
        
            
                
            
        

    



FOR ANYONE WHO LEARNED TO
LOVE THEMSELVES THE HARD WAY





Contents
Title Page
Dedication
Part One: The Dancer
Chapter 1: Thomas
Chapter 2: Vivienne
Chapter 3: Thomas
Chapter 4: Vivienne
Chapter 5: Thomas
Chapter 6: Vivienne
Chapter 7: Thomas
Chapter 8: Vivienne
Chapter 9: Thomas
Chapter 10: Vivienne
Chapter 11: Thomas
Chapter 12: Vivienne
Chapter 13: Thomas
Part Two: The Demon
Chapter 14: Vivienne
Chapter 15: Thomas
Chapter 16: Vivienne
Chapter 17: Thomas
Chapter 18: Vivienne
Chapter 19: Thomas
Chapter 20: Thomas
Chapter 21: Vivienne
Chapter 22: Thomas
Part Three: The House
Chapter 23: Vivienne
Chapter 24: Vivienne
Chapter 25: Vivienne
Chapter 26: Thomas
Chapter 27: Vivienne
Chapter 28: Thomas
Chapter 29: Vivienne
Chapter 30: Colton
Chapter 31: Vivienne
Chapter 32: Thomas
Chapter 33: Vivienne
Author’s Note
Acknowledgments
Copyright




“You have done a bold thing in going down alive to the house of Hades, and you will have died twice, to other people’s once.”
Homer’s The Odyssey




Thomas Walsh was no stranger to the odd job. It was the sort of thing one stumbled into in the gap between high school and college. The previous winter, he’d spent the chilly Massachusetts months shoveling driveways until his arms were numb. Spent his mornings laying down salt, his afternoons learning to work a plow. In the spring, after everyone had largely stopped asking why he hadn’t returned to school, he’d taken a part-time gig with his uncle, stapling shingles onto hot rooftops until the skin on the back of his neck turned lobster red.
He mowed lawns. He mucked stalls. He shoveled horse shit into wheelbarrows and dumped it into reeking compost gardens. He sat for two betta fish that seemed determined to go belly-up, an ancient cockatoo that wouldn’t quit wolf-whistling at him, and seven geriatric cats.
He scooped a lot of cat shit.
It still wasn’t enough. The stack of bills on his mother’s counter piled higher. Red past-due notices slid in through the mail slot. Upstairs in her bed, his mom watched her soaps and took her medicines and assured him that things were fine, just fine.
But his mom was a liar.
And so, Thomas cleaned kitty litter without complaining. He unclogged public toilets and he counted every penny. He took whatever job came his way.
This one was going to be no different.
That was what he told himself as he sat in the silence of the Farrow family’s sitting room and clung to a highball glass of expensive cognac. He was only eighteen—hardly legal drinking age—but he supposed that sort of thing didn’t matter to people like Philip Farrow, self-made millionaire and managing partner of Farrow & Goldman Litigation.
Across from him sat Philip Farrow himself, a veritable king of the castle in a custom-tailored three-piece. Stuffed into his father’s old funeral suit, Thomas felt deeply out of place. He wondered if Philip Farrow would think differently of him if he knew how much time Thomas had spent shoveling kitty litter in the past week alone.
A man like Farrow was liable to expect applicants with sterling references and an Ivy League background. Not college dropouts with a less-than-impressive disciplinary record.
And yet here Thomas sat.
“We expect your discretion, of course,” Philip said. “That’s first and foremost. Our family is very private. Anything you see or hear while on the job is considered a family matter and, as such, should be kept strictly within the family.”
Thomas held tight to his sweating glass. “Understood.”
“We’ve interviewed a number of interpreters. None of them were quite suited to the specific demands of the job. But you are, aren’t you?”
“I hope so, sir.”
That had been the first requirement listed in the letter he’d received, typed up on the Farrow & Goldman Litigation stationery: A fluent understanding of signed language is a necessary prerequisite for the position.
As the hearing child of a deaf mother, Thomas had learned to speak with his hands well before he said his first words. It was second nature to him now, born out of years of habit, but that was all it was.
“Like I told you over the phone,” he said, “I’m not a certified interpreter.”
“Ahh.” Philip waved him off. “I’m not worried about that. What’s a certification but a piece of paper? I’m more interested in experience.”
Thomas considered telling him that was exactly the problem—he didn’t have experience. Not in a professional capacity, anyway. He watched Philip Farrow take a large swallow of cognac and wondered if he should do the same. If it was rude to keep clutching at his glass this way, without ever taking a taste.
“Vivi can be extremely particular,” slid a voice from the curtains. Philip’s wife, Amelia, stood twisted in the drapes, peering out at the driveway. “Don’t forget to tell him that.”
Philip undid the top button on his jacket and carried on as though his wife hadn’t spoken at all. “Other than on special occasions, Vivienne is expected to observe a strict curfew. The sun sets at eight thirty. She knows she’s expected home no later than eight fifteen, although she sometimes needs a bit of a nudge, if you catch my meaning.”
“I understand,” said Thomas, though it occurred to him that it wasn’t normally the job of an interpreter to nudge a client one way or another. He refrained from saying so. He’d been in Philip’s presence for all of ten minutes, and already he could tell the man wasn’t the sort of person who took kindly to being contradicted. Thomas had spent the last of his gas money for the drive to Greenwich that morning. He wasn’t about to do or say anything that might get him sent home.
As it was, Philip was beaming across the room at him. He looked deeply pleased with himself, as though he’d personally dug Thomas out of the earth like a red, ripe ruby.
“You’re a good kid,” he said, and raised his glass in a toast. “Responsible. Dedicated. Loyal to your core. I’ve got a good sense for these sorts of things.”
At the window, Amelia let out a sound that—on someone less refined—might have been mistaken for a scoff. The twitch in Philip’s left eye was nearly imperceptible.
“Between summer classes and her numerous social engagements, Vivienne has a packed schedule. You’ll accompany her whenever she leaves the house. We’ve had the maid bring your things into one of the guest rooms.”
That was the letter’s second requirement: The offer stands on the new hire’s ability to live on site for the duration of the contract.
That stipulation had nearly caused Thomas to turn down the offer outright. He hadn’t wanted to leave his mother’s side. Not these days, when—though she pretended otherwise—she was too sick to get out of bed. He’d wanted to stay close, and yet the debt collectors kept calling the house and the mortgage company kept stuffing letters under the door. Little by little, their health savings account ran dry.
In the end, the promise of a steady paycheck had been too good to pass up.
A steady, hefty paycheck.
“I outlined it all in the letter, of course,” said Philip, sizing him up over the lip of his drink, “but Vivienne has chosen, for quite some time now, not to speak.”
“She hasn’t chosen,” hissed Amelia. “She’s been traumatized into silence.”
“Amelia.”
Her name was a warning. She didn’t heed it.
“What? If he’s going to live under our roof, you might as well tell him.”
A terse silence followed. For several seconds, the only sound in the room was the clink of ice, the muffled hum of the landscaper’s string trimmer.
“All in due time,” said Philip, draining his glass. Fixing his gaze on Thomas, he smiled thinly. “I’m quite certain you didn’t drive all this way without doing some digging of your own. Kids your age can find just about anything on the internet. I take it you’ve seen Vivienne’s numerous social media accounts?”
“I’ve seen them, sir,” Thomas admitted, since there was no point in lying.
“She’s a pretty girl, our Vivienne,” said Philip. “I’m sure you noticed.”
Thomas’s voice lodged inside his throat. Every answer felt like the wrong one.
“Philip.” Amelia reappeared from behind the curtains. “This isn’t the courtroom. Don’t make him uncomfortable.”
“What? The boy has eyes. She’s a looker, isn’t she, Walsh?”
“She is, sir.” The words came out flat.
“That’s right, she is.” Philip looked mollified by Thomas’s cooperation. “And in spite of our best efforts, she’s not particularly careful about what she posts online. A girl like that tends to draw attention. All kinds of attention. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“I’m, er, not sure I do.”
“Vivienne has spent her life in something of a bubble. I’ll take the blame for that—we’ve always been overprotective. And who can blame us, given the state of the world?”
This time, the scoff from Amelia was unmistakable. Philip’s smile flickered.
“Over the past year,” he went on, “her online presence has popped that bubble. She’s meeting new people. Unsavory people, well outside our trusted circles. Her mother and I are concerned that these new friends of hers may be negatively impacting her ability to make safe decisions.”
“That’s a whole lot of words to say what you really want from him,” Amelia snapped, finally emerging from behind the curtains. “Don’t beat around the bush. Just come right out and tell him. He’s here to play the part of your little spider.”
Thomas’s unease opened into a gulf inside his chest.
“There’s no need for histrionics,” said Philip, plucking at an invisible bit of lint. “If Walsh overhears something that he feels puts Vivienne’s safety at risk, I expect him to let me know. It’s hardly covert espionage.”
“It’s a violation of her privacy.”
“You and I both know Vivienne forfeited her right to privacy a long time ago.”
“Sorry,” said Thomas, loud enough to draw the focus back to him. “I, uh, don’t know that I’m comfortable spying on someone without their knowledge.”
Philip shot Amelia a brief but scathing now-look-what-you’ve- done glance. By the time his focus shifted back to Thomas, there was a placative smile in place of his scowl. “Let me reassure you, son, Vivienne is well aware that whoever works with her will be reporting back to me. She’s lived under my roof all her life. She knows how I run my house. I expect a certain kind of order. Your presence here will merely help to reinforce that order.”
“Oh,” said Thomas, who didn’t feel reassured by that at all.
For the briefest of instants, he imagined himself politely declining the offer. And then he imagined driving back home to Worcester—to the sparse fridge and the counter stacked with bills—and the daydream flagged and died.
His mother was a few missed payments away from foreclosure. His scholarship money was gone. If he wanted a future—any kind of future—there was nothing else for him to do but take this job.
“I don’t like it,” said Amelia after a terse silence. “Neither will Vivienne.”
“Vivienne will survive,” said Philip evenly. “And so will you.”
“And what about him?”
“What about him?” demanded Philip.
“What if things get out of hand? What if she—” She caught herself, her eyes darting nervously to Thomas. “What if a situation escalates when they’re out? He’s only a boy. What’s he meant to do?”
Thomas had been wondering the same. While it was true that his height gave him a formidable presence—he’d inherited his six-foot-three frame and his Irish temper from his father—size didn’t make someone a defender. He wasn’t sure what kind of unsavory characters Vivienne Farrow was spending time with, but he could imagine.
Across from him, Philip leaned forward and assessed Thomas with a sudden keenness that left him cold.
“I’ve done my research, too,” he said. “You’re in a fraternity, aren’t you?”
Thomas didn’t like to talk about it. His short-lived college experience. The school’s loss of accreditation. The way he couldn’t afford to go back once the scholarship money dried up. He certainly hadn’t planned to mention it at a job interview. In any case, his failed fall semester felt like little more than a fever dream. His initiation into the school’s exclusive brotherhood, even more so.
“I was,” he said carefully. “I’m not anymore.”
“Ah.” Philip waved him off. “Once you’re part of something like that, you’re always a part. I was a Phi Epsilon Nu man myself. Graduated back in ’91, but I still meet up with a few members of my alma mater once or twice a year. That’s the beautiful thing about brotherhood—I can call on any one of them, for any reason, and they’d be there, no questions asked. That kind of loyalty runs bone-deep. It can’t be bought. You understand what I’m getting at?”
“Yes, sir,” said Thomas, who was beginning to.
“There’s a bit of secrecy involved,” Philip mused, “when you’re in a society like that, wouldn’t you agree?”
Thomas pictured a huddled mess of freshmen and a wall of names, the still-wet ink gleaming in the firelight. “I would.”
“And you’d never betray the trust of your brotherhood, would you?”
“I wouldn’t, sir.”
“That’s right. Nor would I, mine.” Philip regarded him for a long moment. “I think we understand each other quite well, you and I. Let’s make this simple, shall we?”
Reaching into his inner pocket, he pried loose a checkbook and a luxury pen. After filling out a check, he tore it loose and handed it to Thomas. A glance down at the amount stopped his heart cold. Any thoughts of walking away evaporated at once.
It was more money than Thomas had ever seen in his life.
“Consider that the biweekly sum I’m prepared to pay,” said Philip. “For your time, as well as for your confidentiality.”
“This is—ah—well, it’s, uh—”
He didn’t know what to say. Philip did. “It’s just enough, I’d imagine. Enough to cover the cost of those bills piling up at home. Enough to get your mother started on the clinical trial she’s been wait-listed for these past five years. Enough to pay for a class or two, should you choose to continue pursuing a higher education.”
Thomas glanced up, startled to hear his secrets so easily spilled. There was no getting around it—Philip Farrow had him dead to rights. He needed this money, and both of them knew it.
At his surprise, Philip smiled. “Like I said, I did my research, too. Now, do you have any questions?”
He had at least a dozen. But he was holding on to a check large enough to alter the course of his life, and so he asked only one.
“When do I start?”
From outside came the unmistakable rumble of a motorcycle revving up the drive.
Philip stuck out his hand to shake. “You already have.”
“She’s back,” Amelia whispered as the front door swung open with a slam.
Philip rose to his feet and Thomas did, too, grateful for the opportunity to set down his glass unnoticed. Carefully, he folded the check and tucked it into his pocket. It felt like he was carrying a brick of solid gold.
Outside, in the foyer, a pair of heels bit into the marble in a steady click, click, click.
“Vivi,” called Amelia. “Vivi, darling, we’re here in the sitting room.”
A wide, woven hat slid into frame. Beneath it stood a petite girl in a pale pink dress. Her eyes were hidden behind a dark pair of sunglasses and her platform heels gave the impression of her being at least half a foot taller than she actually was. Her hair was a blunt slash of black, her mouth a dark, delicate heart. It deepened into a scowl at the sight of her parents huddled in wait.
“There you are,” boomed Philip. “Come in. I’d like you to meet Thomas Walsh.”
Vivienne peered out at Thomas over the frame of her glasses. Everything about her was saturated in palpable disdain. Distantly, the motorcycle departed, the sound fading into quiet.
“Who were you out with?” Amelia’s cursory tone was unconvincing. “Just now?”
F-r-a-n-k-i-e, spelled Vivienne. She was still staring at Thomas, somehow managing to look down her nose at him despite being nearly an entire foot shorter. The slight wrinkle in her lip made him feel like a bug she’d found crushed beneath the heel of her shoe.
“You know how I feel about you riding on the back of that bike of hers,” fretted Amelia. “I hope you at least had the good sense to wear a helmet.”
Vivienne continued to stare without answering her mother. Thomas weathered her gaze and did his best to look nonthreatening.
Inside, he was a snarl of panic. He should have asked more questions. As it stood, he wasn’t sure what was expected of him. Was he meant to say something? Sign something? Introduce himself? He was positive he wasn’t meant to stand there and gape—like some sad mime trapped in an invisible box. He settled on a close-lipped smile.
Vivienne didn’t return it.
“Mr. Walsh is here from Worcester,” Philip said, just a touch too loudly. “He’ll be filling in as your new interpreter.”
Only the slight arch of a brow indicated Vivienne had heard her father at all.
“He’s fluent,” her mother hurried to add. “It could be nice to have someone on hand to interpret when the situation calls for it. Don’t you think, darling?”
Vivienne’s only response was to tug off her shades and toss them onto the nearby hall tree. They landed with a clatter that sent her mother at least half a foot into the air. Thomas was met with a gaze the precise color of burnt amber.
“I’m looking forward to working with you, Miss Farrow,” he said, because he felt he ought to say something. In any case, it seemed like the exact wrong decision.
I’m a little old for a babysitter, Vivienne signed. Her syntax mimicked spoken English, and not ASL at all. Thomas wondered if she’d taught herself, rather than being taught—if she’d cobbled together a language from scraps.
“That’s not why I’m here,” he assured her. “I’m here to—”
Handle me, she finished, cutting him off. Don’t lie. Her palm carved a flat, accusatory line across her chin.
“Okay,” he said. “I won’t.”
She angled her chin to the side, examining him anew. She’d clearly expected him to double down. Her surprise vanished just as soon as it appeared, leaving her with that same inscrutable expression.
You look too young for this job. How old are you? Twenty?
“What are you saying?” Philip demanded. “What is she saying?”
“I’m eighteen,” said Thomas. He wasn’t sure which of them he was meant to defer to—the Farrow who was his client or the Farrow who signed his paycheck.
Out in the foyer, Vivienne’s mouth stretched into a wide, pretty smile. The sight of it pierced him like an arrow.
“I’m, uh—” He cleared his throat into his fist. “I’m really looking forward to working with you.”
You’re just a baby.
Amelia Farrow blanched. “Darling, let’s not forget our manners.”
Philip’s complexion had deepened several shades of red. “Mr. Walsh,” he said curtly, “is uniquely qualified to deal with your situation.”
Unique, Vivienne signed, with a tug at her index finger. What’s so unique about him?
The red in Philip’s face deepened to purple. “You know how I feel about you signing in front of me. If you insist on not speaking, you can at least jot it down on a notepad.”
Vivienne ignored him, rounding on Thomas. Did P-h-i-l-i-p give you “the talk”?
Did he do his “keep it in the family” speech? Did he tell you about his fraternity?
“He might have mentioned it,” admitted Thomas.
She circled her fists, thumbs and pinkies extended. Typical.
“Vivi, please,” said Amelia. “That is quite enough.”
Vivienne tugged her hat loose and tossed it onto the hall tree alongside her sunglasses. I had a handler before you, she signed. You should know that. You’re not the first. The first is rotting at the bottom of the S-o-u-n-d.
“Vivienne!”
She ignored her mother, too. Tell him you’re not taking the job.
“And why should I do that?” Thomas asked, though he had the terrible sense that he was poking a bear.
Vivienne’s fingers moved furtively, as though she was letting him in on a secret. There were, he noticed, thin crescents of brown packed beneath the pink shellac of her manicure. The rest of her was pristine and pretty and polished, but her nails—her nails were packed with dirt.
Like she’d been out digging in the earth.
Where to start, she signed. One, because I don’t want you to. Two, because I don’t like the thought of you living in my house, sniffing around my things.
“Oh,” said Thomas. He was surprised to find his pride wounded. “Is that all?”
Hardly. Her thumb popped loose from her fist. Her smile was deceptively sweet. Three—because if you don’t turn down the job, I’ll make you wish you’d never been born.




Today was going to be a very bad day. Vivienne Farrow could feel it in her bones.
She’d awoken that morning on the bathroom’s tiled floor, the hexagonal pattern mosaicked into her left cheek and a headache blossoming behind her eyes. Her nightdress had been torn, her arms scraped raw, as though she’d done her level best to claw clean out of herself in the dead of night.
And maybe she had.
It wouldn’t be the first time.
She dressed slowly, feeling strangely fractured as she slipped into a clean pink leotard and petal skirt. The sky outside her bedroom window was milky white, humidity thick as soup. She pulled on a knitted warm-up anyway, tugging it into place until the sleeves swallowed up the angry lattice of her arms. By the time she twisted her hair into a bun and shoved out into the hall, she was already sweating. The vision in her right eye had begun to tunnel.
She’d sat awake through much of the previous night, her thoughts a glittering pinwheel of panic—hyperaware of their newest houseguest settling into the guest room beneath her. He didn’t know it yet, but Thomas had the power to bring everything she’d worked for crashing down around her ears. It was inevitable. She couldn’t possibly keep her secrets with him tailing after her all summer. All it would take was a single word to Philip, and she’d be ruined.
She needed him gone, that much was clear.
The trouble was how. She’d lain awake all night worrying. Wondering. The air in her room had been too hot. The house, too still. Everything fit in exactly the wrong way—her covers scratched, her pajamas itched, her skin crawled.
And then—as it so often did on nights when the moon was sharp as a sickle—a cold, unwelcome something had wriggled its way to the surface. Like an earthworm, writhing out of the mud in the rain. She hadn’t been able to keep it at bay, even with the lights on and the mirrors covered, a protective circle drawn in chalk around her bed. Even with the dogs snarling at her side, their hackles raised.
She’d spent the next several hours trying to expel the feel of maggots in her belly. Knees pressed into the bathroom floor, she’d braced herself against the toilet bowl and breathed in the smell of bleached porcelain water. Doing whatever she could to make the wriggling stop.
That was how most nights went—long bouts of sleeplessness followed by a great, clawing struggle. Life had been that way for years. It was practically rote.
Though she didn’t normally unravel quite so thoroughly.
Which meant it was getting worse.
•  •  •
Her very bad day became immediately worse the moment she stepped outside. She drew up short beneath the steepled portico, shielding her eyes from the late-morning sun. Thomas Walsh stood at the bend of the horseshoe drive, dressed in a suit her stepfather had no doubt provided him and inspecting the garish fountain her mother had recently had installed. He didn’t appear to notice her at all, and yet she was certain he was waiting there specifically to ambush her.
Finding Thomas in the receiving room the previous day had been a shock to the system, although maybe it shouldn’t have been. She’d known this was coming. Mikhail’s accident the preceding winter had snapped something vital within her, but the loss had been little more than an inconvenience for Philip. Just another problem to fix. Another vacancy to fill. She’d made the mistake of assuming Mikhail’s successor would be a carbon copy of her former handler: middle-aged, menacing, and—though he’d always vehemently denied it—suspected former Bratva.
Thomas Walsh was none of those things. He was scarcely older than her, with a friendly face and a short crop of sandy blond hair and a left cheek that dimpled atrociously when he smiled.
Pretty was the word that came to mind, which was the worst possible thing she could think of. It would be humiliating, having a boy like that hanging around all summer. The idea of him following her, handling her—seeing her at her ugliest, her meanest, her most utterly depraved—was undignified beyond imagination.
A bead of resentment lit in her chest and she kicked reflexively at the ground. Her outburst sent a loose pebble skittering horrifyingly across the gravel, where it collided into the scuffed heel of Thomas Walsh’s shoe. He glanced mildly down at it before turning his gaze toward hers.
“Good morning.”
His eyes were some indefinable sort of hue. Blue. Or maybe green. She didn’t plan on getting close enough to determine which. He had a slightly hunted look on his face, though he tried his best to conceal it with a smile.
“Your father asked me to drive you today,” he said when the silence between them stretched into something uneasy.
P-h-i-l-i-p is not my father, she signed, and then cursed herself inwardly. She’d meant to say nothing at all. Her plan was to ice him out until she could decide how best to dispose of him, the way one put a dead hamster in the freezer until spring came along and softened the ground enough to dig a little grave.
“Oh.” He pawed at the back of his neck. “Okay. Your, uh, stepfather, then.”
Philip was clearly paying him an exorbitant fee to play nice. It wouldn’t be enough. She’d learned, in her eighteen years on this earth, that everyone had a limit. She’d find his soon enough.
I’m going to the studio, she signed. I’ll be alone. I won’t need an interpreter.
He didn’t seem to know what to say to this. Not without admitting he was nothing more than a glorified minion. Finally, and with some hesitation, he landed on, “I was told you don’t have a license.”
She shook her fist open in provocation. So?
“So, everyone else is out of the house,” he shot back, vehement.
Immediate regret swam into his features, and he took a steadying breath through his nose. She could practically hear him counting down from ten inside his head. She bit into the beginnings of a smile.
So, he had a short fuse. She could use that to her advantage—bend him until he snapped. Edge him on, just a little, until he grew angry enough to quit.
She’d sat up all night worrying for nothing.
Getting rid of Thomas Walsh would be child’s play.
Across the yard, several sprinklers kicked on, scattering droplets across the driveway in a chilly rainbow mist. She slipped her phone out of her dance bag and checked the time.
“If you want a ride,” said Thomas, “I’m all you’ve got.”
In her first stroke of luck all morning, he was answered by the rumble of an approaching motorbike. Exhaust popping, Frances Lefevre’s glossy red sport bike rounded the corner into view. Her former schoolmate veered to a stop a few feet away, leaving a black rubber skid across the driveway that was sure to send Vivienne’s mother into apoplexy.
The helmet came loose, and they were met with a matted blonde shag and a peach-pale complexion, complete with Frankie’s signature scowl.
“It’s too early to be awake,” she griped when Vivienne waved. “Don’t ever tell me I don’t do you any favors.”
Thomas didn’t wait for an introduction. “Who are you?”
“I’m her ride.” Frankie pulled one eye shut and sized him up. “Where did you come from, Planet Krypton?”
“Close,” said Thomas. “Worcester. And I’m her ride, actually.”
“Oh?” Frankie peered around at Vivienne. “Viv?”
New babysitter, she signed.
“Interpreter,” corrected Thomas, twisting his hands flat in the corresponding sign.
Vivienne shot Frankie a wordless look and swung her leg over the back of the bike. Buckling the extra helmet under her chin, she met Thomas’s gaze head-on. His eyes were flinty, his jaw wired tight. It didn’t take a mind reader to know that he wasn’t sure what to do—how hard he was expected to push. How much authority he had.
None, she wanted to tell him. Give up. Go home.
The engine kicked over. She wriggled her fingers in a jeering goodbye.
“See you later, Superman,” called Frankie.
And they left him in the dust.
•  •  •
Saylor Academy was a landmark of Greenwich’s quaint downtown, the lofty brick edifice wedged between a glittering wedding boutique and a high-end consignment shop. Inside, the front hallway was adorned with shelf after shelf of gleaming trophies—testaments to the academy’s sterling reputation and competitive spirit.
Once upon a time, when Vivienne was still small and perfectionistic, she’d dreamed of becoming the company’s prima ballerina. She’d assumed if she put in the work—if she pretended she was a normal girl, with normal dreams—she’d eventually claw her way to the coveted role of principal dancer.
But then things took a turn.
She got older. Her body changed, the way bodies did. Only, where her friends were contending with raging hormones and stress acne, she was going through a reckoning. It seemed to happen overnight. One morning, she looked in the mirror and saw a girl staring back. Dark hair. Dark eyes. A small, dark mouth. The next, something unrecognizable stood where she’d been.
Something long dormant, slowly waking.
The nights got hard after that. And then so did the days. When the role of the Sugarplum Fairy was cast in The Nutcracker, it wasn’t Vivienne. When the company went on tour, she stayed behind. Kept close, the way Philip liked her. Kept collared, so the wretchedness in her bones couldn’t bleed free.
These days, she trained alone.
Usually, the academy was her chapel. Her oasis. There was no wriggling here. Nothing squirmed or itched or scratched. No long, chilly fingers clawed at her insides. It wasn’t accidental—it was discipline. It was years of rigorous drilling, hours of daily training. It was the kill-switch pain of broken toes and taped feet and endless, grueling footwork. It kept her soul in line. It quieted her spirit.
Usually, but not today.
Today her reflection was standing just a touch too still. The Vivienne in the glass didn’t fidget the way she fidgeted. Didn’t blink when she blinked. She didn’t trust it. It made her uneasy when she couldn’t tell whether or not the creature was watching.
She was particularly wary today. She was about to set something monumental in motion. Something that would finally, finally change her life for the better. She didn’t want the creature to see.
In her hands, she gripped a sleek spiral-bound file. It was one of two copies. The other, she’d sent via bicycle courier, along with a concise list of demands. If her estimation was correct, it would arrive at its destination any minute.
The cover page was crisp and white, the lettering a neat serif font:
A Biomechanical Comparison of Surgical Excision Versus Orthopedic Exorcism
By Jesse C. Grayson
Beneath was the abstract, marked in pencil notations.
Objective: to establish the biochemical similarities between malignant growth and demonic possession.
Method: a qualitative analysis of historical textbooks detailing religious exorcisms performed in a manner analogous to contemporary surgical procedures.
To most, the dissertation looked like the ravings of a madman. To Vivienne, it looked like hope. The first glimmer of possibility in years of near dark. A precipice, off which she was just desperate enough to leap. Her hand holding the paper shook. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the face in the glass lift toward hers. Terror zippered up her spine. Slowly, she set the paper face down upon the floor and lifted her eyes toward the mirror.
It was staring right at her.
The creature in the glass.
The very worst thing about her infernal haunt was that it looked almost exactly like her. The resemblance was uncanny. Unsettling—as though some divine hand had drawn the real Vivienne Farrow from memory, and had fudged a few of the finer details.
Its lips were just a touch too thin, its smile wider than anything human ought to be. Its eyes sat far apart on its face, polychoric pupils like ink splatters against yellowed sclera. Its fingers were overlong and double-jointed, the tips darkening to a gangrene-colored point.
When it smiled, its teeth were razor sharp.
“What have you got there?” it asked in a voice like gravel. “Written on your little paper?”
“Nothing,” she whispered. At her reticence, its smile grew.
“You know I can’t hear you when you mutter.”
She shut her eyes. It was a ridiculous thing to do. She couldn’t will the malfeasance away. It was inside her. She’d been four years old when it happened—when she’d toppled headlong into a gorge like Alice down the rabbit hole and come face-to-face with something sinister waiting at the bottom.
When it gave her comfort, she’d taken it. When it offered to help, she’d accepted. She hadn’t known there’d be a cost. How could she have? She’d been a child, lost and afraid, the night closing in. She would have trusted a wolf had it promised her deliverance.
She didn’t know she’d carried it home. Didn’t know that it spent the next several years quietly seeding itself along her veins. Putting down roots. She didn’t suspect a thing until, one day—shortly after her twelfth birthday—it bloomed.
It started with her voice, turning even the faintest whisper to a poison. The first time she killed someone, she’d still been in braces. Philip came upon her in the entryway, standing in horror over their driver, her hands around her own throat. The nightmare hadn’t stopped there. Insatiable as a weed, it continued to consume her. Year after year. Little by little. It bound itself to her bones, the way green bittersweet could swallow a tree entire.
This morning, she’d woken on a tile floor.
One day, she might not wake up at all.
“I am making us better,” said the creature, as though she’d spoken all this aloud. Its voice was a percussion. It beat inside her skull. “Stronger. That is what you asked of me.”
Her right leg began to throb, the way old injuries did in the cold. Instinctively, she rubbed at her thigh, massaging away the pain. She hadn’t taken the time to properly stretch. If it got any worse, she’d be limping all afternoon.
“You’re keeping secrets from me,” sang the creature. “I don’t like that. We shouldn’t have secrets, you and I.”
Its horrible voice was punctuated by the chime of an incoming text. Still gripping her thigh, she made her way to her dance bag and tugged out her cell. A single message greeted her when she unlocked the screen.
Jesse
Are you out of your mind? I’m at work.
So, the courier had made it, after all. Right on schedule. Her heart thudded dully against her ribs as she composed a response.
Vivienne
Did you look through what I sent?
Jesse
Unfortunately, yes.
Vivienne
And?
It was a long time before he replied. In the mirror, the creature began to pace, dragging one long nail against the glass. When the phone chimed in her hand, it was a relief.
Jesse
What you’re asking me to do is impossible.
Vivienne
Where’s your sense of adventure?
She thought it over, and then added:
Vivienne
If you pull this off, you’ll be a god.
This time, no reply came at all. She waited, growing increasingly agitated. Disappointment ate away at her like rust. It didn’t matter. If he refused, she’d find a way to make him submit.
Everyone had a breaking point.
Out in the vestibule, the front door swung open and then shut.
“Miss Farrow.” Thomas Walsh’s voice had an echo. It reverberated clean through her, like a plucked string. “You in here?”
She cast a horrified glance at the mirror, where the creature’s spine had snapped predator straight. Scenting prey, its lips peeled back from its canines. She shoved her phone and the file into her dance bag and skidded out into the hall, tugging the studio door shut in her wake.
“Oh,” said Thomas, drawing up short at the sight of her. “There you are.”
What are you doing here?
“I told you earlier,” he said, undeterred by her outrage. “I’m your ride.”
F-r-a-n-k-i-e is my ride, she corrected him. She’ll be back to pick me up any minute.
“Actually, she won’t.” He had the decency, at least, to look sheepish. “I ran into her outside on my way in. I sent her home.”
You did what? A white-hot anger blistered beneath her skin. Don’t talk to my friends.
He’d shed his jacket in the heat, and without it he seemed to loom even larger, as though he’d been containing himself in a box much too small. His shirtsleeves were cuffed and the thin lettering of a tattoo curled out from beneath. She could only make out the one word, inked into his forearm: moriar.
She recognized the Latin, which on its own meant I would die.
“I’m just trying to do my job, Miss Farrow,” he said softly.
She wanted to ask him about his tattoo, but it behooved her to stay angry. She veered around him instead, her shoulder clipping his arm as she passed. Undiscouraged, he fell into step alongside her.
“I feel like you and I got off on the wrong foot,” he said, keeping pace. “Can we start again?”
She ignored him, sinking onto a nearby bench and toeing out of her slippers. Mercifully, he didn’t press. He fell to studying the trophies, his hands in his pockets, glancing periodically at her out of the corner of his eye. She was midway through lacing up her sneakers before he spoke again.
“Your name is on a lot of these. You must be pretty good, huh?”
She didn’t want to talk about dance. Not with him. She didn’t want to tell him how she used to dream of dancing as the principal in the New York City Ballet. Odette. Coppélia. Giselle. It was ridiculous of her to have ever entertained the idea. Ridiculous to spend years harboring secret hopes of playing women cursed, only to become one herself. Only, in her tale of woe, there was no breathtaking pas de deux. No roses at her feet. No thunderous applause.
Only silence, unbearable and unending.
She sprang to her feet, ignoring the ache in her thigh as she headed for the door. Thomas followed suit, maddeningly unruffled, taking one long stride for every two of hers.
“Do you like pizza?” he asked, seamlessly transferring the strap of her bag from her shoulder to his. “I drove by a pretty promising place on the way over here. It looked like one of those hole-in-the-wall kind of spots, and those always have the best—”
She turned in a pivot, and he was forced to careen to a stop to keep from colliding into her.
What are you doing?
“I’m considering ordering a pizza?”
Wrong. She twisted her hand across her chin. You’re being nice. You’re looking at my trophies. You’re asking questions. You’re carrying my bag.
He readjusted the strap. “Do you not want me to carry your bag?”
I don’t want you to be nice. It feels like a t-a-c-t-i-c.
“It is a tactic.” Thomas swung his palms over his chest, his corresponding sign correct, where she’d resorted to finger spelling. It irked her that he knew more than she did. He irked her. The way he walked. The way he smiled. The way his dimple deepened to a crater as he said, “My mom always tells me you catch more flies with honey.”
And I’m a fly?
He fell back a step and sized her up. “No, I don’t think so, actually. I think if you were a bug, you’d be a praying mantis.”
She blinked.
“Hear me out,” he said, holding up a finger. “It’s a badass bug. The female praying mantis kills and eats the male after mating.”
The words rang between them like a struck bell. She watched him play them back and then wince. “Now that I’ve heard myself say it out loud, I’ll admit I could have picked something better.”
Stifling a sudden urge to scream right in his face, she tore out into the parking lot, wrenching the door shut behind her as she went. Thomas was forced to wrestle it back open, which he did with just as much aplomb as he’d done everything else.
Outside, a broad yellow sun had burned off much of the morning’s haze. The blocky SUV Philip reserved for staff usage sat parallel parked out front. As she stood there waiting for Thomas to unlock the doors, her phone went off inside her bag.
She tugged it free, glancing down at the screen.
This time, the text from Jesse was long.
Jesse
I’m a surgical resident. A student.
You do understand that, right? I wrote
that thesis as a joke. It’s all hypothetical.
I’ve only ever scrubbed in on surgeries
to observe. I’ve never done anything solo.
The lock clicked and Thomas appeared, already sweating in the heat.
“Your chariot,” he intoned, pulling the door wide.
She ignored him as she slipped into the passenger seat, too busy composing a response.
Vivienne
Don’t be so defeatist.
I believe in you.
Jesse
Well, you shouldn’t. Because if we go through with this, you won’t survive.
The engine turned over. The air-conditioning clicked on. In the synthetic chill, Vivienne’s skin felt strangely clammy. Like she’d caught a sudden fever. She could feel her reflection sneering in the side mirror. She didn’t look.
“You okay?” Thomas was staring over at her, his expression impassive. “Looks like that last text upset you.”
He was being paid to pry. He didn’t really care. Not about her trophies. Not about pizza. Certainly not about how she was feeling.
Fine, she signed, though nothing felt fine at all.
She was losing Jesse. If she wanted to convince him to go along with her plan, she’d need to do something considerably more drastic. And quickly.
In the driver’s seat, Thomas was still peering over at her. This close, she saw that his eyes were gray. Clear and still as a lake on a summer day. She hadn’t meant to notice.
Stop staring, she signed, jabbing two fingers between them. Just do your job and take me home.




