer and I’ll kill you fast. Since you’re in such a hurry.”
The men glanced at one another. The redhead took a step back.
“You better leave,” Posey said, appearing pleased with Red for once.
Charlie had witnessed Red murder before. Though the thought of how easily these guys forced their way into her house made her sick, she didn’t want to watch them die.
“No, I’ll come,” Charlie said, forcing herself to roll her eyes, to behave casually even though her heart thundered in her chest. “I’m up now anyway.”
“Charlie—” Posey cautioned.
“It’s fine,” Charlie said.
Red took another step toward the goons and for a moment, she thought he wasn’t going to stop. But he did, staring at them as if daring them to make him change his mind.
Hoping Red stayed stopped, Charlie headed back in the direction of her room, heart not slowing a bit. She’d been in too many fights over the last twenty-four hours. Her cortisol was on a whole other level.
She forced herself to pull on jeans and a sweatshirt. When she went for her coat, she realized how badly the back of it was scratched up, the foam lining fully spilling out. She grabbed her leather jacket and a scarf instead.
Red stood in the doorway. Charlie startled, not having heard him come in.
“You could give it to me,” he told her.
She frowned in confusion. He couldn’t mean the coat. “Give you what? I didn’t think you wanted anything from me. Wasn’t that what you indicated last night?”
“I mean whatever you’re feeling. All the bad bits. You can give them to me.”
“Won’t you feel bad then?” Charlie cut him a look.
He shrugged.
“Do you want to feel the way I do right now?” Her voice cracked and she was abruptly worried she might cry. “Like I’m about to jump out of my skin or throw up or throw things? Like I can’t keep my sister safe? Like everyone believes you want me dead and I’m a fool for letting myself think otherwise?”
“I don’t want you dead,” he said.
“Good to know,” she told him. “And for your information, whether or not you want to feel all the trash I am feeling right now, you’re not going to get to because it’s my trash and you can’t have it.”
He gave a huff of breath that might have been a laugh. “You are a very strange person, Charlie Hall.”
“Yeah? Well, you’re kind of a weirdo yourself,” she said, and slammed out of the room and down the hall to the bathroom where she put on deodorant, brushed her teeth, and cried a little without being entirely sure why.
Posey came in as she was staring at herself in the mirror, looking at the bruise coming up violet and black at the corner of her very puffy left eye.
“Did he hit you?” Posey demanded.
“No.” Charlie grabbed some concealer and dabbed it on uselessly.
“The Cabals are dangerous,” Posey said. “You should let me come with you.”
“I won’t be alone,” Charlie reminded her.
Posey gave her a skeptical look. “I heard you two arguing—I mean, I couldn’t hear what you were saying, but I could hear your tone of voice. Vince used to be kind—maybe a little bit of a pushover, but kind. He’s not that way now.”
“You didn’t like him back then.”
“Well, now I miss him,” Posey admitted. “And I don’t trust Red.”
Vince had lied, but Charlie didn’t mind lying. Lying was the better story. Unlikely tales were very often true ones, but lies—lies were the world as we wanted it to be or most deeply believed it was. Lies were art, wishful thinking, and deepest dread. Charlie had felt the closest to people when she was lying to them, but the closeness usually only went one way. “I miss him too.”
“So can I come?” Posey asked.
“Absolutely not,” Charlie told her sister. “If I’m not back by midday, call Raven. I’ll give you her number.”
Posey laughed without any mirth. “What’s she going to do?”
“I don’t know,” Charlie said. “But she knows the Cabals. Promise her I’ll do whatever favor she wants and she can use her contacts to find out what happened. If I’m in trouble, I’ll need you on the outside.”
“Fine.” With a glare, Posey slammed out of the bathroom. However pissed she was, that was still better than her putting herself in danger. The last thing Charlie’s current terrible situation needed was another person caught up in it.
Once she left the bathroom, the Cabal goons were waiting for her.
“Come on.” The goatee guy led her by the arm.
Outside, the air had gotten even icier. Dawn was still at least an hour off. Charlie’s breath clouded in front of her face as the Cabal enforcers brought her to a black Jeep with a pair of fuzzy white dice hanging from the rearview mirror.
She got in the back, receiving a smirk in the mirror from the redhead. The guy with the goatee fussed with his phone and started playing a podcast through the car speakers as they pulled out of the driveway. Some motivational bro was giving a lecture:
Women are attracted to success, but look closer, everyone is attracted to success. If you weren’t attracted to success, you wouldn’t be listening to me. You wouldn’t care what I had to say if you didn’t want what I have—money, respect, and, sure, ladies, but let’s be real, if you get the money and the respect, the bitches are going to show up. And to get that, you’re going to have to have discipline. You’re going to have to work hard, and smart. You’re going to have to see yourself as the kind of man who is welcome in any room.
“Why do we always have to listen to this bullshit?” the redhead asked.
“Shut up,” the goatee guy said. “You might actually learn something.”
Charlie tried to tune out the podcast voice, but the kind of man who is welcome in any room reminded her of Rand. He’d told her something similar about con artists: You’ve got to be able to fit in anywhere, Charlie. Dive bar. Michelin-starred restaurant. The con artist must be a chameleon. Succeed and no door is shut to you.
He’d tried to teach her to be like that. To be able to slip in and out of anywhere. To seem to belong with anyone, even the powerful.
And hey, look at Charlie Hall now.
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Mr. Punch
Twenty-five minutes later they pulled into the driveway of a house in the woods of Leverett. Light spilled out of a wall of glass windows, illuminating a sloping yard. The edge of a cliff was visible along one side, with the carpet of trees below. A FOR SALE sign was prominently displayed on the lawn.
“This belongs to a Cabal member?” Charlie asked. She wasn’t sure what she’d been picturing, but Bellamy’s masks operated out of an abandoned tower in the woods, complete with spray paint and crumbling cement. This place had a two-car garage.
“No,” the ginger-haired man told her. “Mr. Punch is borrowing it.”
“Mr. Punch?” Charlie echoed.
“New head of the puppeteers,” said the guy with the goatee.
“What happened to Malik?” Charlie hadn’t particularly liked him—being able to control the bodies of others was an appalling use of shadow magic and Charlie was highly suspicious of anyone who wanted to specialize in it, much less lead that Cabal—but he’d never done anything to give her a specific grudge against him.
“Salt made Malik look weak. Someone inside the organization was eventually going to make a move.”
A coup then, and a recent one. She wondered if Bellamy and Vicereine had supported it or been caught unawares.
The ginger-haired man led her to the door, opened it, and went inside. She followed. In a cathedral-ceilinged living room with huge windows, an older man in a robe and pajamas sat alone on a green velvet couch. His eyes were closed.
“Charlie Hall,” the man said, without opening his eyes. “We meet at last.”
A shiver shook her like she was a pair of pants on a clothesline. This had to be the new puppeteer leader, except, not quite. Was it the homeowner he was puppeteering? She tried to push down her horror and think rationally. Mr. Punch had a way to hide his identity and show off at the same time. It was meant to freak her out.
And it was working.
“Where’s Vicereine?” Charlie asked, dread in the pit of her stomach.
“Does it matter?” Mr. Punch said with the other man’s throat.
Charlie had assumed that Vicereine had been behind this. That she’d been the one to bring Charlie in for a scolding, no matter who else was in attendance. Now she wasn’t so sure. “I just don’t know why I’m here.”
“Because you serve the Cabals and I am a Cabal leader. You may call me Mr. Punch although that is no more my name than this is my face.” The man made a horrible smile, as though his muscles were fighting against one another. “Now, can you guess why I’ve brought you here?”
“I finished my last assignment.” Charlie gestured toward the bruise from where the guy in the bar had hit her, which wasn’t accurate, but was easier than showing the glued-up wound on her back. “If that’s what this is about.”
“You’re fast,” said Mr. Punch. “And maybe foolish.”
“I’m ambitious,” Charlie said. “My ambition is for Vince and me to be done with this gig as quickly as possible.”
“Shadow, how are you enjoying the work?” asked Mr. Punch.
Charlie turned to see Red standing behind her, appearing as solid as the rest of them. She hadn’t noticed him manifest and wondered why he had. “Onyx floor,” he mouthed to her.
Fuck, she’d lost her touch. She’d walked across it and hadn’t even noticed.
“Shadow?” the man repeated.
There was a pause where Charlie worried Red was going to refuse to answer the new head of the puppeteers unless she commanded him.
“Killing fellow Blights?” Red returned, finally, in a silky voice that was all threat. “What could I fail to enjoy about that?”
Charlie noted the surprise on the faces of the two men who had brought her there. They knew he could speak, but they still looked shocked when he did. Maybe they hadn’t expected sarcasm.
The Vince she’d known had hunched his shoulders in order to seem smaller, had tried to take up less space in every room. But Red emanated violence. He didn’t even think to make himself seem docile; he chafed at the end of a leash and didn’t mind who knew it. As his eyes met hers, he smiled, but there wasn’t an ounce of gentleness in it.
“Let’s sit down to business,” said Mr. Punch. “Have a seat, Charlie Hall.”
Then the man in the robe seemed to deflate as a shadow slid away from him, across the floor, toward the landing.
“Yes, sit,” said a second voice from the stairs. It was a woman in her midfifties with silvery hair, wearing only a nightgown. Her eyes were closed and she swayed slightly, as though deep asleep. Was that the other homeowner?
“Dramatic,” said Red.
“Creepy,” Charlie added, her gaze sweeping the room. If she could spot the line that connected his shadow to wherever Mr. Punch was hiding, she’d have a shot at figuring out who he was. But there were too many other shadows in the room. “Done playing with your dolls yet?”
“Don’t be rude,” said the redheaded man, who immediately put his hand to his lips as though he couldn’t believe those words came from his throat. Mr. Punch again.
“Sit,” the man in pajamas on the couch said as the puppeteer’s shadow returned to him. “Before I lose patience.”
Not wanting the next command he gave her to come out of her own mouth, Charlie sat on the velvet couch. Red moved behind her, close enough that if she leaned back, she’d be touching him, which she definitely didn’t want to do.
“Now let’s be hospitable,” Mr. Punch told the redhead he’d recently controlled. “Bring tea.”
The man frowned, but headed for the kitchen.
“Coffee, if there is any,” Charlie called after him, trying to act like things were normal. Like this was fine.
The woman still stood on the stairs, eyes closed, swaying slightly. Somehow, she didn’t fall. “I have an assignment for you, Hierophant,” she said, with Mr. Punch’s intonation.
It had only been a week since Vicereine had told Charlie to hunt down the Blight in the warehouse, after some baby glooms saw it hanging around an underpass by the river. The last thing Charlie needed was another job. But it seemed she was about to get one.
At least there’d be a bounty.
“There was a massacre at the Grace Covenant Church,” he said.
“The one in Hatfield,” Charlie supplied, thinking of the televisions in the Walgreens and the reporter talking about dead people in the basement. Thinking of the milky stickiness of the stems she’d been holding when her mother had married Travis. They’d been freshly picked from the side of the road. She’d been hopeful about her future, about her family. “With the cult.”
“The victims were meeting regularly in the church basement to discuss shadow magic,” said Mr. Punch, speaking through the man in his pajamas on the couch. “They were hoping to quicken their shadows. You must be familiar with people like that.”
Charlie wasn’t sure if he was suggesting that Charlie herself had been one of those hopefuls—not true, well, not entirely true—or that he knew about Posey. “I’m familiar” was all Charlie said.
“They weren’t part of any cult,” Mr. Punch told her. “One of our people was there. He gave a lecture that night. No one has seen him since. I want you to figure out what happened.”
“Me?” Charlie held up her hands in warding. This was outside the role of the Hierophant and not something she was likely to get paid for either. “I’m no good at investigating disappearances or finding murderers. I hunt down rogue Blights and steal stuff.”
“I thought you were ambitious,” he said.
She stalled out at that. “What are you saying?”
“Kill the Blight responsible. Find Rooster Argent and hide his involvement. I don’t want any of this coming back on the Cabals, do you understand?”
“A Blight caused that?” Charlie asked.
The redhead returned with a single cup of coffee, obviously instant from the smell. She took it gratefully. A sip cleared her head a little. But on the second sip, she realized the guy hadn’t brought anything for Red. Was that because they didn’t expect Red to ingest food or drink? How unusual was it that he could?
She glanced at him, but she could read nothing of what he was feeling on his face.
You want some? she sent through their bond, lifting the cup. She was still angry with him about the fight they’d had in her bedroom, but not treating him like a person wasn’t any kind of revenge.
Red shook his head.
“You want me to kill a Blight and find a guy named Rooster?” Charlie said, turning back to Mr. Punch’s puppet and trying to pick up the thread of the conversation. “Like cock-a-doodle-doo?”
Since the guy was probably dead, it seemed uncharitable for Charlie to give her opinion about his name. Ah, well. Too late.
“Yes.” Mr. Punch went on, “Eliminate everyone and everything responsible for those deaths. Hush things up. Find Rooster or whatever is left of him. Clear his name. The last thing the Cabals need is more bad press, more threats of government oversight. Make this go away, keep whatever you discover quiet, and I’ll convince the others to set you both free from the role of Hierophant. You must know they will never release your shadow without my intercession.”
That was a much better reward than a bounty.
“And you think you can convince them?” Charlie liked his offer, especially since it meant there was something to hush up. Blackmail material to hold over a Cabal leader had to come in useful. Of course, if he had something big to hide, he might rather she took the knowledge to a freshly dug grave. Promises were just words. If he was planning on killing her, he was free to offer the moon and stars.
“I can orchestrate freedom for you both,” he said, speaking from a stolen mouth.
Charlie didn’t see how she could get out of this, so she’d better hope he was telling the truth. “Is there anything you can tell us about the massacre? Do you have a reason to think a Blight was involved?”
The words came from the woman on the stairs. “The bodies were exsanguinated.”
Well. That was a reason. An upsetting reason.
“No Blight needs that much blood.” Red frowned. “Want, maybe. But not need.”
The two goons shared an uncomfortable look.
“Should we be concerned about your loyalties, Vincent Carver?” Mr. Punch asked.
A long silence filled the room and Charlie thought again about the cup of coffee the redhead had brought out. How could they ever expect him to be loyal when they hadn’t even brought him a drink?
“No,” Red said finally.
“Bellamy would like to study you,” said Mr. Punch’s puppet. “He thinks he could learn a lot about Blights from doing a little poking and prodding. A few experiments.”
“He’s not a lab rat,” Charlie snapped.
“No. He’s a monster,” Mr. Punch said, although there was reverence in his voice. “Fail me and the shadow will go to the masks to be studied. And you, Charlie Hall, I will turn into a real puppet.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Charlie asked, half-regretting her question as soon as it was out of her mouth.
“I will make you turn on all the people you care about most. You will hurt them and you will remember it, but you won’t be able to stop yourself,” he said. “Do what I ask. I am new to power among the local Cabal leaders. I need allies. Be mine, or be my enemy.”
Big promise, bigger threat, and nothing to bind this guy to his end of the deal. Not only that, but he apparently equated “failing at a difficult task” with “being his enemy.” Not great. Charlie had barely managed to take down the last Blight she’d faced, and one that had killed so many people would be much worse.
Still, he had her. His threats were too scary and his offer too good.
“I’ll do your job,” Charlie said. “How do I contact you if I need to ask you more questions? Or to let you know what I discover.”
“I’ll find you,” said the woman on the stairs, speaking as though in a dream.
“I’ll find you,” said the man on the couch, in his robe and pajamas, feet bare on the carpet.
“I’ll find you,” said the goateed man. He wiped off his mouth with the back of his sleeve once he was done speaking, looking disgusted.
Charlie stood. “I better get to it then.” She set her mug down on the coffee table.
The man in the robe said nothing. His face had gone slack. He looked like someone you might pass in the supermarket, checking the eggs for cracks. Someone’s dad, bringing out the ladder with a groan to put up holiday lights in anticipation of the kids coming home for Christmas. Would he wake on the sofa with no memory of how he got there, and a dirty coffee cup in front of him? Would his wife find herself on the stairs in the morning and worry over dementia? Neither would know how Mr. Punch used them, and somehow that made it worse.
No one should cover for the puppeteer leader. No one should hush things up.
Which made Charlie no one, because even knowing that, she was going to do exactly what he wanted.



  

12
Pretend
As dawn glowed through the trees like a distant fire, Charlie sat on the edge of the road and summoned a Cosmic Cab, one of the Valley’s quirkier alternatives to Uber or Lyft. Watching Red out of the corner of her eye as she gave her home address, she had the uncomfortable feeling that if she looked away, she’d find him returned to shadow.
“Don’t go,” she said as she put the phone away.
Red furrowed his brow as though not sure what she meant.
“I mean, you don’t have to disappear all the time,” she went on. “Though I understand why you might want to. I wish I could disappear sometimes too.”
He moved to sit beside her in the icy grass.
Maybe they couldn’t have anything more than friendship, but she needed to find her way to that with him. “You could talk to me more too,” she said, with a yawn. “I mean, obviously. Sorry, I’m tired.”
“I never used to sleep,” he volunteered, watching her closely. “But I do now. For a few hours, every night. Isn’t that strange?”
“Do you dream?” she asked, although she knew. He’d spoken in his sleep once, calling Adeline’s name.
“I think I always dreamed,” he told her, appearing surprised by his own answer.
She smiled up at him. “Can I lean against your shoulder?”
“You can,” he said, as though surely she would think better of it. But right then, she was willing to take any comfort she could get. Like this, it was easy to imagine it was Vince who she was pillowing her head on—Vince, who cleaned their gutters and went grocery shopping even when it wasn’t his turn, who paid his part of the rent punctually and without complaint. Vince, who’d seemed so stable he was an enigma.
The wool of Red’s coat was soft and carried the scent of cologne, something expensive, with clove and smoke in it. Vince had smelled like bleach and the cheap soap she bought for the shower. He had tried to make her believe he wasn’t anything special. But even back then, some part of her had known: she might have him, but she couldn’t keep him.
And it had turned out that he wasn’t real.
Red was the hidden face of the man she’d loved, one she’d occasionally provoke him into showing. Those glimpses had made her feel as though they had a wicked, shared secret. Now that he showed that face to everyone, all the time, and maybe didn’t even like her, her feelings were a painful jumble of want and shame.
Vince had been the kind of person you were supposed to grow old and comfortable with. Red was a monster. You didn’t grow old with a monster. You set the world on fire together and burned up in the blaze.
Still, she pressed her cheek against Red’s upper arm and closed her eyes. Typical Charlie Hall, ignoring every warning. “Wake me when the car comes.”
She didn’t sleep. But she did listen to the morning calls of birds and felt the warmth of the sun cut through the chill night air. Let herself be comforted by his arm over her shoulder, as solid as if it were made of flesh.
Mr. Punch had given her an opportunity, so long as she didn’t fumble it. She’d need to figure out what he was trying to hide from the other two Cabal leaders. And she’d need to find the murderer, although she didn’t know how to do that—especially since a Blight could return to shadow and presumably stay there.
When she heard the crunch of tires on gravel, she opened her eyes.
True to its Cosmic company name, the Mitsubishi Mirage had been tricked out, obviously on the cheap: spray paint covered the body, pink and dark blue swirls obscuring a few dents and scrapes and creating something that looked vaguely galactic.
Charlie opened the door to the pounding rhythm of Eurodance music and a pink fur cover on the back seat. The ceiling had silver fabric glued to it, the whole thing studded with LED lights in changing rainbow colors. If you were high, this would not be a car to get into lightly.
She slid over, making room for Vince, and told the driver her address. The kid—probably a college student—dutifully typed it into the map app on his phone.
“Can you go through a Dunkin’ drive-through on your way?” she asked.
The kid perked up. “For sure.”
With that, Charlie rested her head against Red’s shoulder again. This time the hum of the engine and the spreading warmth of the heater lulled her away from planning. Moments later, despite the music, she slept.
In dreams, she found herself in the library of Salt’s house, lying on the rug. She was no child, though, as she had been then, waking up in a sticky mess of vomit, poison, and fake blood. Instead, she was her adult self, in the red suit she’d worn the last time she was there, and Rand sat in a leather club chair, looking down at her between puffs on a cigar.
Rand, her mentor in con artistry when she was too young to know better and he was too old to become better. Rand, whom she’d hated almost as much as she’d loved, and missed terribly ever since Salt murdered him.
“Cuban cigar,” Rand said, taking a deep drag and then pursing his lips to make smoke rings. “Nothing but the best for Lionel Salt.”
“What are you doing here?” Charlie asked, pushing to her feet. “Shouldn’t you be dead?”
Rand grinned fondly. “You know me, always sneaking into places I’m not allowed. Anyway, I came to warn you.”
Charlie looked around the room. “I think it might be too late for that. Salt’s dead.”
“You can’t trust the people in the castle,” he said, shaking his head. “None of them. Not even the prisoners in the dungeon.”
Was he talking about Red?
“They’re like vampires,” Rand went on, turning the cigar over and pressing the burning part into the center of his palm. The scent of singed flesh filled the room. His familiar smile turned strange, menacing. “They’ll drink your blood.”
And then Charlie jerked awake with a gasp. She was still in the back of the Cosmic Cab, the music still thumping. Cold air from an open window might have been what woke her, because the driver was accepting a tray of drinks.
“I ordered you a large coffee with cream,” Red said and for a moment, she couldn’t make sense of what he was saying. How had he remembered how she took her coffee?
She scrubbed a hand over her face, realizing a coffee order didn’t mean he’d gotten any memories back. All it meant was that he’d been paying attention these last few weeks. “Right. Thank you.”
The driver handed her a huge coffee, passed a smaller, equally milky one to Red along with some change, and kept a whipped cream monstrosity for himself.
Red had ordered himself a coffee. That was interesting. So he did want to eat and drink like a human.
“What are you staring at?” he asked her.
“You used to take yours black,” she told him, pointing to his cup.
He blinked. “Did I?”
“Maybe you just wanted to seem like a badass,” she told him.
He took a tentative sip, his face not really allowing her to guess if he liked it. It came to her that he might not know how he preferred his coffee. Even back then, maybe he’d taken it black because he’d chosen that once, at random—possibly he’d heard someone order it that way—and stuck with it. Maybe a lot of what she’d thought she knew about Vince had been protective coloration.
That gave her an idea.
Back at the house, Charlie discovered that Posey had gone out, leaving behind only a dirty plate in the sink and a single tarot card, face-up on the counter. The Hierophant.
She knew the meaning, having spent years listening to Posey read tarot for people over Zoom. It was an endorsement of convention, of strictures and rules. A representative of an institution. But since it was also the title of her job with the Cabals, Charlie thought the card was probably just meant to annoy her, which it did.
Charlie went to text Posey that she’d made it home okay, but as soon as she pulled out her phone, she remembered that she couldn’t. She called instead, but her sister sent the call straight to voicemail.
Only a few months ago, Charlie was used to knowing where her sister was at all times. She’d been used to a Posey that hid in the house, that was neither dangerous nor likely to put herself in danger. With her quickened shadow, Posey had now become both. Charlie just had to get used to it.
“I’m going to make ramen for breakfast or whatever you would call this meal,” she said, reaching for a pot. “Do you want some?”
“Me?” Red asked.
“You had coffee in the car,” she reminded him.
When Remy died, he had pushed all of himself into Red. That—on top of the power Red had already—had made him be able to pass for human, something no other Blight seemed able to do.
He watched her from the corner of the room as she boiled noodles and two eggs. Watched as she added soy sauce and sesame oil and chopped up frozen spinach.
“Try the food,” she said, setting a bowl down in front of him.
He hesitated, but then brought the spoon to his mouth. She could almost see his incredulity as he ate, as though it wasn’t something he was allowed to do. But he swallowed it, just as he had swallowed the coffee. A moment later, his eyes met hers.
“I couldn’t always do that.”
“What does it taste like?” she asked.
“Salt,” he said. “Like sweat.”
An odd—and slightly gross—thing to compare it to, but he wasn’t wrong that sweat was salty. He’d probably tasted skin before, when he was licking off blood. “What else have you eaten?”
His expression shifted, as though searching through his memories. “Birthday cake.”
She gave him a curious look.
“Remy said it was our birthday, not just his.” There was a shyness to Red in that moment. “He wanted me to eat, so I learned how. His grandfather thought I was a parasite. A mimic. He didn’t like when Remy let me do nice things.”
Charlie wondered if that was because Salt was very invested in Red doing not-nice things for him. “And you could taste the cake?”
“It was too sweet. Especially the icing.”
Red had been taking experimental sips of the soup between answering her questions. To each, he’d added something. A noodle. A fleck of spinach. For all that he’d compared the flavor to sweat, he didn’t seem to dislike it. “I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about the cake.”
A parasite. A mimic. Was that how he saw himself? He said the words as though they didn’t hurt him, but could that be true? She didn’t recall any shift in expression when Mr. Punch had called him a monster either.
“You can eat whatever you want now,” she said, bending over her own bowl of ramen.
He smiled wryly at that. “It won’t make me more human,” he said. “Even if it helps you pretend.”
Charlie met his gaze and didn’t look away. “I was never the one pretending you were human.”

That afternoon, Charlie borrowed Posey’s laptop and looked up articles on what the press was calling the “Hatfield Cult Massacre.” Despite the sensational title, most serious reporting acknowledged that this group was casual, meeting every other week at the Grace Covenant Church. Not a cult.
She found an article detailing the victims, along with photographs. Twelve people dead. Mostly older folk, a few teens. The police had tracked down a few members of the group who weren’t dead, but there was no reason to think they’d been in attendance that night. One of the victims had been found with drugs in her system, but that didn’t seem to mean much. Hopefully she’d been high enough not to have felt much pain.
No mention was made of Rooster or the Cabals.
There seemed to be no leads, which resulted in wild speculation from the usual sources. Some commentators on X and Reddit were certain the group had been targeted by someone who believed all gloamists were possessed by demons. A few conservative pundits argued that the deaths were the result of an attempt on the part of the victims to quicken their shadows, an attempt that required bloodletting and got way out of hand.
Charlie hoped Mr. Punch didn’t count that kind of speculation as a failure on her part to hush things up. People were interested. If he wanted this to go away, it was probably true that the murder would have to be solved. And since the public wasn’t going to be okay blaming this on a Blight, because that would require the mainstream public’s acceptance of Blights as real, it meant someone was going to have to take the fall.
People were so interested, in fact, that Charlie found a link to leaked photos of the crime scene on a Reddit forum. If these pictures were real—and they certainly looked that way—the murders had been shockingly brutal. The slashes on the bodies were broad and deep, as though they came from an animal. It looked as though some of them had died while huddling together. One of the women had been covering the bodies of the students with her own, her back so shredded that her spine stuck out. Blood spatter was high on the walls, although the amount of blood on the floor didn’t seem commensurate with the number of bodies.
What do you make of this? Charlie asked Red.
You asking because of all the murders I committed?
No, because you cleaned up crime sce— Charlie bit off the thought. That had been Vince. Red didn’t remember his under-the-table job. Didn’t recall the colleagues who had all liked him and the boss who told stories about taking his wife to free and freshly sanitized hotel rooms because he still had the keys. Never mind.
Red’s voice seemed to echo in her thoughts. I think Mr. Punch was being sloppy when he said they were exsanguinated. Desanguination would be more accurate.
Is desanguination even a real word? Charlie asked.
She could hear the amusement in his tone. Exsanguination can be minor, so long as it’s enough to be the cause of death. Desanguination is, well, more.
She remembered Remy’s friend, the doctor—the one she’d blackmailed into helping her. And she remembered Salt’s basement. She did not want to know from which of them Red had learned that fact. Okay, but do you notice anything else? Anything helpful?
Count the shadows, he said.
She squinted. She didn’t see what he was—oh. A girl, off to the left. She cast no shadow. It had looked like a trick of the light. Of course, there were lots of possible reasons a girl without a shadow would attend a discussion group for seekers.
Charlie remembered the chat that had been scrolling by when she’d been about to order pizza, the one that mentioned a Cabal speaker. And that one of the members had been a gloamist. Could that have been the girl, before she lost her shadow?
Red’s voice sounded as though he was speaking softly into her ear. It’s strange they didn’t all run for the door.
That was strange. Charlie sent the pictures to herself, so she could study them further. Then, after hesitating for a moment, she closed the laptop. She didn’t like the idea of Posey having anything to do with this, no matter how distant the connection, nor of looking through Posey’s private messages without permission.
Charlie went back to the photographs, now on her phone. It was easier to enlarge the images there anyway. The shadowless girl was still shadowless. But looking closer, she saw that one of the bodies had something that appeared like a shallow bite taken out of its calf.
The more carefully she studied the picture, the more it seemed that it had been made with blunt, human teeth.

Charlie showed up for that night’s shift at Rapture more distracted than ever. The same DJ who’d been playing holiday music for the car dealers was back, setting up a karaoke machine near the stage. A projector was on and aimed at the wall. Currently an FKA Twigs video was playing silently. The dancers all seemed to have snakes for shadows.
Don was at the chalkboard, writing out a menu with a lot of drinks with names involving the words “hair” and “scissors,” leading Charlie to believe that she should be expecting another holiday party, this time for a salon.
It also led her to believe that Don wanted to have his menu up before Charlie got there.
“You’re a real overachiever,” she told him as she tucked her jacket and purse in the nook behind the bar and grabbed her apron.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.
“Nothing,” she said, glancing over his menu. It was heavy on the vodka, and lemon-forward, but there was nothing wrong with that. “Looks good.”
That seemed to mellow him. Or maybe he was thinking about how the last guy who hassled her got choked out. “How’s your eye?”
She touched it gingerly. The swelling had gone down a lot, though the bruising was dark enough that her concealer was struggling to mask it. She was looking forward to her day off, tomorrow. “Okay, I guess. Hopefully this party will go better. Is Odette around?”
“She’s in the back with some poor old gentleman who tried to sneak in earlier,” Don said, and raised his eyebrows.
“I hope that ‘poor old gent’ is paying handsomely for the privilege,” Charlie said and went to check the garnishes.
As she sliced limes, she thought about the bodies in the basement of the Hatfield church. Thought about the bite on the body in the photo, echoing the scratches on her own back. She didn’t think it could have been the same Blight—surely, she wasn’t that lucky—but it did make her believe it was one.
Which would make this her job, even if Mr. Punch hadn’t drafted her into it.
When she got to the maraschino cherries, she plunked two into a lowball glass and made a godmother with vodka and amaretto. Then she carried it past the velvet curtain and to the stairs of Balthazar’s shadow parlor.
The top step had onyx in it, so as she hit it, Red was forced to manifest. She heard his heavy step behind her as they went the rest of the way down.
At the bottom, when she turned, though, he wasn’t there.
Charlie sucked in her breath and looked around. The shadow parlor was low-ceilinged, with the same black walls as Rapture and lots of cocktail tables, over which gloamists and clients met to work out the details of their arrangements.
A Black boy in a parka had his hand touching the wrist of a middle-aged white man whose eyes were rolling back. Rolling bliss, probably, although alterationists could also cut out parts of you that you didn’t like—addictions, uncontrollable rage, jealousy. But that was less common, since whatever a person lost was gone. Cut away too much and the person wound up effectively lobotomized. More or less what Mr. Punch had threatened to do to Charlie.
Another girl with dyed black hair was crying quietly to two friends. “He stole it,” she was saying as Charlie passed. “He told me he loved me and then he stole my shadow.”
Joey Aspirins stood near the second curtain, this one demarcating Balthazar’s office. Aspirins had a fresh tattoo of a lobster shining with Aquaphor on his lower arm. He looked as sunken-cheeked and unwell as ever.
“He in?” she asked.
Aspirins nodded once, folding his arms over his chest. “For you.”
Charlie took that as a compliment. She parted the curtain. Balthazar Blades sat in one of the leather club chairs. Tall and skinny, Balthazar had dark eyes and messy dark waves, and wore a wrinkled burgundy velvet suit. The top three buttons of the white and equally wrinkled shirt underneath were undone.
“Trouble is here, I see,” he said. “And she brought me a drink! What exactly are you trying to bribe me into doing this time?”
“I need your help,” she told him.
Balthazar looked as pleased as a shark scenting blood in the water. “Go on,” he practically purred.
Charlie took a deep breath. Although Posey wasn’t there, somewhere her ears must be ringing. “I need to know some things about how to be a gloamist.”
“And there’s no better teacher than Balthazar.”
“Despite the fact that he talks about himself in the third person.”
He grinned, undaunted. “Of course, there’s a price.”
“Let’s hear it,” she said.
“Get me one of those Blights you’re supposed to kill. A good one, not some little thing that Raven would use for stitching.”
“They don’t send the Hierophant after those,” she reminded him.
“I want a real shadow again,” he said, gesturing toward the floor. “Not this dormant nothing.”
Just what she needed. Another person who wanted her to catch a Blight.
“Done and done,” she said, swallowing her frustration. “But I expect an advance on my services. You start teaching, I start hunting on your behalf.”
“After so many years of acquaintance, I think we can trust one another to honor a bargain,” he said with a grin.
Charlie put her hand on her hips. “When you say it that way, you know it sounds like just the opposite, right?”
“Don’t worry,” Balthazar said, taking an envelope out of his desk. “I’ve got something else to bargain with. I got what you were looking for.”
Charlie ripped the corner of the flap so eagerly that the paper tore across. Inside was a handwritten description and map, crudely made but workable, of an underground area, beneath the mask stronghold, full of treasures. “How—”
She met Balthazar’s gaze. “I told you I’d get it,” he said, looking impossibly smug. “Somebody always needs something. Apparently, rumor has it they hired a company to excavate a new space and then stole the workers’ memories.”
“Did you ask—” she began.
“Yes, the part of Red they took is there, in an onyx vial. It’s marked with numbers: 335.”
She folded the pages and slid them into her apron. “I’ll get you that shadow,” she vowed.
“See that you do.” Balthazar smiled and took a sip of his drink. “And I suppose I can throw in a little training. Show you a few tricks. Come to my place. Afternoons are best. Or late nights, after Rapture shuts down. Though I may not be entirely sober.”