When Thomas Walsh was very small, he’d found death waiting for him inside the trunk of a sedan. For the first hour of his confinement, he’d kicked and kicked, driving the little heels of his light-up shoes—the ones his mother had scrimped and saved to buy—into the latch. With each kick, the dark had flickered wildly back at him in swirls of reds and blues. All these years later, he still dreamed of the flashing colors.
It wasn’t colors that rattled him awake now. He opened his eyes to pitch black, his skin itching with the palpable feel of being watched. For several heartbeats he lay prone atop the mattress and tried to ascertain whether the prickle in his skin was just the result of waking somewhere unfamiliar, or something more.
Across the room, the door snicked shut.
He jacked upright, his heart hammering. “Hello?”
Silence seeped into his skin like a frost. No one answered, though the quiet seemed to leer like a living, breathing thing. He suppressed a shiver, rubbing feeling back into his arms.
His house in Worcester made noises at all hours. House noises—joints cracking, foundation groaning, soil settling. It was a never-ending cacophony of disruptions. The radiator clanged. Wind whistled through the weather stripping.
By contrast, the Farrow house was as still as a tomb.
He wasn’t sure he liked it.
He slid out of bed and tugged on a shirt, toeing carefully out into the corridor. The hallway stretched out like an artery in either direction, disappearing out of sight into the shadows.
“Hello,” he said again, speaking into the quiet.
His voice had an echo. Hello. Hello. Hello.
Far overhead, there came the muffled thud of a door. Uneasy, he returned to his room.
After that, sleep evaded him. It wasn’t that he was scared of the dark—it was small spaces that did him in—it was only that he’d gone to bed with a hunted feeling in his chest, and now that he was awake again it was back. He fell to pacing, doing his best not to let his first official day on the job replay on a loop in his head.
It was a futile effort. Everything out of his mouth had been the exact wrong thing. He’d tried to be friendly. Amicable. Charming, even. He’d done his level best to win Vivienne over. And yet, the harder he’d tried, the worse he’d seemed to do.
He’d told her she reminded him of a praying mantis.
He flopped onto his bed with a groan and pulled his pillow over his face. The fabric smelled cold and clean, like bleach. It wasn’t an objectively bad smell, but it pitted his stomach all the same. It wasn’t his. It wasn’t home. Reaching across the mattress, he groped for his phone and pulled it under the pillow, scrolling through until he found the contact he was looking for.
His sister picked up on the second ring.
“You asshole,” she said. “It’s the middle of the night.”
“Hello to you, too.” He rolled out of bed and crossed to the desk, sinking into the large armchair situated before it. He could hear the television blaring in the background. “Hey, would it hurt your feelings if someone compared you to a praying mantis?”
There was a pause. He heard the sound of Tessa munching on popcorn. Then, “You told someone they remind you of a praying mantis?”
“That’s not what I said.”
“Literally, why else would you ask such a stupid question? You’re a terrible liar, Tommy. And a terrible flirt. If that’s your best pickup line, you’re going to die alone.”
“I wasn’t flirting, I was—” He groaned and sank deeper into his chair, crooking his elbow over his eyes. “Never mind. What are you watching?”
“Some creature feature on TV. It’s got lab-mutated crocodiles.”
“Nice.”
“The acting is so cringe, it’s giving me secondhand embarrassment.”
“So, your favorite kind of movie.”
“Exactly.”
Quiet stretched between them. He felt a sudden, yawning homesickness deep inside his chest. When he was younger, he’d resented his cluttered house with its carpet of cat fur and the ceaseless whir of his mother’s machinery—the way his father’s things were everywhere, even long after they’d buried him. He’d despised the way death clung to everything.
Hated that there was never anything he could do to help.
Well. He was doing something now.
Tomorrow, he would do better. Be better. He had to be.
“Mom is fine,” said Tess finally, as if she could hear him trying not to ask. “She misses you, though. We both do.”
“Trust me, I’d be home if I could. This guy’s offer was too good to pass up.”
“Was it?” Tess didn’t sound convinced. “Better than going back to school?”
“I already told you,” he said, a little sharper than he’d meant to, “college wasn’t for me.”
“You mean your scholarship is gone, and Mom can’t afford it by herself.” Tess rattled the popcorn bowl. When he didn’t deny it, she added, “I’m not a baby, Tommy. You don’t have to cushion everything.”
“There’ll be money for you when it’s time to apply.”
“I don’t care if there is or isn’t.” The faint sound of televised screaming drifted in through the receiver. “Mom says Uncle Ryan has work for you. If you want a job so badly, I don’t get why you can’t just do that.”
“This is kind of a unique situation.”
“Is it?” A straw slurped wetly in his ear. “How?”
He didn’t know what to say to that. Did he tell her he’d been hired to babysit a spoiled brat with a trust fund the size of a small country? Did he tell her about Philip’s strange request to spy on Vivienne’s friends? He’d make enough to start chipping away at his mother’s bills. To set aside tuition for his sister. To do all the things his father should have been doing, instead of drinking himself into the dirt.
That’s all that mattered.
In the background, there came the screams of a B-list actress being death rolled by a mega-croc.
“Don’t stay up all night,” he said.
“Rubber, glue,” said his sister, and hung up without a goodbye.
When she was gone, he set aside his phone and pried open his laptop. The sudden throb of blue light seared his eyes, turning the shadows liquid. On the screen, his browser was still open to the last email he’d received. It was a message from his fraternity president—the sixth in what was quickly becoming a long line of unanswered queries.
Thomas,
Me again. Just checking in. Have you run into any trouble transferring your class credits? Some of the others have. If you need any resources, I’m happy to assist.
Don’t hesitate to reach out.
—C
As with the other six messages, he clicked out of the tab without drafting a response. Pulling open a new tab, he typed Vivienne’s name into the search bar.
Several results popped up, most of them for her personal accounts—platforms full of candid snapshots and videos set to music, page after page of dreamy, unfocused portraits. But there were others, too. He scrolled past multiple newspaper headlines about the local dance school. There, on the front page of the Connecticut Journal, was Vivienne—sequined and glittering in the first row of an ensemble, her hands on her hips and her chin upturned. She looked happy. Confident. He kept scrolling.
A few results down he came upon an older headline, this time from a feature article in a national news outlet.
Girl, Four, Found Wandering Red Rock Canyon’s Scenic Drive Three Days After Family Reported Her Missing.
This time, there was no accompanying picture of Vivienne. Only a faraway, grainy shot of several ambulances clustered on the side of a desert switchback. The article was vague. It didn’t tell him much. Only names. Dates. A few quotes from the chief of police. He clicked out of the screen and shut his computer. Sitting back, he rubbed the heels of his hands into his eyes until he saw spots.
He’d figure her out, but it wouldn’t happen overnight.
It definitely wouldn’t happen by trawling the internet, reading decade-old articles.
•  •  •
Eventually, he must have slept, because he was awoken by the sound of scrabbling. He lay on his stomach, his eyes pulled shut against the white spike of sunlight spearing through his blinds, and listened to the ominous rustle of something moving across his room.
Prying one eye open, he found two full-grown Dobermans perched astride his bed, their ears shaped into handsome peaks and their caramel-dark fur brushed to a sheen. At the sight of him peering out at them, their bodies twitched to a standstill. The nearer of the two let out a menacing growl.
Thomas wasn’t afraid of dogs—he’d spent the last several months wrangling breeds of all shapes and sizes—but at the moment he felt less like he’d just come face-to-face with man’s best friend and more like he’d been cornered by a pair of velociraptors.
He lay very still and tried to think what to do.
“Hello,” he said, after a moment’s contemplation.
With a bark of alarm, both dogs exploded into flight, their paws slipping across the floorboards in their wild bid to flee. He sat up and watched them go, mordantly amused, and then reached for his phone and pulled up the day’s schedule.
It was blank. Whole blocks of nothing stared up at him, marked only by each empty hour. He refreshed the page, certain he’d missed something. The schedule remained blank. Clicking over to his messages, he pulled up Vivienne’s number.
Thomas
There’s nothing on the schedule today.
As an afterthought, he added:
Thomas
Let me know if you need anything.
Her response was immediate, marked by a ding that reverberated absurdly in his solar plexus.
Vivienne
don’t text me.
“You got it, princess,” he said to his phone, before tossing it back onto the bed.
He couldn’t stay put all day, waiting in his room like a kenneled dog. Not without going stark raving mad. Rolling out of bed, he pulled on a pair of gym shorts and a mostly clean T-shirt and headed out in search of a place to burn off steam.
He didn’t make it far. Philip poked his head out of the door to his office just as Thomas ambled past.
“There you are,” he said, shaking his watch loose from his sleeve. “I was hoping I’d run into you. Amelia tells me Vivienne gave you the slip yesterday morning.”
“Oh,” said Thomas. He hadn’t realized they’d been watched. The thought made him uneasy. “Yeah, she found another ride to the studio.”
“Is that right?” Philip’s smile was veneer straight. “She’s a spitfire, isn’t she?”
“Uh,” said Thomas, who wasn’t sure how to answer.
“She’s testing your limits, seeing where you fall in the pecking order. Back in my days at Phi Epsilon Nu, we called that a good old-fashioned hazing. It’s nothing to lose sleep over.”
“Understood,” said Thomas.
Philip leaned in conspiratorially, peering down the hall as if he expected Vivienne to appear at any moment. “A little friendly advice—fire needs to be fed. Without oxygen, it starves and dies. Vivienne’s oxygen is attention. Don’t give her any, and you’ll be square. Got it?”
“Got it.”
“Excellent.” Philip clapped him hard on the shoulder. “Now, have you given any thought to my offer to bankroll some summer courses?”
“Not yet, sir.”
“Make sure you give it due consideration. A smart boy like yourself ought to have some sort of direction in life. What are your interests? Your aspirations? Where do you see yourself five years from now? Ten?”
“Uh.” Dully, Thomas wondered if maybe he should lie. He thought of the ignored emails from the Priory’s president, the mediocre grades, and the unfinished credits. In the end, he settled on a half-truth. “I’d love to be where my uncle is. He’s his own boss.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” boomed Philip, and clapped his shoulder a second time. “You’re in good hands—the Farrow name opens a whole lot of doors, and I take care of my own. Understand?”
“I think so, yes.”
“Fantastic.” He lifted a steaming mug of coffee off a nearby file cabinet and raised it in a toast. “Now, if you’re looking to get a workout in, we had a state-of-the-art fitness center installed just last winter.”
“Nice,” said Thomas. “No one will mind if I use it?”
Philip’s smile stretched as wide as a wolf’s. “Our home is your home, son. So long as you work under my roof, the world is at your feet.”
•  •  •
Thomas’s days fell into a plodding sort of routine after that. He woke each morning to find the schedule empty, the Dobermans standing vigil at his bedside, whale eyed and circumspect. He stretched. He dressed. He went for a run. Sometimes two miles. Sometimes five, looping the house until he had the vast Tudor-style estate memorized from every angle. When that was done, he showered and ate. He spent the remainder of the morning surfing through channels on the guest room television, caught between feeling like he was going insane and feeling like he was getting away with murder.
He’d never been paid so much to do so little.
Each night, he fell asleep on top of his bedspread, a nature documentary washing his room in limpid blue, David Attenborough’s voice lulling him into a trance. In those moments, hovering on the cusp of sleep, he could almost forget he wasn’t at home. He could almost believe his mother was asleep upstairs and his sister was snacking in the adjacent armchair.
He could almost pretend he wasn’t slowly losing his bearings.
Almost.
He was a week into the job when Amelia cornered him in the kitchen. She materialized in the doorway just as he was finishing up a plate of scrambled eggs and toast. Without so much as a glance in his direction, she clicked across the tile and pried open the fridge. A chill eddied into the room as she stood in the refrigerator’s glow and surveyed the contents. Thomas choked down his last bite of toast and wondered if she was waiting for him to say something.
When at last the door swung shut, it was with a slam. Thomas found Vivienne’s mother peering over at him, steely eyed.
“Are you enjoying our facilities?” she asked, her voice chilly.
Wariness scudded through him. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. And then, because his mother had raised him with some semblance of manners, he added, “You have a beautiful home.”
Her expression tightened, and he knew immediately he’d said the wrong thing. “And how about the food? Is it to your liking?”
He glanced down at his plate, scraped clean. “The food is fine, ma’am.”
“That’s wonderful.” Her smile was thin. “We want you to be comfortable, of course.”
Out in the yard, there came the sound of a lawn mower engine as the landscaping crew arrived and began unloading their gear off the truck.
Thomas cleared his throat. “Is there a problem?”
“You tell me,” said Amelia, still smiling that wax-statue smile. “I assume you have a perfectly reasonable explanation for why Vivienne hasn’t been to a single studio session at the summer institute?”
Something froze inside him. “There’s been nothing on the schedule.”
“Is that so?” An edge crept into her voice. “I find that strange, seeing as I wrote the schedule myself.”
Thomas said nothing. To speak would be to disagree, and he didn’t get the sense Amelia would take kindly to any opposition. In any case, he had a sinking feeling he knew exactly what—or who—had happened to the schedule.
“We paid good money to ensure her place in the program,” Amelia went on. “I was able to pull some strings, but she can’t afford another absence. Dance is Vivienne’s life. Do you understand?”
“Perfectly, ma’am,” said Thomas, and he meant it. “It won’t happen again.”
“See that it doesn’t,” said Amelia as she left the way she’d come.
He found Vivienne in the family’s solarium, and she wasn’t alone. He could hear the raised voice well before he reached the open door.
“This isn’t a game to me, Vivienne,” a man snapped. “This is my life.”
Thomas rounded the corner, his anger driving him forward at a clip, and slammed neatly into another body exiting the room at nearly the same speed. They each reared back, startled and infuriated.
The man in front of him was dressed in dark scrubs and sneakers. His face was drawn and several days’ worth of scruff had grown in along his jaw. Shadows sat like hollows beneath his eyes.
“Excuse you,” he snapped, and pushed past Thomas with a parting backward glance.
Thomas didn’t spare him a second thought. He was far too focused on seeking out the object of his ire. He found her seated in a wide rattan chaise, dressed in a puff of pink and applying polish to her toes with laser focus. Vivienne didn’t look up as he approached. Instead, she hyperextended her leg, foot arched, so that he was forced to draw up short or else piledrive directly into her freshly painted nails.
“He seemed nice,” he said, doing his best to exude a sense of civility. “The scrubs give him a real ‘mad scientist’ vibe.”
She wriggled her toes.
“What’s his name?”
This earned him a response. Why? So you can run and tell P-h-i-l-i-p?
“I’m just making conversation.”
She angled her head to the side, still scrutinizing her feet. The two littlest toes had been taped. The biggest sported a broad, yellowing bruise.
Do you think this shade of pink matches my complexion?
She didn’t look up at him as she asked, but the smile tucked away in the corner of her mouth told him she knew exactly why he was there. Something dangerous detonated beneath his bones.
“Here’s the thing I don’t get,” he said. “Why go to all the trouble to give me some bogus schedule when you’re the one who gets screwed over in the end?”
Vivienne retracted her foot and set to replacing the cap of her polish. She still hadn’t looked at him, and her indifference was an obvious snub.
A second, larger explosion followed the first.
“I’m not here to ruin your summer,” he said, his voice tight. “You do know that, right? You don’t have to play head games with me to get what you want.”
Outside in the yard, the lawn mower rumbled past. The hum of a distant string trimmer flooded the sun-soaked space. Slowly, Vivienne’s right hand curled over her heart, then met her left in a jeering cradle.
Crybaby.
He flattened his outrage into a quiet “Excuse me?”
That’s the name of the polish. She stuck out her arm and wiggled her fingers just underneath his nose. Her nails were the same glossy pink as her toes. I think maybe it looks better on you than me.
It occurred to him then that he’d been doing everything wrong. Fencing with a foil, when she was using a sword.
In as mild a voice as he could muster, he said, “I think I owe you an apology, Miss Farrow.”
Whatever she’d been expecting him to say, it wasn’t that. Her eyes flicked to his, some of the pretense dropping away.
He’d been too cavalier before. He saw that now. He’d misjudged her. He’d thought that maybe if he was chatty enough, charming enough, patient enough, he’d win her over. He’d get her to tolerate him. To like him. They might even be friends.
Philip told him fire needed oxygen to thrive. Starve a fire, and it fizzled out. But what Philip didn’t know about Thomas was that he’d never mastered the art of walking away from a fight. It just wasn’t in his nature.
And so, he threw on gasoline.
“I had no idea you and I were playing a game,” he explained. “Now I do.”
Her eyes tightened, wariness edging out her triumph.
“You win this round,” he added, and shrugged. “I’m not too proud to admit it—you made me look bad in front of your mom. You almost got me fired. But that was my mistake. I didn’t know we were keeping score.”
He let the silence tick away between them. Gave his words a moment to sink in.
“I’m in it now,” he said. “And I don’t lose. I’ve downloaded your schedule—your real schedule. You have until Monday to gloat. And then I’ll drag you to campus if I have to.”
Cold fury flickered in her eyes. That’s not in your job description.
 “You’re right. It isn’t. But here’s the thing—your parents are paying me an ungodly amount of money to do whatever they tell me to do.”
So you admit you’re just a l-a-c-k-e-y.
What he was was broke. Directionless. Desperate. She thought she’d shame him?
He didn’t have any shame.
“If that’s what you want to call it,” he said, “then go ahead. I’m here to do a job. I’d rather be friends, but if this is how you want to play it, fine. You don’t have to like me, Miss Farrow, but you’re sure as shit not going to get me fired.”
She stared up at him, silent. Always silent. Her stare was molten gold.
“I’ll see you around,” he said, and turned to go.
He was halfway to the door when the tinkle of breaking glass drew him back. He turned to find the bottle of nail polish shattered across the floor where she’d thrust it. Crybaby pink ran like mercury along the grout.
You’re right, she signed, after a beat.
“Oh yeah? About what?”
I’m not going to get you fired. A smile sharpened the corners of her mouth, as alluring as it was dangerous. I’m going to make you quit.




Vivienne was dreaming of a house.
It wasn’t her house, though it felt more like home than anywhere else she’d ever been. Like she belonged there, rotting right along with the yellow crown molding and the warped floorboards. Sunlight streaked through the boarded windows in thin, colorless bands, so that it looked as though the entirety of the house was underwater. A sunken horror, wrapped in a shipwreck silence. The hall yawned on and on without end, so that she couldn’t tell if the distance to the basement door was very short, or very long. The steps stretched down, down, down into blackness.
Somewhere out of sight, a clock ticked away the minutes. Her legs were leaden. Her throat was sand. She couldn’t run, couldn’t scream—couldn’t do anything but stand there, staring down into the dark. Couldn’t do anything but listen as a sibilant voice slithered out from the deep.
“Vivienne.”
She sat up in bed with a start. The battery on her phone was dead, the sky outside her window a whitewashed gray. Her insides were all fuzz, her mouth sour. She hated waking up this way—unrefreshed. Out of sorts. Molly and Judd—who typically slept at the foot of her bed—were nowhere to be found, and the air in her room held still as a breath. Stretching out the aching arches of her feet, she swung herself gingerly out of bed.
Right away, she was aware that something was wrong. The floor was slick and wet, as though she’d knocked over a cup of water in the night. She wrenched her feet back with a gasp. Tendrils of mist eddied skyward in her wake. The sight stopped her heart cold. Hands shaking, she rose up onto her knees and peered over the edge of the mattress.
Water as dark and rank as oil spilled out from beneath her bed. It seemed to pulsate, seeping both down and out, until it became as vast as a sea, as bottomless as a chasm. As she watched, frozen in horror, a single bubble expanded atop the surface. It was joined by another. Another.
As though something big was rising up from the depths.
The largest of the bubbles burst with a wet pop, spattering her face.
She sat up in bed with a start.
The sky was a wet, watery yellow in her window. The dogs lay sleeping on the bed beside her. Molly lifted her head as Vivienne shifted out from beneath her tangled clump of blankets. Beside her, Judd snored lightly, his ears flat against his scalp, oblivious to her panic. She crossed the room on tiptoes, prying open the door.
Immediately, she was struck by the wrongness of it. The hall outside her room wasn’t the wide, sun-soaked space she was used to but that same rotten dark from the house in her dreams. And there, moored in the shadows, stood another Vivienne.
Four years old, her femur exposed in a bone-white shard.
“Don’t touch the water,” she warned. Her voice was a child’s soft timbre. Her teeth were razor sharp; her pupils clustered black. “That’s where He sleeps.”
Vivienne sat up in bed with a start, a cry mangled in her throat. Sweat matted her hair to the side of her face. This time, both dogs sat awake and alert, as though wary of some unseen danger. She flopped ungracefully out of bed. Dry floor. She opened the door. Empty hall. Her heart beat and beat and beat as she fumbled down the stairs, running her hands one over the other along the railing. Her skin snagged on a sharp irregularity and she leapt back, startled.
Clumps of large blue-black mussels were rooted to the varnish, like barnacles on the underside of a dock. Water lapped wetly at the bottom step. On the landing behind her, the dogs had begun to bark. She heard them faintly, as though they were entire worlds removed. Trapped behind a veil.
The water rose and rose.
“Vivienne,” said that horrible voice, “come and swim.”
She fell back hard, scrabbling for purchase on the mussel-encrusted staircase. Wake up, she willed herself. Wake up, wake up, wake up.
“Vivienne,” said that voice again, though now it sounded less like a creature and more like a boy, insistent and maybe even a little bit irritated. “Miss Farrow.”
The barking careened into focus, until the sound was right on top of her. She rose to her feet, intending to race back up the steps, and collided inelegantly into the hard, flat wall of a boy.
“Ow,” said Thomas Walsh.
He was dressed for the day in a neat suit that had quite obviously been hand-selected by Philip and a ratty old tie that quite obviously hadn’t. A textbook sat wedged under one arm and in his right hand he brandished a half-eaten bagel. He looked entirely, blessedly human. There was nothing sharp about him. Nothing clawed, nothing cavernous. A swell of relief bloomed in her belly. She swallowed a lungful of air. Another. Another.
Are you real? she wanted to ask him. Am I awake?
And yet she was, she was sure of it. The correct color of sunlight poured in through the windows. Nothing was wet or chilly or wrong. At the top of the stairs, Judd let out a whine.
“Morning,” said Thomas. He didn’t ask whether she was okay, and she supposed she deserved that.
She wondered what she’d been doing when he stumbled upon her. Foaming at the mouth, maybe. Crawling the walls on all fours, like some sort of horror movie haunt. Shame made a thousand little cuts along her veins. She didn’t want him to see her like this, curled in on herself like a pill bug and sweating through her nightdress, a sleep mask pushed into the matted mess of her bangs.
Uneasy, she searched for some sort of way to redirect the focus back on him.
I thought you might be illiterate. In the miasma of her panic, she couldn’t recall the correct sign, and so she settled for finger spelling. I-l-l-i-t-e-r-a-t-e.
In any case, Thomas seemed entertained, not offended. Wry amusement flinted his eyes.
“Did you,” he said, glancing down at the book under his arm. “Well, you’ll be impressed—I’ve memorized at least half a dozen words.”
She tried a new tactic. That’s an academic textbook.
“Wow. Nothing gets by you.”
He was mocking her. He was mocking her. No one ever mocked her. Not tragic, quiet Vivienne, who never said a word. Not pretty, untouchable Vivienne, who wore the Farrow wealth like armor. She harbored no illusions about what kind of person people thought she was, but no one ever said anything about it. She signed a feeble something, dropping her hands between them with all ten fingers splayed.
“Yeah, well, you thought wrong,” he said, understanding at once. “I’m not a dropout. I’m taking a gap year.”
That’s not what your file said.
His eyebrows shot up. “You snooped through my file?”
You poke around in my life; I poke around in yours.
A smile broke across the lower half of his face. It was a sunrise grin—slow and warm and bright. He looked absurdly, beatifically pleased with her response.
It was the exact opposite reaction she’d been going for.
Don’t smile at me, she ordered.
“Do you want to know what I think?” he asked, ignoring her. “I think you’re more interested in me than you’re willing to admit.”
Don’t flatter yourself. I keep my enemies close.
“That’s not it,” he said. “You like me.”
He had the instant, regretful look of someone who hadn’t meant to say a thing quite how he’d said it. The words fluttered between them like a trapped moth. You like me. You like me. She was suddenly, starkly aware of how ridiculous she looked with her knotted bedhead and her silk pajamas, her face unwashed and her teeth unbrushed.
You’re wrong, she signed. I hate you.
He took a bite of his bagel, considering her as he chewed. The moment seemed to stretch on and on, quiet and excruciating. Finally, he swallowed.
“I don’t believe you. Thirty minutes, and then we’re leaving.”
She smothered the urge to stomp her foot. I can’t get ready in thirty minutes.
“Better go quick, then.” He took another bite, speaking around a mouthful of bagel. “I meant what I said. I’ll drag you to class if I have to.”
•  •  •
The ride to New Haven was quiet, the sky outside the car a clean, cloudless blue. Vivienne ignored Thomas to the best of her abilities, playing with the air vents so that the cold blew across her skin in intermittent chuffs.
“You don’t have to sit in the back, you know,” said Thomas as they idled at the third set of lights. “You can sit up front; I’m not your limo driver.”
Her only response was to turn up her nose and roll down the window. A torrid heat fell in through the crack, stung with exhaust. Up ahead, the light turned green. As Thomas accelerated through the intersection, Vivienne’s window slid perfunctorily shut. The temperature in the car went ice-cold. With a glower, she cracked the window a second time. Again, Thomas shut it.
“It’s too hot,” he said as they drew to a stop at another light.
He was right, it was. And yet she didn’t want to concede. Not to him. He kept his eyes trained on the road ahead, and she was met with the terrible urge to make a scene. Giving in to the impulse, she threw open the door and lunged out into the intersection. Cars barreled past in the perpendicular lane, whipping the pink petal of her skirt skyward.
Behind her, the car lurched instantly into park. Vivienne wrenched open the front passenger door and dropped into the air-conditioned seat to find Thomas already halfway out the adjacent door. She set to buckling herself in as he sank wordlessly back into his seat. Several cars behind them, an impatient trucker let out a prolonged honk.
Pale with fury, Thomas put the car into drive. His knuckles were white against the steering wheel. In the engine quiet, she swore she could hear his molars grinding to dust.
You said to sit in the front, she signed. Didn’t you?
His head turned on a swivel, his eyes wide. Satisfaction crackled through her at the look on his face. He masked his surprise quickly, accelerating into the oncoming turn.
“Next time you pull something like that,” he said, “I’m turning on the child lock.”
•  •  •
Stone College was sparse and colorless, its campus sprawled throughout the city proper. From the start, Vivienne’s mother had hated the thought of her daughter enrolling in something so pedestrian as community college. Her peers had all applied and been accepted to places with pedigrees. Harvard and Stanford. Yale and Princeton and MIT. Vivienne, meanwhile, hadn’t applied anywhere at all. She’d let the admission deadlines come and go. She hadn’t written any inspiring personal statements or gone to any evaluative interviews. What would she have written? What could she have said?
I am not my own, and here is why.
Her mother had been mortified. Philip, relieved.
He preferred to keep her close to home.
Stone was perfect. The school’s conservatory offered an eight-week intensive dance study, complete with ample studio time and a final solo performance to be featured in the end-of-summer showcase.
It scratched an itch. It kept her limber, gave her something to do with her days. Best of all—and most importantly—it made an excellent cover. As an added bonus, the low cost of enrollment meant Philip hadn’t even noticed when he paid double the tuition.
Vivienne stood beneath the sun-swept beams of the atelier and faced the mirror, careful to keep her eyes trained on the dead space just above her head. Careful not to look at the creature in the glass.
Outside, Thomas waited in the lobby where she’d left him, thumbing idly through his textbook. She moved through her warm-up and did her level best not to give any thought to him at all. It was harder than she’d expected. Her focus kept sliding to the crack in the door. From this angle, she could just make out the hard slice of his jaw, his figure in profile.
It wasn’t just mortifying, the way he’d found her that morning—it was dangerous. What would have happened if he’d come upon her talking in her sleep, her voice ground like glass, her words steeped in poison?
She didn’t want to think about that.
She didn’t want to think about the last person who’d heard her—didn’t want to remember Mikhail dying on the side of the road, or the way she’d babbled the same thing over and over, once it no longer mattered: Misha, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault. I’m sorry.
One hand on the bar, she moved into a battement, fluttering her foot in rapid succession. Ignoring the way the body in the mirror swirled along with her, a half step behind, a smile on its face.
The first hour was very nearly over when her phone lit up with a buzz.
Right on time.
Reed Connolly was a lot of things—most of which drove her up the wall—but he was never late. She plucked her phone out of the pink crush of her bag and opened the message.
Reed
I’m outside.
An icy spate of something unidentifiable threaded through her. She slid her phone into the waistband of her skirt and changed back into her sneakers, her eye on the lobby. Thomas remained engrossed in his reading, his thumb tapping out a silent beat against the page. Not for the first time that morning, she thought about how much easier this would be if he were gone. He wasn’t Mikhail. He didn’t understand what was at stake.
If she had her way, he never would.
When at last she slipped out the door, it wasn’t into the lobby where Thomas waited. It was, instead, into the empty northern hall. A boy hovered by the wide revolving door, a leather portfolio tucked under one arm.
“You can’t just text me an order and expect me to drop everything,” said Reed Connolly, sounding predictably irate.
Anemic pale and thin enough to be gaunt, he looked positively vampiric. He wore his dark hair buzzed to a crop, his ears pierced through with industrial bars. Above all else, Reed was an art school cliché—from his combat boots and his floral half sleeves to the narrow slits in his brows. But he was other things, too. A club member. An occult enthusiast.
Her direct line to Jesse Grayson.
Her foot in the door.
He was, all in all, the singular reason Vivienne had enrolled in Stone.
The summer conservatory had been a key part of their negotiation. I expect compensation, he’d said to her that first night, when she’d come to him for help. It’s a private club. There are rules in place to protect the anonymity of its members.
If you want to meet the guy who wrote this thesis, you’ll have to make it worth my time.
I needed to talk to you, she signed now. It’s important.
He groaned and scrubbed a hand over his scalp. “Two minutes.”
She held up all five fingers between them.
“Three,” he countered. “I’m missing class.”
Five, she signed, doubling down. And then, in case he’d forgotten, she added, I pay your tuition.
He chewed on his lip ring, and she could tell he was considering pushing back. In the end, he decided against it, slumping back into the wall with a groan. “God, you’re a bitch. Go ahead.”
I need you to give something to J-e-s-s-e for me.
“This is why I’m missing class? To be your errand boy? Give it to him yourself.”
I can’t. He’s not answering my texts.
Reed’s laughter came out flat. “I can’t imagine why.”
Don’t joke. This is serious.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Reed. “Did you think the gravity of the situation escaped me? Do you know how much trouble I can get into? If someone finds out I let you in on official club secrets, I’m dead. And not in a metaphorical way. In a six-feet-under way.”
Don’t be dramatic. No one is going to kill you.
“It’s cute that you think so,” said Reed. “Look, I told you to leave it alone. If I’d known what you were planning to do with that dissertation, I’d never have introduced you and Grayson in the first place.”
He’s a coward.
“He’s careful. There are too many eyes on him. Cut him loose, Viv.”
I can’t. I need him. She dug into her bag and pried out a manila folder, passing it between them. Tell him to look through this. I think it will change his mind.
“What is it?” Reed thumbed open the file and pried out the first page. “Money?”
It’s private, she signed, trying and failing to snatch it back. He held it out of her reach, his eyes going steadily wider as he read through the printout.
“Holy shit. Whose texts are these? Yours and Grayson’s?”
Heat crept into her cheeks. She tried again to snatch the file back from him.
“And they say romance is dead,” he marveled, sliding the papers back into the folder and sealing it shut. “This is blackmail.”
It’s motivation.
“That’s one word for it.” He tucked the folder into his portfolio. “Here’s the thing—Grayson is part of a whole. All of us are. That’s the deal we make when we join. You can’t bully him into doing your little DIY exorcism without getting the rest of the House involved, and I don’t think you’ve really stopped to evaluate what that means.”
I don’t have a choice, Vivienne signed. She ground her teeth, as though by doing so, she could choke down the wriggling within her—could keep the Vivienne with sharp teeth and cryptid eyes from swallowing her whole. It’s getting worse.
“Okay.” Reed’s gaze softened marginally. “I hear you. But can I give you some advice? He’s too high up in the ranks. Grayson, I mean. The House watches everything he does. If you get in any deeper, it’ll be watching you, too.”
He turned to go, but she cut him off, stepping between him and the door.
What do you mean, it’s watching me?
“Your five minutes are up.”
She didn’t let him pass. Tell me.
She could see him debating how much he was allowed to divulge. Finally, he said, “Every club has its leader. We have ours. You think Grayson and I dabble in some dark shit? The chairman is ten times worse. He keeps a low profile, but he’s a real enthusiast when it comes to the occult. He bankrolls the whole operation. And if he knew you were messing around with his pledges—if he even suspected what you’ve got going on under all that pink—he’d come after you himself.”
A chill sank into her. But why?
“Because that’s what happens when you poke a hornet’s nest, Viv.” He peered over the top of her head, suspicion stealing across his features. “Who the hell is that?”
She glanced behind her and spotted Thomas veering steadily toward them, his gaze inscrutable.
“Do you know that guy?” asked Reed. At the look on her face, he said, “Got it. In that case, this feels like the right time to make my exit. I’ll get your message to Grayson, but do me a favor—don’t text me again unless it’s an actual emergency. The House watches me, too, these days.”
With that, he pushed through the revolving door and out into the crowded walk. Vivienne watched him go, ignoring Thomas as he drew to a standstill alongside her. Together, they watched Reed disappear around the corner.
“Who was that?” Thomas’s voice was deceptively light.
She readjusted her bag. A friend.
“Yeah? What’s his name?”
None of your business. She shoved through the door, exiting into the thick heat of early afternoon. Thomas followed, close on her heels.
“You’re upset with me.”
Wow, she signed, throwing his words from that morning back in his face. Nothing gets by you.
He flashed her a sporting grin and lifted her dance bag from her shoulder. “I’m not trying to piss you off. It’s just that you can’t bail on me like that. I’m supposed to interpret for you.”
Don’t lie. You’re supposed to spy on my friends.
To his credit, he didn’t deny it. “I can figure out his name on my own, but it would save me time if you’d just be honest.”
For a half second, she let herself wonder—permitted herself to imagine what honesty looked like. What would he do if she told him everything, right here, right now? If she told him there was something living inside her, taking up space, poisoning anyone unlucky enough to hear it speak? If she told him it was getting worse—that some days she was the girl in the glass, and it was the thing in her skin.
What would he say if she told him she’d found a way to carve it out of her?
If he knew that he’d been hired to make sure she didn’t succeed?
Thomas Walsh wasn’t an interpreter. He was a saboteur.
And he didn’t even know it.
P-h-i-l-i-p will explode if I miss dinner, she signed. If you want to keep your job, you should drive me back.
And with that, she stalked back to the car alone.
•  •  •
Farrow family dinners were always a wretched affair, but tonight’s was worse than usual. Philip was in rare form, grinning down the length of the table at Vivienne as she pushed her dinner from one side of the plate to another.
“I’ve got a task for you,” he said halfway through his second helping of chicken cacciatore. Vivienne pretended she hadn’t heard him. She poked at a bell pepper and thought very seriously about stabbing the fork through her hand.
She tried to remember what dinners might have been like if Philip Farrow had never come into their lives. If her mother was still Amelia Miller, seven months pregnant and answering phones at the front desk of a law firm in New York City. Maybe they’d live in a little apartment in Brooklyn. Just the two of them and a cat. Maybe she’d take the subway to school.
“Well?” Irritated by the silence, Philip dropped his fists onto the tabletop in twin thumps. At the far end perched Vivienne’s mother, pale and drawn. She, too, had barely touched her plate. The sudden slam made her flinch.
“She’s happy to do whatever you ask, darling.”
“I’d hope so,” said Philip. He dabbed at the corner of his mouth with a cloth napkin before snapping it back into his lap. “Do you remember Bill Donahue? He and his family were at last year’s winter pledge campaign. His son, Bryce, took a shine to you, if I remember correctly.”
Vivienne speared the tines of her fork through a braised chicken breast. She wondered if anyone would notice if she retched right into her plate.
“Bryce Donahue is being groomed to take over his father’s company,” continued Philip. “He’s got his own way of doing things, and it’s slowing down the upcoming merger. I don’t need an innovator, I need someone who will roll over and submit. The company is floundering. It’s being swallowed up by a bigger fish. That’s business.”
She signed it just as he said it. That’s business, her right hand stroking over her left. It was his favorite catchphrase. She knew it cold.
Philip narrowed his eyes at her, trying to determine whether or not she was mocking him. She returned the stare with a slow blink, her smile demure.
Wary, he said, “Bryce Donahue needs a lesson in market shares. I’ve invited him and his father over for dinner tomorrow.”
The breath seized in Vivienne’s lungs.
“Philip, please,” said her mother, casting a fleeting glance toward her daughter. “You know how I feel about you bringing your work home with you.”
“I’ll take a big, fat commission on the acquisition once the younger Donahue is out of the picture.” Philip took another bite of his dinner, speaking around a mouthful of chicken. “For that kind of money, you can reupholster every last room in the house, if you like.”
She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t sit here another minute, listening to them bicker. Anticipating what came next.
That was business. It was never, ever personal. Not to Philip. Everything he did was for the good of the firm. Every grave dug. Every body buried—ever since that chilly September morning when he’d first happened upon their driver heaving his last breath and saw, in the tear-filled eyes of his trembling stepdaughter, an opportunity.
Electric with disgust, Vivienne pushed her chair back from the table and rose to go. Immediately, the smile slipped off Philip’s face.
“And where do you think you’re going?”
Anywhere but here, she signed. This conversation is making me sick.
“She asked to be excused,” interpreted her mother, with scarcely a look in Vivienne’s direction. Not that it mattered. She could have signed The Communist Manifesto for all her mother was doing to botch the translation. Taking further liberty, she added, “She’s not feeling her best this evening.”
Philip set down his fork and leaned back in his chair, fingers folding across his stomach. For a long time, he regarded Vivienne through the table’s lit candlestick glow, his gaze assessing.
“Is that right? You’re feeling unwell?”
Lying came easily to Vivienne, and so she nodded.
“We can’t have that, can we? Dinner is tomorrow night. I expect you to be on your best behavior. Cozy up to Donahue. Make him feel welcome. If all goes according to plan, we’ll take him fishing.”
Vivienne stared across the table at her stepfather and wondered what he’d do if she flipped it clean over. If she tore off the tablecloth and snapped all the candlesticks, threw the plates at the wall hard enough to smash them into pieces.
She wondered if he’d weep if she told him what she thought of him, right out loud. Sometimes they did. Weep, that is. They begged. They crawled. They foamed at the mouth and writhed on the floor. All she had to do was scream. She was a piteous Medusa, her mouth full of snakes. A siren, her voice full of venom.
One note, and she sent men to their graves.
She didn’t do any of that, of course. There was no throwing of plates or screaming of screams. She stood like a doll and waited to be excused. She always did, in the end. She was obedient down to her bones. That was the problem. In her fists, her fingernails carved shallow crescents into her palms.
Philip tsked. “Go ahead, then.”
Vivienne turned in a tight pirouette and headed for the door. She didn’t make it far before Philip called her name. When she peered back at him, the gleam had crept back into his eyes. She wanted to cringe away from it. To spit claws like a kitten and scratch the look off his face. Idly, he twisted that wretched signet ring round and round on his finger, the bone-white flush of it too lusterless to catch the light.
“Wear navy,” he said, in a voice that brooked no argument. “Above the knee. We want to make a lasting impression on the younger Donahue, now, don’t we?”




The following day, Thomas drove Vivienne to New Haven without issue. He sat outside the studio and rifled through a workbook on practical skills, bubbling in the self-assessments with a pencil until the nib snapped and his head hurt and he felt more directionless than ever before. When Vivienne was finished, he interpreted a brief, informal conversation with her adviser.
Later—after he’d been the go-between at a nearby café—they drove home in silence. The radio was off. Her iced tea sat sweating in the cupholder between them. The trees whipped past the window in streaks of vivid green. He drummed his thumbs against the steering wheel and tried to pretend he couldn’t feel her assessing him out of the corner of her eye.
At home, she slid out of the car before he’d managed to put it in park. She was already halfway up the walk by the time he caught up to her, sweating through his suit. She went into the house without so much as a thank you and shut herself upstairs in her room.
She didn’t reappear.
Thomas spent the remainder of the day down in the gym, working out his frustration at the rack. Annoyed with himself for being so easily annoyed with her. By all measures, the day had gone fine. Perfectly, even. There’d been no power struggles, no skirmishes. She’d been on her best behavior, and he on his.
This was how the job was supposed to go.
And yet.
When he finally emerged from the gym, sweating and irritable, it was to find Amelia Farrow waiting in the hall outside his room. He drew up short, towel slung around his neck, and waited for her to greet him.
As a rule, Vivienne’s mother steered clear of him. The last time they’d spoken was the morning he’d nearly lost his job. From the look on her face, he wasn’t sure today’s conversation was about to go any differently.
“Philip is hosting a work dinner this evening,” she said, flipping idly through what appeared to be a home and garden magazine. “Vivienne is expected to be there.”
“Okay.”
Amelia shut the magazine with a long-suffering sigh, as though Thomas had said the exact wrong thing. “She’s refusing to come in and get ready. I don’t have the time or the energy to deal with it today. I’m suffering an unbearable migraine.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, ma’am,” said Thomas.
“Do something about it, please.”
“The—” Thomas faltered, uncertain. “The migraine?”
She looked down her nose at him, as though he were terrifically slow. “Vivienne. My daughter. Talk to her. And do it sooner rather than later.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, massaging it between her thumb and forefinger. “Goodness knows, she gets ready at a snail’s pace, and dinner is in an hour.”
“Am I also attending this dinner?”

“You?” She looked scandalized by the thought, as though he’d suggested bringing a diseased rat into the house. “What for?”
“Well—” He faltered. The answer felt obvious to him. “To interpret.”
Genuine and obvious displeasure flickered in Amelia’s eyes. “I am quite capable of interpreting for my daughter, thank you.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you, ma’am,” he said, “I just—”
“You may spend the evening in the guest room,” she said, which sounded less like permission and more like a sentencing. “Your presence won’t be necessary.”
•  •  •
After a short search, Thomas found Vivienne lounging out by the pool, sunning herself in a checkered bikini. She wasn’t alone. Frances Lefevre was there, perched on the edge of a chaise and fiddling with a vintage-looking camera. Sprawled out next to her was a girl Thomas didn’t recognize. Music blared through the space, bass pumping out from a rock-shaped speaker situated beneath a nearby hedge. The third, unidentified girl sat up as he advanced, her dark curls fanning out around an oval face.
“Vivienne,” she said, tugging down her shades. “Mikhail 2.0 is here.”
Vivienne opened one eye and peered up at Thomas before shutting it again. With all the indolence of a cat, she flopped from her belly to her back. He might as well not have been there at all.
“Your mom wants you,” he said. “She says it’s time to get ready for dinner.”
Frances snorted. “What are you, a footman?”
“I’m just passing along a message. Dinner’s happening in an—”
“How tall are you?” interrupted the third girl, still sizing him up. “Six one?”
“Six three,” said Thomas. “Who are you?”
“Are you serious?” The whites of her eyes widened. “Vivienne didn’t tell you about me?”
“She doesn’t tell me much.”
“I can’t believe this,” said the girl, sounding indignant. “Not even one mention?”
“This is Hadley,” said Frances flatly. “Her dad is the chief of police.”
“That is not my most defining personality trait, Frances. I hate when you lead with that.” Hadley crossed her legs under her and turned toward Vivienne. “This is criminally offensive, Vivienne. He met Reed before me.”
At the name, Vivienne jacked upright, but it was too late.
“Reed,” echoed Thomas. “Who’s that?”
Hadley tugged off her sunglasses. “What do you mean, who’s Reed? He’s the goth townie she used to—” She didn’t finish. Vivienne bent forward and slid a hand over her mouth, silencing her.
“Cute,” said Thomas. “That’s very mature.”
“Isn’t she just,” deadpanned Frances, without looking up from her camera. “Viv, this is the last time I let you borrow anything of mine. I think you cracked my lens.”
And just like that, they fell back to ignoring him. Like he was a seagull hopping nearby, begging for scraps. A sear of irritation ripped through him.
Wading into the landscaping, he located the nearest outlet and unplugged the speaker. The music cut out. Silence fell, and three pairs of eyes swiveled toward him.
“Party’s over,” he said. “It’s time for your friends to go.”
Vivienne rose, fuming, from her chaise. Turn the music back on.
“I don’t think I will.”
“I’m actually going to pack it in,” said Frances, rising to go. “I’m getting a sunburn.”
“I’ll come with you,” said Hadley. “The vibes are not great.”
They gathered up their things in a hurry, pulling on swim covers and shoving tumblers into beach bags, casting the occasional glance in Vivienne’s direction. Thomas and Vivienne stood there all the while, facing off like opposing chess pieces on a board. Neither of them said a word. It was a different sort of silence than they’d endured in the car. That one stagnated.
This silence blistered.
Vivienne felt it, too. She jumped when the gate slammed shut.
You can’t tell me what to do, she signed. Each gesture was as quick as a slap.
“Oh, I’m aware,” he said. “But I can motivate you.”
This caught her attention. Wariness shuttered her gaze and she angled her head to the side, waiting to hear what he had to say.
“You and I both know I’m supposed to keep tabs on you. Your stepdad wants me to tell him what kind of people you’re hanging around with. I get the sense you don’t want him to find out about Reed.”
Understanding tightened her mouth into a corkscrew. You’re threatening me.
“I’m negotiating with you, Miss Farrow.”
She’d gone pale. You can’t say anything.
“I won’t,” he promised, though now he was burning with curiosity. “It can be our secret, as long as you go upstairs and put on a dress for dinner.”
•  •  •
He won out in the end, the threat of being ratted out to Philip enough to send Vivienne stalking inside to cooperate.
His triumph was short-lived. He spent the evening alone in his room, flipping through the endless channels on his television and watching the sun sink behind the trees. When he found nothing to watch, he flopped onto his bed and fell to tossing a balled-up sock into the air in a pathetic catch, repeat.
Out in the house he heard the telltale sounds of dinner conversation. Snatches of laughter. The clink of cutlery. He felt like a dog, shut away in the kennel to keep from biting the company. He couldn’t remember ever being so bored in his life. In previous summers, he and his friends would load up the truck and drive out to Becket Quarry, spend their afternoons diving off the cliff, their evenings huddled around a campfire. They’d all gone off to make something of themselves. To chase something better.
He was the only one who’d stayed behind. Chasing nothing but his own tail.
He rolled onto his side and watched the skies grow dark.
Gradually, the sounds of conversations grew fewer and further in between. Thomas drifted, dozing, lulled to the cusp of sleep by the twilit quiet.
He knifed upright hours later to a heavy thud, the distant slam of a door.
It was full dark; the sky outside his window was studded in starlight. He sat still atop his bed, listening intently, and heard nothing but the harsh saw of his own breath in his ears. The house was as quiet as a tomb, the dinner party long over. Slowly, he lowered himself back onto his pillow.
He didn’t know how long he lay there afterward, staring up at his ceiling and willing sleep to return, before the motion lights clicked on outside. He sat up, startled, and peered through the glass. Out in the dark, a lone figure staggered dizzily through the spotlight.
It was Vivienne, headed toward the pool.
He crossed to the window, one hand thrown up against the light. She was rendered in silhouette, the skirt of her cocktail dress flaring like a bell around her waist. For several seconds, she tilted precariously at the water’s stony edge, looking as though she was contemplating whether to jump. Instead, she wavered a moment more and then collapsed to her knees. Burying her face in her hands, she began to weep.
He felt like a voyeur, standing there watching.
He didn’t look away.
Eventually, the motion light clicked off. Thomas was left momentarily blind, blinking away swimmers. Little by little, the lines of her re-formed, lit from beneath by the pool.
In the dark, unease crept in. This was private, and he was intruding. He reached for the drapes and tried to tug them shut without drawing attention. It didn’t work. The grommets clattered noisily against the rod. Instantly, her chin kicked up. The motion lights winked on and they were each thrown into stark relief. Their eyes met through the glass just as he snapped the curtains shut.
He stood there a moment longer, his heart thudding, a formidable gulf torn open inside his chest. Too deep to explore. Too dangerous to try.
“Fuck,” he said into the quiet of his room.
Stifling his embarrassment at being caught, he climbed back into bed. He lay on his back and stared up at the ceiling, his face burning.
He didn’t sleep.
•  •  •
The following morning, he dragged himself out of bed and headed out for a jog, determined to outrun the vision of Vivienne sobbing by the pool. He found Philip in the driveway, loading a briefcase into his car. He shut the door the moment he caught sight of Thomas, his smile genial.
“There you are,” he boomed, in a voice that sent a nearby swallow into flight. “I wanted to tell you—you’ve got next weekend off.”
Thomas blinked. “What?”
“Next weekend, Walsh,” Philip said again, this time with a grand sweep of his hand. His signet ring winked gold on his pinkie finger. Its flat white stone didn’t catch the light. “Surely you didn’t think you’d be working straight through the summer without a break here and there.”
“But Miss Farrow—”
“Will be with me,” Philip assured him. “It’s a bit of a tradition of ours in the summers. We go fishing out in Long Island Sound one Saturday a month. Do you fish?”
Thomas thought of a distant summer afternoon with his uncle, the rowboat spinning in a tired helix out in Pegan Cove—a bucket packed with pike and a cooler of Pabst Blue Ribbon sweating between them. The peaceable quiet had been broken only by the dry croak of an egret, his uncle’s familiar burr: Your mom tells me you’ve been getting in fights at school.
He cleared his throat. “Not with any regularity.”
“Most men in my line of work like to golf,” said Philip, following his phantom swing through with impeccable form. “They spend all day burning to a crisp out on the green, and for what? A little light networking? I prefer a day at sea. It’s good for the soul. It’s good for Vivienne, too—every once in a while, I like to take her swimming with sharks. Let her rub elbows with kingmakers, see how the money gets made. It’s a good life lesson, don’t you think?”
“Yes, sir,” said Thomas.
Philip peered up at the sun, shielding his eyes with a hand. “Maybe one of these days we’ll get you out there with us. Have you ever been out on the Sound?”
“I haven’t.”
“It’s an estuary—not all that deep. Sixty, sixty-five feet down at most. But you go out to the eastern limits? The water goes down as far as three hundred feet in places. You drop something overboard, who’s to say you’ll ever find it? I like that sort of vastness. I’m sure you know the feeling.”
Thomas frowned, not following. “Sir?”
“No need to play at innocence.” Philip reached out and cuffed him on the shoulder. “I told you, I did my research. I didn’t stumble upon your resume by accident, you know. I’ve got a former colleague whose son went to the same school as you.”
This was news to Thomas. He felt suddenly cold, in spite of the heat. “Oh.”
If Philip noticed his discomfort, he didn’t show it. “I’m told some of the young men in your fraternity dabbled in matters of the occult. You ever take part in anything like that?”
“No,” said Thomas, without expanding. Then, eager to change the subject, “Sorry, I guess I just didn’t see Miss Farrow as the fishing type.”
Philip’s smile flickered. “She’s a bit coddled,” he said, “isn’t she? Her mother’s doing, I’m sorry to say. That’s why we do it. A day at sea here and there is good for the soul. Take the weekend, Walsh. Go home and see your family. You’ve earned it.”
•  •  •
Thomas spent the remainder of his day alone. Philip had gone to the city for work. Amelia to her spin class and then lunch with friends. Vivienne remained shut up in her room, with nothing on the schedule. No social obligations. No studio time. No classes. Thomas came back from his run to find the house bone-chillingly quiet.
Inside his head, his thoughts rattled around without ever landing. He’d sprinted nearly the entire way, and he still hadn’t been able to escape the unease chasing after him. It wasn’t that he’d thought it was some strange serendipity that he’d landed this job without ever applying—he knew Philip Farrow had intentionally sought him out.
It was only that he’d assumed it was due to his proficiency in sign language.
He hadn’t thought his schooling held any weight at all.
He wasn’t sure how it factored in—his connection to the Priory.
Like so many other students in need of financial aid, he’d taken a scholarship-based placement test to see where he’d be best suited. It had been his school counselor’s idea. Since his father’s passing, he’d been going through the motions—so wrapped up in what was going on at home, he stopped focusing on what was happening at school. His grades floundered. He was kicked off the lacrosse team. He started looking for outlets to burn off his anger—spent his lunch block picking fights, spent his Saturdays in detention.
Until his counselor set a financial aid application in front of him, he hadn’t given any thought at all to what came after.
The day the letter arrived from the Grants and Scholarships Committee, he’d been outside mowing the lawn. He’d tinkered with the cut deck as Tessa tore into the wax-sealed envelope, his heart in his throat and his expectations low.
“Mr. Thomas Walsh,” Tessa read. “Congratulations on a job well done. You are a recipient of our needs-based placement fellowship …”
He hardly remembered the rest. Only the sound of his sister shouting in his ear, the faint flicker of possibility deep inside his chest.
He didn’t like to think about it—how quickly that possibility had died. He did his best not to think at all as he showered and changed, a stitch in his side. Sprawling across his bed, he flung out his arms and clicked on the television, resigned to another day of nothing.
The screen stayed dark.
It took several minutes of tinkering to locate the source of the issue. Behind the entertainment center the wires had been cut clean through as though by garden shears. Anger settled into a hard knot inside his chest.
“Brat,” he muttered, shoving the console back into place.
Restless—looking for a fight—he headed out into the living room. The dogs were already there, dozing on the couch. Molly picked up her head at the sight of him, ears pricked and gaze wary.
“Boo,” he said.
That sent them into immediate, scrabbling flight. Flopping onto the newly vacant cushions, he found the remote and turned on the television, cranking the volume as high as it could go. It thundered through the quiet of the house, straining the surround sound.
“Three,” he whispered. He was being an idiot, baiting her this way.
“Two.” But something had to give, and it wouldn’t be him.
“One.” A door slammed upstairs. The subsequent gut punch he felt wasn’t entirely due to anger, and that infuriated him the most.
Vivienne appeared seconds later, swallowed up in a sky-blue sweatshirt that fell nearly to her knees. The dogs flanked her on either side, as though they’d personally gone to retrieve her. He cast her a cursory sideways glance and lowered the volume.
“You should have your mother contact pest control,” he said coolly. “You’ve got a mouse problem.”
Her face was swollen, her eyes puffy, as though she’d been upstairs crying. He had a brief flashback to her out by the pool, her skin silvered in the light, her shoulders hitching. The smallest thread of guilt stitched through him. He pressed on in spite of it.
“One chewed clean through the cables on my TV. Isn’t that weird?” He turned back to the television, balancing his chin on his fist. “Felt pretty personal, actually. I think the mouse might have been mad at me.”
Now that she was here, he wasn’t sure what came next. His only thought had been to lure her out—to let her see firsthand that he wouldn’t be rattled. He braced himself to be dismissed, or else insulted in some manner or another.
Instead, Vivienne climbed over the back of the couch and curled into a ball on the opposite end. Surprised, he glanced over at her. She sat several cushions away, chewing at her nails, her knees tucked into her sweatshirt. She didn’t acknowledge him at all. For a while afterward, the two of them watched the camera follow a pod of humpback whales through the icy waters of the Arctic. Beneath the steady baritone of a celebrity narrator, he heard her sniffle.
“Ah, shit,” he muttered.
Her eyes snapped to his. He set down the remote and turned to face her, hooking his elbow over the back of the couch. The tip of her nose was red. Whale song thrummed through the quiet.
“Are you okay?”
Her response came swiftly. P-h-i-l-i-p isn’t paying you enough to pretend like you care.
“I’m not pretending,” he said. “I’m genuinely asking.”
Well, don’t. I don’t want to talk to you.
“Fine. Then we won’t talk. We’ll just sit here in uncomfortable silence.”
Good.
“Good.”
She turned back toward the television and so did he, kicking his feet up onto the coffee table. On the screen, a silver school of fish broke over the thin dorsal fin of a dolphin. The minutes crawled past in torturous slow motion. Twilight fell, and then it was just the two of them and the deep blue sea, the soft sound of two bodies breathing in tandem.
By the time the credits rolled, Vivienne was asleep. Thomas stood and stretched, clicking off the television. As his eyes adjusted to the newly fallen night, the television sharpened into focus. Moonlight turned the screen mirror-dark, so that his own figure reflected back at him. Directly over his shoulder was a face. Vivienne’s, black-eyed and smiling wide. His pulse jumped and he spun around, expecting to find her just behind him.
She was still on the couch where he’d left her, her hands folded under her chin and her knees tucked into her sweatshirt. He blinked away the image, scrubbing his hand over his face.
He really did need more sleep.
Reaching for a blanket, he shook it out, preparing to drape it over her. As he did, her phone lit up. He didn’t mean to do it. To snoop. But he recognized the name that cropped up: Reed.
The message was short. Simple.
Reed
Talked to Grayson. You’re welcome. He says he’s in.
Another came in as he was trying to decipher the first. This one stopped his heart cold.
Reed
Are you ready to die?




The nights without a moon were the hardest.
It was always difficult for Vivienne to hold on to herself once the sun set, but at least the moon provided some small amount of light—its silver pinnacle a compass for her to follow through the dark and into dawn.
During the new moon, she became unmoored.
The day had passed by uneventfully enough. She’d put in her requisite hours at the studio, piecing together the choreography for her summer showcase. She’d moved across the floor in a graceful relevé—chin raised, arms extended—and done her best not to think about Philip’s dinner party or the feel of Bryce Donahue’s hand on the small of her back, his mouth at her ear, breath stung with scotch: “I like that dress on you.”
On the drive home, Thomas listened to a podcast and she sipped at her tea, slurping loud enough to drown out the audio so that he was forced to rewind every other sentence in order to hear. Neither of them said a word to the other.
She spent the rest of the day avoiding him altogether.
It was better that way.
As night fell, she lay in her bed with the wide french doors thrown open onto her balcony. Darkness poured into her room like ink. She did her best to ignore it, comfortably sandwiched between Molly and Judd. Judd dozed on his back, belly up and legs curled in the air. Molly, as always, lay facing the door. Ears perked. Eyes alert. Poised to spring.
Amelia and Philip had gone out hours ago, headed in a stretch limousine to a gala in the city, her mother swathed in sequins and Philip in one of his custom-tailored suits. Nonprofit work, they called it, but the truth was that all they did was drown themselves in champagne until they weren’t embarrassed to fight in public anymore.
The night was warm and windless, and even with the window open the air in her room felt stale. Deep inside her belly, there was the familiar clench of something hungry.
Something dead inside something living.
Just thinking about it made her itch.
Restless, she climbed out of bed, swinging her legs over Judd’s belly and sliding onto the floor. Beneath her skin, she felt like she was peeling apart. Splitting open like a pomegranate. She crept on tiptoes past the vanity, where the covered mirror was slung with several pairs of battered pointe shoes. The barest glimmer of glass shone through the scarf she’d repurposed as a shroud. In the light, she could just make out the outline of her reflection. A faceless figure, shifting beneath the veil. It stretched itself out like a cat waking from a nap. Spine arched. Head tilted to the side.
“Don’t go to sleep,” it said, its voice raw with lack of use. “It’s too dark tonight. The shadows make pools deep enough for Him to search in.”
On the bed, Molly lifted her head. A snarl rippled in the back of her throat. The room veered oddly, stars bursting along Vivienne’s periphery. Not even midnight and she was already unraveling. Usually, she held on to herself just a little bit better. Usually, she was stronger. Tonight, she reached for the shroud and peeled it back. She was met with her own face, sharp and unsettling.
“Hello,” said the thing in the glass, and she in unison. Her stomach did a free fall. The scarf trembled in her fist. The longer she looked at her reflection, the more the girl on the other side seemed to distort, her features warping.
“Who do you mean?” Her voice came out in a croak. “Who’s searching for me?”
The creature bared its teeth. “You know who.”
She shook her head. Fear crawled up her throat, suffocating and sour.
“The House,” said her awful likeness. “Or else what sleeps beneath it. He is looking for you everywhere, and that rotten Reed knows it. That fool will lead you right to Him.”
Vivienne clutched at her throat. Her mouth was sand. Her tongue thick. In the mirror, the creature wrung its own neck, fingers gray and grasping.
“I am the only one you can trust,” it said. “Not yourself. Not the boy downstairs. Not that doctor you’ve got wrapped around your little finger.”
That horrible smile spread from one ear to the next, splitting the creature’s face in two. Its teeth seemed to elongate, forcing back its head, until it looked as though some secondary creature was oozing out from the soft shell of her body.
As if she’d only ever existed as a chrysalis for something else.
“You think I don’t know what you’re planning?” It pressed a curled fist against the glass. You think I don’t know your mind?” Its goblin fist rapped once upon the mirror. “I am the reason you’re alive.” Rap. “I am your savior.” Rap. “Your lifeline. Your god. You cannot carve me out.”
Rap. Rap. Rap.
Glass shattered, exploding over her hand in stinging fragments. Judd woke with a woof and rolled over onto his belly, nearly flopping out of bed. At his side, Molly began to howl.
Out in the hall, there came the sound of running. The door to her room slammed open. The dogs went wild, their teeth bared, slaver hanging from their jowls. In her daze, it took Vivienne several seconds to realize they were barking at Thomas. He stood framed in the open door, dressed for a workout in gym shorts and athletic socks, a thin line of sweat darkening his T-shirt.
He pushed past the dogs, silently taking in the mess of her vanity. The mirror sat crunched in its frame, slippers knocked askew and the remaining glass as jagged as fangs. Several atomizers had been knocked over in the impact. They lay strewn across the floor in a thousand glittering pieces, perfume seeping into her rug.
Slowly, Thomas’s gaze traveled to where she stood. She peered back at him, clutching her bleeding fist to her chest and doing her best to think of something clever to say. Something cruel. Nothing came to her.
He took her in slowly, worry chasing out the confusion on his face. She wondered what he saw when he looked at her this way. If there was something monstrous peering out from behind her eyes, or if she’d managed to pack it all away in time. She hoped so. He was looking at her far too closely, taking silent note of every detail—chronicling the nicks and scrapes, the broken glass like stardust at her feet.
“What happened?”
I tripped.
It was a lie, and both of them knew it.
“You’re bleeding.”
She cradled her wrist to her chest, but there was no hiding it. Several splinters sat lodged in her skin, glimmering oddly in the light. Blood ran down her forearm in sticky red tributaries.
A dozen unasked questions dropped to the floor between them. She wished he’d ask. She wished he’d push. On a night like tonight, she just might crack. She might tell him how awful it felt, watching someone die at her feet—how the mere sound of her voice could snap a man’s mind clean in half, pop the capillaries in his skin, until he bled out without a scrape.
She might tell him she used to have quite a lot to talk about, back before something in a deep, dark hole decided to shut her up for good.
But he didn’t ask, and so she didn’t say.
You can go, she signed instead. I’m fine.
He hesitated. He seemed to be carefully considering his next words. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you on your own right now.”
I don’t need your help. It’s nothing.
“It doesn’t feel like nothing.” He was being too cautious with her, and it was making her want to scream. In the door, he looked just as aggravated as she felt. A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Let me at least look at—”
No. She pinched her fingers in his face. I’ll do it myself.
She left him standing there on the threshold, his expression thunderous as she stalked off to the bathroom alone. The light in there was dim, the counters cluttered with cosmetic products. Cast in the pale glow of the sink’s illuminated mirror, her face looked white as a sheet.
But at least it was her own.
She turned on the faucet and let the water run cool and clear over her wrist. It pooled red atop the drain, dark as a ruby. The cuts were shallow, the splinters small. It hurt worse than she expected, the way a paper cut burned at the touch.
A movement in the glass brought her head up, quick as a rabbit.
It was Thomas, delineated against the soft pink glow of her bedroom.
“Please don’t ask me to leave,” he said, before she could say otherwise. “Because I’ll go if you tell me to, but I won’t feel good about it.”
The look on his face unlatched something inside her. Something too unnerving to name, too raw to poke at. She nodded her silent approval, unease sparking in her veins. It wasn’t that she wanted him to stay; it was only that she didn’t want to be alone.
She was always alone, and she was tired of it.
Crossing to the sink, Thomas reached for the faucet and shut it off. The running water trickled to a stop. In the ensuing hush, they stood shoulder to shoulder and took in the cluttered surface of her vanity.
“It’s funny,” he said, lifting up a powder compact to inspect it. “I thought you’d be a neat freak, but you’re actually kind of a mess.”
She plucked the compact from his hand and set it back onto the counter. In the mirror, his reflection flashed her a dimpled grin. “I like it. It makes you feel a little more human.”
I’m not normally messy, she confessed. I’ve been having a hard time.
She didn’t know what made her admit it. Embarrassment crept in on a pink flush, heating her cheeks. At her side, Thomas’s expression went solemn.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Why? So you can use it against me the next time you need something?
He winced. “That’s fair.”
An uneasy silence sank between them. Neither of them seemed to know how to breach it. He fell to poking around in her cosmetics, prying a pair of tweezers out of a rumpled mess of ribbon. “I can work with these. Give me your hand.”
She hung back, wary. This isn’t part of your job description.
“Yeah, well, I’m off the clock.” He held out his hand between them. “Let me see.”
Grudgingly, she relented, stepping away from the vanity and placing her hand in his. The subtle shift guided him away from the glass, so that his back was to the mirror, and also the girl inside it. It brought a fraction of relief, and only that. Gently maneuvering her hand, Thomas leaned in to inspect the damage.
It wasn’t so bad up close. She’d done far worse. She pressed the heel of her good hand to her eye, rubbing until she saw a phosphene sheen. Her hand came away wet, which startled her. She hadn’t even realized she’d been crying.
“I have a question,” said Thomas, pretending not to notice as she swiped a tear from her cheek. “What kind of fish do you catch on your trips out to the Sound? Philip said the two of you have a tradition.”
He asked it conversationally enough, but worry wormed into her all the same.
It was a dangerous question, with an equally dangerous answer.
“I went fishing for pike with my uncle once,” he said, setting the first shard in her silver soap dish. “He took this fillet knife and deboned them right there on the boat. The bottom was so thick with fish guts, you could sink in it. I couldn’t get the smell out of my shoes for weeks.”
The last of the glass came free with a pinch. Setting aside the tweezers, Thomas dampened a washcloth and pressed it to her wrist. She winced at the sting. The soft hiss of breath brought his eyes to hers.
“It’s just that you don’t really seem like the type of person to enjoy fishing,” he said, and she knew then that he was prying.
There wasn’t time to be angry. An odd, quirking movement pulled her focus. In the mirror, something peered out over the top of Thomas’s shoulder, its eyes honeycomb dark. Fear collapsed in on her and she wrenched her hand out of his.
You have no idea what type of person I am.
“I’d like to.”
It came out reflex-quick—a little nervously—as though he’d been working up the courage to say it. Her heart hurled itself violently at the wall of her chest. In the mirror, a set of gangrene fingers curled impossibly around Thomas’s throat. The sharp points of its nails made shallow crescents along the top of his spine.
“You, uh, still haven’t answered my question,” said Thomas, reaching up to paw at the nape of his neck. “What kind of fish do you catch?”
She stared up at him, horror-struck. He felt it. He felt it. It shouldn’t have been possible. It was in there, and she was out here. She was the one awake. She was the one in control.
Wasn’t she?
In the mirror, the other Vivienne’s grip tightened like a noose.
“Miss Farrow?”
Vivienne watched, arrested, as the creature’s jaw unhinged, revealing gray gums crowded with gleaming eyeteeth. Her fingers flew to her own solidly closed mouth, as its drooling maw gaped open just over Thomas’s carotid artery. She staggered back, slamming into the opposite wall hard enough to rattle her perfumes on their little ladder shelf.
Thomas tugged at the collar of his shirt, frowning over at her. “Are you okay?”
Get out, she signed.
He didn’t budge. “I’m not comfortable leaving you in here when you’re—”
She didn’t let him finish. She lifted a crystal atomizer from the shelf and hefted it at the wall. Thomas ducked, throwing up his hands as the bottle exploded into a thousand glimmering shards. The smell of white geranium flooded the space between them. She reached for another.
“I’ll go,” said Thomas, straightening. “I’ll go, okay?”
Behind him, the creature looked enthralled by the chaos, its bones disjointed, its smile jubilant. It wanted her like this, she knew—friendless and half feral, alone but for her own face in the mirror. She blinked back tears.
“I’ll be in the hall if you need me,” said Thomas, still holding up his hands in surrender. She couldn’t blame him. An amber glass of sweet vetiver sat in her bloodied grip like a stone, her arm catapult-ready. She didn’t lower it until she was certain he was gone.
Out in the room, Judd let out a whine. The door snicked shut. She felt strangely ground down, her heart an ugly, wet pulp inside her chest.
Setting the perfume back onto the shelf, she sank to the floor and wept.