By the time Charlie got back upstairs, the hairstylists had arrived. It was obviously a small salon and even with their significant others, the lounge seemed empty. Don was on his phone, distracted, texting someone.
Up on the stage, the karaoke had gotten started and a stylist with a glitter beard and cat ears belted their way through “Animal In Me.”
Charlie poured chardonnay for a man wearing perfectly applied black lipstick, none of which came off on the glass when he took a sip. She poured a whole line of tequila shots for three young women in wolf cuts with nose rings. An older lady with an enormous white-and-yellow snake around her shoulders settled at one end of the bar. The woman’s shadow had horns.
“May I have an espresso martini?” she asked. “Black.”
“Considering the size of your snake, you can have whatever you want,” Charlie told her.
“Flatterer,” said the woman.
Charlie poured more drinks, her fingers sliding into her apron from time to time, checking that the pages were there. Her distraction was the only possible reason why she didn’t notice the man until he was standing right against the bar. Beanie pulled low on his head, he was skinnier than she remembered. Hollow-cheeked.
Still handsome in that skinny, dark-haired, sad-boy way that all her boyfriends before Vince had been. Mark, who had nearly been the death of her. Mark, who was supposed to be in prison.
For a moment, Charlie just stared at him. Her mind stuttered. She felt as if she blinked, he might turn out to be some trick of the light. Surely, if he was free, someone should have told her. Someone should have warned her.
“You,” she said, the small of her back hitting the counter the only thing that made her realize she’d moved. “You cannot be here.”
Mark’s nails were dirty. He looked hungry. “I came to apologize.”
Who is that? Red’s voice was in her head.
She’d done such a good job of not thinking about Mark since the bandages from the bullet wounds came off. Not letting her fingers rub over the scars in the shower, not looking at them when she was staring at herself in a mirror.
And when she’d met Vince, a good guy, he was supposed to be the proof that Charlie Hall could make good decisions. He was supposed to blot out her past with his unwillingness to talk about his own. None of it had worked.
My ex, she told Red.
I’ll kill him. After a pause, he amended his words. If you want.
She tried to ignore that incredibly tempting offer. “What, did someone bake you a cake with a file in it?” she asked Mark instead. “How did you break out of prison?”
“I didn’t,” he answered. He really did look pathetic. Still, she couldn’t help thinking of the hole in the glass of her window, the confusion before she realized what had happened. The blood.
I’ve met him before, Red said.
She really couldn’t deal with that right then. He was a thief. Like me. Salt might have used him.
“How are you here?” Charlie demanded, hand on her hip. A few of the stylists glanced over. Maybe that had come out a little loud.
“My conviction got overturned,” he said, a grin slowly moving over his face. “My brother submitted an affidavit that I didn’t know he was going to shoot you. He even took a lie detector test. It’s the truth. I hated you, but I didn’t want you to get hurt.”
That was not even a little bit true. “What about the guy he murdered?” Charlie asked.
Mark blinked, as though he’d forgotten that his brother had also shot the person sitting in her passenger seat. A hookup, not someone Charlie had known well. A man who had made her laugh at a bar, and died for it. “I thought there were blanks in the gun.”
“Bullshit.” Charlie met his gaze, determined to show him that she didn’t care. “Get out of here. This is a private party.”
“Does that mean the booze is free?” he asked, his grin turning into the same smile that had persuaded a lot of people to make a lot of mistakes.
“Get out,” Charlie repeated. “Before I call the cops and tell them you’re harassing me.”
“You’re not going to do that,” he said, smirking. “I know you’ve got some game going. You always do.”
“I’m retired,” she told him.
“Sure you are.” He smiled, looking more certain with every minute. “Look, I’ll see you around, okay? We can talk more.”
Charlie put her hands on the bar top and lowered her voice. “If I see you again, I am going to bury you.”
His smile flagged. He’d never been the tough guy; that had been his brother. Mark was just a grifter. She hoped he was canny enough to disappear into the world like a drop of water into the ocean.
But Charlie’s hands were still shaking as she poured a line of shots.
An elderly, white-haired man in a gray pin-striped suit walked out of Odette’s office, looking deeply uncomfortable. He was almost certainly the gentleman Don had told her about, the one her boss had been entertaining in the back. She hoped the stylists wouldn’t mind yet another stranger crashing their party.
For her part, Charlie was glad for the distraction. She glanced toward Don, who was shaking up a martini. On the shelf next to him, his phone buzzed over and over.
When she walked past, she saw the name “Erin” light up the screen. Don’s girlfriend. The last time Charlie had seen them together was at Barb and Aimee’s place. She’d been there for a late-night hang-out and stumbled into an intense argument that they were having in the kitchen about which of them had been mean to the other first. Don had been crying and trying to hide it. Charlie had sympathized. She’d cried at parties plenty of times herself.
But she was still reeling from Mark’s visit, and the buzzing phone felt like an alarm.
The elderly man in the pin-striped suit stood expectantly at the bar. She knew him, she realized. It wasn’t his face she recognized. It was his watch—the Vacheron Constantin that Vince had spotted on his wrist back when the man had scuttled into the bar the month before, trying to avoid being spotted by parking in the back.
He was one of Odette’s longtime clients, one of the reasons she was only a semi-retired dominatrix.
“What do you have back there that’s expensive?” he asked.
Charlie raised her eyebrows. They had nice liquor, but given he was wearing an accessory that cost as much as a new car, she wasn’t sure what would impress him.
“We have a twenty-five-year Macallan for two hundred dollars a pour.” They had a few scotches and bourbons that were about fifty or sixty dollars per, but nothing close to the Macallan.
“I’ll have a double,” the man said, peeling off four hundred-dollar bills and two twenties. “She told me to tell you that it should be straight up, in the dish, please.”
Charlie hadn’t been asked for that in a while. Reaching under the cabinet, she brought out a stainless steel dog bowl. The woman with the snake looked intrigued.
Charlie poured two generous shots of scotch directly into the dog bowl and swished them around before placing the whole thing on the floor just outside the bar.
A few of the stylists noticed something interesting going on and crowded around.
The man slowly went down on his hands and knees and began lapping up the scotch. Charlie could see spots of color bloom on his cheeks. He must be humiliated, given how uncomfortable he’d been already. Truly, Odette was evil.
Most of the onlookers appeared amused, a few seemed horrified, and at least one was definitely intrigued. Charlie caught a few eyes, shrugged, and took some drink orders.
“Can I have my beer like that?” one of the women with a wolf cut asked.
“Costs extra,” Charlie told her.
“Is he going to bark like a dog next?” a guy with bleached hair asked, nudging his friend.
“If she tells him to,” Charlie answered, nodding to Odette, who’d come out of the back and was heading to the bar in a neoprene black dress and red boots that laced to her knees.
“Damn,” the guy said.
“Damn,” the woman with the snake agreed.
Charlie poured more drinks. When the bleached-hair guy was done, he and his friend left her a generous tip, as though they were hoping to ward off the evil eye.
“So, how are we doing, Marni?” Odette asked the woman with the snake. She—Marni—must have been the salon owner.
“It’s a good party,” Marni said, with a nod toward the man on the floor. “But not as good as the one you were having.”
After finishing the scotch, the elderly man in the suit got slowly to his feet, brushed his jacket off with dignity, and, with a bow of his head to Odette, walked toward the door.
“Good puppy,” she called after him.
“Can I get you an aviation?” Charlie asked her boss, already reaching for the gin.
Odette smiled at her. “Perfect, darling.”
On the stage, the stylist with the black lipstick was singing along to “Anti-Hero,” impressively off-key. Charlie placed the pale purple drink in front of Odette, the coupe glass frosted with cold.
“You’ve got everybody well trained around here,” Marni said. “Well, except for him.”
Charlie and Odette followed her gaze to Don, who’d given up texting and was now huddling in a corner of the bar, yell-whispering into the phone.
“Oh?” Odette swirled a finger in her drink.
“It’s his girlfriend,” Charlie said. “I think they’re fighting.”
Odette sighed. “Well, so long as they like it.”
“He doesn’t seem the type, does he?” Charlie would have expected Don to just break things off when they were hard, given how little patience he seemed to have in general.
“Oh, I don’t know. He argues with you plenty. Maybe he likes to fight,” Odette said. “Hopefully, she likes it too. True love can be ugly.”
“You’re a cynic,” Marni said, gesturing toward the door the elderly man had recently gone through. “Maybe you only see the ugly side.”
“No,” Odette told her. “Love should be ugly.”
Charlie frowned in confusion. She couldn’t help thinking of Mark and the scarred knot of skin where the bullet had struck her.
Odette finished off her drink, then pointed the empty glass at Charlie. “You’re young. You probably still think relationships are all about being careful not to bruise one another.” Then she turned the glass to Marni. “You have no excuse.”
“Aren’t they?” Charlie asked. Perhaps, as a dominatrix, this was an area where metaphors about bruising got a little complicated. “Or at least, shouldn’t they be?”
The laugh Odette gave was harsh. “And what happens when you can’t live up to that?”
Charlie’s thoughts shifted to Vince and how careful she’d been around him, how much she tried to hide herself. How thoroughly he’d hidden himself from her. How they might have loved one another, but never actually knew one another. Then she thought of Red, and felt out of her depth. “I honestly don’t know.”
Odette sighed. “You imagine yourself like actors, Vaseline on the lens, hiding your flaws. But you should want someone to kiss your scars. Someone who’ll catch your vomit in their hands. Who’ll love you just as much if you get so drunk you piss the bed—or if you need a fucking catheter and a piss bag. True love has to take stink along with sweetness.”
Charlie’s heart sped with nameless panic. “People aren’t like that.”
Odette gave her a puzzled look. Marni was watching them, not weighing in.
“Everything costs something,” Charlie clarified, searching for solid ground. She felt unreasonably panicked by Odette’s words.
Odette shrugged as though that were obvious, but not particularly meaningful. “You give and get.”
No, Charlie wanted to insist. People only love you if you make it worth their while. No one loves you once they see your weaknesses. No one loves your flaws. No one loves your ugly, broken parts. No one loves you and expects nothing more than your love in return. Instead she blurted, “Who goes first?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she wondered if they made sense. Especially since they’d started this conversation talking about Don and Erin.
Odette didn’t look confused, though. “Ah,” she said. “Now that is the tricky part.”
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Rose
Once her shift was over, Charlie crossed the parking lot of Rapture. Her hand was in her pocket, touching the papers that Balthazar had given her. A map to the missing piece of Red, the part that might restore his memories and bring him back to her.
Vincent. Bring Vince back to her. That’s what she meant.
She made a sharp noise of surprise as she realized Red was walking beside her, matching his stride to hers. Her hand flew to her chest. There had been too many surprises recently. Her nerves were shot.
“You told me that I didn’t need to disappear all the time,” he accused. Tension hunched his shoulders.
“Right,” she said. “Good.”
He nodded once and seemed to relax a little.
The van’s engine wheezed when she turned it on. Her own car had stalled out completely months before—and the cost to fix it had been more than the car was worth. That left her with Vince’s van—a vehicle he owned but had never registered or insured, considering he wasn’t a person with a Social Security number, or even a license. If the van broke down too, she wasn’t sure what she would do next.
“Tell me about Mark,” he prompted.
She shook her head, not ready for that conversation. “Let’s talk about the guy who drank out of the dog dish.”
He gave a small shrug. “Quincy Crowninshield.”
“Wait. You know him?” She was pissed. Vince hadn’t told her that. He’d just told her about the watch.
“Crowninshield Construction owns half of Western Massachusetts,” Red said, oblivious to the deceptions of his past self. “One of Salt’s cronies—not someone who knew him well, but someone he spent time with at the local country club.”
“Gross,” she said.
He met her gaze. “Make serving him scotch out of a dog bowl more gratifying?”
She smiled. “Yeah, maybe.”
“Did you know Don fights with his girlfriend in the parking lot sometimes?”
Charlie blinked in surprise. “Whaaaaaat?”
Red gave her his familiar half-smile, reminding her of how much he’d always loved gossip. “And Balthazar meets Bellamy behind Rapture occasionally. It doesn’t seem entirely professional.”
She laughed as she pulled onto the highway, realizing how well he’d distracted her from Mark. It was a kind thing to do.
“I’m going to drive by the church,” she told him.
“You think there’s anything to see?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Probably not.” Charlie was operating on instinct. She would have cased the place if she was going to steal from it, so she figured it would be a familiar way to start an investigation.
The Grace Covenant Church sat in a sleepy corner of a main road in Hatfield, Massachusetts, a town that looked straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting. Graceful old houses with red bows and tasteful wreaths on their doors sat beneath canopies of trees.
Charlie parked across the street from the church. At that time of night, no other car was on the road. Most of the lights inside the houses were already out. A few fake candles winked in windows and holiday lights twinkled from bushes.
Behind the church, an old graveyard stretched toward some woods. That would be the path she’d take out of there if she were the killer, even if she were a Blight.
A police car cruised down the street, slowing as it passed the van. When it didn’t stop, Charlie let out her breath. But two blocks away, it started to turn around.
“Time to go,” Charlie said, hoping the cop wasn’t running her plate. She pulled the van onto the road, heading out of town. The police car didn’t follow.
Her phone rang and she jumped, jerking the wheel so that the van swerved in the road.
She didn’t feel any better when she realized who was calling.
Vicereine. Oh right, because the head of the alterationists had wanted to talk to Charlie. And since it had turned out she wasn’t the one who dragged Charlie out of her house, Charlie had left her hanging.
Charlie positioned the phone against her shoulder, so that it would sit there while she drove. “Sorry, my phone was busted and—”
“A lawyer contacted me,” Vicereine said. “He wanted to make me aware that Remy Carver is about to become very wealthy and that I would be doing myself a favor to get out of his way. I informed that person that they must be mistaken, as Vincent is no more Remy Carver than Adeline Salt is her own reflection in the mirror.”
Red stiffened in the passenger seat. His eyes darkened, as though they were about to burn. Reaching over, he took the phone and hit the speaker button. “What else did the lawyer say?”
“He wanted to know if I was going to tell anyone else what I’d just told him.” Vicereine sounded surprised to hear Red’s voice.
“And are you?” Charlie asked, thinking of the journalist who’d called her.
“Not unless there’s a reason I should,” Vicereine said, annoyance in her voice. “But if I’m asked, you can hardly expect me to lie.”
Which was a warning, but also a reason to be grateful. Charlie hated being grateful.
“Aren’t you glad you didn’t make Adeline the Hierophant?” she asked. “Just imagine how many times her lawyer would have called you then.”
“If she thinks she can buy the Cabals,” Vicereine said, “we’ll bury her. You should let her know that. Remind her to whom you’re beholden.”
“She wants Vince,” Charlie corrected. “Not me.”
Vicereine snorted. “Him, she believes she already owns.”
“And you don’t?” Charlie asked.
Vicereine made an impatient sound. “If you didn’t want it to be this way, you shouldn’t have put a collar around your own neck and handed us the leash, Charlie Hall.”
Then she hung up.
“That could have gone worse,” Charlie said, but Red was looking out the window, lost in thought.
When they got back to the house, Charlie turned to him.
“You can sleep in the bed with me if you want,” she said, courting humiliation and determined to see it through. “I promise I won’t hit on you or anything like that.”
He studied her, his expression unreadable. “You’re very beautiful.”
She kept her face carefully neutral. “Maybe you don’t like beautiful. Everyone has a type.” Charlie flopped down on the bed and tried to kick off her boots. They were laced up, but not so tightly that she didn’t think it might eventually work.
Red caught her calf. Going down to one knee in front of Charlie, he undid her laces as though she were a child, then pulled off her boots, one and then the other. When he was done, she slid her feet away from him and under the covers, pretending not to still feel the warmth of his hands on her skin. Pretending not to be in any way affected.
Red lay down at the very edge of the mattress.
Still mostly dressed, Charlie closed her eyes and tried to ignore the nearness of his body, the softness of his mouth, and the hardness of his jaw. His lashes, bright as gold when the moonlight caught them.
Her bra was still on. Her onyx necklace dug into her chest. She was never going to be able to sleep like this.
Her thoughts circled between her memory of Mark, standing in Rapture with that familiar false smile. The bullet hitting her windshield. Red speaking in her head: I’ll kill him. If you want. Around, again and again.
Then, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a shadow near the window move. It slid across the floor in the way no shadow should.
Charlie shut her eyes automatically, playing possum. Stupid, but she’d done it, so she might as well take a moment to think. The weapon that had been most consistently successful against Blights was fire and her lighter was in her purse. If she moved fast, she might be able to get to it, but that was a very small flame.
“Red.” A strange, scraping voice came from the shadow—a woman’s voice, sounding like metal against metal. Charlie’s breath caught. A Blight that could reason, that could talk, was very, very dangerous.
Maybe even as dangerous as him.
“You.” Red’s voice was low. Charlie felt the mattress move as he rose.
Red knew this thing? Fuckityfuckingfuck.
“Come with me,” the shadow rasped.
There was a long silence. Charlie opened her eyes just in time to see both shadows going out through the window. A moment later, she sat up, her hand pressing over her speeding heart as though she could slow it with pressure. At least Posey wasn’t home. Her sister had been spending more and more nights out, creeping home near dawn. Though it had worried Charlie that there were secrets between them, now she was grateful.
Sliding out of bed, she shoved her feet back into her boots. She had to know what was happening. Throwing on her clawed-up coat, she went out the front door as quietly as she could and into the night. If she concentrated, she was able to follow a pulling sensation from somewhere in the center of her body, drawing her toward him. She could feel the distance, and if she looked down, in the moonlight, she could just make out the skein of shadow that bound them, thin as a cobweb.
Cold air bit her cheeks and gusts blew her hair around her face, but she could hear voices, not far from where she stood. She moved closer, crouching beneath a low bush to remain hidden. Her legs were already starting to feel numb with cold.
“Thought I died?” the shadow woman asked. “Or tried never to think about me at all? Blot out the old days?”
“What do you want?” His tone was as blunt as his words.
“I don’t have much time,” she said in that strange voice. “Just listen.”
“I suppose I owe you that, at least,” he said.
“You owe me more,” said the shadow woman. “Much more.”
“Now you’re the one wasting time,” he reminded her.
“There is a man I need you to kill.” Her voice combined eerily with the sound of the wind.
“I have a keeper,” Red said.
“Did they give you to her the way they gave me to him?” the voice asked. “Did you think that being their loyal monster meant they would spare you?”
“Be careful,” Red said. “You came to me, Rose.”
“You didn’t save me before. Save me now. Like you said, you owe me.”
Rose. There was only one person Charlie had ever heard of by that name, Rose Allaband. The woman Remy had been accused of killing. The one whose body had been found in the burnt-out husk of a car in Springfield.
No one had ever asked what happened to her shadow.
“I could help you too,” the shadow woman said.
He gave a huff of laughter, but not the kind with amusement in it. “I am beyond helping.”
“I’ll murder her for you if you want,” the shadow said, gesturing toward the house. Charlie. She was talking about murdering Charlie.
“Now?” he asked, as though maybe the offer was a welcome one.
“In payment for you helping me,” she replied.
“What made you come here?” he asked.
“Oh, everyone’s talking about the new Hierophant and her shadow. When they called you Red, I knew.” She was talking fast. “The only reason I was able to get to you tonight is that he’s gone to a bar nearby—meeting with Mr. Punch—but we might not be here for long. We move around a lot.”
Mr. Punch. It figured that everything creepy washed up on his shores. Charlie wondered how long he’d planned to take Malik’s place as the head of the puppeteers.
“If you move around, how am I supposed to find this guy? Unless you want me to go back with you to the bar now? Kill him together.”
“No, there are other gloamists with him. It’s too dangerous,” she said, slight panic in her voice. “I’ll leave word. There’s a convenience store he goes to on the edge of town. They sell the brand of cigarettes he likes. Look in the bathroom for a message on the wall about where and when to attack. Give me two days.”
“I’ll look for it,” Red said.
“Bring her.” Rose gestured to the house. “Charlie. That’s her name, right? We can murder them together and be free.” She looked up at him, hand on his arm, longing in her eyes. In the moonlight, she was translucent, a ghost in love, planning to spend eternity with her betrothed.
Or a ghost planning on dragging her enemy down into death.
Abruptly, Charlie realized she needed to get back inside before Red did. She didn’t wait to hear his answer, but crept toward the door, her hands shaking, her thighs numb and stinging with cold.
And then she saw her pillow. It had been ripped open, the pillowcase slashed into pieces, stuffing spilling out. If Charlie hadn’t followed Red onto the lawn, if she really had been asleep, that could have been her throat. And since Rose was still outside, she had no idea what had come looking for her.
By the time she collapsed on the bed, she was shaking so hard that she didn’t know how to stop. She got herself under control before he returned, but when the mattress dipped beneath his weight, she had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from screaming.
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The Past
Mark had been the worst boyfriend Charlie had ever had.
Perhaps it was no coincidence that her relationship with him was also the only one that had started out honest. He knew exactly what she was—a con artist, just like him—and he told her that he liked her that way. He admired her scams, kissed her pickpocket fingers, and wrapped his lying tongue around her own.
When Rand had first taken Charlie under his wing, he’d described the life of the swindler in glowing terms. Laughing hyenas, prowling the edges of society, looking for the weak and the slow. With Mark, that’s really how it had been.
She’d met him competing for the same score. A gloamist named Edith wanted a book that an antiquarian dealer refused to sell for what Edith believed was a reasonable price. Personally, Charlie thought Edith’s haggling made her a prime suspect, but that wasn’t Charlie’s problem. Her problem was how to get the book.
She set up an appointment with the antiquarian dealer. Then she covered her tattoos, and put on glasses and a black vintage dress. Cosplaying a sexy librarian. If the bookseller remembered Charlie at all, she’d hoped he would remember her outfit more than her face.
When she got to the bookstore, she spotted a thin man in an ill-fitting suit leaving in a rush. And while Charlie leafed through an illustrated collection of Japanese folktales—the volume she’d asked about so that she could check out the shop security—she talked the book dealer into telling her what the guy had been looking at: the book she’d come to steal.
Dread twisted her guts.
Charlie found Mark an hour later, at a bar across the street, nursing a beer. He’d traded in the blazer he’d been wearing for a leather jacket.
“You’re not great at this,” she’d said, sitting down next to him.
His mouth slid into a boyish, mischievous grin. He wasn’t bad-looking.He had the face of someone who could disappear into a crowd, except for the startling sky blue of his eyes. “And who might you be?”
She sat down. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”
He turned to examine her lingeringly, head to toe. He had a pale, slightly bruised under the eyes look she found compelling—as though he was nursing some secret pain. “Can I buy you a drink?”
Why not? Charlie thought. She knew other thieves, but most of them were of a different generation. “Whiskey, please.”
“Rocks?” he asked as he got up.
“A big one if they’ve got it.”
They didn’t, but that was fine. She took a sip. Wild Turkey, she guessed, trying to decide what that choice meant about him. “So,” she said. “You want to make a bet?”
“That you can get it first?” he asked.
She nodded, swirling around the brown liquor in her glass, making the chips of ice melt faster.
He grinned, clearly liking the idea of a contest. “What do I get when I win?”
“What do you want?” Charlie leaned back in her chair. Flirting with him on a job was exhilarating—probably because it was such a terrible idea. All her favorite ideas were bad ones.
“You,” he said, grinning.
She raised an eyebrow. He was certainly bold, and at least a little drunk, but flattering nonetheless. “And if I win?”
He leaned in and whispered against her ear, as though telling her a secret. “You’re not going to.”
She shrugged, keeping a little smile on her face, then whispered back. “What kind of con artist warns their mark?”
“Everyone has always said I was a cocky fucker, but I guess the fun is in the game.” He took another sip of his beer. “What do you want?”
“To know who hired you,” she said, although she had a sneaking suspicion. “And what they offered to pay.”
“Done,” he said, putting out his hand. “Shake on it?”
“Or,” Charlie said, making no move to touch him, “we could do the job together and split the money.”
“Why would I agree to that when—” he began.
“When you already stole the book?” Charlie finished for him.
She had the satisfaction of seeing the shock on his face. And then the scramble for his bag, his horror at finding it empty. “You—” He cut himself off, flashing her a look full of actual malice. “You’ll regret this.”
Charlie saw the red flag, signaling danger, but she liked danger. “Oh, come on,” she said. “Let’s be partners. I bet she was going to pay you more than me.”
“You were working for Edith?” he demanded, his anger finding a new target.
“It looks like we were partners already,” Charlie said. “We just didn’t know it.”
“I’m Mark,” he told her with a sigh. “Let’s work out a deal. I can be a gentleman when I’ve got to be.”
Charlie didn’t hear the warning in that. She’d gotten every bit as cocky as Mark, every bit as sure that she couldn’t lose. She’d been killing it for the last couple of years, socking away cash. And she had a plan. Once she had the money for a down payment, she’d have a house of her own. Then she’d hook up college for her sister. Once they were sorted, she’d invest in a safe with a military-grade door and some real cover-your-ass ID that allowed for traveling to the really tricky jobs overseas. She was the Charlatan after all. She could steal the stars from the fucking sky and leave a forgery so good no one would ever even know they were gone.
Once they’d worked out their deal, she and Mark went to Edith together. Embarrassed at being caught hiring two thieves and expecting them to compete, she paid them both. Charlie and Mark spent some of that money on a hotel room, room service, French fries, and champagne—which they had in bed. When she’d asked him what he planned on doing after that night, he just laughed.
Mark believed you worked when you didn’t have money, then spent until it ran out. Only then did you take another job. Mark had no interest in building a reputation. He had no interest in mundane work that gave you cover. He was a good con artist, but not an ambitious one. And he didn’t believe in long-term plans, full stop.
Also, he was in a band.
“That guy, Rand,” Mark would say, when she talked about some aspect of the business. “He was embarrassed to be a thief so he tried to dress it up, make it nice. You’re the same way. What’s the point of being a criminal if you have to live like the suckers?”
For a while, despite their differences, things went great. Charlie got part-time work at Top Hat and plenty of under-the-table jobs through Balthazar and a few other contacts. Even though Mark occasionally gave her a hard time, he appreciated that she did the legwork on jobs and he liked the money they made.
He reserved the weekends for playing music. His band was forever reforming itself with new members and a new name. Sometimes, there was an overlap with people Charlie knew from bartending or through friends who worked in kitchens. She watched him onstage, his face shining with joy, and loved him so much that it hurt.
Not everything was great, though. He’d disappear from time to time and be unwilling to tell her where he went. A bender? A job he didn’t want her on? Visiting a lover? He’d get mad when she pressed, accusing her of not trusting him.
And she, thinking of her mother digging through boyfriends’ trash, driving past places they said they would be to see if their car was there, relented and stopped asking. There were good times, times when they would lie in bed together and he would whisper in her ear: I love you to the moon and back. She tried to focus on the good times.
In the end, though, none of it mattered.
“Hey, come in here,” Mark called to her one afternoon when they were at his brother Brian’s place. Brian was ex-military and had been talking about becoming a cop. Mark thought this was a great idea. Charlie wasn’t so sure.
When she came in, she found them watching a video of a gloamist with shadow wings, explaining how a shadow quickened after a bar fight.
“What do you think?” Mark asked.
“I like the wings,” she said. It still seemed incredible to her that magic had turned out to be real.
“If we were gloamists, we could steal books for ourselves.” Mark said it as though Charlie had never thought of that before.
She remembered the games of pretend she’d played growing up, and where that had gotten her. Thought about Posey and her obsession with all of the different ways people became gloamists—asphyxiation, hypothermia, extreme pain. Nothing guaranteed to work and everything incredibly dangerous. Charlie was forever afraid for her. “We’re not gloamists, though,” she said. “People like us don’t get magic.”
It wasn’t long afterward that the Artists—a gang of alterationists run by Vicereine, before she went respectable—wanted a memoir that had been lifted off a guy in Atlanta by a puppeteer who was supposed to be living in Albany, New York. Charlie and Mark were tasked to steal from another thief.
“No problem,” Charlie told her and went home to scheme.
But as she made and remade her plan, Mark kept talking about how it wasn’t fair that the gloamists were always going to be the ones in charge. He didn’t want to do the job. He wanted to focus on quickening his shadow.
“That’s fine,” she told him. “I’ll do this one alone.”
He was lying on the bed in their apartment, playing a video game on his Switch. “They don’t respect you, you know.”
She put her head on his shoulder. “I thought we weren’t supposed to give a shit about anyone’s opinion, as long as we got our money.”
He made an unhappy grunt.
“I put down a deposit on a house,” Charlie said. If she’d been a different person, she would’ve been trying to avoid the fight that was coming. But being Charlie, she wanted to hasten it along.
“That’s stupid,” he said, putting down his game and looking at her. “You’re a thief. The taxman is going to catch you, if someone you’ve fucked over doesn’t first.”
“No one is going to catch me.” They could both be equally unreasonable.
Mark laughed. “You want to be a faaaancy lady. Your sister’s going to go to college and you’re going to get yourself a picket fence.”
“And you want to lie in bed and cry about how your shadow is as lazy as you are.” Any mention of Charlie’s sister got under her skin.
While Charlie packed up, Mark stomped around, obviously pissed off. But before she left, he apologized.
“Look, I’m sorry. I don’t know what it is with me lately,” he told her, reaching to give her a hug. He kissed the top of her head. “I’m going to miss you.”
And Charlie, afflicted by the family curse, a sucker for love, had believed every word.
As soon as she got back, he’d stolen the book from right under her nose.
Mark had gotten the idea that he could trade it for a quickened shadow. Charlie didn’t know his plan, but she wasn’t going to let him play the same trick she’d played on him the day they met. She switched the book back, acting all unknowing.
Bad enough that Mark had demanded a payment that was taboo in gloamist circles. A quickened shadow could only be cut from another gloamist; asking for one was asking them to betray one of their own.
That was probably why, when Vicereine discovered he didn’t have the book, she cut off each of the fingers of his right hand. She told him that he was lucky she hadn’t taken the whole hand, right to the wrist. That was, after all, the traditional punishment for thieves.
No more making music for Mark. Just like that, he lost the one thing he really loved.
Charlie hadn’t known Vicereine would do that. That’s not what she’d meant to happen. But it didn’t matter. He didn’t care. He hated her. He hated her so much that he and Brian shot up her car, putting two bullets in her and killing the guy in the passenger seat. Josh Ford, whose last name Charlie hadn’t even known when he died.
Mark was the worst boyfriend. The worst of the worst.
But as far as she knew, the only person Mark had ever killed was by accident. And the only person he’d ever tried to kill was still alive.
And he wasn’t a monster.
If she’d ignored red flags with Mark, now she was a bull running straight for them.
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Carrot and Stick
As Charlie poured water into the coffeepot, she waited for Red to tell her about Rose’s visit. She waited through cooking eggs, through getting dressed and then imagining Adeline judging her clothes, then changing into ripped jeans and a t-shirt with the words GIVE ME COFFEE OR GIVE ME DEATH across her chest so that she could be sure Adeline hated it.
Everything would be fine if Red just gave his version of what happened the night before. If he admitted a shadow had come looking for him and offered to kill Charlie. If he told her something about Rose.
But he said nothing, looking out the window at the frozen lawn. The sunlight filtering through the curtains turned his hair to dark gold, limning his profile and filtering only slightly through his skin.
Perhaps it was impossible for him not to hate her, tethered together as they were. Perhaps, given his past experiences, it was impossible not to want her dead.
Tell me, she thought, before we have to go see Adeline.
As if equally miserable, the coffeepot made a rattling sound, then stopped working.
“Oh no,” said Posey, gazing at it despairingly. She was in a zipped-up plush pajama lounger with feet. “I needed that coffee.”
Charlie took out a saucepan from beneath the counter. “I think I can make some, cowboy style.”
Posey looked on with great skepticism. “I’d prefer barista style.”
“And yet, here we are.” Charlie poured the grounds into the saucepan, then filled it with water and gave the mixture a stir. “I need to ask you something. You know people in the local seeker community. Did you hear anything about those Grace Covenant murders?”
“The cult thing?” Posey sat down on a kitchen chair and looked around the room. “You ready to move next week? Everything’s done.”
Charlie was so unused to things working out—and especially unused to not being the one to make them work out—that for a moment, she didn’t quite understand what her sister was saying. “We can be in the new place before Christmas? We don’t have to spend the holidays in Mom’s hotel room, cuddled up against stacks of Bob’s Magic cards?”
Posey grinned. “That’s what I’m saying. Now, who’s your favorite sister?”
“You! You!” Charlie walked over and hugged her hard. “That’s fucking fantastic!”
Red turned away from the window, probably because they were very loud. After a moment, he gave her and Posey a slanted smile. “I can help,” he said, voice soft, as though not sure his entering the conversation would be welcome. “With moving boxes.”
Sometimes, it was so easy to see that he and Vince were the same person.
“And the heavy furniture,” Posey told him. “Especially the heavy furniture. Good thing we have that van.”
“I hate to ask,” Charlie said, drawing away her sister’s attention. “But does your changing the subject mean you haven’t heard any rumors about the cult murders?”
“Actually, I did hear something,” Posey said. “Rooster Argent was supposed to be speaking.”
“You knew that?” Charlie asked, worried. The more people who knew, the faster that rumor would reach the authorities.
“He’s a big deal.” Posey rolled her eyes. “He makes TikToks about being an alterationist. Gives people tips on waking their shadows.”
“So he’s a scammer?” Claiming you could quicken shadows was the snake oil of the moment—preying on hopeful, desperate people the same way Rand had when he offered to contact their dearly departed.
“Stop being such a cynic,” Posey said, sticking her tongue out at Charlie. “You know you’re just trying to hide your gooey center.”
“Okay, then I’m surprised that the Cabals let this Rooster guy put their secrets out there on social media.” On the stove, the coffee came to a boil. She turned it off; she’d let it get too hot.
“He’s a good recruitment tool,” Posey said.
“Who’s the cynic now?” Charlie asked.
“The important thing is that I got us an apartment,” Posey said, preening.
“You got us an apartment!” Charlie cheered as she finished making the cowboy coffee, straining it through a paper towel. It came out as dark as her hair and only slightly flecked with grounds.
She poured three cups. Took a sip.
It tasted like ass.
Red drank some without seeming to note how terrible it was. He did, however, add a lot of cream.
Posey made a face. “Intense. Bitter.”
“Just like Charlie,” Red said, smiling wryly.
“Did you make a joke?” Posey asked, feigning astonishment.
Ha, ha, a funny guy with a plan to kill me, Charlie thought, feeling very bitter indeed. He’d said he didn’t want her dead, he’d laughed at her jokes, he’d seemed to like her—but every minute that he didn’t take her aside and explain what had happened the night before made it harder to believe he didn’t intend her harm.
With a half-smile at Posey, Red set down his empty cup in the sink and headed for the door. Charlie grabbed her coat, then went back for her bag. She was scatterbrained with a combination of dread and lack of sleep.
By the time she got outside, Red had the hood of the van lifted and was poking at its innards.
Oh, that just figured.
“Battery’s dead,” Red said, wiping off his hands on a towel. “And that battery thing in the back with the jumper cables is dead too.”
Right, the battery thing in the back. The one that Vince used to plug in regularly and she’d totally forgotten. Truly, Charlie was god-tier when it came to fucking things up. The only thing she was better at was sulking about it.
“If you call Adeline, she’ll send someone to get us. Or we could skip the thing entirely.”
“You call her,” Charlie snapped, shoving her phone at him.
He pressed his finger against the screen of her phone, but it no more registered his contact than the brush of an object. Then he seemed to shift somehow, concentrating on his hand, and it worked.
It rang, loud in the cold air. He’d put it on speakerphone. Adeline answered on the second ring.
“Charlie Hall,” she said. “No excuses. I expect you here within the hour.”
“This isn’t Charlie,” Red told her.
For a long moment, there was only silence. Then, in a much softer voice, Adeline said, “I didn’t expect you to call.”
“I imagine not.” Then, after a pause. “Send a car for us, won’t you, Addy?”
“Y-yes.” She sounded off-balance. Vulnerable.
He disconnected the call without explaining why he needed the car, or even where to send it.
Nonetheless, twenty minutes later, a sleek black town car appeared outside the door. Twenty minutes in which Red had, once again, told her absolutely nothing about Rose.
She had to admit to herself that she’d wanted him to react. Her bad mood had, at least subconsciously, been in the hope he’d give her some kind of reassurance. But that was foolish. He wasn’t going to tell her about the shadow girl and her offer. He wasn’t going to tell Charlie he’d agreed to murder a gloamist.
Your ex-boyfriend is planning your murder with an accomplice, she admitted to herself. Really, you’re the only person this could happen to twice.
She had to keep her feelings to herself. Her anger wasn’t for display; this was the rage you ate and savored the flavor. This was fury you stoked to greater heights so that you could use it as fuel to do whatever would be necessary.
Charlie went out, and got into the vehicle. Red sat beside her in the back, looking thoughtful, as though he was working through a problem in his mind.
She smiled at him, playing along. She’d act the fool and let him steer her toward this assassination. Mark had caught her by surprise; she wouldn’t let Red do the same.
And so instead of sitting in hurt silence or digging her fingernails into the skin of her palm the whole ride to Salt’s estate, the way she wanted to, she opened up TikTok on her phone and searched for Rooster Argent.
His early videos were short, mostly pranking people by making his shadow misbehave in public or jump scare them. Grocery stores were a favorite venue. He often had a friend named Archie with him, who mostly seemed to handle the filming, but who sometimes got involved in the pranks. Then Archie was replaced by a girl who called herself Razor. The pranks got meaner. Then Razor was gone and Rooster started making more “explaining what it’s like to be a gloamist” videos, including instruction in stuff like “how to feed your shadow without getting an infection” and “is it fun to have a shadow you can talk to or creepy to never be alone in your head,” a question that Charlie had a ready answer for in that moment.
Once the car passed through the open iron gates of Salt’s estate, she couldn’t help glancing up, her eyes searching for the roofline of the mansion through the trees. Her heart hammered. As they wended their way up the drive, she began to feel ill with fear. Memories of her childhood visit loomed, punctuated by all the death and horror of the last time she’d been on the grounds. By the point Salt’s mansion came into view, it seemed as though her skin was too tight and she might have to claw her way free of it.
It was the same fairy-tale castle that had haunted her childhood. Gray stone, covered in withered vines of Boston ivy. Bronze gargoyles, their bodies green with verdigris, leered down from the roof. Everything about the place felt wrong.
When she and Rand had come here that terrible night, it had been with the plan of convincing Salt they were occultists. They thought they could get him and his friends to pay for access to the “beyond.” Rand, with his stupid waxed moustache and tweed jackets and swindler’s overconfidence. She recalled Rand in her dream, with the burning cigar poised over his hand.
The car stopped and the driver turned around in the seat.
“She’s waiting for you inside, Mr. Carver,” he said, gaze going to Charlie as though bringing her along had to be a mistake. People who looked like Charlie—rumpled, bruised, in boots that smelled vaguely of booze—only came to places like this to rob them, and they didn’t usually do that in broad daylight.
Although, to be fair, Charlie knew a couple of burglars who swore daylight was the best time for larceny.
“Thanks for the ride,” she said, sliding out.
Red walked up the steps fast, the way anyone might in a familiar place. Charlie would have knocked when she came to the massive double doors, but he didn’t, of course. He just walked inside.
Because this was his home.
A shudder went through her as she followed him.
She found Red standing stiffly in the hall, with Adeline’s arms around him. Adeline pulled back only to go up on her toes and kiss both his cheeks in what Charlie supposed was the European manner.
There was something different about Adeline. Her hair was glossier, her highlights more lusciously caramel. She wore dark beige wool trousers and a cream cashmere sweater. A bloodred Birkin rested on the sideboard. Charlie had never seen one in real life before.
She supposed it was very different to be a billionaire, rather than just the daughter of a billionaire.
Looping her arm through Red’s, Adeline circled his wrist with her hand. “It’s so good to see you,” she said, looking up at him. “Darling, you’re going to have to loosen up. We’ll practice that now you’re going to be Remy. Do you think you can bear answering to his name?”
“No,” Red said, through what seemed like gritted teeth. “I’m not Remy.”
She gave a long sigh. “I know. It’s awful. But we’ve always made do with less than ideal circumstances. Invent another name. Not Red. Too many of our associates know it. Not Vincent, of course. That doesn’t suit you at all—which is, no doubt, why you chose it.”
He didn’t respond.
“Carver,” Adeline said finally. “Now that might work. Your friends called you than in school.”
“It’s certainly more appropriate,” he admitted.
Charlie bit the inside of her cheek and told herself that she was glad Red was going to get Salt’s money. Adeline clearly thought she wouldn’t be, so Charlie wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of being right.
“So, what? He has to sign some papers and then you give him half the family fortune?” Charlie asked.
Adeline gave a tinkling little laugh. “Isn’t that what I promised back when we were at the Cabal tower? I brought Remy back from the dead so that Red could live his life and receive his inheritance.” She went to the bloodred Birkin and hunted around inside of it until she came up with a folded manila envelope. With a small, secretive smile she handed it to Red.
He ripped it open, accidentally ripping it so wide that the contents fell to the floor.
Charlie instinctively knelt down to help gather them up. Two credit cards—an American Express in a silver metal and a black Mastercard. And paperwork, clipped together with a heavy brass clasp.
“It’s no Palladium,” Adeline said, indicating the card. “But I want you to have it until everything is settled. Look things over, then we can go to Grassl Law offices, where you’ll sign the papers in front of them and get things notarized. The probate judge has agreed to hear us privately. He’s going to honor Salt’s original will, which gave you an equal share to what I got.”
“I assume you’ve paid him,” Red said, his voice empty of emotion.
Adeline laughed. “I’ve paid all of them.”
Charlie flipped through the paperwork. Bank forms, with dizzyingly large numbers on them. And something else. Charlie held it up. “Financial and medical power of attorney? He’s supposed to sign that over to you?”
Adeline’s smile was sly. “To protect him. From people who might try to manipulate him. Or feel entitled to his money.”
“He’s supposed to jump out of the frying pan into the fire?” It felt good to have someone to channel her anger toward, someone who richly deserved it.
“None of that is necessary,” Red said. “I’ll sign whatever gets me a driver’s license and nothing more.”
Adeline frowned. “Darling, don’t be ridiculous—”
“The money is yours,” he interrupted.
“But we should be sharing it,” she said. “You’re—”
“I’m not Remy. I’m his echo.”
Adeline made a sad face. “You’re what’s left of him.”
“No, he’s not,” Charlie spat. She thought of Salt calling him a parasite and how he hadn’t seemed insulted by that. “You’re a person. A whole person. Not an echo. Not what’s left.”
A whole person who wanted her dead. She had no idea why she was so furious on his behalf.
“Of course,” Adeline said after a beat of surprise.
“If you want me to have some of your inheritance, Addy,” Red said, looking from Charlie to her, “you can just give it to me. But I don’t need it.”
“I told Peter I wanted the money to be a gift.” She waved a hand in the air. “But there’s some kind of tax thing. He says it’s better for you to get your portion of Salt’s estate through the court. I’m in the process of selling off a few of the companies I inherited and I used some of the money to—well, it doesn’t matter. We’ll have so much that we can live whatever kind of life we want. When you become Remy, you can walk away from everything holding you back.”
“Not from the Cabals,” Charlie said.
Adeline’s gaze went to her. “Talk to them. Find out what would make them let Red go. How much would it take?”
Charlie thought of her conversation with Vicereine. “You know that won’t work. You’ve already spoken with them. Your lawyer has spoken with them. And if you keep pushing, they’re going to get mad and push back.”
Adeline made a face. “They don’t want to seem as though they can be pushed around. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t something…”
People said that there were things money couldn’t buy, but Charlie wasn’t so sure. Sure, you couldn’t buy love, but it was easier to love someone who wasn’t stressed about cash, who could cover the bill at restaurants, who didn’t have to work two jobs to make ends meet. You couldn’t buy health, but there were so many ways that money made it easier to not get sick, and to get better if you were. Maybe the Cabals wouldn’t exchange Red’s freedom for money directly, but Adeline could be right. Money could supply a carrot—and if that didn’t work, it could apply a stick. But the Cabals had a lot of sticks themselves.
“They asked me to give you a warning,” Charlie told her, wishing they hadn’t come. Her nerves were fried from creeping out after Red last night. She was exhausted, sad, and still sore. More than that, she hated Salt’s mansion. Every time she entered it, she felt the helplessness and terror of her younger self. All she wanted was to leave.
Red held up the papers. “Thanks for these, Addy. We should go.”
“Well?” she said. “Shall we all head to Peter’s office? Get this done?”
He shook his head. “I’ll take it from here.”
Adeline’s eyes widened in surprise, as though she wasn’t used to him pushing back, even that small amount. “We need to go together. I have to sign the power of attorney form and the bank—”
“I don’t want any of that,” Red said.
Charlie saw what was about to happen, even if he didn’t. Adeline wasn’t going to let him have anything unless he signed over his life to her. But if that wasn’t enough to motivate him, she had other means. Carrot and stick, just like her father.
“I can’t let you be on your own,” Adeline said, putting her hand on his arm. “Red, you don’t understand the world yet. You need to let me help you.”
Adeline knew his secret. One word from her and he got nothing, but far worse, he was nothing. And while Adeline might put that nicely or dance around it a little longer, the threat was coming: you’re not a person, you’re a Blight.
Footsteps interrupted them.
Red glanced up at the woman descending the stairs and froze in the act of pulling away from Adeline.
Her smile became all satisfaction, a cat slumbering in a sunbeam. “You can’t go yet, Remy darling. There’s someone else who wants to see you. I promised we’d eat brunch together.”
The woman on the stairs had silver hair and a particularly patrician look. While elderly, she was notably younger than Salt. Red stared at her as though stricken.
As she descended, the woman’s eyes shone with tears.
Fiona’s sweet boy, Odette had said about Remy. Odette, who had once upon a time known both Salt and his first wife. And that was who this must be. Salt’s first wife, Fiona.
“Remy,” Adeline said. “It’s your grandmother.”
“I know who she is,” Red snarled, voice sharp with horror.
The woman crossed the room and wrapped her arms around him. He didn’t push her away, nor did he relax into her embrace, but stood frozen as a statue. His height and the broadness of his shoulders emphasized her birdlike smallness.
“I am so sorry,” she said, drawing back. “I thought you blamed me for your mother—oh, it doesn’t matter what I thought. I should have never let you go to him. Just please understand that if I’d known, if I’d had the least hint, I would have done everything I could to get you away.”
“I remember living with you,” he said slowly, as though puzzling through a dream. “A long time ago. You read me fairy tales.”
She nodded. “Your mother insisted that you leave with her—and when Lionel wound up with custody of you, I thought you were safer. Oh, I was a fool.”
“You wrote R—me letters,” he said. “On my birthday.”
Red was forcing himself to say “wrote me letters” and “my birthday” for Fiona’s sake, but there was an anguish in his expression that made Charlie wonder if he’d wanted those letters to be for him, if sometimes he’d pretended that they were.
His grandmother smiled. “I’m glad you got them. I wish I had done much more.”
Red stood there for a long moment. “Charlie and I have to go,” he blurted out.
For a moment, an uncomfortable silence filled the room.
“But we’re going to have brunch,” Adeline reminded him.
“I can’t,” Red said with the intensity of someone running out of oxygen in a shrinking room.
Fiona took a step back, looking down at her hands. Perfectly manicured, a cocktail ring on her middle finger so big it looked like it couldn’t possibly be studded with real diamonds and emeralds. She turned it idly, nervously. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have surprised you like this.”
A few moments ago, Charlie had been as desperate to leave as Red, but now she felt terrible. Was Fiona a bad person? She didn’t seem like one. Her spontaneous apology had seemed heartbreakingly sincere. And Odette had liked her. “R-Remy, are you sure?”
“It’s okay. I’ll be in town for a few weeks,” Fiona told Red, hand on his arm. “I’d like to sit down and talk with you about what really happened back then. And I’d like to hear about your life now.” Her gaze went to Charlie. “You must be Charlotte.”
“Charlie Hall,” she said, lifting her hand awkwardly in a half wave.
The woman looked at her intently, as though something about her grandson could be divined from Charlie’s appearance. “And you two are together?”
Charlie was conscious of how the makeup she’d used to cover her black eye wasn’t that great. How her clothes were cheap and her perfume was coffee. The most expensive thing she was wearing were her tattoos.
“Yeah,” she lied, because it was a better explanation for how they were connected than the real one. “I should apologize for our short visit. We were out late last night and haven’t had a lot of sleep.”
That made them sound like hard partiers and possibly drug addicts. But it was at least some excuse.
“Well, then we won’t keep you,” Fiona said. “Charlie, would you have lunch with me sometime?”
“Me?” She hadn’t been expecting that at all. And for a moment, she wondered if she’d met someone far better at manipulating people than Salt had ever been.
“Both of you, if you’re willing,” Fiona said. “Say, tomorrow?”
“Sounds good,” Charlie agreed, because to say anything else would just delay their getting out of there. If Red wanted to slither out of the lunch date, he could do it later, over text, like everyone else.
Red simply headed for the door, eschewing all the rituals of goodbyes. Charlie gave Fiona an apologetic smile before following him.
He went to the keypad at the three-bay garage, pressing buttons.
“I can call a cab—” Charlie started, scrounging for her phone. “What are you doing?”
The garage door farthest on the left started to tilt as it rose.
Inside, each bay was big enough to accommodate two cars each, plus mowers and trimming machines for the lawn, and a wall of labeled tubs full of what appeared to be holiday decor. The matte black Rolls-Royce Phantom Mansory Conquistador, an object of envy to every car nut in the Valley, squatted nearby, oozing menace. Red walked past it to a silver Porsche 911, opened the door, and swiped the key fob resting on the dash.
Charlie opened her mouth to object.
“Get in.” His voice was flat, final.
“What are you doing?” she asked, even though it was pretty obvious.
“Please,” he said, as his gaze met hers. “Get in.”
She sighed and slid into the passenger side, onto a buttery leather seat softer than her bed.
He touched the keyless controls and the car purred to life. Charlie glanced back at the house, waiting for someone to do something. Driving off in the Porsche was so blatant that it almost couldn’t be called stealing, except for the part where Red was taking something that didn’t belong to him.
No one chased them down the driveway. Red pressed a clicker clipped to the visor and behind them, the garage door began to swing closed. He slid through the gears on the shift, his foot heavy on the pedal. A few minutes later, they were on 91 and speeding home. The acceleration on the car was ridiculous.
Red glared at the road. “Before you say anything, understand this: Adeline wants me to steal his life and I’m not going to do it.”
Charlie watched him, his muscles clenched, his eyes smoldering like coals.
“I know what you’re going to say,” he continued. “That I already stole his life.”
Charlie shook her head. “I’d never say that.”
“Fiona’s not my grandmother,” he told her. “And Adeline isn’t thinking clearly. She just wants Remy back. Everyone loved Remy.”
You’re going to have to see yourself as the kind of man who is welcome in any room, said the asshole on the radio, but even a stopped clock is right twice a day. Red didn’t see himself as welcome at all. You don’t have to disappear all the time, she’d told him, and he’d been ready for her to take it back.
What did it mean to live in the margins of life? To be unused to taking up space in the world? To be bound to someone who could control you, make you do whatever they wanted, and ignore your needs if they were inconvenient.
Remy could never have loved someone like you.
“Not me,” Charlie said.
He glanced at her strangely.
She yawned. “I never met Remy Carver and I don’t give a shit about him. And if I had known him, I doubt I would have liked him any better than you think he’d have liked me.”
Red’s head jerked toward her so abruptly that she was afraid he’d swerve off the road. When he looked back at the traffic, his expression was skeptical, as though he wanted to argue her point but wasn’t sure how.
Since he was planning on her being dead soon anyway, there was absolutely no reason to hold back. “For what it’s worth, I know you loved him and you were tied to him and all that, but I’m not sure you liked him either.”
Red shivered as though someone had walked over his grave.
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That night, she decided to take Balthazar up on his offer and directed Red to drive to his place in Holyoke. She hadn’t mentioned the papers Balthazar had given her the last time that they’d met and hoped Balthazar wouldn’t bring them up. Getting that missing piece of Red’s shadow felt more imperative than ever. If he had his memories back, they would be on the same side again.
But for now, at least she could learn how to be a better gloamist.
Balthazar Blades lived in a converted brick firehouse that overlooked the canal in Holyoke. The place had a parking lot, absolutely no lawn, and, if you didn’t know better, you might think it was abandoned.
Balthazar seemed to like it. He’d even stenciled the words “GO AWAY” on his door.
Ignoring the sign, she banged several times. When no one answered, she turned to Red.
“Can you…?” she asked.
He reached out a hand toward the lock, his fingers turning to smoke, and then a shadow fell across the wood. A moment later, he flinched back.
“Onyx,” he said. “There’s a strip of it in the baseboard too.”
“I guess it’s me, then,” she said and fished her lockpicks out of her bag.
She had the first pick in when Balthazar opened the door. “You,” he accused.
“You invited me over,” Charlie said, pushing past him into his house. He’d evidently been sitting on his couch, listening to music. A cup of thick Cuban coffee sat in front of him on the coffee table.
“I suppose I did. Can I offer you something?” Balthazar asked.
“I’ll have what you’re having,” she said, nodding toward his cup.
“You should,” he told her, walking into the kitchen.
She glanced around the room, her gaze snagging on her shadow, so clearly not in the shape of her own body. She hadn’t even seen Red turn back; he’d just melted away between one moment and the next.
It felt like being alone, but she had to remember: she was never alone.
With a sigh, she headed into Balthazar’s kitchen. He was just finishing adding the condensed milk to her coffee. Years ago, she’d done jobs that he arranged, stealing books detailing ancient gloamist techniques so he could sell them on to the highest bidder. Now, she wasn’t sure how to characterize their relationship. Not quite friends, but they knew too much about one another to be only acquaintances.
“So,” he said, pushing the cup toward her. “You want to be a real gloamist?”
She hesitated, then tried to find the words to express something that both was the truth and omitted the worst of her fears. “I want to know what being a real gloamist means for someone with a shadow that was never part of me. I’ve always heard there was the difficult but right way—to use your shadow like an extension of yourself—and the bad, but easy way—to give it the means to be independent. But if that’s true, I’m bad from the jump. And I don’t think that can be true, because … because I don’t think that Re—” She stopped herself in time. “I don’t think that Remy was bad because he helped Vince exist.”
Balthazar regarded her for a long moment. “Huh.”
Charlie sipped her coffee and appreciated the way it made her feel as though she could punch a hole straight through a wall.
“Let’s go sit down and talk about what you do and don’t know.” He led the way. “You know, like civilized people.”
She settled herself back on his couch.
“You have no idea what he’s capable of, do you?” he asked.
The fact that she wasn’t even sure what he was asking, showed her just how right he was. She glanced at her shadow again. “I guess not.”
“He can possess people.”
“Like Mr. Punch,” Charlie said, trying not to seem overly unnerved. She didn’t think that meant Red could possess her.
Balthazar leaned back with his coffee, lured by the prospect of shit-talking. “I see you met the new head of the puppeteers.”
“Well not exactly,” she said. “I met a lot of people speaking with his voice. It was immensely creepy.”
“Not surprising. Bellamy says he thinks he met Mr. Punch once, but it was years ago and he went by another name.”
Charlie remembered Red telling her that he’d seen Bellamy and Balthazar together outside of Rapture.
“Is Malik dead?” Charlie wasn’t sure what it took to take possession of a Cabal. Probably less than it had when there had been four of them. Vicereine and Bellamy should have pushed someone into the role of carapace leader sooner.
Balthazar gave a nonchalant wave of his head. “I don’t think so. The rumor was that he made it out of town. How far out of town is another question.”
“Rooster Argent at all mixed up in this?” Charlie asked, leaning back herself. She hoped Balthazar might have something interesting to say about him.
Balthazar gave her a private smile. “Rooster is the face of gloamists and was a good friend of Malik. Mr. Punch’s absolute opposite. They must hate one another. I hear Rooster is supposed to be enlightening Silicon Valley types at a spa upstate next week.”
Ice picks for the rich, Charlie recalled from the chat.
Balthazar snapped his fingers. “I have an idea. Let’s get Vince to give you a demonstration.”
Charlie wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that.
“Vince,” Balthazar said, louder than he needed to, as though he was calling someone in another room. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
Red was suddenly standing to one side of her.
“God’s tits, that’s startling,” Balthazar told him. “Okay, Charlie, we’re going to try some basics. Get up.”
She stood, feeling a little foolish.
“The first and most important thing is to know how to block the pipeline of energy that exists between you and Red. If you don’t, he could suck you dry if he wanted to, like a milkshake through a straw.”
“What’s stopping him from doing that now?” Charlie asked with a sinking feeling. This was what Posey had been warning her about.
Balthazar shrugged. “If you really don’t know how to block it at all, then good manners, I guess.”
Red smirked.
“And maybe becoming top of the Cabal’s most wanted list,” Balthazar said. “But as you well know, some people live for danger.”
Charlie hated this. “Okay, so what do I do?”
“Do you feel the connection between you and your shadow?” he asked.
“The tether,” she said, nodding.
“If you had to point to a physical place it comes from, where would you say that is?”
Charlie touched her belly. She could picture it just beneath her lungs, a pull from the center of her body.
“Excellent!” Balthazar sounded genuinely relieved. “There are some people who have no idea where they’re connected or have multiple points of connection and that’s so much harder.”
Red watched her, eyes hot as coals. Did he think she was a fool for not knowing any of this? Did he worry what she was learning would make it harder to kill her?
“Some people think of the tether as a leash, but I prefer to think of it as an umbilical cord.”
Charlie made a face. “Gross.”
“Don’t be so sensitive. My metaphor is excellent. An umbilical cord sends nutrients through it, just like our tether allows us to share power and energy. By pinching the cord, you can stop the flow.”
“Like really pinching it?”
“It’s not solid, so you’re going to have to do it with your mind,” Balthazar said. “Imagine the pinching. Or twisting. Just don’t imagine cutting it.”
Charlie felt very foolish as she focused on the thin skein of shadow. She could almost feel it against her skin, as thin as spider silk and the weight of a cloud. She imagined pinching her fingers together over it.
“Well?” she said. “Did anything happen?”
Balthazar sighed. “I suppose not, since your shadow wasn’t actively draining you, although you would think it cost him something to be so physically present for so long.”
“You would think that,” Red agreed, with a smile that was pure menace. Balthazar acted as though he didn’t notice.
“Okay, let’s try something more impressive. Charlie, I want you to step into Vince.”
“What does that mean?”
“Put him on like a coat. Go on. Try it.”
Feeling very foolish, she walked up to Red. “Is that okay?”
She half expected him to be insulted by this exercise, but he merely reached a hand toward her. She reached back, but instead of touching skin and muscle, her hand flowed into his arm. And as she moved toward him, she moved into the same space he occupied, the air somehow thicker where he stood. She panicked a little, worried she would choke, terrified by the memory of suffocating.
You’re okay, Red told her. I am not going to hurt you.
“Okay,” Charlie said out loud. “Okay.”
“Good!” Balthazar said. “This is carapace gloaming. From where you’re standing, Vince could become something like armor for you. Or he could—”
Charlie felt a tightening around her waist, as though arms held her and then shadow wings spread out to both sides of her back. She felt the rush of air beneath her and she was suddenly hovering above the floor. High above.
“That,” Balthazar said. “He could do that.”
A sound bubbled up her throat, half awe and half terror. She looked down on the room from that height and felt the pull of magic. Real magic. Oh, she thought. Oh.
She’d spent so long pretending that magic was real, conning people into believing in it, that the desire for it had seemed dangerous. But guarding her heart from the sheer joy and awe of flying was impossible.
“Come on,” Balthazar said. “Enough. Back down, you two. We have more to practice.”
Red set her on the ground, then took a few steps back, a hesitant, slanted smile on his face. He was clearly hoping she’d liked it and just as clearly worried she hadn’t. Perhaps worrying he’d scared her.
The stupid grin on her face should have answered all his questions.
“Next, I want you to look out of his eyes,” Balthazar said. “Vince, pick out a book from my shelves and take it into that corner. Now, no cheating and telling her the sentence you’re looking at. Charlie, you go over there.” He pointed to the opposite side of the room.
“I don’t know how to do that,” she protested.
“You’re not getting in his head,” Balthazar said, with an annoyingly accurate assessment of her fears. “You’re just looking out his eyes.”
Charlie stood across the room from Red and concentrated, imagining that instead of sending him a message, she was reaching through the tether that bound them. She pressed her eyes shut. She tried to picture the page. But no matter how hard she focused, she couldn’t seem to make it work.
Finally she gave up with a groan and flopped down on Balthazar’s sofa.
“Experiment at home,” Balthazar told her, waving a hand as though it wasn’t important. “I’ve had nearly enough of you, especially since I haven’t been paid for my services yet. But in reference to your earlier question, let’s put it to Vince. And I am interested in his answer. You see, Charlie is supposed to be getting me my own shadow.”
“I heard.” Red appeared entirely solid as he walked to the couch and sat beside Charlie. A few locks of dark blond hair fell across his eyes.
“I’ve never had a shadow attached to me that either wasn’t my own or wasn’t dormant.” He gave Red a searching look. “She can control you, correct?”
“She can,” Red said.
“I won’t,” Charlie said.
Balthazar made a frustrated noise. “Does she need to give you an order?”
After a moment, Red spoke. “If she tells me to do something directly, I’ll do it, of course—if she thinks a command at me, I’ll have to follow it. It’s not something that I can be tricky about either, like some enchanted creature in a fairy tale. I’ll want to do it the way she means for me to. Sometimes the thing will be over before I can even think it through.”
“For how long?” Balthazar asked. “I mean, how long do the commands last?”
“I don’t know—but I’ve never tried to resist them,” Red said, looking puzzled. “With Remy, it took a long time before I thought of us as separate. I didn’t see them as commands. They were extensions of what we wanted.”
“Fine.” Balthazar took a big sip of his coffee. “But what if my new shadow wants to hurt me?”
“It can’t,” Red said. “It won’t.”
Charlie puzzled that through. If Red was saying that a shadow couldn’t hurt the person tethered to them, that was one thing. But he was implying a shadow couldn’t want that and that couldn’t be true. Rose had asked him to kill the gloamist to whom she was bound. He was lying.
“What about the last Hierophant?” she asked, since she couldn’t ask him about Rose without admitting to what she knew. “How did his shadow drain him?”
“Ketamine,” Red said.
“What?” Balthazar demanded, leaning forward.
Red frowned. “It’s a—”
“I know what ketamine is,” Balthazar interrupted, rushing the explanation along.
“Salt used it to drug Remy to sleep. When he did that, I spoke through Remy’s mouth. I controlled his body. I was alone in his mind. Salt gave doses of ketamine to Cleophes of York to make the arrangement with him. That allowed Cleophes to use up his host. But even then, I don’t think he meant to harm the man; I think he was just too bent on his own goals to notice how far he’d gone.”
Charlie thought of her interactions with Red. He hadn’t shown up when she was in danger and had arranged a murder with Rose’s shadow, one that might be dangerous to her, at the very least. If he couldn’t hurt her, he could arrange for her to be hurt, which seemed like an important distinction, although maybe not one Red was eager to share.
“Salt drugged his grandson?” Balthazar asked.
“He drugged a lot of people,” Red said. “He gave Charlie pentobarbital. That was one of his favorites.”
Balthazar looked over at Charlie. “I don’t recall you mentioning that.”
“Maybe you should have me over more often,” she said. “I’ve got lots of good stories.”
“Well, you’ll have to come at least once more,” he reminded her. “With my Blight.”
After they left, as they walked through the lot to the Porsche, Charlie stopped Red with a hand on his arm. “What about with us?” she asked. “Do you want what I want because we’re bound together?”
“That’s the thing.” His mouth twisted with obvious frustration. “How would I know?”

Later, in bed, she tried to stay awake, watching the window from the corner of her eye. Waiting for a shadow to slide through it, to come looking for him. Waiting for him to go out and the tether between them to slim to a skein of thread.
Listening, in case Posey came home, and might be in danger.
But no one entered and no one left. Red remained beside her all night, eyes closed, drifting in something like dreams.

The alarm on Charlie’s phone went off at ten the next morning, which should have been a reasonable hour except that she’d only fallen asleep when the sun was already bright in the sky, perhaps two hours before. Her head hurt and the idea of turning over and going right back to sleep was extremely tempting. Red was no longer beside her.
Cursing under her breath, she dragged herself out of bed and went to the bathroom to brush her teeth.
In the living area, she found Red’s long body sprawled on the couch, arm behind his head, handsome profile on obnoxious display. He wore jeans and a black Henley tight enough to draw her gaze, despite wishing it didn’t. On the television, someone with an accent was deep-sea diving to find the remains of U-boats. He had a book open on the cushion beside him, but she wasn’t sure he was paying attention to either.
The scent of coffee filled the air and he seemed to have a cup of it in front of him.
“You fixed the coffeepot?”
He gave her a familiar slanted smile. “Too many grounds in the tubes. I flushed it.”
“When did you start teaching yourself things that Remy didn’t know?” Looking back, she’d always assumed Vince’s habit of cleaning gutters and changing the oil in her car had been part of his human-boyfriend act. But Red didn’t pretend to be anything other than what he was. He shoved his inhumanity in her face. Half the time, he didn’t even seem to like her. Which—oddly distressing—meant his kindness in cleaning out the coffeepot this morning was likely real and his other, forgotten kindnesses had probably always been real too.
He frowned at her question. “I’m not sure.”
He didn’t like talking about Remy. And he definitely didn’t like admitting to anything that cast Remy in a bad light. Her question had probably stung, which was poor repayment for doing something nice.
She was sharp-tempered from lack of sleep, she told herself, and refused to feel guilty because her lack of sleep was his fault.
But she still wondered. Had Remy ever been unnerved by how clever Red was? Or had he accepted it as his due and found useful tasks to give his shadow—staying awake in class, studying geometry, writing their papers? She wished she knew if—in the end—he’d ever felt as though he was Red’s shadow. “What’s with the history lesson?” she asked, gesturing toward the screen.
Red looked up at her, a few strands of blond hair falling across his eyes. “The RMS Lusitania sank too quickly for anyone to evacuate because of its own speed—it pushed water into its body as it drove itself into the bottom of the sea. Had it been less good at what it did, the submarine attack might have been survivable.”
“That was the twin of the Titanic, right?” she asked.
He gave her a strange smile. “No, but people think that because they were both such famous disasters. A matched pair.”
For a moment, she thought he was making a remark about the two of them, but that couldn’t be right.
Leaving him to his naval warfare, Charlie went into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of irritatingly totally decent coffee.
There, she took out her old phone and a new glass screen protector she’d bought from the drugstore. She wiped down her cracked screen and put the glass over it, hoping to keep her fingers from getting cut. Despite her skepticism, it seemed to work and she could finally get to her messages.
One from Vicereine telling her to call. A few from her mother, a few more from Adeline, one from Fiona, asking about their lunch date. Some from friends she’d asked to help move her into the Northampton apartment later in the week asking whether free pizza would be provided.
And, of course, a reminder she had a shift that night.
Yawning, Charlie deleted the messages. She needed to focus on the job that mattered. Get Mr. Punch his answers. Which meant getting into that church. Hatfield was a small town and while they might give leeway to or even gossip with someone in the community, they weren’t going to do that for her.
So she had to become someone they’d talk with. Loading up the Grace Covenant Church Facebook page, she scrolled through messages until she found the reverend, Kevin Powers, and a part-time office assistant, Melissa Svoboda. Charlie copied the church contact information into her phone, looked up a few more facts, and then called.
“I’m Carli Bradwell with CMIC following up on a claim,” Charlie said, talking fast. “Is this the office of the Grace Covenant Church?”
“Yes?” a-person-who-Charlie-hoped-was-Melissa said, sounding a little confused. “Who did you say was calling?”
“CMIC,” Charlie repeated. “Church Mutual Insurance Company. Your insurance agents.” At least Charlie figured they probably were. They were the biggest company insuring churches on the East Coast.
“Oh! I didn’t realize,” Melissa said. “Of course.”
“We’ve been looking over your policy and there’s a problem with your claim. You’re not covered for any kind of biohazard cleanup. Blood could, unfortunately, be considered a biohazard. Plus there’s the issue that no one on the policy was there at the time these people were doing whatever it was they were doing.”
“They weren’t a cult. They were a discussion group,” Melissa snapped. “This is a tragedy and you’re seriously saying you can’t help us, after always paying our premiums on time? Your company insures churches; where is the compassion?”
Charlie guessed that church administrative assistant was a thankless position. Everyone wanted to be a hero—Charlie was going to give her a chance to be one. “I think we can do something under the vandalism and criminal acts part of your policy. You’re covered for that.” After a careful pause she went on. “But I still need to come and take pictures. I need to assess how much damage there really is and present the information to my supervisor.”
“And they’ll cover it?” Melissa asked.
“I want to help make that happen, I swear. Can I come tomorrow? It won’t take a lot of time.”
“I’m afraid that tomorrow isn’t going to work,” Melissa said, sounding a little panicked. “No one is going to be here. Unfortunately, we’re closing up the church for a few weeks, starting tonight.”
Charlie’s heart sank.
“You could come now, though,” said the woman. “The reverend is already away with family, but I can stay a little late. Would that work?”
Charlie leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes. Yes! “I can do that, I suppose,” she said, trying to keep her voice neutral. “I’ll have to move some appointments around.”
Melissa thanked her effusively.
After Charlie got off the phone, she did a victorious dance around the kitchen, jerking to a halt when she noticed Red watching her from the doorway.
“You could charm a wolf away from a steak dinner,” he said.
“I sure could,” she agreed, going to pour herself a second, celebratory cup of coffee.
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I Plan on Dying in Your Arms
Red drove, one hand easy on the wheel, the other on the gearshift.
From the passenger seat, Charlie texted Fiona her regrets, pleading a sore throat. She was glad for an excuse to weasel out of sitting across from the intimidating old lady.
In black slacks, a white button-down, and a green sweater, Charlie hoped she looked the part of an insurance adjuster. She swiped concealer over her bruise, along with mascara and a little blush. She’d found some small golden hoops to stick in her ears, but was reluctant to take off the onyx. In the end, she left them on. They were neutral enough.
Between texting and attaching the forms she’d printed out at Staples to the clipboard (also purchased at Staples), she didn’t notice they’d pulled into a gas station until they were stopping. The realization hit Charlie like a punch to the gut. This was where Rose had promised to leave Red a message.
He got out, went to the pump, then hesitated. He had his wallet in one hand and the black card he got from Adeline in the other. A muscle jumped in his jaw and his fingers curled around the card so tightly that Charlie was afraid it would cut into his skin.
She leaned across the driver’s seat, then pushed a button to roll down his window. “Everything okay?”
“I’m going to pay inside. You want anything?”
Inside, where it would be easy for Red to slip into the bathroom and get the address. And yet, he hadn’t behaved like someone who planned on leading her to her doom. Who fixed someone’s coffeepot before they murdered them?
Someone who felt guilty about doing the murder, she supposed.
As soon as the door on the store swung closed, she tried the exercise that Balthazar had attempted to teach her. Tried to see out of Red’s eyes. Tried to focus on being there with him, on the line of shadow between them.
But it didn’t work any better than it had in Balthazar’s place.
Sooner than she expected, Red was walking back to the car, hands in the pockets of his coat. He must have found the message easily. A few people glanced his way as he crossed the parking lot. Tall and broad-shouldered, handsome, driving a Porsche—what wasn’t there to like?
Immensely annoyed, Charlie got out of the car and headed for the store.
“Gotta pee,” she said as she passed him. What was he going to do, stop her?
Inside, it turned out there was a men’s and women’s bathroom. She pushed her way into the men’s, startling a guy in a backward baseball cap at the urinals.
“Hey!” the guy yelled, having pissed on his own shoes.
“Sorry!” she said cheerily as she headed for the single stall.
Rose hadn’t been subtle. The words “For a good time, kill” followed by an address in Greenfield were written in red marker over the toilet. Charlie took a photo with her phone.
“You’re not supposed to be in here,” the guy told her, zipping up his trousers.
“Whoops! Wrong bathroom,” she said as she went out the door.
Just in case he was going to follow and scold her some more, she walked quickly to the car. If Red heard what she’d been up to, he would definitely be able to guess why. But he’d evidently finished filling the gas tank, because the car was idling, waiting for her, and as soon as she got in, they sped away.