Thomas was standing outside Stone College’s Anton Building at eight fifteen the following morning when Reed Connolly’s class let out. The instant the art student slunk out from the door, Thomas stepped directly into his path.
“Excuse me,” said Reed, without looking up from his phone.
Thomas didn’t budge. “We need to talk.”
This got Reed’s attention. Recognition darkened his features as he slid his phone into his back pocket. “Ah, shit.”
“You know who I am?”
“Vivienne mentioned you, yeah.”
“Great,” said Thomas. “Then we can skip the introductions. You have a minute?”
Reed let out a long-suffering sigh and peered skyward, shutting one eye against the sun. “Do I have a choice?”
“No.”
“I had a feeling you’d say that.”
A few students pushed out through the door and maneuvered around them, deep in conversation. Thomas didn’t move out of their way. Neither did Reed.
“Look,” he said, “I have another class I have to get to, so can we make this quick?”
“Sure. I don’t need much from you. I’m just wondering how you know Miss Farrow.”
“How I—” Reed’s eyebrows shot skyward. “We go to school together, sweetheart. It’s a pretty small creative arts program. Everyone knows everyone.”
His answer didn’t appease Thomas. He’d driven out to New Haven before the sun rose, his unease a hard clot in his veins and his thoughts playing in a feedback loop. He couldn’t stop picturing Vivienne’s tear-tracked face, the glass on the floor and the blood in the sink—her trembling hands as she folded them into an admission:
I’ve been having a hard time.
He doubled down. “The other day, one of her friends made it sound like the two of you were together.”
“Together? Me and Viv?” Reed laughed. “Not a chance. Princess Vivienne is a little too high-maintenance for my tastes.”
“She’s too good for you.” The words sawed out of him, propelled by an irrational, blistering anger.
“Is she?” Reed whistled. “Interesting. I wasn’t under the impression the Farrows paid you to have opinions.”
“I know you’re more than classmates,” said Thomas, ignoring the dig. “You texted Vivienne the other day and asked if she’s ready to die.”
“You went through her phone? Aren’t you just going above and beyond the call of fucking duty.” Reed tucked a wide leather portfolio under his arm, elbowing past Thomas as he did. “On second thought, I’m out of here. I don’t need this.”
But Thomas wasn’t done. He moved without thinking, palming Reed firmly in the chest. The art student slammed into the stacked mortar of the building’s entryway. Several curious heads turned their way, but no one intervened.
“What the hell?” snapped Reed.
“We’re not finished.”
“Relax.” Reed peeled Thomas’s hand off him. “You’re a glorified babysitter, not a private detective.”
“I’m whatever Vivienne needs me to be.”
“Wrong,” said Reed. “You’re whatever Daddy Farrow pays you to be. I mean, don’t you feel even the slightest bit pathetic? You’re like his own personal attack dog. I’m surprised you’re not wearing a collar.”
“Funny,” Thomas said. “Speaking of Vivienne’s stepfather, he’s concerned she’s hanging out with the wrong crowd.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet he is. Let me guess—you assume I’m the ‘wrong crowd’ he was referring to. What a cliché.”
“I haven’t assumed anything. I’m just asking questions.”
“You haven’t asked one yet.”
“You’re right,” said Thomas. “Let’s fix that—who’s Grayson?”
Reed smirked. “A self-important narcissist with a God complex the size of a gas planet.”
“I didn’t ask you to write sonnets about the guy,” snapped Thomas. “I just want to know who he is to Vivienne.”
“Can’t tell you.” Reed shrugged. “Maybe you should try asking Viv, since the two of you are so close. Oh wait, she can’t stand you, can she? That’s why you’re here harassing me instead of talking to her yourself.”
Thomas’s low-simmering temper rose to a boil. He fitted his fists into the pockets of his shorts and did what he could to douse the fire.
Walk away, said the calmer, more rational part of him.
Finish it, said the other, louder part.
He did. “I want you to stay away from her.”
“Who? Vivienne?”
“Yeah.” He had no business saying so. He knew it. Reed knew it. He doubled down, anyway. “Don’t take her calls. Don’t answer her texts.”
Reed laughed. “Fat chance of that, dickwad. If Vivienne contacts me, I’ll be there. I’m not about to ghost her just because you’ve got a crush.”
It felt as though Reed had reached into his chest and tugged something vital from beneath his ribs. Something small and raw and beating, not meant for the light of day.
“I won’t say it again,” he said mildly. “Stay the hell away from Vivienne.”
Reed looked amused. “Or what?”
“I’ll make your life a living hell.”
“Sure you will.” Reed ducked past him with a two-fingered salute, heading out into the sunlit lot. “I hate to break it to you, Walsh,” he called as he went, “but I’m above your pay grade.”
•  •  •
By the time Thomas made it back to Greenwich, the sun was nearly at the midday point in the sky. He nodded to the landscapers as he made his way up the circular drive and then spent several minutes fending off the dogs in the Farrows’ cavernous foyer.
Philip’s car was gone, the office empty. Amelia was nowhere to be seen. Thomas toed off his shoes in the mudroom, listening for signs of Vivienne. The house was quiet, which wasn’t unusual. His phone sounded in his pocket and he slid it out, killing the ringtone as he made his way through the house’s mausoleum cold.
“Tess,” he said, answering on the second ring.
“God, Tommy,” said his sister, “I’ve been calling you all morning.”
“I was dealing with something at work. Is Mom okay?”
“Mom is fine. Why is it that I can only call if Mom is having an emergency?”
“I didn’t say that,” he said, pushing into his room. “Your texts made it sound like it was urgent.”
“It is urgent.” He heard the rustle of snack packaging. “The first paycheck from your weird new boss dropped in the bank account.”
“Good.” He stood in the door and studied the sparse decor of his room, the hairs standing on the back of his neck. Something was off. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll call the collection company tomorrow and get a few of the bills paid off.”
“It’s a lot of money, Tommy.”
In the carpeted hush, there came a distinctive snip. The quiet click of metal on metal. Thomas froze.
“Tommy? Hello?”
His sister had asked him a question, but it hadn’t registered. He was too busy staring at the closet. The door sat ajar, a sliver of dark visible from where he stood. He was certain he’d shut it before he left.
“To-ommy,” Tessa sang.
“Yeah, what?”
“I asked if you’re working as a male escort.”
He took a step closer to the closet. “No.”
“You don’t have to whore yourself out. Uncle Ryan says he has tons of projects for you. There’s plenty of roofs to shingle right here in Worcester.”
Another metallic snip followed the first. This time, Thomas recognized the unmistakable click of scissors.
“I have to go,” he said.
“Tommy, wait—”
He hung up.
Setting his phone on the dresser, he picked his way across the room. The perfect stillness that emanated from the closet’s interior made him doubt whether he’d heard anything at all. But then there it came again—not a snip this time, but a sigh. He pried open the door hard enough to send the strawberry-printed tulle of Vivienne’s dress fluttering around her thighs.
She stood in the mess of his closet, ankle-deep in ribbons of white. Gone was all evidence of the previous night. Her hair fell around her shoulders in soft curls, the front pieces tied back with a large pink ribbon. Her face had been scrubbed clean of tears, and the pink puff sleeves of her dress covered up the shallow lacerations in her wrist. In her right hand sat a pair of sleek silver sewing scissors. In her left was one half of a black silk tie, the end shorn at an angle.
For several seconds, he stood perfectly still and took in the damage. The closet was in shambles, the wire hangers empty on their racks. His ties were in tatters. Buttons dotted the floor in pearlescent coins. He wondered how many thousands of dollars of her stepfather’s money she’d just destroyed.
And it was just that—Philip’s money. Thomas couldn’t have afforded this closet full of suits in a thousand years. He couldn’t have afforded the tie for one of these suits. He’d made that clear well before agreeing to take the job, and in return Philip Farrow had agreed to outfit him in an entirely new wardrobe.
She let the tie flutter to the floor, handing him the scissors as though he’d asked for them.
Was that your girlfriend? she signed, index fingers hooking one over the other.
He set the scissors onto a barren shelf. “Who?”
On the phone.
“Sure.” He surveyed the damage at their feet. “Looks like you’ve been busy.”
You too. Her brows pinched together. Don’t ever speak to my friends without my permission.
“That’s what this is about? You’re upset with me for talking to Reed Connolly?”
You went after him.
“I didn’t go after him, Vivienne.” He took a step toward her, shredded shirts bunching around his feet. “What, did he call you and tattle?”
You harassed him.
“Harassed is a strong word. We had a conversation.”
You shoved him into a brick wall.
He had done that. Shame tunneled into him—not because he regretted what he’d done, but because he hadn’t meant for her to find out. He knew it was the exact wrong way to feel, and yet he couldn’t stop himself feeling it. He didn’t bother to try.
“Something has you scared,” he said. “You can’t expect me to do nothing.”
Anger sparked in the hard amber of her eyes. It is not your job to baby me.
“I’m not babying you,” he said, indignant. “I’m—”
But he didn’t know what he was doing. He was punching blind. He was chasing shadows. He was, above all else, getting in too deep. This was meant to be a paycheck. A paycheck. Philip hadn’t asked him to drive out to New Haven and accost some unsuspecting art student. He’d done that all on his own.
“I have a question for you,” he said, pivoting. “Who’s Grayson?”
If she was surprised to hear the name, she didn’t show it. Who I spend my time with is none of your business.
“I disagree,” he said. “Everything you do is my business.”
Too late, he heard how he’d sounded. The silence crackled between them.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” he said, backpedaling.
Yes, you did.
“I just meant to say—”
Stop. She held out a hand. You and I are not friends. I don’t belong to you. I don’t answer to you. I don’t need you to defend me or take care of me or come to my rescue. You are the hired help. You’re supposed to interpret when I ask you. Drive me when I need you. The rest of the time, you’re invisible.
He took his licks in silence, too keyed up to speak. They’d drawn closer as she lectured him. The space between them sparked like lit kindling. This, he knew, was also wrong. The right thing to do would be to send her away. If her mother stumbled on the two of them cloistered in the dark, he’d be thrown out so fast his head would spin.
“Was there anything else?” he asked.
She shook her head.
“Great.” He stepped out of her way. “There’s the door.”
With a sniff, she waded through the mess of dress shirts and out into his bedroom. He followed, pulling the door shut behind him. Vivienne paused by the dresser, where his meager belongings sat in a line. The patron saint medallion his mother had gifted him for graduation. The tie he’d borrowed from his uncle. The cuff links he’d worn to his father’s funeral. She ran a fingertip over them each in turn, as though memorizing their texture. He felt it like a physical touch.
P-h-i-l-i-p won’t be happy with you, she signed when she noticed him looking.
“Why is that?”
He expects everyone on his staff to follow the dress code.
“Yeah? Should we tell him who destroyed my suits?”
She cut him a fleeting, conspiratorial glance. Must have been a mouse.
His laugh came out in a wry heh. “Cute.”
I’m sure he’ll buy you even nicer suits, she added. He’s very invested in you. She lifted his chain and inspected the medallion, turning it this way and that, so that the sword of Saint Michael the Archangel glinted in the sun. He felt that, too. His pulse gave a hard thump. Her gaze shot to his, as though she’d heard it. She set the necklace down.
You’re still going to be in trouble.
“Am I?”
A new wardrobe will take days to deliver. You need something today.
“What do you mean? There’s nothing on the schedule.”
False. She swiped her finger along the tip of her nose. I have a date.
“A date.” He didn’t have a word for the thing with thorns inside his chest. “When’s that happening?”
As if on cue, the doorbell rang. The sound was punctuated instantly by the deep baying of the dogs. Vivienne smiled sweetly.
Right now.
So this was what she’d been doing in his closet. He’d assumed her actions were a response to his trip to New Haven. A little bit of melodrama. An act of petty vengeance.
He’d assumed wrong.
It was sabotage.
She pulled open the door and sashayed out into the hall, peering back over her shoulder at him as she went. I’ll need an interpreter. H-u-d-s-o-n doesn’t sign.
“Hudson,” he said aloud. “He sounds like an asshole.”
The doorbell rang again.
Looks like you don’t have anything to wear. The corners of her mouth turned down into a faux pout. That’s very unprofessional, T-o-m-m-y.
The bedroom door fell shut. He was left alone in the quiet.




Blackwell’s was a popular steak house situated in downtown Greenwich. The tables were capped in white, fluttering cloth, the walls a lovely exposed brick. The menu rotated daily, based solely on the chef’s changing whims. It was the sort of place one went for aesthetic, not for appetite.
Everyone in the extravagant dining room was dressed for either business or pleasure. New Yorkers in tailored suits and beetle-bright brogues conducted expensive conversations over expensive meals. Couples in their designer best sat side by side, lost in a world of their own and splitting vintage bottles of wine. Vivienne felt odd and out of sorts, her dress ill fitting, her bones disjointed, her skin coming loose.
She was certain everyone could see it.
She’d spent the night slumped against her bedroom door, listening to the sound of Thomas breathing on the other side. In the shattered glass of her vanity mirror, a dozen black eyes peered out at her, cold with triumph. She hadn’t slept. Not a wink.
Now she poked at her beet salad and did her best to look alert.
“He’s not really blending in,” said Hudson, helping himself to another generous pour of merlot. “Is he?”
Vivienne smiled and shrugged, ignoring the hard wall of Thomas’s stare as she leaned in to take a bite of lettuce. He did look extremely out of place, dressed in a gray sleeveless hoodie and running shorts, his tattoo scrawled along his forearm and a cowlick rising from the mess of his hair. Directly across from her, Hudson was his stark opposition in a gray crosshatch suit. He looked every bit a trust-fund princeling, his dark curls cut into a fade and the top three buttons of his dress shirt artfully undone.
Hudson’s father worked as an anesthesiologist for Shetland Health. Hudson and Vivienne had known each other since infancy—enrolled in the same overpriced daycares and then shipped off to the same stuffy schools. They’d never been friends, per se, but Vivienne hadn’t called him here today because she needed a friend.
She needed an anesthetic.
She slid her phone across the table, taking a sip of Riesling as she did. Her demands were all typed up in notes, directly copied from the list of supplies Jesse had grudgingly emailed her just the day before. She swirled the contents of her glass as Hudson read them over, cutting intermittent glances toward Thomas. He stood at the bar, looking entirely out of his element as he bargained with the hostess.
Vivienne watched the scene unfold with slow-climbing glee, waiting for the inevitable moment when he’d be kicked out. Instead, her hopes were dashed as he braced a forearm against the bar and leaned in, whispering something into the hostess’s ear. Color crawled into the girl’s face in a blush. Throwing her head back, she laughed an open, pretty laugh—the kind of sound Vivienne hadn’t made in years. Not without drawing blood. She watched, irritation cutting into her, as the hostess jotted something onto a cocktail napkin and handed it to Thomas.
When he looked up, it was right at her, as though he’d known all along she’d been watching him. His self-satisfied smirk turned her frustration to a whipsaw.
I’ll be right back, she signed to Hudson, who was still reading the message on her phone.
By the time she stormed the bar, Thomas’s smile was gone. In its place was an expression that was so perfectly solemn he might have been a monk. She tore the cocktail napkin out of his hands and peered down at it. A phone number scrawled across the front in neat bubble numbers. Something white-hot and indefinable sparkled through her blood.
“Tough to interpret from over here,” noted Thomas mildly.
Vivienne ripped the napkin in half one way. She ripped it the other. He leaned back with the patience of a saint, reaching for his drink. Before he could so much as raise it to his lips, she’d shoved the napkin neatly inside the glass. Seltzer water sopped into the paper, leaving a pale, pulpy skin on the ice. For several seconds, the two of them stared down into his cup.
“Your date is looking for you,” said Thomas.
Sure enough, Hudson had hooked his arm over the back of his chair and was staring at them with increasing interest. Edging past Thomas the way she would a bug, Vivienne stalked back to their table and dropped into her seat. If Hudson had an opinion, he kept it to himself, sliding her phone back over to her.
“I don’t know about all this, Viv. I could get in huge trouble.”
She glowered. Hudson didn’t sign—at least not fluently—and so they were reduced to a purely textual relationship. It was an arrangement that usually benefited both of them, but she hadn’t wanted to have this particular conversation over text. Not since Reed had told her about Thomas snooping through her phone. She fished through her bag and pried out a notecard and pen, jotting down the exact dosage Jesse had given her and sliding it across the table.
Hudson’s eyes went wide. “And you’re not even going to tell me what you need this for?”
She shook her head.
“Figures.” He lifted his wine and stared into it before setting it back down without taking a sip. “Lie to me, at least. Is it for a prank? A party? Is it part of a game?”
Vivienne only stared solemnly across the table at him, waiting him out.
The minutes crawled past, flooded with the clink of cutlery, snatches of conversation. Several tables behind them, someone laughed. In the end, Hudson caved first. He always did. It was the opportunist in him. He could never resist a bargain. Tipping back his chair, he let out a bone-weary groan that Vivienne knew was all for show.
“Fine. I want Reed Connolly.”
Vivienne tugged the notepad back to her, conscious of Thomas watching their every move.
What for, she wrote.
“You know exactly what for,” he said, before she’d even finished dotting her question mark. “My parents’ yearly charity gala is coming up. I don’t plan on going without a date. You get me Reed, talk that goth into wearing a suit for once, and I get you your anesthetic with no questions asked.”
She picked up her pen to scribble out a retort, but he held up a hand to stop her.
“Those are my terms. You scratch my back, I scratch yours.”
Reed is a delinquent, she jotted, her loops all coming loose. Your parents will hate him.
Hudson grinned. “Why do you think I want him?”
His voice winnowed strangely, as though someone had turned the volume as low as it could go. She glanced up, startled, and looked around to see if anyone else had noticed. Hudson was reaching for his wine, still grinning over at her. Thomas stood watching them from the bar. The rest of the restaurant carried out their muffled conversations, oblivious to the way the sound wobbled and skewed.
At the adjacent table, someone was watching her. There’d been a pair of businessmen there just before—both dressed in summer suits and sporting expensive timepieces. In their place sat a single bloated figure. He peered at her out of unseeing eyes, one side of his face thatched in barnacles. His lips were infection dark. A seeping putrefaction pocked his skin.
She knew him. She’d know him anywhere.
He’d driven her to school. He’d sat through her recitals. He’d held her when she cried.
“It is not so bad,” said Mikhail Popov. “You don’t need to be afraid.”
She lurched to her feet, sending cutlery flying. Several heads turned toward her.
“Viv?” Hudson glanced at the table. Mikhail stared back, as cold and immutable as he’d been in life. “You okay?”
“He does not want to hurt you,” said Mikhail. His voice was wet, like he was full to the brim with water from the Sound. “He only wants you to come back home.”
Ice began to crackle over the windows, feathering the glass. Her breath plumed before her. Somewhere out of sight, there came the thready trickle of water. Hudson was speaking again, rising out of his chair to meet her. His voice was thin and distant.
Bathroom, she signed, snatching her bag off the back of her chair. She shoved into the aisle, the cold creeping into her skin, mist snaking around her ankles. At the bar, Thomas was already halfway off his stool.
Bathroom, she signed again. Then, as though he were a dog, she added, Sit.
He didn’t sit, but he didn’t follow her, either. Instead, he watched, his pale eyes flitting from Hudson and back to her as he tried, without success, to piece together what possibly could have happened.
Inside the bathroom, she collapsed against the door until it fell shut with a click. Under the yellow flush of lights, her reflection was pale as a wraith. She didn’t make eye contact as she turned on the water, splashing ice-cold droplets onto her neck.
When at last she glanced up, it was to find Mikhail standing just over her shoulder. She yelped, toppling into the hand dryer.
“He’s been searching for you.” His voice gurgled horribly. “Why do you hide yourself away? Don’t you want to be with the others?”
She scrabbled backward, slamming hard into the adjacent wall. The body—because she couldn’t think of it as Mikhail—stood between her and the door, blocking her exit. In the sink, the water ran without end. It poured over the edges, sluicing out onto the floor.
The corpse’s smile was silt dark. Seawater dribbled down its chin like slaver.
“It won’t be much longer,” it assured her. “Not now that He knows your name.”
The water rose fast—too fast—lapping at her ankles, her calves, the hem of her skirt. She rose with it, scrabbling desperately for a handhold, treading the surface until only a thin pocket of air remained at the ceiling. She was in a veritable tank, a forest of kelp weaving itself into impossible knots around her legs.
This was a nightmare. A hallucination.
It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.
She took a final swallow of air just as the water engulfed her whole. Submerged, she sank like a stone. A sourceless light pierced the water in broad, crepuscular rays. It illuminated the muddy bottom, where a boy lay spread like a thin, dark crucifix. Beside him was a tiny pile of bones, phosphate black. A little gray fiddler crab scuttled along the bend of a rib. As she sank nearer, the boy opened his eyes and looked directly at her.
“You learn to like the cold,” he said. “You’ll see.”
“Vivienne?”
The voice emanated from all around her, disembodied and familiar.
“Vivienne.”
The boy’s features distorted, his eyes sinking into the wide orbitals of his face. He sat bolt upright and grabbed hold of her chin. She thrashed against him, tangled in the ghostly shrouds of her skirt. It was no use. He didn’t relinquish his grasp. His grip was iron. His thumb dug hard into the hinge of her jaw, forcing open her mouth. Alkaline water poured down her throat, thick with silt, until she was choking on it.
“Where are you?” he demanded. “Where are you?”
She kicked and kicked, her lungs burning, stars bursting along her periphery.
“Vivienne!”
With an ice-water jolt, Vivienne found herself blinking in the yellow light of Blackwell’s bathroom. She was bone-dry and breathing hard, the floor beneath her empty of puddles. Thomas Walsh stood directly in front of her, cradling her jaw in his hands.
“You’re okay,” he said. “Hey. Look at me. You’re okay.”
She raised her gaze to his, taking in his familiarity like a touchstone. His face was as solemn as she’d ever seen it. His thumb traced over her cheek in an absent caress.
“There you are.”
He said it with such profound relief that it cracked her clean open. She flinched out of his reach like an animal, skidding hard into the wall. The hands that had just been holding her so very carefully went up in compliance.
“Easy,” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
She tried to envision how he must have found her. Clawing at her own throat. Choking on nothing. All alone in a public restroom, pantomiming her own demise.
The thought was mortifying beyond imagination.
It felt too awful to keep standing there in abject silence, weathering his scrutiny. She hated being scrutinized. Hated it. When she’d first stopped speaking, her mother and Philip had hired all sorts of doctors to poke at her and examine her. They put her in machines for hours on end, strapped to a table and shivering cold. They jabbed her with needles and lancets and finger pricks, until she became so tired of it, she resolved to make it stop.
She took to lying on the floor as though dead, eyes shut and arms askew, waiting for the maid to stumble upon her. Upsetting everyone just enough to leave her be.
A single tear escaped her lashes and rolled down her cheek, adding insult to injury.
“I used to have panic attacks,” Thomas said softly. “I don’t, uh—I don’t love small spaces. There was an incident when I was kid where—well, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that I had nightmares, after. I’d wake up convinced I couldn’t move my arms, or that I couldn’t breathe. It got so bad for a while that my mom finally made me see a therapist. She was kind of a whack job. The psychiatrist, I mean. She wasn’t awful or anything, it’s just that she was a real hippie about stuff. She used to make me do breathing exercises to these nature mixtapes.”
The bathroom door flew unexpectedly open. Thomas caught it mid-swing, wedging it closed. “This one’s occupied.”
“This is a multiple-use restroom” came a woman’s indignant voice.
Thomas’s only response was to reach over and turn the lock in a punctuative click.
“I’m getting the manager,” said the woman, shriller than before.
“Go ahead,” called Thomas.
They listened to the angry bite of heels on hardwood as the woman departed.
“My point is,” Thomas said, “she taught me this grounding exercise. She’d make me count my fingers. If the count was off, I knew I was having some kind of nightmare. If they were all there, I was awake.”
She stared up at him, unsure where he was going.
“I know it doesn’t sound like much,” he added, “but I swear it helped. Here—hold up a fist.”
Reluctantly, she obeyed. He mimicked her, unfolding his pinkie.
“One,” he began, and nodded when she followed suit. “Good—now two. Three. Four. Five.”
Their hands hung flush between them. Thomas’s throat corded in a swallow. He seemed to have forgotten the lesson entirely. Slowly, Vivienne fit her hand to his. The sudden contact jarred him into looking right at her. That hunted look was back in his eyes. The one he’d given her that first morning by the fountain. She felt the heat of it in her toes.
He pushed his fingers into hers, guiding her off the wall with a tug. She teetered on her own two feet before him, their hands threaded tight, the floor beneath her solid as rock.
In that moment, she realized she wanted very badly for him to kiss her.
He didn’t, of course. He only gave her a feeble smile and said, “There. You’re wide-awake.”
A knock sounded at the door. They sprang apart as though electrocuted.
“Viv?” It wasn’t the manager, but Hudson. He sounded annoyed. “If you were planning to stick me with the bill, there’s more creative ways to do it.”
Vivienne squeezed past Thomas and undid the latch, tugging the door wide. Hudson stood with his forearm braced against the frame, his brow balanced on the backs of his long, elegant fingers. He straightened at the sight of them, flattening his lapels.
“Interesting. You know, some dates would find this offensive.”
Vivienne shot him a daggered glance and made her way back toward the dining room, where the lunch rush had just begun to clear. The businessmen had paid their bill and gone. No frost rimed the windows. No mist shrouded the floors. Narrowly dodging a passing waitress, Hudson fell into step alongside Vivienne. Thomas took up the rear, his hands in his pockets and his gaze walled off.
She couldn’t bring herself to look at him.
“I’m all in, by the way,” said Hudson as they pushed out of the restaurant and onto the covered alfresco terrace. “You come through at the gala, and I’ll get you what you need.”
Her heart gave an awful pinch. This was the plan. It had always been the plan. Everything was going her way. And yet, when she held out her hand for Hudson to shake, her fingers trembled. He folded her hand in his, leaning in to kiss her on the cheek.
Into her ear, he whispered, “Whatever stupid thing it is you’re doing, I sincerely hope you don’t get yourself killed.”




The following day brought a summer storm, blown in from the east with a hurricane’s fury. Thomas spent the morning holed up in the guest room, poring over the results of yet another aptitude test. He’d taken dozens over the past several weeks. Tests for language and vocabulary, numbers and data. Pattern recognition and reading comprehension and mechanical reasoning.
None of it told him who he was, or what he was supposed to be.
Once, when he was eleven, his uncle took him on a hike to the top of Melrose Rock. Thrilled at the prospect of adventure, Thomas had packed his prized compass. He’d cradled it the whole walk, watching the needle wobble without stopping—growing increasingly furious when it didn’t point due north.
It’s the magnet, his uncle finally told him. It’s not strong enough.
Frustrated, he’d dashed it against a rock, and then felt immediately terrible. It had been a Christmas gift from his mother—one she’d likely saved to buy. He’d fought tears the whole way home, the shattered compass sitting heavy as a boulder in his pocket.
Maybe that was all he was—a broken compass, doomed to wobble in place. Maybe he didn’t know how to find due north. Maybe he’d wander, directionless, until he was old and bitter and angry at the world, just like his father.
He opened his laptop and found another email waiting for him.
Thomas,
This is kind of a strange ask, but could you give me a call? I’ve got a question for you. It’s important. I’ll explain on the phone. I’ve left my number below.
—C
Intrigued by what the Priory’s president could possibly need from him, he reached for his phone. As he did, a text came through. The contact flickered across his screen: Princess. He slid it open, his stomach tying itself into a knot.
Princess
Don’t make me late.
Thomas
Wouldn’t dream of it.
The email forgotten, he headed off to shower and change.
The ride to New Haven was silent as usual, save for the hiss of rain against the glass and the rhythmic screech of windshield wipers. They didn’t discuss the restaurant, or the way he’d found her clutching her own throat, or how small and cold her hand had felt in his.
Upon arrival, she snatched the sole umbrella and dashed into the studio, leaving Thomas behind to brave the elements alone. Soaked through to the bone, he sat in the lobby and watched her piece together a dance through the cracked open door.
When she finally emerged, bright-eyed and rosy cheeked, it was to the sound of a severe thunderstorm warning buzzing on their phones. The skies raged as they stood side by side in the empty lobby, their hands hanging loose between them. As lightning forked across the sky, he felt the faintest brush of her pinkie against his knuckle.
He thought maybe he was going just a little bit insane.
They began a new and disconcerting ritual in the following days. Every night after the Farrows finished their dinner, he slumped onto the living room couch to watch TV. Every night, Vivienne appeared like clockwork—drowning in a sweatshirt four sizes too big, her hair in damp braids. She’d curl onto the adjacent cushion, tailed by the dogs. Thomas spent the next hour pretending to watch a show, hyperaware of every shift and sigh. Most nights, Vivienne fell asleep. He’d shut off the television and drape her in a blanket, then leave as quietly as he could.
On the fourth night, he made a mistake. He hadn’t meant to do it—it was only that he’d been so tired, and the flicker of the television lulled him into a daze. Before he knew it, he woke to the distinct snap of fingers directly beneath his nose. He came to slowly and then all at once, becoming aware of two horrible things in immediate succession.
First, Vivienne was draped across him, her head on his chest, his arm around her waist.
Second—and worse—Amelia Farrow was standing over them. She was dressed in silver sequins, her eyes puffy from crying. Out in the foyer, Philip Farrow’s office door slammed shut. Something heavy shattered against the wall.
Vivienne knifed upright at the sound, wild and bleary-eyed. Thomas took the opportunity to extricate himself from the couch. For a single, tense moment, no one said a thing.
It was Amelia who broke the silence. “Vivienne, go up to your room.”
Vivienne didn’t move.
“Vivienne.” Her name cracked out of her mother like a whip. “Now. Before Philip sees.”
With no small amount of venom in her stare, Vivienne crept from the living room and headed upstairs. The dogs followed her out in a sorry, single-file line. Thomas and Amelia were left alone. On the television, a great white shark slid through a crush of endless blue.
“I’m sure you’re aware how utterly inappropriate that was,” said Amelia.
“Yes, ma’am.” Thomas’s heart was a cold, wet rock. It sat heavy in his stomach.
Amelia swayed just a little, visibly wine-drunk. “You’re lucky it was me that found the two of you, and not my husband.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She frowned up at him, her eyes glassy. Backlit by the television, she looked extremely frail. Not like something delicate enough to be broken, but like something that had already been snapped in two.
“Is that all you know how to say,” she asked with a hiccup, “‘yes, ma’am’?”
“No, ma’am,” he said, and winced.
 “I care about my daughter.” She sounded defensive, as though he’d accused her otherwise. “I don’t want you to hurt her.”
“I won’t,” he promised.
“You already are.” The words came out jagged. The look on her face was one of complete disdain. “The next time I find you alone with her when you shouldn’t be, you’re fired.”
With that, she staggered out of the room, leaving him alone.
•  •  •
The next day was Saturday. The start of his weekend off. The sun broke through the trees as he tossed his duffle bag into the rusted bed of his beaten old Ford. He’d just managed to slam the tailgate shut when a sleek silver convertible pulled to a stop behind him. The man that climbed out looked only a few years his senior, dressed for a day of sailing in boat shoes and chinos.
“Nice ride,” he said, lifting his sunglasses to examine the truck. “ ’07?”
“ ’06,” said Thomas.
“You fix it up yourself?”
“With my uncle.”
The man made a sound of approval and stuck out his hand. “I’m Bryce,” he said. “Bryce Donahue.”
“Thomas,” said Thomas, and left it at that.
“Ah, you must be the interpreter. Vivienne’s mother mentioned you at dinner the other night.” Bryce affixed his sunglasses to the collar of his shirt. “Are you fishing with us today, Thomas?”
“I didn’t get the invite.”
“No? Next time, then.” He leaned in as though sharing a secret. “My plans with Vivienne today don’t involve an interpreter, if you catch my drift.”
Ugliness twisted Thomas’s insides. “I don’t,” he said coldly.
At the ice in his tone, some of Bryce’s friendliness faded. He glanced up at the house and then back at Thomas. “Sweet gig you landed for yourself this summer. You live in the house with Vivienne? Must be pretty close quarters.”
“It’s a big house,” said Thomas.
“Not that big,” argued Bryce.
Before Thomas could ask what, exactly, Donahue was implying, the front door opened and Philip emerged, a drink in hand and his face shaded under a braid hat.
“Donahue! Fashionably late, as usual. I see you’ve met Walsh.” His smile was friendly, yet uninviting. “Walsh was just heading out, weren’t you, son?”
Thomas knew how to take a hint. “Sure.”
“I have a feeling I’ll be seeing you around,” said Bryce, heading for the house. “We’ll talk shop.”
“Looking forward to it,” lied Thomas, just as the front door swung shut. He stood rooted to the spot, nursing a red, inexpressibe anger, until a flash of pink on a second-story balcony drew his gaze. He glanced up just in time to see Vivienne wrench the curtains shut.
She didn’t reappear.
He arrived home three hours later to find the fridge stocked—surprising—and the kitchen table stacked with mail—unsurprising. His sister was out—most likely working as a counselor at the day camp down the street. He spent some time sorting through bills, separating the piles into what he thought could be ignored and what couldn’t. When that was done, he went upstairs to see his mother.
He hated going into her room. It felt more like a living tomb these days. She used to sleep with the curtains open, determined to wake with the sun—pretending to be surprised when Thomas and Tessa crawled into bed with her before the dawn. She’d click on a cartoon and lift up her covers, let them snuggle in close for a few extra minutes of rest.
Now, the television was on, but his mother was asleep. He wasn’t surprised. Her energy came in transient bursts. The fridge being full meant she’d gone grocery shopping this week. Outings like that often brought on a physical crash. The last time she’d gone into town on her own, she hadn’t come home. He’d found her asleep in her car, groceries spoiling in the trunk.
He took a seat in the rocking chair by her bed—the one that used to be in his nursery, back when he was still small enough to be rocked to sleep. It creaked beneath him as he settled in to watch the movie she’d chosen. It was hours before she woke. She came to slowly, as though emerging from a hypersleep. At the sight of Thomas sitting there, her face lit up in a heart-aching smile.
“I was dreaming about you,” she said, falling into her usual sign-supported speech. “I was wondering when you’d come home.”
“I have the weekend off.” He bent in to kiss her cheek, signing as he did. “I’ll mow the lawn while I’m here.”
“Your uncle has been mowing the lawn.”
“Uncle has his own things to take care of. I’ll do it, it’s no problem. And that front step is wobbling again; I’ll fix that while I’m here so you and Tess don’t twist an ankle.” He paused and then added, “And I’m going to set up a weekly grocery delivery.”
“Tommy.” She signed the family’s name for him, pressing a T to her heart. “I can do that on my own.”
Can you? he wanted to ask, but he bit his tongue. He didn’t want to get in a fight. Not when they had so little time. She shifted, propping up her pillow so she could face him head-on. Her hair hung in a long braid, blonde shot through with gray. For several minutes, she smiled over at him.
He fidgeted under her stare. “What?”
“You’re too big for that chair.”
“It’s not a very big chair.”
“It’s just that you used to look so small in it.” It was a thing she did, waxing nostalgic about the past, back when he and Tess were little and she was still master of her own body. It was easy to do—she kept everything. His father used to call her a pack rat, a moniker she vehemently denied. I’m a memory keeper, she told him once. It’s the most important job a mother can have, once her little ones are too grown for cuddles.
Now, she yawned. “I wish you didn’t have to go so far.”
“It’s a good job. I couldn’t pass it up.”
“It’s not your responsibility to take care of us, sweetheart. You know that, right?”
But if he didn’t, who would? His father was never coming back. His mother was never getting better. Neurological, the doctors called her hard-won diagnosis. Lifelong. Chronic. It had come on out of nowhere. One winter, three ugly years before they buried his father, she came down with pneumonia. Her coughing fits lasted for days. And then those days turned into weeks. Weeks turned into months. She stopped getting out of bed. She slept long hours. She turned brittle and gray, when she’d always been all color. There were treatments for the management of her symptoms. Management, not a cure. But treatments were expensive.
On the bed, his mom was watching him with a too-keen stare. “Your sister has some interesting theories about what you’ve been doing down there in Connecticut.”
He kicked his feet onto the edge of the bed and raised his brows.
“You know how Tessa can be,” she added.
He drew his fingers from his temple. “Imaginative?”
“That’s a very nice way of putting it.”
He could tell she was waiting for more information. It wasn’t like his mother to pry, but then it wasn’t like Thomas to have a secret. He didn’t want to talk about Vivienne. He didn’t know how to explain her. Not in a way his mother would understand.
“How about I make lasagna for dinner?” he asked instead.
Her smile widened, and just like that, she let it go. “Have you taken up cooking at your new mystery job?”
“Not exactly,” he signed, returning her smile. “I saw a box in the freezer.”
•  •  •
The following morning was Sunday. He woke to a cat on his chest, the familiar sight of his converted garage bedroom and his shelves of things. It didn’t settle him the way he’d thought it might. He got up slowly, heading to the kitchen to rustle up breakfast. He was midway through a bowl of cereal when his sister dropped onto the stool across from him and slapped a newspaper onto the counter.
“Read it and weep,” she said. “Your sister is a local hero. Some camper was choking on a grape at mess hall yesterday and I, Tessa Rose Walsh, delivered the Heimlich maneuver so efficiently that he almost took out the eye of the kid sitting across from him.”
“Nice,” said Thomas.
“Check it out.” She nudged the paper toward him. “Page eight. Bottom article. There’s even a picture.”
He set down his bowl and reached for the paper, pausing as his eyes caught on the leading headline.
Business Mogul’s Son Suffers Cardiac Arrest at Sea
His stomach sank. “This is today’s paper?”
“Yes.” Tessa was out of patience, bouncing on her stool. “Can’t you read? Just open it.”
She reached across the countertop to do it for him but he held her at bay with a hand to the face, scanning the attached article until he found what he was looking for.
Donahue, twenty-two, was airlifted to the nearest hospital, where he was pronounced dead on arrival. Sources close to the recent college graduate say Donahue, a competitive oarsman, suffered no underlying conditions. He’d been in good health at the start of the day, when he’d headed out for a fishing trip with several friends of the family.
He set the paper down. “I have to go.”
“What?” Tessa climbed off the stool after him. “Tommy, we barely even got to see you.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” He dropped his dish in the sink and reached out to ruffle her hair. She ducked out from beneath him, furious. “I’ll be back soon,” he said. “I promise.”
•  •  •
He returned to find the Farrow estate as silent as he’d left it, only the dogs there to greet him. He fended them off as he searched the house, finding each room empty in turn. If Vivienne was home, she was nowhere to be seen. Not lounging by the pool. Not curled in the living room. Not upstairs in her room, door shut and music playing.
Tailed by the dogs, he made his way to the guest room, a duffel bag stuffed with fresh laundry slung over his shoulder. That was where he found her, seated on the middle of his bed with her knees drawn to her chin. He froze on the threshold, the dogs skidding to ungainly stops against his calves. The commotion drew her gaze to his. She was freshly showered, her hair in braids and her face scrubbed clean. Even so, he could tell she’d been weeping.
“Vivienne?”
She was up immediately. He hardly had time to drop his bag to the floor before she slammed into him hard enough to knock the breath from his lungs. His arms went around her, folding her into an embrace. Her fingers tightened in his shirt and he felt her take a great, shuddering breath.
“I came back as soon as I saw,” he said.
He knew there were questions he ought to ask. Polite questions. Meaningless questions—Are you okay? Were you close? Is there anything I can do?
He didn’t ask. He was too selfish. He didn’t want to know. On top of that, there was a wariness in his chest he couldn’t cull—a creeping sense of wrongness that rooted like ragweed. He thought of her weeping by the pool, the turbulent look in her eyes as he’d picked glass out of her wrist. Philip in the driveway: I didn’t reach out to you by accident.
He felt like he was staring at an optical illusion, the truth just a shifting perspective away.
“I should have been here,” he whispered into the top of her head.
She pulled back far enough to meet his eyes. This close, he could smell the flowery notes of her shampoo, just a hint of coconut. Her eyes were molten in the afternoon light, her cheeks wet with tears. He thumbed them away without thinking. Instantly, something hardened in her stare—a decisiveness he’d come to recognize over the past several weeks.
“I already know what you’re going to say,” he assured her. “Your business is none of my business, I can kick rocks, etcetera. I memorized it all the last time, so you can spare me the—”
She surged onto the tips of her toes and swallowed the rest of his sentence in a kiss. It tasted reckless and impulsive and like coconut lip balm. Every last coherent thought inside his head stuttered to a halt. His hands slid into her hair as he bent over her, kissing her back.
It was one kiss, searing and perfect.
One kiss, and then sense swung into him like a sledgehammer.
He eased her off him, setting her gingerly back onto her heels.
“Vivienne—” His voice came out burned. He had no idea what to say. No idea where to even start. He thought of his mother and the growing stack of bills, his sister’s empty college fund. He couldn’t afford to go crawling back home empty-handed.
Amelia had made the stakes perfectly clear the last time they spoke: Don’t hurt her. Don’t be alone with her. He’d been back for fifteen minutes and he was already doing both.
His thumb was still wet with her tears when he whispered, “I can’t.”
Color bled into her cheeks in bold, angry crimson. She didn’t look at him. She stared into the middle distance, her fingertips hovering over her lips. Sensing the tension, the dogs began to pace.
“Hey.” Thomas tried to duck into her line of sight. “You’re not—We’ve both been— Well, what I mean is—”
He was floundering, and both of them knew it. Her right hand knifed sideways into her open palm in a mercy killing.
Stop.
He shut up at once, lacing his hands over the top of his head. The hard wall of her gaze was solid as rock. He had the faint, horrible sense he could beat himself bloody against it and still never get her to look at him the way she had only minutes prior—with a stare he’d felt in his spine.
I can’t be in here anymore, she signed.
“Wait.” His heart gave a hideous crack. “Vivienne, please just wait a—”
She slipped past him like water, into the hall and out of sight, the dogs trotting in her wake. The moment she was gone, he collapsed into his chair and pressed his hands over his face.
“Fuck!”
He swiped at his desk, sending a pencil holder flying. It hit the wall, pens scattering across the floor. It didn’t make him feel any better. Upstairs, Vivienne’s bedroom door shut with a slam. The sound reverberated all through the house, its message clear.
It felt, to Thomas, like a stone rolled over a tomb.