“Carli, you said your name was?” the church receptionist asked. She was in a plum sweater over a navy skirt, her hair dyed a dark red with gray showing at the roots. Charlie didn’t remember her from when Mom got married, but it seemed possible that she’d been there.
“And you’re Melissa, right?” Charlie confirmed, clipboard in hand. Her head hurt from lack of sleep and her heart hurt from Red failing to confess during the rest of the drive, but at least she’d made it to Grace Covenant Church on time. “We spoke on the phone. It won’t take long to document the damage to the, uh, undercroft.”
Melissa wrinkled her nose. “We don’t call it that. Ours is just a regular church basement, nothing fancy. It has wall-to-wall carpeting and a drop ceiling, for goodness’ sake! It’s not some medieval tomb.”
“Wall-to-wall carpeting?” Charlie echoed with a wince.
“Yes, that will have to be replaced,” Melissa said sharply. “But that’s the least of it. The cement floor underneath is ruined. It wasn’t sealed, you know, and cement is a very porous material. We need it replaced, not just some skim coat over it and certainly not just new carpeting. Don’t even think about cheaping out. This is a historical building.”
“I’m just doing a job,” Charlie said, holding up a hand and hoping she was playing this right. “Sometimes people think they’re going to use an insurance claim to get all kinds of deferred maintenance done for free.”
Melissa sighed. “I knew how this was going to go. Sweet as pie on the phone—making all sorts of promises—and a piranha as soon as you get through the door.”
“No, no,” Charlie reassured her, not wanting to come off as suspiciously generous but not wanting to get tossed out either. “I’m saying it’s wrong when people take advantage like that and make it harder for good honest folk like you to get the coverage they deserve. I know you need everything you asked for—my job is to find the codes to submit that will get it done.”
“The sooner the better. You wouldn’t believe the people wanting to get in and see it the way it is.” Melissa took off her glasses and rubbed them on her shirt. “We didn’t need a bunch of rubberneckers making up nonsense about a tragedy. You can’t believe what they put on the news and especially online.”
Charlie nodded. “I’m sure and I feel twice as bad after you telling me that, but I am going to have to see the space too.”
“I understand.” The woman picked up keys attached to a large plastic dinosaur. She smiled when she saw it had drawn Charlie’s eye. “The reverend loses the keys all the time. We had to put this on it to make sure we could find them for him. He’s a sweet man, but one of those people who would walk straight into the exit door five times before he thought to look for the entrance.”
Which meant that one of those lost keys could have been stolen with no one the wiser. Time for Charlie to turn on some charm. “You must take care of a lot of things around here.”
“Oh, you don’t even know,” the woman said. “Would you like a cup of coffee?”
“I’d love one.” Rand had always told her that people felt safer when you accepted their generosity. Plus, Charlie never said no to coffee.
“Milk and sugar?”
“Both, please.” Trustworthy people liked things light and sweet. Not Charlie’s normal preference, but light and sweet also covered a lot of caffeinated sins.
The woman poured her a cup and doctored it heavily with powdered creamer. It carried the burnt scent of sitting too long in the pot, but Charlie drank it with a smile. “I needed that,” she said. “Thanks.”
By the time they’d gone down the steps, Melissa seemed in a much better mood. “I have to confess I never much liked going down here and it’s worse now. I’m the one who found them, you know?”
“Wow.” Charlie hadn’t seen that in any of the reporting. “If you want me to go by myself, I can.”
Melissa gave a nervous laugh. “No, I’ll go.”
The basement was damp and carried the scent of bleach. It reminded her of how Vince’s clothes had smelled, back when he worked under the table for the forensic cleaning team.
A few metal chairs were folded against a wall, along with a long plastic table. As she looked around, Charlie realized how unlikely it was that there was anything left to find. She wasn’t even sure what she was supposed to look for. This wasn’t like searching for where people hid their valuables. This wasn’t like figuring out door codes or cracking a safe.
Do you see anything? Charlie thought at Red.
Walk around, he whispered back.
“So they met down here?” Charlie said aloud, pacing across the basement to give Red a better view.
Melissa shivered. “Lots of organizations do—did, anyway. That’s how most churches make a little extra money—and I do mean a very little. We had a yoga class. Narcotics Anonymous. There was even an after-school Dungeons and Dragons club that met here. No one wants to use the space now, of course. Town hall overcharges, but everyone’s going there anyway.”
Charlie took another sip of coffee. “How long had the people who died been coming?”
“Three years. They called themselves a Seekers Discussion Group and seemed like very normal people. A retired college professor, a homemaker with three kids under ten, a couple of girls still in college, a clerk at the Big Y. Ordinary people.”
Charlie thought of those horrible photos.
“And their shadows were intact?” she asked, hoping the woman might mention the girl whose shadow had been missing.
The woman looked surprised. “I don’t know. I didn’t think about that.”
It wasn’t the kind of thing an insurance adjuster should ask. “I’m sorry,” Charlie said. “I guess it’s hard not to be curious.”
Melissa pursed her lips. “That night was so normal. Marv got there early with cookies. I guess that was the only thing that stood out to me. Baked goods. I usually let him close up—he had a set of keys. This is a small town. Everyone knows everyone. Margie wasn’t there. Neither was Nate. They found Margie at home, safe and sound. Nate, they didn’t, which made the police interested in him, but it turned out he was just on vacation. But there were always new members coming and going. It wasn’t like there was a roll call.”
Had the baked goods been because a speaker was coming? “Look, obviously don’t answer if you don’t want to, but what do you think happened that night?”
“Just between us?” Melissa asked.
“Absolutely,” Charlie assured her, lying through her teeth.
“These people weren’t part of any cult. They were just interested in learning about shadow magic, even though not a one of them had it. I told the police that they had speakers sometimes or out-of-town guests—I said one of them must have killed them.”
Seeing the room, Charlie tried to overlay her memory of the photos she’d seen online onto the space. But the pattern of death made no more sense than it had before. Why would people race for the corners and stay in them instead of going for the door? How could any one person have killed three different groups, before a single person made it to the steps? No one Blight could do that. Not even a gloamist and a shadow working together. You’d need at least three separate actors.
“I’ve got to take some pictures,” she said, moving around the room. On one wall, she noticed deep gouges. Like claw marks. She got out her phone and took several shots. “This is going to have to be fixed.”
“Honestly, what I told the police isn’t what I really think, though,” the woman said.
Charlie glanced at her, then went back to taking photos. It seemed clear that Melissa had more to say and maybe she was one of those people who needed to fill silences.
For that reason or because there was a certain safety in unburdening oneself to a stranger, after a few minutes she sighed and began to speak. “Nothing human made those. The police said one of those gardening things might have been used. A three-prong rake. But I think it was claws.” Melissa turned toward the stairs with a shudder.
Charlie followed her back up. As they passed by the church nave, with all the empty pews, her steps slowed. She remembered that red carpet, those prayer books sitting in pockets behind the seats. Memory washed over her, the smell of freshly applied nail polish and her mother’s perfume, the stickiness of the weedy flowers in her hand, someone playing the piano, and the vows that Travis read off of a folded piece of paper: I promise to love you until we die and I plan on dying in your arms.
“I shouldn’t have said that,” the woman said.
Charlie startled out of her thoughts, blinking.
Tell her you’re not going to say anything about what she told you, Red prompted.
“Your secret is safe with me,” Charlie said. Then, she made an exaggerated shudder. “And I am going to do my best not to have nightmares.”
Melissa led her to the door nearest the parking lot. “The reverend and everyone here wants to believe it wasn’t something supernatural.”
Charlie frowned. “You mean a Blight?”
“I mean a demon,” Melissa said. “Every day I pray it won’t come back and then I feel terrible, because that seems like wishing it on someone else.”
“You saw something?” Charlie’s voice came out too sharp.
Melissa shook her head. “No, but I know in my heart.”
Without knowing what else to do, she got Melissa to initial the fake form on her clipboard, then left, feeling like a failure. She hadn’t learned anything that led her closer to a suspect, much less knowing what role Rooster Argent had in any of this. Nor did she have any idea how she was going to keep the Cabals from getting more bad press from it.
Outside, hoping for inspiration, Charlie took a walk around the grounds and through the attached cemetery. The cold air felt good on her face.
Have you ever seen Blights working together? she thought at Red. If he and Rose could conspire, it stood to reason that others could too.
No, Red said in her mind. And the idea is very disturbing.
Since she knew he was lying, that meant less than nothing. If there had been a group of Blights—a pack of Blights, her mind unhelpfully supplied—then they could have separated the seekers and kept them in their corners.
A boy biked into the graveyard. He looked about nine years old and eyed her with suspicion. Charlie was very glad she hadn’t said that out loud so she would have seemed to be talking to herself.
“There’s something wrong with your shadow,” the boy called to her as he whizzed by.
He had no idea.
“You live around here?” she called in return.
“I’m not telling you,” he yelled, circling her again.
Fair enough.
“You here about the murders?” he called.
“Aren’t you a little too young to know about that?” She turned back and started in the direction of the Porsche.
“The Nine-Shadow Man did it,” the kid said.
“From the story?” Charlie asked.
“The Nine-Shadow Man” was a fairy tale, like “The Witch and the Unlucky Brother,” except more gruesome. The Nine-Shadow Man started with one shadow, but because he was greedy, he coveted the shadows of his neighbors. One by one, he killed them and stole their shadows for his own. But with each new shadow he took, he heard the voice of the departed whispering in his ear, hungry and demanding blood. And so he kept killing people to feed his shadows, but he was too greedy not to take more shadows. And so, the shadows on his back got hungrier and hungrier as there were more and more of them. The story ended: and so, if you hear the Nine-Shadow Man on your door, you know he’s come seeking his tenth shadow.
Turn-of the-century creepypasta.
“I saw him,” the boy said, a challenge in his eyes. He’d stopped pedaling, one foot braced against a tombstone, looking like he was waiting for her to say he’d made the whole thing up.
Just one decade ago, no one believed in magic, and fairy tales had just been stories. But this kid had never lived in that world. She wasn’t certain what he’d seen, but he believed he’d seen something.
“What did you witness, exactly?” Charlie asked.
“A man on the road with shadows all around him,” the boy said. “He was talking to himself, so I got scared and pedaled away, fast. I didn’t know about the murders until later.”
“I’m glad you got out of there,” she told him.
He gave her a look, like he wasn’t sure how far to trust her sincerity. Then he gave her a small nod and pushed off the tombstone. His shadow followed him in a liquid slide, not at all the way a shadow ought to move.
“A baby gloom,” Red said, stepping into the full sunlight. His blond hair was all gold, though his eyes were the pale gray of shadows.
She watched the boy pedal away, thinking about what he’d said. Had he seen a man with more than one shadow or had he seen multiple shadows gathered around a man?
Red’s thoughts must have traveled down similar lines. “If Blights were working together, I would think they’d begin with attacking one individual, not an entire group and not inside.”
A person going missing would be in the news—unless the Blights were very clever or lucky. “It might have looked like an animal attack,” she said, thinking she might do some searches when she got home. Had there been any bear-related deaths in Western Massachusetts? It seemed like that would have been something she’d heard about, though.
And none of that would explain what had happened to Rooster. Why wouldn’t his body be with the rest of the victims?
At the edge of the cemetery, Charlie noticed something catching the light. An empty glass bottle, half-full of cigarette butts, sat against the base of a tree.
Charlie stared down at the bottle. The filters inside were white with curved lines of gold and the Marlboro logo printed on them. They could have belonged to anyone who smoked Marlboro Touch cigarettes—a mourner, the reverend, kids who wanted to hang out by graves. There were enough, though, that the person had spent some time near here. Her gaze snagged on an empty matchbook in a clump of weeds—a pale pink, with gold lettering. Fancy. She took a step closer to see better. Solaluna, it read. That sounded familiar, though she couldn’t place it.
“I just don’t understand,” Charlie said, tucking the matchbook in her pocket. “If Blights were working together, why kill these people? Why come to this church?”
“Maybe it really was the Nine-Shadow Man,” Red said.
“Or maybe it was Rooster Argent,” she countered. “If he’s not dead, then maybe he’s the killer.”
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Raven
Halfway to Rapture for her shift, Raven called Charlie.
She swiped her finger over the screen, glad that Red was driving. “Hey.”
“I need your help, as the Hierophant.” Raven’s voice was a whisper, as though she didn’t want to be overheard.
The hair rose along Charlie’s arms. “Okay.”
“Can you come to my studio?” Raven asked. “Right now.”
“I’m on my way to work. How serious is this?” Charlie pointed toward the shoulder of the highway. Red pulled the Porsche to the side, idling, then flicked on the hazard lights. He raised his eyebrows.
“I don’t know,” Raven said. “It’s eating—it’s eating all the little shadows. Um, now it’s licking the blood out of the bowl.”
Yeah, that sounded serious. “I’m on my way.”
“It’s looking at me, I think,” Raven whispered.
Charlie got out of the car, walking around to the driver’s side. Red let her switch places with him without any hesitation. A few moments later, she pulled away from the curb, one hand on the wheel, making a totally illegal U-turn into traffic. “Do you have any onyx?” An SUV sounded its horn in annoyance at being cut off.
“I’ve got some dust,” Raven said. “I’m getting it now.”
“Maybe you should leave.” The gears of the Porsche ground as Charlie shifted badly. Red winced.
“I don’t want to run,” Raven said. “It’s getting dark. If I’m not in the light, I won’t know where it is.”
It was terrifying to be chased by a Blight you couldn’t see, but it wasn’t great to wait for one to find you either. “Can you—” Charlie started.
“I’ve got to go,” Raven whispered, cutting her off. “Get here soon.”
Pittsfield wasn’t close. Normally, it took her about forty minutes to get to Raven’s. On the highway, Charlie accelerated well past seventy, knowing it wasn’t going to be enough. With her right hand, she grabbed for her phone.
Red got to it first. “Who do you want to call?”
“Work,” she said, pressing the button to dial.
He plugged it into a port on the center console of the Porsche and pressed a few buttons. Ringing echoed from the speakers around her.
“Hands-free,” Red said. “Every luxury blood money can buy.”
If Charlie hadn’t been concentrating on the road, she would have liked to observe his face when he said that.
Don picked up. “Rapture Bar and Lounge.”
She gritted her teeth. “This is Charlie. Can you cover for me? I’m going to be a little late.”
“Like ten minutes?” She couldn’t tell if he sounded more smug than usual.
“Like an hour,” Charlie admitted, thinking that was optimistic.
“I take my job seriously,” Don told her. “I heard about you and how difficult you were to work with. You’re proving all those people right.”
“If you can’t cover for me, just say so and put Balthazar on.” Charlie hated asking Balthazar for help, but at least he’d understand. And maybe he’d have some advice.
“Just a second,” Don told her.
A moment later, it was Odette’s voice she heard. “Charlie? Is all well?”
Her stomach dropped. This was exactly what she’d wanted to avoid. Odette had seen a little shadow magic—maybe more than a little—but she knew only about as much as most people. She didn’t understand the Cabals or the role of the Hierophant. As worldly as she was, she might be one of the many people who thought Blights were made-up stories, urban legends like white crocodiles hunting in the sewers of New York.
“I’m going to be late,” she said. “I’m really sorry. I was just asking Don if he thought he could cover part of my shift.”
“Oh, that’s fine. He can cover the whole shift if you need him to, the dear boy.” Odette sounded unruffled, but if all Don wanted to tell Charlie was that, he wouldn’t have gotten their boss involved.
Well, Charlie supposed that he’d found a way to slither into Odette’s good graces after all—and at her expense. “Don doesn’t need to do so much.”
“Oh, let him. And you finish up whatever it is that’s keeping you.”
That was generous. Too generous. The kind of generous that put you on thin ice and maybe made you worry the ice was already cracking.
“I’ll be there for my next shift, on time. I promise.”
“See you then, darling,” Odette said and disconnected.
Charlie stared at the road. She couldn’t get distracted by work. She had to keep focused on getting to Raven and what she was going to do when she got there.
Charlie had kept many useful things to capture or kill Blights in the back of the van. A set of three onyx knives—one of which she’d brought into the mill building. An onyx-inlaid box the size to fit a scroll, because, she supposed, shadows could squish down small. That, she’d lifted from Salt’s mansion. Not to mention her lockpicks, a random wig, and other criminal bits and bobs.
The only thing she had with her in the Porsche was what was in her work bag—one knife and a piece of netting with onyx beads she’d been lucky enough to get out of the last Hierophant’s stash, because she could have never afforded it. An item, it was worth noting, that she’d never so much as tried to use.
“I wish I had onyx armor,” she complained, although she wasn’t sure such a thing existed. If it did, it was likely to be too fragile to be useful and so expensive that she’d need a big chunk of Remy’s inheritance to afford it.
“You would look like a chess piece,” he said, but he smiled as he said it. “Besides, you have me.”
Charlie recalled the lessons at Balthazar’s place, the feeling of shadow wings wrapped around her. “We should have practiced more.”
For protection, she wore onyx earrings and a single flat disc of onyx that hung over her heart on a silver chain—certainly not as much as she would have been wearing if she’d known this was where her night would take her.
Tension knotted her shoulders as she wove in and out of traffic, wondering if she would be too late. Wondering if Raven was going to call her back. Wishing she could call, although the last thing Raven needed while she was hiding out from a hungry Blight was the buzz of a phone to give her away.
For a while they were quiet, Charlie’s eyes on the road. Then she glanced at him. “Why are they like this?”
Red frowned. “Who?”
“Blights. They’re not mindless, but they seem very focused on murder.”
“Most of us are made in terror and rage,” Red said, including himself in the number. “Most of us don’t have much else giving us life.”
Charlie huffed a breath. It just didn’t make sense, but she wasn’t sure how to explain. “Can they … grow out of it?”
“Of course,” Red said, not including himself this time. “But they’ve still got to eat.”
Moments later, the Porsche pulled into the parking lot of the strip mall that contained Raven’s studio, Eclipse Piercing & Shadow Modifications. It sat between a chicken place and a closed laundromat, with a strip of woods behind it. When she pulled around to the back, she found it eerily quiet, the hum of cars on the road dimmed. Darkness surrounded them.
Charlie got out, reached into the back seat, and took her limited gear out of her bag.
On the concrete steps outside the door, she spotted a stainless steel dog dish, licked clean. She remembered the first time she’d seen Raven put it out, full of microwave-warmed blood for the little shadows. Charlie hadn’t believed there could be so many of them close by. All Blights, all hungry, none strong enough to attack, if that was even what they wanted. Raven had taken one to use like thread in her alteration.
Charlie wondered whether it would be possible to create a more powerful Blight from something so small as she moved past the empty dish. At the very least, leaving out blood had brought the little Blights to Raven’s door, but maybe it had also lured something larger. Something that was less interested in blood than on feeding on the smaller shadows.
Charlie’s shadow slid sideways, at an impossible angle from the setting sun.
“Red,” she breathed.
“Didn’t mean to startle you,” he told her, a dark, hungry look of anticipation on his face. “But you should wait here.”
Then he slipped under the door.
She stared at the thread that connected them. For a long moment there was silence, then a loud scream that sounded a lot like Raven. Something crashed to the ground.
Charlie yanked the door open.
Raven was standing in a circle of powdered onyx, looking like a witch caught in her own summoning circle. In her hand she held an onyx hammer, probably the only weapon she could find in short order. She was breathing hard and tears streaked over her already-wet cheeks.
Her gaze was on Red, who was mostly solid, except for shadow hands that held a Blight the size of a dog. It growled like one too, shifting shape into different ferocious animalistic forms.
Raven turned. At the sight of Charlie and the line of shadow connecting her to Red, Raven slumped to the floor and sucked in a few breaths that sounded like sobs.
Charlie held up the onyx netting.
“Good?” she asked Red.
Yes, he said in her mind. Throw it.
She tossed it toward the Blight struggling in his arms. His hands became solid and so did the creature. Charlie wrapped the netting more tightly around it.
“I’ve got it,” she said. “But I don’t know if I can hold it.”
“Is he…?” Raven stared at Red with narrowed eyes.
Charlie had no idea what to say. If he was going to be Remy Vincent Carver with a black card and a private jet, then his true nature would have to be a secret. A secret that Raven would already know. A secret that Raven could blackmail him with.
“Am I…?” Red echoed, drawing her attention.
Raven rubbed her eyes. Tattoos covered her brown skin, illustrations of roses, skulls, several goddesses, and the words “El arte es largo y la vida breve” down the inside of her arm. Her flame-colored hair had pulled mostly loose from the clip that held it. Still, she looked remarkably composed as she walked to where she kept her broom. “You’re him, the Blight everyone’s talking about.”
“I’m tethered,” Red pointed out, gesturing toward the floor. “Which means I’m not a Blight.” In his arms, the netted shadow still squirmed.
Raven laughed outright.
“You’re pedantic too. I have no idea what that makes you.”
Charlie found some zip ties in a cabinet and used them to secure the shadow in the net. It had become smaller, somehow, and more dense. Now it was the size of a furious bobcat. “Where did this thing come from?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t even know it was there until it came inside. I used the onyx dust I had to make the circle and then I piled more near me so if it tried to jump over the barrier, I could throw some at it and then hopefully hit it with the hammer.”
“Did it try?”
Raven made a gesture that Charlie couldn’t interpret as she swept up the onyx into a dustpan. “It looked like it wanted to sometimes. It did that weird wiggle cats make when they’re going to pounce. But no.”
“Do we think this thing is an animal shadow?” Charlie asked, glancing toward Red.
He shook his head. “It doesn’t remember, but it was human once.”
“Gloamists sometimes alter their shadows into the shapes of animals,” Raven said. “Tigers or wolves or whatever. Maybe it was one of those.”
Charlie tried and failed to see something human in the squirming creature. It hissed at her. “So what else did it do? Just pace around?”
Raven nodded. “It moved through the rooms, padding along as though the blood had given it more awareness or substance or something. Maybe it felt more awake. I don’t know.” She glanced at Red, as though not sure she was offending him, since in all probability, he did know.
He didn’t correct her, nor did he weigh in.
“It seemed curious,” Raven went on. “I couldn’t tell if it wanted to eat me or not, but it doubled back to look at me over and over, sometimes sniffing at the edges of the circle, sometimes stepping on it. Every time I raised the hammer at it or made a loud sound, it would back off, but not for long.”
Charlie imagined that, sitting on the floor, waiting for the thing to get up its nerve. Hoping someone would arrive to help in time. “Sorry we couldn’t get here sooner.”
Raven shook her head. “At least I had an idea of what to do to protect myself. And maybe in a fight, I could have taken it. I’m an alterationist, after all—not completely defenseless. But it could have gone into anyone’s house. Maybe it had gone into houses before.”
Charlie thought of the church basement they’d just left.
“There’ll be more,” Raven said ominously. “More people have an awareness of shadow magic now and notice when their shadow quickens. More people know how to feed their shadows and give them power. And more people are too lazy to do their own magic. They like the idea of a shadow that operates on its own.”
The disapproval in her voice was clear.
“And your shadow?” Red asked.
“It’s an extension of me. Like another arm. Nothing more.” She met his gaze, challenge in her voice. Charlie didn’t think Raven was actually angry with him, though. She’d been frightened and now she had all this excess adrenaline and nothing to do with it.
“You think it’s irresponsible to create a Blight,” Red said.
She blinked a few times and seemed to realize to whom she was speaking. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean you. Or anything about you.”
“I am going to put this creature in the trunk of the car,” he told Charlie. Then he turned back to Raven. “If it’s any consolation, I agree that it’s irresponsible to leave behind something that can’t survive on its own. Half-things or miserable things made of violence and hate.”
Raven moved to the couch as Red walked down the stairs toward the car. They heard the slam of the trunk. Charlie sat down beside Raven, who groaned, leaning her head back.
“I didn’t think he would be so … human.” She reached out toward her own shadow, letting it play over her hand as though it were a snake or a low fog. “Is he Salt’s grandson?”
“You mean, in personality?” Charlie asked.
Raven nodded. “It’s that guy’s death energy animating him, right?”
Charlie thought of the first time she’d come to Raven, looking for answers. It was Raven who told her that most Blights were made at a gloamist’s deathbed, when they pushed the last of their energy, along with their pain and fear, into their shadows. To create a Blight without that, Raven had said, would probably require stealing energy, maybe through someone else’s deathbed and someone else’s blood.
Red had been a Blight long before Remy Carver’s death, probably fed exactly the way that Raven described.
“Not only Remy’s energy,” Charlie finally answered.
Raven’s gaze went to the stairs, speculative. Then she turned back to Charlie. “I really appreciate you coming out here, especially after what I said to you way back. For a while I hoped you forgot it, but for what it’s worth, it was a shitty thing to say and I swear I had nothing to do with what they did to you.”
Charlie hadn’t forgotten, mostly because of how ironic the words had turned out to be. If you fuck me over, Raven had threatened, I’ll make sure you wind up the next Hierophant, with something ancient whispering in your ear while you chase down Blights until one of them catches you and devours you whole.
Charlie snickered. “Come on, it’s a little bit funny how things turned out.”
“It’s funny,” Raven agreed. “So long as you’re laughing.”
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Night Out
Charlie arrived at Rapture two and a half hours late for a six-hour shift. She walked in, backpack on her shoulders, shadow squirming inside, still wrapped in the onyx net.
Balthazar had said he wanted a Blight in payment for his time. Well, this one was fresh-caught.
“Darling,” Odette said as Charlie came through the door. “I told you that you could take the night off.”
“Yeah,” she said, hoping that her backpack didn’t lurch abruptly and give her boss a reason to ask questions. “And I appreciate that. But I needed to come in and see Balthazar, plus I thought I should check if Don wanted to leave.”
“Balthazar isn’t here tonight,” Odette said apologetically.
“My luck seems to be holding,” Charlie said ruefully.
Odette gave a soft laugh. “Well, since you’re here, put your things down and we’ll send Don home.”
Don gave Charlie a contemptuous look when she returned from the greenroom, having shoved her backpack far enough under the couch that she hoped any movement inside of it wouldn’t draw attention. The last thing she needed was someone thinking they were saving an ill-treated cat, and having a Blight pop out at them.
“Decided to finally turn up,” Don said. Since he’d already volunteered to cover her whole shift—and been pretty smug about it—she didn’t understand his attitude. He couldn’t have been expecting her.
“Why don’t you like me?” Charlie asked. “Seriously.”
He appeared surprised by the question, as though it took some kind of sorceress to divine his feelings about her.
“It’s not that I don’t like you personally,” he said. “It’s just that I take my job seriously and you don’t.”
“I was going to be late,” she said. “So I called.”
“The other day—”
“I got punched. You can hardly call that a dereliction of duty.”
“If you hadn’t talked to that guy the way you had, maybe you wouldn’t have gotten hit. I know how you are with people.”
Charlie could feel her skin flush with indignation. “He was pissed because you told him he was overserved. He didn’t think he could bully you, so he came after me.”
“That’s not my fault.”
Charlie pointed her finger at him to punctuate her words. “Maybe, but that doesn’t make it mine either.”
Don grabbed his coat. “Well, since you’ve decided to actually do your job now, I guess I can finally go home.”
“You’ll be missed, I’m sure,” Charlie said. “The place will fall apart without your manly shoulders to ride on. You’re the Atlas of the goth bars.”
She must have hit a nerve or Don must have disliked her even more than she thought; the look he turned on her was chilling.
Down the bar, a guy in a long leather coat and greasy hair chuckled. She turned and he held up his empty lowball glass. “Since Atlas is gone, how about you pour me a little more bourbon.”

For the rest of the night, as she made drinks, Charlie thought of the Blight squirming in her backpack. Thought of Red, forced to watch the world over her shoulder, pinned to her feet and tied to her fate.
Halfway through her shift, she texted Malhar: Have you ever heard of Blights acting like animals, hunting in packs?
He texted back a moment later, as though he had his phone nearby: No. They’re more like ghosts.
??? she sent back.
He didn’t answer.
She shook up an extra-dirty martini for a woman with a chipped tooth and a sly smile, made Manhattans for two tattooed ladies and a man with curly silver hair, all of whom were absorbed in an intense conversation about comic book industry gossip, and louched absinthe for an elderly guy who took it downstairs to Balthazar’s shadow parlor without a word.
“Stories teach us to hope for what has yet not been but still could be,” one of the tattooed ladies said to the other.
Charlie would like to have hope like that.
“Stories are baloney,” said the man with the silver hair. “But who doesn’t like baloney?”
“Who even says ‘baloney’?” asked the third.
Rachel, Odette’s assistant, in a cute, blue retro dress with a pattern of dreidels around the bottom, cleared tables and occasionally stopped to chat with a patron.
When Charlie glanced at her phone again, Malhar had replied with a paragraph: I don’t remember if I said this during that first interview (probably when the tape was off if I did) but ghosts are usually, although not always, described as being stuck in a traumatic memory. Like, if they died by the side of the road, they’re described walking that stretch over and over. Or drowning again and again. Or the opposite—they died in a car crash, but they really loved their coin collection, so they can be seen hovering around it. Most Blights are like that. Stuck in some kind of loop. Often loaded with the pain and fear that the dying person projected into them. So they can be aggressive. Most hang around a place that they were familiar with, sopping up whatever blood comes their way. Some move around a little more. But to be a Blight like OUR FRIEND is very rare.
Charlie found his explanation frustrating. It didn’t help her understand anything that happened in the church. She texted back: So shadows are ghosts?
Malhar sent back an immediate reply: No, but they run on the same energy.
After she made the next drink, Charlie made a decision. She texted Malhar: I am coming over after work. Late. I need to show you something.
This isn’t a great time, he texted back.
She frowned at her phone, her fingers flying over the keys. The something I need to show you is a Blight.
Oh, he texted back. Oh shit. Come whenever you can.
When she looked up, Rachel stood at the bar. She opened her mouth and Charlie braced herself to get scolded for texting instead of taking orders. Then Rachel’s eyes closed.
“Found our villain yet, Charlie Hall?” Rachel rasped.
For a moment, Charlie didn’t understand. Then she did. That wasn’t Rachel speaking, it was Mr. Punch. Bad enough to see people she didn’t know puppeted, but this was infinitely more horrible. “Stop that,” she growled. “Get out of her.”
Instantly, Mr. Punch’s shadow flooded into Charlie, forcing her mouth open, past a jaw that tried to lock and teeth that bit down hard. “I’ll be a good girl and do what I’m told,” she heard herself say before Red thrust the shadow from her, hard enough that she staggered back.
She could feel him around her, like armor. The shadow slid toward her again, then seemed to think better of it. A moment later, it slithered away like a snake.
It appears that I am the better monster. He won’t like that. Red’s words echoed in her head.
Still half in shock, she looked around the room for Mr. Punch. Someone was heading for the door, someone with a man’s height. She saw a flash of bright hair, copper or gold, the shine reflecting red under the holiday lights. That had to be him.
Do you see that guy— she started to say, when Rachel began to speak again.
“Did I just ask you something?” Rachel’s hand went to her lips. Then she seemed to reconsider. “Never mind.”
Charlie shrugged, allowing Rachel to play it off. There was no good way to explain, at least not in a way that didn’t lead to a confession no one wanted.
Rachel shook her head. “I’m sure it will come back to me.”
Charlie’s heart pounded as Rachel walked away.
By then orders had slowed, but Charlie still managed to accidentally drop a wineglass and pour half a strawberry daiquiri down her own shirt. Her hands were unsteady. She was not finishing her shift in a blaze of glory.
As bad as things had gone thus far that evening, she still wasn’t prepared for Adeline to walk in, with three beautiful twentysomethings trailing behind her. They headed for the bar, their expressions as amused as you might expect from someone at a zoo, looking at an animal they were seeing for the first time.
“Charlie! This is Madison, Topher, and Brooks,” Adeline said, looking very pleased with herself. She wore a black sweater over a black plaid skirt with a lipstick-red belt that matched her boots and her absurdly tiny Chanel purse. Her hair had been straightened into a silky blond sheet.
“You really work here,” Topher said. His brown hair flopped over his eyes and he pushed it back in the manner of someone who liked how he looked when he did that. He had on a pair of brown cords, with a collared sweater buttoned over a crisp blue shirt and a navy peacoat over that. A plaid scarf was wound twice around his throat. “We thought that Adeline was having a laugh.”
“Don’t mind Topher,” said Madison, with a cruel little smile. She had on a black dress, a white puffer coat, and bright white platform boots. “He’s high as a helium balloon, which if you gave him, he would immediately try to suck on.”
Their clothes all looked as if they were dressed for somewhere far from Easthampton.
“Oh fuck off, dearest,” said Topher.
“Where’s Carver?” asked Brooks, speaking for the first time. He had tight curls, and wore a striped sweater with just the collar points of his shirt sticking out.
Carver. Charlie blinked. The name Adeline had wanted Red to use. There seemed to be something that made monied people enjoy calling each other by their last names—Salt, for instance, instead of Lionel—but Carver suited Red a little too well.
“He’s going to pick me up when my shift is over,” Charlie said, keeping her gaze on them and not glancing at her shadow.
“We’ll wait for him too,” Adeline said. “Then we can go out, just like I said we would.”
Charlie recalled Adeline telling her about Remy’s friends wanting to see him—but she hadn’t thought they’d just show up at Rapture. “Have fun.”
“You’re coming too, silly,” said Madison.
Two in the morning was the legal closing time for pretty much all bars in Massachusetts. “Not a lot of places open at this hour.”
The four of them planted themselves on stools. Adeline checked her watch. “Oh, don’t worry about that. But since we’re here, what do you have to drink?”
“The basics,” Charlie said discouragingly. “Gin. Vodka. Whiskey.”
“Espresso martinis then,” Adeline said. “Black. No cream.”
“You do have an espresso machine, don’t you?” asked Brooks, looking around Rapture with grave concern.
“We use cold brew,” Charlie told him.
Brooks’s expression remained skeptical. “Fine. I suppose.”
At least Charlie had a reason to walk away from their narrowed stares. As she dumped the ingredients in the shaker and shook it hard, she sent her thoughts at her shadow. Red, this would be a good time to show up.
Make me. She heard the words in the back of her head, as intimately as if they were whispered against her throat. Heard the teasing in his voice.
“You really are a monster,” Charlie whispered, shaking her head as she poured out the martinis.
The fancy foursome drank their drinks and laughed together, ignoring her. Charlie made every interaction with other patrons last as long as she felt she could reasonably get away with, and then took her time to close up.
“Looks like you’ve got friends here,” Rachel told her. “Just go. I can take over.”
“No, I—” But Charlie had no idea what excuse to give—it would be weird for her to admit that she didn’t even like them. “Thank you.”
“And sorry I was so weird before.” A line of worry sat between Rachel’s brows, as though she was the one who’d done something wrong.
“You’re fine,” Charlie promised.
Adeline walked over and threw an arm around Charlie’s shoulders. “Heard we can go. Wonderful.”
Charlie gave her an extremely fake smile. “Looks like Re—Remy’s not going to make it. I’ll just head home and—”
The door swung open. And there he was, in his black shirt and black jeans, pushing back slightly too long blond hair. Red.
“Carver!” Topher said, standing.
A not-at-all-pleasant smile curved on Red’s mouth. His gaze went to Charlie. Something about his expression made Topher hesitate in the middle of moving to greet him.
Adeline took Charlie’s hand. “I’d hate for you to get comfortable back at your place. It would be twice as hard to drag you back out again.”
Charlie thought of the Blight in her bag. She’d said she’d take it to Malhar, in the hope he could make sense of her half-formed theories. But she was increasingly unsure she could get out of spending time with these people.
“I’ve got to change—” Charlie started, gesturing to her daiquiri-stained shirt.
“See, I knew you would say that!” Adeline told her. “That’s why I brought you a dress. It’s in the car. Be a dear, Topher, and get the bag, won’t you?”
“Clever Addy,” Red said, walking toward them. “But maybe Charlie is just being polite. Maybe she’s tired.”
“Then let her go home,” Brooks said, confused by all the fuss.
“Oh no,” Adeline snapped. “We’re all having a night out.” She knew, even if no one else did, that if Charlie refused to accompany them, Red couldn’t go either.
But if she went, she was going to have to bring a Blight in a backpack with them. That seemed like a bad idea. Everything about this seemed like a bad idea.
Charlie sighed, giving in to the inevitable. “Give me the dress. If it fits, I’ll go.”
It was shiny silver tinsel and came along with a pair of pumps. Charlie changed in the greenroom in the back, wriggling into it. When she was done, she ran water into her hands and used it to smooth back her hair. She wiped away any runny eyeliner or mascara beneath her eyes with a scrap of toilet paper.
When she looked in the mirror, Charlie wasn’t sure who she saw. The dress was very short and it made her legs look very long. She didn’t hate it.
Rachel gave her a thumbs-up when she came out. She didn’t hate that either. Red looked as though he’d swallowed something the wrong way and was about to choke on it, which was less flattering.
“Nice,” Madison said, though the comment was delivered to Adeline.
No one seemed to notice the backpack over Charlie’s shoulder or the slight movement from inside.
“It seems we’re going out after all,” said Red, reaching for Charlie’s hand. When his skin pressed hers, she found herself shocked all over again by his warmth. “Unless you’d rather go home.”
“I’ll ride with you, Carver,” Brooks told him, ignoring their conversation.
“It’s fine,” Charlie said. “I’m already wearing the dress.”
She stuck her backpack with the Blight inside into the trunk. By the time she turned around, Brooks had gotten into the passenger seat of the Porsche. When he saw her standing next to the car, he got out only to flip up the seat and let her into the squashed back. For the entire ride, he talked about people he and Remy had known in New York. Charlie tried to pay attention, but the stories seemed to blur together into something that sounded like the Wilberforce-Batton-Bankes and Hastings-Abbotts co-hosting a charity event where everyone played cricket on Molly.
She stopped trying and texted Malhar her apologies. She’d see him tomorrow.
It turned out that several towns to the west, at the edge of the Berkshires, there was a members-only speakeasy called Lion’s Share that stayed open until four in the morning. Like Blue Ruin in Northampton, the third-shift bar that Charlie had been thrown out of and probably banned from, Lion’s Share got around the legal closing time by operating as a private club. Their group rolled in a little after two and Adeline ordered another round of espresso martinis. Charlie asked for a double shot of bourbon with a water back.
The silver-haired bartender had one of those waxed moustaches popular among hipsters fifteen years ago, except he looked old enough for his to be what they were imitating.
In her spangly dress, hair slicked back, stockings the only thing keeping her legs warm, Charlie felt chilly and awkward sitting at a high cocktail table, heel hooked on the edge of the metal bar of her stool.
She wasn’t normally a pushover—and yet, somehow they’d convinced her to come along. Was it their money that had intimidated her? Was it that they’d known Remy and she had a masochistic desire to learn everything about him, this person that Red loved above everything and everyone?
Was it that she worried Red wanted to go and was afraid to disappoint him?
Topher had been staring at her chest since they sat down. She hoped he was looking at her tattoos—and maybe he was. He didn’t seem like the kind of person who hung out with a lot of inked people.
Brooks barely looked at her at all, which was worse.
“Remy,” Madison said, glancing across the table at Red. “If no one is going to say it, then I will. I can’t believe what you went through. I know we aren’t usually very serious, but you could have told us. We would have done something.”
“I didn’t want you to try,” Red said, after a pause long enough to be awkward. He leaned back in his chair, the top two buttons of his shirt open to reveal the singlet underneath. No rings on his fingers. No dirt under his nails either.
“Salt cut off your shadow?” Brooks asked, lowering his voice. “What is it like, not to have one?”
“I lost a part of myself, I suppose,” Red said. “I’m just not sure which part.”
Charlie wished that she’d tried to find video footage of Remy at one of these parties. Surely one of his friends had recorded something. Surely there was an Instagram somewhere. Anything that would tell her Red was acting at all like Remy.
Carver.
If he wasn’t trying to trick them, she couldn’t begin to guess what he was trying to do.
“I remember meeting Salt a few times,” said Brooks. “He looked like anyone else’s grandfather. I can’t believe he was so dangerous. And how the two of you managed to be so normal, living with him, I have no idea.”
Red’s gaze went to Adeline. “Sometimes you don’t know how bad something is until it’s over.”
Adeline smiled tightly. “Family—well, you try to forgive family.”
“Forgive him?” Brooks said. “I know he died and he’s your dad, but I couldn’t forgive that.”
“We don’t understand everything that happened,” Madison said, putting her hand on Brooks’s arm.
“I understand that it happened to Carver,” Brooks said. “Not you, Addy. You weren’t locked up in the basement and tortured.”
“A toast,” interrupted Topher, clearing his throat and speaking fast to cut off the brewing argument. “To friends who you never have to forgive, because we’ll never give you a reason.”
Charlie lifted her glass to that, clinking it against the others. Topher had feelings for Adeline, that much was obvious. It was less clear whether she was aware of his affection, or returned it.
If Charlie had to wager, though, she’d lay money that Adeline knew. He wasn’t that subtle. Which meant she was avoiding the moment when she would have to reject him.
Then they launched into a conversation about socialites in New York and someone who was doing a gallery show. Someone else was getting their whole trust. A third person was buying a house in Italy—basically abandoned, with bad plumbing—which this person thought they could restore.
“Can you imagine Zoe out in the country, growing rosemary and cabbages?” At that, they all laughed.
“Oh, I think this is their weed empire. Always jumping on an idea right after the market is saturated.” They laughed again.
Charlie, with nothing to contribute, just kept drinking her bourbon. And when it was gone, she got another. And another. After a while, her tongue began to feel numb and everything got a lot more amusing.
“So, Remy, you’re officially still dead right now, is that right?” Topher asked.
“No, the lawyers took care of it,” Adeline said.
“Back from the beyond.” Red saluted with his glass and Madison and Brooks raised their glasses too.
“And you were living with her the whole while?” Topher turned his gaze toward Charlie. The condescension in his voice was subtle enough that Charlie could pretend she was imagining it.
But she’d had what felt like thirty-seven bourbons, so instead she gave Topher an enormous, lascivious grin. “He still is with me.”
“You’re a nice girl, taking him in like that,” said Brooks. “He mustn’t have been in the best shape.”
Charlie put her hand on Red’s arm. She could feel the strain of muscles under his skin. “He kept a lot of secrets,” she said, feeling proud that even though her tongue felt numb, she wasn’t yet slurring her words. “From everyone, I guess. I’m glad it wasn’t just me.”
Adeline frowned.
“I’m trying to lie less,” Red said easily. “In my undeath.”
They laughed at that.
Topher was still focused on deviling Charlie. “Once Remy inherits his fortune, he can pay you back for whatever you did for him.”
Charlie felt her cheeks flush at the insult, not just that she’d want to be paid for her services, but that she was a problem for him to throw money at.
“He’s the best investment you’ll ever make,” said Madison, laughing as though she’d made a clever joke.
“He doesn’t owe me anything.” Instead of making her wild, the alcohol seemed to have made Charlie alarmingly sincere. That needed to be remedied. Putting her finger in the air, she signaled for yet one more double bourbon.
Adeline gave her a pitying look.
“On the contrary,” said Red. “I owe you a great deal. I may owe you my life.” He didn’t sound happy about it.
“Well,” said Brooks, “I wouldn’t mind you being in my debt, Carver, that’s all I’m saying. Once you get your money, you will have to come to the city. Get a pied-à-terre. We can make you forget the last few years in short order. In fact, I’m heading out to Aspen in a week. You should join us. Surely Addy can advance you the cash.”
“No ID yet,” Red said. “Dead men don’t go through airport security.”
Madison laughed. “You know the security when you’re flying private is half-assed at best. I’ve definitely seen some walking corpses get through customs.”
They all laughed again.
Salt had a private plane. Red must have flown on one lots of times. Charlie wasn’t even sure why she cared, but it bothered her that she’d never even thought of it before. Never even imagined it. He’d never mentioned it either.
“I’ll talk to the lawyers,” Red said. “Try to move things along.”
Madison squinted at him. “I don’t know what I expected, but you sound different.”
Charlie bit the inside of her cheek. If he couldn’t convince them he was Remy, he was going to be in a very tricky position.
“I am different,” said Red. “In a way, Remy really is dead.”
A shudder went through Adeline’s shoulders.
Topher put his hand on her arm. She leaned away from him, but not enough to break contact.
Brooks gave a big sigh and raised his drink again. “Remy Carver is dead. Long live Remy Carver.”
They were all lit enough to raise their glasses to that. “Remy Carver is dead,” they chanted. “Long live Remy Carver.”
“Soon, it’ll go back to the way it used to be,” put in Adeline, eyes sparkling. “All of us, together again.”
“All of us, together again,” Topher toasted, but his attention was entirely on her.
“And me,” Charlie said. “Intruding.” Then she drank.
“To you, Charlie Hall,” Red said, holding up his glass. “For putting up with me and all my baggage.”
“I doubt she’ll have to do it much longer,” said Topher, then laughed at his own joke.
“What did you say?” Red asked mildly.
“Oh, she’s too drunk to remember anyway,” Topher reassured him.
“You are forgettable,” Charlie snapped, smiling, glad for an excuse to show her teeth. Finally, she’d run out of patience. She was tired of being ignored. Tired of them sneering at her. And most of all, she was tired of feeling as though Red might see her through their eyes and like her less because of it. “That must be why Adeline doesn’t love you.”
Madison gave a gasp. Brooks snorted.
“People like you,” Topher told Charlie, “always show their bad breeding eventually.”
Maybe she had gone too far, breaking the masquerade that he had any chance with Adeline, but leave it to him to make Charlie’s lack of discretion proof that she wasn’t one of their kind. Of course, there had never been a way to be good enough, only multiple paths to prove that she wasn’t.
“People like you,” she said, her smile widening, “are so used to the taste of spit in your food that you think it’s some exclusive seasoning. People like you are so used to getting what you want that if you were stranded on the side of the road, you’d refuse a ride from a car without heated seats.”
“Fuck you,” he said.
She stood, flushed with triumph. Then her heel caught on the rung of the barstool. Her drunken reflexes betrayed her. She fell sideways, kicking the table hard enough on her way down that Brooks’s drink was knocked to the floor, the glass shattering.
For a moment, lying there, she thought of being behind the bar of Rapture, surrounded by smashed bottles, when the gloamist’s shadow had smothered her.
Then Madison started to laugh. A moment later they were all laughing, looking down at her. Once again, Charlie had made a spectacular fool of herself. The heel on one of her shoes had entirely broken off so she couldn’t even stand with dignity. She could taste tears in the back of her throat.
“This is what you like, Carver?” Topher said, sneering.
Charlie pushed herself to her feet and kicked off her shoes. Then she punched him in the face.
Charlie Hall, glue trap for disaster. But come too close and you’ll get stuck too.
Topher staggered back, hitting the bar. His hand came up to his face. His nose was bleeding. “You’re a crazy bitch.”
“Glad you finally figured that out,” Charlie said.
A big guy with a beard pushed away from the wall and headed toward them. Security. Well fine, she didn’t want to be there anyway. She didn’t want any of this. Barefoot, she stomped out of the bar and into the icy-cold parking lot.
She didn’t have the keys to the Porsche and she was far too drunk to drive anyway. She definitely didn’t want to face Red. So she kept walking, her body hot with shame.
Charlie got about a block away before realizing that it was much too cold for her temper. And that if she went farther, she would come to the end of the tether that bound her to Red.
As she turned, bright lights swung her way. The Porsche drove up beside her. Adeline was in the passenger seat.
“Get in,” Red said.
“Leave me alone,” Charlie told him, as impossible as that demand was.
He sighed. “You know I can’t do that.”
No, neither of them could escape one another. Her head hurt and she felt stupid. And she was sure that in the morning, she was going to feel much, much worse.
“I’m sorry things went so badly tonight,” Adeline said, although Charlie didn’t think she was sorry at all. Of course, Charlie wasn’t in the most generous state of mind.
“It’s cold, Char,” Red said, his voice gentler. “Please get in.”
Vince used to call her that. “I could make you feel something,” Charlie said mulishly, opening the door. “I could fucking make you.”
“You make me feel plenty,” he told her.
She got into the tiny back seat. Her feet stung in the air blown from the heater, signaling just how cold they’d been. She rested her head against the window. Not looking at Red. Not looking at Adeline. Keeping her gaze focused on the blur of moving lights.
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[DRAFT] Transcription via AI from recording by Madurai Malhar Iyer
Malhar: Tell me about Adeline.
Red: I don’t want to talk about her.
Malhar: Why not?
Red: My thoughts are messy. The memories I have of her feel like puzzle pieces that don’t go together.
Malhar: Are those Remy’s memories?
Red: His, and mine. She did things to me—with me—and Remy didn’t—well, maybe he—I don’t know.
Malhar: [silence]
Red: I don’t want to talk about her. I said I don’t want to talk about her.
Malhar: What about Remy’s grandmother?
Red: I don’t want to talk about Fiona either.
Malhar: Can you tell me why?
Red: When Remy didn’t want to feel something anymore, he put it into me. Some—a lot—of those feelings were painful. He especially didn’t like to be sad. When we left his grandmother’s place, he missed it, missed her, missed not being afraid. Then he gave all that to me and he didn’t feel it anymore.
Malhar: But you did.
Red: Those feelings aren’t real. They’re not mine. Or at least they’re not all mine. Is that enough?
Malhar: Tell me about Charlie then.
Red: She makes me angry.
Malhar: Oh?
Red: I don’t like her knowing things about me.
Malhar: You may have forgotten her, but she was a part of your life. You made her part of your life.
Red: Vince’s life.
Malhar: That’s you, though. You called yourself Vince.
Red: Why, though? It’s a joke.
Malhar: A joke?
Red: There’s a motorcycle called the Vincent Black Shadow. Remy’s middle name was Vincent. Ha. Ha.
Malhar: You don’t think it’s funny?
Red: Of course I do. It’s my joke.
Malhar: I’m not sure what this has to do with Charlie.
Red: Nothing. She’s reckless.
Malhar: And that makes you angry?
Red: There has to be something wrong with her, if she loved something like me. Now she knows and she still wants—
Malhar: [silence]
Red: I don’t like it. I don’t like her.
Malhar: I see.
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Nothing Good
Charlie woke, her head pounding and her mouth tasting like sandpaper. Her memories felt kaleidoscopic: shattered and strange. The sour taste of vomit seared her mouth. The bed she was lying in was a dark wooden four-poster in a room with plaster walls. Late-morning sunlight filtered through dupioni silk curtains. Through the windows, she could see the lawn she’d run through.
This was Salt’s house. Her heart pounded. Her worst nightmare, for many years, had been waking up here again, vomit on her tongue, back in his clutches. Panic made her dizzy. She scrambled out of the bed, only to discover that she was in a man’s satin pajamas.
Salt’s dead, she told herself, but the knowledge didn’t slow her heartbeat.
Jerking open a door, she found a closet with empty hangers and the strong scent of mothballs. No clothes, but in the back of a drawer, she found a stoppered white bottle marked Lorazepam Intensol 2mg/mL oral concentrate. Only half-full and dusty, she wondered if this had been what Salt used to drug her. She tucked the pills into a pajama pocket.
The second door she tried opened onto an en-suite bathroom. At the sink, she splashed cold water on her face. Her hair was already damp and her skin carried the scent of expensive violet-and-rosemary soap. Someone had washed her, and thoroughly—hair too.
Glancing at the shower, she had a sudden flash of memory. Red standing behind her, one arm around her waist and the other at her shoulder, pressing her against his chest. She was stripped bare, burning water stinging her skin. Him, still in his clothes, wet and plastered to his body.
From outside, a woman’s voice. She’s got to get warm. She could have frostbite.
Charlie swished water in her mouth and scrubbed her teeth with a finger. Then she looked around for that stupid silver dress, but it was gone.
More of the night was coming back to her, each detail more embarrassing than the last. All of it, accompanied by the claustrophobic panic of being in Salt’s mansion. A drumbeat began in her mind, urging her to runrunrun. She couldn’t be in the house a moment longer. Looking outside, she saw that the snow had melted in patches. All her instincts were screaming at her to move, but she’d need boots and a coat to traverse the muddy lawn.
She crept into the hall. Faint voices came from below. One of them was Red. How could he have brought her here, of all places?
For a moment, she let herself think of the map she’d gotten off Balthazar, the one that showed her where the mask Cabal kept the piece of Red’s shadow that might contain his missing memories. The part that would fix him, would turn him back into the person who wouldn’t be conspiring against her with the shadow of Rose, wouldn’t have subjected her to Remy and Adeline’s prat friends, and definitely wouldn’t have done this.
Anger steadied her as she padded barefoot toward the voices.
“I can make you feel better,” Adeline was promising.
Charlie stopped, alarm bells going off in her head. Adeline’s voice was a purr, the offer unambiguous. Charlie had thought that Remy and Adeline had a tangled, incestuous relationship, with Red on the outside of it.
But maybe Adeline thought of Red as an extension of Remy. A substitute.
“I don’t need—” Red told her, voice stiff.
“Oh come on.” There was a rustle of fabric, as though she’d moved closer to him.
“Adeline,” he said. “Enough.”
More rustling fabric and a soft sound from her, like a moan. “Oh yes,” she said. “Like that.”
Charlie’s face flushed with shame. Right, she needed to leave. She needed to get out of that house right then and she needed to do it without him.
“Don’t,” he said, panic in his voice. Panic that froze Charlie in place.
Adeline. Adeline, don’t. The words he’d said while dreaming. When he was Vince.
Red was much stronger than Adeline. He could push her away.
Couldn’t he?
Charlie pushed open the door. If she was about to make a fool of herself, she could weather the embarrassment—surely a drop in the bucket after the night before. Adeline straddled his lap, her skirt pushed up. Red’s hands were circled around her upper arms, keeping the top half of her body away from his. When he turned his face toward Charlie, he looked lost.
“You’re interrupting,” Adeline snapped, not moving from his lap.
“We need to go,” Charlie said, although the idea of ordering him to do anything in that moment felt abhorrent.
Adeline stared at her in outrage. Charlie stared back.
“I have an appointment with Malhar,” she continued, as though she wasn’t chilled to the bone by what she’d walked in on.
“You can’t force him to stay with you forever,” Adeline said, pushing off his legs to stand. “You’re nobody, Charlie Hall.”
Red rose like an automaton, his expression utterly blank. He didn’t even look at Charlie as he staggered past her into the hall. She kept her gaze on his face. Whatever his body’s response had been to what happened, she didn’t need to know.
In the doorway, Charlie turned. “He’s your fucking cousin—or whatever. He’s your family,” she said.
“Red?” Adeline laughed.
“Didn’t you say he was what was left of Remy?”
“Probably the best part.” Adeline’s mirth had twisted into a small, smug smile. “But it’s not like we’d make two-headed babies or anything. He’s a shadow.”
Reeling, Charlie headed into the hall—where Red wasn’t—and then down the stairs.
She found him in the hall, waiting for her, jaw hard. She couldn’t help but take in his height and the muscles defining his arms. He was a big man. He could have thrown Adeline across the room, and it hadn’t helped him.
Barefoot, in pajamas, she headed for the door. “I don’t want to be in this house for one second more.”
Red got his coat from the closet, which he held out to her. “Don’t run into the cold again.”
With a sigh, she slid her arms into it. As she did, she spotted a pair of boots that seemed big, but serviceable. She shoved her feet in them, not caring if she looked like a child playing dress-up.
Footsteps thudded down the stairs.
Charlie spun. “Leave him alone!” Only to find herself looking at Fiona, the older woman’s eyebrows raised.
“Rough night?” she asked.
A flush of heat spread up Charlie’s neck. She looked an absolute mess. “I thought you … well, it doesn’t matter. Adeline kindly let us spend the night, but—”
Fiona frowned. “It’s his house.”
That stopped Charlie. “What?”
“It’s in Salt’s will. Remy inherits the mansion. You can hardly call it kind to let him sleep in his own house.”
Charlie glanced at Red, but she couldn’t tell whether he’d known that. His face was so empty of expression that it was starting to scare her.
“I think we can find you something better than that to wear.” Fiona’s gaze went over Charlie’s pajamas, the coat long enough to drag on the ground, and the comically oversized boots. “Then we can all have brunch.”
“I should—we have to leave.” Charlie’s skin itched to get out of there. She needed to talk to Red. She needed to go.
Fiona’s half-smile didn’t flag. “Not looking like that. Come, we can get you some coffee and food, then you can go directly to wherever you’re going.” She turned to Red. “You ought to change as well. That shirt is wrinkled.”
Charlie opened her mouth to insist on departing, then closed it again. She’d been playing defense ever since she became the Hierophant. Defense against Mr. Punch and the Cabals, defense against Adeline. Trying to stall them or appease them long enough for her to find an angle.
None of that played to Charlie’s strengths. All she knew how to do was lie, trick, and steal her way into getting what she wanted. And maybe she couldn’t do that here exactly, but Fiona Carver was rich, had information they didn’t, and desperately wanted something. All that made her an excellent mark.
A slow smile tugged at the corners of Charlie’s mouth. “What a generous offer. I’d love to borrow some clothes and eat with you.”
Red turned toward her, violence in his eyes. “I need to talk to Charlie.”
Fiona urged her toward the stairs. “You two can discuss things on the way to brunch. I assume you’ll be taking your own car.”
“Now,” he snapped. “I need to talk with her now.”
Fiona took a step away at the vehemence in his voice. “Then I’ll just go upstairs and lay out some clothes. Don’t be long.”
They listened for her retreating footsteps.
Red turned his gaze, staring at the wall behind Charlie as though he was considering putting a fist through it. “I understand why you’re angry with me. Last night was all my fault, but please don’t take out your feelings on Fiona. Please.”
“Your fault?” Charlie scowled at him, incredulous. “I don’t see how that’s possible. You weren’t the one who drank two gallons of bourbon, fell off her barstool, and punched some trust fund kid. Though you might have been tempted. He had a very punchable face.”
The minute lift at the corner of his mouth was practically a confession, but he shook his head and it fell away. “I am in the habit of obedience. I didn’t realize that it was up to me to get us out of last night until, well, until you sent me from that room moments ago. But that doesn’t mean it was any less my fault.”
She couldn’t agree, but she was immensely relieved that the anger in his face hadn’t been for her. She worried it was for himself, though. “How am I supposed to fight with you, if you’re going to just roll over and show me your soft belly?”
His shoulders relaxed a little. “If anyone could find a way, it would be you.”
“Ouch.” Charlie said, playing along. Then she glanced up the stairs. “But I still think we should go to brunch.”
“What? Why?” There was despair in his face. “I am not who she wants me to be.”
You’re close enough, part of her wanted to say, but not everything ought to be a con. Love, she supposed, shouldn’t. “Why is Adeline letting Fiona stay here?”
“I don’t kno—” He stopped himself. “Oh. Because it’s my house.”
“You had no idea, did you? What else does Fiona know that we don’t?” Charlie asked. “Look, my head is killing me. I need coffee and aspirin and bacon fat before I am going to be even moderately able to face the day. Two birds. One stone.”
“What are you planning?” he asked.
“To get out of these pajamas and mainline caffeine.” Charlie shrugged. “But if you don’t want to spend time with Fiona…”
He sighed, looking up the stairs. “Of course I want to go. But I shouldn’t. She’s not my family. Nothing good will come of it.”
“Nothing good?” Charlie said with a smile he didn’t seem to be able to resist returning. “Sounds like my kind of plan.”