Vivienne met with Reed at eight o’clock the following morning. They sat one across from the other in the plush, plum-colored couches of Le Presse Café, Vivienne in a matching gingham set and Reed in a cut leather vest, the two of them a stark tableau of opposites.
“Let’s get this over with,” said Reed, setting his cold brew down like a gavel. Sweet foam sopped over the side. “The less time I have to spend in Walsh’s presence the better.”
The object of his ire sat outside on a bench, nursing a coffee of his own. The mere mention of Thomas sent a frothy wave of mortification tumbling through her.
She’d kissed him.
She’d kissed him, and he’d rejected her.
To make matters infinitely worse, he’d been a consummate professional all that morning—“Yes, Miss Farrow” this and “No, Miss Farrow” that—and his composure made Vivienne want to stab a fork through her eye. It was completely unfair, that she’d lain awake all night with humiliation burning a molten hole in her belly, and he was no worse for wear.
She did her best to ignore him as she sipped at her tea.
“Are you going to tell me why you dragged me all the way here at this unholy hour,” asked Reed, “or are you going to make me guess?”
I have an offer for you.
“An offer? I’m already suspicious. What is it?”
H-u-d-s-o-n wants you as his plus-one at his parents’ charity gala.
“Hudson.” Reed said it slowly, like he was sounding it out. “Turner?”
Do we know another?
He laughed a short, startled laugh. “That’s the reason we’re here? This is the big conversation that couldn’t happen over text? You want to whore me out to one of your little trust-fund buddies?”
Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not w-h-o-r-i-n-g if you like him.
“I never said I did.”
So, you don’t want to go?
“No, I—” He groaned and pressed the heel of his hand to his eye. “Do you know where I was last night? I was with Grayson. Do you know what he was doing? Practicing. On a cadaver. So he can try not to murder you when he cuts you open.”
Hearing it out loud made her blood run cold. What’s your point?
“My point is that there are more important things going on here than whether or not Hudson Turner has a date to his little high-society ball.”
I know that.
“Oh, do you? Because it doesn’t fucking seem like it.”
Why do you think I’m doing all of this? J-e-s-s-e needs k-e-t-a-m-i-n-e to do the surgery. H-u-d-s-o-n agreed to provide it. For a price.
Understanding dawned on Reed’s face. “Me.”
She nodded.
“People aren’t currency, Viv.”
Does that mean I shouldn’t bother sending H-u-d-s-o-n your tux measurements?
“Shit.” He fell back against the couch. “You know, all of this is going to catch up with you eventually. You can’t keep bribing your way out of every problem you run into.”
Says who?
“This is what I’m talking about.” He jabbed a finger at her. “You’re too arrogant.”
I’m confident.
“You’re messy. If you go down for any of this, so do I.”
Don’t be dramatic.
“It’s not dramatic, it’s the truth. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out I’m your direct line to the House. How long until Walsh pieces it together? You and I both know he’s not going to let Grayson get anywhere near you with a scalpel.”
On the bench outside, Thomas spiked his empty coffee cup into a nearby trash receptacle. He looked restless—impatient—his right knee bouncing. Their eyes met through the glass and suddenly she couldn’t breathe.
She didn’t know which was worse—that she’d kissed him, or that she couldn’t stop thinking about it. Torturing herself with it. What did she expect? Of course he’d spurned her. Vivienne Farrow wasn’t for loving. She wasn’t warm or sweet or good. Most days, she wasn’t even sure she was human. Reed told her people weren’t currency, but everyone in her orbit was there because they’d been bought and paid for in one way or another.
Thomas Walsh was no different. He didn’t care about her. He was just good at his job. He’d spent the summer doggedly chipping away at her defenses, and he’d done it for a paycheck. When the time came, he’d sell her secrets to Philip for a song.
You’re right, she signed. I should disappear.
“What?” Reed looked startled. “When did I say that?”
You didn’t.
But if T-h-o-m-a-s finds out about J-e-s-s-e and his thesis, he’ll go running to P-h-i-l-i-p and ruin everything. It’s better if I go through the surgery now, before he figures it out.
“I’m not sure what timeline you’re operating on,” said Reed, “but Grayson is nowhere near ready to perform an experimental medical procedure. I’ve seen him, Viv. He can barely figure out how to insert an IV.”
He’ll do what I tell him.
“He’ll kill you.”
She swallowed around the sudden brick in her throat. She thought of Bryce Donahue wailing on the gleaming foredeck of a fishing boat. Mikhail Popov, gasping for air on the snow-encrusted bank of an unlit back road. Thomas Walsh, pushing her away in the hush of his bedroom.
She wasn’t afraid of death.
She was afraid of the girl in the mirror.
We do it tomorrow night, she signed. At the gala.
Reed balked. “I’m sorry, did you say we?”
We can make it look like a kidnapping.
“Again with this we.” He hadn’t touched his drink, and the melting ice was quickly turning the foam to sludge. “I don’t remember agreeing to this.”
I’ll make it worth your while.
He fixed her in a stony stare. “All right. I’ll bite, but only because I’m fascinated by the inner workings of your vindictive little brain—how exactly are you planning on pulling off a disappearing act? Walsh is the most committed watchdog I’ve ever seen.”
We’ll create a distraction, signed Vivienne. She considered for a moment and then added, Last year our swim team raided a rival school’s locker room with paintball guns.
“Paintball guns,” Reed said dryly. “How uninspired. Just so you and I are on the same page—do you want me at this party as a favor to Turner, or so I can help you sabotage it?”
She contemplated this. A little bit of both.
“He’s going to hate me.”
What do you care? He’s a trust-fund brat with a brand-new F-e-r-r-a-r-i and a full ride to the Ivy League school of his choosing. He’s everything you’re not. Wouldn’t it feel good to knock him down a peg?
Reed opened his mouth as though to argue and then shut it again, contemplating Thomas through the window. “You know what I think?” he finally asked. “I think you’re grasping. I think something happened between you and Walsh, and you’re freaking out.”
You haven’t said no, she noted.
He grimaced. “I’ll need help.”
We’ll recruit the other pledges.
“Will we? I hate to break it to you, but they won’t be as easy to manipulate as me and Grayson were.”
Why not?
“For one, you don’t have the funds or the intel to bribe that many people. For another, they answer to the House, not to you. Why would they stick their necks out for someone they don’t even know?”
Because you’re going to tell them to.
“Me?” Slumping back against the couch, Reed let the idea sink in. Finally, he lifted his cup in a toast. “Okay. I’m in. I’ll do your dirty work, but I want next semester’s tuition.”
Done.
“Paid in full, not in increments.”
Vivienne frowned. That’s a lot of money to move at once. P-h-i-l-i-p might notice.
“Not my problem. If you leave this mortal coil, I won’t see a dime, and I fully plan on graduating.” He drained the dregs of his cup and set it between them. “Pay me up front, and I’ll even break the news to Grayson so you don’t have to. I’ll get the other pledges to fall in line. We’ll come to your little party and make a great big scene. It’ll be beautiful.”
Fine, signed Vivienne. I’ll deposit the money into your account tonight.
“Look at that,” Reed marveled as he rose to go. “She’s vindictive, but she’s reasonable.”
•  •  •
Later, after a silent drive home, Thomas and Vivienne sat in the driveway, parked in the shade of the towering sugar maples out front. The engine clicked, cooling. Neither of them moved, not even to unbuckle.
“I’m trying,” said Thomas, startling her into peering up at him. He stared out at the fountain, his hands in his lap. Sunlight refracted in the water, turning the droplets prismatic with color. “I’m trying to find a balance. I’m trying to do my job. I’m trying to—” A muscle twitched in his jaw. Softly, he said, “I’m trying to separate out what I want and what’s expected of me.”
The car’s interior felt suddenly as fragile as glass. Outside, a warm wind ruffled the five-pointed leaves in their branches. Water spattered against the windows in a glittering overspray. Vivienne’s chest felt as though it was collapsing in on her.
She waited for Thomas to cut a glance her way before signing, I don’t know what you could possibly mean.
His face fell. “Don’t do that. Don’t ice me out.”
She unbuckled, fast as she could, and threw open the door. The heat rushed in through the gap, thick with the smell of burnt asphalt and fresh-cut grass. The slam of her door was echoed immediately by the slamming of his.
“Vivienne, wait.” He lumbered around the front of the car, cutting her off as she made a quick beeline for the house. “Just give me two minutes. Please.”
She stopped just short of colliding into him, and he into her. He looked visibly uneasy as he tugged at his tie.
“I didn’t explain myself well the other day. I was—I have people who depend on me. At home. People I can’t let down. I don’t have the luxury of choice.”
Anger flared in her. And you think I do?
“Well—” He hesitated. “Yes.”
Because I’m a spoiled brat who has everything. Because I have nothing but choices. Because all I have to do is snap my fingers and I get whatever or whoever I want.
Somewhere overhead, a chimney swift let out a high-pitched chip. Thomas scuffed his shoe on the drive, his hands in his pockets. “This feels like a trap.”
A scream built inside her. She couldn’t do it—she couldn’t stomach another second in his presence. She did a quick heel turn, heading off in the opposite direction.
“Viv—Vivienne, wait. Wait.”
She didn’t wait. She rushed down the driveway, heading toward the street at a clip. She didn’t make it far before a second car turned into the driveway and squealed to a stop. She drew up short as Jesse climbed out, slamming his door with far more vehemence than either of them had managed to achieve.
He was dressed in dark blue scrubs, as though he’d come straight from his shift. His hair was mussed, eyes dark with sleepless bruises.
“You’ve got some fucking nerve,” he snapped, getting right in her face. “You think you can just change things up and I’ll fall in line? Let’s get one thing straight—we’re in my wheelhouse here. Mine, not yours. You do not give me orders. You do not call the shots. I say when we’re ready to move forward with this thing. Me.”
“All right, that’s enough.” Thomas stepped in, bracing a hand firmly against Jesse’s sternum. “Back off.”
“Don’t touch me.” Jesse pinwheeled his arm out of the way and thrust a finger under Vivienne’s nose. “You’re psychopathic, you know that? A real fucking b—”
He didn’t finish. The crack of Thomas’s fist was loud in the quiet. Jesse folded in on himself with a groan as Thomas snapped his arm back and shook out his hand.
“Jesus Christ.” Jesse dabbed at his face, his thumb coming away crimson. “Are you insane? You broke my nose.”
Thomas didn’t apologize. “You’re done here.”
Jesse drew up to his full height, still prodding at his nose. It looked thoroughly broken, the skin around it tinged in a green, sickly coloring. Blood ran in spatters down his scrubs. “You can push all you want,” he told her. “But I’m not ready. We move forward now, and you won’t survive.”
He left without a look back at either of them, reversing over the curb as he peeled backward out of the driveway. The moment he was gone, Thomas turned to face her. The skin of his right knuckle was split open, the bone out of joint.
“What did he mean?” There was a hard edge in his voice. “He said you won’t survive. What does that mean?”
Your hand is swelling.
“I don’t care about my hand.”
We should ice it.
“I don’t care about my hand, Vivienne. I want you to answer the question.”
She swallowed a breath. What if she did? What if she confessed? What if she told him every ugly little thing she’d done? What would he think? What would he say?
It was a dangerous game to play. She knew exactly how it would go—he’d run and tell Philip, and then everything she’d worked for would be ruined. He was only in this for the money. He’d made that perfectly clear.
Losing her nerve, she signed, I’m going to get you ice.
“Vivienne—”
She turned and headed away from him—up the stairs stacked with potted topiaries, through the wide doors glazed in frosted glass, down the wide, empty hall of endless eggshell white. Thomas kept pace with her all the way, his silence as vast and as dark as a thunderhead.
Neither of them breached the quiet until they’d reached the kitchen. He waited as she fished one of her mother’s migraine masks out of the freezer and folded it over his fist. He hissed when it touched his knuckles but stayed otherwise still.
“What’s his name?”
The question was deceptively casual. She focused on icing his hand and didn’t answer.
“I’ll find out on my own,” he said. “You know I will, so you might as well tell me now.”
She pried up the mask and peered beneath. Your pinkie looks broken.
“I want a name, Vivienne,” he said. “You have until the count of five.”
Or what?
“One,” he said, in lieu of an answer. “Two. Three.” His phone rang in his pocket. He silenced it. “Four. F—”
The ringing started anew. Vivienne dove for his phone, letting the mask drop to the floor as she fished it out from his pocket. She answered it before he could snatch it away, setting it on speaker.
Instantly, a girl chirped, “Tommy? What the hell, I’ve been calling you all day.”
“Sorry,” he said. “I’ve been occupied.”
“Yeah, I bet pole dancing is a really booming business,” said the girl on the other end. “Mom has been on my case to call you. She wants to know if you’ll be home for your birthday.”
“I don’t know yet.” He eyed Vivienne meaningfully. “I’ll have to call you back.”
The girl didn’t appear to have heard him. “You only get one birthday a year. Do we have to have cake without you? I’ll eat it all, and you know that gives me a stomachache. Do you want me to have a stomachache, Tommy?”
“Now’s not a great time, Tess.”
There was a pause. Then, “Oh my God. Oh. My. God. Do you have a girl there with you? You absolutely have a girl there with you. I can hear it in your voice. Tommy! Do you have a girlfriend? And you didn’t tell me and Mom? No, wait—” From the speaker, there came a huge, air-sucking gasp. “Is she paying you?”
“Yes,” said Thomas, and hung up without a goodbye.
Easing the phone out of Vivienne’s hand, he slid it back into his pocket. “You don’t have to cooperate,” he said in a voice that sliced her open, “but I will figure out who that was.”
And then what? You already broke his nose. What else is there?
“I’m going to figure out what he did to make you so terrified.”
He snatched the frozen mask off the floor and headed for the door. Vivienne stayed perfectly still and let him leave, listening to his footsteps recede down the hall. The moment he was gone, she sank onto the tiled floor. Burying her face in her hands, she let out a single, soundless scream.
She wondered what Thomas would think if he knew the horrible truth.
If he knew that it was Jesse Grayson who was terrified of her.




His name was Jesse Grayson.
And if Thomas ran into him again, he was going to do a whole lot more than break his nose.
It hadn’t taken him all that long to parse out the identity of Vivienne’s unwelcome visitor. Relatively, anyway. He’d sat awake until just before dawn—his computer in his lap, the guestroom lit in a blue-light cast—and panned through Vivienne’s endless posts.
He’d found what he was looking for in a candid shot of Vivienne and Hadley Appelbaum laughing up at the photographer, prom dresses glittering and corsages wilting. The comment from Grayson had been one of a dozen: keep that corsage on tonight.
It was none of his business. Thomas knew it objectively. Rationally. Logically.
It burned a hole through him all the same.
Clicking over to Grayson’s account, he’d found the photos wiped. Only an old profile picture remained—a faraway shot of a man standing atop a rocky outcrop, the sun streaming in around him.
But it was the man he was looking for, Thomas had been sure of it.
In his pocket, his phone rang. It was the second call he’d received from his fraternity president in nearly as many hours. The ringtone rattled through the hall where he stood now, braced against the wide wainscoting. He silenced it just as the door to Philip’s office flew open. With his thinning hair mussed and a steaming mug of coffee in hand, Philip looked as though he’d gotten even less sleep than Thomas.
“Come in,” he said. “Let’s make this quick.”
Thomas tailed after him into the office, sitting where indicated. Philip dropped into the executive chair across from him and set his coffee on his desk. For several moments, he sat with a finger balanced along his lip, regarding Thomas as though he were sizing him up for slaughter.
Just when Thomas was about to give in and break the silence himself, Philip sat forward and pushed a thick manila file across the desk.
“Read through this. Sign it.”
Wary, Thomas scooped the file toward him and lifted the front cover. Several paragraphs of legal jargon spanned the length of the very first page.
“Uh—what is it?”
“A simple nondisclosure agreement,” said Philip, with a dismissive wave. “It’s all boilerplate.”
“Oh.” Thomas let the file fall shut. “Is there a reason you’re giving this to me now?”
“There is, in fact.” Philip leaned back and laced his fingers over his stomach. His mouth looked as though he’d bitten into something sour. “Tonight, the Turner family is hosting their annual cotillion. It’s an extremely exclusive event. My colleagues will be there and, regrettably, so will the press.”
“Oh,” said Thomas, who felt there was something critical he was missing.
“I’m not sure if Vivienne told you,” said Philip, “but one of my longtime clients lost his son this past weekend. You met him briefly. Bryce Donahue.”
“I saw the news,” said Thomas. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Yes, it’s a real tragedy,” agreed Philip. “Unfortunately, reporters are sharks. They get a whiff of blood in the water, they come circling. Isaac Shaw from the Daily Talk is one of them. He’s a hack journalist—the sort that thinks everything is a conspiracy. There’s not a soul that takes him seriously, but he thinks he can get a quote off Vivienne, and that makes him a problem.”
“Got it,” said Thomas. “You want me to run interference?”
Philip beamed. “You’re a smart kid. Shaw doesn’t know a lick of sign. If they encounter one another—and they likely will—I’d rest easier knowing you were there to help her navigate the interaction with grace.”
“I can do that,” said Thomas, flipping again through the document. “Although—if you don’t mind me saying so—I was already doing that. I’m not sure what the NDA is for.”
Philip tensed. “Do you have an issue with the contract?”
“Not at all,” Thomas rushed to say. “I just want to know what to expect.”
There was a pause before Vivienne’s stepfather answered. “Tonight’s party will run well past curfew. Sometimes Vivienne has trouble after dark. I’d like to make sure that trouble stays between us.”
“I don’t plan on saying anything to anyone,” Thomas assured him. He thought of Vivienne in the bathroom, her eyes wild, her wrist bloodied. Wariness punched a hole through his chest. He’d come in here today prepared to tell Philip about Jesse Grayson.
Instinctively, he decided against it.
“I nearly forgot,” said Philip, slapping a hand onto the desk. He reached into the topmost drawer and withdrew a sleek cigar box, setting it between them. “I’ve got a gift for you.”
Thomas took it, prying open the lid. Nestled into a velvet cushion was a thickly linked bracelet set with a single stone. Flat and lusterless, the white mount had a slightly uneven shape to it. It looked identical to the stone in Philip’s signet ring, too opaque to catch the light.
“Amelia had it custom made for you,” said Philip. “Put it on. See if it fits.”
Thomas obliged, setting down the box to affix the clasp in place. The chain was cold against his wrist. The white stone winked up at him like a blind eye.
“It’s great. Thank you.”
“You’re in the family now,” said Philip. “And in this family, we do what?”
Thomas swallowed. He felt strangely cornered. “We keep it in the family.”
“That’s right.” Philip smiled. “Sign the NDA, son. It’s just a formality.”
•  •  •
Several hours later, he was midway through wrestling with his bow tie when the doorbell rang. It reverberated all through the house like a death knell. The dogs fell immediately to barking. On his bed, his phone lit up with a text. He gave up on his tie and moved to check his messages.
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door
Thomas
you have me confused with the butler.
The doorbell rang again. Whoever was outside was pressing the button repeatedly, holding it down so that the dogs went wild. On his bed, the phone stayed dark. Vivienne’s parents had headed out an hour earlier, leaving the two of them behind to prepare on their own. Across the house, the doorbell rang and rang. With a groan, Thomas caved.
Shoving aside the dogs, he pried open the front door to find Hadley Appelbaum and Frances Lefevre on the other side, the former dressed in a puffy, plum-colored gown and the latter in a tailored tuxedo.
“Get excited, Superman,” said Frankie, in her usual deadpan. “We’re riding with you.”
“Says who?”
“Vivienne,” said Hadley, who didn’t look remotely pleased to see him.
Frankie, on the other hand, looked delighted. “You must have really pissed her off if she doesn’t even want to be alone in the car with you. Where is she, anyway?”
“Upstairs,” said Thomas darkly. “I’ll go get her.”
•  •  •
He found Vivienne in bed, her skin lit gold beneath the setting sun, her shadow stretching along the wall like taffy. She didn’t look up as he let himself in. She lay on her stomach, dressed in a silk pajama set, her hair in fat pink curlers. A thin bit of fishing wire curled between her teeth. All her focus appeared to be trained on slowly threading little glass beads onto a strand of wire.
“Your friends are downstairs,” he said. “You should probably get ready.”
She ignored him, her feet swinging through the air. A pair of faux fur slippers whisked together in an audible swish-swish-swish.
“Or we can stay here,” he said, propping himself against the wall. “And you can tell me why you suddenly don’t want to be alone in a car with me.”
She kept quiet, rolling the wire into a knot. In his pocket, his phone rang again.
He silenced it. Again.
“I didn’t mean to hurt you, Vivienne,” he said. “You know that, right?”
That seemed to jar her into motion, at least. She rolled out of bed, rising fluidly onto her toes and reaching for his hand, slipping the bracelet onto his wrist as she did. A string of pale pony beads snapped into place, the word CRYBABY spelled out in neat black lettering. She set to work loosening the clasp of the silver band beside it. With a soft click, the chain came loose in her hands. She transferred it into his grasp, folding his fingers over the links. Her touch lingered, scalding through him.
“You don’t like the bracelet Philip gave me?”
Her flat amber stare rose to his. I like mine better.
“Then I’ll wear yours.”
It was the most amicable exchange they’d had in days, and it instantly loosened something inside his chest. Whatever she saw in his gaze caused her own to shutter. She stepped out from beneath him as he pocketed the chain. I should get ready.
“What if we blew off the party,” he said, without thinking. “We could stay here.”
She looked startled by the suggestion. And do what?
“Uh, well, whatever you want. Personally, I was thinking we could sit on the couch and do nothing.”
She considered him sideways, thinking it over. The lack of an outright dismissal loosened the knot still further. Finally, she signed, It’s Shark Week.
He grinned. “Best week in television, if you ask me.”
She bit down on her lip to keep from smiling. Your tie looks terrible.
“Yeah.” He gave a short laugh. “Philip should have given me a clip-on.”
Didn’t your dad ever teach you?
“No, uh—” He cleared his throat. “He didn’t teach me much.”
All traces of laughter disappeared from her face. She looked suddenly solemn, a ribbon of hair springing loose from her curlers.
I can help you.
Before he could protest, she’d risen onto her toes beneath him and begun redoing the knot with nimble fingers. He lifted his chin to grant her access, his pulse racing at a clip. When it was done, she stepped back to examine her work.
You look nice.
He feigned surprise. “Was that a compliment, Miss Farrow?”
Patting him on the chest, she turned toward the bathroom.
She didn’t make it far. A half step, at best. That’s all it took for him to reconsider. He caught her by the crook of her arm, tugging her into a pirouette. She managed to cut him a single, questioning look before he bent down and closed the remaining space between them. This time around, he did it right. He took his time, kissing her the way he wanted to—the way he should have done that day in his room. His hands splayed along her spine, pressing her into him until her breath shattered across his tongue in a soundless gasp.
The kiss deepened as the sun sank back behind the trees, leaving them shrouded in a velvety twilight. Emboldened by the dark—or else hastened by a sense of urgency—Vivienne grasped at his collar, undoing the knot she’d tied only moments before. The topmost button of his dress shirt popped loose. The second. The third.
Her fingertips scraped like claws along his clavicle.
“Viv? Are you ready?”
A voice in the hall sent them flying apart, both of them breathing hard.
Hadley appeared, flanked by the dogs, her expression flat. Vivienne began rapidly tugging out her curlers as though she’d been doing it all along, shaking loose the soft waves of her hair. It wasn’t remotely convincing. Her face was flush with color. Her lipstick was a mess of pink. Self-conscious, Thomas pressed the back of his hand to his mouth. His knuckles came away smudged.
“We’re late,” said Hadley. It came out accusatory. “Let’s go, before my mom murders me.”
•  •  •
The Turner family home was a sprawling Georgian estate of weathered brick and shuttered gables. Sleek white columns propped up the entryway, beneath which sat tiered topiaries wrapped in yellow string lights. Several expensive-looking cars were parked along the hedges out front. It looked, to Thomas, like a scene from a Bond movie, and not a place real people actually lived.
He pulled into a spot indicated by a parking attendant, surprised when the attendant rapped a knuckle on his door. He rolled down the window to find a pimply boy in a red vest and borrowed loafers.
“Valet?”
“Uh, yeah. Thanks.” Thomas tossed him the keys and clambered out as three other doors slammed shut at his back. By the time he claimed his ticket, Vivienne and her friends were already halfway up the front staircase, linked arm in arm and laughing at some private joke. Off in the distance, heat lightning flickered in the sky. The air felt static with electricity.
Vivienne cast a glance back at Thomas as he ascended the steps behind her, his hands in his pockets, the pony beads pinching his skin beneath his shirt cuff. Her dress was the color of a cherry blossom, and she wore her hair pulled back in a matching bow. Gilded in the lamplight, the sky flickering white at her back, she looked like a painting.
Color swam into her cheeks, as though he’d told her so right out loud. He felt the heat of her gaze deep in his solar plexus. Suddenly, all he could think about was getting her alone.
“Come on, Superman,” called Frankie as they passed through the front gate. “You’re holding up the line.”




Vivienne’s mother descended upon her like a vulture the very moment she entered the party.
“You’re late,” she whispered, grabbing hold of Vivienne’s wrist. “He’s furious.”
Vivienne hardly managed to sneak in a backward glance before she was whisked off into the crowd. She caught a fleeting glimpse of Thomas staring across the room at her. Next to him, a woman in a sleek black dress and a too-tight bun harangued him into depositing his phone into the collection basket. They shared a look—one, single meaningful glance that she felt in her marrow—and then he was gone, swallowed up in the glittering crush of bodies.
A little dizzy, she let her mother lead her deeper into the house, careless of where they were going. Away from the crowd. Away from the lights. Down the long, dark artery of a windowed hall, where the curtains blew in off the veranda on a phantom breeze. The air smelled like ozone, pungent with a storm. They didn’t stop. They kept going, moving quickly enough to outpace the devil, her mother’s perfectly manicured nails biting into her forearm.
“There’s a reporter,” she hissed as they picked their way down a shallow set of steps. “He’s sniffing around. Asking questions. Philip is in a state. I’ve never seen him so angry.”
Vivienne wasn’t listening. She felt as light as a feather. Sparkling and effervescent—as though without a tether she might lift up off the ground and go tumbling skyward.
“You’ll have to handle it,” said her mother urgently. “The way you do.”
Distantly, Vivienne registered that her mother was saying something horrible. Something wretched. Whatever it was, it didn’t register. She couldn’t think of anything but the way Thomas had kissed her. Like he meant it. Like he needed it. Like she’d wanted him to, that day he’d come home and found her waiting in his room.
Vivienne had been kissed before, but never like that. She doubted anyone would ever kiss her that way again. Not if she lived to be a thousand. She felt as though she’d been flung clean outside of herself—forced to watch the evening unfold from somewhere apart from her body. Only this time, she wasn’t trapped on the other side of the glass.
This time, she was in the clouds.
“Vivienne!”
The sound of her mother barking her name brought her plummeting back down to earth. The real world careened into focus with razor-sharp clarity. They stood in the Turners’ tiled kitchen, baked gold beneath the warm light of a drum lamp. From the opposite side of the house, there came the intermittent sounds of revelry. Wild bursts of laughter. Airy snatches of music. The sharp clink of cutlery.
And beneath it, like a whisper, were the first faint rumbles of thunder.
In front of Vivienne, her mother swayed ever so slightly in her heels. She wasn’t quite drunk, but she was close to it. Her cheeks were rosy, her lips stained merlot red. She looked thinner than ever, skin drawn facelift-tight, so that shadows rendered her skeletal in the gloom.
Irritated, she asked, “Have you listened to a thing I’ve said?”
Vivienne shook her head. On the counter, the faucet began to drip. Water plink-plunk-plinked into the wide farmhouse sink as her mother reached into her handbag. Fishing through the contents, she procured a crisp white handkerchief.
“Clean yourself up. You’ve made a mess of your lipstick.”
Plink. Plink. The sound was maddening. When Vivienne didn’t take the kerchief, her mother took it upon herself to tidy her, leaning in and dabbing at the corners of Vivienne’s mouth. Rearing back, Vivienne swiped at her hand like an alley cat.
“Vivienne, really,” cried her mother, nursing a scrape. “What’s gotten into you? It’s like you don’t even care what happens to us. Tonight means everything to Philip. Everything. His entire firm is at risk, and you’re off dallying with the help.”
The accusation was like being doused in cold water. Whatever showed on her face must have been obvious, because her mother let out a laugh. It was high and thin, no humor in it at all.
“Did you think you were being subtle? You’ve been pining after that boy for weeks.”
I haven’t been—
“It’s beneath you, Vivienne,” snapped her mother, before she could finish. “More than that—it’s not fair to him. Do you remember what happened to Mikhail? How horribly he died?”
Don’t, she signed. The water dripped faster. Don’t talk about him.
“Someone has to.” Her mother’s voice came out in a hiss. “Someone has to remind you what you are.”
The words were a gunshot, through and through. An old metallic bitterness seeped out from the wound. She thought of coming home Other—of watching her formerly doting mother pull slowly away. Thought of tiptoeing to her bedroom door during sleepless midnights and finding it locked. No chance of being rocked or held. No lullabies, no loving touch.
I’m your daughter, she signed, dropping her hand into the crook of her forearm. Her mother stared at the cradle of her arms, some of her anger allaying. In its place crept grief, cold and untouchable.
“That’s right,” she said softly. “You’re a Miller. And Miller girls are survivors. So, you’ll clean up your face, you’ll get back out there, and you’ll do whatever it takes.”
In the sink, the water ran freely. The basin was nearly full. Vivienne’s mother held the handkerchief between them.
“Take it,” she said. “When Philip comes looking for you, I expect you to cooperate.”
Vivienne snatched the napkin and stuffed it into her dress. Rubbing her palm across her face, she made further ruin of her lipstick, smearing the stain up to her cheeks in a garish joker’s grin.
Her mother didn’t bother to chastise her. She’d made her point. She knew Vivienne would play her part perfectly when the time came. She always did. It was a little bit funny. Even when she wasn’t the girl in the mirror, she was still in a cage. She couldn’t decide if she wanted to cry, laugh, or scream. Perhaps some combination of the three. She settled for leaving without a goodbye, her curls mussed and her makeup ruined.
Gone was the effervescence that fizzed through her veins. Gone was the quiet euphoria burning bright as a flame. She was firmly rooted to the ground, her throat pinched shut, her chest a gaping hollow. Behind her, the water splashed to the floor.
So this was how it was to begin—tonight’s unraveling.
“And, darling,” called her mother, just before she escaped into the hall. “Thomas Walsh is here to do a job. Let him do it, and then leave him alone. It’s the kindest thing you can do.”
Vivienne meant to walk away with her head held high. Instead, she fled.
She made it as far as the hallway before the tears found her. Collapsing into a shallow alcove, she tugged the napkin loose and set to cleaning her face, scrubbing her cheeks until they stung. A breeze drifted through the open windows, rustling her gown. Outside in the courtyard, the party unfolded beneath a glittering web of tea lights. The sight of the crowd was broken up by a neat row of crabapple trees. The wind picked up, silvering the leaves in their branches.
Beneath the soft symphony of strings, she heard a single footfall. She glanced up, hurriedly dashing tears from her cheeks, and caught sight of Thomas in the wide open doors. He looked deceptively casual with his jacket unbuttoned and his hands in his pockets, but there was a tightness in the way he held himself. An anticipation. The lights of the party streamed in behind him, gilding his profile in gauzy streaks of gold, and she thought, faintly, that he’d never looked more perfect than this.
“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” he said, his voice unconvincingly mild. He drew closer, quietly cataloging her as he approached. “You okay?”
Fine, she signed.
“You’re lying.”
She met his gaze, startled. Off in the distance, thunder rumbled. It would rain soon, though a passing summer storm was the least of the Turners’ concerns. Their party was already going to be ruined. She’d seen to that.
“It’s because of me,” guessed Thomas. “I overstepped.”
She pinched her fingers. No.
Lightning lit the hallway white just as he came to a stop before her. “No?”
It’s not you, she added. You’re perfect.
“Perfect?” His cheek dimpled and he mimicked the sign, touching his index fingers to his thumbs. “That’s a pretty big compliment coming from you, Miss Farrow.”
Don’t tease me. It’s not nice.
“You want me to be nice to you?”
His gaze bored into her, dark and expectant. Her mother’s voice pinwheeled through her head. Leave him alone. Leave him alone.
Before she could talk herself out of it, she signed, I want you to kiss me again.
The smile slipped off his face. He looked suddenly as solemn as she’d ever seen him. For a single, horrible second, she thought he’d refuse. Thought he’d fall back on decency—pretend like this unbearable thing coiling between them was strictly professional.
Somewhere in the courtyard, an unseen string quartet played the final notes of Tchaikovsky’s “Song Without Words.” The guests burst into appreciative applause. Buried in the dark of the alcove, Thomas slid his hands from his pockets and reached for her, skimming his fingertips along the edge of her jaw. A shiver ran through her at his touch. She leaned into it, her heart thumping hard.
It was selfish of her.
She was only going to hurt him.
A new song began just as Thomas drew her face up to his. Their eyes met and held. The lone wail of a violin disseminated through the courtyard, the gallery, her bones. She felt a thousand things at once, suffused with a weightlessness she knew she didn’t deserve.
This time, when he leaned in and kissed her, it was soft. There was no urgency in it. His mouth grazed over hers as though he was mapping out the lines of her. Charting the hills of her lips, the valley of her smile. There was something dangerous about the way he took his time. It made her believe in things that weren’t true. Made her feel as though this moment—this stolen, secret pocket of perfection—might last forever.
It didn’t, of course. He pulled away before she was ready, his breath stitching along her jaw. The air between them crackled with electricity. Or maybe that was the storm. The sky was alive, the leaves whipping on the trees.
“Like that?” His voice came out hoarse.
She nodded, savoring the feel of his thumbs tracing her jaw. She’d never been held like this before—like she was brittle primrose, and not deadly nightshade. Something worth tending, and not something you tore up out of the earth with gloves. Emboldened, she rose onto her toes and kissed him again.
In the back of her mind, guilt ticked like a clock. Any minute now, Reed would set her plan into motion. It was remarkably simple, as far as kidnappings went. A dozen other pledges were waiting in the wings, paintball guns at the ready. When Reed gave the signal, they’d cut the power. They’d raid the dance floor. They’d raise hell.
By the time the lights came back on, Vivienne would be gone.
There was a chance—a possibility, though she hated to admit it—that she’d acted rashly. It was just that she’d been so rattled by the sight of Bryce Donahue dying at her feet, so angry at her stepfather for using her and using her and using her. When Thomas spurned her kiss, she’d never felt more alone. More humiliated.
Jesse Grayson was the only one who could fix it. He knew all the right ways to carve a person open. Knew how to make her new again, how to cut her up into someone worth loving.
She just had to get away. To disappear. She’d been so certain of it.
She wasn’t certain anymore. Not with Thomas’s hands at her waist, his mouth at her throat. Distantly, she was aware of the courtyard full of guests just a few feet away. Someone might stumble upon them any minute. Thomas didn’t seem to care. He wedged her deeper into the alcove, his fingers scoring her hips just as his tie came loose in her hands.
There was another rumble of thunder, this time directly overhead. The house shook upon its foundation. It felt as though it was trembling with anticipation. They came up for air, breaking apart as the first of the rain began to fall. Out in the courtyard, a woman screamed. Laughter followed, wanton and careless.
“Hey.” Thomas ducked down, catching her eye. “Are you all right?”
Her heart gave a horrible thump. Fine.
He wasn’t convinced. His mouth thinned into a frown. “Your eyes. They’re—”
She tugged herself out of his grasp before he could finish. She didn’t want him to say it. Didn’t want him to notice the parts of her that weren’t right. He might spurn her a second time, and she didn’t think she could take it. Not now that she knew what it felt like to be held by him. The patter of rain against flagstone set her teeth on edge. It reminded her of the dripping sink, the slow pooling of water underfoot.
She needed to find Reed. She needed to ask him to call it off—to tell him she wasn’t ready. She needed to get a better grip on herself before she became completely untethered.
I need a minute, she signed. Bathroom.
“Okay.” Worry flinted his gaze. “Want me to walk with you?”
No. Stay. Her heart was beating a mile a minute. I’ll find you after.
“You’re sure?”
She nodded. I’ll be quick. Out in the courtyard, several guests began to dash for cover. It wouldn’t be long before the hallway was flooded with people. On a whim, she added, Meet me at the pool house.
His eyes shone in the lamplight. “When?”
Fifteen minutes.
That’s all she needed. Fifteen minutes, to find Reed and undo all that she’d done. To tuck the ugliest parts of herself neatly back into their box. The first of the guests tumbled, wine-drunk and giggling, into the gallery, their jackets over their heads, their gowns soaked through.
“I’ll be there,” Thomas swore.
She gave him a small smile, easing out from the alcove before they could be seen. The crowd had doubled in size, guests clustering by the open windows to watch the storm. She elbowed her way through the glittering crush, searching each face for signs of Reed.
He wasn’t on the terrace. Nor was he in the lounge, where couples gathered in chattering droves. There was no sign of him in the spacious study crowded with men in suits, or the first-floor bathrooms where a line had begun to form, or the smoky billiards room where a boy she’d gone to high school with held out a pool stick and invited her to break.
She was halfway to the library when Philip cornered her. And he wasn’t alone.
“There you are,” he boomed, prying an unlit cigar from his teeth. “You’ve had us all on quite the wild-goose chase.”
Her stepfather’s jacket was gone, his hair oil dark and matted flat, as though he’d been caught out in the storm with the rest of the party. He was flanked by a wary-looking Thomas and a man Vivienne didn’t recognize.
She flattened down the rumpled front of her dress. Can this wait? I’m in the middle of something.
“This fine fellow here is Isaac Shaw,” Philip cut in loudly, speaking before Thomas was able to translate. “He’s from the Daily Talk.”
He said Daily Talk the way one might say bubonic plague, his disgust thinly veiled. Vivienne paid just enough attention to know the gossip rag wasn’t one of the publications her stepfather held in high esteem.
“Shaw here is hoping you’ll grace him with an interview,” he added with a twist of his signet ring. The pale white stone winked nebulously up at her. “Spare a few words for him, if you catch my meaning.”
Vivienne’s stomach pitted. This was what her mother had tried to tell her back in the kitchen: You’ll have to handle it. The way you do.
There was no questioning Philip when he gave an order. And this was indubitably an order, though he’d phrased it as in invitation. It was a bitter reminder, in the face of her momentary lapse. No matter how hard she played at being a girl, at the end of the day she was nothing more than a doll on a music box, forced to turn and turn by the hand that wound her spring.
All hope of finding Reed in time dissolved to mist.
Isaac Shaw looked to be in his midtwenties, with thick black glasses and a wrinkled button-down, a ratted camera strap slung over one shoulder.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said.
“She’s a mute,” explained Philip, chewing on the butt of his cigar. “Or, at least, she pretends to be. You know how capricious these young ladies can be.”
“Ah,” said Shaw, who didn’t seem to know how to respond to that.
Philip thumped Thomas proudly on the back. “Thankfully, Walsh here is an outstanding interpreter. He’ll be happy to mediate any discussion between the two of you. Help you get a quote for your, ah, paper.”
“Excellent,” said Shaw, poking at his glasses. “I was thinking we—”
“It’s terrible business,” cut in Philip, “what happened to Donahue. He was a good kid. Real bright future ahead of him. His father is a client of mine, you know. Has been, since his boy was in diapers. I feel a bit like I’ve lost my own son.”
“Right,” said Shaw, though now he sounded wary. He reached for the library door, pulling it open to reveal the cavernous quiet beyond. “Well, shall we? I won’t take up too much of your time.”
Vivienne glanced up at Thomas and found him already looking over at her, his gaze unreadable, his jaw set. Deep inside her, she felt the thing with teeth arch its back and yawn. A sleeper, slowly waking. A predator, sensing prey.
This was how it always began.
And there was nothing she could do to stop it.
There never was.
Because Vivienne wasn’t brittle primrose; she was deadly nightshade. Tempting. Toxic. Fatal.
She was going to kill Isaac Shaw.
And Thomas was going to see.