Fiona opened her door when Charlie came up the stairs and then ushered her inside the bedroom.
A sweater the color of fresh cream and a pair of cuffed black jeans had been spread out on the bedspread. They looked large enough to fit, which made Charlie wonder if they’d been borrowed from the staff or if Fiona liked things oversized. “I appreciate you finding something for me to wear.”
“Oh, it’s no trouble,” Fiona said. “I’m glad you’re giving me the chance to spend some time with my grandson.”
“You’ve really just been here, waiting for him to get over himself and see you?” Charlie asked.
Fiona frowned at that characterization. “I came as soon as I heard what had really happened to Remy. You can’t imagine how terrible it was the year before last. My daughter died, and within a week, Remy was dead too and I couldn’t even mourn him properly, because everyone was saying he was a monster.”
Right. Because he’d been found in the burned remains of a car beside the casino, with the burned remains of a woman.
“Poor girl,” Fiona said.
Rose Allaband. Charlie thought of the shadow coming through the window. “Yeah, poor girl.”
“What size are your shoes?” Fiona asked crisply, bringing Charlie back to the present.
“A nine,” she said.
“I’m a seven and a half,” Fiona said, holding up a pair of short, lace-up Prada boots. “But I took these from Adeline’s closet. She wears a nine and a half. You can double up on socks.”
A better person would have refused anything of Adeline’s, but Charlie just took them into the bathroom and laced them on.
Outside, Charlie climbed into the passenger side of the Porsche while Fiona headed to a zippy-looking white BMW.
“Follow me,” the old lady called to Red.
He pulled out of the driveway, mouth set in a grim line. Charlie let herself study him: broad shoulders, hair catching the golden light of the afternoon sun, eyes like burning brands. Now that she’d spent a little more time with Fiona, she thought she could see the resemblance in the slant of his eyebrows and the bow of his mouth.
“I won’t ask if you don’t want me to,” Charlie said.
“What did I tell you about Adeline … before?” Red returned.
“Not that,” Charlie blurted out.
“She thinks I’m a toy version of Remy. One she can play with. One she can manipulate with Salt’s fortune.”
“Is that how she always saw you? As a toy version of Remy?” Charlie asked.
“As a toy, certainly,” he said, a growl in his voice.
She recalled the photo of Remy Carver she’d found online, the one where it seemed as though he’d been caught banging Adeline on the deck of a yacht. Charlie hadn’t known what to think. Photos got manipulated, people got misidentified, rich kids were perverts. She’d figured maybe they had a thing, but not much of a thing.
But it hadn’t been Remy. It had been Red. And he hadn’t had a choice. A shudder went through her but she kept her focus on the window.
You’re going to hate her, Charlie had said, when she found out he was going to be bound to Adeline.
I already do, he’d answered.
Charlie hadn’t understood even half of what he’d meant. But maybe she should have. Maybe it had all been there and she’d just refused to see it.
“And Remy?” Charlie asked.
Red shrugged. “He didn’t like to think about it.”
“Even at the start?” Charlie asked, incredulous. How could he not? Even if he somehow hadn’t understood that Adeline was doing something awful, surely he thought it was weird.
“I was a killer. A monster. It didn’t matter.”
“Once, when we were up late, Vince and I compared first times,” Charlie said, deciding not to argue about whether being forced to be a killer made it okay to be forced into all kinds of other things. “You told me you were fourteen and it was with a girl you’d known for a while. That you both were experimenting. Was any of that true?”
“None of it was a lie,” he told her. “What happened was an experiment. It just wasn’t my experiment. There was a lot of blood.”
And on that horrifying note, he pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant called the Federal.
“The blood made you more physically present,” Charlie said, puzzling through the mechanics of what had likely happened. Red led with his monstrousness when he was afraid of judgment. A familiar impulse, to make things worse when you were afraid you couldn’t make them better. “They should never have done that. Not to anyone and not to you.”
He flinched. “I didn’t want you to know any of this.”
“She should be ashamed,” Charlie said, with vehemence. “Never you.”
He shrugged, obviously not believing her.
Fiona got out of her car. She looked over at them, waved, and then headed inside the restaurant.
Red reached for the door handle.
“Wait.” Charlie put a hand on his arm. “Tell me about your grandmother.”
“She’s a good person,” he said, forgetting to correct her. “Like I said, don’t hurt her.”
“Trust me,” Charlie said with a grin.
He gave her the look that line deserved. “Fiona Carver. Just turned seventy. She’s on the board of several foundations in New York—that’s how she spent Salt’s money after their divorce—the Robin Hood foundation, which focuses on poverty; the Drug Policy Alliance; Children’s Aid; to name just a few, covering everything from leukemia research to endangered tigers. She had one child, Kiara, and one grandchild, Remy. She doesn’t come from money, but Kiara always said she took to it like a duck to water.”
Lionel had donated plenty to charities. That alone didn’t make Fiona a good person. Red had vouched for her, but his standards were low.
Past its white columned entrance, the Federal turned out to be the sort of place with starched tablecloths and hushed voices. They passed a small bar area where a few couples that Charlie would have pegged as retirees fresh from a game of golf had gathered. A diamond tennis bracelet gleamed on one of the wives’ wrists, just begging to be pocketed.
Fiona was already at a table, a dirty martini in front of her, three cheese-stuffed olives, two cornichons, and a pickled onion floating in the gin. In her starched white shirt and black trousers, paired with comfortable-looking, faux-fur-lined mules, she managed to be elegant without seeming at all overdressed. Her hair was pulled back in a tortoiseshell clip, revealing a pair of thick, heavy-looking gold hoops. Charlie couldn’t guess a single brand, except for the understated gray Polène bag sitting beside her on an otherwise empty chair. Fiona wore her wealth lightly.
“You know, you’ve got a whole salad in your drink,” Charlie said as she took a seat.
Fiona laughed. “This place! I can’t decide if they’re delightful or insane.” She pushed a menu in Red’s direction. “You can add a lobster tail to anything. Anything.”
Red sat on the other side of the table, looking around the room like he was counting the exits.
“So,” Charlie said. “You know Odette, right? She’s my boss. She talks about you sometimes.”
Fiona’s eyebrows rose. “She could tell you some stories about me that would make your hair stand on end. Are you one of her protégées?”
“Am I … Oh! No.” Charlie could feel her face heat. “I’m just a bartender.”
“Ahh.” Fiona took a sip of her martini and made a motion toward the waiter. “That’s why you’re offended by my drink.”
“I’m not offended,” Charlie said as the waiter descended on them. “I just think that if you added a tomato, you might be able to convince me it was a Bloody Mary.”
Fiona turned to Red. “And what will you be having, dear?”
He frowned at the menu. “A steak?”
“The strip,” Fiona clarified to the waiter. “I’ll have your onion soup and a dozen Coffin Bay oysters.”
Charlie decided fast on something that seemed safe. “The turkey burger.”
“Would any of you like a lobster tail with that?” the waiter asked. Charlie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing.
“So,” Fiona said, when he left. “Tell me about your people, Charlie Hall.”
“My grandmother’s in prison for murder,” she said, going for brutal honesty. She needed to establish some quick intimacy between them, if she was going to gain Fiona’s trust. It was a gamble, but she thought it could work.
Fiona didn’t seem rattled by Charlie’s disclosure. “My ex-husband was a monster, so if I think badly of you, I will be obligated to think worse of myself. Are your parents also criminally inclined?”
“Dad’s homesteading with his new wife. Mom’s sitting on a fortune of rare Magic cards.” She didn’t mention that she was the one who was criminally inclined. “My sister can tell your future.”
“I see,” Fiona said.
“Also, if this is one of those situations where you were going to take me aside and offer me some money to stay away from your grandson, don’t bother. That’s not going to work.”
That made Fiona laugh. “Oh, am I supposed to think you are corrupting Remy Vincent Carver? Teaching him a love of spray cheese or inducing him to graffiti the sides of buildings? Ruining his good name?”
“You both know I am also at the table, correct?” Red asked, but the talk of names had to make him a little uncomfortable.
Charlie rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine. But Adeline’s friends said as much last night.”
“She’s very possessive of him,” Fiona said diplomatically, with a glance in Red’s direction. “She always has been. I suppose that before Remy came, she was all on her own in that big house. I’ve always thought she was terrified of being alone again. And scared of what my ex-husband would do to her if he didn’t have Remy as a target for his ire. That’s the only excuse I can come up with for her choices.”
Was Fiona talking about the lawyers and the strings Adeline was putting on Red getting his inheritance? Did she know about the other stuff?
No, Charlie realized. She was angry for a totally different reason. She believed the story that he’d been locked in the basement of the mansion for a year while everyone thought he was dead and that Adeline never went to the police, never reached out to Fiona, never did anything to help him.
“And you two always got along like a house on fire,” Fiona went on.
“Exactly like that,” Red agreed, his tone making the words mean something else.
“So I need to say this.” Fiona looked down at her drink. “You don’t have to protect me. I want you to understand that I am not frail, even if I’m old. I buried a daughter. You’re all I have left in the world.”
“No,” Red said. “I’m not.”
The waiter returned with their food, placing the plates down in front of them. Ignoring him, Fiona grabbed hold of Red’s hand and squeezed it.
“You are,” she insisted.
“What do you know about shadow magic?” he asked, pulling his hand free. Charlie’s heart thudded. Surely, he wouldn’t tell her. Surely, he wouldn’t.
Fiona’s attention sharpened. “Not so much, but not nothing. I was aware my ex-husband had an unhealthy interest in the occult and I was curious about what had so captivated him. There are people in my circles with Cabal connections, ones who’ve bought shadows at events held for that sort of thing.”
“The Cabals punish members who are involved in selling shadows,” Charlie said.
Fiona took another sip of her drink. “Well, it is hideously expensive, so I imagine there’s some risk on their end.” Then she turned to Red. “I should never have let you go to Salt. That’s what he wanted from you, wasn’t it? Your friend, the one you talked to all the time? The one I thought wasn’t real?”
Charlie dragged a fry through truffle mayonnaise and put it into her mouth. The flavor wasn’t precisely good, but somehow, she wanted more of it.
Fiona spoke into the silence. “I didn’t realize until many years later after you left my care that you had shadow magic. I don’t know if it was something you wanted. I don’t know what you can do, but I am sorry for the position it put you in.” She frowned. “Are you still part of that world?”
“I never won’t be,” Red told her.
“Whatever Salt asked you to do,” Fiona said, “whatever you’ve done, I want you to understand. I am always on your side.”
“Stop,” Red told her.
“Even if you’d killed that Rose Allaband girl, I would have been on your side. I wouldn’t have liked it, but I would have helped you.”
“Stop,” Red said again, more firmly, a note of panic in his voice.
She reached across the table, as if she meant to take his hand again. “I know you have every reason to be angry with me—”
He rose to his feet, cutting her off. “I’m not mad. I love you. But I am not Remy.”
Fiona’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly, but it was Charlie who felt as though she couldn’t breathe as Red melted into a shadow that spread out from where he’d stood, a shadow that pitched the entire room into an eerie darkness.
Panicked gasps went up around the room.
The old woman pointed to Charlie. “Explain,” she demanded in a shaking voice.
“He’s your grandson,” Charlie said, standing. “Just as much as Remy ever was.”
Fiona shook her head in horror.
And Charlie, coward that she was, headed straight for the door.
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Not a Pet
She staggered to the Porsche where she saw the keys on the front seat. Sitting down hard on the driver’s side, she saw her face mirrored in the windshield. No makeup, like an actor offstage. Around her eye, the remains of her bruise.
What did you do? she asked Red.
He was nearby, looking like nothing more than the shadow she should have cast. Still, he didn’t answer. She imagined he didn’t want to talk about how he’d blown up his spot and alienated the one person who could have helped him avoid Adeline’s legal traps. Charlie put her hands on the wheel, but couldn’t make herself start the engine. Her emotions were all over the place, her thoughts wouldn’t settle. She’d given up grifting after Mark, afraid of how thoroughly she’d destroyed him, guilty about the man who died by a bullet meant for her. And then she’d gone back to being a con artist after all, because it was what she was good at.
Who would she have become without Rand taking her under his wing? Someone less traumatized? More boring? Rand had the gift of making people feel special, including her. He’d made her believe in the higher calling of their profession.
But sitting in the Porsche, hungover, with Red silent and in shadow, Charlie felt a familiar despair settle over her. She didn’t know how to fix anything. She didn’t know how to be better. She didn’t know how to give Mr. Punch what he wanted or even be a halfway decent Hierophant, for all her bragging.
Well, she’d promised to let Malhar have a look at the Blight in the trunk. And then she’d promised it to Balthazar for services he’d already rendered. She could do that much, at least.

Malhar met Charlie at the door to a house with a scrubby yard, a couch on the porch, and a lot of cars in the driveway. Typical Amherst share house among students who’d outgrown the dorms but couldn’t afford to be on their own.
Skinny, in jeans ripped at the knees and a maroon sweater, dark hair rumpled as though he hadn’t gotten around to brushing it, Malhar blinked at her like a man who hadn’t realized how late it had grown. He appeared surprised by the early winter dark.
“How many roommates do you have?” she asked him as she walked inside his place, squirming backpack over one shoulder.
Malhar shrugged, waving vaguely toward the kitchen. “Half a dozen usually, but they get into relationships or have someone crash with them and then we get an extra one or two. Or sometimes people get into relationships and move out instead—it varies.”
Charlie suspected he couldn’t actually give her a number.
Two more couches rested in the living room, one very close to the television. A young Black man was playing a video game that seemed to involve a guy with a lot of armor fighting something with a squid for a head. He grinned at them as they passed by.
“Deon is getting his MFA in writing,” Malhar said, low-voiced. “He’s spent two semesters avoiding finishing his novel.”
“Endings are elusive,” Deon called after them defensively.
The kitchen held two more roommates, one tossing a bunch of garbanzo beans and zaatar in a plastic bowl, the other drinking coffee from an enormous mug. A big pot of lentils simmered on the stove. Over the sink, someone had strung holiday tinsel, along with a string of colorful fairy lights.
Malhar gestured toward them. “Ibrahim is chemistry. Aron is film.”
“That’s right. I am film. I am gigantic. I am unavoidable,” one of the guys—Aron, she supposed—said. “Your guest want any coffee? I just brewed a fresh pot.”
“I do,” Charlie said, before Malhar could demur on her behalf.
“We’ll come back for it,” he said and ushered her into his bedroom. A desk had been shoved against one wall and two monitors loomed above it, both with screen savers of faraway places sweeping across them.
His bed, shoved against the opposite wall, was tidily made, although the end was covered in what seemed to be freshly washed but unfolded laundry. The floor was mostly clear, with the exception of a water bottle by the bed and a stack of files under the desk. The door to the closet was ajar and there seemed to be a mess threatening to spill out from there—she thought she spotted a three-piece suit, of all things. By student standards, the place was spotless.
“Do you have it?” he asked, a little breathlessly.
She nodded and shouldered off her backpack.
“And Red?” Malhar asked.
At the question, his shadow lengthened and thickened. Then Red stood at the other end of the tether, formed out of darkness.
“Shit,” Malhar said. “Shit.”
“It’s weird to watch him do it, right?” Charlie said.
“Every time,” Malhar confirmed.
Red gave them a self-conscious half-smile. He went over to the chair by the desk and sat down.
Charlie unzipped her backpack, then pulled out the onyx netting, hoping the thing inside wasn’t about to bite her.
“Is that the Blight?” Malhar asked, squatting down beside the bed to peer into the netting. It wasn’t solid in the way that Red was, but the onyx kept it solid enough to have a shadowy shape. It was still roughly the size of a bobcat and occasionally opened something like a mouth to show off shadowy teeth. “Can it talk?”
Red shook his head.
“I promised Balthazar a shadow,” Charlie said. “But before that, I wanted to see if you could—I don’t know, learn something from it?”
Malhar peered down at the thing. Experimentally, he put his fingers into the bag, then yanked them back out just as fast.
“Did it try to bite you?” Charlie asked.
He shook his head. “It moved. I panicked. I’m not sure about its intentions. You’re really going to give this thing to Balthazar?”
“It’s better than it hurting someone—or being ordered to kill it as the Hierophant. What would you do, keep it as a pet? Like a reptile in an onyx fish tank you drop crickets into from time to time?”
“No,” Malhar said reluctantly. “Although when you put it that way it sounds pretty great.”
Red gave another of his barely there smiles.
“I think this thing was eating shadows. Small ones,” Charlie said. “Absorbing their powers.”
“Interesting.” Malhar peered at it.
Charlie focused on the creature in front of her. She thought of the scrapes on the wall of the Grace Covenant Church basement. “There’s something I want to know. Would there be a way for someone to control more than one shadow at a time?”
Malhar raised an eyebrow. “You know that’s not my area of study, but I guess you could make each one an offer.”
“Could a Blight like this one even understand me?” Charlie gestured toward the creature she’d trapped.
“We could do a quick experiment. Unless…” Malhar looked at Red.
He rolled his eyes. “There is no secret shadow language.”
Malhar sighed, slumping. “Right, sorry.”
Charlie got an onyx knife out of her pack, then pressed the tip against her finger with a wince.
“You’re going to feed it?” Red asked.
She wondered if the thought bothered him; she hadn’t fed him in days. It felt dangerous, letting him feed, even though the Cabal leaders had warned her that the real danger was in not doing it.
“Hopefully that guy it’s meant for—Balthazar—won’t mind sharing,” Malhar said.
Charlie got his meaning. “This won’t bond me to it, right?”
Red smiled. “I have had a great deal of blood from many people, living and dead, and I care nothing for most of them.”
Maybe Malhar was used to Red being scary at him, because he didn’t look at all disturbed by that comment.
“Okay, little Blight,” Charlie said. “Sorry we stuck you in a backpack for a full day. How about this? I’ll give you a little blood if you, uh, hiss three times.”
The shadow didn’t hiss, although it did press eagerly against the netting as though straining to lick the proffered finger.
“Let’s try again,” she said. “I’ll give you blood if you lie down.”
The shadow only strained harder against the netting.
With a sigh, Malhar reached for a plastic wrapper from among the detritus on his desk and offered it to Charlie. Smearing her blood on it, she pushed the wrapper beneath the netting. Immediately, the shadow covered it, making wet noises.
“I think we eliminated the theory it can understand you,” Malhar said. “But that could be that it’s too distracted by hunger, or that it isn’t fully manifested.”
Red regarded the Blight with some curiosity.
“But I could control it if it were tied to me,” Charlie said. “Could a person attach more than one shadow to themselves? A boy said he saw the Nine-Shadow Man, like from a fairy tale. Is that possible?”
Malhar sighed. “That would be an incredibly unethical experiment to undertake, but if you consider the energy that shadows consume to be measurable, I don’t see how one gloamist could sustain two, much less more shadows, without being drained.”
“If it’s an unethical experiment, the masks have already done it,” Red said.
Asking Bellamy might give her an excuse to be inside his stronghold, close to where her map said that piece of Red was being kept. But it would be tricky for her to explain why she wanted to know, since this job for Mr. Punch was off the books.
Which made her wonder again why investigating a massacre was something he wanted none of the other Cabal leaders to know about. Sure, it wasn’t technically her job unless Blights were involved, but it wasn’t like the Cabals would mind getting extra work out of her.
There are people in my circles with Cabal connections, ones who’ve bought shadows at events held for that sort of thing. That was what Fiona had said. Her words had gotten lost after Red’s revelations, but there was something there.
Was Mr. Punch getting her to investigate another Cabal member who’d been selling shadows? Was he planning some blackmail of his own?
As her thoughts returned to Bellamy, the missing part of Red, and unethical experiments, Malhar continued studying the Blight.
“A little parasite,” Red said, looking down, his gaze going to Charlie’s bleeding finger.
“We’re all parasites when we aren’t fully developed,” Malhar said.
“It’s old,” Red said. “I can tell that much about it.”
“How?” Charlie asked.
He blinked at her. “I … I don’t know.”
“You sure there isn’t some secret shadow language?” Malhar asked.
Red gave him an exasperated look. Then he turned to the shadow. “Hiss or I will rip you to pieces and devour the pieces,” he said, in a voice so sweet that the contrast between his words and tone made the hairs stand up all along Charlie’s arms.
A small hissing sound came from the shadow as it flattened itself low in the netting.
Malhar raised his eyebrows.
“What was that?” Charlie demanded, mightily unnerved.
“Secret shadow language,” Red told her with a small, amused smile.
Charlie sighed and pointed toward Malhar’s computer. “Can I use that for a second? While you two do whatever it is you’re going to do to that thing, which clearly can understand us after all.”
“Sure.” Malhar leaned across her and typed in his password.
Charlie sat down and cracked her knuckles. Although she played through her cons in person, the lead-up to each required a lot of digital research. Usually she did it at libraries when she was sure she could stay out of the range of cameras. Sometimes, when she was really worried about being found out, she would break into office buildings and do her research there.
But this time, she had nothing to worry about. She was the investigator, not the criminal who’d be investigated. So Malhar’s desktop would be fine.
Charlie took a still from one of Rooster Argent’s videos and reverse- image-searched his face. Then she scrolled through lots of photos of people who might be him if she squinted. Frustrated, she went to a site that offered a better image search for about fifteen bucks. That yielded more precise results. Rooster at a conference of YouTubers. Lots of photos from his Instagram. And there was one—she clicked through to an abandoned Myspace page of a fifteen-year-old named Dave Pugliese.
Gotcha.
Dave Pugliese graduated from Holyoke High School in 2013—there was a photo in the yearbook. He was arrested for criminal trespass in 2015, then seemed to disappear. Six years later, Rooster Argent arrived on the scene, already a gloamist.
But it was Dave Pugliese who’d bought a penthouse apartment in an old building near the center of Northampton.
Charlie stood. “We should go.”
Malhar let out a sigh from where he was attempting to create a maze that led to a blood-soaked tissue. “You could leave it here overnight. I could observe it some more. See if it communicates more readily with less distraction.”
Red shook his head.
“You don’t think it’s safe?” Malhar said.
Red gave him a look. “Absolutely not.”
Charlie was only halfway paying attention. I have had a great deal of blood from many people, living and dead, and I care nothing for most of them. Red had said that earlier. The Blight in the cage had been focused on her finger. “Maybe the motive was simple. Maybe the killer—maybe Rooster—just wanted a much more powerful shadow. Wanted the blood. Didn’t Balthazar imply there was some kind of conflict between him and Mr. Punch?”
“He said they were opposites,” Red said, leaving her unsure if he was agreeing or not.
On the way out, she saw Aron sitting on the couch outside the house with an enormous water bong resting on the ground in front of him. He struggled with a matchbook.
“You want a hit?” he offered, then blinked at Red. He must have wondered how he’d missed a large guy like that showing up.
“I’m good,” she told Aron, stepping off the porch in the direction of the car. Halfway to it, Charlie met her sister, walking up the path.
Posey jerked to a stop. “What are you doing here?”
Charlie studied her, the weight of the duffel bag slung across her body, the timing of her arrival, and the number of times she hadn’t been in her own bed at night recently. “You’ve been sleeping over at Malhar’s place? That’s where you’ve been?”
“I—” Posey began. On the porch, Aron waved and after a moment, she waved vaguely back. She was so busted.
“Malhar’s your boyfriend?”
Posey gave her head a half shake, but seemed to think better of denying it. “We have a thing. Which is undefined and also none of your business.”
Hall women made famously bad choices. But Charlie hadn’t seen any warning signs in Malhar, except, of course, that Posey liked him.
“Great,” Charlie said decisively. “He’s got a lot of roommates. We’re moving tomorrow. How about you get your not-quite-a-boyfriend to come and bring them along to help?”
“I will,” Posey said, but she still looked unhappy. “Now you explain why you didn’t come to me?”
“About what?” Charlie found herself mystified.
“Whatever you wanted to ask Malhar. I’m the gloamist,” she said. “Ask me. I know stuff.”
“Fine,” Charlie said. “Who massacred the people in the basement of the Grace Covenant Church?”
Posey flinched, visibly uncomfortable. “You asked Malhar that?”
“I came here looking for leads,” Charlie told her. “One of my theories was that Blights might have been involved, maybe controlled by a gloamist? I figured Malhar could know something about their habits since that’s his area of study.”
Posey looked more upset, rather than less. “You should leave it alone.”
“Leave what alone?”
“Whatever happened in the church was bad. Let the Cabals figure this one out for themselves.” Posey wasn’t wrong, but there was something strange in her expression, something that Charlie didn’t like.
“So I guess you don’t have any theories for me?” Charlie asked.
“Yeah, that it was done by a psycho,” Posey said. “See you at home.” Then she headed toward Malhar’s house, as though she hadn’t been the one pushing Charlie to ask her for help. As Posey went up the path, Charlie noted a dark stain marring the cuff of her jeans.
She thought of the massacre in the church, of the hungry Blight in her backpack, of Rooster’s TikToks. He didn’t seem the type to kill a roomful of people for their blood, but then, she supposed that people seldom did.

They drove to Northampton next. Charlie directed Red to take her to a grocery store, then park across the street from Rooster’s apartment building. Now that she knew his name, finding his place hadn’t been difficult.
“Dare I ask?” Red appeared a little amused, ready to be impressed. He didn’t seem to even consider the possibility that she didn’t know what she was doing, which was flattering enough to make her cheeks redden in a way she pretended was just from the cold.
“Watch and wait,” Charlie told him, glorying in the moment.
They sat in surprisingly companionable silence until the events of the day caught up with Charlie and she yawned. “Talk to me. I don’t want to fall asleep.”
Red leaned back in his seat. “Did you go to college?”
“That’s what you want to know?”
He shrugged. “I asked.”
“It just wasn’t what I expected a monstrous Blight, bound to miserable servitude, to be curious about.” He smiled.
“I went to community college,” she admitted. “Then I dropped out so I could give my full attention to my life of crime.”
“Plenty of criminals with college degrees,” Red pointed out.
Charlie groaned. “I hate that there’s even an old boys’ network of miscreants.”
“That’s a good word.” He was watching her with warmth in his expression. “Miscreant.”
Charlie looked up and saw someone heading toward the building. “You have to stay in shadow for this,” she said, getting out of the Porsche, then grabbing her bags of groceries.
Sprinting across the street, she got through the doors before the approaching sucker. Scanning the buzzers for Rooster’s apartment, she saw that each floor was broken into three units—1A, 1B, 1C, and the same for 2s and 3s—except at the top, there was only 4.
The person she’d seen walking arrived at the building. He used a key to open the second, inner door and, as she’d hoped, held it for her without any questions.
The guy took the elevator, so Charlie headed for the stairs, climbing them all the way to the fourth floor. A metal fire door greeted her. Setting down her groceries, she tried the handle. Locked. Since there was only one residence on the fourth floor, it was possible that it led directly into the apartment. Picking the lock on a fire door wasn’t easy, but at least she had Red.
“Is there onyx?” she asked him.
He moved out of shadow, his legs still blurred as he moved toward the door. Then he was flowing beneath it.
A moment later the lock turned. Red stood, silhouetted in the doorway, still not quite solid. “I don’t think Rooster expected anyone to send a shadow here.”
Looking around, Charlie wondered if it was because he’d been too worried about a line of black flooring ruining his aesthetic. A cloud sofa dominated the living room, aimed at the enormous television taking up a whole wall. Three separate gaming systems had been plugged in, their controllers on a slick black console. On the wall, staggered shelves showed off a collection of Kaws art figures, each one carefully spotlighted. A “KEEP OFF” Supreme x Ikea rug covered the floor. The full hypebeast experience.
She walked to the next room, which turned out to be Rooster’s filming studio—lights, tripods, a mess of expensive camera equipment, a green screen, and a couple of stools and chairs. Down the hall, she discovered his bedroom, dominated by a huge bed—by appearances, larger than a king—as though he was expecting an impromptu orgy. A display of prized sneakers covered the wall over the headboard. A mini fridge sat in the place of a nightstand.
“Charlie,” Red called.
She followed his voice to the kitchen. There, she found a beautiful, huge espresso machine resting on a marble island next to a bunch of stacked BAPE camo mugs. Pulling her gaze from it, she saw Red with a laptop covered in skater stickers.
She raised her eyebrows. After all, it seemed impossible that Mr. Punch hadn’t been here already, hadn’t looked through Rooster’s things before he set her on this trail. A laptop would be the first thing he checked, assuming he’d found one.
“Under the floorboards. Password was ‘PASSWORD.’” Red turned it toward her. “Look at this.”
He indicated the folder on the desktop that was marked BLACKMAIL MATERIAL.
“Seriously? He just put that there?” Of course, what in this apartment would make Charlie think Rooster wouldn’t have done that? This was a guy with PASSWORD for his password. On the other hand, this was also a guy who’d managed to conceal his laptop from everyone but a living shadow.
“I think it’s meant to be ironically unironic,” Red said. “But there are real recordings in here. Recent ones too.”
“Holy shit,” Charlie said, reaching over to the second to last, labeled PUNCH.
It started midconversation.
A voice Charlie didn’t recognize spoke. Our harvester is gone. I need you to do the job.
I never signed up for that. She could hear Rooster’s nervous breaths.
You’re the architect of this problem. Now solve it. That had to be Mr. Punch speaking. The real Mr. Punch. She paid attention to the sound of his voice. It reminded her of someone.
It’s not how this works. I cut you in on this. If Rooster belonged to the puppeteers, he’d have worked for Malik until very recently. Maybe they’d had a system.
Quit whining and get the fucking shadows, Mr. Punch told him.
What if he goes to Vicereine? Rooster said.
Mr. Punch laughed. Him? He can’t. And neither can you. Then silence.
Charlie looked at the timestamp. The conversation took place three days before the massacre at Grace Covenant.
There was only one other file in the BLACKMAIL folder with a timestamp after that one. She hit play.
Where are you? Rooster asked. You fucker. They’re going to kill you for this.
Then came a weird, hollow laugh. It shivered down Charlie’s spine.
The recording ended, leaving her to ponder how these new pieces fit together.
She went to the refrigerator, trying to get a sense of the last time Rooster had come to this place. There wasn’t much inside—a carton of milk that was sour when she brought it to her nose. Wilted lettuce. A block of Gruyère. A package of ham that smelled off. A bottle of unopened Moët that was probably just fine.
“I think he’s dead,” Charlie said, turning back toward Red.
He was lounged in the kitchen chair, looking too big for it, long limbs crossed at the ankles. “So where’s the body?”
She played that final recording again. That laugh made her think of the way Mark had laughed that final time they’d spoken, before he’d conspired with his brother to murder her.
Charlie met Red’s eyes. “This guy sounds like he’d know.”

Balthazar jerked open his door, glaring down at Charlie and then turning that glare on Red.
She pushed past him and into the flat. He was shirtless, his hair messy as though he’d just come from bed.
“Am I interrupting something?” she asked.
He folded his arms over his bare chest. “Is there a reason you’re in my house, Charlie Hall? And is it a reason I am going to hate or merely dislike?”
She put her backpack down on the table. “The Blight you wanted.” The creature inside moved at the sound of her voice, wriggling.
He blinked at her. “But I just … that conversation was only days ago.”
“I work fast. You know that.” She tried not to look excessively smug.
“Okay,” he said, smoothing back his hair in a way that indicated some level of freaking out. “Okay. Can I see it?”
For the second time that night, Charlie opened her backpack to reveal the Blight. Then she dumped it, in the onyx netting bound with zip ties, onto Balthazar’s couch.
He studied the shadow creature as it attempted to fight its way free. “Lively,” he said.
“All things considered, it’s fairly friendly,” Charlie told him. “More curious than murderous.”
“Equal parts, at least,” put in Red.
“So,” Charlie said. “Would you like me to sew it on you?”
A man’s voice sounded from the hall. “Balthazar, I thought you were—”
A familiar voice.
“Is that Bellamy?” Charlie said, dropping her voice to a whisper. She remembered Red saying they met up behind Rapture. Apparently, they met up other places as well.
“You better go,” Balthazar said, lowering his voice too. “I can take it from here.”
“What if he finds out?” Charlie demanded, partially because this was an important question and partially because she wanted to know if Bellamy had been selling Blights and Balthazar knew it.
“Then I will lie about where it came from,” Balthazar promised, herding her and Red toward the door.
“One more thing,” Charlie said. “Remember when you said Rooster Argent was scheduled to talk at some wellness retreat upstate? Do you remember the place it’s being held?”
“Solaluna. Now, goodbye.” He shut the door in her face.
Charlie turned to meet Red’s gaze.
Solaluna, like the matchbook they found next to the stubbed-out cigarettes in Hatfield. Solaluna, where Rooster was supposed to quicken the shadows of the wealthy and powerful. Solaluna, which might be at the center of everything.
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Moving Day
Charlie spent her night frantically packing in preparation for moving out of their rental house the following day. She threw clothes in garbage bags and dumped her toiletries on top. By the time Red came into her room late that night, she had a line of them against the wall as though she was ready to take her whole life to the dump.
She looked up at him. His eyes were hot and hungry, but he didn’t move toward her. Didn’t do anything but look.
“You should, um…” Charlie said. “I should give you some blood.”
He took a step toward her. “Should you?” he asked, voice deep.
She turned away from him and flopped down on the mattress. “Throw me something sharp,” she said. “Or bite me. Whatever you’re into.”
“There isn’t much you failed to pack up,” he said, looking through her drawers.
She grinned. “I guess that leaves only one option. You’re going to have to play vampire.”
He sat on the edge of the mattress, a strange light in his eyes. He looked hungry. “Give me your hand.”
Charlie thought of the bites on the bodies and shuddered, suddenly less certain about what she was inviting him to do. But she reached over to him and felt the pressure of his thumb against her palm.
He brought her pointer finger to his mouth. Between his lips. His tongue slid over it and then she felt a sting, as though the tip of his tongue had a thorn attached to it. The barb of a scorpion’s tail. He drew her finger deeper into his mouth.
She shuddered again, this time for entirely different reasons. She felt the warmth of her cheeks and a sudden heat between her legs. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from making a sound.
Then he kissed the very tip of her finger and returned her hand to her.
“You were right,” he said.
“Oh?” Her thoughts were a muddle of disappointment and shame.
“I want you. I’ve always wanted you.” He stood. “And I can’t have you.”
Leaving Charlie to lie there in the darkness and wonder why he couldn’t.

Moving day is when people discover who their true friends are. Charlie had asked Barb for help, but she and Aimee were allegedly visiting Aimee’s parents upstate for the holidays and couldn’t make it. José, however, showed up with Katelynn, and José’s new boyfriend, Paul. Paul and Katelynn had enough of a resemblance that Charlie thought he might be the cousin that Katelynn had offered to set up José with.
That guy with the blue hair might have eaten a moth when he was a child. Vince had met these people, so Red needed to be briefed. Was that a justification for gossip? Maybe.
Only one moth? Red asked in return.
Does it matter? Charlie imagined the powder from their wings coating her tongue and made a face.
Red smiled. Multiple moths means he has a taste for them.
Charlie had to smother a laugh. True to her word, Posey had recruited Malhar and three of his roommates who hadn’t gone home for winter break—Ibrahim, Deon, and Aron.
“We were promised the ambrosia and nectar of pizza and beer,” Deon said as he came through the door.
“And lo, that shall come to pass,” Charlie said in return. “But not until we get to the new place.”
Red had spent most of the morning working on the van and it now had a new battery as well as a few other new things. Importantly, it was running again and could hold a lot more boxes than the Porsche.
They loaded up as much as they could and headed over to Northampton to get the keys and unload the first trip’s worth. Leaving their Easthampton rental house made Charlie feel oddly nostalgic, but maybe a new start was what they needed. Hopefully the place wouldn’t be too tiny, because that was the only way an apartment downtown could be affordable.
On the way, Posey’s phone rang. She was in the front seat, squeezed in beside Charlie. Red drove the van, allowing Ibrahim—who’d promised he knew how to drive stick—to take the Porsche.
“Hey, Mom,” Posey said, then glanced over at Charlie and pressed the phone to her neck. “She wants to know if you’re going to be at their place for Christmas?”
The holidays were coming up fast. “Sure,” Charlie said. Where else was she going to go?
“Is Vince going to be with you?” Posey blinked, all mock-innocence.
“I guess I’d have to ask him,” Charlie said, looking over at Red in the driver’s seat.
“If you’re going, then so am I,” he said, which sounded like more of an answer than it was.
“You sure?” Charlie asked. “It’s not going to be—”
“Tell her I’m coming,” he said to Posey. “And thank her for the invitation.”
After that was settled, Posey told their mother about the meaning of a tarot spread she’d done for her. They laughed and talked about presents they were buying. Once again, Charlie was hyperaware of what an easy relationship Posey and their mother had.
Maybe she and her mom could be like that, if Charlie didn’t mind building a relationship on quicksand. But her mother would never forgive Charlie for all her lies, so she just kept lying.
The apartment building was a beautiful old stone building near the end of Northampton’s busiest street. It was two doors down from Rooster’s place. All the restaurants and galleries and shops were an easy walk from their door. The moment she saw it, Charlie was sure there had been some mistake. There was no way they could afford this.
It was an apartment for the kind of person who probably walked into town every Wednesday with a basket to get farmer’s market jams and who had dinner out with friends at least twice a week. The kind of person who had a chunky necklace and an interesting job.
Not that Charlie didn’t have an interesting job, but it was the bad kind of interesting.
“Come pick up the keys with me,” Posey said. “We have to go to the office.”
“I’ll start unloading,” Red told Charlie.
She felt the pull of the tether between them as she followed her sister. It wasn’t far, but she could still feel it, the slight unspooling of energy.
Posey knocked on a door on the first level bearing a slightly tarnished brass plate engraved with the word OFFICE. A moment later, a woman with lots of silver curls opened the door. She had on dark-washed jeans and a navy blazer with bright gold buttons.
“I’m Posey Hall,” she said. “Here to pick up the keys to 9A.”
“Welcome, welcome,” the woman said, reaching over to her desk where a manila envelope marked with the apartment number rested. “We have a wine social on Wednesday nights in the back garden. Hope you can join us and meet some of your neighbors. Did we get your pet contract?”
“I think so,” Posey said.
“And you have no dogs, correct?”
“Just a demonic cat,” said Charlie.
The woman’s smile was unamused, the movement of her lips only a polite reflex. She handed the envelope to Charlie, who could feel the weight of the keys inside.
She went to the elevator and pressed the brass button for the second floor, a sinking feeling in her gut. A couple with a stroller came in from outside, scarves around their throats.
“Old buildings,” the man said to Charlie and Posey apologetically, when he saw them waiting. “Everything takes a little longer.”
They rode up together, although the family was headed for the third floor. The baby gummed on a necklace that appeared to be made of soft beige beads. The woman bent over the stroller to tuck the blanket more firmly around the child.
When Charlie and Posey got to 9A, the key turned smoothly in the oiled lock. Inside the apartment, large windows let ample sunlight spill over onto original hardwood floors. High ceilings added to its grandeur. Intricate plaster moldings filled Charlie with a kind of longing. Not just to live in a place like this, but to be the sort of person who could. Someone who relaxed over French press coffee in a sun-dappled kitchen with a stone countertop. Who had a multi-step skincare routine instead of a multi-step process to cover up her bruised eye.
To be like the handsome couple with the stroller, complaining about the slowness of the elevator.
“How are we affording this place?” she asked Posey.
“Don’t you like it?” Posey returned.
“You know that’s not the point,” Charlie said. “The money doesn’t add up. Our rent should be twice what it is.”
“We caught a break,” said Posey. “Can’t we just be happy?”
Charlie couldn’t, but that wasn’t her sister’s problem. With a grunt, she headed back to the elevator. Time to move a lot of boxes into the impossibly beautiful space.
A woman came out from the apartment across the hall. “Charlie?” said a familiar voice—Suzie Lambton.
Shit. It’s true that I broke into your condo, Charlie thought. And slept in your bed like that little bitch Goldilocks. And stole some of your clothes. I am a total asshole. Please don’t guess it was me. But what she actually said was, “Hi.”
“That guy you brought to Barb and Aimee’s party—I didn’t recognize him at first, but that was Remy, right? Remy Carver?”
“Yeah,” Charlie agreed warily.
“You called him something else, though,” Suzie said.
“He goes by his middle name,” Charlie said. “Vince.” That, at least, had the virtue of being true. And Charlie was happy for any subject that wasn’t breaking-into-condo-related.
“I—we even talked that night. I don’t know how I didn’t see it.” Suzie frowned at the floor.
“Did you know him?” Charlie asked.
Suzie waved a hand loftily in the air. “He went out with a girl I was in high school with. He was at Deerfield and I went to Williston, so there was a lot of cross-dating. We hung out a couple of times. I can’t believe I didn’t—oh, we were just talking about you!”
Red had walked up the stairs, box in hand. It was marked BOOKS TO HATE READ. He looked startled.
Of course Salt had sent Remy to Deerfield. It was elite enough for a multimillionaire working toward being a billionaire and local enough for him to take Red out for a day trip to murder someone, no questions asked. Charlie had looked up where Remy went to college, but hadn’t considered high school.
Lots of people around town would have known Remy. Not people Charlie hung out with regularly, but the Valley was small.
Her name is Suzie Lambton. You flirted with her right under my nose at a party and maybe knew her a tiny bit when you were a teenager.
“Suzie, right?” he said smoothly, recovering. “Are you in this building?”
Her smile was very friendly in return. Charlie couldn’t even fault her for it. Her smiles had been friendly before she knew he was due to inherit hundreds of millions. “Just visiting. Did you know that you dated a friend of mine when you were at Deerfield?”
His expression stiffened. “Sona,” he said finally.
Suzie put her hands on her hips and fixed him with a mock-scolding expression. “You weren’t very nice to her either.”
“I wasn’t good at being a person then,” he told her, the double meaning only obvious to Charlie.
Luckily, the elevator finally arrived. Red stuck his foot in, stopping the doors from closing.
“Have Charlie give you my number,” Suzie told him. “I’d love to catch up.”