The Turner library was as cold as a mausoleum, hemmed in by towering built-ins stacked with leather-bound books and gleaming collectibles. Several turn-of-the-century accent chairs sat clustered before an unlit fireplace, their end tables stacked with medical journals. Vivienne surged in ahead of Thomas and the reporter and took a seat on the edge of a tufted chaise. She looked restless. Uneasy. Like she was seconds away from bursting into flight.
Outside, the storm had picked up in intensity. Whipped sideways by the wind, the rain drilled against the wide oriel windows. It cast Vivienne in an odd, rippling light, so that she looked as though she was underwater. In the dark, her eyes were black all the way through. Her skin was as pearlescent as a siren’s. She hadn’t looked at him. Not once.
“It’s Walsh, right?” asked Shaw, taking up a spot against the fireplace.
“That’s right.” Thomas tried and failed to catch Vivienne’s attention. She stared dead ahead, her hands fisted in her skirts, her knuckles white.
“So how does this work?” pressed Shaw. “I ask you a question, and you feed it to her?”
“You can ask Miss Farrow directly.” It came out with more vehemence than he’d meant for it to. Vivienne’s eyes flicked to his. He cleared his throat and added, “I’ll translate her responses.”
“Sounds straightforward enough.” Shaw reached into his pocket and pried loose a thin metal device, setting it on the mantel. “She doesn’t mind if I record, does she?”
On the couch, Vivienne touched a thumb to her chest.
“That’s fine,” said Thomas.
“Great.” A red light blinked up at them like an eye. “Miss Farrow, before we begin, I’d like to start by saying how sincerely sorry I am for your loss. Your father implied you and Bryce Donahue had grown somewhat close. Courting was the word he used—though that’s a bit archaic, isn’t it?”
The pinch of jealousy in Thomas’s chest was tight enough to steal his breath. He knew he had no right to it. Donahue was dead. On the couch, Vivienne held herself with a preternatural stillness. Except for the slight rise and fall of her chest, she might have been a statue. Just another part of the library’s gleaming relics.
“Right,” said Shaw. “Let’s dive in. I don’t want to keep you from your party. You were on the boat, is that correct? The day of Donahue’s passing?”
Vivienne gave a single curt nod.
Shaw frowned but kept going, tugging a notepad from his pocket and jotting down several notations. Tucking his pencil behind his ear, he asked, “Are you aware of the fact that your father recently had a public falling-out with the senior Donahue during a lunch meeting at Higashi’s?”
This time, Vivienne’s response came in a near-indiscernible shake of her head.
With a sigh, Shaw set his notepad onto the mantel. “I understand how upsetting this must be for you, Miss Farrow. It would really help if I could get a quote. Something I can put in print, you know?”
Vivienne pinched her fingers in front of her mouth and then brought her fists together in a delicate circle.
Thomas interpreted: “ ‘I didn’t know they had lunch together.’ ”
“Perfect,” said Shaw, reclaiming his notepad. “Thank you—that’s all I need. Now, I imagine this will be something of a sensitive topic, but has anyone talked to you about how Bryce Donahue died?”
“ ‘He had a heart attack,’” translated Thomas.
Shaw’s smile was sympathetic. “That’s certainly the formal consensus. The coroner’s report says otherwise.”
Rain hissed against the roof. Outside in the hall, laughter trickled past. A door thudded closed. On the chaise, all the blood had drained from Vivienne’s face.
“It was a beast to track down,” said Shaw, “but thankfully I’ve got a buddy at the county office who owes me a favor. As it turns out, there were several toxins present in Bryce Donahue’s blood when he died.”
Vivienne sat as still as a doll. She didn’t blink.
“Where’s the—” Shaw patted at his pockets until he found what he was looking for, prying loose a torn sheet of legal paper. “I have a list. Hold on—let’s see if I can pronounce these correctly. Hyaluronidase. Phospholipase. Histamine. Neurotoxic peptides. Talk about a mouthful. Does any of it mean anything to you?”
Vivienne clipped her fingers together.
“ ‘No,’ ” said Thomas.
“Me either,” admitted Shaw, tucking the list back into his pocket. “Between you and me, I barely made it through high school chemistry. But I did some research. And do you know what I found? That’s almost the same exact chemical makeup found in scorpion venom.”
On the couch, Vivienne began to count. The way Thomas taught her.
One. Two. Three. Four. Five. One. Two. Three …
“A scorpion’s sting isn’t deadly to most adult humans,” added Shaw. “But in greater concentrations it can lead to bradycardia, paralysis, and even death. Don’t you find that just a little bit odd?”
Vivienne continued to count, now in erratic threes.
Onetwothree. Onetwothree.
“Now, here’s where it gets weirder,” continued Shaw. “Even if scorpions were native to Connecticut—which, of course, they’re not—the coroner’s report showed no signs of an entry wound. No lesion, no redness, no visible sting.”
The thin cord of Thomas’s patience snapped. “What are you, the police?”
“Excuse me?” Shaw glanced over at him in surprise. “Why do I get the sense that wasn’t a direct translation?”
“Because it wasn’t,” said Thomas. “It was all me.”
“Do you have something to say?”
“I do. You need to back off. You’re upsetting her.”
“She should be upset,” said Shaw. “According to the evidence I’ve gathered, there’s very good reason to believe her boyfriend—”
“He wasn’t her boyfriend,” said Thomas without thinking.
“—was poisoned,” Shaw finished. Folding his arms over his chest, he sized Thomas up as though seeing him anew. “How long have you been working with Miss Farrow?”
Thomas could feel Vivienne’s eyes boring a hole into the side of his face.
“Since June,” he said coldly.
“Interesting.” Shaw jotted down another notation. “And do you understand the implication here? We’re not dealing with some ill-timed act of God. This was a murder.”
“A murder?” Thomas laughed. “That’s insane.”
“You think so? I’m not so sure.” Shaw jabbed a finger into his notepad. “There’s a story here. A goddamned good one. And from the looks of it, my exclusive just got a little more interesting.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Only that jealousy makes for an excellent motive.”
Thomas bristled. “Where the f—”
Without warning, Vivienne flew to her feet. Her elbow clipped a shining brass astrolabe on the end table, bringing it crashing to the floor. The tumult brought all the focus in her direction. Beneath the watery moonlight, she looked radiant with fury, her fingers flying.
Tell him we need a minute.
“What for?”
Tell him.
Thomas blew out a quelling breath. “We need a minute.”
“Take all the time you need,” said Shaw, who’d fallen back to jotting down notes on his infernal pad. “I’m sure you need some time to corroborate your stories. When you get back, I’d love to hear what it was you were doing the afternoon of July thirteenth.”
Thomas opened his mouth to reply, but Vivienne silenced him with a touch, seizing him by the lapels and towing him backward toward the exit. She didn’t release her hold on him until they were well out of earshot, the library doors falling shut behind them with two dull thuds. They stood alone in a well-lit hall, the wainscoting dotted with floppy plants and oversize vases.
“You don’t have to put up with that asshole,” he said at the same time she signed, I want you to leave.
He paused midway through flattening his collar. “What? Why?”
You’re supposed to interpret what I say, as I say it.
“Well, I would, if you’d say anything—”
What you’re doing is u-n-e-t-h-i-c-a-l.
“Unethical?” His laugh came out garroted. “Unethical?”
It’s not funny.
“It’s pretty funny, actually,” he said. “I mean, Jesus, Vivienne. Pissing off some hack journalist is the least unethical thing I’ve done today.”
Her breath caught as though he’d struck her. Pink flushed into her cheeks. He felt the heat of it reflected in his own face, and he immediately regretted saying anything at all. He braced himself and waited for her to hit him back. To make it hurt.
She didn’t. She shut her eyes and sagged against the wall, the fight going out of her. Dwarfed by the scalloped leaves of a houseplant, she looked small and diminished, her features whittled in shadow. He felt suddenly terrible for picking a fight.
“Vivienne,” he pleaded. “I’m sorry, okay?”
She didn’t open her eyes.
“You’re right—I shouldn’t have stepped in like that.”
Her only response was to draw a single, unsteady breath.
He bent his head toward hers. “Will you please look at me?”
A drunken couple stumbled past, rain soaked and whispering, clinging one to the other in a clumsy tangle. He held himself still as they turned the corner, listening as a door clicked shut somewhere out of sight. The moment they were gone, he drew in nearer. So close, he could see the errant flutter of her pulse in the triangle of her throat.
“I won’t say anything else,” he promised. “I’ll keep my mouth shut, if that’s what it takes. I just—I don’t want you in there without me.”
Her eyes flew open. You’re making yourself look guilty.
“Guilty? Guilty of what? What happened to Donahue is horrible, but it was an accident. You know that, Vivienne, you were there. Let him run his story. You think anyone’s going to believe that nutcase? He’s one bad hoax away from writing a tell-all about Bigfoot.”
He’d meant to make her laugh. Instead, she averted her gaze, blinking away tears.
“Hey.” He chucked her gently under the chin. “Let me take you home.”
She shook her head, swiping at a tear just before it could fall.
“No one has to know,” he added. “We can slip out the back. There’s a megalodon movie on tonight. Supreme camp. Really awful acting. If we hurry, I bet we can catch the end.”
The door to the library creaked ajar and Shaw poked his head out. “There you two are. And looking very cozy, I might add. Are we just about done?”
“We need another minute, actually,” said Thomas, but Vivienne was already slipping out from beneath him, heading for the open door. “Wait, you—Vivienne.”
Unthinking, he caught her by the hand. Her skin was ice-cold; her fingers trembled. She tugged herself free, leveling him with a look.
Stay, she signed. I don’t want you to see what comes next.
“What do you mean, you—” The door fell shut in his face. “Great. That’s great.”
For several seconds afterward, he stood outside the library and debated his options. He could go in after her—it’s what Philip expected of him. He could wait outside, try to honor her request. He could quit and go back home. Leave on his own terms, before Philip and Amelia got wind of just how badly he’d screwed everything up and fired him themselves.
None of his choices felt like the right one.
He fell instead to pacing, sweating through his dress shirt. One minute turned into two. Two to three. Then four. Then five. On the other side of the door, there came a series of dull thuds as several heavy somethings went toppling to the ground.
“Fuck it.”
He wrenched open the doors and charged into the library. Vivienne was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Shaw. The astrolabe lay on its side on the floor, its gleaming spheres mirrored in a wide puddle of black. Unease threaded through him.
“Vivienne?”
His voice cast out into darkness. He edged deeper into the room, taking careful stock of his surroundings. The library extended well beyond the first set of shelves, its wide wooden columns disappearing into shadow. His misgivings deepened.
“Vivienne,” he called again. “Make some noise if you hear me.”
On the mantel, the recorder blinked up at him with its steady red eye. He clicked it off, sliding it into his pocket. From his position by the fireplace, he could see now that the puddle of black extended behind the couch. He followed the trail as it turned from tacky footprints to errant spatters, leading out from the room’s polished crux and into the first stack of shelves.
He came upon Isaac Shaw just around the first corner. The reporter knelt on the floor in a pile of books, his jaw slack, his forearm gouged open. His chest gave a violent hitch as he raked at the laceration.
“It was her,” he cried, digging two gore-flecked fingers down to the yellow fat of his arm. “It was her.”
A sound behind Thomas made him freeze. Slowly, he turned.
Vivienne stood frozen at the mouth of the stacks, her mouth thin and flat, her stare vacant. Something in the way she stood—as limp as a doll, her head lolling to the side—sent an ice-cold shiver down his spine.
“Vivienne,” he said. “Vivienne, hey.”
Her head snapped up at the sound of his voice. A horrible awareness stole across her features. Her hands flew over her face and she staggered back, cracking into the nearest shelf hard enough to send several books tumbling to the floor.
Dread pooled in his stomach as understanding took shape.
“Vivienne,” he said, softer than before. “Look at me.”
“It was her,” cried Shaw. “It was her.”
Thomas ignored him, reaching for Vivienne’s wrists and prying her hands from her face. He was met with a fractured stare, eyes clustered with pupils like black honeycomb.
“Holy shit,” he breathed.
She flinched back like a struck animal, tearing herself out of his grasp. And then, just like that, she was running. The swell of her skirt turned her nebulous in the moonlight as she darted out from the shelves, there and then gone before he could catch her.
On the floor, Isaac Shaw continued to claw himself open. “It’s under my skin,” he babbled. “It’s in my head. It’s—it’s scratch—it’s scratching at my skull. You have to get it. You have to help. You have to GET IT OUT.”
“I’m really sorry,” said Thomas. “I have to— I’ll send help.”
He took off running after Vivienne, tailed by the pained keening of the reporter. Skidding to a stop before the door, he tore it open and veered out into the hall. He made it around the first bend before slamming directly into a figure exiting an adjacent room. Reed Connolly reared instinctively back, his expression quizzical.
“Is that … blood?”
“Where is she?” Thomas seethed, snatching him by the shirtfront. “I know you saw her.”
“Hands off the suit, you psychopath.” Reed worked himself free with an elbow. “Jesus, what the hell is your problem?”
“Answer the question.”
“Who are we looking for? Vivienne? Isn’t it, like, your singular job to keep track of her?”
“Don’t screw with me. What the hell are you even doing here?”
“He’s with me” came a third voice. Thomas whipped around to find Hudson Turner propped in the same door Reed had just exited, the buttons undone on his paisley jacket and his tie askew. “Do you have a problem with that?”
Thomas swiped at his brow. His hand left a behind tacky smear. Blood, not his own. He stared down at his hands and found them red and reeking. His stomach turned over.
“Walsh,” snapped Hudson, not for the first time. “Speak.”
“You should call an ambulance,” he said dully. “There’s been an accident in your library.”
“What kind of accident?” demanded Hudson as Reed went visibly pale. Thomas didn’t stick around to explain. He took off down the hall, Hudson’s voice bounding after him as he fell into a jog. “Walsh! What kind of accident?”
He made his way through the crowded warren of the Turner mansion, his unease deepening with each passing minute. Out in the courtyard, the rain had slowed to a drizzle. It dripped off the trees, gathering in the abandoned champagne flutes in shallow pools. He stood under the cover of an overhang and debated his next move.
If he couldn’t find her, then what?
Lightning flickered in the distance, turning the glass polyhedral of the pool house diamond bright. He made his way toward it on a whim, following the winding flagstone of a garden path. The heat had broken during the storm, and the air was substantially cooler. It chilled the sweat against his skin as he passed beneath the bowed heads of ornamental grasses.
The path spit him out before a lit pool bordered in bullnose tile. The water threw rippling caustics on the surrounding trees so that the whole of the night—and he with it—felt oddly submerged as he entered the pool house.
The interior was full of wide wicker chairs and matching cocktail tables. Several Grecian sculptures lounged beneath hanging baskets of lobelia. The air was thick with humidity, the glass panels gray with condensation. Pillowed by the quiet, Thomas’s footsteps echoed like thunder.
So, too, did the single, disembodied sniffle.
Nearby, a pale crush of tulle peeked out from behind a standing statue of Venus. He edged silently closer, until the tulle gave way to a girl, her bloodied hands held before her, her shoulders racked with sobs.
“One,” he heard her whisper. “Two. Three.”
The sound snatched the air clean out of his lungs. Her voice was startlingly low and a little bit rough, like water tumbled over stone. His surprise quickly gave way to relief.
“Four,” she went on, pinching each fingertip in turn. “Five—”
“Vivienne.”
She froze like a hare, her hands flying over her mouth.
“It’s okay.” He held up his hands. “It’s just me.”
Carefully, she drew up onto her knees. He followed her lead, crouching before her. It should have felt ridiculous—huddling in the corner like children, watched by the gods and draped in ivy. He held himself still as Vivienne assessed him through nervous, darting glances.
You’re okay, she finally signed.
“Me?” He glanced down at himself. “Yeah, I’m all right.”
She looked bewildered, as though she’d expected otherwise. Nothing hurts?
The question caught him so off guard, he laughed. “No,” he said. “Nothing hurts.”
With a quiet sob, she folded in on herself. He caught her as she collapsed, gathering her into his lap.
“It’s going to be okay,” he promised. “You just—you can’t take off on me like that, all right? Not without giving me a second to—to—”
A second to what? To compose himself? To come to terms with what he’d seen? He had no idea what point he was trying to make—no clue which was the right thing to say. He wasn’t sure there was one. He settled for drawing her closer, resting his chin on the crown of her head.
“I’m not going anywhere, Vivienne. Okay? It’s you and me.”
The lights clicked off. Both of them sat up straight as total darkness fell. From the direction of the house came the sound of screams. Vivienne shot to her feet, and Thomas after her.
“It must be the storm,” he said as the screams turned to laughter. Lightning rendered the pool house all in silver, throwing the sculptures into stark relief. “I’m sure it’ll come back on any minute.”
The sky flashed white again. In the stroboscopic flicker, Thomas thought he saw one of the statues take a step.
“I think someone’s in here,” he whispered.
He heard the creak of the floor just before the impact, but it was too late to turn and intercept it. Something hard slammed into the back of his head, sending starlight shooting across his field of vision.
The last thing he heard over the ringing in his ears was the clear, unmistakable sound of Vivienne Farrow’s scream.




“For Scylla is not mortal; moreover, she is savage, extreme, rude, cruel, and invincible.”
Homer’s The Odyssey




Vivienne was dreaming of the house again. The boarded windows. The river-thin hall. The open cellar door, its shadows writhing down and down
Vivienne, said the dark. You stand so very close.
Usually, when she dreamed of the house, she was alone. She’d claw at the door and cover her ears—do whatever she could to drown out that black, beckoning voice. This time was different. This time, a boy stood at the mouth of the cellar. He was sopping wet and as white as a corpse, impetigo mottling the corners of his smile.
“It’s quiet down here,” he told her. “You stop minding, after a while.”
Slowly, water began to thread along the floorboards. First in a trickle, then a stream. It burbled noisily, gathering at her ankles.
“Death always comes in threes,” said the boy.
Only—he wasn’t the boy anymore. Now he was Mikhail. Strong, stoic Mikhail, who’d loved her like a father. His eyes were gone, two empty orbitals left in their place. His lips peeled back from his teeth in a skeleton grin. She teetered back, heartbroken and horrified, and fell with a hard thump of her tailbone against wood. Water lapped wetly at her waist.
“It is the way of things,” said Mikhail, slowly advancing. “It’s what was offered. He doesn’t want to frighten you, Sparrow. He only wishes to collect his due.”
In the nearby window, a linnet bird alighted upon the sill.
Chirrup, it called, and hopped nervously to the side. Chirrrrrup.
•  •  •
Vivienne sat bolt upright, her heart hammering.
She was in bed. It was morning, the sun a flat yellow coin in the sky. A little brown sparrow sat on the wrought iron ledge of her balcony, peering warily in at her each time the curtains lifted on a breeze. The dogs were gone. The air inside the room felt stale. She was bone-tired and sore all over, the ribbing of her gown pressed tight into her sides.
Strange. It wasn’t like her to sleep fully dressed.
Climbing out of bed, she shook out the rumpled tulle of her skirt. Her fingers froze over the stiff creases. The folds had gone russet colored, bits of netting slowly flaking. With a horrible dawning comprehension, she realized it was blood.
She shut her eyes and tried to remember coming home—tried to summon the memory of climbing up the stairs and collapsing into bed. It was futile. Her head was full of shadows. They darted from her reach like little fish, too quick to catch. She was about to give up and crawl back into bed when she heard it: a moan, coming directly from her bathroom.
Through the gap at the bottom, she could just make out the pendulum sweep of a shadow. Whoever was inside was rocking themselves like a child. Back and forth. Forth and back.
On unsteady feet, she wobbled her way to the bathroom. The door swung wide and thudded hard into a body. There, on the floor, sat Thomas.
“I heard you,” he said. His forearms had been scraped raw, skin just beginning to break, and she knew without hesitation that he’d been in here clawing at himself in a panic.
“I heard you counting,” he gibbered, rocking faster. “I heard you, and now you’re in my head. There’s these bugs crawling in my skin. I feel them. I can’t get them out. I can’t—”
She dropped to her knees, desperate to find some way to console him. The moment she reached for him, his hand flew out like a scythe and caught her wrist. His eyes were hard and cold. There was no warmth in them. Only disgust. Slowly, she followed his gaze down to her forearm. A single filament curled out from her skin, fiber thin and ribbon pink.
She watched, aghast, as Thomas reached for the thread and began to tug. She unraveled in skeins, coming all apart in sickening garlands of tulle and glistening tendon trimmings. He tugged and tugged, laying her bare, until all that was left was the bald white of her ribs, the hideous red throb of her heart. And there, woven around her sternum, was the glossy black carapace of something poisonous.
“I knew it,” said Thomas, and let her go without warning.
She toppled backward onto the tile, the gruesome exoskeleton clicking horribly as she began gathering herself up in ribbons.
Don’t look at me, she wanted to screech at him. Don’t look.
She staggered to her feet, intending to flee, and stumbled directly into Mikhail. He stood in the open door, silently contemplating Thomas.
“Who is this?”
His voice came out several registers too low. Not Mikhail at all, but that insidious whisper from her dreams. On the balcony, the sparrow fluttered nervously.
“Stop thrashing,” it said, in an all-too-human voice. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”
“This boy reeks of hellfire,” said Mikhail, speaking over the bird. “You shouldn’t have brought him here.”
“Vivienne,” said the bird. “Open your eyes.”
She did.
The nightmare fell away, and there in front of her was Reed. Truly Reed, and not some horrendous amalgamation. Like her, he was still dressed for the gala, though his shirt was untucked and horribly crinkled, the buttons stained with wine.
“Viv,” said Reed, looking pale, “is it— I mean, how did you—Holy shit.”
They stood in an unfamiliar basement, mildewed and cold, the overhead piping exposed like a nerve. The poured concrete had been painted a bright, blinding white, but everything else was all primary colors, from the scattering of blocks atop an alphabet rug to the bookshelf stacked with piles of board books. A large wooden cross hung on the northernmost wall, pitted in rot.
Her panic was a palpable thing. It pulsed in her grasp, as though she’d tugged her heart clear out of her chest and now held it in the cradle of her palm.
“Vivienne,” repeated Reed, this time with urgency. “Is it dying?”
Baffled, she followed his gaze. There, in her hands, she cupped something brittle and quivering and very much alive, although only just. Not her heart at all, but the sparrow from her nightmare. Her pulse gave a violent kick, and she nearly dropped the impossible creature outright. Its wing jutted out at an odd angle, as though it had smashed itself into a window.
“How did you do that?” asked Reed. “One minute you were thrashing around the room and the next—”
They peered down at the bird, watching it struggle to breathe, both of them pondering the impossibility of what she’d done. She’d been locked away inside herself, and she’d drawn something out.
“We should get a box,” Reed finally said. “Something to put it in.”
She held still as he searched the clutter for something serviceable, doing what she could to string together the scattered beads of her memory. The last thing she recalled with any amount of clarity was Thomas, etched in white and swinging blind. She remembered sounds, too—the smack of a blow landing. The sickening crunch of a fist meeting bone. Reed’s voice over it all: That’s enough, Sadowski. She said make it look realistic; she didn’t tell you to kill him.
“Here.” Reed was in front of her again, and this time he held a wooden puzzle box. He’d stuffed the inside with tissue, making a sorry sort of bed. “Put it in.”
She did, lowering the bird as gingerly as she could. They watched it lie on its side, its chest rising and falling in wretched heaves.
“You almost killed one of the pledges last night,” said Reed. His tone was matter-of-fact, without accusation. Shame sawed through her regardless. “His name is Adrian Faber. He’s a freshman at the technical institute. Or he was, before you broke him. Not that you care.”
Another memory surfaced—Thomas staggering into a nymphean sculpture, a crimson bloom widening at his temple. A boy in a black balaclava dropping to his knees, his hands clasped over his ears. The ruined tatters of her scream clinging to the silence.
Had she broken Thomas, too?
Had she left his mind torn, his belly full of worms?
She couldn’t remember.
In its box, the little bird continued to gasp for air.
“It doesn’t matter who gets hurt, right,” said Reed, “as long as you get what you want in the end?”
She blinked and saw Thomas struggling to rise, one eye pinched shut in the electric dark.
When she didn’t answer, Reed sighed. “We should go upstairs and see Grayson. He’ll want to know you’re lucid.”
He tucked the box under one arm, herding her toward the door with the other. She allowed herself to be led, feeling oddly unsteady as they made their way down a hall painted in faded murals and up a concrete flight of stairs, emerging at last into the carpeted hush of a sanctuary.
“Welcome to headquarters,” he said. “This is where the pledges meet.”
Sunlight bled through the soaring ambulatory windows, illuminating the saints in shades of martyr red and apostolic blue. The air in the transept hung lifeless, thick with dust that glimmered gold wherever light managed to breach the broad wooden buttresses.
The stark contrast in shadows made it difficult to parse out the people in the pews. There was a half dozen of them, at least. They lounged idly about, murmuring among themselves, their features nondescript in the haze. In the front row, a thickset boy with a choppy mullet and visibly bruised jaw was being fawned over by a girl all in fishnets—fishnet leggings, fishnet top, a pair of garish fishnet gloves. At the sight of Vivienne hovering, both of them lurched to their feet.
“I wondered when you’d get the guts to show your face,” snarled the boy. “Your boyfriend almost broke my jaw.”
“Relax, Sadowski,” said Reed. “It was four on one. He didn’t stand a chance.”
Another blink, and there was Thomas again, blood running down his chin in a crimson trickle.
He’d been lucid. He’d been lucid.
Hadn’t he?
She couldn’t remember.
“She looks like a Barbie,” said the girl, peering around Sadowski. She sounded disappointed. “I thought you said she was a demon.”
Reed rolled his eyes. “I told you she was harboring a demon.”
“Well, where is it?”
“Jesus, Lydia,” snapped Sadowski. “She’s possessed. She’s not carrying it around with her in her purse.”
Lydia rose up onto her booted toes. “What’s in the box, then?”
“All of you, shut up.”
Jesse Grayson stood in the nearest aisle, flanked by a slender teen with a gunmetal array of facial piercings. Between them sagged the limp body of a boy. He was scratched all to bits, deep fingernail gouges scoring the skin around his eyes as though he’d done everything in his power to claw them out. Vivienne’s stomach turned over at the sight.
She’d recognize her handiwork anywhere.
“We loaded him up with benzodiazepine,” said Jesse. “Hopefully that mellows him out long enough for me to do a closer examination.”
This is A-d-r-i-a-n? Vivienne signed. F-a-b-e-r?
“Yeah,” said Jesse. “Adrian. That’s right. Are you happy, Vivienne? You got what you wanted.”
I didn’t want this.
“Vivienne?” Between Jesse and the teen, the boy picked up his head. It lolled heavily to the side as he fixed Vivienne in a glassy, faraway stare. “He told me you’re special,” he said, his speech softened by the quelling effect of the drug. “That if I wanted to rise in the ranks, I should do whatever you ask. Give you whatever you want. Make you happy, so you’ll come home.”
Reed stiffened. “What the hell is he talking about?”
“Look at you,” leered the boy, before anyone could answer. “You’re not special. I can see you clearly now that I’ve heard you. It’s like—it’s like a curtain has been pulled back. There’s death spilling out of you. You’re all maggots and mealworms.”
Vivienne thought of the way she’d come all apart in her dream. She knew that inside her was rot, but to hear it said aloud was like being flayed alive.
“Sadowski,” barked Jesse. “Help Diaz with Faber. Take him upstairs. I’ll be up a in bit.”
Jesse waited until everyone had filed out before rounding on Vivienne. “Did you bring it?”
“I did,” said Reed. “Got it from Hudson last night, just before everything went south.”
He reached into his jacket and procured a little glass vial filled with a clear liquid. Jesse took it and turned it over, contemplating the label. It felt the tiniest bit ironic, how she’d gone to such great lengths for something so small. Ironic, how after weeks of plotting to rid herself of Thomas Walsh, he was all she could think about.
The last she’d seen of him, he’d been struggling to stand.
Had that been her fault? Had she done that to him?
“That’s that, then,” said Jesse, pocketing the vial. He sounded resigned. “Given your height and weight, it should take about two milliliters of ketamine to put you out and keep you out.”
“If he can find a vein,” muttered Reed.
Jesse shot him a look. “Don’t start. What’s in the box?”
“Glad you asked.” Reed shoved the box between them. Inside, the little brown bird continued to gasp for air. Jesse frowned down at it.
“What is that, a sparrow?”
“Seems to be.”
“What happened to it?”
Reed cut a glance toward Vivienne. She didn’t return it. “That’s the thing,” he said. “We’re not exactly sure. One second, Vivienne was standing there without a bird, the next—bird.”
“I don’t love that,” said Jesse. “It’s an uncontrolled variable. Has anything like this ever happened before?”
Vivienne shook her head.
“What do you think it means?” asked Reed.
“I don’t know.” Jesse peered back down at the bird, scrubbing a hand over his jaw. “I want to try and do a full workup of Vivienne in her altered state ahead of the procedure.”
Reed whistled. “Sounds like a great way to end up like Faber.”
“We’ll muzzle her if we have to. I’m not going into this blind.”
What about the bird? asked Vivienne, a little desperately.
“The bird is dying, Vivienne,” said Jesse coldly. “You killed it.”
What about Tommy? churned the thoughts in her head. What about Tommy? She couldn’t bring herself to ask. Had she killed him, too? Had she left him there on the pool house floor to claw at his eyes and tear at his flesh? Had his heart given out? Had he died all alone?
She hadn’t meant to scream.
“I can’t do anything to help the bird,” added Jesse, “but I’ll do my best to help you.”
Thank you, she signed, touching the trembling tips of her fingers to her chin.
“I’m not doing this out of the goodness of my heart. You’ve got my back against the wall, and you know it.”
When he was gone, only she and Reed remained. The rest of the sanctuary had slowly emptied, as though none of the pledges could bring themselves to stay too close. She couldn’t blame them. She was going to extraordinary lengths to get as far from herself as possible.
“You seem quiet,” said Reed. She shot him a look, and he amended, “Well, for you.”
I tried to find you, she signed. At the party.
“Yeah?” Reed arched a brow. “How come?”
I was having second thoughts.
He examined her sideways. “Are you still?”
She didn’t answer. Gingerly, she took the box from him, peering down at the bird within. Its eyes had clouded over, its breathing slowed. Her heart gave a bitter pang. She couldn’t shake the horrible feeling that she’d gone about everything wrong. She was usually more cautious. She was, as a person, extraordinarily calculated. She planned out every move in advance, controlled every last variable.
Thomas’s arrival earlier that summer had knocked her off-center. He’d made her reactive. Rash. Reckless. In just a few short weeks, she’d grown into someone impulsive, all heart and humiliation.
It was too late for second thoughts.
It didn’t matter how she’d made her decisions, only that they’d been made. There was no other choice now but to see them through to the end.
Exhausted, she sank down into a pew. Reed sat next to her. For some time, they sat side by side and watched the sun spark through the bloodred robes of a martyred saint. She held the box tight in her lap, watching the sparrow struggle for air. It seemed like the kindest thing she could do—bear witness to its suffering.
Or maybe it was the cruelest. Maybe it was kinder to put it out of its misery. She was too much of a coward to do anything but watch, a silent witness unto death. It’s all she ever was, in the end.
“What you’re doing is selfish,” said Reed, startling her. She’d nearly forgotten he was there at all. He hooked his elbows over the cap rail and added, “What do you think it’s going to do to the people who love you when you don’t survive?”
She wanted to tell him there was no one in all the world who loved her, but it was an unbearable thing to admit.
Instead, she signed, I’m not planning to die.
“But you don’t care if you do.” When she didn’t deny it, he let out a quiet laugh. “I’m not staying, Viv. For the surgery, I mean. I’m forfeiting my membership.”
Surprised, she turned to face him. Why?
He tipped his head back, peering up at the vaulted ceiling. “The House asks for too much. That’s how it works. All new members are required to tithe. It’s small at first. A portion of your earnings. A few drops of blood.”
Disgusted, she trickled her hand over her stomach. Blood?
“Just a little,” he said. “No more or less than you’d donate at a blood drive.”
The thought horrified her beyond measure. What do they do with it? The blood?
“I don’t know. I don’t ask. All I know is, the higher you rise in the ranks, the bigger your offerings become. The bigger the offering, the greater the reward. I used to think I didn’t care. I didn’t have anything I wouldn’t give up to get ahead.”
And now?
“I don’t know.” He turned to face her, his expression wistful. “Maybe I’m having second thoughts.”
Rising to go, he rocked back on his heels, his hands in his pockets. Deliberating, she knew, how best to say goodbye. In the end, he settled for saying nothing at all, but then Vivienne supposed he’d already said all he needed to say.
It wasn’t like they were friends.
Their relationship, like all her relationships, had been transactional.
And now it was at an end.
He left her there alone in the dusky hush of the empty cathedral, a dying sparrow in her lap, the lifeless eyes of the saints staring down upon her without remorse.