Moving took the rest of the afternoon. Sweaty and covered in dust, they collapsed onto any furniture handy. Aron lolled on a beanbag that Posey had kept in her room and argued with Katelynn about whether the molding was Second Empire, Neoclassical, or something else.
José was telling Malhar the story of how he and Paul met, all three of them on the couch. Paul’s eyes were closed.
Pizza was ordered. Beer was acquired. Vodka and lemonade were put into a vase when no pitcher could be found. Plates were removed from a box labeled PLAAAAAATES. Lucipurrr was removed from her cat carrier. She stalked around the place, tail high as a flag.
I don’t understand what we’re doing in a building like this one. Charlie sent the thought to Red.
A few ideas presented themselves, none of which she liked. Was this a gambit by one of his family—offer the place to Posey, and then hold it over Charlie to control him? Would they wind up on the street through some elaborate bait and switch, forcing her to go crawling to Fiona or Adeline for help?
Not that she would. She’d rather sleep on the floor of her mother’s long-stay hotel than accept charity from Adeline. Hell, she’d rather break into the abandoned mill building and sleep where the dead drifter had.
Perhaps you should consider asking your sister. His tone was gentle, as though breaking bad news.
What could Posey have done?
He didn’t answer, leaving her to fill in his silence with her fears.
Charlie walked over to the chair that Posey occupied.
How many times had Charlie been secretive, assuring Posey that it didn’t matter where the money came from? Brushing off questions? If Posey had made some kind of sketchy deal, she was only showing Charlie love in the exact way that Charlie had taught her to show it. That didn’t make Charlie feel better; if anything it made her feel worse.
“This place is great,” Charlie made herself say. “I really love it.”
Posey’s smile was brilliant. “It is, right?”
“And you’re great,” Charlie told her.
A small frown started between her brows. “What’s up?”
“Nothing. Just happy.” Charlie wasn’t good at trusting people, but Posey deserved her trust anyway.
She made herself walk away without asking more questions.
As she stood at the window, looking down on the glittering lights of Northampton, someone touched her elbow and she turned.
Red held two plastic cups of spiked lemonade. He offered one to her.
Charlie accepted hers, taking a grateful swig. The drink tasted bitter and sweet at the same time.
“I was wondering if you had a moment to talk?” he asked. “Outside.”
“Sure,” she told him. “Is something wrong?”
He shook his head. The apartment was full of people, though. Deon had commandeered José to help mount the television on the wall and they were doing a lot of measuring and muttering. Malhar was messing around with the portable Bluetooth speaker, trying to agree on a song with Posey.
No one noticed as Charlie and Red slipped out of the apartment, down the stairs, and out into the cold night. The lights of Northampton were bright, but the hum of people was far from the leaf-lined parking lot.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“Once, you told me that you would cut me free from you if that’s what I wanted,” he said, his voice low. “Will you do that now?”
For the last few days, she’d felt close to Red. He hadn’t given her a hard time for getting drunk and messy. He’d told her his secrets. He was invited to Christmas. She could even imagine him showing up, bottle of wine in hand. Expensive wine, in that cheap hotel room.
Charlie shook her head. “Why are you asking me that?” But she knew as soon as she posed the question. She counted up the days. He was going to Rose.
“Because it’s what I need.” His gaze on her was steady. “Please, Charlie.”
She needed to stop imagining Christmas. She needed to stop thinking of a future. “And I am supposed to just trust you?”
“To do what?” he asked, as though what Charlie said was confusing. As though she was a fool. As though he didn’t know that once he was untethered, he was free to hurt her.
“No,” she said, so furious that she felt lightheaded. “I won’t cut you free.”
His mouth twisted. He didn’t even look surprised. “So much for promises.”
“I saw you go out the window with that shadow girl,” Charlie said, low-voiced, as softly as if she were speaking to a lover. “I followed you. I heard her promise you my death in return for the assassination of the gloamist bound to her.”
He blinked, as though trying to break the spell of her voice. “You really followed me?”
“I did,” Charlie told him.
He shook his head. “I would have noticed.”
Her smile was malicious. “You didn’t. Because I’m the best.”
“And you believe I want you dead?” His eyes were coals, hot and bright. His soft mouth curved. “Are you actually afraid of me, Charlie Hall?”
“I spent days waiting for you to tell me what happened. I listened to you lie to me again and again.” Charlie pointed her finger at him. “So, no, I am not untethering you. Not unless you tell me the truth.”
“You wouldn’t like it.” His eyes were embers in the dark.
Lightheadedness hit her again, making her stagger. The unpleasant taste of the lemonade returned to her.
“You fucker,” she said woozily. “You drugged me? With what?”
“The lorazepam you brought back from Salt’s house,” he told her. “You don’t have to unbind me. I can make your hand hold the knife.”
“I’m going to kill you,” she said, the words slurring. Her tongue felt too big for her mouth.
“You might be the death of me,” he told her, opening the back door to the van. “But not tonight.”
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[DRAFT] Transcription via AI from recording by Madurai Malhar Iyer
Malhar: How do you feel about needing to consume blood?
Red: What do you mean?
Malhar: Remy aside, you mostly drank it from Salt’s victims, right?
Red: You could call them my victims.
Malhar: How many were there?
Red: That depends on what you mean. There were people he had me kill for professional reasons. Then there were people with quickened shadows or people with shadows he thought he could quicken. Those who he could experiment on. Those who wouldn’t be missed.
Malhar: Did he learn anything?
Red: Eager to do some experiments of your own?
Malhar: No, of course not!
Red: Sometimes torture is an end unto itself.
Malhar: I can see why you’re skeptical of researchers.
Red: Because I’m an experiment?
Malhar: Tell me a story, Red. Help me see your life the way you do.
Red: What do you mean?
Malhar: About those times. Help me understand what it was like to be there.
Red: There was a woman, near the end. Her name was Rose. She and Remy were together. She was good for him, I think. Sometimes I thought that every time he made me better, he made himself worse. She made him want to keep his emotions. But she had a powerful shadow and Remy wanted to escape, so when Salt wanted Rose, he got Rose.
Malhar: Could Remy have protected her?
Red: I don’t know. He didn’t try. And I didn’t care. I just wanted Remy to mean it this time, to leave.
Malhar: Why would this time be different?
Red: His mother was dead. And Remy thought that Salt had a hand in it.
Malhar: Did he?
Red: It’s possible, but it’s also possible that the answer was simply that addicts overdose sometimes. An accident, like falling down stairs and breaking your neck. Either way, Remy felt guilty for not being with her—for not trying harder to get away from Salt. But after she was gone, he decided Salt had nothing over him anymore.
Malhar: And you were glad?
Red: Usually when Remy felt sad or guilty, he would give that emotion away to me. This time was different. He kept it, and he planned. And he continued being charming to Rose, even though he could have guessed it would doom her.
Malhar: Was he the one who kidnapped her?
Red: By then she was so used to going places with him in an anonymous black car with a driver, lying to the people around her about where she was going, that she practically kidnapped herself.
Please don’t think that I believe she bears any responsibility. No one expects evil like that. Even people who have known cruelty aren’t used to someone having no end to what they are not just willing, but eager to do. Salt was always worse than anyone imagined.
Malhar: Even you?
Red: Me, most of all. Remy tried to pay for his escape with Rose’s life. I never thought he’d pay with his own blood.
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Missing Parts
Charlie Hall woke on the floor of a van, a familiar couch cushion underneath her head. Two sleeping bags had been wrapped around her. Pushing herself into a sitting position, adrenaline flooded her body as her breath clouded in the cold. Where was she? Dizziness made it hard to orient herself.
Oh, right. This was Vince’s van.
It came back to her then. Moving into the too-nice apartment. Lemonade in Red’s hand. Him, asking her to cut the tether that bound them. She blinked at the walls of the vehicle. Everything looked simultaneously too sharp and fuzzy around the edges. Her tongue was a little numb.
He’d drugged her.
Fuck. Fuck. He’d gone to free Rose’s shadow. To murder in her name.
I want you, he’d said the night before. I’ve always wanted you. And I can’t have you. Had he already planned what he would do to her today? Was that the reason he held himself back?
Well, he’d badly miscalculated what it took to drug Charlie Hall, who’d been drinking for years and had the tolerance of a small elephant. And he’d badly miscalculated how petty Charlie could be when she was crossed. He was going to be very sorry he fucked with her.
Wrapping one of the sleeping bags around her shoulders in lieu of a coat, Charlie opened the back door of the van and slid out. She didn’t recognize the street.
Something metallic slid off her body as she moved, hitting the road with the tinkle of metal on icy asphalt. She reached down and picked up a familiar ring of keys. He’d left the keys to the van?
A growing fear punched a hole in her fury. He’d obviously left her the keys in case he didn’t return. Which meant he thought that was a possibility. Charlie still wanted to scream at him, to snarl in his face, to make him pay. But she needed to find him and make sure he was all right before she could do any of that.
That was when she recognized the dizzy emptiness swirling inside her, the lack of a warmth she hadn’t realized was present. The tether was gone.
And without being bound to him, there was no thin line of shadow to follow. He must have gone on foot, so she suspected he couldn’t be far, but that didn’t help her know which direction. And while Charlie had followed him into the gas station bathroom and seen the address, she’d only taken a photo, assuming she’d have access to her phone. She only sort of remembered—the street started with an M and was something found in nature. Mulberry? Maple?
Fumbling through her pockets, she was relieved to find her phone where she left it. Another sign that he had intended her to get away easily when she woke. She looked up the photo of the address, then plugged it into a map app.
Less than a ten-minute walk, her phone informed her.
She exchanged the sleeping bag she was using as a coat for three onyx knives from her emergency Blight-hunting kit.
Three turns down three streets later, she came to a nondescript house. It was small, with a scrubby lawn and no lights on behind the closed blinds. Down the street, she could see garbage cans set out at all the houses but this one.
Charlie went around the back, listening intently.
From a few doors over, music was playing, too faint at this distance for her to be able to pick out anything more than a pounding bass. The swipe of tires through slush came occasionally from the road where Charlie had left the van.
The house was silent.
A back door gaped open, though the screen door had shut, as though someone had left in a hurry. Behind it was only darkness. She pulled open the screen door, wincing at the creak of rusty hinges.
The smell hit her first. Spoiled meat, left to rot for days. It made the air feel thick in her throat.
She couldn’t go farther without some kind of light. After hesitating, she flicked on the flashlight of her phone. Then she sucked in a sharp breath.
The kitchen floor was smeared with wet blood, looking as though someone had tried to mop it, then gave up. Charlie stepped to one side, levering herself over with her palms on the messy, food-covered countertop, sleeves pulled down over her fingers so she wouldn’t leave prints. Then she slipped into the living room.
Two bodies rested on the couch. A dead couple. Middle-aged, and purpled with rot. Shallow slashes covered their arms and chests. The cushions beneath them were black with blood and covered in flies.
Nausea turned Charlie’s stomach.
She forced herself to look around the room. Dark spatter decorated the walls, bringing her viscerally back to months ago when she’d walked into her house to find a dead man and walls streaked with blood. Dizziness hit her hard, the memory of that terror overlaying the terror she felt now. Despite it, she forced herself to get closer to the bodies. A series of what looked like human bites ran along the woman’s lower arms. Indentations braceleted both the victims’ wrists, as though from restraints.
She moved into the next room, where the splintered wood of a dining room table littered the floor. A fine black powder coated everything, suggesting that more than one Blight had died there. Slivered shards of wood had hit the walls with such force that they were buried in them.
Moving around her flashlight, Charlie saw a shadow on the ground, lit at the wrong angle. Holding an onyx knife in front of her, she squatted down and pushed back debris to see the shadow better.
Nearly insubstantial, Red appeared little more than smoke.
“Char,” he whispered, the words sounding like something caught by the wind. “They’re looking for you. Go, you’ve got to go.”
Her gaze went to the stairs, to the hall, but she saw nothing and no one.
“Not without you, you monstrous idiot,” she told him.
“He—” Red started. “They—” But he didn’t seem able to say any more.
Charlie bent down, and pressed the blade of the onyx knife to the side of her hand. It hurt more than a razor blade, requiring her to stab her own skin. She gritted her teeth. Blood beaded up and began to drip.
She didn’t have to worry about her DNA being discovered at the crime scene, though. Not a single drop hit the floor—it ran over her wrist to her elbow, then disappeared into his shadow.
Leaving him barely more substantial than before.
She shifted closer.
“Don’t,” he rasped. “I will drink you dry.”
She ignored him and stabbed her hand again. At least she could give him something.
The darkness rose up and fastened itself around her hand. She could feel the laving of his tongue against her wound. The press of his open mouth, drinking. And as he drew her blood, she felt something else being pulled out of her, parts of herself that she wasn’t sure she could get back.
Drowning people often killed their rescuers by pushing them under water, scrambling up their bodies for a breath. Even untethered from him as she was, she could sense the vastness of his hunger.
She recalled Vince whispering to the gloamist who’d come looking for her in Rapture. You’ve let your shadow feed for too long tonight, Vince had told the man right before he snapped his neck. There’s not much of you left. Can’t you feel the strain, like something spooling out of you?
“Enough,” Charlie snapped, trying to pull her arm free.
“I need you,” he said tightening his grip. “Please. I need—”
She yanked away, stumbling to her feet, then took three steps from him. “You’re lucky I’m helping you at all.”
Though he had a disturbing translucence, she could make out his features. He had never before so resembled a ghost.
“Can you get up?”
“There’s not much of me left,” he said.
For a moment, despair closed over Charlie. “You’ll be okay.” It wasn’t fair to lose him before she got to yell at him and make him grovel.
He couldn’t die. And with her trickster’s habit of looking for a way out, her con artist’s belief that everything, even death itself, could be swindled, she thought of a possible angle. Looking at the fine black powder on the floor, she swept a handful into her pocket.
“Not enough of you?” she asked. “Fine. Then I’ll steal some more.”
“Char,” he said in warning.
She leaned down to help him up, afraid her fingers would pass right through his skin. He was solid enough for her to pull him to his feet. He leaned against her and she was reassured by his weight though the draining of her energy left her lightheaded.
“You need more blood,” she said as they made their way to the door. “Just not mine.”
Charlie tried not to look into the living room, at the macabre sight of the corpses, sitting on the couch of their gore-covered living room like abandoned toys. They made her think of Mr. Punch and the homeowners he’d puppeted, standing on stairs with their eyes closed. For the first time, she noticed how tidy the living room was if she ignored the bloodbath, in contrast to the kitchen, where dirty dishes stuffed the sink, pots covered the stove, garbage spilled out over the tops of trash cans, and cigarette butts filled cups and plates.
Whoever had murdered those people had stayed here with their corpses, cooking food. Eating takeout. Smoking. Not just Blights, then.
Charlie led Red through the house. “Remember when I promised I’d never order you to do anything? When this is over, I am going to make you do everything. I am going to make you pick up trash by the side of the road.”
He was stumbling like a drunk. “Whatever you want.”
“I’ve got you,” she said, pushing open the screen with her shoulder. “You asshole.” Her eyes snagged on one of the cigarette butts in the sink, gold lines on the filter.
“I didn’t kill them,” he told her.
“No shit.” They stepped onto the street, cold air making her shiver now that she had less blood to keep herself warm.
They managed the three blocks to the van. She opened the back and helped him inside where she settled him on the sleeping bags.
“I didn’t want anyone to hurt you,” he said, sounding as though he was speaking from very far away.
She knew that shadows could burn up if a gloamist forced them to use more energy than they possessed, but she’d never seen it happen. She wasn’t sure how much energy Red had left. She hoped he had enough time to get where they were going. Hoped there was enough time to save him. “No one but you, right?”
He didn’t answer.
“I can’t wait to hear your excuse for tonight.”
He still said nothing in return.
“If it boils down to you hating yourself, please hate yourself a little more, on my behalf.” Then she slammed the doors closed, hands shaking.
In the driver’s seat, still not sure how much of the drug remained in her system, Charlie contemplated the steps of her plan.
“I’m taking you to the masks,” Charlie called into the back.
“You really do hate me,” Red groaned, reassuring her that he was still alive.
Charlie smiled as she turned the key. In the dim light, she could see her own teeth reflected in the mirror.

Charlie’s first phone call was to Balthazar, asking him to get Bellamy away from his tower.
“You’ve got a lot of nerve, I’ll say that for you.” In the background, she could hear the bustling of the shadow parlor underneath Rapture. Balthazar sounded annoyed. “You only just paid up and you want to go into debt with me again?”
Panic made her patience next to nil. “Please,” she ground out. “Do this and you can call in any favor. I’ll do whatever job you want. I’ll trade in the Blight I got for you for any better one that comes across my path.”
“She can hear you, you know, and that’s not very nice. She and I are getting along swimmingly.”
“What about you and Bellamy?” Charlie asked.
“I’d never fuck over my new friend for a man, Charlie Hall. But that doesn’t mean that I would fuck over my man for someone I am not at all sure is a friend.” She’d known Balthazar for years, but their relationship had always been transactional. She’d never considered that he might want it to be otherwise.
“Do this and you’re my best friend,” she said. “Seriously. I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t life or death.”
“Is it going to come back on me?” he asked.
“No,” she said. “Bellamy will never have any reason to suspect you were part of this.”
“He better not,” Balthazar said and hung up.
Her second call, to someone she swore she would never ask for help, was even worse.

The old watchtower in Holyoke was the place where the masks had held Vince after the death of Salt. That was where he’d been chained, where she’d bargained for his life, and where he’d forgotten her. She absolutely hated that she was bringing him back here, hoping for his salvation.
The whole drive over, Red’s pain was evident. He made soft, agonized sounds. He shifted, like someone who couldn’t get comfortable. She wondered why he didn’t return to shadow and was afraid that he couldn’t afford the energy for even that. And as much as she hated hearing him in pain, so long as he could make sounds, there was still hope.
Charlie had planned to come back to the watchtower on her own, to slither in and tell enough lies that she could make it to the basement vault, to steal from it the part of Red that had been held hostage, the part she had hoped would contain his memories of her, and of being Vince. Now, she needed to steal it if he was going to survive.
She thought of Red, sitting beside her, hand on the wheel of the Porsche, truth spilling from his lips. The pain in his voice when he told her that he couldn’t have her, nothing hidden in his face. Red was Vince, but he was also Vince’s biggest secret. Crack Vince open and Red had always been inside. She even remembered moments, looking back, that she’d glimpsed Red. She just hadn’t known who she was looking at.
If Vince’s memories returned, would she lose Red? Would he hide himself—his truest self—away again? The thought made her stomach hurt.
And made Charlie wonder if there was a secret self inside of her too, waiting to be let out.

As soon as she parked the van, Charlie jumped out and opened the doors to the back. Red appeared unconscious, beyond pain, but still present. She reached under him, into her Blight-hunting go-bag, where she pulled out the onyx box she never used, then deposited the black silt from her pockets inside.
Once that was done, she reached over to wake Red, but at least twice, her hand passed right through his skin. The third time, she wound her onyx necklace around her palm. With that, her fingers closed on his elbow and she shook him hard.
He woke enough to help her sling one of his arms over her shoulder. He leaned less than his full weight against her as they limped toward the door.
The same girl with the shaved head and heavy makeup who’d opened it the last time Charlie had come to the watchtower looked at them with a skeptical expression. The piercing on her cheek had healed. It looked good.
“Sally,” Charlie said. Remembering names was an important skill for a grifter. “Let us in.”
Sally narrowed her eyes, unimpressed. “You’re no mask. This place isn’t for you.”
Charlie blew out a frustrated breath. “Tell Bellamy that the Hierophant is here to see him. It’s an emergency.”
Sally frowned at Charlie, then frowned even more at the man leaning heavily on her shoulder, light streaming through him. Finally, she stepped out of the way. “He’s not here, but I guess you can come in and wait in the parlor.
“Milo,” Sally shouted as Charlie half-dragged Red inside. “Call Bellamy. Now!”
That meant the timer had started. Charlie had fifteen minutes to pull this thing off, maybe. Perhaps only ten.
At least five agonizing minutes were spent getting Red into the parlor on the second floor, the one hung with scarlet curtains. She settled him on velvet cushions.
“Hang on,” she told him, firmly, wishing she could speak inside his mind. “You’re going to be okay.”
“He doesn’t look good,” said Milo, who’d come into the room. “I’ve seen a shadow like that before and—”
“I need you to take me to your vault.” Charlie interrupted him before he could tell them something dire. She held up the onyx box and made her voice tremble. “I caught a Blight. A terrible one. Really bad. I need to lock it away.”
The kind of con she had learned from Rand, the kind she had specialized in, unfolded slowly. It took time to get a mark to trust, to misdirect them, to get them to go along for the ride. But there was another kind—the street con. That burned fast and hot, putting marks into a highly vulnerable state, where doing felt important, even if the thing being done was a mistake.
“I’m scared,” she said, turning to them in wide-eyed panic that was pure bullshit. “There were three of them, more powerful than anything I’ve ever seen. He killed one and almost died doing it. The second one is trapped in here. The third—the third is still out there.”
“You’re safe,” Sally said, but she glanced toward the door.
Charlie needed them to be as upset as she was. “I know you have a vault.” She held up the onyx box from the van. “I need to get this inside so it can’t get loose in the world again. It’s killed a lot of people.”
“What people?” Milo sounded nervous. There might not be anyone but these two in the tower right now.
“They were slaughtered like animals!” Charlie shouted, loud enough to startle them. When someone started melting down, there was a natural instinct to try to do whatever it would take to fix things, and also to panic a bit.
“Slow your roll,” Sally told her, entirely too reasonably. “What are you saying?”
Charlie let all the anger she’d felt toward the Cabals come out in her voice. “I am saying that I want to keep this thing locked away in your vault,” she told them, speaking fast. “What is it for if not to keep a Blight secure? What is the use of any of you?”
“I can—” Milo started.
“Take me now!” Charlie pressed the box to her chest, hoping he’d see that volunteering to take it off her hands, even if it meant bringing it where she wanted it to go, wasn’t going to fly.
“I’ll secure it,” Sally tried anyway, although she didn’t look hopeful that Charlie would go for her offer.
“Oh, you don’t want me to know where your vault is?” Charlie snapped. “I am a master thief! Do you think I don’t already know?” Thanks to the map Balthazar had gotten her, she was able to describe the way precisely—which she did, in detail, to their growing consternation. “Now, want me to tell you how I’d break in?”
“Okay,” Sally said, finally sounding rattled. “But once that Blight is locked up, it belongs to Bellamy and the masks.”
Charlie let the moment draw out, as though she was confronting a hard truth. It had to make them feel good to think they were taking something off her for their boss. “You mean I won’t be able to claim the bounty.”
“No one gets access to that Blight but us. That’s the offer,” Sally told her. “Take it or leave it.”
Charlie looked in the direction of the door, letting the real panic she felt show on her face. They had to be almost at nine minutes from the time Bellamy had gotten the message to return. “Okay, fine. Fine. Let’s go. Quickly.”
“I’ll stay with him,” Milo said, gesturing toward Red. “Bellamy should be here soon.”
Yes, that’s what she was worried about.
Charlie followed Sally down two spirals of stairs into a basement that had been recently built, tunneled below the original watchtower like something out of H. H. Holmes’s house of horrors. It was high-ceilinged and paved in black stone.
They came to a door inset with a mosaic made up of thousands of pieces of onyx forming an ouroboros, a dragon eating its own tail between a moon and a sun. Three holes were visible. Sally stuck her fingers in and turned something inside in a sequence. First the second, then the first. Then she reached into the third. The door swung open.
“Good luck re-creating that,” she told Charlie, sounding snide.
Charlie bit her tongue. After all, there was no need to re-create it; Sally was escorting her straight inside. Allowing people to think they were smarter than you while convincing them to play into your hands was one of the most important skills of a con artist, and one that was surprisingly difficult to cultivate. It wasn’t easy to eat shit and pretend to like it.
But Charlie stayed in character, focusing on the next step. Focusing on the minutes slipping by.
Inside the vault, the chamber carried the scent of dust and a jumble of old cabinets and bookshelves stuffed with folios, tomes, manuscripts, and even what looked like an incunabulum. Odd objects rested beside them—silver scroll cases, glass vials, and a row of onyx urns. Charlie wondered how many had shadows sealed inside.
Then she got back to business, rubbing her eye hard enough to irritate it and make sure she could cry. It was tempting to ease up on an act once things went your way. But she needed to stay visibly upset until they got out of the room.
“Where can I put it?” As Charlie took a slow spin, her eye caught on the thing she needed—right where Balthazar’s informant said it would be. The small black glass vial, stoppered in onyx, trapping the piece of Red the Cabals had taken.
If he needed more of himself to heal, then this could heal him. But it might also bring back his memories. She’d been counting on that when she planned this heist, but as she stood on the precipice, she felt a little sad at how different Red might become once he had them. Red, who was wounded and angry and hiding none of it. Red, who she’d seen only glimpses of when he was Vince.
“Over here,” said Sally, pointing to a shelf on the other side from where Charlie needed to be.
She put the box in the place that Sally indicated. Then, she headed for a book along the far wall, near the glass vial.
“What are you—” Sally started.
Charlie grabbed a volume right beside to the vial. “I think I stole this.”
Sally jerked it from her grip. “You did not. Bellamy acquired that himself.”
As the woman shoved it back onto the shelf, Charlie palmed the vial.
“Let’s go,” Sally snapped.
Charlie slid the vial up her sleeve as she turned her hands upward, showing off how she had nothing in them. Her heart thundered as she climbed the stairs. That whole fiasco had taken more than fifteen minutes. A piece of Red’s shadow was useless if she couldn’t reunite them. She made up her mind that if Bellamy was waiting in the scarlet-curtained room she’d find a way to get rid of him, no matter what it took.
But when Sally led her back, she was relieved to find Red alone with Milo. Better, Sally waved Milo into the hall, probably to complain about Charlie.
“Hold on,” she whispered to Red, leaning down. “You’re going to get better.”
Sliding the vial out from her sleeve, she pulled out the stopper. A cloud of shadow poured out, flowing toward Red, drawn to him as though like recognizes like.
Red gave a gasp, eyes flying open.
“What have we here?” said Bellamy, head of the masks, as he entered the room.
“He’s hurt,” Charlie said, trying to keep her voice even. She didn’t turn, shielding Red’s body as the shadow settled into him, palming vial and stopper. “I wasn’t sure where else to take him.”
Bellamy walked around Red, as though he were a particularly fascinating object. Charlie doubted he would have looked at a dying human like that, but only because he wouldn’t have found them interesting.
And she very much hoped that Red was no longer dying. “Can you help him?”
“Felix can do nice, neat shadow stitches,” Bellamy said. “That might help the tatters seal.”
“Get him.” As Charlie spoke, she slipped the vial into her pocket.
Bellamy pressed a finger to his mouth consideringly. “The Blight will still need more blood—more vigor.”
Charlie pushed up the cuff of her sleeve.
Bellamy shook his head. “He’s taken quite a bit from you. I am not sure you’re the one best suited to give him more. Especially since your tether has been cut.”
“That wasn’t his fault,” Charlie lied. “It happened during the fight.”
Bellamy shrugged. “You could leave him here. We’d take good care of him.”
“Absolutely not,” Charlie said.
“It’s not like you’re even a gloamist,” he reminded her. “No magic now. We can find a new Hierophant.”
“I’m not leaving Vince,” Charlie said. “Set another price.”
Bellamy raised his eyebrows. “You don’t have a lot of options. You came here for my help.”
Downstairs, Charlie heard a banging on the door of the watchtower. Fucking finally. Now the last part of her plan—getting out—was on.
“Just help Vince,” she said, letting her shoulders sag.
“So you’ll leave him with me?” He smiled benevolently, now that he thought he had her where he wanted her. “You ought to know that this is the moment when the negotiation is most likely to go my way, so don’t try to get me to pity you, Charlie Hall. I respect you too much for that.”
She folded her arms. “If he dies, you’ll have nothing to show for all this.”
“And you’ll have less.” Bellamy’s gaze on her was steady.
“My friend has been trying to restore his memory, interviewing him. I’ll give you access to the recordings.” Malhar wouldn’t be happy with her for that bargain, but at the end of this, it would be good to leave Bellamy with something.
“You’re in my stronghold,” he said. “What’s to stop me from simply separating him from you?”
Footsteps sounded on the stairs.
“Her.” Charlie would look like either a badass or a dumbass, depending on whether her calculations about who’d been at the door were correct. “Her and her collection of rare books, that is.”
Bellamy’s gaze sharpened. “And I didn’t think you liked one another much.”
Charlie turned to smile at Adeline Salt. Adeline, who she’d phoned from the van. Adeline, who rushed to kneel at Red’s side as soon as she came into the room.
“We have a shared desire,” Charlie said. “To see Vince survive.”
“I brought three volumes of Brecht’s Anatomy of Shadow,” Adeline said. “I will give you the remaining volumes when he leaves here.”
There were only three copies of Brecht’s Anatomy of Shadow in the world. There had been four, but a gloamist in Los Angeles had burned a full set in a bonfire, immortalizing the event on his TikTok for the ultimate ragebait.
“Fine,” Bellamy agreed after a long moment, turning from Adeline to Charlie. “But since she likes him so much, she can donate the blood.”
He stalked out of the room and Adeline sat down.
She put her hand on Red’s forehead, smoothing his hair out of his face. “It’s odd,” she said, looking up at Charlie. “He feels so alive.”
Charlie sat down on one of the couches. She was panicked and resentful and wanted to shout take your hands off of him, but she needed Adeline to stay. Charlie had made a truly monstrous bargain, bringing her here. “He is alive.”
Adeline stood as a young man with blue hair and sad eyes entered the room. “This is Felix,” Bellamy said. “He used to be with the alterationists before he was with us, so he’s good at healing shadows.”
Felix moved to Red’s side, displacing Adeline.
“You think you know his true nature,” she said to Charlie, low-voiced, so that Bellamy wouldn’t hear, “but you don’t.”
“I think he’s still learning about himself.” When Charlie had first been bound to Red, she’d thought him disturbingly unlike Vince, a doppelgänger wearing the same face. But Red had been newly untethered from Remy and raw, as Vince must have been in the time before he learned how to pass as human. And as angry as Charlie was with Red for drugging her, she couldn’t miss that he’d broken their tether, wrapped her in blankets, and left her with her phone and keys to protect her. Red was the person Charlie had known as Vince, she was just meeting him in reverse. From the inside out, instead of the outside in.
Adeline laughed. “He tells you what he wants you to know.”
“Isn’t that what we all do?” Charlie countered, but this conversation was starting to feel pointed. Less like Adeline was trying to get under her skin and more as though Adeline was toying with her.
“You want to know something he would never tell you?”
“No,” Charlie said automatically.
Adeline laughed. “Of course you would.”
Charlie kept her eyes on Felix, on the tiny stitches he was making at the edges of Red where he was most translucent. “You’re obviously going to tell me.”
Adeline’s smile was smug. “He needs blood to be like he is. He was powerful before Remy died, perhaps not like he is now, not so … whole, but as powerful as some ancient Blights. Did you wonder how he got that way?”
“Salt killed a lot of people,” Charlie said, thinking of his words. There was a lot of blood.
“Including your friend—what was his name?” Adeline stuck the knife in, her satisfaction obvious.
“Rand.” Charlie’s voice was a croak.
Adeline’s smile was her real one. “Have you wondered what Red was doing that night?”
No, she hadn’t wondered. He’d saved her. But he’d known that Rand was beyond saving—he’d said as much.
Charlie’s stomach churned, thinking of the boy’s voice. Don’t look at me. Had he come straight from gorging on Rand’s blood? Had he helped Charlie escape out of guilt? And Rose—had he had her blood too? Was that why Rose’s shadow thought that she was owed something?
But it was Rand that she couldn’t stop thinking of, the idea that Red had been the last thing he saw. The horror he must have felt.
She tasted bile in the back of her throat. Felt wetness at the corners of her eyes.
And Adeline had been there. Remy too. A family of ghouls.
Charlie’s hand slid into her pocket, past the vial, closing on her phone. She ducked her head, hiding her tears. “You’re just saying that to upset me. You have no idea what happened that night.”
“I know your friend died,” Adeline said. “I know that Salt bled him like a pig for Red.”
A shudder went through Charlie. A tear fell, splashing her jeans. “That’s a horrible thing to say, when you have no idea. Were you there?”
“Salt was desperate to find another quickened shadow, or make one. I know how things went.”
Charlie remembered that night and the old men laughing. The scent of their cigars. “You knew he killed people?”
“I knew they usually wound up dead in the end,” Adeline said.
“But you weren’t there,” Charlie insisted. She remembered waking on the rug in the library, her vomiting-up-beet-juice scam the only reason she hadn’t ingested enough poison to die. Recalled Red’s voice in her ear as she snuck past a room with Remy and Adeline in it, giggling to one another. “You don’t know. I remember you were upstairs, not in the basement.”
“None of our hands were clean,” Adeline snapped.
“You’re just trying to upset me,” Charlie said, shaking her head as if she could shake off everything she’d heard. “You can’t possibly know that he was there when Rand died.”
“I do!” Adeline said. “I watched. I watched plenty of people die so shadows could eat. Maybe I even cut a few throats myself. We bathed Red in their blood. Are you ready to do that for him?”
“If you glutted him on Rand’s blood and misery, then I hate you even more than I did before,” Charlie said, her voice shaking. The thought of Red hunched over Rand’s body—a boy, licking a fresh cut made by Salt—disgusted her. “You’re all monsters.”
Adeline smiled. “Now you’re finally getting it.”
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Solaluna
when Charlie got back to the new, fancy apartment, she led a barely conscious Red into the elevator and then into their place. Posey wasn’t home, although the pizza boxes and bottles from the previous night’s move-in party still littered the large, marble kitchen island.
After settling Red in her bed, Charlie ate an entire loaf of bread, all the slices of cheddar cheese, most of a jar of peanut butter, and six apples. Giving Red so much of her energy had left her with a ravenous hunger. When she was done, she filled a pitcher with water from the tap, drank the whole thing, then refilled it and did it again.
Finally, she felt satiated enough to sit down and put together what she knew.
The person who’d nearly killed Red had to have been the same person who slaughtered those people in the basement of Grace Covenant. There were filters from the same brand of cigarette she’d found at the edge of the church graveyard and victims similarly bitten and desanguinated. The killer was moving around, hunting for more blood—to feed Rose? To feed some other Blights he’d charmed or shadows he’d stolen?
At least Charlie could see why Rose was so desperate to get away from him.
So where was Rooster? Dead, she’d theorized, but then where was his body? Charlie considered the question from another angle. If she’d slaughtered a lot of people, including Rooster, and wanted to hide only one of the bodies—leaving aside the question of why only hide the death of Rooster—how would she do it? The murderer didn’t seem super organized, and she doubted the killer was a person who made complicated plans.
Nearby, then.
Charlie recalled hanging out at the Moose Lodge in Chicopee with a bunch of retired racketeers and scammers. Remembered drinking burnt coffee and learning card counting from Willy Lead, whose late wife, to hear him tell it, was the greatest stickup artist to ever knock over a liquor store. Listening to Benny brag about seducing rich widows and give instructions on making the perfect old-fashioned. A story told by a guy named Fishtail John had come into her mind. It was about three bank robbers back in the 1960s. According to John, they were brothers on the run from the cops. One had been shot and was unconscious, without long to live. The other two knew that if the body of one brother was found, it would be obvious that the other two had been involved. But where could they hide a body forever?
When she’d said she didn’t know, John gave her the answer like it was a punch line—they buried the dead brother in a graveyard, because who’d look for a body there?
Charlie took her phone, engaged the app that hid her number, and called the anonymous tip line for the police. She opened another app to disguise her voice. “There’s another body outside the church,” Charlie said. “In the graveyard. In a grave.”
Then, before Red woke, she decided it was time to go see Mr. Punch.

The massive brick Victorian on the leafy main street of Northampton, near Smith College, might have been the most beautiful house Charlie ever broke into. She hopped the ironwork fence and walked up the smooth stone path, but didn’t bother knocking on the massive wooden door, even though she was tempted by the knocker in the shape of a brass hand holding an apple. Instead, she went around the back, checking the windows as she went. The third one had a loose screen. The sixth one wasn’t locked. She pushed it up, past the window rail, not worrying about leaving behind fingerprints. No one was going to the cops.
Heaving herself up, she slid over the sill and inside.
She found herself in a parlor. The walls were dark, wallpapered in a William Morris blackberry print. Victorian-style, wood-trimmed sofas in burgundy velvet sat opposite one another. She took a seat, listened, and waited.
About an hour later, she heard a car in the driveway. Keys rattled in the lock of the back door, then a man walked in. She heard something thunk down on the counter. Heard the fridge open. When the microwave turned on, Charlie got up and, using the sound as cover, slunk into the doorway.
The man jumped. “What the fuck?”
She smiled. “Mr. Punch, I presume.”
He opened his mouth to claim he didn’t know who she was or what she was doing there, but it was too late. She’d seen the recognition in his face and she certainly knew him.
“You weren’t in any of the family photos,” Charlie said to the man who had sat on the couch in that house in Leverett. The one she’d thought was the husband, at least at first. “They should have taken them down for the staging, but they didn’t.”
He glowered at her. In his tweed jacket and chinos, he looked as though he could be a professor at Smith, which was unsurprising since that’s what he was. “So you knew what I looked like, but how did you find this place with nothing else to work from?”
“The Valley isn’t very big,” Charlie said. “Gloamists know other gloamists, even if they aren’t aware of their specialty or position within the Cabals. I asked around about people who look like you, Professor Frank. From there, it was just a matter of going through your public records. Looks like you bought a house recently.”
“Where’s your shadow, Charlie Hall?” he asked her, voice full of menace. She could feel his shadow at the edge of her mind.
“Coincidentally, not attached. Which is how I like to approach a puppeteer.” The shadowless couldn’t be possessed, possibly because they didn’t have souls.
“I could just kill you instead,” he said.
She snorted, walking past him to pick up an apple out of a bowl. “This house is ridiculously nice.” Then she took a big bite, snapping it between her teeth. Sweetness bloomed on her tongue.
He raised his eyebrows. “Not worried?”
“Why would I be when I’m here to give you answers? You wanted to know what happened to Rooster Argent. Well, he’s dead.” She leaned against the counter.
His microwave beeped. They stared at one another.
“Where’s the body, then?” he asked.
Charlie turned the bitten apple in her hand. “Is that the important part? Rather than who murdered him and who’s responsible for the massacre in the church basement?”
“Well?” he said. “Let’s have it.”
“I don’t know his name, but I bet you do. The same person who was harvesting shadows for you to sell to the wealthy and desperate at Solaluna this coming weekend.”
Mr. Punch shook his head, a smirk on his face. “Not possible. He’s nothing. A gloamist for a year, maybe a little more.” At her look, he went on. “He’s a coward who basically traded his life to Salt for some kind of indentured servitude.”
Charlie tried not to react at the mention of Salt’s name.
Mr. Punch hadn’t denied that there was a harvester, nor that he’d been planning on selling the shadows at Solaluna. Charlie tried to keep her feelings from showing on her face. Had the harvester made an alliance with the shadows he harvested? With the gloamists he intended to harvest from? She thought of that house and the dead couple on the couch. “That’s why he needed all that blood.”
Mr. Punch didn’t laugh this time. “So where can I find him?”
“I know where he was as of yesterday,” Charlie said and rattled off the address.
He nodded, clearly grudgingly impressed. “You did well. I don’t say that lightly. I am prepared to reward you. Money, of course, and more opportunities.”
“All I want is what you promised,” she said. “Backing me to the Cabals.”
“Of course,” he said, entirely too easily, as though that was a favor he didn’t expect her to ever call in. “I don’t suppose you’d like to harvest shadows? You’d be good at it, I think. Better than you are at hunting down Blights. But, of course, they’d be useful too.”
Charlie would be good at it. She could steal shadows and be rolling in wealth. But stealing a part of a person wasn’t like stealing books from wealthy collectors or even elite institutional collections. And did he really think he was the first one who’d ever suggested she do it? “That’s not for me.”
“A thief like you can’t afford morals?” Mr. Punch told her. “Shadows aren’t exactly an ethically sourced commodity.”
He looked so normal, standing in his kitchen with countertops of local limestone and handmade tiles on his backsplash. He didn’t look like a man who could make your friends walk into traffic. “Rooster was doing this before you got involved, back when Malik was the one in charge. Malik didn’t know, did he?”
Mr. Punch waited for a long moment. “You’re good, but there’s such a thing as being too good.”
“I’m not stealing shadows,” Charlie said. “Not for anyone.”
“Then make sure you stay out of my way,” he told her, opening a door under his sink and reaching inside. He came out with something that looked like a brick, wrapped in duct tape and Target bags. “Take this and forget we ever met. If I find out that you gave so much as a hint about my identity, you will live only until you first lose everything you’ve ever cared about. Now get out.”
Charlie headed for the door, chucking the bitten apple onto his manicured lawn.
Once she got to the van, she ripped open the wrapping on the brick. It contained a chunk of money, in mixed denominations, all of it dirty.

According to its website, Solaluna specialized in health and wellness. It hosted a variety of high-end yoga retreats, exclusive seminars, and tasteful weddings featuring a lot of billowing white cloth. The spa offered craniosacral massage, aromatherapy, and crystal chakra realignment. If Charlie’s mom won the lottery, she’d rent a room and never leave.
That’s what Charlie managed to pull up on her phone before she fell asleep on the couch, a veggie burrito still spinning in the microwave.
When she woke, muzzy-headed, but finally no longer hungry, she checked on Red, who was still sleeping. Then she brushed her teeth and went to see if Posey’s laptop was available to borrow. It was resting on her bed, beside an old book with a worn leather cover. The spine read: On the Perils of Possession: A Gentylman’s Guide to Spirites, Influence, and Commande. It looked like something Charlie would have been sent to steal.
Resolving to ask her sister about its provenance, Charlie grabbed the laptop and brought it out to the common area.
Searching “Solaluna,” and “gloamist” yielded a glossy website advertising the dates—starting on Thursday, the last weekend before Christmas—for the Umbral Elevation Retreat, a “life-altering long weekend, teaching those of you who have had success in the rest of your lives to finally access the incredible power of your shadow” with special guest TikTok star Rooster Argent, as well as a Cabal leader who must remain anonymous, but would speak at length about “the secrets of the gloamists.” To find out more, you were encouraged to fill out a form. Charlie clicked through and noted that to submit it, you had to pay a nonrefundable hundred-dollar deposit.
It seemed a violation of privacy to look at Posey’s super-secret, self-deleting chat, but Charlie didn’t feel the same way about using Posey’s Reddit account to access private boards. Charlie had worked Posey’s password out ages ago: Lucipurrrlovesmice91.
Her sister’s icon was an anime-style cutesy version of Posey with a giant shadow looming menacingly over her. Charlie huffed a laugh. Then she pulled up the subreddit r/glooms—one of the bigger private shadow magic discussion boards. She searched “elevation” because that didn’t seem like a word that got used a lot.
As she hoped, a thread about the conference popped up. A lot of the discussion around it was speculative. Were a bunch of one-percenters about to get scammed or were they about to gatekeep the secret to waking shadows? It was rumored to cost $55,000 per person, not counting the lodging or food. Everyone was pissed off about it.
That certainly qualified as hideously expensive.
Charlie went back to the Umbral Elevation website to put in a request for information for a Vincent Carver. She paid the hundred-dollar surcharge with a credit card she’d nicked from Topher’s wallet.
The reply she got was immediate and obviously automated. All the spots for the retreat were taken, but not to worry, her money would be counted as credit toward the next retreat and she’d be on an early list for the invites. Ah well, she’d tried.
And what was she even doing this for? She had a brick of cash and the promise of a Cabal leader to back her—better, she had something to hold over his head, since she knew his identity and his address. Once Bellamy figured out that the vial with the remains of Red’s shadow was no longer in his vault, she’d need him on her side.
But Mr. Punch selling stolen shadows to the wealthy wouldn’t leave Charlie’s mind. Quickened shadows, ripped from people like the girl she’d seen crying in that shadow parlor. New gloamists, excited about having magic, who were going to be shadowless for the rest of their lives. They would be crushed. There would be a new “harvester” who wasn’t Charlie, who would be stealing more shadows so wealthy people could burn them up as fast as they bought them.
Unless someone blew up the whole scheme. Unless someone stole those shadows before the rich got what they wanted, so they would no longer consider the Cabals a reliable source.
To do that, with no possible benefit, a person would have to be a fucking idiot.
With a sigh, Charlie went to the booking page for Solaluna. No rooms were available on the weekend when the Umbral Elevation Retreat was scheduled. Nor did the on-site restaurant have any tables available the entire four days, despite being theoretically open to the public.
Maybe that was a sign for her to leave this the hell alone.
She dialed the number on the website.
“I really need your help,” she told the soft-voiced woman who answered, allowing herself to sound as flustered as she felt. “I’m trying to book a room. Wait, let me start over—I just got this job as an assistant and I am going to get in so much trouble. My boss is Mr. Carver and his grandmother told him that Solaluna would be the perfect place for him to recuperate and now he’s obsessed and won’t consider anywhere else. But he says it has to be this weekend, and you’re all booked up.”
The woman on the other end of the phone was quiet for a moment. “What are the dates he’s hoping for?”
Charlie gave the specifics, trying to keep her voice a little high and panicked. It wasn’t hard.
“I see,” the woman said. “What did you say the name was?”
“Carver,” Charlie repeated. “Remy Carver.”
There was another long pause. “Let me talk to my manager.”
“Thank you.” Either the woman taking reservations at Solaluna was a very nice person or Carver was a very good name to drop.
After a few more minutes, she returned. “There’s a private cottage on the grounds. The person who booked it canceled and my manager said that she would be happy to offer it to Mr. Carver.”
Charlie didn’t even want to think about the price per night, but she knew enough not to ask. “You’re saving my job here.”
“There’s just one thing. This weekend we have a private group in. We can make sure he doesn’t share any of the same spaces and the spa will be open as usual, but some parts of the grounds will be closed off.”
“No problem,” she said into the phone.
“And we need a credit card,” the woman said. “How would you like to pay?”
Charlie read off the numbers on Topher’s credit card before she could think better of it.
“Just to confirm,” the woman said. “We’ll be charging a deposit of eleven thousand dollars to hold the cottage and we’ll charge the rest when Mr. Carver checks in. Please let him know that he will have an on-site butler who can assist him in arranging whatever he needs at any time of day or night.”
Charlie’s palms felt sweaty. Eleven thousand dollars for three nights? The idea of that much money made her head swim. And that was just the deposit.
“Miss?” the woman asked, into her silence.
“That’s fine,” Charlie ground out, telling herself that Topher would hardly notice. He probably spent that much most weekends, jet-setting, getting bottle service in clubs, and buying those ridiculous outfits.
One of the biggest rules of the con, the rule so obvious that it didn’t need to be repeated, so clear that most people figured it out on their own, was that no scam should touch the scammer’s real life. You slithered into the lives of the wealthy and then you slithered out again, leaving nothing behind.
But she wasn’t doing that. If Topher realized his card was stolen, he only had to glance at the charge to trace it back to her. And he was bound to realize eventually.
Charlie told herself that once she got to Solaluna, she’d find a way to reverse the charges or slip some other card from some other wallet and use that.
“What are you doing with my computer?” Posey asked from the doorway.
“Hey, you’re home.” Charlie logged out of Reddit as Posey jerked the laptop out of her hands. Not enough time for Charlie to delete the history. “Chill! I needed to look something up.”
“What?” Posey looked at her expectantly.
“A retreat upstate,” Charlie said, since there was no reason to lie about that.
“Funny thing.” Posey sat down on the couch next to her. “I am not going to ask where you went last night or why you ate all our peanut butter, but you should see what’s on the news.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s about the Hatfield Massacre,” Posey said. “They found another body.”
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Posey passed her phone over, with a video cued up on YouTube from Western Mass News. A newscaster in a red sweater had been paused midsentence:… the coroner has determined the time of death to be too close to the Hatfield Massacre for the events not to be related. The body of TikTok darling Dave Pugliese, who went by the name of Rooster Argent on the platform, final victim of the nightmarish event that changed this sleepy town forever, was found buried in the graveyard behind the Grace Covenant Church. If you have any information, the Hatfield sheriff has put up a tip line to call. The square over the woman’s shoulder, which had been showing the icon of a shadowy church, changed to an image of a balding man. Next, new charges in the Maine governor’s election fraud case—
Charlie paused the video, hoping that somewhere Mr. Punch was impressed. Rooster Argent was dead, just like she’d predicted.
“See?” Posey said. “I knew he didn’t do it.”
Charlie had forgotten about the argument she’d made in favor of Rooster being the murderer. “You’re right. My bad.”
“Does that mean you’re not going to that Umbral Elevation thing, since you can be sure he won’t be there?” Posey asked.
Charlie tried to make a noncommittal motion, a half shrug that might not have looked like anything at all. She should have guessed that Posey would immediately know what retreat upstate she’d been investigating. “I never said I was going.”
“Getting into places you’re not supposed to be is your thing,” Posey said.
There was no point in denying that, so she didn’t.
Posey put a hand on her hip. “I’m going with you.”
“You can’t,” Charlie blurted out, too surprised to consider her words.
“Bullshit,” Posey said. “I want to know what’s going on among the wealthy gloamist-wannabes. This is one of the most exclusive conferences ever, and if you’re going, I want to go too. I know you can get me in.”
“That’s a bad idea,” Charlie said.
“You keep treating me like a kid,” Posey replied. “Hiding things from me. Acting like you have to protect me. Deciding my future without me Remember those months you barely got out of bed? I have my problems, but so do you.”
Charlie got up and started to clean off the kitchen island, pouring out the remains of bottles and cans, then dropping them into the recycling. It was familiar work and it kept her from letting her agitation show. “I never said I wasn’t a mess. But I’m not the only one hiding things.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Posey demanded.
Charlie turned to her sister, frustrated. “How about you tell me what you’ve been doing for work?”
Posey’s face had gone carefully blank.
“Well?” Charlie gestured to the apartment. “Where are you getting the money to pay for this place? And why have you been trying to pretend to me that it’s secretly affordable, when I know the rent in this building is well beyond what we should be able to afford?”
Posey met her gaze, looking flummoxed. She still didn’t speak.
“Exactly.” Charlie started back toward her room. “Look, I got into this trouble all on my own and it’s mine to fix.”
“If I did what you’re doing for a man, you would never let me hear the end of it,” Posey called after her. The words cut, worse than she could know.
“Is this another complaint about Red?” Charlie returned.
Posey seemed to have a sister’s intuitive sense that she’d struck true. “You’ve been like this for years, throwing yourself away on one worthless guy after another. You think that you can make them love you by doing things for them no one else would do.”
“Let it go,” Charlie said, warning in her voice.
“And you talk about the Hall family curse like it’s real.” Posey’s voice had risen. “It was just a stupid thing I said.”
“Well, you are the fortune teller. Who better to prophesy?” Charlie crossed her arms in front of her.
“You’re going to wind up just like Mom,” Posey snapped.
“And how long have you been waiting to say that to me?” Charlie asked, her anger uncoiling like a snake, fangs dripping venom. “Am I supposed to be insulted, when you live in our mother’s pocket? How many times a day do you call and text her, apparently all the while thinking that comparing anyone to her is an insult?”
“She’s apologized for the past,” Posey replied.
“Not for what she actually did,” Charlie said.
“How can she when you’ll never tell her the truth about what happened?” A light came into Posey’s eyes. “Of course, I could always tell her.”
“You wouldn’t.”
Posey smiled, pleased to have stumbled into leverage. “So take me with you to the Umbral Elevation Retreat.”
It was clear that Posey thought Charlie was being unreasonable, so strong-arming her was justified. She might not have ever intended to follow through. But Charlie felt a roaring in her ears at the familiar threat of blackmail, the one she’d caved to for so many years.
She picked up her phone and called their mother.
It wasn’t like she hadn’t been making terrible decisions all day.
“Charlie?” her mother said, picking up on the third ring.
“What are you doing?” Posey asked, although the horror in her voice made it clear that she had a good guess.
“I am not a medium and I never was a medium,” Charlie said, too fast to be interrupted. “I pretended to channel that warlock Alonso Nieto, so that I could trick you into leaving your abusive, asshole husband. It was all an act. Smoke and mirrors. Lies. And Rand? He wasn’t teaching me how to be a better psychic. He was teaching me to help him scam people. He was a thief.”
Charlie hung up, shaking with rage.
Posey gaped at her. “What’s wrong with you?”
Typical Charlie Hall. Think you can fuck her over? She’ll fuck herself over even harder.
Her phone rang. She hit the button to send her mother’s call to voicemail. “Because I am not going to be extorted by anyone and certainly not by you. That medium bullshit? I did it for you, because Travis hit you. And you hated me for years because you couldn’t stand all the attention I got from Mom. I bet you can’t stand that the only reason you have your dream—the only reason you’re a gloamist—is because I gave it to you.”
Posey’s upper lip curled, like a dog growling. “I got the best part of you when I got your shadow. There’s nothing left of you that I want.”
Charlie met the nastiness head-on. “Good. Because I threw away more of myself for you than I ever did for any man. It will be a relief not to carry your dead weight.”
“Good,” Posey shouted back, then grabbed her coat and headed for the door.
Which is how Charlie found herself sitting on the floor wet-eyed like a kid, when Red manifested. His eyes were embers and he was still half shadow, but he loomed in front of her, giving her a target for all that hurt and rage.
“Liar,” she snapped.
He was silent for a long time. Then he knelt on the floor beside her bed, light streaming through him, eyes like holes. “Charlie.”
She wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. Once, she’d pinned her hopes of him getting his memories back on that vial she’d stolen from the vault in the watchtower, but now she wasn’t at all sure that’s what she wanted. “Are you—”
“If I could be him again for you, I would.”
Relief flooded her, guilt hard on its heels.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “For all of it.”
“Liar,” she said again, but there was no heat in it.
“For some of it, then,” he said, smiling as he corrected himself.
Charlie had already fought with her sister and her mother—even if she hadn’t given her mother the chance to fight back. She wasn’t sure she had it in her to fight with him too. “Explain. What happened? Why not just tell me?”
He glanced away from her, as though telling her all this was difficult. “Inviting me to the house was a trap.”
“Obviously,” Charlie said. “As it turns out.”
“It was a trap meant for you,” he said.
Charlie felt as startled as if he’d abruptly kicked her in the ankle.
“Rose was one of those people who wanted to do good in the world,” he said. “Who was excited about her future and had boundless enthusiasm. And her shadow … Rose talked to her shadow. She wasn’t afraid of it.”
Charlie wanted to ask him so many questions, but she bit her tongue and waited.
“If Rose’s shadow had stood by when Remy was killed, I would have never forgiven her,” Red went on to say. “So when she came to the house to ask me for help, she was right that I owed her. And if she wanted me to free her from the person to whom she was bound, I’d do it. But something didn’t sit right. I saw shadows creeping around our house. And she was so cagey about obvious things, like the name of the person I was supposed to kill.”
“And you didn’t tell me all this, why?”
“I thought she wanted me dead, and for understandable reasons.” He spread his fingers against the wooden floorboards. “I couldn’t be sure and I felt obligated to try to help her. But then I became afraid that it wasn’t me that she was after, but you.”
“But why go after me?” Charlie asked. “I’m nobody.”
“At first I worried it was revenge for Rose,” Red said. “But you’re the Hierophant, investigating the Grace Covenant murders.”
“And I guess Rose’s shadow is bound to the person who committed them,” Charlie said. “Same brand of cigarette. Same bite marks on the victims. Did you see him?”
“No, I didn’t see anyone human,” Red said. “I approached the house through the backyard, thinking I was going to be able to get close enough to figure out if Rose’s shadow was playing a game with me. I didn’t see anything. Then two shadows came at me out of the dark.
“I killed one and chased the other into the house. We fought there, when a third shadow attacked. By then, I was hurt badly. Rose’s shadow came at me, ready to finish me off. It seemed possible she could kill me, especially because I hesitated to hurt her.”
Charlie shivered. “What did you do?”
“I told her that you’d discovered our plan and that the Cabal was coming. That I’d come to warn her. I told her to run.”
“Clever,” Charlie said with a snort. “But you really didn’t see the gloamist?”
“The next thing I saw was you.”
“You’re lucky you did.” Charlie met his burning eyes.
“I was wrong about you. I should have seen you more clearly, but I see you now. I have a lot to apologize for.” He took a deep breath, even though she wasn’t sure he needed one. “I don’t always think like a person.”
Red thought like a person who had grown up around a wealthy sociopath who’d had and done everything he desired, but she wasn’t about to make excuses for him.
He caught her gaze. “I am deeply sorry. I will not keep things from you again. I will not make choices for you. I won’t take anything from you, even if the thing I am taking is danger.”
Charlie’s cheeks felt warm. No one talked like that and she didn’t want him to see how much it got to her. “That’s a very pretty apology,” she said, attempting to seem unaffected. “I’ll think about accepting it.”
He closed his eyes. “That’s more generous than I deserve.”
Well, she had something to tell him while he was feeling repentant. “So, I, um, planned something stupid and may have used Remy Carver’s name to do it. I’m going to Solaluna and I plan to steal shadows back from Mr. Punch before he can sell them to a bunch of rich fuckers.”
He glanced up, raising his brows. “So you needed another rich fucker to get through the door?”
She shrugged, since she was still angry with him and unwilling to admit that she had done anything wrong. “If you don’t want to help, I’ll figure out another way.”
“And miss seeing you in action?” he asked, a light in his eyes like maybe he didn’t mind so much that she was a charlatan. Like maybe he liked it.
“Mr. Punch promised you your freedom,” Charlie said. “If we pull this off and he finds out, he won’t support you with the Cabals.”
“They’d never let me go,” Red said. “Even if Mr. Punch really spoke up for me, which I doubt he would.”
Charlie believed there might be a way to hold him to his word. “Still.”
“You want to save shadows?” he asked gently, but with great seriousness. “I am going to help.”
Charlie grinned. “That’s good, since the room is booked in your name. But don’t worry, I used Topher’s credit card to pay for it.”
He laughed out loud. “How old were you when you started scamming people?” There was no judgment in his voice.
“Thirteen,” she said. “Maybe fourteen. Rand needed a kid, I guess.”
“I was about that when we came to live with Salt.”
Her voice dropped to a whisper as though if asked quietly, the question wouldn’t be so bad. “And became his personal assassin?”
He made a motion with his broad shoulders that was half shrug and half acknowledgment. “Salt told Remy that his mother needed help. He offered to put her in the best rehab on the East Coast, so long as Remy would help him with a few small problems.”
“That’s fucked up,” Charlie told him. “Remy was his grandson. She was his daughter.”
Red looked as though he was trying to guess what she thought of him. “It was little things at first. Spying. Stealing.”
“Yeah, it starts with the little things,” Charlie agreed with a sigh. “They’re the reason you have to do the bigger things. By the time you realize it, you’re in so deep that you’re drowning.”
“Rand?” he asked.
Charlie looked away. “It’s not like he was a bad guy.”
“What’d he have over you?”
She opened her mouth—not sure if she was about to lie or not—when her throat closed up around the words. It would be easier, she thought, to tell him, if she didn’t like him so much. The shame of what she’d done—deceiving her mother in such a childish, fumbling way and succeeding—was fresh in her mind.
Still, of all people, he might not judge her.
She took a deep breath and looked at the floor, deliberately not meeting his eyes as she told him the story of Travis moving in with them. Of him hitting Posey and their mother not believing it. And then Charlie, always with a scheme, pretending to be a medium. Of channeling Alonso Nieto, warlock. Of drawing her mother into believing. Of becoming more interesting and beloved as Alonso than she’d ever been to her mother as herself.
And then Rand discovering her secret.
“He was going to tell Mom and then she would have hated me,” Charlie said. “She would have blamed me for the end of her marriage with Travis.”
“And now she knows,” he said.
Charlie looked at the floor. “Maybe she won’t be so mad. I think she’s happy with Bob—”
“The Magic card guy?” Red asked.
It always threw Charlie that Vince had paid attention to the little things. The throwaway comments she made about people or her past. The gossip that flowed around Rapture. She’d never had a boyfriend do that before and it was alarming and gratifying in equal measure. He saw her, but sometimes she felt safer not being seen. Red did it too and it unnerved her all over again. “Yeah, the Magic card guy—who’s going to want you to come to Christmas dinner, by the way—but even if Mom isn’t mad about Travis, she’ll still be furious I made a fool of her. And I took something away from her. She really believed she spoke to a spirit who chose her because of her spiritual importance.”
He considered that for a long moment. “What did she think Rand was doing with you?”
It wasn’t just the attention Red paid to what she said that was disturbing either. He was unnervingly good at spotting the part of a story that didn’t quite add up, the dissonant note. It had never been easy to con him. “He was part of her spiritual group, so she thought he was mentoring me in my abilities—you know, as a medium.”
Red gave her an incredulous look.
Charlie shrugged. That was just one part of the raft of unsaid things between her and her mother—things that had been better off that way, but would always bother her. Even back then it hadn’t seemed right to let Rand spend so much time with Charlie. She’d been a young girl, alone with a much older guy, and even though he’d been instructing her on the finer points of swindling, pickpocketing, and scams, her mother hadn’t known that. As not-great as he’d been, he could have been something much worse. She had no illusions that her mother wanted to see nothing evil in an older man who kept one of her daughters busy and sent her home with money or gifts. Since Charlie didn’t want to say any of that, she changed the subject. “Why did you help me back then?”
“I—” He hesitated.
She thought of him again, as the boy he would have appeared to be, crouched over Rand’s body, blood on his mouth. “Remy never knew, did he?”
Red shook his head.
“Was it hard to keep things from him?” Charlie asked, wrapping her arms around her knees.
“No,” Red said. “He wanted me to keep things from him. That’s what I was for. Like a vault full of everything you don’t want to see.”
She didn’t like the way he talked about himself. “So, why did you smuggle me out of the mansion that night?”
“Because I thought you had a chance,” he said. “And I liked you—the beet juice was funny and clever. It might have worked, before Salt discovered shadow magic. I didn’t want you to wind up like the others.”
Charlie thought of how many people he might have seen die, murdered by Salt and his friends. Thought about what Adeline had said about her own participation, about what Red had been forced to do.
“Did Remy ever hurt—” Charlie began.
He looked away. “Remy never did anything by his own hand.”
Red might be good at seeing the dissonant notes in other people’s stories, but that didn’t mean he saw them in his own. She believed that he missed Remy. She believed that he loved Remy and would have done anything to have him back. But underneath all that was fury at bearing the brunt of their pain for so long. Rage at being loved, but not well enough to keep the person who loved him from using him cruelly. And guilt over Remy’s death that kept him from examining any of those emotions, leaving them festering inside of him.
Charlie recognized the feeling. “He would want you to be happy.”
“You don’t know that.” Red didn’t snap at her, but she could hear the tension in his voice.
“He wanted you to have birthday cake,” Charlie said. “And when he was dying, he gave you everything that was left of him. He knew you couldn’t save him, but you could save yourself.”