The clock on the wall read seven fifteen. Eight hours since the pool house. Eight hours since Vivienne was taken right out from under him. Eight hours of wasted fucking time.
Saint Mary’s Hospital was icebox cold and packed with people—so much so that, for much of the night, the lobby had been standing room only. Now, in the slowing trickle of an early morning, Thomas sat propped atop a hallway gurney, his patience torn to ribbons, Isaac Shaw’s recorder gripped tight in his fist.
He hadn’t listened to it yet.
Not here, among strangers.
Each time another nurse passed him by, he was met with a discreet but discernible sideways glance. He couldn’t blame them. He looked like he’d been in a back-alley brawl. His shirtfront was stiff with blood. His head was a belfry. It rang and rang. His left earlobe had swollen into a fat cauliflower shape and his left eye was pinched nearly all the way shut. He hardly noticed. His focus was trained on the clock on the wall. On the seconds and minutes and hours that ticked away without end.
He hadn’t wanted to come to the hospital at all, but he’d discovered that Hadley Appelbaum and Frances Lefevre could be almost as persistent as Vivienne when they wanted to be. They’d insisted he be seen, and at the time he’d had little energy to protest.
Eight hours and several stitches later, he was brimming with it. He wanted to hit something. He’d spent the entire night in triage, the panic in his chest slowly coalescing into anger, until he saw everything through a red, ugly haze.
Vivienne was gone. She was gone, and he was sitting here doing nothing.
“Sorry to keep you waiting.” A red-haired woman in a white lab coat drew a rolling cart to a stop directly in front of him. “I’m Dr. Rosen. Can you verify your name and date of birth for me?”
“Thomas Walsh,” he ground out, sick of repeating it. “July twenty-third.”
“Excellent, thank you.” She peered up at him over the rim of her reading glasses, her smile affable. “Looks like you’ve had quite the night.”
“I’ve had better.”
“Well, we’ll get you cleaned up.” She clicked through his electronic chart. “I’ve got an X-ray technician coming down any minute to wheel you to radiology.”
He’d required just enough X-rays during his lacrosse days to know he couldn’t afford to swallow the bill. He also knew he’d be waiting hours for results. He didn’t have hours.
“Do I need one?”
“I’d highly recommend it, yes,” said Dr. Rosen. “We have some concern that you may have fractured a rib. An X-ray will help us get a clearer look so we can determine treatment.”
“Can I refuse?”
“It’d be against medical advice to do so, but yes.”
“Okay.” Thomas reached for his jacket. “I’d like to, then. Refuse, I mean.”
Dr. Rosen slid her glasses onto the top of her head and peered up at him with closer scrutiny. “Do you have a parent or guardian here with you?”
“I’m eighteen.”
“A friend, then.”
“No,” bit out Thomas, his patience wearing thin. “I’m on my own. And I’m fine. Really. I’d like to go.”
Dr. Rosen examined him for a moment longer. “I’ll have a nurse draw up the discharge paperwork for you to sign. Hang tight, all right?”
“Sounds good, thanks.”
The moment Dr. Rosen was out of sight, Thomas slid off the gurney and snatched his jacket, wincing at the sharp bite of pain in his middle. A small cough drew his gaze to a bowed old man in a wheelchair. He sat with a flannel blanket across his lap, his wife dozing in the seat beside him.
“I saw nothing,” said the man with a wink.
Thomas grinned. “Thanks.”
Out in the waiting room, he was startled to find Hadley and Frankie waiting by the door. They cornered him the moment he appeared, talking one over the other. Like him, both of them were still dressed in their clothes from the gala, fabric spattered in orange and pink fill. While he’d taken hit after hit in the pool house, the rest of the party had been subjected to a paintball raid. A prank. The blame was attributed to students from a neighboring public school—a handful of townies who’d never gotten along with Hudson Turner and his ilk.
But why would they have taken Vivienne?
It didn’t make sense.
“The ride here was enough,” he said, elbowing past Frankie on his way toward the door. “You didn’t need to stay.”
“We didn’t stay for you,” said Hadley, falling into step behind him. “Vivienne’s in trouble.”
“You think?” It came out acerbic.
“Nobody’s seen her since the party,” added Hadley, lifting her skirts to jog alongside him. “Thomas. Did you hear what I said?”
Thomas pushed through the revolving door and into the broad heat of the morning. Down the road, several cabs were waiting. He made his way toward them, fishing for his wallet. In his pocket, his phone rang.
“Thomas,” called Hadley. “Walsh, wait! This is serious. We need to talk to you.”
He silenced his phone and rounded on Hadley, so that she was forced to draw up short.
“I was there, okay?” The ache in his chest was excruciating. “I was with her when those assholes took her. So, you don’t need to tell me Vivienne is missing, because I already know. I know, and it’s my fault. I need to get back to the house and tell her parents what happened, and then I need to call the police.”
“You’d be wasting your time,” said Frankie. “Vivienne’s stepfather isn’t filing a missing persons report.”
Thomas froze. “What?”
“My dad met with him down at the station this morning,” said Hadley. “Philip told him she went home early. He fed him this whole story about how she wasn’t feeling well, and so her mom took her back to the house early on in the night.”
“That’s not what happened.”
“You don’t think we know that? He’s lying.”
“So tell your dad the truth,” bit out Thomas.
“I tried. He didn’t listen. He said I’m sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong—”
“She does tend to do that,” deadpanned Frankie.
“—and that I need to leave the Farrows alone.” Hadley fired off a scathing look in Frankie’s direction. “Apparently, Philip said she’s been grieving the loss of her ‘boyfriend.’”
“Donahue wasn’t her boyfriend,” said Thomas sharply.
“You think we don’t know that?” asked Hadley. “That’s why we’re here. Something is wrong.”
Dread threaded through him in wire-thin filaments. In his pocket, his phone was ringing again. He fished it out, hoping desperately that it would be Vivienne’s name on the screen. Instead, it was his fraternity president, calling for the fifth time in as many minutes.
“Shit,” he said. “Give me a second.”
“Walsh.” Colton Price’s voice trickled pleasantly over the phone. He didn’t sound like he’d been repeatedly trying to get in touch with Thomas for the past twenty-four hours. “You’re a difficult person to get ahold of.”
“I’ve been busy,” said Thomas, with a glance at Hadley and Frankie. They were shepherding him across the parking lot—herding him away from the taxi stand and toward the visitors’ garage. He gave in and let them lead him. “What’s up?”
“It’s kind of a long story,” said Colton.
“Make it a short story.”
“Touchy. Noted. I’ll skip to the end—does the name Mikhail Popov mean anything to you?”
“No,” said Thomas as Hadley ushered him into the back seat of a spotless silver Lexus.
“Try not to bleed on the leather,” she whispered as Colton asked, “Are you sure?”
“Positive.” He reached for the seat belt. “Can I be honest with you? This doesn’t feel like an emergency.”
“I never said it was,” said Colton, affronted.
“You called me twenty-seven times.”
“That many?”
“Look, I’m kind of in the middle of something. I’ll have to call you—”
“What about Vivienne Farrow?”
His seat belt snapped into place. “Where did you hear that name?”
It was a beat before Colton replied. In the background, Thomas could hear a girl whispering something in a murmur.
“Got it,” said Colton. “I’ll ask him. Walsh, are you at all familiar with an organization known as the House of Hades?”
•  •  •
The Farrow house loomed larger than ever as Thomas stood on the front doorstep and braced himself to go inside. In his pocket, Isaac Shaw’s recorder felt as heavy as an anvil.
He hadn’t listened to it. Not yet.
But he already knew what he’d hear.
I’ll do some digging, he’d told Colton Price. I’ll call you back when I know more.
Colton had been vague about his sources over the phone, but he’d talked about the House of Hades like it was some sort of club. A club Vivienne was connected to. It didn’t make sense—not to Thomas—but if anyone could help him connect the dots, it would be his employer.
Philip had lied to the police. He’d sent them away.
What kind of parent did that when their only child was missing?
Philip Farrow was hiding something, Thomas was certain of it.
And if Colton was right, it had to do with this mysterious club.
The inside of the house was as quiet as a tomb. His footfalls echoed like thunder.
He’d nearly reached the office when Philip called out, “Walsh? Is that you? We’re in here.”
Steeling his resolve, Thomas stepped into the room. Amelia was already there, looking frailer than ever in a white sheath dress and matching stilettos, her trembling fingers wrapped around a vodka tonic. Philip sat across from her in his broad leather chair, watching a thin trail of smoke rise from the end of a cigar. Strewn across the desk in front of him were teeth.
Human teeth.
Baby teeth.
A number of white molars and tiny incisors had been shaken up and spilled like playing dice. A sterling snuffbox sat upended in the mess. Slowly, Philip set the box to rights.
“I fear you and I had a misunderstanding,” he said. “Did I or did I not tell you that Vivienne has some difficulties at night?”
Thomas swallowed. “You did, sir.”
“And remind me—did I ask you to keep her within your sight at all times?”
“Yes.”
“That’s what I thought.” Philip tipped his cigar into an ashtray. “When I give you a directive, I expect it to be followed to the letter.”
“With all due respect,” said Thomas, “Vivienne asked me to give her privacy.”
“Did she?” Philip’s eyes went wide as saucers. “Well, it’s a good thing you listened. Thanks to you, my daughter is gone. Shaw is in the hospital. He’s been spewing nonsense ever since they found him. You’d better hope to whatever god you believe in that he doesn’t start making sense.”
“And what if he does?” Thomas knew he was only digging himself a deeper hole, pushing like this. He dug it anyway. “I’d be interested to hear what Isaac Shaw has to say to the police.”
Philip shot to his feet as though electrocuted. “You have some nerve—”
“He’d say it was Vivienne who did that to him, wouldn’t he?”
Silence fell like an axe. Across the desk, Philip took a steadying breath. “You don’t have the first clue what you’re talking about.”
“What is she?”
Amelia Farrow let out an audible whimper.
“What is she?” Philip mocked. “You think you’re clever? You think you’ve uncovered some great conspiracy? She’s missing, is what she is. And whatever happens to her from this point forward falls squarely on your shoulders.”
Guilt had been gathering pressure inside Thomas ever since he first slammed back into his senses on the pool house floor. Now it came surging to the surface with volcanic force. He stood his ground, refusing to be cowed.
“The day you hired me, you told me you’d been worried Vivienne was hanging out with a bad crowd. You didn’t tell me that crowd was part of a group called the House of Hades.”
All the blood drained from Philip’s face. “Who have you been speaking to?”
He’d been shooting from the hip, but from the look in Philip’s eyes, he’d hit his target. So Colton’s intel had been solid. There was a connection. The barest wick of triumph lit in Thomas’s chest.
“It’s like you said, sir—once you’re part of a brotherhood, you’re always a part. What was your exact wording?” He snapped his fingers. “Oh yeah—you can’t buy that kind of loyalty.”
The air in the room felt suddenly tight, Philip’s anger a pulsing, palpable presence.
“Philip,” whispered Amelia, rising to her feet, “you don’t think she could be looking for—”
“She doesn’t have the first clue what she’s looking for,” ground out Philip. “She’s a reckless, disobedient fool, and her actions will ruin us all.”
“But Christian is—”
Before she could finish, Philip let out a hideous curse and cleared everything off his desk with one broad sweep of his arm. Glass and teeth alike went shattering to the floor. Unclipped documents flew skyward in a paper flurry. By the time they fluttered to the ground, Philip had managed to quell a portion of his rage.
“Don’t ever say that name in my house,” he warned, jabbing a finger in Amelia’s face. She stood frozen like a hare, her bottom lip quivering. To Thomas, he said, “You’re fired.”
“Don’t bother,” said Thomas. “I quit.”
Philip’s laugh came out cold. “You think you’re so honorable. Don’t forget—you signed an airtight NDA. You talk to anyone—the police, your family, your friends—and I’ll drag you to court. You have an hour to pack. And then I want you out of my house.”
With that said, Philip stalked out of the office. The door shut with a slam. Thomas and Amelia Farrow were left alone. On the floor, the scattered teeth gleamed like little white opals.
“Philip isn’t a monster,” said Amelia, in a voice nearly too soft to hear. “I know he seems like it, but he cares a great deal about Vivienne. More than her biological father ever did.”
Thomas didn’t know what to say to that, and so he opted to say nothing at all. The silence expanded between them like a balloon.
“He was a lawyer, too,” she went on softly, once the lull became uncomfortable. “They were managing partners, actually. It sounds like the makings of a soap opera, to talk about it now. But the truth was, Philip stepped up when Vivienne’s father refused. He’s a good man.”
Again, Thomas said nothing. His anger was as sharp as a barb. It hurt to breathe. Vivienne’s mother flashed him a watery smile.
“You’re just a boy. That’s what I told Philip, when he first wanted to hire you. I said, ‘He’s only a boy, and he’s not equipped to deal with what’s happening here.’”
“And what is happening, exactly?”
Her eyes darted to the door. She wrung her hands, diamonds winking on every ring but one. On that one sat a pale-milk stone, slightly uneven. He didn’t know anything about jewelry. If anyone had asked before today, he’d have guessed the stone was a pearl. Now he could plainly see that it was the polished crown of a molar.
A child’s milk tooth, neatly set in white-gold prongs.
His stomach turned over.
“You heard my husband,” said Amelia, tucking the ring quickly out of sight. “We no longer require your services. I’m sorry it happened this way, but you should leave. Now, before things get worse.”
•  •  •
The moment Thomas was alone in the guest room, he took out Shaw’s recorder and set it on the desk. It took him several minutes to garner the courage to listen to it. He took a shower in the interim, wincing at the icy spit of water against his injuries. When it was done, he toweled himself dry and pulled on a pair of shorts, contemplating the recorder as if it were a ticking bomb.
If he was going to go after Vivienne, he had to know what he was dealing with.
He pressed the button. The first several seconds were static.
Then, Shaw: “Miss Farrow, before we begin, I’d like to start by saying how sincerely sorry I am—”
Thomas fumbled with the settings, fast-forwarding until he heard his own voice, distant and tight: “What are you, the police?”
Tugging on a T-shirt, he let the recording play. He heard himself and Vivienne leave the room. A long stretch of silence followed, interspersed with the sound of a turning page, the scratch of a pencil against paper. He pulled on his sneakers and listened, waiting for Vivienne to return alone.
“I think this will be easier,” said Shaw just as Thomas finished knotting his laces. “You can use my notepad to jot down your responses, how about that?”
Fabric rustled. Something dropped to the floor. And then—in a voice nearly too quiet to discern—there was Vivienne: “I don’t want to hurt you. It’s important to me that you know that.”
Thomas snatched the recorder off the desk and held it to his ear just as Shaw let out a startled, “Excuse me?”
“It’s just that I don’t have a choice,” said Vivienne. She sounded desperate. Entreating. Afraid. In the background, something heavy thudded against the floor. A body, collapsing. “I have to do what I’m told, or else it hurts all over.”
Thomas’s insides went cold. On the recorder, Shaw made a sound like a wounded calf.
“Do you feel it, too?” asked Vivienne. “It’s unbearable, isn’t it?”
“Please,” begged Shaw. “Whatever you’re doing, please stop.”
“But I can’t,” said Vivienne. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”
The recording crackled just as Shaw began to scream. It was followed by a thud—the same sound that had first drawn Thomas into the room. Stomach sick, he clicked it off and dropped the device to the floor, crushing it under the heel of his shoe until he felt it snap.
When he’d discarded the pieces, he took out his phone and placed a call.
“I had a feeling I’d be hearing from you sooner rather than later,” said Colton, answering on the very first ring. “Did you learn anything?”
“Kind of. That girl you mentioned on the call—”
“Vivienne Farrow?”
“Yeah.” Thomas swallowed around a lump in his throat. “You were right. About the House of Hades, I mean. Her stepfather knows something. He didn’t say a whole lot, but I could tell. And Vivienne—well, she’s missing. I think she’s in trouble. She’s not—”
The words rattled in his head. Not human. Not human.
He didn’t say them aloud. Instead, he said, “I need help.”
“We’re more than halfway to Connecticut,” said Colton.
“You’re— Really?”
“Sure,” said Colton. “What’s the point of a fraternity if you can’t call in a favor every now and again? Text me the address; we’ll be there within the hour.”




The looking glass in the cathedral’s quiet room was not overly big. It was thin and rectangular and cracked in one corner, spiderweb fractures silvering the surface. The frame was wood, termite bitten. It still loomed large in the low-ceilinged room.
A girl stared out at her. Dark hair. Amber eyes. A pale, shadowed face. Her own, and yet it was as unrecognizable as a stranger’s.
One of the pledges had brought her clean clothes to change into. She wore someone else’s oversize T-shirt, the name of a band she’d never heard of screen-printed along the front. Someone else’s tattered jeans, the belt looped tight enough to cinch. Someone else’s sandals, one size too big.
Inside her beat something else’s heart.
Something else’s will.
This time tomorrow, she’d cut it out.
“I hate you,” she whispered. The voice that slipped out of her was spectral. Tattered. As though all that remained of the girl she’d once been was a ghost—left to haunt the empty corridors between her bones. “I hate you.”
In the glass, her reflection’s mouth began to sharpen at the corners. She bit into her cheek to try to stop its spread, digging her nails into her forearm until shallow red crescents appeared.
It wasn’t enough.
It never was.
She wanted to leave, but Jesse had given her explicit instructions to wait for him here, and so wait she did—forcing herself to stare down the sharp-toothed creature that wore her bones like an exoskeleton.
“You are not as brave as you pretend,” said the Vivienne in the glass. “You are a coward. And if you try to carve me out, you will die a coward’s death.”
Nauseous, she pulled her eyes shut. There was a pit in her stomach that wouldn’t abate. A splintering of her resolve she didn’t quite trust. She could feel it building in her belly. Wriggling up out of her like an earthworm through the mud.
“Look at us,” whispered the mirror Vivienne. “Look at us and see.”
A sour taste hit the back of her tongue and she gagged, toppling forward until she caught herself on her hands and knees. Her stomach turned itself inside out, its contents crawling up her throat—pushing against the backs of her teeth. Opening her mouth, she pried loose a wet, hot snarl of ribbon. It coiled on the floor beneath her in a sick, satin spew.
The last of it slid through her hands and she coughed, her nose packed with stink and her eyes watering. In the glass, her reflection hadn’t moved at all. She remained perfectly framed in the mirror, her eyes sepulchre black.
“I am knotted all around you,” it whispered. “I am tangled so tightly in your bones, I have become all that holds you together. I claimed you for myself, all those years ago. You were so small. So afraid. He would have broken you, but I made you whole. You keep on forgetting what I did for you. What horrible fate I saved you from enduring. You are mine, sweet girl. You will never, ever cut me free.”
“Vivienne.”
She blinked, and there was Jesse. He was standing in the open door, looking wary, a rolled bit of paper tucked under one arm. She knelt before the mirror, shoulders rounded and hands pressed to the ground, on all fours like an animal, her breath coming in great heaves.
And in the mirror—
In the mirror—
“Where is it?” Jesse inched forward warily. “Your reflection—it’s not there.”
Shakily, she rose to her feet. Her leg gave an awful throb, the phantom ache of an old break creeping in. In the looking glass before her, she could see all the room reflected back at her. A smattering of mismatched armchairs. A table stacked with Bibles. An oscillating fan gone green with mildew. Jesse, a home call kit gripped in his fist, the metal bell of a stethoscope peeking out from within.
She wasn’t there at all. She peered into the mirror and saw nothing peering back. In her hands she held a crumpled mess of ribbon, clean and neat—as though she’d tugged it loose from a pair of satin slippers.
“You were in an altered state,” said Jesse. “When I came in the room. It’s like—like you weren’t even there. Are you there now?”
She nodded, staring in horror at the ribbon in her hands. At least this time, she hadn’t brought back something living. At least this time, nothing lay dying in her grasp. It was a small mercy.
Setting the ribbon onto the table, she signed: Are we still on for tomorrow?
Jesse’s gaze shuttered. “Yeah, we’re on,” he said. “But because it bears repeating—that paper I wrote was hypothetical. A theory. You understand that, right? What you’re asking me to do—no one’s ever done it before. It could kill you. It very likely will.”
His words rang through her in a death knell. She wasn’t reckless. She wasn’t suicidal. She didn’t want to die. But the cracks inside her already ran so deep, she didn’t see any other way. When you had a cavity, you went to the dentist to have it drilled out. Left unchecked, the rot would move into the bloodstream. The heart.
This was no different. She had to believe that.
If I die, I’ll take our dirty little secret to the grave. She scooped her hands toward her like she was digging through dirt. I’ll be six feet underground and you’ll be in the clear. There’s nothing to lose.
Jesse’s laugh came out strained. “Yeah, this is a low-stakes investment for me for sure.”
High stakes, high rewards, she signed. It was something Philip liked to say. If you pull it off, you’ll be a god.
“So you keep reminding me,” he said stonily.
She peered back at the mirror—at the place a girl was meant to be. Jesse stood there alone, his chestnut hair a mess, his mouth pressed into a grim white line. Quietly, he fiddled with the roll of paper in his hands.
“Would it change anything if I told you I thought you were eighteen when we met?”
She fought an eye roll. You knew exactly how old I was.
“You targeted me.”
You made it easy.
His smile was devoid of humor. “And now here we are.”
Here we are. Did the bird die?
“It did,” said Jesse. “I wanted to talk to you about that, actually. I have a theory. The barest shadow of a theory, at least. Come here.”
He unrolled the paper flat, grappling with the corners that curled in over his hands. It was a map, though it had been extensively marked. Bold black marker veered in sharp corners and curved arches from one end to the other and back again, intersecting at odd places here and there. At the top, someone had written Property of Alex Sadowski.
“Have you ever heard of Alfred Watkins?” asked Jesse.
She shook her head.
“I didn’t think so. Most schools leave his research out of their curricula. It’s still fairly controversial.”
Why? Who is he?
“Watkins was an archaeologist in the late nineteenth century. Not a very well-respected one. He believed that the world is covered in these ancient ceremonial pathways. There are these fringe theories, even today, that the paths are so worn down by travel, the very air around them has begun to thin.”
She wasn’t entirely clueless. She’d seen videos online—most of them heavily doctored—of people slipping through the sky. Read internet rumors and tabloid theories that there were places in the world where one reality butted up against another.
The stories were so pervasive that even Frankie—wry, cynical Frankie—had gone through a phase in middle school when she believed the rumors so thoroughly, she’d convinced herself she could carve a window in the sky with a steak knife. All she’d gotten for her troubles was a three-day suspension for bringing a weapon to school.
She’d never talked about it again after that.
What does this have to do with me? asked Vivienne.
“With you? Well, first of all, take a look here.” Jesse jabbed a finger at a spot on the map. She leaned in closer to see. The line was thinner than the others, but it was there, the sharp point of a triangle closing just over New Haven, Connecticut.
“Sadowski’s something of a Watkins enthusiast,” said Jesse, fanning a hand over the map. “He’s been compiling a list of places where there’s been reports of supernatural activity. The unexplained, the strange, the terrifying. These are all the spots where he thinks the air is thin enough to move through.”
Vivienne studied a wide black crater Sadowski had scrawled across northern Maine. The markings looked entirely arbitrary, no discernible pattern to be seen.
This map makes no sense, she signed.
“Maybe.” He tapped the triangle again. “Maybe not. This is us, see? This is where the church is, right off the New Haven commuter line. We’re right on top of the intersection.”
They both glanced at the mirror. In the glass, Jesse stood alone at the table, one corner of the map curling up over his hand.
“For whatever it’s worth,” he said, “I think this place is heightening your connection to your … altered state.”
Her stomach churned. I have to show you something.
“Yeah?” He let go of the map, letting it curl in on itself with a papery snap. “Let’s see it.”
Slowly, she lifted up the edge of her shirt. There, on her torso, was a glossy strip of chitin. She’d woken to discover it earlier that morning, scabbed over her skin like a wound. Like she was transforming into an insect, a real-life version of the sad little salesman from Kafka’s The
Metamorphosis. It was too horrible to even think about. Too horrible to even look at.
Jesse didn’t appear to share her disgust. “Is that new?”
She nodded, tears pricking her eyes. She was suddenly grateful for her lack of a reflection. She didn’t want to see herself like this, monstrous and misshapen. Her insides leaking out.
“Well, this definitely backs up my theory,” he said. “Can I touch it?”
She nodded again. He sank to his knees in front of her, fishing through his med kit and prying loose a pair of gloves. The snap of latex made her jump. Gingerly, he began to poke at her midsection.
“Does this hurt?”
She shook her head.
“Is there any sensation at all? Can you feel me touching it?”
She shook her head again. It was like a piece of armor, embedded in her skin. A cyborg part, or else some sort of preternatural plate. Like whatever was inside her was slowly engulfing her from the inside out. There was a prick, and she gasped, rearing back. A blue-green substance wept from a shallow abrasion in the casing.
“Interesting,” said Jesse, setting a thin scalpel on the table and leaning in to press the tips of his fingers to the site. He held them up for inspection. “I’m no entomologist, but if I had to guess, I’d say this presents pretty closely to hemolymph.”
Her confusion must have registered on her face because he added, “Its analogous to human blood. Similar, but not the same. It’s found in arthropods. Invertebrates—cold-blooded animals.”
Cold-blooded. The word resonated awfully in her head. She’d never felt less human than this, reflectionless and alien, her body betraying her. She wobbled slightly, peering down at her middle. Already, the substance had begun to congeal, turning gray.
“It would explain the segmented appearance of the growth,” mused Jesse, rising to his feet. “This is good. Really good, actually.”
How is it good? she signed. I’m turning into a nightmare bug.
He grinned. For the first time since she’d cornered him with her proposal, he looked excited. “You ever see Predator? With Arnold Schwarzenegger?”
She blinked at him.
“I’ll take that as a no. There’s a famous line in the movie. ‘If it bleeds, we can kill it.’”
It took several seconds for understanding to sink it. She didn’t find it remotely comforting. It’s not very promising that you’re basing your medical diagnosis on an action movie.
“It’s a starting point, Vivienne,” he said wryly. “It’s better than nothing. I’ll take whatever advantage I can get. Rest up. No foods or liquids after midnight. Tomorrow morning, we cut you open and see what’s inside.”