  

28
Unusual Selves
Solaluna had a gate along its entrance, with a call box on the left hand side. Past that, all you could see were trees—no buildings at all. A low fence ran in either direction from the gate, but if the security was as lax as it seemed, Charlie could have just jumped over it with no one the wiser.
“Welcome to Solaluna,” came a voice from the box.
Charlie looked at Red and nodded toward the speaker.
“This is Remy Carver,” he said, acid in his voice. “Checking in.”
As the gate lifted, he raised the car window. “Pretending to be him feels like spitting on his grave.”
That was Charlie Hall, using everyone around her. She could blame her upbringing or Rand, but whatever the reason, it had become her nature to look for an angle. And Red was full of angles.
“But you’re right. This is what he wanted for me,” Red went on, surprising her. “To live. To have everything I could take. And throwing that gift away would be worse than anything I could do to his memory.”
She gave him a stunned look. “So you’re taking the money?”
“When this is over,” Red said. “I am taking everything.”
The road led up a hill to a large white building full of windows. As she drove up, she spotted a waving man in a navy jacket and a pink baseball cap with SOLALUNA written across it in white type.
Beside her, Red had put on sunglasses, which made him look appropriately hungover and had the added bonus of hiding his eyes if they started to smolder unexpectedly.
“We can park your car for you,” the man said, when Charlie rolled down her window.
She got out, thankful for the Porsche so she wasn’t asking the attendant to drive a beat-up white van.
Charlie had done her best to prepare for this venture in the short time she’d had—a little black dress, hair slicked tightly back, natural makeup, tights, and Adeline’s Prada boots on her feet. She hadn’t had an appropriate coat so she just hadn’t brought one.
Her tattoos peeked out over the neckline. Bad for business, Rand had told her, when they’d come across another criminal who had them. Too memorable.
But that had been the reason she’d ended up getting them. Charlie had transformed herself so many times she’d stopped knowing who she was. She’d needed something to hold her in place. Something to ground her. Something that said this is Charlie Hall’s leg, marked with stars. This is Charlie Hall’s throat, inked with scarabs.
The attendant took their one small suitcase out of the back of the Porsche. They followed him inside.
Red was in dark pants, black shoes, and a fine cashmere sweater. Over it, he had on a wool peacoat. He looked as though he belonged, and not just because of the clothing.
The scents of rosemary and eucalyptus filled the lobby like the inside of a high-end spa. A huge rose quartz lamp sat near a small seating area with nubby-looking cream chairs.
A woman smiled at them from behind a hotel desk of light wood. “Remy Carver?” He had broad shoulders and a lot of money. Who wouldn’t smile? “I just need a form of identification and—would you like to use the card on file?”
Charlie opened her mouth to spin a story.
“Can I see your phone?” Red asked the receptionist, before Charlie could speak.
“Mr. Carver?” she asked, obviously confused.
“Please,” he said, putting out his hand.
She took it out of her pocket, unlocked it, and placed it in his palm.
He pulled up an article about being found in his father’s basement when everyone had thought he was dead, then handed her phone back to her. “I don’t have a driver’s license right at the moment, but there’s a photo of me in this article.”
Oh, that was clever.
The woman behind the desk looked flustered. “I guess that is all we need.”
From his wallet, he took out the credit card that Adeline had given him and placed it on the counter.
Charlie nearly choked. He’d just wiped away her need to fix things with Topher’s credit card.
“Here’s your key, Mr. Carver,” the woman said. “There’s a private butler that services the cottage. I am sure you’ll have everything you need, but if not, you can call me.”
“I should have copied down your personal number,” he said, in a tone that was as privileged and flirtatious as Charlie could have asked for.
He was good at this. Good at improvising. Good at acting relaxed, like someone who had come to Solaluna for a restful, restorative weekend, not to steal shadows from the Cabals.
The woman behind the desk met Charlie’s eyes, guilt in her expression. Charlie wasn’t sure that meant the receptionist wasn’t tempted, though. Remy Carver seemed like a terrible boyfriend, but an interesting one-night stand.
Maybe Red looked very comfortable playing the part of the rich socialite because he was one.
If he took everything that was being offered to him like he said he was going to, it wouldn’t be pretend. Assuming he could escape the Cabals, that was.
The woman went on, “We’ll have your things brought to the cottage, but in the meantime, you’re free to tour the main building and the grounds. If you’d like someone—”
“We’ll show ourselves around,” Red said, with maybe a little too much firmness. He softened his words by slinging his arm around Charlie’s shoulders, leading her off in the direction of the library. “Come on, darling. Let’s get lost.”
Her neck went hot with what felt like forbidden pleasure. She hadn’t worked like this with anyone since—well, ever. With Rand, she hadn’t been his equal and hadn’t had a choice. With Mark, he’d been too much in competition with her for her to trust him to back her plays. Even with Vince, they had been pretending too much to see one another clearly until the very end.
Charlie and Red passed the entrance into a dining area. It was mostly empty, save for an elderly couple silently sharing a large teapot and a three-tier spread of sandwiches. They weren’t dressed formally and no labels were obvious on their clothing, but they still exuded the gloss of money.
She wondered how far off the mark she’d been in her own styling. Her hair was wrong, she decided. But, of course, Charlie didn’t need to pass as a wealthy girlfriend. Only the girlfriend of a wealthy man.
“We need to find where they’re keeping the shadows. If I could look at the bookings at the front desk, maybe I’d recognize a name.” She’d told Red about her visit to Mr. Punch on the way over. “Otherwise, we’re going to have to search rooms.”
“The registration for the conference itself might be easier to get to,” Red said.
Charlie thought it was unlikely that Cabal attendees would be listed in the registration rolls with everyone else, but it would be foolish not to check. “Let’s go befriend someone who can get us access.”
He smiled back at her, one wolf to another.
The wood-paneled library featured a long bar with a gleaming pewter top running along the far wall. Cream-colored leather love seats were arranged around low coffee tables with rose quartz tops. Candles flickered in pink glass vessels.
Charlie thought she heard the word “penumbra” from a table of middle-aged men. That was promising.
If she paid close enough attention, she could pick out more conference attendees. She needed to know if they had badges or anything else she could easily forge.
A woman in a button-up white shirt with a tie came over to their table and handed them drink menus with gilded edges. Charlie ordered a glass of rosé that she didn’t intend to drink. Red asked for a martini.
She raised her eyebrows at him when the woman left.
“Let me guess—not my usual order,” he said. “But then, I am not my usual self.”
“I like all of your selves,” Charlie said.
Red smiled. “Some better than others.”
“I like you,” she said.
He looked away, like he couldn’t quite believe it. Or maybe he just didn’t want to hear it from her.
Charlie made her voice light and changed the subject. “Don’t look, but I think those gentlemen over there are here for the retreat.”
Red kept his eyes on her.
Charlie opened her mouth to say something as a man stopped beside their table. He had on a white polo shirt and another of those Solaluna hats.
“Hello, Mr. Carver? Ms.—”
“Lena Hall,” Red said, waving toward Charlie.
She gave what she hoped was the smile of a woman who was about to have a luxury weekend retreat with her boyfriend.
The man grinned. “I’m Michael, your butler. If you’re done here, I can take you to your cottage. Your luggage has already been moved.”
“So long as we can bring our drinks,” Red said with lazy swagger.
“Of course.” Michael caught the eye of the bartender, who was shaking up the martini, and nodded his chin in the direction of the outside.
“Do we need to settle up—” Charlie said, glancing toward her bag.
“No need,” Michael told her. “We want things to be easy here.”
Charlie bit the inside of her cheek, angry at herself. Lena-the-girlfriend shouldn’t be worrying about whether a bill was paid.
They carried the drinks out to a golf cart. Charlie drank half the wine she told herself she wasn’t going to touch, trying to keep it from spilling as they bumped along a narrow dirt road to a fairy-tale-looking cottage with gingerbread trim and pale blue French shutters.
Michael parked the golf cart in the driveway, then handed the keys over to Red. “You can call the front desk for a pickup if you don’t want to drive yourself.”
Red took the keys without comment.
Michael opened the door and showed them into a sitting area. Two sleek cream couches had been arranged in front of an electric fireplace with an arts-and-crafts-style mantel. A coffee station sat on a long stone-topped side bar, beside a welcome basket overstuffed with fruit, chocolates, cookies, and wine.
Red walked through to the bedroom while Michael chatted to him about amenities. When they returned to the sitting room, Red sprawled on the couch as though he owned it.
As Red attempted to arrange some kind of spa visit for Saturday and Michael tried to steer him toward getting massages in the room instead, without explicitly saying that he was trying to keep them away from the Umbral Elevation Retreat, Charlie poked her head into the bedroom.
A giant four-poster bed dominated the space. Chocolates sat on the pillows, along with lavender sachets. All the windows were lined in onyx, which was interesting. She considered hiding in the bathroom until Michael was gone.
Charlie found it hard to pretend to wealth and privilege next to Red. It was like trying to pass off moissanite beside a real diamond.
Through the door to the bathroom, Charlie saw a sunken tub and what she thought might be a steam shower. The tub looked deep enough to disappear into.
In the main room, she could hear Red arranging a dinner for eight in the evening.
Charlie headed back into the bedroom, passing a tasteful grouping of morel mushroom watercolors. Her hand smoothed over the stark whiteness of the sheets and she took a deep breath.
The thought struck her that if their scheme failed, she could still have a fancy, romantic weekend with Red. He’d put down his credit card, so she wouldn’t have to figure out how to pay for all this. What would it be like, to stop worrying about whether she fit in, to stop playing a role, because she was an actual guest and didn’t have to care? They could take the time to figure out what was between them.
She forced herself to walk back into the sitting room in time to see Michael wave goodbye and go out the door.
Red looked up at her. “I wish I didn’t have to ask you this, but I need blood.”
She blinked in surprise, half at the words, half at how he had completely dropped acting the part of Remy.
“Okay,” Charlie said, sitting on the couch and putting out her hand. She had a hangnail on one thumb and pulled it off with her tooth, watching blood pool up. Not a lot, but the energy was more important.
She should have guessed he needed it. He was fading at the edges, half shadow when they were alone. He’d been badly hurt recently.
Red bent over her hand. She shivered as the smoke of his tongue pressed against her skin, then he took her thumb into his mouth, licking her blood. She shuddered. Her skin felt abruptly too tight and the air she breathed was too hot and close. Longing uncurled in her stomach. Her gaze fell on the pink of his lips, the long line of his back, the spread of his thighs.
After a moment, he leaned back. When he removed his sunglasses, his eyes blazed.
Her heart stuttered. Maybe hurt. She wondered if this was what it would feel like right before it stopped.
“You’re very good at playing Mr. Moneybags,” she said, trying to focus on not embarrassing herself.
Red looked out the window, into the dark. “He’s more a part of me than I think, maybe. Even if I hate it. Living with someone for that long, I suppose it was inevitable that some of it would rub off.”
“Remy?” she managed to get out. The pressure on her chest eased.
Red’s gaze turned away from her. “No. Salt.”

Though she would have preferred to curl up on the couch with a bottle of Pellegrino from the fridge and all of the grapes and cookies from the welcome basket, Charlie made herself get ready for dinner. She slid on a strappy black slip dress, one of the few formal things she owned, though it squished her boobs. Then she swooped liquid eyeliner over a little glitter shadow and attempted to cover the last of her black eye with a fresh application of concealer and a great deal of powder. Finally she added distractingly bright lipstick, perfume oil, and gold hoops.
The girlfriend of a rich guy didn’t have to look insanely wealthy, so it was fine that her dress shoes weren’t designer. Hopefully it would also be okay that she was carrying a vintage metal clutch she’d picked up at a flea market and never had an excuse to use before. She was sure it wouldn’t be noticeable that the gold in her ears wasn’t real.
She could believe all that until she saw Red. Red, in a gray suit that looked cut sharply over the broad muscles of his shoulders, showing off his thews and sinews with disturbing ease. Red, the collar of his crisp white dress shirt open and his shoes shining like the black carapaces of beetles.
He blinked at her and she had a moment where she wanted to apologize. I know I don’t look the way I should.
“I went outside and checked things out,” he told her. “I saw two more cottages within walking distance. I can’t tell if they’re rented or if they’re something else—owner suites, the night staff’s bunks? We can go together later.”
“After dinner,” she said.
He put out an arm and for a moment, it was like being in a movie. She rested her hand on his sleeve and he escorted her to the passenger side of the golf cart.
“When did you learn to drive?” Charlie asked.
He gave her a sidelong glance.
“When Remy didn’t want to?” she ventured.
He shrugged and left it at that. It was obvious that Red didn’t want to say much that was negative about Remy, which meant there was something negative to say. She imagined Remy Carver passed out in the back seat, Red’s hand on the wheel.
It was creepy to think that a person’s shadow could be awake even when they weren’t. Of course, Red being forced to sleep whenever Remy did would be even creepier.
Inside the main building of Solaluna, the maître d’ led them to a table near a window that looked out over the snow-covered grounds.
Charlie sat and thought of the last time she’d been at a table like this one, with Salt. She’d been terrified—and, to be fair, incredibly hungover—and he’d warned her about Red. A Blight who could pass for human, with an endless hunger.
“Cold?” Red asked.
“I should have brought a sweater,” she said.
He shrugged off his jacket.
“I wasn’t trying to get you to—”
Red held it out to her, expression steady.
“You don’t have to, I mean,” she finished, no complete sentence in sight. She took the jacket.
It settled over her shoulders, warmed with a heat that might have been from her own blood. In the firelight of the candle in the middle of the table, Red’s eyes were scarlet as rubies.
Their waiter came and placed a small white plate in front of each of them. It contained what appeared to be a tiny puff pastry, a mushroom stuffed with something, and a smear of green sauce. “With compliments from the chef.”
Charlie forked up the pastry as the waiter poured what he identified as a Veltliner into her glass. The pastry tasted like cheese and sage. She chased it with a huge gulp of the greenish wine, astringent on her tongue.
“I admire the way you’re playing your role,” she said. “But seeing you here feels like seeing a part of you that I didn’t know.”
Red let a smile slide across his face. “Does it bother you?”
She could feel her cheeks heat, because it did. It made her feel as though there was a chasm between them, one deeper than what might come from his being a shadow.
“You knew too much about fancy watches,” she said. “I should have realized, but instead it made me wonder if you were a burglar.”
He laughed, not without some bleakness. “I suppose I am, a little. I stole lives at Salt’s behest. And no matter what Remy wanted, I am still made of pieces of him.”
She met his gaze. “You know when a worm is cut in half and both sides regrow? Can’t both of you have had his life?”
“It’s not true,” he told her. “It’s a myth.”
“What?”
“The worm thing,” he said. “They just die.”
Charlie didn’t want to believe that. Not only was it less magical, but it meant she’d done very bad things as a child on rainy days when she’d played mad scientist. “Let’s pretend it’s true,” she told him. “For the sake of metaphor.”
“Is your shadow half of you?” he asked her.
“I guess I think of it as a sister,” Charlie said, raising her eyebrows at him. “Since my sister is wearing it.”
Red glanced around the room, perhaps looking for a change of subject. “Anyone worth befriending here?”
“Groups will be easier to insinuate ourselves into than couples,” Charlie said, studying the possibilities. “Or people here solo.”
Seven tables were occupied. Six women gathered around one, dressed up and drinking cocktails instead of the wine pairing. At another table, two men sat together, eating a dessert course with tiny cups of espresso, whispering together. At a third, an older man and a woman ate, unsmiling and without conversation—Charlie recognized them as the duo she’d seen earlier. Another man sat alone, writing in a notebook as his appetizer grew cold beside him.
She turned her gaze toward the fireplace. Then she froze.
A couple sat in front of the fire. Even though the man had his back to her, so that she could see nothing more of him than his shoulders and untidy hair, Charlie recognized him.
Mark, her ex-boyfriend, whom she’d last seen at Rapture, making excuses for having shot her. Who she’d hoped never to see again. The only thing that would have brought him to a place like this was a con. If he spotted her, he’d guess the same of her and be equally correct.
The waiter had returned to set the first course in front of them—a scallop and grapefruit salad, ceviche-style. Another white wine was poured. A Riesling this time.
Charlie felt the thump of her heart as she caught Red’s eye. “See the guy at the table closest to the fireplace?”
He glanced over, narrowing his eyes.
“That’s Mark,” she said. “The fuck is he doing here?”
Red raised his brows. “My previous offer still stands.”
“Tempting,” said Charlie, drinking half her wine in one go.
If Mark was here, it stood to reason that he had something to do with the retreat. Could Mr. Punch have found him and given him the job he’d offered to Charlie? Could Mark be the next harvester, stealing shadows for the Cabals? If so, following him could lead her to where the shadows were being kept.
The third course was pork medallions with spicy juniper. Charlie ate it, wondering if she could make an excuse to knock the man’s notebook to the floor by way of introduction. She tried not to look at Mark, although she couldn’t help a sidelong glance from time to time.
Charlie was halfway through the orange wine that had been paired with the pork when Red spoke.
“I haven’t been very fair to you,” he said.
“You’ve sent me some mixed messages,” Charlie admitted. “Like maybe you hate me, but also think I’m kinda hot?”
He leaned back, eyes half-lidded, smile pulling at his mouth. “I never hated you.”
“Oh?” Charlie’s gaze didn’t waver.
Red took a sip of wine. His eyes were dark. “You made me feel things I didn’t want to feel. Things I’d never felt before. Selfish, ugly things. Desperate things.”
“I don’t know what to do with that,” she said. “It doesn’t sound good.”
“It frightened me,” he said. “Do you know the fairy tale about the boy who doesn’t know fear? It’s bizarre. A boy who has never been afraid leaves home to seek his fortune and is challenged to spend the night in some haunted house. Many headless ghosts and other things try to scare him to death the way they’ve done to everyone else, but he’s not scared because, well, no fear. He gets his reward and winds up marrying a princess—and on his wedding night, his new wife learns about his lack of fear. To teach him, she pours a bucket of eels on him in their marriage bed. The squirming of the eels is so strange that he shivers and shakes and believes that he has finally felt fear.
“Fiona read that to Remy when we were children and I thought it was the weirdest story I’d ever heard. For a long time, I thought eels had something to do with marriage.”
Charlie raised her eyebrows. “So what does it mean?”
“Look, it’s still bizarre. But I think the fairy tale is about how desire is terrifying. Love is terrifying.” He shook his head. “And for someone who has tried not to feel for a long time, it’s threatening. It feels like an attack.”
“So you do like me,” Charlie said, trying to figure out what he meant. “But you wish you didn’t?”
Red put his head in his hands. “I am terrible at this.”
But he was trying. He was trying to tell her something that wasn’t easy, but was true. “No,” she said. “Go on.”
“In Salt’s house, whenever you cared about someone, he would find a way to turn that against you. To make you betray one another.” Red shook his head. “I thought you couldn’t possibly have sacrificed what you did, knowing what I was. You couldn’t be as brave and reckless as you seemed. And then when I realized you were, I’d already made a mess of things. I like you so much, Charlie.”
Unused to being told anything like that, Charlie could only reply, “My level of recklessness is pretty unbelievable.”
“What if I never get my memories back?” Red went on, as though now that he’d started talking, he couldn’t stop. “I know you hoped that if I got the part that the Cabals stole, I would be him again. I know that sometimes when you look at me, you see him. But I’m not him. And I don’t want to be. I’m afraid to lose what little self I have. I am afraid that everything you like in me isn’t me at all.”
Of course someone who had memories thrust upon him didn’t want more. Of course the idea of not remembering something was as frightening as being made to remember. In his mind, being Vince was tangled up with being Remy. She could hardly blame him, when he was being forced to answer to both names.
And it made sense that he was afraid that anyone who liked him, really liked someone else.
“I’m glad you’re the one here with me.” She leaned forward to take his hand. “You and no one else.”
He smiled across the table at her, the curve of his mouth and the smoldering light of his eyes full of promises.
She wondered what would happen when they got back to the cottage. Then she looked up and saw that Mark was no longer at the table.
“He’s gone,” she blurted out. “I was supposed to follow him.”
Charlie shouldered off Red’s suit jacket and walked swiftly out of the dining room, into the parlor and bar area next door. Mark wasn’t there. She looked around wildly, but there was no sign he’d ever been in the building.
She felt the sting of embarrassment in the back of her throat. She’d gotten so distracted that she hadn’t even noticed him leaving. With no better explanation for wandering around, she tried to act like a person who’d been looking for the bathroom and gotten turned around.
On her way, she overheard two of the servers whispering together. “Did you hear? That guy sitting alone. His father tortured him. The whole story is messed up.”
Charlie froze.
“Must be why he keeps her around,” whispered the other. “The shadowless girl. It would creep me the fuck out to have that near me.”
Giving them both a lethal look, she headed into the bathroom. There, she fixed her lipstick and stared at herself in the mirror. In the slip dress, tattoos and curves on full display.
It was said that a person without a shadow was without a soul. And while Charlie had never believed that, people’s superstitions had been easier to dismiss when they weren’t about her. Now she couldn’t help wondering if there really might be something wrong with her, some essential part of herself that was missing.
Something’s been wrong with you a lot longer than you haven’t had a shadow, she told herself.
When she left the bathroom, a waiter spotted her. “Miss?” he asked. “We’re just serving dessert at your table.”
Gritting her teeth, she squared her shoulders and headed back, distracted enough to knock into a bald man coming into the dining room.
“Excuse me!” the man snapped.
“Sorry,” she said, then threw herself into the chair opposite Red.
At her expression, he looked worried. “We can go. We’ll find him.”
“New plan.” Charlie opened her hand, flashing him the room key she’d lifted when she’d bumped the man, then closed her hand again. “We find the welcome packet that everyone at this retreat got and go from there. But we don’t have much time.”
“Do my eyes deceive?” a voice boomed from across the room. “Remy Vincent Carver! Back from the dead like Lazarus.”
A big, red-bearded man came into the room and turned immediately toward Red, throwing his arms open for an embrace.
Red stood and made a performance of hugging him and slapping the man on the back with feigned enthusiasm. The diners turned toward the commotion, but the man didn’t seem to care. He was in the same dark jeans, brown cashmere sweater, and Allbirds as several of the more casually dressed men in the room, but on him the clothes looked rumpled and a little sloppy.
He seemed familiar, but Charlie couldn’t place him.
“It’s been what? A decade—no, not quite that, but nearly,” the man was saying.
“Archie,” Red said, a little stiffly. This was the first time since they came to Solaluna that she saw his performance falter.
The man didn’t seem to notice. “I can’t believe it’s you!” he said. “After all this time. And with what you’ve been through. I mean, I read what they’ve written in the paper.”
Then, Charlie realized that she knew him from the TikTok he’d made with Rooster.
Charlie took a step closer to Red. Archie seemed to take note of her for the first time.
“Lena,” she said, before he could ask.
“You sitting down to dinner?” Archie asked, then gestured toward their plates. Some kind of panna cotta, accompanied by a dessert wine. “Oh, you’ve nearly finished. Well, shit.” He gave a big laugh. “Not like you want me on your date. But y’all have to be here for the retreat. At least let me introduce you to the guest of honor.”
The guest of honor? Wasn’t that supposed to be Rooster?
She thought of the key in her pocket, but nothing they could have found in a random guest’s room could compare to what they could get from Archie. He was the key to all the information they wanted, so long as they played this right.
“I thought that Rooster was…” Charlie began.
“Yes, a tragedy, what happened to him,” Archie said. “But we’re lucky that the guy leading the puppeteers agreed to come in his place. Quite a coup to have him, since he’s very private, even paranoid.”
“The head of the puppeteers,” Charlie repeated slowly.
“Here Mr. Punch comes now,” Archie said, gesturing toward a young man walking into the dining room. “Hopefully ready to give away all those Cabal secrets.”
Madurai Malhar Iyer stopped in his tracks, Posey Hall on his arm. He wore the same suit she’d seen hanging in his closet. Posey was in a white flowy dress that Charlie had never seen before.
After a momentary pause, they walked to the table.
There was a ringing in Charlie’s ears as she realized that Posey had found a way to make it into Solaluna after all, and done it in a way that put them all in even more danger than before.
“Nice to meet you,” Malhar said, in a voice that cracked only a little.
Posey was smiling like a cat sitting in front of a bowl of cream. “Yes, it’s so nice to make new friends.”
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Cold Night Air
As it turned out, Archie was the force behind the Umbral Elevation Retreat. The organizer and the one coordinating with both the Cabals and the wealthy seekers, he was well on his way to making a fortune with conferences and was thrilled to tell his old pal Remy Carver all about it. He’d pulled up chairs and insisted Charlie and Red linger over after-dinner drinks while he, Malhar, and Posey worked through their meal.
“We’ll sort you out with a new shadow,” he was saying to Red. Then he turned to Malhar with an expansive grin. “You Cabal people have resources to spare, don’t you?”
With one disturbingly casual reference, Archie made it clear that he could lead Charlie to the shadows. He’d confirmed that distributing them to the wealthy was the real purpose of this event and that Archie was expecting his new Cabal pal to supply them.
Malhar smiled ambiguously, clearly having no idea what Archie was suggesting.
This was going to be so bad.
Charlie looked across the table, narrowing her eyes at her sister.
She should put an end to this. Reveal who Posey and Malhar were, get them kicked out, even if she got kicked out with them. Of course, if she did that, the chances of Mr. Punch finding out he’d been impersonated went up exponentially. Assuming that he wasn’t already here, in which case, he would know either way.
Archie cleared his throat. “So, I have a question for you, Mr. Punch. The Cabals started out small-time and secretive, right? Mysterious. But as the Cabals grow, they need protection. And we all know it’s not voters that determine the direction of this country, not politicians who control the government. It’s those with the money to influence voters and to fund campaigns.” Garrulous to begin with, the more Archie drank, the looser his tongue and the louder his voice became. At least Charlie had the satisfaction of seeing several other attendees look mournfully at their table, clearly wanting to come over, yet realizing that unless invited, they were unlikely to be welcome. “So, what does the future look like? How do you get them on board without ceding control?”
“They need him more than he needs them,” Posey snapped. Normally, she had few good things to say about the Cabals, so it was funny to see her defend them.
Still, Malhar should have spoken. He needed to seem intimidating, not intimidated. His continued silence was going to give him away.
“We’re honored to have you here,” Archie said, clearly relaxed and enjoying expounding on what Charlie didn’t doubt was a favorite subject. He turned toward Malhar and saluted him with his glass. “Truly we are. But it’s no secret that laws are being discussed in the hallowed halls of justice.”
“If the government goes after the Cabals,” Red said, “the Cabals could wind up more powerful, not less.”
Archie made an incredulous face. “So long as they’re run by people like our illustrious Mr. Punch, I am glad for them to have all the power they can amass.” He reached over to place a heavy hand on Malhar’s shoulder.
“Glad to hear it,” Malhar said with a tight smile.
“Very interested in your speech tomorrow,” Charlie said to him. “I understand that Rooster was going to speak about quickening shadows.”
Posey glared at her.
Charlie glared back. If Malhar couldn’t fake it through this dinner conversation, there was no way he was going to survive the weekend.
After a moment, he spoke. “It’s not as simple as turning a switch. People want it to be, of course—they expect dramatic and painful, but simple. That’s not true. But I do believe anyone can accomplish a quickening.”
Archie’s surprise was obvious. He must not have thought much about any technique other than the stitching of new shadows, despite the promised workshops featured in the description of his conference.
“Can you explain the process to me?” Charlie prompted Malhar.
He turned a vaguely pleading expression on her. “We’re at dinner. I would hate to bore you with a discussion of the bicameral mind.”
“Let the man eat,” Archie said, probably because he thought Mr. Punch was attempting to avoid discussing anything important in front of Red and Charlie.
“We’d all be riveted—I’m sure,” said Red. “But we will hear the whole thing soon enough. We’re just excited to have that opportunity.”
“Yes,” Archie boomed with real sincerity. “We’ve added security, of course. Three gloamists, very capable, all of them armed with onyx—and real weapons, although don’t tell that to Solaluna.”
“Yours, I presume,” she said to Malhar. Those would most likely be the ones bringing in the shadows and they would absolutely know that Malhar wasn’t Mr. Punch. Even if Professor Frank hid his identity from the world, he couldn’t hide it from the puppeteers under his command.
“How many of the attendees would you say are gloamists themselves?” Posey asked. It was obvious she didn’t understand the nature of Mr. Punch’s association with Archie. Charlie needed to get her out of there before she blew her own cover.
“Very few,” Archie told her, with a shrug. “Although Solaluna claims to have at least one on staff.”
As he went on, Charlie attempted to send a text under the table without being too obvious about it. When I head to the bathroom, you follow or I blow up your spot. Understood?
The message went through. Charlie saw her sister glance down. Then three dots indicating she was responding flickered on the screen, but no words came. She must have been composing and deleting messages over and over again.
OK, Posey sent finally.
“The thing is,” Malhar said to Archie, putting down his wineglass, “becoming a gloamist shouldn’t be dangerous and it shouldn’t be something that people have to spend their lives hoping for and never getting. Magic should be for everyone.” She could feel the sincerity of the words. This wasn’t part of Posey’s con.
“Everyone who can afford it,” Charlie said.
Archie barked out a laugh, glancing toward Red. “Where did you find this one?”
“She’s a delight,” Red said. “Except for the constant attempts to redistribute my wealth.”
Archie’s gaze on Charlie shifted to be more evaluating. “Interesting.”
This was a good time for her to get up. “Excuse me for a moment. I’ve got to go to the restroom.” By that point, she knew the way.
Behind her, she heard Posey making her excuses.
There were three one-person bathrooms, all with individual locks. Charlie shoved her sister into the first one.
“Are you out of your mind?” she demanded once the door was shut.
Posey gave her a self-satisfied look. “Surprised?”
“That you’re putting Malhar, yourself, Red, and me in danger?” Charlie said. “Of course I am, because it’s stupid. I’m supposed to be the stupid one.”
Posey made a face. “I’m sorry about what I said to you, but you keep acting like you need to protect me, because you protected me when we were kids. I know more than you do about being a gloamist. I can protect you.”
Charlie hated that they’d argued, but she was also unwilling to let her sister off the hook so easily. “You holed up in our house, not even willing to go out for groceries, for months. You were scared to go on the lawn. You left me with most of the bills. And now, you’re not scared, even when you should be, and you’re going behind my back. Fine, maybe I am too protective of you, but you made me be that way.”
Posey took a step back. Her eyes looked shiny.
“You think you want me to tell you the truth, to open up,” Charlie said. “Maybe now you understand why most people prefer lies.”
“That’s not fair,” Posey told her.
“You’re going to get Malhar killed and you’re talking about fairness?” Charlie grated out. “It’s one thing to put yourself into danger—that’s your right, I guess. But bringing him in is cruel.”
Posey waved her hand, as though Charlie was just being dramatic. “He’s got a zillion theories about shadow magic. He knows so much that he’ll convince them he must be a Cabal leader.”
“Not if the real head of the puppeteers is here,” she told her sister.
“But he’s not,” Posey said, although she seemed less certain than she had been a moment before.
“How would you know?” Charlie asked. “You have no idea what he looks like. He could be Archie and you would have no idea.”
Posey looked briefly stunned, then angry. “Why are you trying to scare me?”
For a moment, Charlie understood the urge to drug someone. If she could have knocked Posey out and woken her up in a week, she would have been sorely tempted.
“Because you don’t understand what’s going on here. Wealthy people aren’t paying Archie exorbitant amounts of money so they can eat fancy food, visit the spa, and get lectures from elusive gloamists. They’re buying quickened shadows, supplied by Rooster Argent. And since Rooster is dead, Archie is expecting the rest of the shadows from Mr. Punch. Those shadows are what I’m here looking for.”
“What?” Posey’s eyes widened with panic. She glanced at the door. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You were offended that I wasn’t asking you for help. And this wasn’t something I wanted your help with.”
“Well, I’m here. I might as well do what I can, right?”
Charlie leaned her head against the wall. “I guess so. But you have to be careful. The real Mr. Punch might show up at some point this weekend. And even if he doesn’t, those three guards will know that Malhar isn’t him.”
“I have access to information. And I know more about Cabals than you think.” Posey’s voice rose at the end in a leading manner, as if she had more to say and was just waiting to be asked.
No possibility was good. “What do you mean?”
“I joined the alterationists,” Posey said, chin in the air as though anticipating more scolding from Charlie. “I’ve been working with them. That’s why I’ve been out so much. That’s how I could afford the apartment.”
“The apartment that you told me was cheap?” Charlie’s thoughts were all over the place.
Posey gave her a guilty grin. “But don’t you love it?”
“Is working for them what you want?” Charlie asked. “I thought you hated the Cabals.”
Posey chewed on her lip. “It’s what I want for now.”
It wouldn’t be easy to get out if she changed her mind, but since Charlie had made the same bad bargain, there was no point in saying so. It occurred to her that Posey seemed serious about protecting her, and Charlie very much hoped that wasn’t her real reason for joining. “Then okay. I’m glad for you.”
Posey seemed flummoxed by that reaction. “So I can help.”
Charlie surrendered to the inevitable. “If anyone can find out where the shadows are being kept, it’s Malhar right now. I’ll get out of the way. Text me what you find out.”
“I will,” Posey promised.
When Charlie returned to the table, she didn’t sit. Instead she stood beside Red’s chair and put a hand on his shoulder. He smiled up at her in a way that made her stomach hurt.
“We should go,” he said to Archie, as though he couldn’t bear to be without her a moment longer.
“Plenty of time for us to catch up tomorrow,” Archie said, then turned his attention to Charlie. “And for me to get to know the girl who stole Remy’s heart.”
“I hope so.” Charlie glanced over at Malhar. “It was so interesting to talk with you.”
Malhar met her eyes, his expression an apology and a plea. Archie slapped Red on the back. Posey gave Charlie a small nod.
The night had grown colder and a thin sheet of ice had frozen over everything. Salt crystals crunched under Charlie’s boots where the staff had scattered them.
“It looks so peaceful,” she said, shivering even under Red’s coat. She thought the sleepy Hatfield church must have looked the same before the massacre. As though nothing bad could ever happen there.
“Do you want to give up looking for the shadows and get your sister and Malhar out of here?” Red said.
Charlie gave him a long look, thinking of some of the things he’d said over the last few weeks. “Did you guess that she’d joined a Cabal?”
He looked at the frozen ground. “I figured she might be working for someone. And juicing her shadow.”
“You mean feeding it blood that’s not hers,” she offered incredulously, even though the context made it pretty clear.
“I don’t think she’s hurting anyone.” He paused for a moment, then shrugged. “Much.”
“She says she can find out where the shadows are being held on the property,” Charlie said. “Look, I know Mr. Punch is going to be furious when they go missing. But he’s going to be furious anyway. He has three gloamists here. They’re going to tell him he was impersonated.”
“We’ll have to be sure they don’t,” Red said, a threat in his voice.
“Mark has got to be mixed up in this somehow,” Charlie went on. “I told you how Mr. Punch tried to recruit me to steal shadows. He might have found a different thief.”
“He would have had to bring him on very recently,” Red reminded her. “You only just turned him down.”
“What else could Mark possibly be doing here?” she demanded.
Red frowned. “Gloamist?”
She shook her head. “Not when I knew him.” And definitely not enough money to be a guest.
“If we find him, I can persuade him to talk,” Red offered darkly.
She just bet he could. “In the meantime, we should check out where they’re putting Mr. Punch. It’s got to be close to where the Cabal security is staying.” Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she texted Posey: which is yr room?
Posey texted her back the name of the place: Woodgrove 3.
That would be one of the cottages on the property. Charlie held up her phone so he could see the message. He nodded and headed for their golf cart.
Red drove them down the dirt path, parking beside an iced-over lake. “I think it’s up that way.”
He climbed off the cart and crept toward the cottage. She followed. A sign at the edge of the driveway marked it as Woodgrove 3. Woodgrove 1 was across the street and inside, the lights were on. “Wait here,” he said. As a shadow, he slipped easily through the trees.
Charlie shivered, his coat around her shoulders. She slid her arms into the sleeves.
He was back a few moments later, but didn’t bother to shift from shadow. Against the bright snow in the moonlight, she could see him gesturing to her to follow him.
“The men are inside Woodgrove 1, playing cards. So long as we don’t give them a reason to come across, they won’t.” The words were a whisper around her, almost as if they were carried by the wind.
Hoping that was true, she followed him across the road, to Woodgrove 3. It was larger than the cottage where they were staying, with a teak hot tub in the back. Red flowed under the back door and opened it for Charlie. A fire had been lit in the living space and in the bedroom, the blankets had been turned down. Fresh flowers sat on both bedside tables.
Posey’s suitcase was open on a stand. Clothing had been hung in the closet, toiletry bags placed in the bathroom.
Red came down from upstairs. “Two more bedrooms,” he said in that same whispery wind voice. “Nothing in them.”
No shadows here, then. Nothing much else either. Charlie turned to go when she noticed a light blinking on the phone resting on a long desk, beside a domed plate of complimentary bonbons. She followed the printed directions on an attached sticker to get to the messages.
The first was from their personal butler at Solaluna, explaining how to get ahold of her, and several services she would be able to provide, including food at any time, spa appointments, and scheduling activities like archery or aerial yoga.
The second was from a different woman. Please bring the remainder of the stock to room 210, she said with a crisp efficiency.
Stock? Did that mean shadows? Taking out her cell, Charlie texted her sister: Your cottage is clear. No monsters under the bed. Can you find out who’s staying in room 210?
If her sister couldn’t, Charlie was going to have to make another run at the front desk.
Heading out of the cottage through the back door, she found Red suddenly beside her. No longer shadow, he pressed his foot against something, kicking it into the path. Two cigarette butts.
“Smoking at a wellness retreat?” Charlie raised her eyebrows.
“Everyone has habits they indulge in secret,” Red replied, although they both knew it was unlikely to be something so innocuous.
She leaned down and picked up the filter. It was marked with distinctive gold lines. “This guy definitely has some bad habits.” If the former harvester was here, what was he looking for? Immediately she wondered if his presence had to do with her or Red, but since these cigarettes were found outside Mr. Punch’s assigned cottage, it seemed likely he was looking for the gloamist leader.
And considering what he’d done to Rooster, she didn’t want to think about what he’d do to her sister.
“If he spots Malhar,” Red said, loping back in the direction of the golf cart, “then he’ll believe Mr. Punch is staying elsewhere.”
Charlie hoped that was true. “Assuming he knows Mr. Punch’s real identity.” But she thought the harvester probably did. If Mr. Punch was trying to recruit Charlie, then he was trying to keep what he’d been doing away from the rest of his organization.
“You should take the cart back,” he said. “The cold won’t bother me. Leave me here and I’ll watch to see if he returns. At the very least, I can make sure Posey and Malhar return unharmed.”
“I’ll stay for a while with you.”
Red glared. “You’re going to freeze.”
“Distract me. Tell me about Archie.” She shifted closer to him on the cart. “He seems to think the Cabals are a cult, but I think he kind of wants to join.”
“I think he’d rather be the leader.”
Charlie snorted. “We could start a cult too. Make everyone wear white and donate blood to you.”
Red gave her a half-smile. “And dance naked under the full moon?”
“In the summer,” she told him, trying to surreptitiously pull his coat more tightly around herself. Watched her own breath fog in the air.
“You’re cold,” he said. “We should—”
“You’re cold,” she accused.
Red laughed, then shook his head—maybe at her, maybe at himself. “Were you always like this?”
“Worse,” she told him.
“And I liked it?” But his sarcasm was soft-edged, inviting her to play along.
“You loved it,” she told him.
Catching her gaze, he leaned forward and pulled her into his arms. Surprise stilled Charlie’s movements as he kissed her. His mouth was gentle, but she felt the touch of his lips like a shock going through her. Fork in an electric socket.
She hadn’t expected him to touch her. She hadn’t been sure he wanted to touch her.
Red’s rough fingers slid into her hair to cup the back of her head. He moved to kiss her cheek. Her eyebrow. Her hairline. She shivered with sensation. Her skin felt starved. She wanted his hands everywhere at once.
“You should go back.” His voice sounded as ragged as if he’d been shouting.
“Well, I’m definitely not doing that now.”
This time when he kissed her, it was a hard, bruising kiss that she met and matched. She pressed her mouth to his in a snarl. Moving up onto her knees on the seat to angle closer to him, she dipped her fingers into the waistband of his suit pants. His hands slid beneath her coat, cold against the silk of her dress and her overheated skin.
Then his hands were pushing up her slip dress, finding the hot skin of her thighs.
She shivered against him.
Headlights swung around the curve. He pulled back from her abruptly, looking at her as though he’d woken from some enchantment. As though she was the villain who’d put the spell on him.
The car sped past, a Mercedes, driving faster than it should on these roads. Another gloamist, checking in. Soon the place would be full of them.
“We should stop,” Red said, closing his eyes against the sight of her, disheveled, with kiss-swollen lips.
She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Definitely should.”
His eyes were coals, burning in the night. He leaned toward her again, pressing his mouth to hers. He licked over her lips and then parted them, his tongue hot in her mouth.
She shifted, swinging her leg over him so that she was straddling his thighs. His hardness pressed against her stomach and she moved against him, in a pantomime of what she wanted, a promise.
Red gave a soft, pained groan, his mouth on her throat. His teeth scraped over her skin.
His gaze on her was hot and hungry as his hands pushed her dress higher. She gasped as the cold air hit her exposed skin. The spark of desire was so sharp that it hurt.
“Nothing scares you,” he whispered against her neck. “Not even monsters. But what if I horrify you?”
She saw the hard edge of his features in the moonlight and felt a jolt of nerves. Felt the firm grip of his hands. She stilled her movements, although the thrum of her desire felt like a second heartbeat. “You won’t.”
“There are things I could show you.” He shifted a little, blurring at the edges. Eyes sparking coals, body half shadow.
A thick, warm fog slid over her skin. Her eyes went wide in surprise and she sucked in a sharp breath as it moved over her belly, over the knot of scarred skin where the bullet had struck her, over the curve of her breasts. It was hot and strange and absolutely terrifying. She felt as though some midnight god had fallen to earth.
“Tell me to stop and I will.” His voice was in the air around her, making her shiver with something that wasn’t at all cold.
“I—” Charlie started. “Can you enjoy this?”
“I want your desire,” he said, and never had his otherness been so clear. “For me. As I am.”
“I want your desire too,” she said and closed her eyes, because despite him calling her fearless, part of her was very, very scared.
Scared, as shadow stroked over her nipples, shadow tendrils glided up her thigh, touching her impossibly, all at once, in so many places. Afraid, and filled with wonder too, as though the night sky itself had descended to lie with her in all its spangled glory.
She had to look, had to see him. She opened her eyes to his burning gaze.
“I have never wanted anyone more than you,” he said and kissed her again. She tried to focus on his mouth, to hold on to one solid thing in a blur of sensation.
She whimpered against his lips as shadow touched her everywhere, over the curve of her backside, pooling in the hollow of her throat, parting her thighs, parting her slickness. It was like being touched with a thousand tongues, a thousand licking flames. Her whole body throbbed.
Then he moved over her, and inside her, and all around her. He was the chasm and the firmament. He was the air she breathed.
Charlie became a candle that needed no wick, because the wax was aflame. She forgot to move. Forgot the cold. Forgot not to cry out as inhuman pleasure broke over her, obliterating all thoughts of anything but sensation.



  

30
Fool’s Gold and Real Gold
Charlie returned to her cottage on shaking legs, flushed despite the cold, alone.
Turning the key, she walked in to find that some staff member had turned down their sheets, lit a fire, and set out a complimentary bottle of red wine with a card from the management, along with two glasses.
Shivering, she went to sit near the flames, twisted the cap off the bottle, and took a swig straight from the neck. She felt fantastic and also on the edge of panic, entirely too vulnerable, everything uncomfortably close to the surface.
Grabbing a blanket from the couch, she took out her phone. She’d missed four texts from her sister.
Posey: thats archies room
Posey: why
Posey: pokepoke
Posey: Charlie!!!!!???????
With a sigh, Charlie started typing a response.
Charlie: am ok
Charlie: you at cottage yet
Her sister responded immediately.
Posey: just leaving bar
Posey: had drink with guy buying shadow like he was totally open about it & said friend did it last year& his appt is tomorrow night
Posey: holy shit
Charlie hoped that Malhar hadn’t introduced himself as Mr. Punch, but she supposed that would only be delaying the inevitable. He had a speech the following day.
Charlie: I think someone was hanging around your cottage, maybe the person who killed rooster
Charlie: and the gloamists archie hired as guards are in the cottage across from you
Charlie: come stay with us
There was a delay this time. Charlie watched the three dots as her sister typed and retyped.
Posey: at our place
Posey: it’s incredible!!!!!!!
Posey: Malhar borrowed onyx from department so we have lots. we can block entrances &windows. don’t worry about us
Posey: Malhar is sending you an email &says its info you need for tomorrow
Charlie sighed and took another swig from the wine bottle. She couldn’t make her sister’s decisions for her.
Charlie: ok. call if anything seems scary
She knew Posey thought that Charlie, who was not currently a gloamist, couldn’t protect her. Unless things were very bad, she wouldn’t call.
Charlie opened the message from Malhar. It came with three screenshots of a Google document. The email read:
Archie hinted around about the shadows. I didn’t entirely know what he was talking about, but he made it clear he was expecting more of something from me.
He has an assistant named Vera, who’s staying at a cheaper hotel closer to town so not here now. She’s bringing in gift bags, lanyards, and badges in the morning.
They’ll have extra green lanyards, which would be easy to get, but not particularly useful. Archie told me that “these people” need a whole staff to wipe their asses—his quote—and never think to register them. Staff aren’t allowed into the program rooms. They’re getting green lanyards, but the people who pay get purple ones. And Archie, myself, and the other speakers get red.
What about Vera? Charlie typed back. And security?
Another email came in a few minutes later. Yellow for Vera. But I think she’s the *only* one with a yellow badge. Archie didn’t want her to feel bad so he didn’t give her a green one, but he also didn’t want to give anyone but us the red ones. Security is also green. Same deal.
The door opened and Red walked into the cottage, blurry around the edges, and eyes streaming something like smoke. She felt her whole body go hot with some combination of desire and shame.
Charlie held her phone toward Red and her voice only wavered a little as she spoke. “Why is Archie complaining about rich people? I thought this guy was rich?”
Red walked to sit beside Charlie. “Not rich enough,” he told her when he was finished reading. “His parents are wealthy, but not private-plane-second-house-in-the-Hamptons-third-house-on-the-Riviera wealthy. He has hustle and a quickened shadow.”
Interesting. When Archie was talking about gloamists, he hadn’t mentioned being one. That meant he could be stitching on the stolen shadows himself.
“Where did you meet him?” she asked, because focusing on profiling Archie as a mark was important. And if it allowed her to shove aside what had happened between them, so much the better.
Not that it was complicated. They wanted one another. They’d had freaky sex. They were fine.
“We ran into him in Mykonos during the summer break junior year,” Red said. “He spotted that Remy was a gloamist too. After that, he stayed in touch. He was good at making connections. He thought Remy was standoffish—a snob. He didn’t understand that if Remy brought Archie into his circle, Salt would have noticed him and that would have been a disaster.”
It must have been horribly lonely, keeping apart from people you liked for their protection. However much she thought Remy had been unfair to Red, it was clear there had been no one else for him to lean on.
“He seemed to like you tonight,” Charlie said.
“He did,” Red said, letting her draw whatever conclusion she would from that.
Charlie opened the screenshots that Malhar sent her and looked at the schedule:
7:30 a.m.—Check-in opens
9 a.m.—Breakfast and welcome
10:30 a.m.—Morning meditation led by Paula Essex
11:00 a.m.—Talk and Q&A with a prominent Cabal leader
1:00 p.m.—Lunch
2:00 p.m.—The Blight and the Shadow: Urban Legend and Belief
3:30 p.m.—Practical shadow demonstration
5:00 p.m.—The business of magic
9:00 p.m.—Cocktail party
Charlie had no way of knowing when appointments had been made for Archie to distribute the shadows, but he’d seemed relaxed at dinner, not like someone who had a night of alteration ahead of him. She suspected the appointments would begin on the first day of the conference.
The woman who’d left the message for Mr. Punch was probably Vera, but she might not have even known what she was asking about. Either way, it suggested that the shadows were being kept in Archie’s room.
What Charlie needed to do was get into room 210 after Archie joined the conference, get the shadows, and then go back like nothing happened. Leaving early was tempting, but they would need to stick it out if they didn’t want it to be incredibly obvious that they were the thieves.
And it would help if there was someone else to throw suspicion on.
Certainly, it would be satisfying to hang the whole thing on Mark. But he was a wild card, and it would be better to point Archie toward one of the puppeteer gloamists—anything to discredit them until Malhar was out of there. If that was impossible, then maybe it would be possible to make them believe that Malhar was being puppeted by Mr. Punch to further hide his identity. That wouldn’t work long term, but it might buy some time. And once they left, she’d have to discredit Archie to Mr. Punch.
But even then, she wasn’t sure if it would be possible just from him figuring out that he’d been impersonated. And Charlie had no idea what to do about that.
Her first step would be to get badges off Vera. I am coming to your cottage at 6:30 a.m., she texted her sister. Order coffee.
She heard the chime of her sister responding, then set her phone down. Told herself that she had to be brave. Took a last slug of wine and turned to Red.
He met her gaze with the hollows of his smoking eyes. Despite everything, she felt her heart jolt with a kick of animal fear.
Then, she leaned forward to kiss him. He kissed her back with an intensity that felt at least partly like relief. Maybe he was nervous too. The thought made her bold. Her fingers tangled in his hair and she gave it a short tug.
He made a sound against her mouth.
“You like that?” A whole year she’d lived with him and hadn’t known.
He drew back, looking down at her with a wild intensity. “I—yes.” He swallowed whatever else he had been about to say.
“I am going,” she told him, sliding her hands over his skin, letting her nails scratch him lightly as she went, “to spend the rest of tonight figuring out everything you like.”

The conference wasn’t supposed to start until nine, but according to the schedule, check-in started at seven thirty in the morning. That was when Charlie showed up, Malhar and Posey in tow. Red hung back, waiting for his cue.
“Act like you’re in charge,” she reminded Malhar just before he opened the door. He wore the suit jacket from the night before over a t-shirt and jeans as though he was a bro from Silicon Valley.
In jeans and a black sweater with an onyx knife hidden in her borrowed Prada boots, Charlie worried she was overdressed. She needed to appear as though she was a member of Mr. Punch’s staff.
Inside the room, a woman with short gray hair and wearing a dark blue pantsuit set more gift bags out on an already loaded table. Vera, the overworked assistant. Badges were being spit out of a small printer, beside a pile of lanyards. She hadn’t assembled all of it yet, which was perfect.
The game was simple. Charlie needed Vera away from the computer long enough to officially enter her and Red into the attendees registry. Simple, but not exactly easy. But Charlie had one thing going for her—no one would suspect the mysterious guest of honor of wanting that level of petty interference.
“Good morning,” Malhar said.
“Mr. Punch!” Vera looked distressed to see him. “Is something the matter? Didn’t you get your materials? They were supposed to be sent to your room this morning and you should have received an email—”
“It’s not that,” Malhar said. “One of the hotel staff had some questions about the breakfast menu, but I couldn’t find Archie.”
“Oh.” She looked around at her piles. “Well, you can tell him Archie won’t be long.”
“I’m afraid I may have promised that you would speak with him, since I heard you were in charge of logistics. My apologies.” This was what they’d practiced, and Malhar was doing a good job of selling it.
“No, that’s fine.” She sucked in a deep breath. “I’ll talk with the hotel. I just have to lock this room up—and find a way to put up a sign on the door in case someone comes looking for their badge.”
“We can help,” Charlie said. “We just move bags to that table and stuff these lanyards? That won’t be a problem.”
“I can’t let you do that.” Her smile stiffened.
“It’s no trouble at all.” Charlie moved over to where the bags sat. “And if someone comes, we’ll tell them you’ll be right back.”
“You’re not worried about us being in here, are you?” Malhar delivered his most important line. Archie would have cautioned his assistant not to offend the Cabal leader.
“I’ve just got my system is all,” Vera demurred.
Charlie gave her a smile, trying to project clueless innocence. “What if we guard the room until you get back, but promise not to touch anything? If anyone comes in, we’ll direct them to wait.”
Charlie could see Vera debating. What she wanted to do was lock the room up, but that would involve kicking them out and she would get in a lot of trouble if Mr. Punch was offended.
“That would be wonderful,” she said, finally, caving.
“He said he would be in the main office,” Malhar told her, as though just remembering.
“Did you get his name?” Vera asked.
“Afraid not.” Malhar made a face.
Vera was going on a fruitless errand. But it would stop her from going out to reception and coming immediately back. The walk to the main office, the frustration at finding it closed, and then returning would give Charlie an admittedly small window, but one she could work with.
“And you won’t touch anything?” Vera asked, looking as though she thought one of them could possibly push a big, red button and have the whole retreat come down around their heads.
“I promise,” said Posey, speaking for the first time.
“Absolutely,” Malhar told her, holding up his hands in surrender.
She must have felt guilty, because she stopped scowling. “I know you’re only trying to help. I do appreciate it.”
“We’re not going to cause any trouble to your process,” Charlie promised.
Then, with obvious reservations, Vera left, looking for a hotel employee that didn’t exist, in an office that wasn’t due to open for forty-five minutes.
Charlie went immediately to the laptop on the table. The file Vera had been printing from was open, so it was easy to add “Lena Hall” and a deliberately misspelled “R. V. Caver” to the spreadsheet of attendees. It was possible that Archie had checked to see if Remy was on the list after last night. Hopefully, the misspelling would explain why he hadn’t come up in a search.
Once that was done, Charlie checked Vera’s Google Calendar. And there on the screen were a series of appointments. The first one was marked for 8 a.m., which meant they’d missed intervening. One quickened shadow was already gone. The second was set for 11:30 a.m. That was the window for their heist. Charlie had worked with less.
When Vera returned, more flustered than ever, she thanked them for waiting and printed their badges.
Red came in a few minutes later, conveniently stepping out of shadow just before the doorway. It took a little longer to get his badge, as first Vera had to find it in the system, then he had to explain the whole thing about ID to her, and then she had to call Archie. By the time he and Charlie left, more people were coming in. They went on to breakfast.
“Morning,” Red said, under his breath.
Even that made Charlie feel a flush of heat prickle on her skin. This was ridiculous. She needed to focus.
In the hall, talking with a person she didn’t recognize, she saw the redheaded puppeteer who’d dragged her out of her house to see Mr. Punch. She turned her head, hoping he didn’t see her.
“Tonight we leave,” Charlie said. “After the cocktail party.”
Posey looked mulish. “Nothing happened last night.”
“The person who killed Rooster is here somewhere,” Charlie reminded her. “We don’t know who he’s looking for.”
Red put his hand on Malhar’s shoulder. “Very possibly Mr. Punch.”
“You think the psycho who murdered all those people in Hatfield wants to kill me?” Malhar said.
“It’s not really you,” Red reminded him unhelpfully.
“I am going to prepare for my speech,” Malhar told them. “And, apparently, my demise.”
He must really like Posey to have let her talk him into this.
“If anyone seems like they’re following you, call,” Charlie told him. “And Posey, keep watching the shadows.”
Her sister nodded, heading off with Malhar.
The breakfast area was set up as a buffet. Charlie and Red walked down the line. She filled her plate with fruit and something labeled BLUEBERRY & MASCARPONE–STUFFED FRENCH TOAST. Red got a bowl of congee, bacon, and three soft-boiled eggs. Then they seated themselves at a table with two strangers who immediately introduced themselves with firm handshakes.
“I’m Lars,” the first one said, pushing hair a brighter blond than Red’s back from his face. He wore plaid pants with a dark blue polo shirt and neon blue socks. “I flew in from Sweden. There are so many retreats that promise so many things. I hope this one is sincere in its claims.”
“Lena,” Charlie said. “And this is—”
“Hej,” Red said. “Call me Carver.”
Lars laughed. “Hej! Very good.”
“And I am Shawn,” the other guy interrupted. He wore a baseball cap over dark hair, dusted with gray. With his jeans and sneakers, he looked casual, but the labels made it clear the outfit was expensive. “From Los Angeles. I want some unvarnished truths. Like, did you know the Cabals started because one guy stole a bunch of books from a library? He and his friends read them and then they burned them. That was the start. But no one talks about that.”
Charlie had no idea if Shawn’s origin story was true or not, but she leaned heavily toward not.
“Instead of wanting knowledge to be for everyone, they decided it would just be their little anti-elite clique. So they came up with the idea of the Cabals.”
That definitely wasn’t true. No one called themselves “cabals”—it’s not like that was a particularly nice descriptor. That word just hung on them so long that it stuck.
The guy was on a roll, clearly pleased to have an audience. “Then these Cabals sprang up all over the world. They managed to gather up all the resources just because they were the first. But they have no business sense. I’ve met some Cabal members and let me tell you—they’re like any downline in an MLM—already so invested that they have to exploit others to justify what they’ve already done.”
Charlie let out a surprised snort of breath. He wasn’t exactly wrong.
Lars, though, was not having it. “The Cabals rose up because that’s the traditional way things work—some authority at the top. An apprenticeship for new gloamists. But I admit they may turn out to be too old fashioned. They cling to the idea that the solution to their problems is going to be found in musty old tomes. And they can be ridiculously hierarchical. They delight in being enigmatic. Still, they’re what we have and I look forward to hearing whatever they have to teach us.”
“And they haze like a fucking fraternity,” Shawn put in.
Charlie wished Posey was there to hear this. But more than that, she wished she could speak to Red, mind to mind. She’d love to hear his running commentary.
Charlie took a sip of coffee and poked at her breakfast. She wasn’t sure these guys disagreed with one another, but they were definitely not to be outdone.
Shawn went back to complaining. “They make you do a bunch of things for them and only give you a tiny bit of knowledge in exchange. They want to gatekeep shadow magic. You remember that book, years ago, that led to so many deaths? I think it was a Cabal plant, to make sure that people outside of the Cabals knew they better join.”
“So why are you willing to listen to one of their leaders?” Charlie asked.
“If he has secrets to impart, I want them and—” At that point Lars stopped, because Archie was standing at the front of the room and clearing his throat, Malhar beside him.
“Welcome, everyone. I trust we’ve all had a good breakfast and enough caffeine to face what is ahead,” Archie began in his big booming voice. “First of all, I thank you for being the people you are—successful in your own rights, and yet still curious.”
Charlie couldn’t help thinking of Curiosity Books and its slogan: The world belongs to the curious. Its proprietor died for following his own advice.
“We are here to lend our time, energy, and yes, money, to the building of a better world. A world in which the depths of human consciousness and human power are tapped. I know there are doubters among you who believe nothing new will be revealed. I doubted too. Your skepticism speaks well of you. No one gets to where you all are without being able to spot the difference between fool’s gold and real gold.
“To get us into the right state of mind, we’re going to start the day with a guided meditation to get us relaxed. So when you finish up your food, please head to the conference area and we will begin.”
Charlie rose and started out when she spotted Mark in the back of the room. He was dressed in a leather coat, black jeans, and a white shirt that was stained with sweat around the collar.
She still couldn’t look at him without one of the worst times in her life flooding back. The bullet. The sound of it cracking through the windshield. The man in the passenger seat thrown back by the force of it striking. She’d screamed and screamed and screamed, her car slamming into a Jeep parked on the curb.
And with that, the memory of him, before. Of lying in bed together. I love you to the moon and back, he’d whispered in her ear.
Charlie strode toward Mark. As she came toward him, her expression steely, he ducked toward the convention space.
She rushed after him, just short of breaking into a run. He still got into the room before she could catch him.
As she crossed the threshold, she realized that enough people were looking at her that she couldn’t drag him out without someone stopping her—or at least asking a lot of questions. She could, however, sit next to him.
“I know what you’re doing here,” Charlie said in a low voice and was gratified to see his eyes widen. “And you should leave.”
“Charlie Hall,” he grated out after a moment. “You always think you know everything and you’re always wrong.”
Prison had not been kind to him. He looked haggard and gaunt, fingernails yellowed, swathed in his coat as though he was cold. If she needed further proof that he was involved in this scheme somehow, it was that no one who was that much of a rumpled mess would get into Solaluna without a much better outfit or actual money. The only effort he seemed to have made was dousing himself in a lot of cologne.
“If I’m so wrong,” she said, “tell me how.”
He snorted. “Later.”
A young woman in loose flowing purple and a lot of gold woven into her braids entered the room. The program was about to begin.
“Just trust me for once,” she said, exasperated. “Or don’t and face the consequences.”
“You never face consequences,” Mark told her.
Charlie got up as the woman began taking them through a ritual meditation. So much for his apologies. It just figured that somehow he’d gone back to blaming her for the situation he found himself in.
Well, if her luck held, she’d have time later to try to get information out of him. Right now, she needed to get to Archie’s room.
In the hall, Charlie took Red’s hand and pulled him toward the stairs. “Never mind Mark. I shouldn’t have bothered. Let’s get this done.” It was easy to give him a besotted grin, hoping that if anyone saw them, there would be absolutely no question as to why they were sneaking off.
“I like watching you work,” he told her as they moved into the hall of the second floor.
Room 210 was at the end of a hall, set off from the others. Probably a suite. Luxurious, but not a cottage. Even with selling shadows, Archie wasn’t feeling flush.
Charlie looked down the hall as Red spilled into darkness. He didn’t flow under the door, though. A moment later, he re-formed beside her. “Onyx,” he said. “I can’t get in.”
“Guess I’m still good for something,” Charlie told him.
Despite the cost of this place, the locks on the doors were older and blessedly not all that secure. Charlie supposed people willing to pay the exorbitant prices didn’t need to steal trinkets from one another. Taking out Topher’s credit card, she jammed it into the gap between the door and frame.
“Keep watch on the hall without seeming like you’re keeping watch on the hall,” Charlie said, pushing it harder. She went down on one knee.
“I don’t know how to do that,” Red said.
Well, then she better be quick. She wiggled the card lower and felt the moment it hit the strike. She dragged it down, hard, sawing it back and forth to try to catch the edge of the latch bolt.
With a click, the card slotted into place. Charlie turned the handle and the door opened.
“You’re fast,” he said, slipping past her and entering Archie’s room.
“So they say,” Charlie offered, following.
It was a suite, but the living area opened onto the bedroom, making for a large space but with little privacy.
On the floor, suitcases stood open, clothing scattered around them. A dopp kit sat on the bed, bottles of pills spilling out of it. The ironing board had been left open and when Charlie glanced into the bathroom, she saw the sink covered in a smear of shaving cream, flecked with hair.
On the bright side, no matter what they disarranged, Charlie doubted it would be noticed. But it was going to be hard to find anything, much less shadows.
“He can’t really mean to bring people back here, can he?” Charlie asked. “This is a mess.”
Busy opening and closing drawers, Red didn’t answer.
Charlie went into the bathroom and looked under the sink. Extra toilet paper, but otherwise empty. A large claw-foot tub had a damp towel thrown across it. The shower had a tipped-over shampoo bottle, opalescent goo pooling around it.
Archie had been running late, obviously. And stressed. But had he intended to come back here? Was this really where he was keeping a bunch of incredibly valuable shadows?
“Oh, I know,” Charlie said, walking out of the bathroom and yanking open the upper cabinet, above the sideboard unit with the mini fridge and Nespresso machine.
Red looked up. “What?”
“The hotel safe.” Built into the wall, it was a basic model, but sleek, with a glowing keypad. Charlie turned the lever. Locked. Which meant it was in use. If he hadn’t programmed it, it would still be ajar. “He put something in there.”
“Can you open it?” Red asked.
“Let’s see.”
With safes like these—and especially in a place like this that didn’t expect there to be any real theft—the first thing Charlie was going to try was to see if Solaluna had reset the administrator password from the manufacturer. She pressed the lock button twice and the word “SUPER” came up on the digital screen. Then she typed in the default 99999 and held her breath.
Inside the wall, she heard the telltale grind of gears. She turned to grin at Red, who raised his eyebrows at her.
Outside the door, she heard footsteps in the hall.
Archie’s familiar voice sounded. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
“Don’t come at me, motherfucker,” said another voice that Charlie recognized from being woken in the middle of the night. The redheaded puppeteer who had brought her to Mr. Punch.
Charlie pressed clear on the safe and closed it. Then all she had time to do was throw herself to the floor and roll under the bed. A moment later, Red was beside her. She tried to still her breaths as the door opened and the two men walked into the room.
Archie’s voice was lower and calmer when he spoke again. “I’m sorry, Sean, but what am I supposed to do? You’re delivering me three more shadows. That makes thirteen and your boss knows I have twenty-five appointments. I can’t give these people their money back. They don’t care about that—they just care about getting what I promised them. If I don’t get them a shadow, there’s not going to be a conference next year.”
“That’s your problem,” the redhead—Sean—said. “Not mine. And not Mr. Punch’s. Figure it out.”
“I’m going to talk to him myself,” Archie warned. She could hear him at the safe tapping in the code.
Charlie glanced over at Red in the dim light, trying to see if he was thinking the same thing that she was. Archie planned on talking to Malhar.
“Go right ahead.” Sean sounded smug.
There was the clink of glass-on-glass. Something being put in the safe.
“Let’s go talk to him together,” Archie offered. “He’s just downstairs, after all.”
Charlie heard the safe lock engage, then silence.
“What are you talking about? Mr. Punch isn’t here.” Well, that answered one question. At least the puppeteer leader wasn’t actually at the conference.
“Don’t be ridiculous. I spoke to him this morning,” Archie scoffed, which was a testament to either his gullibility or Malhar’s and Posey’s powers of persuasion.
“Yeah?” Sean said, suspicion in his voice. “Then I definitely want to talk.”
Panic made it hard for Charlie to sit still. She itched to get out of there and warn Posey. But in a moment, Archie and Sean would leave and she would be able to act.
Red raised his eyebrows in a question. She wasn’t entirely sure, but she was afraid he was asking if he should keep Archie and Sean from leaving the room. She shook her head minutely. The chances of failure were too high and success … She didn’t like what success looked like.
After a moment, the door opened and shut. Charlie counted to ten, then slithered out from under the bed. She went immediately to the safe and punched in the passcode.
Red frowned. “Don’t you have to do that override thing?”
“I heard the numbers,” Charlie said. “Each one has a distinct sound.”
She couldn’t help but be gratified at how impressed he looked.
The door to the safe opened. Inside, long glass vials stood like scrolls, stoppered at either end with onyx. When she lifted one, it felt both heavy and fragile in her hands. As she tilted the glass, a dark shape wriggled inside.
Kneeling, Charlie took a shirt from Archie’s open suitcase and rolled up the vials in it to pad them. There was one too many to fit, so she stuffed that last vial into her shirt, straight down under her bra. Then she stuffed the bundle into a conference bag. Handing that to Red, she closed the safe and wiped off her prints.
“Let’s get out of here,” she said.
He slung the bag over his shoulder and they left. Charlie was careful to wipe away the rest of her prints on the way out.
“Malhar is supposed to be speaking any minute now,” Red said as they went down the stairs, too fast now to seem natural. Charlie didn’t want to slow him down, though. Not when Archie and Sean were ahead of them.
The hall leading to the conference room was empty. No shouting or sounds of confrontation marred the tranquil atmosphere. She darted toward the door to where the talks were being held.
Opening it, she stepped inside. No Archie. No Sean.
Malhar was already in the room, near the front. He gave Charlie and Red a grin when he spotted them coming in. Before she could signal that they needed to leave, he’d stepped forward and cleared his throat.
“Hello,” he said, giving the audience a wave. He was smiling too much and a sheen of sweat was visible at his brow. “So, time to divulge all my secrets.”
People laughed. It was a good start. But some of the audience looked around, as though wondering why Archie wasn’t there to introduce his most important guest. Charlie cracked the door and peered out, but the hall was still clear.
Perhaps Archie, already worried about his convention attendees, was waiting until after the speech to confront Malhar. Probably, if that was the case, Sean had gone to gather the two other puppeteers from the cottage. The glass vial shoved beneath the underwire of her bra pressed hard against Charlie’s chest.
She slid out her phone and texted Posey: Archie knows.
Malhar continued to speak. “I asked several people what would be the best thing to talk about in front of you all. Everyone said the same thing—quickening shadows.” At that, the room became much more alert. He went on, pacing. “There is a lot of conventional wisdom out there, but I am going to give you an underlying theory. First, I want to tell you a story. When I was in graduate school, I was living with a couple of roommates. One of them had a girlfriend in the psychology department. One night, we were all staying up late talking—and yeah, okay, shrooming—and I got to telling her about the bicameral mind and the bifurcated consciousness.”
Around the room, people were frowning. Most seekers would have heard of bifurcated consciousness, but not the bicameral mind.
Posey hadn’t so much as glanced at her phone.
“Okay, right, so does anyone know what the bicameral mind is?”
The room was silent. After a long, awkward moment, Red cleared his throat. Malhar swung his attention toward him gratefully.
“The early Greeks—and I guess other people—believed their thoughts were gods speaking to them in their minds,” Red said. A moment later, he seemed to realize the way Charlie and Malhar were staring at him. “It was in a reading on the origins of theater when Re—when I was at NYU.”
Malhar nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, exactly! The bicameral mind is thought to precede our modern idea of consciousness. In some ways, shadows really are in that state, right?” His gaze flickered to Red and then away. “They act at the behest of the person controlling them. The voice they hear isn’t their own.”
Malhar held up his hand. “I can see you all want to argue with me. But I’m obviously not saying that shadows can’t have individual consciousnesses—what I’m trying to trace is the path they take to arrive at that consciousness.”
“I think therefore I am,” Red said.
Malhar smiled, as though the words meant something different to him. “Green eggs and ham.”
This had stopped feeling like a performance and started feeling like something else, something more dangerous. A real theory.
“Where are we going here?” a guy in the audience interrupted. “You were shrooming and you talked about deep shit, just like everyone else who’s ever shroomed. So what?”
Charlie tried to catch Posey’s eye, to indicate that she needed to look at her phone. It didn’t work.
Malhar answered the man, not seeming at all nervous in the way he had the night before. “After I explained about the bifurcated consciousness that gloamists cultivate, she insisted that it sounded like what gloamists were doing was inducing mental illness. That pissed me off.”
“You were both so high,” one the people in the crowd said, and a few more laughed.
Malhar laughed along with them, not seeming at all rattled. “She said that the bicameral mind sounded like people with schizophrenia and that the bifurcated consciousness was just disassociation. The argument went on. It was a wild night but that’s the part the stuck in my head. Disassociation.”
They were quiet as an indrawn breath.
Charlie glanced into the hall again; it was empty. If they could keep enough of these rich folks near them as they walked out, Archie might hesitate to stop them. Since he didn’t stop the speech, it stood to reason he would be loath to openly disavow the speaker.
Malhar paced back and forth. “Tell me how you’ve heard people attempt to trigger their own shadow quickening.”
“Swimming with sharks,” Lars said.
Malhar nodded. “Smart. In a cage, that’s scary, but not particularly dangerous. It might be more likely to work on someone with a phobia. But what does it mean? Why does it work sometimes on some people?”
Another person spoke up. “I did that thing where someone strangles you with a belt during sex. Highly recommend, but it didn’t work.”
That got a few murmurs and titters from the audience.
“It’s like looking death in the face,” that guy went on.
A person next to him spoke up. “I set part of my arm on fire with rubbing alcohol and then put it out fast. Oh, and got punched in the face.”
Red snorted.
Charlie shoved his shoulder.
“How about a demonstration?” someone called from the other side.
A couple of people laughed.
Malhar must be a very good teacher. In front of this “class,” he was animated. He made her believe that he was teaching them something secret.
“The other thing you can do—is drugs.”
More laughter.
“Yeah, man,” someone called out.
Sean walked into the room, alone.
Like a car crash in slow motion, Charlie saw Malhar look up. His gaze passed over Sean and then back to the crowd, with absolutely no sign of recognition. Her slight hope that she could convince him that Malhar was being puppeted by the real Mr. Punch went up in smoke.
“Mushrooms have worked for people. Acid. Benadryl. Massive amounts of hash,” Malhar said. “But the percentages are small. Please recall my own experience with shrooms, which led to a theory, but not any shadow quickening.
“We all understand in a vague way that trauma wakes up people’s shadows—but only some people’s shadows—and we all know about the bifurcated consciousness—but that’s considered something you need to cultivate once your shadow is quickened, not something that you need in order to quicken your shadow—so the connection between these two things isn’t obvious at first. To be honest, I think I lucked into it. Trauma makes some people disassociate. And disassociation is what awakens the shadow.”
Charlie blinked. The silence was so profound that she was both aware of it and part of it. Hope shone in the eyes of some seekers, confusion in others. Even Sean looked a little stunned.
This wasn’t a sales pitch, nor a con. It didn’t seem possible that her sister’s boyfriend had figured out the key to the world being more magical. But Charlie had never heard quickening explained this way before either.
“You’re taking that in,” Malhar said. “But the next step—and I can see from your expressions that some of you got to this question already—is how do you choose to disassociate?”
There was a murmuring from all around Charlie and she found herself as engaged as the rest of them.
“Good news. We all disassociate. You know how sometimes you’re driving a familiar route and you wind up at home, but don’t remember how you got there? That’s disassociation! Unfortunately, not a deep enough disassociation to trigger shadow awakening, but a good start. Your goal is to achieve the feeling of standing outside yourself. So whether you engineer the stress or you experience it organically, when it happens, your objective will be to make yourself feel as though it’s happening to someone else. A different you.”
Charlie thought of the night her shadow awakened, recalled that feeling of seeing herself from a distance.
“Now I’ve given some thought to relatively harmless stressors and—”
A woman’s scream came from just outside the door.
Charlie was through it and into the hall before she could think.
Vera lay on the ground, her stomach ripped open and a woman’s indistinct shape crouched over her, licking her insides, the shadowy hands sharp-ended and covered in gore.
Vera was still alive, but mercifully, the light in her eyes was fading fast.
Then Mark turned the corner, his shirt stained red, dragging Archie’s limp body by the arm. When he saw Charlie, he laughed. He let go of Archie and spread his arms wide.
Shadows unfurled from both sides of him, like those sheets of paper that you cut into the shape of a single angel and then unfolded to show a string of them.
The Nine-Shadow Man from the fairy tale.
For a disorienting moment, all Charlie could do was stare, heart in her throat. Screams were all around her. People were shoving past her. One knocked into her hard enough to make her stumble.
You always think you know everything and you’re always wrong.
A moment later, two of the shadows flowed toward Sean. Three went at Red.
“I am going to kill every last person who wronged me,” Mark said, heading straight for Charlie. “And you, I am going to kill twice.”
With trembling hands, Charlie drew the onyx knife from her boot. She held it into the space between them, wishing once again that she knew how to fight beyond just trying to put the sharp part in whatever was coming at her. Mark stopped, glaring.
One thing she was sure of. If he got close enough, she wouldn’t hesitate to stab him.
To one side, Red grappled with a shadow that was recognizably female in shape. She had her hands around his throat. Another was on his back, biting and scratching. Red’s eyes were bright embers, burning with rage. “Get out of here,” he gritted out when he caught her eye.
Charlie took a step back automatically.
Sean lay on the floor, screaming, blood running down his arm. His shadow was in tatters. Puppeteers didn’t usually engage in open combat and the fear on his face was terrifying.
Behind him, Posey’s shadow grew larger and long-clawed, like a distorted, fiercer Charlie. It grappled with a third shadow. Her gaze snagged on that.
Distracted, Charlie hadn’t seen the approach of another shadow. She didn’t realize it was behind her until she felt a hand grab her onyx necklace and pull so hard it snapped. She whirled and brought up her knife, stabbing as a thick fog of shadow surrounded her, invading her throat. She could taste it on her tongue. She choked on it.
Her lungs burned. She couldn’t breathe. Darkness edged in at the corners of her vision.
And then it eclipsed every bit of light.
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HenHouse Full of Foxes
Charlie woke on a carpeted floor that stank of cigarettes and the rotten smell of old meat. She looked up at a water-stained ceiling. Gingerly, she experimented with pulling at her wrists, then her ankles. Both were pinioned with what felt like zip ties.
Her head throbbed and her lungs hurt, a dull ache with every breath. A painful pressure on her chest made it worse.
She rolled onto her side.
A woman sat beside her, body as translucent as a ghost. “He’s been looking for you.”
Charlie swallowed a scream.
Rose Allaband had been a beautiful woman, with dark hair and dark eyes. Her shadow was no less beautiful. When she tilted her head, her hair moved as though blown by an invisible wind.
Charlie looked past her to a messy room covered in newspapers and take-out boxes, half of them turned into ashtrays. “Why am I still alive?”
Rose’s shadow shrugged. “He hasn’t decided how to kill you yet.”
“Are you the only one who … talks?”
The girl shook her head. “Not exactly.” She beckoned and several shadow shapes crowded in around her.
Terror washed over Charlie, wiping away her ability to do anything but tremble. There was a horrible wrongness to them, an unnaturalness to their movements.
The girl’s hand rested on the back of a shadow that seemed half wolf and half human. “This is Archer.” Then she introduced the others—JonJon, Maw, and the NeverMan. That meant there were maybe five left. She hadn’t really counted, back in the hall of Solaluna. She wasn’t sure how many they’d started with.
But what she’d been trying not to think about since she woke was everyone she left behind. Red and Posey and Malhar. Were they hurt? Were they alive? Imagining grieving them sent her spiraling into a despair deep enough to temper her fear.
“Where am I?” Charlie managed to ask.
“Our new house,” said the NeverMan. He had a haunting flatness to his voice. “We’ve had a lot of houses.”
“He’s the other one that talks,” the girl said. “Although Archer howls and sometimes Maw whispers things that I don’t think are words.”
“Should I call you Rose?” Charlie asked.
“Rosalva,” she said. “I’m from Rose, but not Rose.”
“A rosy dawn,” said the NeverMan.
“Our new house” meant nothing. Mark could have set up camp close to Solaluna or they could be miles and miles away at a new place. She would know more if she could figure out how long she’d been unconscious, but she suspected their sense of time was probably as bad as their sense of place.
She decided to try another tack. “Could you take the binding off my wrists?”
The shadows pulled back from her, making hissing sounds. Her heart sped.
“We can’t,” Rose’s shadow snarled. “He told us that we can’t.”
Charlie forced herself to keep pushing despite her fear. “Did he tell you that you can’t bring me a pair of scissors?”
“No bloodletters. Only water. And food,” said the NeverMan.
“Scissors aren’t bloodletters,” Charlie pressed.
“No bloodletters!” the NeverMan shouted, making it feel as though a gust of air knocked her back. “No tasting your sweet blood. Not yet. Not yet. But not never. He didn’t unpromise never.”
“Okay,” Charlie whispered, voice shaking. “Okay.”
There was a creak of floorboards in the hall and the shadows scattered, like mice hiding when a cat came prowling. Mark stepped into the room. Hollow-eyed, his dark hair greasy and hanging in his face, he smiled at the sight of Charlie.
“It’s good to have you bound and on my floor,” he said.
She remembered him glaring at her from the stand during his trial and how dry her throat had felt. That was nothing compared to how it felt now. But as much as he terrified her, he also made her furious. Even zip-tied and on the ground, she couldn’t help imagining revenge.
“I fucked up things with you,” she said, letting her voice break a little.
His smile widened. “You sure did.”
“I thought I was clever,” Charlie said, trying to project sincerity, though it left a bitter taste in her mouth. “You screwed me over, so I thought I would screw you over right back. I never thought about what they might do to you.”
“It’s a little late for an apology,” he said.
It was important she didn’t tip her hand. If she wasn’t at least a little prickly, he wouldn’t believe anything she said. “Since I got shot, I’m not apologizing.”
He sat down in a chair, brushing aside newspapers. “Wait until you see what I am going to do to you now. You’re the reason I’m this way, you know? I’d like to rip you apart.”
“What’s stopping you?” Charlie snapped, because she was so angry and felt so helpless. Because in the face of danger she made bad choices.
His smile was pure spite. “That I can only do it once.”
She was in so much trouble. If she intended to trick him—even if at the moment, she wasn’t entirely sure how she’d do that—she had to swallow her rage. He’d want Charlie to acknowledge his cleverness, his superiority.
Mark had never seen her as a real con artist, like him. She was a woman and if a woman made a target want them, even love them, that’s what women did, right? It didn’t make her slick the way it did when a beautiful, rogue-hearted man came to town and stole hearts.
Women were supposed to be chameleons, formless and shapeless until the world told them their shape, so it didn’t impress him when she slipped into a role. Maybe he thought all women were con artists.
“How did you … become what you are now?” she asked, focusing on appearing riveted by his answer.
“Vicereine wasn’t the only one who could give me a quickened shadow,” he told her. “I went to someone else.”
“Salt.” Her voice cracked with surprise. That was what Mr. Punch had said about the harvester, that he’d been in some kind of indentured servitude to Lionel Salt.
He appeared delighted to have shocked her. “Didn’t think I had it in me, did you?”
“You didn’t buy that. Salt didn’t need your money.”
“He had a job for me. There were a couple of bodies he wanted me to take downtown and set on fire without anyone knowing. Make it look like a murder-suicide.”
Charlie stared at Mark, feeling cold all over. “That was his grandson. You set his grandson’s body on fire.”
He shrugged, looking annoyed at her judgment. “Nothing I did that night compares to what I’ve done since.”
She wanted to hit him. “You were never locked up, were you?”
“I was, but some Cabal guys got me out a few days later. Left some sucker serving my time, believing he was me.” He grinned, clearly pleased to brag. “I guess that Salt told people I could get things done. Rooster said that if I would work for him, he’d keep me out of prison.”
“Lucky you,” she said.
The amusement left his face. “Working for Rooster and Archie was worse than being in a cell. They made me their harvester. Do you know what that is?”
“You stole shadows,” Charlie said.
It was his turn to be surprised. “Well, yeah. And they wanted me to do it forever. Any time I pushed back, they said they could get me sent back to prison. And that if I did, there’d be people inside to make sure I never got out.”
Charlie could easily imagine what Mark had felt like. He must have believed he was making a great deal, until he was deep in it. And then the frustration, the despair, the growing hatred. The desperate desire for a way out.
“At first, I just wanted a new shadow. It’s not easy when yours looks like a girl—no offense. But I worried the new shadow wouldn’t be very powerful, so I thought maybe I could wear them both for a while.” When he looked at Charlie, she could see the madness blooming behind his eyes. “Then I realized that I could do so much with two shadows. And I knew I needed more.”
“And you had to feed them,” Charlie prompted. “Killing Rooster Argent was one thing. But those people at the church…”
“There are reasons for mysteries. For annunciations.” He licked dry lips. “For magic to have a price, one that must be paid in blood. I have so much power, Charlie. I am like a god now.”
He’d always been dramatic. It had been one of the things she’d been drawn to, along with his cheekbones. He’d been a skinny guy in a leather jacket with long hair in his face and a sadness that she was sure she could fix.
She thought of the fairy tale of the Nine-Shadow Man, how greed and jealousy had consumed him until in the end there was nothing left but the Sisyphean task of getting enough blood for shadows he’d never needed. Mark might think he was approaching godhood because of the shadows, but it was obvious that they were killing him.
He was too skinny, his eyes bruised. He looked harrowed. She couldn’t help thinking of the last Hierophant and how he’d looked toward the end.
“Any chance you could untie my hands?” she asked. “My wrists hurt.”
“Funny, Charlie,” he said.
The temptation to beg was very strong. “Please don’t do this.”
“Having you here is even more fun than I thought it would be,” he told her eagerly. “How about this? Let’s have you feed my shadows.”
Charlie met his gaze. “If I die, it’ll ruin your fun.”
“Don’t worry. I know how to make a lot of shallow cuts.”
Charlie told herself that he was never going to let her go unharmed. He’d prefer her harmed and humbled, but wouldn’t kill her. Not yet, anyway. After all, as long as she could heal, he could make it last.
I am going to kill you twice.
“I’m scared,” she confessed.
He smiled as though he liked that a lot. “You should be.”
Charlie took a breath. “Can you sit me up on the couch?”
He leaned down and hauled her up from the floor. Together they stumbled to the couch. He cleared some cigarette-filled cups before letting her drop onto the cushions. Then he reached among the detritus on the coffee table, where he hunted up razor blades, a pack of smokes, and a lighter.
He lit a cigarette between cupped palms.
“New habit?” she asked, thinking of the filters piled up on plates in the house where Red had nearly died. The ones left at the edge of the Hatfield graveyard. Thought of the liberally applied cologne he’d worn at Solaluna, obscuring the stale scent of nicotine.
“Helps with the jitters,” he said. “And curbs the hunger. I am always so hungry, Charlie. I even tried eating what they eat, but it didn’t help.”
She thought of the mouth-shaped bites on the corpses and felt ill.
Mark held out the pack to her. “Smoke?”
“The one vice I haven’t picked up,” she told him. “Besides, you’d need to free my hands.”
“I could bring the cigarette to your mouth instead,” he told her.
Charlie shook her head. The scent of the smoke made her think of her childhood, going to her aunt’s house on her father’s side before the divorce. She hadn’t thought of being there in years. It made her remember standing outside of restaurants where she worked, with dishwashers and cooks grabbing a smoke between shifts. It was an unpleasant smell, but the memories it evoked weren’t.
Charlie tried to hang on to those as he ran the edge of the razor through the flame.
She closed her eyes.
“You know what I always liked about you?” he asked her and then went on without the need for encouragement. “You didn’t make a fuss. I’m so tired of all the screaming. I’ve gotten used to it, I guess, but it’s so dramatic.”
She felt his hand on her arm and then the sting of the razor blade. It was sharp, she’d give him that, so it didn’t hurt as much as it could have. She tried to focus on anything but the wetness on her skin.
Keep him talking, Charlie thought. “I didn’t think people could have more than one shadow. How do you manage to split your consciousness more than two ways?”
His hand caught hold of her ankle and she tried not to tense up, but she couldn’t help it. She felt the glide of the razor again.
“Not many people could, I bet,” he said. “Maybe no one can but me. After I got my third and my fourth, I practiced until I came up with a way. You have to move between them, sliding in and out of different consciousnesses and you have to do it fast. Sometimes I get lost.”
She shuddered at madness in his voice.
“Don’t move,” he said. “I want to hurt you, not kill you. Not yet.”
Shadows had gathered in the corners of the room, as though waiting for his signal. The more blood he spilled, the more eager their movements.
“What about a deal?” she asked. The drag of the razor was a horrible distraction and she didn’t have a lot to work with to start. But if necessity was the mother of invention, then she needed to start inventing. “I could get you Mr. Punch.”
She felt the pause of his movements and opened her eyes. He was watching her warily. All around him were shadows. They’d flocked hungrily to her spilling blood. Still, she felt the rightness of saying what she had in the way his eyes met hers.
“How?” he demanded.
“You probably heard he was at the conference. He’ll be looking for you. And I’m the Hierophant. He trusts me.”
Mark laughed. “Talk about putting the fox in charge of the henhouse.”
“Exactly. I can do it,” Charlie insisted, half a plan forming in her head.
He narrowed his eyes at her. “Why should I trust you?”
“I’m terrified!” she admitted. “I want to survive. And I know you believe everything has a price—what’s the price for me to get out of this?” They’d both believed that. Everything had a price. Nothing was free. Certainly not loyalty. Definitely not love. In the end, you were on your own.
And yet if she was going to get out of this, she didn’t see a way that didn’t involve gambling on both love and loyalty.
“Aren’t you afraid that no matter what I say, I’ll kill you anyway?” Mark asked. As though to punctuate the question, he drew another line of fire down her arm with the razor. “Maybe you shouldn’t trust me.”
He was 1,000 percent going to kill her anyway. “What choice do I have?”
He grinned as though he liked that answer.
“Okay,” he said, fishing out a burner phone. “Call him.”
She shook her head. “If I use that, he’s going to guess you’re making me do it. I should use my number.”
He seemed to be weighing her words. “What are you going to say?”
“That I got away from you and I need him to pick me up. I’ll promise to lead him to you if he does.”
“How will that make him come alone?” Mark cut another line in her leg. This one hurt more, as though he’d pressed down harder.
“I’m thinking!” she said. “Okay, okay. I’ll tell him that if he doesn’t come within the next fifteen minutes that my next call will to be to Vicereine and I will tell her about his whole shadow operation.”
“He won’t do it,” Mark said. “He’s a coward.”
“You know how convincing I can be.” Charlie hoped she was convincing him.
He nodded along with that, mouth twisting with memory. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll unbind your hands, then you call. Don’t do anything stupid.”
Charlie sighed. “Are you done bleeding me for your shadows? I think I’ll wait until they’ve fed.”
“You don’t trust me, after all?” he asked, but he didn’t sound displeased.
“I trust you,” she said.
All cons are based on desire. Money, sure, but other stuff too—sex, power, status, validation. Mark hated her, but that made him believe he wouldn’t fall for her tricks.
He made a final cut with the razor, then made a signal. The shadows crowded in.
Misty tongues, dry and barely there, lapped at her skin. The suggestion of solidity, without being at all solid. She knew it wasn’t just blood they were drawing out of her—with each lick they took something more.
Her concentration blurred and a dragging weight pulled her limbs.
“This is why I wanted you to call before,” Mark muttered, kicking his foot into a shadow. Archer. That one was Archer. “Now you’re going to be useless.”
Her eyes had fluttered closed. Nothing he was saying seemed important enough to make her open them. Nothing seemed important enough to argue.
“Off her!” Mark shouted. “Get away.”
Charlie heard their sad moans and hisses of complaint. And despite her horror at those sounds, her exhaustion was too great to stop her from sliding into unconsciousness.
When she woke, her hands were unbound and she was lying on her side on the couch, head propped up by a pillow. She still felt fuzzy-headed. The scent of cigarettes and boiled ramen filled the air.
Rose’s shadow stared down. The dog shadow, Archer, sat beside her.
“He lets us go sometimes, if he gets a better one,” Rosalva said. “He would have let me go if I brought him Red.”
“You did bring him Red,” Charlie reminded her muzzily.
“But if Red had killed him, I wouldn’t have been sad. So you shouldn’t let it bother you that you traded someone’s life for yours either.”
Charlie nodded, even though she wasn’t sure she followed. “I’ll try not to.”
“He says that now that you’re awake you have to make the call. And that I have to hurt you a lot if you warn Mr. Punch.” Rosalva held out Charlie’s phone.
“Noted.” She powered it on and message after message chimed. They flashed on the screen, one after the other. Her sister texting and calling. Malhar texting and calling.
Her brain felt fuzzy and her thoughts would need to be sharp to get through this call.
Rosalva shrugged. “Mark changes his mind a lot.”
Of course he did, cycling through control of so many different shadows. She thought of the fairy tale, of the real Nine-Shadow Man shouting at his shadows for all whispering to him at the same time, because it left no room for his own thoughts.
“What does he change his mind about with you?” Charlie asked.
It was hard to read Rosalva’s expression, made of shadows as it was. “Setting me free,” she said, after a pause. “Now, call Mr. Punch.”
“I need to tell him where to meet me,” Charlie said. “A place good for an ambush. I am going to pull up a map on my phone, okay?”
Rosalva nodded.
Charlie did, sweating through the time it took to load. It turned out they weren’t far from Solaluna—perhaps ten miles, in an apartment complex.
She went into her contacts, repeated the number in her head a few times until she was sure she’d committed it to memory. Then she deleted it.
“What did you do?” Rosalva asked suspiciously.
“I’m looking for Mr. Punch’s contact information,” Charlie told her. Then she shook her head. “Before I call, I need to go to the bathroom.”
“Why?” Beside Rosalva, Archer got up and paced around, then settled again.
Charlie scowled. “Why do you think?”
“Fine,” said the shadow. “Leave the phone here.”
That was unfortunate, but reasonable. “Will you cut the ties on my feet?”
Rosalva changed the end of her finger into a knife and sliced it through the zip tie, scratching Charlie’s skin. As a few beads of blood welled up, an unmistakable hunger showed in Rosalva’s demeanor.
Charlie had been bound like that for hours and as soon as the bonds snapped, pins and needles started to prickle her calves. She stood and nearly fell, stiffness taking her by surprise. Holding on to the wall, she tried to walk it off.
There weren’t a lot of rooms off the one she was in, but any mistake would tell her something about where she was, so she didn’t ask for directions. The first door she opened led to a bedroom, the blankets covered with gore. Probably, somewhere in this apartment, was the blood-drained corpse of the former resident, starting to rot.
Charlie closed that door, moving to the next one. A bathroom, electric razor in its charging station. Spray cologne beside it. A scum of toothpaste in the sink. A Star Wars shower curtain hung around the tub, featuring Boba Fett.
Despair hit her in the chest. The person who had lived and died here hadn’t done anything to bring the Nine-Shadow Man to their door. Mark had been a shitty boyfriend and a bad person, but he hadn’t been murdering people every day of the week and twice on Sunday.
But now, this was what he was. If no one stopped him, there would be more murders in church basements. More dead-and-bled innocents with convenient apartments. More shadows shackled to his madness.
But how could she stop him? She wasn’t a gloamist.
Charlie looked out the small window. She might be able to wriggle through it, but they seemed to be on the third floor, with a steep drop.
“If you don’t come out, I’ll send Archer in,” Rosalva said.
“I’m pissing,” Charlie shouted back and then actually used the toilet. When she was done, she washed her hands and drank five handfuls of water straight from the tap. Then she perched on the edge of the tub and lifted her shirt.
There, pressed beneath the underwire of her bra, cushioned between her breasts, rested the glass scroll-like vial with a single shadow trapped inside.
She had no idea if it was strong enough to be a Blight, but if Mark found it, he would bind it to him and she couldn’t risk that. The scroll was stoppered at both ends with wax sealing it airtight. Taking a toothpick out of the medicine cabinet, she stabbed at one end, scraping off enough wax to pop out the stopper.
Perhaps Charlie’s hands were damp with sweat. They were probably unsteady. Maybe she just wasn’t careful enough. The scroll slipped out of her fingers, shattering on the bathroom floor.
“What was that?” Rosalva demanded.
“Sorry,” Charlie called back. “I knocked over a glass.”
A new shadow stood in the room, a darkness against the tiles that wasn’t there before.
“Hi,” Charlie whispered to it.
“I hope you’re finished,” Rosalva scolded.
Charlie lifted up a shard of glass and cut her palm. It hurt much more than the razor. Then she held out her cupped hands. “In the direction of the mountain, there’s a place called Solaluna. Once you make it there, there’s a shadow named Red. Find him and he can help you get back to your person, if that’s what you want. And if you don’t, he can help you learn how to survive like this.”
The shadow slid away from her. She had no idea if it had understood her.
“Be careful,” she whispered after it.
“Charlie,” came the singsong voice of the NeverMan from outside of the window, a shadow stretching across it. She jumped in surprise, and was suddenly very glad she hadn’t even tried getting out that way.
Taking a deep breath, she opened the bathroom door to see Archer and Rosalva. She stepped through Rosalva and went back to the couch, picking up the phone.
“That wasn’t nice,” Rosalva said.
“Oh, we’re being nice now, are we?” Charlie asked before she thought better of it. She needed Rosalva on her side, if that was at all possible. “I’m sorry. I opened the door to the bedroom, thinking it was the bathroom. All the blood upset me. And then I broke the glass and cut myself.”
“There are a lot of us,” Rosalva said, sounding defensive. “We’re always hungry.”
Charlie shook her head. “It’s not you I blame.” That wasn’t entirely true, but all of those bound to Mark were stolen shadows. Whatever they’d been before, they didn’t deserve to be gorged on terror.
She couldn’t help thinking of Red, being force-fed the lives of others. He wasn’t what he was made to do. Maybe they weren’t either.
She just hoped that he and Posey were okay.
Charlie picked up the phone. “It looks like there’s an alley a couple of streets down. I am going to suggest that Mr. Punch meet me there.”
Rosalva peered at the map. But before she could answer, Mark walked into the room. He had a take-out bag with him, grease darkening a corner of it.
“You haven’t called yet?” he asked.
Charlie shook her head as she tapped out the number.
“Put it on speakerphone,” Mark said.
Taking a deep breath, she did as he asked. Now that she’d deleted the contact, once it connected, it didn’t display a name.
“Charlie?” Malhar asked, obvious relief in his voice. “What happened? Are you okay?”
In the background, she could hear people speaking over one another.
“I’m fine, Fred. Please put Mr. Punch on,” she said as clearly as she could without seeming unnatural.
There was a silence at that. Please, she thought. Please understand what I am trying to tell you.
“Hold on,” Malhar said.
A few moments later, Red’s voice came over the line. “Hello.”
Charlie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from sobbing with relief. He was alive.
A glance over at Mark showed that he was tense, but not yet suspicious. Mr. Punch was secretive and he had Rooster for a middleman. The chance that Mark wouldn’t recall the exact timbre of his voice was high, but not nothing.
“You’ve got to help me,” Charlie said. “I don’t have long. I made it out of the house, but I can’t see his shadows moving in the dark.”
Red spoke. “Everyone was very worried. Everyone but me. I’m angry, Charlie. I don’t need a Hierophant who can’t handle herself.” The coldness in his voice was a slap in the face.
“I need to get out of here. Please.” It wasn’t hard to let panic come into her voice. “He hurt me.”
“Tell me where you are.” Before, she’d said he was good at playing a role. Now she saw he could play more than one, because there wasn’t a hint of warmth in his voice.
“There’s a sign near me that says Maple Lane. You have to promise you’re coming right now,” Charlie said. “Or I’ll make another phone call. I’ll tell Vicereine everything. We’ll go down together.”
“You don’t need to threaten me. I’m getting in my car,” he said, voice icy. “Stay on the line.”
“I don’t want to chance anyone spotting me because of my phone. Flash your headlights twice when you get here and I’ll know it’s you,” she told him.
There was a long silence from the other end of the line. “Be careful, Charlie,” he said.
“There are so many shadows. Please just come soon.” She pressed the button to disconnect the call.
Mark studied her, then reached out his hand for her phone. She gave it to him.
“I told you that I could get him to come here,” she said, but her voice shook. Now she had to convince him to keep her alive. “And I can get him out of the car too. You still need me.”
“Then you better have something to eat,” Mark said, putting the bag of food between them on the table. “We’ve got fifteen minutes until go time.”
He’d gotten fish and chips. Charlie dragged a few fries through the tartar sauce. She could barely manage to choke anything down.
You’re fucked, Charlie Hall. And now you dragged Red into your mess.
She tried to tell herself that this was just another con. She had to misdirect Mark. Keep him off-balance. And then get the hell away from him when Red arrived. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t conned a homicidal maniac before. Salt certainly qualified.
But back then she’d had time to plan. She’d been prepared. Maybe this was Charlie Hall, finally getting what she deserved. The bullet to the head she’d dodged, taking a year to boomerang around.
“Eat something,” Mark told her.
She took another fry, but she still couldn’t bear to take a bite. “So what happens after you kill Mr. Punch?”
He gave her a considering look. “Then Vicereine. For cutting off my fingers.”
“And then you’ll have to skip town.” She crossed her arms under her breasts, so they were on more prominent display. “If you forgave me, I could come with you.”
His gaze dropped, as she’d hoped. Her heart thundered. If Mark thought she was trying to play him, he’d kill her—and she was trying to play him. She needed to be left unrestrained if she was going to escape.
“You don’t mean that,” he said.
“I admire ambition,” said Charlie, hoping he believed her. “And obsession.”
“Not a lot rattles you,” he said. “It’d be good to have someone like that to travel with. Someone they could feed on. I can always kill you later.”
“Where are you planning to go?” She kept her eyes on him, and tried to make them soft with admiration.
He grinned. “Maybe get out of the U.S. Let the rich and powerful come to me for shadows. We could go to Dubai. The Maldives. Egypt.”
“A good place for a god,” she said, heart pounding.
At that, his smile widened. Mark must have been alone for a long time, harvesting for Rooster. And as he got more shadows, he must have struggled more and more to keep it together. He would have unnerved everyone he met. Part of the reason he hadn’t killed her yet was probably because he enjoyed talking with someone. “You got a passport?”
As Mark lit another cigarette and wiped the fried fish grease off his mouth with the back of his sleeve, the depressing thought came to Charlie that she probably had more in common with him than with Remy Vincent Carver. “No, but I know a guy who can get passports from the Solomon Islands.”
“That would work,” he said.
Charlie leaned forward to take one of his cigarettes and light it in shaking fingers. She hated the taste, but had smoked enough weed not to cough.
Still holding the cigarette in one hand, she palmed his lighter. Then she went into the bathroom, washed her hands, and picked up the body spray on her way out, shoving it down her shirt, concealed between her boobs in almost the exact spot the scroll had been.
“When Mr. Punch pulls up, I’ll call from the alley. As soon as he gets out of the car, you’ll be able to handle him, right?”
Mark’s eyes narrowed. It had been the wrong thing to say, the misstep that might have doomed her. “Don’t like the sight of blood?” he asked.
“I’m not a gloamist,” Charlie said. “That’s all.”
He glared. “I don’t have to tie you up again, do I?”
Charlie shook her head.
Mark nodded, anger washing out from his expression as quickly as it came. Charlie knew that it would come back before long, though. Anyone who traveled with him—much less someone he had a reason to hate—would wind up saying or doing the thing that triggered his paranoia and rage. He’d kill them, even if he regretted it later. And even if he held out for a while, they’d die some other way. His shadows would get hungry or he would cut too deep. “Good, come on.”
He led her down two flights of stairs to his car, a white Dodge Dart, shadows wavering around him like windblown balloons.
The vehicle, dirty with road salt and stained with mud, was even dirtier inside. Take-out containers, grocery-store-sized soda bottles, and candy bar wrappers littered the back seat.
Mark had talked about his hunger before, and the evidence of that was all around her. He probably needed to eat nearly constantly to stay ahead of the drain. Like an explorer in the arctic eating whole sticks of butter.
She slid in on the passenger side.
“You gave him a warning, didn’t you?” Mark snarled as he turned to her.
“What?” Charlie asked, startled.
“When you were on the phone. You warned him somehow. They know you did. They keep whispering about it.”
Charlie’s fingers felt chilled as all the blood seemed to race to her heart. “I wouldn’t do that. I don’t want to die.”
“You play too many games,” he accused, voice harsh.
“If I warned him, then he wouldn’t come,” Charlie reminded him. “And you’d kill me. I’ve never been a hero. You know that.”
He seemed slightly mollified as he pressed the button to turn the car on. But then the engine didn’t turn over. Even the dash light didn’t come on.
Mark slammed his hands down on the wheel. “Did you do this?”
Typical Charlie Hall, in trouble because her ex had a shitty car.
“I think it’s the battery,” she said softly, remembering the van. Around her, Mark’s shadows moved like a slow strobe light. Panic made her heart skip. If she didn’t make it to the rendezvous point, even if she escaped Mark, there would be nowhere to go.
She reached for the door handle.
Before she could get out, though, he’d hit the lock button on the doors. “You wait here,” he told her.
He gave her a stern look as he got out of the car, shadows following him like the train of a bride. As he went to open the hood, he palmed the keys and the doors locked again.
Looking around, Charlie scrambled to find anything that could be used for a weapon. There was a glass bottle by her feet that she could smash. In the glove compartment, she found a screwdriver, which she tucked into her pocket.
The registration was in there too. The owner of the car had been named Marie.
Time seemed somehow to move both fast and slow. Charlie felt sick. If she couldn’t run, she’d have to travel with him until she saw an opportunity to give him the slip—or kill him in his sleep, she supposed, though she’d have to bet against her own squeamishness.
She imagined how it would be, being on the road with him, the paranoia and casual violence. Breaking into the next home and watching shadows bleed more innocent people. Acting as though she didn’t despise him. Smiling if he touched her.
She could steal Red from under the Cabal’s nose. Maybe she could even swindle the stars out of the sky. But she couldn’t do what it would take to stay by Mark’s side, not even for her own sake. No one was coming to save Charlie. And maybe she wasn’t going to save herself either this time.
Mark swore, kicking the front tire of the car violently. The shadows seemed agitated. Archer manifested, gnashing teeth. The NeverMan drifted toward the lit windows of a nearby apartment.
Taking a deep breath, Charlie slid over to the driver’s side, unlocked the door, and got out. She crouched down behind the car, easing the door closed.
She tugged the body spray out from under her bra and then took the cap off the can.
Mark slammed the hood down hard, clearly frustrated. Then he noticed the empty passenger seat. He smiled horribly.
“Chaaaarrrlie,” he called. “Are you hiding?”
She bit the inside of her cheek. It just figured that she was going to spend the last moments of her life kneeling on the frozen asphalt of a parking lot.
Mark’s shadows floated around him, slowly moving in every direction. It wouldn’t be long before they found her. “This is going to be a fun game. And my prize is going to be cutting you to ribbons.”
Charlie lunged. She flicked the lighter and sent a flaming spray of perfume toward the ground, where a thin tether connected Mark to Rosalva.
Mark swung toward Charlie, his face a mask of hunger and rage. “I knew you would betray me.”
“Well, you should have,” Charlie told him.
Rosalva floated away from him, but the others closed in. The NeverMan caught Charlie by the throat.
Charlie flicked the lighter. The shadow hand slithered away, half solid and half a thick black fog. “Stay back,” she said, turning slowly, flame in front of her. Archer and JonJon wavered, close by, ready to lunge, but seemingly nervous about the fire.
“Pathetic,” Mark said, grabbing her by the arm that held the lighter and throwing her to the ground. Her head hit the asphalt and she felt a brief sideways sense of time slipping. Then Mark had his fingers around her throat. He squeezed, bringing his face close to her. Darkness started in spots, bleeding outward, the way old film went bad when exposed to the sun. “No one will care when you’re gone. You were born trash, Charlie, and you’re going to die like trash.”
She tried to spit in his face, but she couldn’t gather enough breath.
Red stepped out of the darkness behind Mark.
For a moment, she thought she was hallucinating as she lost consciousness. Then she saw Red’s fingers grab Mark by his hair and pull back his head before rabbit punching him in the side. Mark gave a high, satisfying cry of pain.
Charlie sat up, breathing hard.
He had his forearm pressed to Mark’s neck. Standing behind him was Rosalva, her tether cut. She held Archer and was speaking to him in a low voice.
The NeverMan and JonJon hovered just beyond them. Charlie rolled to one side and grabbed for her lighter, when she saw why none of them were moving any closer.
The air was thick with shadows. They doused light as they moved, gathering in a wide semicircle around Red. All of them, Blights. Red had created that pack of Blights they’d speculated about and led them here to save her.
Mark tried to speak, but Red only pressed his forearm more tightly to Mark’s throat.
“The shadows,” Charlie said, her voice sounding odd after being strangled. “From the glass scrolls.”
“Yes,” Red told her. “The one you sent back found me and I thought that they could help. That shadow you saved brought me here. Posey, Malhar, and I were halfway to you when we got your call. You’re an absolute heart attack of a person, Charlie Hall.”
“You took the battery out of his car,” she said, staggering to her feet.
“The shadow couldn’t recall the exact apartment you were in. I wanted to make sure you couldn’t leave while I looked.” Red studied her. “I am so angry, Charlie. I am sick with it. What he did to you—if you don’t want him dead, you better tell me now.”
She looked at the tethers, binding the remaining shadows to Mark—JonJon, the NeverMan, Archer. The NeverMan’s hands were long, knifelike claws, his head in the shape of a scythe blade. JonJon appeared to be holding an axe of shadow. If they were no longer tethered, they would be free to do whatever monstrous things they might want.
Archer stopped struggling in Rosalva’s arms. She let him go and he snuffled around on the ground.
“You willing to be responsible for them? Keep them out of trouble?” Charlie asked in a voice that only shook a little.
“Yes,” said Rose’s shadow.
Charlie turned to Red. “I think we should let him go. I think we should let all of them go.”
He raised his eyebrows, not misunderstanding her suggestion as kindness. “Are you sure?”
She thought about the horror of the apartment three floors up. About the Hatfield Massacre and the house where Red almost died. Thought of shadows being taken from places like that, ripped from the person they belonged with, perhaps even forced to drink that person’s blood. “I’m sure.”
Mark wore a smug expression, even as Red’s arm was still against his throat.
She fished her phone out of Mark’s pocket, hating the feel of his greasy jeans and the proximity of his skin. Then she leaned down and one by one, burned through each of the tethers, turning all his shadows into Blights.
“If you remain the Hierophant,” Red reminded her, “you’ll be the one to hunt them.”
“Maybe,” Charlie said. “But not today.”
“As you wish.” Red released his hold on Mark, letting him drop to the ground.
Mark dusted himself off as he pushed up, a sneer on his gaunt face. “Couldn’t do it, could you? And you, Blight? Rose told me about you. Told me how much power you have. Why bind yourself to her? She’s nothing.”
Red put his coat over Charlie’s shoulders. “And yet, somehow you were still tricked.”
“You think this is over?” Mark sneered.
A moment later, he seemed to notice the number of shadows fluttering around him. Shadows he’d stolen. Shadows he’d bound. Crowding in, with a sound like the wings of dozens of crows.
He took a step back.
“Oh, it’s over,” Charlie whispered as Red led her toward the van, its engine running, her sister behind the wheel.
Behind them, Mark began to scream.
And no matter what more Charlie heard, she didn’t look back.



  

32
The Drifter
“Charlie Hall, as the Hierophant, help me understand why you released seven Blights into the world.”
Vicereine stood in the middle of a large room in the alterationist Cabal stronghold, a luxuriously converted church not far from where Emily Dickinson had once written poetry and renounced the world. The size, furnishings, and large iron gates made it clear that the alterationists took in more money than all the other Cabals combined.
Light streamed through the windows. Low couches in bottle-green velvet beckoned invitingly. The other Cabal leaders were spread out around the room. Vicereine lounged against the mantel of a fireplace trimmed out in arts and crafts tiles, with a phrase carved above the firebox: ART IS NOT A THING; IT IS A WAY.
Vicereine, representing the alterationists; Bellamy, the masks. And in Mr. Punch’s place, a balding man in a tweed jacket, slender and professorial.
None of them offered Charlie a seat.
She took a deep breath. “Not seven. Four, maybe.”
After leaving Mark to his fate, Charlie, Posey, Malhar, and Red had gone back to Solaluna. Charlie had taken a shower and used allllll the fancy body products in all the tiny little bottles. Red got bandages and antibiotic ointment from their personal butler, who asked absolutely no questions. A few of the shadows returned, some hoping for help finding their people. Others unable to continue without blood.
Charlie got a meager amount of sleep before Vicereine messaged her to meet the Cabal leaders.
Leave now, the text said. And bring Vince if you know what’s good for you.
Charlie almost never knew, no less did, what was good for her. She’d shown up alone.
“Where is the very dangerous Blight we put in your custody?” Vicereine asked.
With Malhar and Posey, reuniting shadows with gloamists, unaware of Charlie’s plan to face the Cabals alone. “He’s around.”
“Do you even know the location of Remy Carver’s shadow?” Bellamy asked.
“Not this very second,” Charlie admitted.
Vicereine shook her head. “You were supposed to—”
“We were separated trying to do a job,” Charlie said.
“Your position as the Hierophant is a punishment,” Vicereine reminded her, clearly not pleased at being cut off. “One that you have always failed to take seriously. If you seek to be punished in some other way, that can happen. Perhaps Red would be better off tied to another gloamist.”
“I think Red’s fine on his own,” Charlie said, crossing her arms over her chest. “The Hierophant is a bullshit, made-up position, named after a tarot card. A punishment because the assumption is that everyone in the magical community is going to spend all their time acquiring power and neglecting everything else. But there aren’t a lot of people who are any good at it, are there? Even fewer who are particularly devoted.”
Vicereine hesitated just long enough for Charlie to know she was right.
“I tracked down the murderer of Rooster Argent,” Charlie said. “The person responsible for the Hatfield Massacre.”
“This time,” Vicereine said. “This time it wasn’t a Blight.”
“He was responsible for stealing shadows from gloamists,” Charlie said. A glance at Mr. Punch’s puppet showed that his eyes were closed, his face empty of expression. It had to be easier to lie when you didn’t have to worry about what showed on your face.
“Mark Lord,” Bellamy said. “A former associate of yours.”
“Oh come on.” Charlie snorted. “This is the Valley. Everyone is a former associate of everyone else.”
“Shall we table this discussion and talk about how you stole from us?” he asked. “From me.”
“If you want.” Charlie wheeled around to face him. “You ripped a piece of Vince away to blunt his power. He needed it if he was going to survive the night. It never should have belonged to you. I took it and I am not the least bit sorry.”
“No one wanted him to die.” Bellamy sounded exasperated.
No, you just wanted to experiment on him. But there would be no profit in saying that. “Then we are on the same page.”
“Who are you to speak with us this way?” snapped Mr. Punch, speaking from the unconscious professor’s mouth. “You’re no gloamist. You’re not even a person with an unquickened shadow. You’re shadowless.”
“Are you one of those superstitious people who believe that means I don’t have a soul?”
“I think there was always something missing inside of you,” he said in a flat voice. “It’s just that now others see it.”
Charlie felt the bright spark of rage. The kind that might make her do or say something stupid. She swallowed it. Mr. Punch had good reasons to act like he didn’t like her. He had good reasons not to like her, full stop. She shouldn’t let it bother her so long as he followed through on his commitments and backed her to the rest of the Cabal leaders.
“Look,” Charlie said. “I am willing to submit to whatever punishment you want, but Vince is done being bound.”
“He’s done when we say he’s done,” Vicereine informed her.
What was it that Salt had called her? A piece of gristle stuck in his teeth? She could work with that. “Let Vince discover what it means to be a Blight who walks among humans. Surely Bellamy is curious. Let him work for the Cabals willingly instead of being forced to do it.”
Vicereine and Bellamy exchanged a look.
“We should discuss your future,” said Mr. Punch. “Without you here to make more ridiculous demands.”
Vicereine waved toward an alterationist girl standing in a corner of the room, wearing a plaid skirt and a white button-up shirt with a man’s tie. For a moment, Charlie pictured Posey standing there. On a different day, she would be.
“I’ll take you to the kitchen,” the girl said.
Charlie allowed herself to be escorted deeper into the house. The girl’s shadow slid behind them.
The kitchen itself was large and open, with industrial appliances, as though used to supporting frequent catering. Charlie got a glass of water from the tap while looking out the window. Two people walked a dog. A man raked the backyard of a neighboring house. A woman waited for a bus.
The girl left the room.
A few minutes later, footsteps sounded on the tiles. “Charlie,” came a voice from behind her. The real Mr. Punch, obviously furious. “What did you do?”
Charlie weighed the truth against better-sounding lies and decided on the lies. “Saved your life. He was hunting you at Solaluna. You and Archie.”
“And you, Charlie.”
“I didn’t know that,” she insisted. “If you’d told me who he was—if you’d given me Mark’s name—things would have been a lot simpler.”
“You never told me you were going to Solaluna or I might have,” he reminded her.
Obviously she hadn’t, since she’d gone to stop him from dealing shadows to the wealthy. But with Archie dead, he had no way of knowing what she’d done. “We miscommunicated. I’m sorry.”
“You helped someone impersonate me,” Mr. Punch told her.
“We flushed Mark out, didn’t we?” She drank her water. “And we made your identity even more confusing.”
“You’re proud of being a trickster, but tricksters don’t win in the end,” Mr. Punch said. “They’re clever, of course. In story after story they steal the meat off the table and we laugh along with them, because we like to see the powerful brought low. But they’re the butt of the joke in the end. They get got and order is restored. The laughs at their antics are a lot easier when they’re gone.”
“Okay, professor,” she said.
His eyebrows furrowed. “I am going to help you today, Charlie Hall. But after this, you serve me, do you understand?”
Charlie nodded.
“That means harvesting shadows for me too.”
She licked her lips. “Blights?”
He shook his head sadly, as though disappointed in her lack of imagination. “Not just Blights. I set a quota of quickened shadows we need and that’s what you supply.”
Getting Red out of this arrangement had been Charlie’s goal, but once achieved, nothing would tie them together. That seemed a greater gamble on loyalty and love than asking him to come save her had been. “You make sure Red is free and I’ll do it.”
“I am a bad enemy to make,” he told her.
That was true, but he was still an excellent lever to push. So excellent that it was easy to put off the future for another day. If she didn’t do what she promised, he’d hunt her down. He’d have to. He couldn’t allow her to know his secrets unless she compromised herself too. Until they were guilty together.
“Now, I must concentrate,” he said, heading toward the back door. He kicked leaves as he made his way across the lawn.
It took twenty more minutes for anyone to summon Charlie back into the room. When they did, she had no idea what to think because no one looked happy.
“We have an answer,” Vicereine told her. “Red can stay a Blight, but you must remain in your role as the Hierophant. Keep doing well or I will make an example out of you. You know how alterationists can remove desire or pain? Well, Charlie Hall, fail us, and I will take everything. I will hollow you out.”
Charlie nodded once. This was them giving her what she wanted. Of course it had to come with a threat.
Vicereine went on. “Some among us don’t believe that you can be the Hierophant without being a gloamist. It’s never been done by anyone who wasn’t.”
“I can do it,” Charlie said.
“Succeeding at what should be impossible is your most annoying trait,” said Bellamy.
The flush of victory was heady enough for her to want to burst out grinning, but she couldn’t. Not quite yet. “About that,” she said. “There’s something I have to tell you. It’s about one of your number. He’s betrayed you.” She turned toward Mr. Punch.
The professorial puppet lurched unsteadily to his feet with such force that the man woke up suddenly, blinking before his eyes went blank again. “You forget yourself.”
“I really don’t,” she said, and then she explained the scheme. “It started with Rooster and Archie, but somehow Mr. Punch found out, so he got dealt in. I don’t know if he discovered what they were doing until after he took over the Cabal from Malik, or if he’d known it before and that helped him to advance to the top position, but—”
“Are you going to let her lie like that? About one of us?” Mr. Punch’s puppet lurched toward Vicereine, pointing a hand at her.
Bellamy stepped between them. He glanced toward Charlie. “Go on.”
“I know he worked with Mark, who Rooster sprung from prison in exchange for harvesting shadows. Shadows taken from new gloamists, who would have probably become Cabal members. Who certainly would have been alive.”
“As a well-known liar, you tell a compelling story,” said Mr. Punch, speaking through the man. “But do you have any proof?”
“Sure,” Charlie said. “I blackmailed you into taking my part against Vicereine and Bellamy. Why else would you have done it? I promised I wouldn’t say anything if you did, but as you say, I’m a liar.”
Bellamy laughed in delighted surprise.
“You lunatic,” Mr. Punch’s puppet spat. “You mad bitch.”
“You would have fucked me over the first chance you got,” Charlie told him, allowing herself a small smile. “You’re just mad I got there first.”
“Only you,” said Bellamy. “Only you would have the nerve to use something like that as proof.”
“But you believe me,” said Charlie.
“We believe you,” said Vicereine. “Now get out.”
On shaking legs, Charlie left the alterationist stronghold, walking toward the Porsche, adrenaline singing in her veins. She drank in gulps of cold, crisp air. And she grinned up at the cold sky, at the stars shining down on her. She grinned and couldn’t stop grinning.
She had just turned onto route 9 when a police car began tailing her. Just before the bridge, the lights started.
Charlie pulled over, cursing her luck. Of course, she couldn’t have an hour of triumph over the world before the world batted her back down. Of course, Adeline wasn’t going to let Red just drive off with a car if he wasn’t doing what she wanted.
Charlie took a deep breath and prepared to try to talk her way out of this.
Stolen, officer? I had no idea. My boyfriend said it belonged to him. Remy Carver? That’s right. Is there a problem?
Two more police cars, sirens going, pulled in ahead of the Porsche on the side of the road, boxing her in. Well, she supposed it was a valuable car and it wasn’t like there was much going on locally. This was a town that had to regularly collect drunken college students from unlocked living rooms, where they stumbled in and fell asleep on floors.
“Get out of the car and put your hands where I can see them.” The voice boomed from the vehicle behind her, spoken through a horn. “Get out of the car now.”
Charlie stepped out.
“Put your hands on your head.”
She did, fingers sinking through her short hair as she tried to think if there was anything it would be bad to find in the car. On her.
Blood, mostly.
Officers were getting out of vehicles, shouting instructions. She felt her wrists jerked behind her, cuffs cold against her skin.
“Are you Charlotte Hall?” one of them was shouting.
“I didn’t steal the car!” she insisted.
The cop frowned at her in puzzlement. “What car?”
“This car,” Charlie said, equally confused. “I didn’t steal it.”
“Lady,” he said. “You’ve got bigger problems than that. The detectives want to talk to you about murder.”

The detectives kept Charlie waiting in a room for the better part of an hour. She stared at the chipboard table with pieces dug out of it. She watched a spider build a web in a corner of the room.
Finally, the door opened. In strode a middle-aged woman with two manila file folders under her arm. A younger male colleague with short, curly hair followed.
“Charlotte Hall?” the woman asked, although, obviously, she knew.
Charlie nodded. “I prefer Charlie.”
“I’m Detective Vitolo and this is Detective Rudden. We have some questions for you,” Detective Vitolo said.
Like any career criminal, Charlie knew better than to agree to talking right off the bat. “Can I leave?”
“Technically we can hold you for twenty-four hours before charging you,” Detective Vitolo said. “So, no.”
“Charging me with what?”
Detective Vitolo opened the first manila folder and set out three pictures. The first was Charlie entering the abandoned mill building. The second was Charlie in the Walgreens with blood in her hair. The third was the body of the drifter.
“You want to tell us what happened here?” asked Detective Rudden.
All the breath left Charlie’s body. The triptych of photographs told a story that Charlie had no idea how to deny.
“I saw the body,” Charlie admitted. “But he was already dead.”
“Why didn’t you call the police?” asked Detective Rudden.
There Charlie was on firmer ground. “I didn’t want to wind up here.”
“Tell me about Solaluna,” said Detective Vitolo.
“There was a conference of rich seekers held there recently,” Charlie said.
“Four guests died,” said Detective Vitolo.
Charlie shook her head. “You know I wasn’t responsible for any of that. You must have eyewitness accounts from the kind of people that cops actually listen to.”
Detective Vitolo frowned.
“Some of those accounts link you with the killer.” Detective Rudden flipped a few papers, as though trying to find the relevant testimonies.
Charlie slumped back in her chair. “Bullshit.”
Detective Vitolo raised her eyebrows consideringly. “There was an attack on your workplace a few months ago. A murder in your rental house. You seem to have the devil’s own luck, being in all those places and somehow avoiding getting hurt.”
“I have shit luck,” Charlie said. “Or I wouldn’t have been there.”
“We have enough to charge you for the drifter,” Detective Rudden said.
Charlie was sure that was an invitation, but not what she was being invited to do. “You know I didn’t do it.”
“Do I?” The man leaned forward. “Then tell me who did.”
“There was a Blight,” she started.
Detective Vitolo’s eyebrows rose again. Detective Rudden smirked. Blights were discounted by a lot of people outside of the gloamist community. Considered to be stories, like the one about the girl who had a lump in her cheek that hatched spiders. “Okay, let’s say I believe you,” said Detective Vitolo. “What happened to the Blight?”
I killed it was on the tip of Charlie’s tongue. But that seemed easy to twist into a murder confession. “I don’t know,” she said instead. “It attacked me. That’s why I was bleeding at Walgreens.”
“And who was responsible in Solaluna?” asked Detective Rudden.
“Mark Lord,” Charlie said. “You must know that. Someone must have said.”
The detective flipped a few more papers. “According to our records, he’s in prison.”
“He should be,” Charlie said. “That’s on you, not me.”
“Reports have you leaving Solaluna with him.”
“Don’t remember, due to being unconscious.”
Detective Vitolo shook her head. “And you got away. Just like you got away from the Blight?”
Charlie felt the weight of despair press down on her. They might not be sure what she’d done, but they were sure she’d done something. “Not the same way. But it’s true that I got away from both.”
Detective Rudden shifted his chair. “What if I said that your DNA was found at another murder scene?”
The place outside Solaluna where Mark brought her. Charlie’s DNA would be there. Would be on the French fries she dipped in tartar sauce. Would be in the bathroom, where she touched the counter as she looked into the mirror. Would be on the zip ties that bound her legs and wrists.
“Where do you think I got away from?” Charlie asked.
“And, again, you didn’t contact the police,” Vitolo said.
“No,” said Charlie. “I went to the Cabals. After all, you don’t even believe in Blights.”
Detective Rudden snorted. “You think they’re your friends?”
“What?” Charlie said, making it a challenge.
“Who do you think gave us your location? One of them.”
That fucker.
Mr. Punch managed to get his revenge after all.
“I guess I should have come to you,” Charlie admitted. “And now I’m here.”
She and the detectives went around and around like that.
They didn’t fingerprint her. Didn’t charge her. Eventually they stuck her in a holding cell with half a dozen tired-looking women, a bench, and a steel toilet clogged with paper.
Charlie sat on the cold floor of the cell and contemplated how, of all the things she had done, it was perhaps fitting that the crime she got picked up for was one she didn’t commit. She thought of the footage of her walking into that Walgreens, the blood dripping across her forehead as she walked through the aisles, picking up Steri-Strips and Twizzlers.
If they charged her, no one was going to believe she hadn’t done it.
Across the cell, sitting close to the open metal toilet, a woman in a heavy coat whispered to herself. A young girl with a shiny ponytail and a UMass sweatshirt was sitting on a cot and crying.
Another woman, middle-aged, with a swollen eye and short pajamas, whispered to Charlie, “It’s always so fucking cold in here.”
Charlie pulled her sweater over her head and offered it to the woman. “Take it.” That left her only with a t-shirt, but it hardly mattered. Where she was going, they were going to give her a whole new orange wardrobe.
The woman put on another layer gratefully. “I’m Molly,” she said. “That was nice of you. This your first time?”
“Yeah.” As a criminal, Charlie had been a huge success. But she’d wound up here anyway.
“Don’t let it eat at you,” the woman said. “Just think about who you’re going to call. Make it someone that really likes you. Someone with money.”
Charlie stayed in the cell through the night as people came and went. A few of the women got bailed out. More were brought in. From what she could hear, most had been picked up on drug charges, solicitation, or being intoxicated in public. One woman came in bleeding from a fight.
After a while, Charlie found herself nodding off, but never for long. She couldn’t rest well on the cold benches, her thoughts turning over and over. Was there a way out of this? A bargain that she could make? Some reason for the detectives to be less interested in her being in a courtroom?
Eventually one of the officers returned and called her name. “Charlotte Hall, step out.”
She staggered up, stiff and sore, hoping the system would throw her back, like the too-small fish that she was, confident in their ability to get her next time. Handcuffed again, she was led back to the interrogation room. Detective Vitolo was already there. The cop who’d brought Charlie in attached her cuffs to the table.
“You know I didn’t kill anyone,” she said.
“I don’t know that,” said Detective Vitolo. “Like we said before, I have enough here to charge you. It would be easier if you confessed to killing the drifter. The DA’s office will give you a deal. But if you maintain your innocence, they’re going to seek the maximum sentence.”
“I didn’t do it.”
Detective Vitolo shrugged. “You can stay with that if you want, but you’re telling me that not only are you not responsible, but you don’t know who is? Even though you were the only person in the building at the time of death? How likely is that? And don’t give me your Blight story again. It’s like saying a ghost killed him.”
There wasn’t anything Charlie could say to that, so she didn’t.
“And you don’t know the location of Mark Lord either?” Vitolo prompted.
Charlie gritted her teeth. “I told you that I got away from him. After that, I don’t know where he went. How would I? I was running for my life.”
“And what was your relationship with him?” Detective Vitolo asked.
Oh, that was bad and Charlie’s hesitation was worse. “That’s got to be in your computer. He was convicted of attempting to murder me.”
“And yet, you’re still alive,” Vitolo said.
“You’re not the only person frustrated about that,” Charlie said, exhausted. She thought about telling the detective she had information about Mark and the church massacre. Surely that would buy her something, but the way they were talking, Vitolo would find a way to implicate her.
“What if I told you that Mark Lord was dead?” Vitolo asked.
They found his body, Charlie thought. “Well, then I would say that being in a police station was a pretty good alibi.”
“We’re waiting on the time and cause of death,” Vitolo told her. “I think we better get you fingerprinted.”
They did that, then took her glamour shots and charged her for criminal trespass. That would be enough to keep her locked up until the prosecutor decided how to proceed with the other charges. Eventually, they brought her to a different cell. This one had a television on and two women inside—one sitting on the bench and the other with her head pillowed on the first woman’s lap. Charlie stretched out on the opposite bench and closed her eyes, letting the sound of the game show flow over her.
She woke to Red’s voice. Still half in dreams, she thought she was waking up in their old rental house before she felt the hardness of the bench and smelled the sourness of the air. When it all came rushing back, she sprang up, believing he’d come for her.
But no, she was alone in the cell. Red’s voice was coming from the television on the wall. He stood on the courthouse steps in a gray suit with a gunmetal gray tie, a cashmere coat over top. His pale eyes were steady on the camera lens.
“I am grateful to the city of Springfield,” he said, “for restoring my freedom and reputation. With my inheritance, I am planning on setting up a foundation to make sure that the people who helped me in my time of greatest need will get help in theirs.”
Beneath him, the chyron read: Remy Carver, thought to be dead, inherits half the Salt fortune.
Beside him stood Adeline, all in winter white. She had a cream bag over her shoulder and was flashing the smile of someone who’d practiced it in front of a mirror, so it would be just right for cameras. Lawyers flanked them, along with Fiona in a fur-trimmed coat.
He’d told Charlie that he was going to accept all the things Remy had given him, but this looked more like capitulation. If not, Adeline wouldn’t be half so delighted, her fingers wouldn’t smooth the lapel of his coat so possessively. Nor would he be standing so rigid and stiff, a muscle jumping in his jaw as though forcing himself not to flinch.
“Hall?” An officer was standing in front of her cell. “Time for your phone call.”
Charlie got up, her back aching from sleeping on the bench. She followed the officer into the corridor and then into a room with a single phone in it.
“You’ve got fifteen minutes,” the officer said. “Remember this is monitored.”
Sitting down on the cold metal chair, Charlie stared at the phone. She considered and dismissed calling anyone in her family. No point in them feeling obligated to pay bail, when bail would be stupid expensive. And no point in attempting to get in touch with Red; he was busy. Odette probably knew a good lawyer; that was what Charlie really needed. She didn’t need to ask anyone else for help.
Then she lifted the phone and made her decision.
“Charlie Hall,” Balthazar said. “Are you calling me from a correctional facility?”
“Yeah,” Charlie told him. “Can you ask Odette something for me real quick?”
He sighed, but agreed, and further agreed to contact the lawyer on her behalf.
After the call, the officer brought her back to the cell. She returned to her bench and watched a daytime soap opera where a baby was born without a shadow.
Hours passed.
The door of the cell opened. Charlie expected it to be the policeman who’d brought her in, but this man was in plain clothes with streaks of silver in his hair, old enough to have seniority. He looked as though he’d tasted something bitter and wanted the flavor off his tongue. “We got a call from the chief, but I thought there had to be some mistake, Mr. Carver.”
Behind him, Red stepped into the cell. Mr. Carver.
“There was a mistake,” he said. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”
For a disorienting moment, it seemed as though maybe she wasn’t looking at Red at all, but the real Remy Carver, back from the grave. She’d seen him enough times in photos to recognize his bemused expression and the way he styled his floppy hair. A gold watch shone on his wrist. His crisp white shirt was open at the throat. Even his trousers looked expensive. He gave off the vibe of a golden Labrador, big and friendly.
But Remy Carver was dead and his body, burned.
Charlie felt dizzy.
And even dizzier when the officer unlocked her cuffs.
“Yes, I’m absolutely sure,” he was saying to the policeman by his side. “Didn’t my lawyers explain?”
“Charlotte Hall, you are free to go,” the officer said. “For now. Don’t leave town. We might have more questions.”
“Understood,” Charlie said.
Her sense of unreality intensified as she stepped into the hall. She half expected Red to look at her as though he didn’t know her.
Remy could never have loved someone like you.
Self-consciously, she pushed her hair out of her face.
“How are you here?” she asked him, which seemed important. Balthazar couldn’t have called him. Red didn’t even have a phone.
“I told her that I wanted to see that you were free with my own eyes.” Despite saying that, he wasn’t meeting her gaze directly.
“See me one last time?” Charlie asked, imagining Adeline’s reaction to that request.
He glanced toward her at that, a corner of his mouth lifting. “Something like that.”
“Tell me you didn’t accept her terms because of me,” she said, turning toward him. “Because I got arrested.”
Red steered her along. “We can talk later.”
In the main room of the building, Charlie was given back her bag, her coat, and her phone. She was allowed to go into a public bathroom, which she used gratefully, then washed her hands three times with antibacterial soap until she felt clean.
Her reflection in the mirror looked haunted. It bothered her more than she thought it would that she cast no shadow.
Outside, Red was leaning against the wall, hands in pockets, talking to two people in suits and another officer. The woman sported a designer briefcase, gray pinstripes, and sensible heels; the man was in black with several folders tucked under one arm; and the officer looked as though maybe he was there to escort them. No one turned at her approach until Red did.
“Ready to go?” he asked her. Even at Solaluna he’d seemed less of a stranger. Here, he was playing his role to the hilt, so much so that it didn’t seem like a role.
“Sure,” Charlie said, although she had no idea where they were going.
Outside, snow had fallen, coating the ground in white. The silver Porsche was parked in the spot reserved for the chief of police.
It was hard to even comprehend the arrogance and privilege that came with staggering wealth.
“Remy Carver, I presume,” she said.
He winced, which was a relief.
“It was the only way,” he told her.
“They just turned over a prisoner on the say-so of one twentysomething rich boy?”
“For people like me, there aren’t many rules, but no, it wasn’t quite that simple,” he said, shaking his head. “The state was worried I would pursue a lawsuit for their wrongfully declaring me a dead murderer, so I gave them a written letter stating that I held them blameless. And they gave me you.”
Red deserved his fortune, deserved it every bit as much as Remy and Adeline. But he would never have chosen this way of getting it. He would never have traded his freedom for cash. No, he’d traded his life for hers.
“You can’t do this all for me,” Charlie cautioned him.
He left her, walking toward the driver’s side. “It’s done.”
Charlie got into the car, a wave of tiredness washing over her. In the cup on the passenger side rested a coffee from Dunkin’. The aroma of it filled the car, banishing the expensive smell of leather.
“You bought me a coffee,” Charlie said.
“I did,” he replied. “I might never get my memories back, but I know your coffee order.”
She took a sip, warming her hands on the cup. “So what happens next?”
“I take you home,” he told her. “To the new apartment.”
“And you?” Charlie asked, but she already knew the answer.
“I’m going home too. To the mansion.”
Charlie nodded. His life was in Adeline’s hands. Not only did she know his secret, but now she had legal control of him. His lawyers were really her lawyers.
Red had his old life back. His monstrous life, where he was treated like a monster.
She thought of him, coming to her like a sky god in the woods, the hushed ice-covered night all around them. Thought of him looking at her in confusion and pain as he told her that his feelings for her were unlike anything he’d ever felt before.
“I can get you out of this,” Charlie told him. She’d gotten him away from the Cabals twice. She could find a way.
“Stop trying to save me,” he told her. “It’s my turn to save you.”
There was nothing else she had to give him and so there was no way to keep him. When he dropped her off at her too-fancy apartment and she leaned over to kiss his soft mouth, it felt like goodbye.

Christmas came and Charlie went to her mother’s place, offering no explanation for Vince’s absence. None of them talked about him. Charlie’s mother tried to get her alone to discuss the confession, but Charlie stuck to the couch and the appetizer tray, even pushing Bob to teach her how to play Magic: The Gathering to keep from getting pulled into the conversation she was steadfastly avoiding.
“Honey,” her mother said, when she was about to leave. “We need to talk.”
“We absolutely don’t,” Charlie said. Standing in the doorway, she realized that she no longer wanted her mother’s forgiveness. That beneath all her fear was a burning flame of fury. That maybe she’d been afraid, not of what her mother was going to say, but of what Charlie herself might. “The best thing about not being a child is that no one can make you do anything you don’t want to do.”
At work, Charlie moved as mechanically and methodically through her shifts as Don could have ever desired. But he still brought up the shifts she’d missed and badgered her about various things he had persnickety ideas about—garnishes, which drinks ought to be shaken, whether amaro was even good. And he still argued with Erin during his breaks, whisper-shouting into his phone.
One evening, Odette sat at the bar while Charlie mixed orange bitters with simple syrup for an old-fashioned. Balthazar drank an amaretto sour on the other side.
Don frowned. “You’re supposed to use a sugar cube.”
Charlie rolled her eyes. “I’m not a purist and no one likes grit in their glass.”
“It’s not gritty if you muddle it correctly,” he said.
“Not only am I not going to use a sugar cube,” she told him. “I am going to use a cherry as garnish. And if you keep at me, I am going to add an orange slice too.”
“If you want to ruin—”
“I can’t bear watching this anymore,” Odette said, giving an exasperated sigh. “Someone has to give that boy what he wants.”
“A smack in the face?” Charlie guessed, raising her eyebrows.
Odette matched her raised eyebrows.
“Very funny,” said Don.
Charlie set the finished drink—with cherry, without orange slice—in front of Odette.
After taking a large sip, the elderly woman slipped off her stool. Tonight, she wore a leopard-print coat dress with a wide belt. Walking behind the bar to where Don stood, she rested her hands on her hips and looked up at him. “Well? Ready to tell us?”
He appeared nervous.
Odette gave a long, frustrated sigh. “Charity work isn’t really my thing, darling, but needs must. Now, pay attention. If you’d like me to stop, all you have to do is tell me so. No risk to your job. No risk to your sensibilities.” Then she reached up and closed her fingers around his throat.
Don froze, which made sense, since his semiretired dominatrix boss had her hand on his neck. But the expression on his face had something oddly yearning in it. “I—don’t—”
“Really, darling?” Odette smiled up at him. “Then tell me to stop.”
Don said absolutely nothing.
“Good,” she told him. “So, would you like Charlie to give you a little slap?”
Don still didn’t speak.
“Oh my.” Balthazar leaned forward on his barstool, appearing riveted. “You should have put this on the main stage.”
Odette shook her head as though very disappointed in both Balthazar and Don. “If you can’t say it, you won’t get it.”
“Okay, fine,” Don spat out the words.
Charlie sucked in an incredulous breath. Could Odette be right? Was Don provoking people around him, hoping for a very specific kind of bad attention?
“Yes, what?” Odette’s voice was stern.
“I’d like her to slap me.” Don looked down.
“You want her to slap you…” Odette tightened her grip, although it was clear he could pull away from her any time he wanted. She was small, her fingers thin.
“Please,” he said.
Balthazar snorted. “Well, fuck a duck.”
Odette turned to Charlie. “Would you like to do the honors? Not necessary, of course. Enthusiastic consent is my byword, for everyone.”
Oh, Charlie definitely would like to slap Don after everything he’d said to her, though she was sure that wasn’t entirely in the spirit of the game. She walked up to him, smiled, then swung her open palm across his cheek. It was extremely satisfying, although clearly not in the same way that he found it satisfying.
Don’s cheek pinked, his neck flushing red with embarrassment.
“Well, you best go on home, darling,” Odette said to Charlie. “Balthazar, you can go back downstairs. Don and I have some talking to do.”

Later that week, Rapture had their own holiday party and Odette gave the staff presents. Charlie got a copper French press. Rachel got a calamansi plant. The two barbacks got bottles of imported, capital C Champagne. Don got a leather and steel ball-gag. Balthazar showed up, demanding his present. Odette told him his present was not being asked to pay for all the drinks on his tab.
The next morning, Charlie sat in the bright light of the windows in the fancy new apartment and drank coffee from her new French press. A small smile formed on her mouth without her being entirely conscious of it.
Posey came in with the mail, handing Charlie a black envelope sealed with stamped wax. The thick creamy linen of the envelope was bad enough, but inside, the invitation shone with gold engraving:
Remy Vincent Carver cordially requests the honor of your company at a black-tie New Year’s Eve gala.
Written at the bottom in Red’s handwriting were two words: Please come.
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Never Be Forgotten
Two days after she got the invitation, Charlie went to a vintage thrift store in downtown Northampton, where she found a cream-colored satin dress that exposed a lot of skin, but in an old-fashioned, classy way.
In front of the mirror, she felt silly. Who did she think she was going to fool? Red knew exactly what she was and what she wasn’t.
And yet she couldn’t help hoping that if he saw her, he’d want her.
The night of the party, Malhar picked her and Posey up in his only slightly dented Subaru Forester. He looked dapper in the same suit he’d worn to Solaluna. And Posey was glamorous in green sequins, hair pulled up, a few stray curls spilling over her shoulders.
It was hard for Charlie to think of Salt’s mansion as belonging to Red, but there was no point in pretending otherwise as Malhar pulled his car onto the long driveway. This was New Year’s Eve in the style of a scion eager to establish himself with the jet-set elite, drawing ultra-rich guests from Manhattan, Connecticut, and the Berkshires to attend on short notice. Trees along the drive were hung with silver stars. Long strings of white lights had been woven into a canopy overhead. The effect was whimsical, promising greater delights to follow.
The house was decorated with enormous gold and silver orbs, each one larger than Charlie. As they pulled up, a valet in a black suit stepped forward.
“Deliveries are around the back,” he said, looking personally offended by Malhar’s Subaru.
“Good to know,” Charlie said from the back seat, then hopped out, careful not to let the hem of her satin dress touch the ground.
The valet looked skeptical rather than apologetic, but took Malhar’s keys.
“This car is a classic,” Malhar told him as he got out. “Vintage.”
“I’m finally going to see the inside,” Posey said, marveling at the building. “And the books.”
Charlie felt a twist in her gut remembering meeting her sister on the lawn of a different party. She was feeling too many things to be able to make sense of them all.
“Red told me about this place,” Malhar said, slinging a worn leather satchel over his shoulder. “About floating through the walls. His family. The torture basement.”
“Oh right,” Posey said, with a quick look at Charlie. “Is it weird that he’s living here?”
“It’s his childhood home,” Charlie said, avoiding the question.
Posey and Malhar shared a look.
As they approached, a man in a tuxedo opened the door before Charlie could even knock. The high-ceilinged entryway was full of balloons in shades of gold, from pearl to reflective as a polished coin, each trailing a tail of golden ribbon. A waiter moved to offer a tray of champagne, poured into coupe glasses.
Laughter bounced off walls no longer hung with Salt’s creepy art collection. Charlie glanced toward where she knew a painting of a decomposing fawn had been. An etching hung there depicting a naked man artfully posed like a dancer, the shadow behind him obviously a beast.
Well, the art was less creepy, anyway.
“Lots of people at this party,” Posey said, drawing Charlie’s attention back to the present.
“We’re going to try to find the library you told us about,” Malhar said. “See if the book still opens the secret room.”
Posey nodded, clearly enthused at the idea of getting out of the crowd. “I like to think Red would loan them to me. Maybe give me one as a Christmas present.”
“I’m sure he would.” It was perhaps a little ironic that they’d be the ones stealing gloamist artifacts while Charlie merely attended the party. “But if you get locked in the basement, it might take me a while to get you out.”
Posey made a face, then wandered off with Malhar.
Charlie ventured deeper into the crush of the party.
The lights on the chandeliers had been dimmed low in the ballroom. In place of cocktail tables, someone had brought in dozens of leather couches that were arranged back-to-back around a dance floor. Lots of people Charlie didn’t know lounged in shimmery dresses and fancy suits and tuxedos. A band, all of the members wearing silver masks, played music for guests to sway to.
Red stood near one of the couches, the light turning his hair to bright gold, a contrast to all the shining silver decorating the room. He had a gentle half-smile on his face. His grandmother pointed into the crowd, looking as though she was telling him a story about someone there. Adeline hovered nearby, throwing her head back as she laughed at something Topher said. Her long hair spilled over her shoulders and her strapless cocktail dress of deepest blue.
The last thing Charlie wanted was to face Adeline’s friends again, although she should have suspected they would be around. More surprising was Fiona standing by Red’s side. She’d been at the courthouse, but there could have been many reasons for that. Laughing with him now was something different.
Charlie knew she should go up to Red and let him know she’d arrived, but she hesitated. Instead she stuck to the outskirts of the room. Contrasted against the backdrop of this environment, she was conscious of how her dress had wrinkled on the way over, how her earrings were costume. Even her perfume was a half-full bottle swiped off a Macy’s countertop.
Delaying, she moved from room to room in her cream satin dress. People stared, clocking her as not one of them. Perhaps a singer, part of the entertainment? When she caught an image of herself reflected in the glare of a window—hair slicked back, bangs pinned away from her face with a rhinestone clip, her lipstick red as a button you only pushed in an emergency—she thought she looked good. She just didn’t look like she belonged.
Bartenders in tidy uniforms of black pants and white button-up shirts were mixing drinks, most of them involving Krug, poured golden from enormous magnums. She didn’t recognize a single person on the staff. Even the bartenders were too fancy to be people Charlie knew.
To have something to do while she wandered, she drank. Coupe glass of champagne after coupe glass of champagne, cycling through the things that might be put into one—sugar cube and bitters for a classic champagne cocktail; Chambord for a kir royale; gin and lemon for a French 75; peach juice for a bellini; and then plain old vodka, just to wake up the bubbles.
By the time she ordered that last one, Charlie was well on her way to drunk.
“Your shadow!” a girl exclaimed, staring at the space where Charlie’s shadow should have been. Then the girl slapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry! Everyone is always reminding me not to just say what I think because it can be very rude.”
She was younger than Charlie, probably in her early twenties, and had that highly scrubbed polish that made her seem more beautiful than the set of her features alone. She had a faint accent, and spoke as though she’d learned slightly too-proper English.
“I’m fine,” Charlie reassured her. “Are you a friend of Adeline’s?”
“Her cousin,” said the girl. “On her mother’s side.”
Her mother the model, who’d fled back to Europe after divorcing Salt. The one who disapproved of bad manners in children, though she’d abandoned her own, leaving Adeline alone with her sinister father. It occurred to Charlie how odd it was that Adeline’s mother had never made an appearance after Salt’s death. But then, perhaps Adeline wouldn’t have welcomed such a belated visit.
“I’m going to be her assistant for the next year,” the girl said. “We’re going to Amsterdam in a week. She wants to buy a place in New York before we leave, so I have to look at all this property, but it moves so fast. We have a flight tonight down to the city for the three of us, right after midnight. Private helicopter.”
“The three of you?” Charlie echoed.
“Remy is coming, which is good because she’s nicer when he’s there.” The girl sighed. “See! That’s the kind of thing that I am not supposed to say.”
So he’d invited her tonight for some final farewell? Charlie’s polite smile turned poisonous. “Is that drink for Adeline?”
The bartender was pushing a second coupe glass in the girl’s direction. “Yes?” the girl said, something in Charlie’s tone making her hesitate.
“You go ahead and mingle,” Charlie told her. “I’ll bring her the champagne.”
Now that she had a purpose, it was easy to cut across the ballroom. This conversation had been coming, but Charlie thought that she’d pull Adeline discreetly to the side. That had been foolish. In her real life, Charlie had never been much for discretion.
“Your drink,” she said, handing the glass to Adeline.
Red spotted her. “Char,” he said, breaking off from the conversation he’d been engaged in.
Fiona elbowed him in the side. “What a pretty dress. Tell her.”
“Where’s—” Adeline began.
Charlie’s poisonous smile was still in place. “Your cousin? Around somewhere. I told her I’d bring you the drink since we need to talk.”
“Do we?”
“Let’s take a turn around the party,” Charlie said.
“If you like,” Adeline replied, her smile faltering. “But I think you ought to have a conversation with Red first. There are some things he needs to tell you.”
“Nah,” Charlie told her, with a flash of a smile in his direction. “Let’s put business before pleasure.”
“Well, then,” said Adeline, taking a sip of her champagne. They walked into the hall, toward one of the parlors where there was less of a crush. As they passed a crystal bowl filled with tinsel hats and curled-up party horns, Charlie took one, turning it in her fingers.
Adeline paused beside a black-and-white photograph of her younger self, hair in pigtails as she sat in a garden full of flowers.
“All new art,” Charlie observed.
“We dragged it out of storage,” she said. “I am bringing some with me to New York.”
“Great,” Charlie said. “But you’re not bringing Red.”
Adeline’s eyebrows rose and her mouth curved in a smile, as though she was looking forward to a particular treat. “And why do you say that?”
“You think you have something over him because you could, what? Tell everyone what he is? Maybe make it seem like he did something bad? And of course, you have that paperwork he must have signed.”
Adeline gave a half shrug at that. She didn’t want herself portrayed as manipulative and probably thought the specifics weren’t important.
Charlie opened her clutch and put the party whistle inside. Then she took out her phone. Pulling up the record app, she pressed play.
“I watched. I watched plenty of people die so shadows could eat. Maybe I even cut a few throats myself.”
“It’s not legal to record someone without their permission,” Adeline said. “That’s a felony.”
Charlie smiled. “Well, I am a criminal.”
The smugness returned to Adeline’s expression. She folded her arms over her chest. “You can’t use it.”
“Of course I can,” Charlie said. “I can put it online, hosted in places that will ignore your takedown notices. I could get arrested, I guess, but one thing you ought to know about me—I have a terrible sense of self-preservation.”
“So what do you want?” Adeline smiled. “Not money, I imagine. Or perhaps not a small amount of money.”
“Leave him alone,” said Charlie. “Red isn’t going anywhere he doesn’t want to go and he’s not doing anything he doesn’t want to do. You’re going to let him walk away as Remy Vincent Carver without you telling him who that is.”
“What could you possibly get out of that?” Adeline asked, acid in her voice. “You think that he will love you when he doesn’t need you anymore? Or do you think he’ll love you for this, for saving him from me, of all people?”
“He doesn’t need to know about our conversation,” Charlie said. “He just needs to know he’s free. Pretend you’re a good person, if you want.”
Adeline’s lips pulled back in a snarl that was almost a smile.
“I don’t care about you,” Charlie said, stepping closer to her. “But I care about him. He’s not your toy. And before you say something disgusting about me and him, he’s not a toy at all. For a while I thought you didn’t think he was a person and that’s why you treated him the way you did, but I realized that wasn’t it at all. There’s a house full of staff here you’d treat the same way. You don’t think of people as people, do you? We’re all toys to you.”
Adeline shook her head. “You’re wrong. You don’t understand anything about my relationship to Remy, or to Red. For a long time, all we had was one another. We looked out for one another. Cared for one another.”
“If you really believe that,” Charlie said, “there’s only one way to know if he feels the same. Let him decide for himself.”
“He will never be yours,” Adeline told her.
“Oh, I know,” Charlie said. He’d gotten her out of prison. He’d brought a shadow army to save her from Mark. She’d been a lot of trouble.
“This has been an interesting chat,” Adeline told her. “Now I believe I have other guests to be extorted by.”
“The first person I will give this recording to is Fiona,” Charlie said, with a tight smile. “So tell him tonight.”
Adeline took a sip from her coupe glass. “No,” she said, after a long moment. “I don’t think I will.”
As she walked off, Charlie half-collapsed onto a chair. She closed her eyes for a long time and when she opened them, Red was standing over her.
“I’m glad you could come,” he said.
“Malhar and Posey might be robbing you right now.”
Though his smile was wry, his voice stayed soft. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come to your family’s place for Christmas. I needed to get some things in order.”
She nodded. “I understand.”
“I spoke to Bellamy,” he said. “He told me about the arrangement you made.”
“There are advantages to not being a gloamist,” Charlie said, not wanting him to worry about her. “Since I don’t have a shadow, I can’t be possessed.”
“But why would you want to do such a thankless job?” he asked. “Alone?”
“Someone has to do it,” Charlie said. “Maybe I can make it a better position than it was when it was foisted on us. And if some Blights never get caught, well, then I have the easy excuse of my own incompetence.”
He didn’t look convinced. “Will you stay, after midnight, after the others leave? It doesn’t have to be for long.”
Charlie thought of Adeline’s helicopter flight out. Was he aware of it? Did he know she was expecting him to accompany her? Was he planning to give some final speech to Charlie just before his departure? “If you want.”
He gave her a smile full of promise. “This house is mine now. Adeline preferred a bit of extra money. It turns out that I’m the sentimental one.”
Charlie refused to let his ownership of the house bother her. He’d grown up here, no matter what horrors he saw. “You ought to have it if you want it. You ought to have whatever you want.”
“Knowing that you will be here when the party is over is the only thing I care about.” He threaded his fingers through hers, squeezed, then let go.
What she needed was another drink.
Charlie found Posey and Malhar sitting together on the stairs, staring at his phone. The satchel resting beside them looked more full than it had when they arrived.
“What’s going on?” Charlie asked.
Malhar turned the screen toward Charlie. An article in Vulture: Graduate Student Illuminates Controversial Path of Shadow Quickening. Next to it was a photograph of him, at the Umbral Elevation Retreat, staring intensely into a camera lens, one hand out as though beckoning. Posey could be seen behind him.
As she read, texts were popping up on his screen.
“This broke an hour ago,” he said mournfully. “Why aren’t reporters busy partying on New Year’s?”
“The coverage might get buried,” Posey offered. “If something, uh, really big happens.”
He sighed in a way that made Charlie unsure if he wanted that or not.
“The countdown is starting,” someone yelled from the other room. Staff came out of the bar area with trays laden with coupe glasses, passing them to anyone without a drink.
Charlie, Posey, and Malhar went into the ballroom. There, beside the fireplace, knots of people had begun to chant: thirteen, twelve, eleven, ten, nine … Posey grabbed three glasses of champagne off a passing tray. Together, they shouted the seconds down: three, two, one …
Half the party seemed to have confetti cannons. Popping sounds rang out. Shiny paper rained all around them. Everyone began shouting and hugging one another.
The musicians took up playing “Auld Lang Syne.” Fiona pressed a papery kiss to Charlie’s cheek. Posey pulled her into a hug. Then Red was in front of them, leaning down to embrace her sister, then pulling Charlie into his arms. He kissed her, full on the mouth.
“Happy New Year,” he whispered against her ear. And then, before she could respond, he’d moved on.
After that, the party began to wind down. Cars came. People trickled out. By 1 a.m., nearly everyone had gone.
“You want us to wait in the car for you?” Malhar asked Charlie.
She shook her head. “I can take a taxi back.”
“If you’re sure,” Posey said and hugged her again. The satchel bumped against Charlie’s leg and the weight of it suggested there were at least a few books inside.
After they left, she noticed Adeline coming down the stairs. Her makeup had been washed off, her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, and she had on travel clothes. Several staff were bringing down pieces of luggage. One of them was taking a painting from the wall.
“Time to go,” Adeline told Red. “Are you finished saying goodbye?”
“I’m staying,” he told her, casually, as though it was a small thing to say.
That brought her up short. She blinked twice. “We won’t be away forever, but for now, I need you with me.”
“Nonetheless,” he said, spreading his hands.
Charlie found herself nearly as astonished as Adeline. His words from the car outside the jail came back to her: Stop trying to save me.
“Red.” Adeline grabbed his arm, impatient. Her voice growing sharp. “We are not having this conversation now. We can talk about it in New York.”
“You’re used to giving me orders,” Red said. “So I am going to forgive you for that. But you should take your hand off me.”
Adeline clearly wasn’t sure how to take those words.
“The funny thing about an inheritance,” Red said, “is that if it’s yours, you get it.”
“But the lawyers…” Adeline had never liked spelling out her plan to get control over him, so she stopped there.
“Ah, yes,” he said. “Even a Blight, if he has a wealthy enough grandmother, or is about to inherit an enormous fortune, can convince a lawyer not to do something illegal that doesn’t even benefit him. But let’s not talk about money or paperwork.”
Salt had once given Charlie a book of fairy tales as a warning about Red. He’d earmarked one where a scholar’s shadow runs away, becomes wealthy, and ultimately forces the scholar to pose as the shadow of his shadow. Salt had hoped the story would convince her to help him stop Red, make her see the danger he posed, passing for human. But the story contained a truer truth. She suspected that even Salt had missed the real lesson—with enough money, no one cared if the rich guy was a shadow or not.
Adeline opened her mouth. “We both know—”
“Don’t,” Red interrupted her. “Don’t threaten me with what you know. Because then I will have to threaten you with what I am.”
For a long time, they just looked at one another. Then her eyes slid to Charlie, as though weighing both threats.
“I’ll miss you,” Adeline told Red, finally. “But we’ll always have Monaco. Tu seras toujours le premier que j’ai aimé.”
“Il est temps que tu me laisses partir,” he returned.
She didn’t even look in Charlie’s direction as she swept past.
Then Fiona came downstairs in soft pants, a scarf around her hair. “Addy is kindly giving me a ride back to New York. Where I hope you will come and visit me, sweet boy.”
“I will,” he promised her. “Really, I will.”
She patted his cheek. “Goodbye for now.” She turned to Charlie. “And you too.”
“So you’re okay with…” she blurted out. “You’re okay?”
Fiona smiled. “Of all people, I understand how complicated families can be.” Then she headed out.
After the last of the guests departed, the caterers finished cleaning up. Then they left too.
Red twirled the house key around his finger, giving Charlie a truly wicked grin.
“So, what does it feel like to be filthy rich?” she asked, walking to where he stood.
“Filthy,” he told her.
She rolled her eyes at him. “Stop taking all those caviar baths.”
“Come with me,” he said. “Let’s go outside. You can borrow a coat.”
The closet was full of faux furs, real furs—including a stole that had two beady-eyed mink heads on either end of it—as well as ski-ready puffers and raincoats. He pulled out a man’s wool peacoat and draped it over her shoulders.
They went together out onto the lawn.
“I wanted to give you a present for the holidays. Something that you would really love. Something that would show how I felt about you. You know, you’re not the easiest to shop for, Char. You can steal your own diamonds. And your own occult books. But I did think of something.” From his pocket, Red drew a silver lighter. It appeared heavy and engraved with something that might have been a family crest. He struck the flint wheel with his thumb, setting the wick alight. A dangerous thing for a Blight to do, but he held it steady. “So, how about we burn this place to the ground?”
She looked at him in astonishment and then that astonishment morphed into a slow smile. “No one has ever said anything more romantic.”
The fire started slowly, but it spread fast. By the time Salt’s mansion was fully ablaze, the flames were so high that they seemed to scorch the very stars. Against that backdrop, Red took Charlie in his arms. Her eyes, reflecting the conflagration back at him, were as bright and burning as that of any Blight.
Charlie Hall, glue trap for disaster, crooked from the day she was born, who’d never met a bad decision she wasn’t willing to double down on, had finally met her match.
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