The pinstripe shade of the patio umbrella was doing very little to deter the sun. The crowd at the hot dog stand didn’t seem to mind the heat. The line outside the truck continued to build, curving around the back of the food truck and stretching across the sweltering blacktop in a staggered serpentine.
Thomas sat on the edge of a picnic bench and poked a limp fry, the back of his neck steadily burning. The pale white starburst of a migraine clung to his periphery. His sunglasses slid infuriatingly down the swollen bridge of his nose. A thin line of drool pooled atop his knee as, beneath the table, Judd begged for a fry. Next to him perched Molly, watching the bustle with her ears pinned flat.
No one in the crowd took any notice of Thomas at all, and that felt wrong. Not one person was leering, or pointing, or whispering behind their hands. Surely, they could see that he was a cosmic event waiting to happen. Surely, they could tell that his heart was actively collapsing in the galaxy of his chest. His mood felt dark enough to swallow everything in his vicinity.
Vivienne had been missing for thirteen hours. Thirteen hours, with no one looking for her.
He didn’t want to sit here in the heat, his head pounding.
He wanted to do something. He wanted to go after her.
But he didn’t know where to begin. And that was the problem.
“Explain to me again how you knew about Vivienne,” he said.
Across from him sat Priory president Colton Price, examining his smoothie as though he had reason to believe it might contain arsenic. He wore a ball cap pulled low over a crush of curls so that the brim cast a shadow over his features. It did little to conceal the raised pink scar that extended from the left corner of his mouth nearly to his ear. He set the smoothie down without taking a sip, nudging it out of arm’s reach.
“It’s not me,” he said. “It’s Delaney.”
Next to Colton sat a white-haired girl dressed all in black. Thomas knew her, but only just—she’d been a fellow freshman during his brief tenure as a college student. Though they’d never personally interacted, the program was small, and he’d known her by sight. In any case, everyone had heard the story of how Delaney Meyers-Petrov was there the day the Priory’s Sanctum went up in flames.
“She sees dead people,” said Eric Hayes, directly to Thomas’s right. The Priory’s former treasurer reached for a fry and added, “Real M. Night Shyamalan stuff.”
“But Vivienne’s alive,” said Thomas. Or at least, she’d still been alive thirteen hours ago. He’d seen enough true crime to know the first seventy-two hours were critical. He’d been focusing on that. He hadn’t considered the window might already be shut.
That Vivienne might already be dead.
Delaney looked as though she knew exactly what he was thinking. “It’s not her,” she rushed to say. “Who I’ve been seeing, I mean. It’s Mikhail Popov.”
“Sorry,” said Thomas. “You mentioned that name before, but I don’t know who that is.”
“A ghost,” said Colton. “A persistent one. He’s been hanging around the house for months.”
“He’s connected to Vivienne,” explained Delaney. “I’m still not sure exactly how. He doesn’t say a whole lot. It’s kind of like a radio connection—unless I’m near a source of energy, the spirits don’t come through very clearly. But one day, the television was on, and there was a story in the news about a CEO’s son who’d died on a fishing expedition.”
“Bryce Donahue,” said Thomas.
“Yeah. That’s the one. The newscaster mentioned who else had been on the boat. I heard Vivienne’s name, and the lights started to flicker.”
“I thought we’d blown a fuse,” said Colton. “The electricity went nuts.”
“See what I mean?” said Eric, speaking around a fry. “Shyamalan.”
Thomas hand-fed Judd a bit of his uneaten hot dog. “How’d you figure out I was connected?”
“I looked online,” said Delaney with a shrug. “You were in the background of one of her photos. Colton was the one who recognized you.”
Unhappy with the rising heat and the growing crowd and the fact that no one had slipped her any hot dog, Molly began to howl in earnest. Startled, Judd joined in. It took Thomas several tries to wrangle them back into silence. He’d discovered—mainly through trial and error—that they responded to signs over verbal cues.
Finished, he signed, crossing his wrists. Sit.
Judd dropped to his haunches, tongue lolling. Reluctantly, Molly followed.
“Did you have to bring the dogs?” asked Colton, who was trying in vain to nudge Judd’s hindquarters off his shoe.
“You don’t like dogs?”
“I like dogs fine,” said Colton. “Those are the hounds of the Baskervilles.”
“Yeah, well, I couldn’t leave them home. Her parents don’t like them.”
His voice came out tight, and Colton cut him an appraising glance. “I can’t imagine why.”
“Well, I like them,” said Eric. “If we’re going on a demon hunt, I’d like a pack of vicous dogs on my team.”
“They’re cowards,” said Thomas, and tossed Molly a bit of food. “I wouldn’t stake your life on them. And I don’t know what Price told you, but this isn’t a demon hunt.”
“You sure about that?” Eric reached for another fry. “I did some digging into the House of Hades. It took a little time to trawl the internet, but do you know what I found when I did? An entire server full of extremely online loners. They were all talking about some dead kid out in Maine they’re convinced dug himself up and pieced himself back together like a jigsaw puzzle. I hate to tell you, Walsh, but that’s demon behavior.”
Thomas didn’t miss the look Colton and Delaney passed between them.
“This isn’t a demon hunt,” he said again, doubling down.
“What’s going on with Vivienne Farrow, then?”
Thomas gritted his teeth. “She’s having a hard time.”
“See that guy over there?” Eric gestured toward a man struggling to blot mustard out of his T-shirt. “He’s having a hard time. Your girlfriend is shredding people’s insides to confetti.”
“Let’s refocus,” suggested Delaney. She was staring too keenly in Thomas’s direction, eying him as though he was a lit stick of dynamite. “Where should we start?”
“She’s right,” said Colton. “We can speculate about the House of Hades all we want, but the fact is, we have no idea where they are.”
Thomas considered what Eric had said about the House of Hades—about the server flooded with comments from loners. A sudden theory took hold of him. He nearly set the dogs to howling again as he surged to his feet.
“We may not know where to start,” he said, “but I’m pretty sure I know someone who does.”
“Oh yeah?” Eric shoved back his empty paper boat and reached for a napkin. “Who?”
•  •  •
Hudson Turner’s house looked different without an armada of luxury vehicles swallowing up the horseshoe drive. Without the sparkle of string lights along the front walk, some of the home’s glamour had faded. The front steps looked careworn and colorless, mortar cracked and moss pushing through the narrow clefts in the stone.
Or maybe it was only that Vivienne wasn’t here, pink cheeked and pensive, peering back at him with promise in her eyes. Maybe he was just a living, breathing cliché, and the rest of the world faded to gray without her.
Maybe he was an idiot, and he’d been so caught up in the idea of her that he hadn’t noticed what was happening right in front of his nose.
Hudson was already outside, halfway through loading himself into a spotless Ferrari. At the sight of Thomas and friends exiting their vehicles, he pocketed his keys. His gaze lingered doubtfully on Molly, who had begun to strain at the end of her leash, teeth bared.
“What is this,” he said, “the Scooby Gang?”
“Funny,” said Thomas. “We’re looking for Reed.”
Hudson’s brows arched. “And you think he’s here?”
“The two of you seemed pretty cozy last night.”
“Yeah, well, he bailed right before the raid,” said Hudson, his voice acerbic. “I haven’t seen him since.”
“How do the two of you know each other?”
“You can drop the detective act,” said Hudson. “Officer Appelbaum already stopped by the house this morning.”
“Just answer his question,” said Eric.
“I went to high school with Vivienne, okay? We know a lot of the same people. Our junior year, she met Reed at a local arts program. She dances, he’s into photography. They started dating not long after that. He was her plus-one to prom. That’s where he and I first met.”
“And, what,” asked Thomas, “the rest is history?”
“Sure.” Hudson bumped a hip up against his car. “Ancient history.”
“Why’d they break up?”
“Look,” said Hudson, “you seem to have this lollipop and sugarplum vision of Vivienne in your head, so I’m going to try and say this as nicely as I can: Vivienne Farrow does whatever feels right for Vivienne Farrow. Everyone else is collateral damage. The night of prom, Reed found her cheating on him with some douchebag at her own after-party.”
“That’s rough,” said Colton.
Hudson’s smile was thin. “Isn’t it just?”
“Who was it?” asked Thomas.
“Who was who?”
“The douchebag at the after-party.”
“Jesus, you’re relentless.” Hudson scrubbed at a speck on his car with the pad of his thumb. “I honestly don’t know. Gray something? He was older. Like, statutory older.”
Something bitter swam into Thomas’s stomach. “Jesse Grayson.”
“Sure,” said Hudson. “That sounds right. Like I said, it’s ancient history.”
A second car turned into the driveway just then, suspension rattling. Thomas spotted Reed Connolly behind the wheel of a battered Jeep, heavy metal pulsing out from the open windows.
“Who is that?” asked Delaney, just as Hudson muttered, “Oh shit.”
With what he felt was an impressive amount of calm, Thomas handed the leashes over to Eric. “Hold these, please.”
“Walsh,” warned Colton, but Thomas was already moving. He headed for the Jeep at a thunderous walk, his anger burning through him like acid.
His approach jolted Reed into motion. He reached for the gearshift, throwing the engine into reverse. The horseshoe shape of the driveway made it so he couldn’t back straight out onto the street without considerable braking, and Thomas took advantage of the delay to swing himself over the nearest hedge and into the drive.
Landing with a grunt, he planted himself directly behind the Jeep just as it began to pick up speed. The vehicle screeched to a halt inches from his chest. The driver’s side door flew open, and Reed climbed out, looking more unruffled than he had any right to look.
“You look good, Walsh,” he said. “The busted-up vibe is working for you.”
“Where is she?”
Reed didn’t answer. “You want to hit me? Want to even the scales? Get it out of your system?” He jutted out his jaw, giving Thomas a prime target. “Go ahead. Take a shot. Make it a good one.”
And Thomas did.
•  •  •
Ten minutes and multiple interventions later, the five of them gathered in the Turners’ kitchen. Reed sat on a countertop, a bloodied napkin pinched along the bridge of his nose.
“Who the hell taught you to fight,” he muttered darkly, “a mountain gorilla?”
“It’s not broken,” said Delaney, who’d spent the past several minutes playing the part of both mediator and nurse. She slid an admonishing gaze toward Thomas. “So at least there’s that.”
“I must not have hit him hard enough,” said Thomas flatly. He leaned back against the fridge, keeping Reed in his line of sight. “You’re going to talk. Skip nothing. You can start with—”
“Holy shit,” said Reed, cutting him off.
Every eye in the room followed his gaze toward Colton, who stood stuffed in the corner, Vivienne’s dogs perched at his feet like a two-headed Cerberus. At Reed’s surprise, his mouth tipped into a scowl.
“Have we met?”
“No.” Reed touched the back of his hand to his nose. “It’s just your face. No offense, but your mouth looks like someone carved it open with a knife.”
Colton’s scowl flicked up into a smirk. “You should see the other guy.”
“No thanks.” Reed glanced toward Thomas. “I have to say, Walsh—so far your friends are way more interesting than you are.”
“So are yours,” said Thomas, “so it looks like we both turned out to be a surprise. Tell me about the House of Hades. What is it? A cult? A club?”
Reed’s jaw wired tight. “I’m not at liberty to say.”
“That’s fine. I don’t need the backstory. Just give me an address.”
“This is a little outside your job description, don’t you think?”
Anger blistered through Thomas in a white-out heat. “You think this is still about a paycheck?”
“Anyone with eyes can see this has nothing to do with money,” Reed spat. “I mean, look at you. It’s pathetic. You’re chasing after a girl who doesn’t even want to be found.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“God, you’re fucking clueless. You think any part of this wasn’t planned by Vivienne?”
It was a direct mirror of what Hudson told them out in the driveway: Vivienne Farrow does whatever feels right for Vivienne Farrow. At Colton’s feet, Judd let out a whine. Reed poked at the bridge of his nose, wincing as he did. Already, two angry bruises had begun to yellow under his eyes.
“How much did Vivienne pay you and your friends to kick the shit out of Walsh?” asked Colton.
“Nothing,” admitted Reed. “They did that part for free. They weren’t supposed to hurt anyone. They were just supposed to cause a little anarchy so Vivienne could leave unnoticed.”
“That’s why you bailed? You were part of the raid?” Hudson looked appalled. “Jesus, Reed. You and your asshole friends did thousands of dollars worth of damage. My parents are pissed.”
Reed appeared to chew on his words for a beat before replying. “I thought that was the goal. Pissing off your parents, I mean. Isn’t that the whole reason you brought a punk townie as your date last night?”
Hudson reared back as if he’d been struck. “Who told you that?”
“People talk,” said Reed. “Congratulations. Looks like we both got what we wanted.”
“That’s a good point,” cut in Thomas. “What exactly did you get out of helping Vivienne?”
“She pays my tuition,” said Reed, still glowering at Hudson. “I help her out when she needs it, and in exchange I get to graduate debt free. Not all of us have trust funds.”
Thomas barely heard him. He felt as though the entire world had been tipped on its head and turned inside out.
She’d played him.
She’d played him.
That day in the solarium, she’d promised to make him quit. And he had, hadn’t he? He didn’t know which was worse—that she’d done exactly as she’d said she would, or that he’d let her corner him into it. He hadn’t even seen it coming.
“Why?” His voice came out hoarse.
“You’ll have to be more specific than that, Walsh,” said Reed.
“Why did Vivienne feel like she needed to disappear?”
“Wouldn’t you?” asked Reed. “If you had a stepfather like Philip Farrow?”
“That’s not an answer, and you know it.”
“She needed ketamine,” said Hudson, who was staring over at Reed like he was seeing him for the first time. “That’s what she wanted to talk to me about, that day at the restaurant.”
“That shit’s potent,” said Eric. He sat backward in a nearby chair, his arms folded over the spine, looking riveted. “They gave it to my grandma when she had hip replacement surgery. One dose and she went right out.”
Thomas’s pulse roared between his ears. “What does Vivienne need a sedative for?”
But Reed didn’t answer. His focus had swung back to Colton. “They still talk about you sometimes, you know. In the forums.”
Colton’s mouth thinned. “So, you do know me.”
“I know of you,” Reed admitted. “I know you drowned. I know you dug yourself out of hell. I know your bones are soldered together with demon parts, and that makes you beholden, body and soul, to whoever—”
“That’s enough,” said Delaney, cutting him off.
“The guys won’t believe I met you,” Reed added. “Most of the pledges would kill to have a supernatural encounter.”
“Don’t call him supernatural,” said Eric. “It’ll go to his head.”
Colton ignored him. “Tell us more about the House of Hades.”
“You were right before,” said Reed. “It is a club, although it started off as a forum online. I wasn’t around back then, but at its origin it was just a few users posting random clickbait articles. Tabloid shit, you know. Some kid in Maine claws his way out of the grave every time they put him in it. A boy in Salem, Massachusetts, is hospitalized after aquarium plants grow in his lungs. A little girl is on a family trip to Red Rock, Nevada, when she wanders off and falls into a gorge. It’s hours before the rescue team finds her. By the time they pull her out, she’s packed to the teeth with poison. Anyone who hears her speak suffers a slow, painful death.”
It felt as though Thomas’s breathing had gone voluntary. Spots scudded across his vision.
“Eventually,” Reed went on, “the forum expanded. I’m not exactly sure how it all went down, but I know some man with deep pockets and a vested interest in the occult came along and offered to fund an annual retreat.”
“What’s the investor’s name?” asked Eric.
“I don’t know,” admitted Reed. “I’ve only ever heard people call him the chairman.”
Colton frowned. “You’ve never met him?”
“He doesn’t bother with the low-level pledges. It isn’t some open forum on the internet anymore—anyone interested in joining has to tithe for years before they’re allowed to ascend.”
Thomas didn’t like where this was going. “What does the club want with Vivienne?”
“You’ve got it backward,” said Reed. “Vivienne found us, not the other way around.”
“Why?”
“There’s some real academics in the House. It’s not all occult hobbyists and demon fanboys. There’s a surgical resident who’s just a few months away from ascension. He’s spent years feeding the House whatever it asks.”
Delaney’s nose scrunched. “Feeding it?”
“Don’t like that,” said Eric.
“He’s a total prick,” Reed added, “but he’s brilliant as hell. He wrote a dissertation on the concept of a demonic presence as a removable parasite. Something you can cut out like a cancer. He calls it a clinical exorcism.”
“No way,” Hudson said. “That’s not scientifically possible.”
Colton looked unconvinced. “And how many successful exorcisms has this brilliant friend of yours performed?”
“None,” Reed admitted. “It was just meant to be theoretical. But he’s got a God complex a mile wide and he can’t function without praise, so he went ahead and published his writings to the forum. Vivienne found the abstract. And then she found him. When he turned out to be too deeply entrenched in the House for her to reach on her own, she found me.”
“A low-level pledge with no money for tuition,” said Colton. “I’m guessing you were a lot easier to manipulate.”
“She used you to get close to the doctor,” said Eric. “That’s cold.”
“That’s Viv.” Reed’s swollen eyes met Thomas’s. “As Walsh can tell you, she can be incredibly convincing when she wants to be. She makes you believe what she wants you to believe, and then she pulls the rug out from under your feet.”
“When?” That was all Thomas asked. One word, his insides in tatters.
Reed tsked. “She’ll gut me if she finds out I told you.”
“Tell me anyway,” said Thomas.
“Tomorrow.” Reed scrubbed a hand over his head. “He’s got everything he needs to set up a portable operating room; all he needed was the drugs. She’s scheduled to go under at eight a.m.”
Thomas’s thoughts slipped on their axis, the last pieces of the puzzle slotting into place far too late to do anything about them. “Who’s the surgeon?” he asked, though he already knew. “What’s his name? You never said.”
“It’s Jesse,” said Reed. “Jesse Grayson.”




The door to the confessional booth was pinpricked in silver shoots of light. It turned the air inside a dusky shade of blue, bottomless and chilly. Vivienne sat shivering in a paper-thin hospital gown, her knees crammed into her chest, her head haunted by the dregs of yet another dream—by what she’d torn out of it. She held her eyes tightly shut and tried not to think at all. Instead, she wept. It was a horrible, half-decayed sort of sound, more suited to a ghoul than to a girl.
She supposed that’s what she was.
When she was four years old, Philip had carted her and her mother along on a surprise trip to Las Vegas. She didn’t remember much of it, only colorful snatches: the golden lion, his mouth gaped open in a karat-fanged roar. The soaring fountains, wide jets of water lit blue, then red, then pink. The sting of cigar smoke. The frenzied ringing of slot machines. The bloodied face of a man on the gambling floor, his jacket rumpled and his hands raised in supplication as he pleaded with her stepfather.
On the third morning, Philip had woken her well before the sun. It was late March, their yard back home still iced over with slush, but out in the Nevada desert the temperature had already climbed to an insufferable heat. Sweating in her pajamas, she’d followed him outside to find that he’d rented a sleek red convertible for the day. Upstairs in the hotel room, her mother slept the morning away, little glass bottles scattered across her end table like confetti.
Vivienne hadn’t wanted to go anywhere without her mother—not so far from home, where everything felt as grainy as film and the air tasted like soot—but even in her very small age she already knew better than to question Philip. He’d buckled her into her booster seat and driven the two of them away from the glittering strip and out, out, out into the flat red desert.
She didn’t remember much of the drive. Only red, red, red, until finally he’d pulled over on the side of a flat, serpentine road. The desert had stretched on for miles and miles, red and rocky and endless, the bluffs stuffed with bladed grass.
Can you whistle? he’d asked. Like a bird?
A little, she’d said. Her nanny had showed her how. Miss Marley taught me.
We’re going to play a game, Philip said. I’m going to go off in the bluffs a bit. You watch the road. If you see anyone coming, you whistle. Just like Miss Marley taught you.
It hadn’t sounded like much of a game at all, but she’d known better than to say so.
Waiting for Philip to return to the convertible had turned out to be dull as dirt. No cars came or went. Nothing moved. Nothing breathed. Even the sky was still, the cloudless sear of blue baking the convertible’s leather interior.
Eventually, she’d caught sight of a desert cottontail. She hadn’t planned to follow it so far from the car, but the little white flag of the cottontail beckoned her farther and farther, until finally—with a hop—it was gone. She’d become steadily, horribly aware of endless sand, endless sky, and endless heat. The convertible was nowhere to be seen. Lost and frantic, she’d broken into a run. Her slippered feet caught on the lip of a rock and she’d fallen, toppling deep.
This part, she remembered clearly. The rush of air. The spine-juddering impact and the hard snap of bone. She’d landed in a hole, dark and cool, her skin scraped raw, the pale white sliver of her femur poking through. When she shrieked, the walls shrieked back. When she wept, the walls wailed with her.
And when night fell, the lights went out. Stars brighter than she’d ever seen winked dazzlingly to life in a narrow cleft far overhead, as though she’d been watching through a telescope. If her stepfather whistled for her, she’d been too far to hear it. She’d screamed and screamed. And then, in the breaths between sobs, she’d heard it: the insidious rattle of something coiled in the dark.
A voice, low and cold and slithering. Stop that crying, it said. Or I’ll stop it for you.
•  •  •
She didn’t like to think of that moment, or what followed—how the voice in the dark had sung her a lullaby, soft and sneering. How she drew comfort from it in those first fatal hours as she lay dying at the bottom of a gorge.
She didn’t like to remember how, when morning came, it crawled inside her and made itself a home along her bones. All these years later, she could still recall the feel of it twining down her throat, could still hear its hiss in the quiet.
I will mend you, little one, but there is a price.
The door to the reconciliation room clicked open and she sat up fast, panic clanging in the hollow of her chest. She was certain it must be Jesse—or else one of his peers—coming to retrieve her for surgery. Instead, through the dense netting she could just make out the lines of a broad, indiscernible figure taking a seat in the adjacent booth. The door snicked shut. A heavy silence settled over the room.
And then.
“It’s been eleven years since my last confession,” said Thomas Walsh.
She tensed against the bench—too afraid to move, to breathe, to blink. She heard the rustle of fabric as he sighed, settling back against the wall.
“This is the part where I list my transgressions,” he went on. “Do you want to hear all the ways I’ve sinned in the past eleven years?”
She shut her eyes. She wished she could see his face. She wished she could say something—anything—in response. He was alive. He was here. He’d come for her. After everything, he’d come after her. She thought she’d broken him. Thought she’d maimed him. Thought she’d torn his mind in two and left him there to die.
But he was here, and he was whole, and her elation was as incandescent as a sunrise.
“Should I start with the little sins?” he asked. “I could tell you about all the times I lied to my mom about doing community service, so she wouldn’t find out I was actually in detention. Or about that time in middle school when I was suspended for breaking Jayson Becker’s nose in the lunchroom. I could tell you I wasn’t sorry, even though they made me tell him I was. I thought he deserved it. I still do.”
She stayed quiet, quiet, quiet. It was all she knew how to do.
“I don’t know.” He shifted his weight, pretending to mull it over. “Maybe the little things don’t matter. Everyone lies. Everyone gets angry. Maybe I should start with something bigger.”
She listened, rapt. His name sat clenched between her teeth like a bullet. She wondered what would happen if she said it out loud. Just once, to let him know she was there.
He shifted again, seeming uneasy. “What if I told you I killed my father?”
His question seized hold of her like a fist. She rose onto her knees on the narrow bench and turned to face him in full. All she saw were those ugly wooden slats—hazy pinpricks of light haloing the broad shadow that was Thomas Walsh. She pressed a hand to the wall between them. The silence felt infinite.
“My parents never got along,” Thomas finally said. “That’s not my sin, but it’s an important part of the story. I used to lie awake at night and listen to them fight. He couldn’t handle the pressure, I don’t think. Mom has an autoimmune disease. It’s manageable, but incurable. I don’t know, I guess maybe he felt like he was being asked to do too much.”
The quiet swelled and then ebbed.
“I was eight years old when he left.” His voice had gone so quiet that she had to press her ear to the wooden laths to hear him. “I came home from school and saw his suitcase by the door and I got so fucking angry. I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess I wanted to teach him a lesson. I wanted him to know he couldn’t get away with it; he couldn’t walk away from us and never look back. So, when he wasn’t looking, I went outside and I climbed into the trunk.
“I figured he’d go to a hotel or something. He’d unload his car and find me and—I don’t know—realize he’d made a horrible mistake. Instead, he went to a bar. He sat there for hours, running up a tab. By the time the paramedics pulled me out of the car, I was half dead. They say it’s nothing short of a miracle that I survived.”
They’d said the same thing about Vivienne, as she sat in her cold hospital gown beneath the cold hospital lights, her vitals being taken by a team of doctors. A miracle—small and scared and soundless, her voice chewed to pieces by whatever sinister something had kept her company in the bloodred rock.
“He came back home,” Thomas said. “After that day, I mean. I guess, in a way, my plan worked. He unpacked his suitcase and went right back to going through the motions. He put on his tie. He went to work. He paid the bills. When the day was done, he went to the bar and ran up another tab.”
Thomas sucked in an unsteady swallow of air. “It was the guilt that killed him, in the end. Not because he’d tried to leave. Not because he didn’t want to be there. Because he’d almost killed his only son, and he still didn’t want to stay.”
Silence, again.
Finally, Thomas said, “You could have told me, Vivienne. I could have helped you.”
The sound of her name startled her into motion. She pried open the door to the booth and slid out into the chilly stone of the reconciliation room, with its exposed copper piping and church-fair furniture. The only light poured in sideways through a narrow tracery window.
With trembling hands, she wrenched open the adjacent door. Thomas sat wedged in the narrow compartment, his fingers laced between his knees, his knuckles dark with abrasions. The rest of him looked no better. One eye was swollen shut. A shallow gash at his temple had begun to bruise.
He stared up at her, and she stared back.
I dreamed about you last night, she signed.
He didn’t smile. “Yeah?”
It was horrible.
“Good.”
His voice was steady. Too steady. It was at odds with the tense way he held himself, a quiet fury crackling around him like electricity.
“You could have told me,” he said again. “Don’t you trust me?”
I don’t trust anyone.
His smile was cold. “Are you sure about that? Because from where I’m standing, it seems like you’re putting a whole lot of trust in your shady ex-boyfriend.”
Wariness zipped up her spine. Is that why you’re so upset?
“Do I seem upset to you?”
Yes.
His laugh came out caustic. “I don’t know, Vivienne. Maybe it’s because you’re about to let an asshole with half a medical degree stick a scalpel in you.”
It’s none of your business what I do or don’t do.
“The hell it is.”
And there it was. She felt a swell of righteous anger. He had no right. No right. She hadn’t asked for his help. She didn’t need him to step in and take control—to make her feel ashamed of the ways in which she chose to rescue herself.
He’d been hired to get in her way, and he was playing his role beautifully. She couldn’t allow it. She couldn’t let him sit there and spoil all her carefully laid plans.
And so, she said the cruelest thing she could think of.
Do you know what I think? I think you’re exactly like your father.
“Don’t change the subject,” he said, refusing to take the bait. “We’re not talking about me.”
But we were.
“Vivienne—”
There was a warning in his tone, low and dangerous. She didn’t heed it. He spent his life shackled to a job he hated to provide for a family he resented. How are you any different?
“Vivienne, stop.”
She didn’t. She kept going. Not even nineteen, and you’re already trapped.
His knuckles gave an audible pop. Wedged in the thin rectangle of the booth, he was all edges, hard and sharp and white with rage.
“You’re such a fucking princess,” he finally said. It came out scathing, but she knew it wasn’t the meanest thing he could have said. Not by a mile. “You think I don’t know what you’re doing?”
I’m being honest.
“No, you’re trying to push me away.”
You need someone to push you. You could be anything. Instead, you’re here with me, wasting all your potential on a dead-end summer job because you feel like you owe it to your family.
The flash of anger in his eyes sent her rearing instinctively back. He unfolded himself from the booth, drawing to his full height in front of her.
“Don’t do that,” he said fiercely. “Don’t rewrite history. This is more than a job to me, and you know it.”
She took an unsteady step backward. He followed, refusing to let her flee.
“It’s my turn to tell you what I think,” he said. “I think this—whatever’s between us—is starting to feel like more to you, too. That’s why you’re so afraid.”
She bristled. I’m not afraid.
“You’re shaking,” he said.
It was true. She was trembling like a leaf. Tears fractured her vision. She blinked them back, determined not to let them fall.
“You don’t want me to see you,” he said. “But I see you, Vivienne.” No one had ever sounded more confident. No one had ever sounded more doomed. “I see you, and I came for you, anyway. I’ll always come for you. That’s what I’ve been trying to make you understand. You don’t have to do this alone.”
She blinked up at him, surprised. You’re not here to stop me?
“I’d be lying if I told you I didn’t consider it,” he said. “But no. I’m not.”
The first of the tears fell. And fell and fell. It was as though a dam had broken. She wept unprettily, her teeth chattering, her breath coming in shallow gasps. Thomas caught a tear on the pad of his thumb, tipping her face toward his.
“I hate it when you cry,” he said softly.
She reached for him without thinking, grabbing two trembling fistfuls of his T-shirt and folding herself into him. His arms curved immediately around her. His chest was a brick wall, warm and solid and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been embraced this way. His heart knocked against her hands, as hard and fast as a drumbeat.
And then, beneath it—emanating out from somewhere far lower and much darker—there came the sound of real drums. Slow. Steady. Anticipatory. The percussion pulsed through the stone, shuddered the floor underfoot. And then, far up in the cathedral’s towering spire, the bells began to ring. A cold, clarion call that beckoned her out.
“Let me come with you,” said Thomas, when they’d pulled apart.
You can’t, she signed. I’m going where you can’t follow.
His smile was grim. “Don’t underestimate me.”
At the door, she wavered on the threshold, fear rendering her motionless. When she peered back at Thomas, she found him unmoved, the look in his eyes enough to snap her resolve in two.
Will you do something for me? she asked.
“Anything.”
If this goes wrong, promise me you won’t let them put me back in the ground.




Thomas could feel the percussive roll in the soles of his feet, slow as thunder. He stood in the center of the tiny reconciliation room, staring down at his hands where—minutes ago—he’d let Vivienne Farrow slip through his grasp like water. The chime of the bell still reverberated between his ears, setting his teeth on edge. He didn’t know how long he stood there, frozen. Defeated.
One minute? Ten?
A sound at the door brought his head up. Jesse Grayson stood in the hall, his hair shoved beneath a surgical cap and his scrubs freshly pressed. His mouth thinned at the sight of Thomas.
“She promised me you wouldn’t be here,” he said, reaching for a box on a nearby table.
“I go where she goes,” said Thomas. “What’s in the box?”
“Nothing good.”
The box was cardboard. Thin. Barely large enough for a pair of shoes. Jesse cradled it with caution, as though it contained a biohazard. “Look, I’m going to do you a favor. It’s going to take me a while to finish setting up down there. You should leave while you can.”
“You’re kicking me out?”
“I’m saving your life,” said Jesse. “There’s an audience for this—did you know that? A handful of lucky pledges who think they’re about to witness an exorcism in real time. It’s the kind of thing they fantasize about.”
“What’s your point?”
“I don’t know how familiar you are with Vivienne’s altered state. It manifests primarily in reflective surfaces. Mirrors. Glass.”
“I knew that,” Thomas said, though he hadn’t. More pieces of the puzzle slotted into place. He pictured Vivienne’s vanity, the mirror shattered. The way she’d driven him out of her bathroom in a tearful fit. He’d sat outside her bedroom door all night, listening to her weep.
“Yeah, well, it’s gone,” said Jesse. “Since we arrived to the church, it’s been missing.”
“What do you mean, missing?”
“What do you think I mean? She doesn’t have a reflection, genius. When she looks in the mirror, there’s nothing there.”
“How is that possible?”
“I can’t say for sure. Believe it or not, they don’t exactly cover this topic in medical school. But if I had to guess? It’s hunting.”
His words were a stone dropped into a lake. They sank slowly between them.
“We’re fish in a barrel,” said Jesse. “And we’re all going to die. If it were up to me, you wouldn’t catch me within a mile of that ambulatory.”
“Wait, back up,” said Thomas. “You don’t want to do this?”
“What, perform a highly illegal, completely unproven surgical procedure on something that has the power to strike me dead the second I get too close?” Jesse’s laugh was bitter. “Hell no, man. I don’t want to do this. Did Vivienne tell you it was my idea?”
“She didn’t tell me anything, actually,” Thomas admitted.
Jesse scoffed. “Typical.”
With another glance at the box, he turned to go. Thomas followed, stalking him out onto the landing, where the nave spilled away from them in an endless fall of gray stone and sunlit tracery. The call of the clarions clung, ghostlike, to the silence.
“Whatever she has on you,” called Thomas, “I can make it go away.”
Jesse stilled, his heel scuffing stone. It was a heartbeat before he replied, and when he did, he spoke carefully. “Something tells me if you knew what Vivienne has on me, you’d make my life a hell of a lot worse than it already is.”
Thomas’s chest caved at the implication. “Did you hurt her?”
“No,” Jesse said, turning to face him. “But I wish I had.”
Thomas moved without thinking, snatching up Jesse’s scrubs in his fists. With a gratifying smack, the med student’s spine collided into the railing. The box jutted between them as Jesse lay half bent out over open air, dust glittering in the bald light of the drum lamps.
“If you think I’m going to let you near her with that attitude, you’re insane.”
“Save the hero act,” said Jesse. He seemed utterly resigned for a man pressed over a precipice. “You’re not her knight in shining armor, Walsh, you’re just an accessory.”
In the transept below, a crowd began to gather. Thomas ignored them.
“You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t I?” Jesse’s brows climbed toward his cap. “Look, my sympathies, man. I’ve been there. You want to know why we’re not dead yet? Why we lucky two have been spared? It’s because she still needs us. So, yeah, I wish I’d hurt her when I had the chance. I wish I’d buried her. Because when this is over, I’m dead. And so are you. You’d better make your peace with that.”
He shoved at his chest and Thomas fell back, yielding a step.
“Look in the box, asshole,” snapped Jesse. “What do you think that is?”
Thomas looked down. Inside the shoebox sat two glassy white orbs trailing woven filaments. His stomach pitted at the sight. Not because they were eyes, plucked clean, but because they were his.
“How is that possible?” he asked, his voice hollow.
“That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it,” said Jesse. “Ever since we got here, Vivienne’s been having a tough time separating out one state of mind from the other. There’s less of a distinction between Vivienne the girl and Vivienne the creature. She’s been ripping all sorts of things from her hallucinations. This morning, she thrashed awake with these.”
Thomas didn’t say a word. His thoughts ran a mile a minute, churning through one impossibility after another.
I dreamed about you, she’d told him. It was horrible.
“If I had to put money on it,” said Jesse, “I’d say the creature has a disproportionate interest in you, specifically.”
Thomas glanced up from the box’s gruesome contents and found the surgeon watching him, a humorless light in his eyes.
“Still want to stay? I wouldn’t.”
With a pat on the shoulder, Jesse departed, leaving him alone on the landing.
•  •  •
By the time Thomas made his way down to the second-story transept, a crowd was already masked and waiting. He took one when it was offered, snapping the straps into place as he crossed to the pew where Colton sat with Eric and Delaney. They’d snuck in the dogs, and they sat by the bench with ears erect, each of them as tense and watchful as gargoyles.
“What’s the plan?” asked Colton as Thomas slid into the empty space beside Eric.
“We stay and watch,” said Thomas. “If she survives, she survives.”
“You’re being very levelheaded about this,” Eric noted.
Colton looked less convinced. “And if she dies? What’s the plan then?”
“If she dies,” said Thomas, “so does Grayson.”
Below, the crux of the ambulatory was lit silver beneath the pop flare of drum lights. A clear modular tent had been constructed over the operating table—likely to strive for some semblance of sterility. It felt like a laughable precaution.
A hush fell over the room as Jesse entered, followed closely behind by Vivienne. She looked unusually small from this distance, birdlike beneath the crinkled paper of her gown. Her chin lifted toward the transept, dark eyes darting from face to face before landing on his. His stomach settled into a knot. Next to him, Judd let out an excited woof.
The sound brought Jesse’s focus skyward. “Is that a dog?”
“It’s two dogs, actually,” said a boy several rows away, casting a dark look in Thomas’s direction. “We tried to keep them out, but they wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
“You’re contaminating my operating room, Walsh.”
“It’s not an operating room,” Thomas fired back. “It’s a sacrificial altar.”
Stop, signed Vivienne, and he did. Gritting his jaw, he sank back against the pew. Jesse fired off one last scathing look before guiding Vivienne into the clean room’s outer module, zipping the door shut behind them. There came a blast of an air shower, and then they entered the main cube. The sanctuary was flooded immediately with the soft crackle of static. Over the former diocese’s sound system came Jesse’s voice:
“Testing, one, two, three. Am I coming through?”
Several pledges held up their hands in a thumbs-up.
“Good.” He slid a wheeled tray bearing several tools toward him as Vivienne climbed onto the table. “Per request, I’ll be talking through my process. The first several steps are standard. I’ll be administering two milliliters of ketamine via intravenous tube and following with a saline flush.”
It took him several tries to insert the IV. Thomas was on his feet before the end, his stomach tangled. Eric dragged him back down just as Jesse began to administer the ketamine. On the table, Vivienne lay with her hair splayed around her in a halo of dark.
“I’m going to push it in slowly,” said Jesse. “Over one to two minutes. She should be out by the end.”
“Should,” echoed Colton disdainfully. “Is he telling us, or is he reassuring himself?”
“Pretty sure this is his first procedure not performed on a cadaver,” said Thomas as Vivienne’s eyes fluttered once, twice, three times. They didn’t open again.
Asleep, she reminded Thomas of a page from one of his sister’s old storybooks—Snow White in the forest, slumbering under glass, the soft curl of her lashes dark against her cheeks. A ventilator whirred steadily beside her—a clear, clinical reminder that none of this was a fairy tale. Oxygen pumped steadily through the CPAP mask Jesse had fitted over her face.
Stuffed into the crowded transept, Thomas began to sweat. A thought had occurred to him, much too late to do anything about it.
“Everyone in this room is going to die,” he murmured.
“Excuse me?” Colton hooked an elbow over the back of his pew and skewed a dubious glance in Thomas’s direction. At his side, Delaney peered between the mask-clad faces.
“What is it?” she asked. “What’s happening?”
Colton tugged his mask down to his chin and turned to face her. “Walsh has just made a less-than-reassuring announcement.” Turning back to Thomas, he said, “You feel like explaining?”
But there was no time.
“He needs to bring her out of it.” Thomas rose to his feet. “Grayson! Call it off!”
Jesse didn’t look up from his tray. Thomas wasn’t even sure if he could hear him through the barrier. He got his answer seconds later, when Jesse’s voice crackled over the speaker.
“Easy, Walsh. You’re causing a scene.”
“Didn’t you hear me?” He cupped his hands to his mouth in a desperate effort to amplify his shout. “I said call it off!”
“Sit down, asshole,” said someone from several rows back. “I can’t see.”
Eric tugged Thomas back into his seat, hooking an arm around his shoulder. “Remember what I said about you being levelheaded? I take it back.”
“You don’t understand,” said Thomas. “Vivienne’s altered state manifests in reflective surfaces. But when I spoke to Grayson earlier, he said her reflection is missing.”
Delaney frowned. “Missing?”
“What if it knew what was coming? What if it’s hiding?”
“What if the ketamine put Vivienne out,” said Colton, catching on, “but not the creature?”
All four of them turned in unison to stare down at the surgical tent, where Jesse was set to begin. He stood frozen over Vivienne, his hands sheathed in latex, a scalpel glinting silver in his grip.
“I don’t know, man,” said Eric. “That’s a pretty wild theory.”
“We’ve seen wilder.” Colton swiveled to face Delaney. “Turn off your implant.”
“What?” Her brows pinched together. “What about you?”
“Lane.”
“Fine.” She slipped two fingers to the device at her ear. A pale light flickered and then died. Her voice slipped out, as thin as a ghost. “Happy?”
Ecstatic, signed Colton, tapping two fingers to the open palm of his hand. Below them, a palpable hush fell over the sanctuary. Beneath the wide drum lamps, Vivienne looked inhuman, her skin rendered silver. Feedback whined, and Jesse’s voice filtered again through the speakers.
“I initially planned to perform an electrocautery dissection of the throat, given that the greatest physical manifestation of the symbiote occurs in the patient’s larynx.” His words echoed through the ambulatory. He sounded just like a priest, proselytizing from his pulpit. In the crowd, several people jotted down notes.
“However, given new evidence, I’ve decided to modify my approach.” Gingerly, Jesse folded up the bottom of Vivienne’s gown, careful to keep her lower half covered in a thin sheet. Beneath the gown, her torso was as silver pale as the rest of her, save for a raised strip of skin that shimmered like scales.
“Holy shit,” said Eric.
“An initial workup of the site indicates the presence of hemolymph,” explained Jesse. “It’s a fluid tissue most commonly found in arthropod species. My hypothesis is that I’ll discover ventral nerve cords bundled beneath each segment. If my theory is correct, severing these cords should allow for eventual extraction of the symbiote.”
More notes were jotted. Thomas glanced up to find Colton’s attention elsewhere. He stared into the crowded transept, his expression turbulent.
“What is it?” asked Thomas.
“Nothing.” He turned back toward the ambulatory. “I thought I saw someone I knew. I didn’t.”
“Quiet,” barked a pledge.
“The device I’m using is an ultrasonic scalpel,” said Jesse. A sudden buzz kicked through the room, shivering along the oppressive stone pilasters. “This will cauterize the tissue, which should aid in the production of coagulum as I work to harvest the symbiote.”
On the table, Vivienne lay as still as a corpse, her breath fogging the mask.
“I’ll make the first incision now,” said Jesse. He sounded unsure.
The sound of splitting skin was unmistakable over the speakers as the blade met resistance against the hard shell of Vivienne’s torso. With a snap, her hand flew out and grabbed Jesse’s wrist.
On the slab, Vivienne slowly sat up. Her eyes were open, pupils distended.
“This feels bad,” said Eric as the dogs began to bark.
Jesse fell back a step, restricted by the tight grip of her hand around his wrist. Vivienne tracked his movements, her head on a swivel. Reaching up with her free hand, she pried the oxygen mask loose. Slowly, her mouth split into a wide, sharp smile.
“Hello,” she said, cheery as a lark.




Thomas expected Jesse to tug himself free—to drop his scalpel and make a run for it. Instead, the surgical resident stood as though in thrall. An ill-fated sailor, drawn to the sea by siren song.
Hello, she’d said.
Her voice had been low and sweet. Water over stone. In the transept, everyone rose steadily to their feet, braced to flee. Only Thomas remained seated. He was riveted to the scene, dread turning his blood to icy rivers. Beside him, the dogs began to howl like wolves.
Down in the ambulatory, Vivienne swiveled to face Jesse, swinging her bare feet off the table and sliding onto the floor. There was a wrongness in the halting way she moved, each twitch and tic oddly mechanical. Like she was a child’s clockwork toy, wound up by a key.
“Why isn’t he running?” asked Colton.
“The better question,” said Eric, “is why aren’t we running?”
The tips of her fingers looked sharp from this distance, though Thomas couldn’t tell if it was only a trick of the light. Her nails—usually clean and pink—seemed to whittle into sharp gray points. Hands splayed against Jesse’s chest, she rose up onto her toes and pressed her lips to his ear. He didn’t even flinch. Instead, he leaned in. Rapt. Enthralled. His eyes bright and shining.
At first, nothing happened.
The only sound in the sanctuary was the baying of the dogs.
And then the screaming began.
It tore through the vaulted nave, a third howl joining the fray. Lit beneath the lamps, Jesse Grayson began to bleed. It was as though he’d been stuck with a thousand pins, subjected to a thousand cuts. Blood beaded along his brow. It slipped down the sides of his face in thin reams of crimson.
“Hematohidrosis,” marveled Colton, just as Delaney whispered, “Is he sweating blood?”
“I said I was sorry” came Jesse’s shriek over the speaker. “I said—I did what you told me. Make it stop. Make it stop. Please, make it—”
His knees cracked on the ground as he dropped, his collapse gentled by Vivienne, who sank with him. She cradled him, still whispering into his ear as he wept into her shoulder. His blood streaked the curve of her cheek, turned the dry beds of her knuckles to crimson. His scalpel dropped, forgotten, to the stone. It skittered across the floor in a foreboding hop-skip.
The rest seemed to happen in slow motion. Jesse slumped, weightless, to the floor. A last, harsh “Please” sawed through the speakers.
And then there was quiet.
Pandemonium erupted. The pledges scattered, shoving and swarming in a mad dash toward the stairs. At the crux of the chaos stood Vivienne, small and bloody and cherubic. She looked up and up, tracking the rising sounds of panic, until her eyes met Thomas’s. Slowly, the unsteady rictus of her smile sharpened into a grin.
“Time to go,” ordered Eric, hauling Thomas to his feet. “Move, Walsh. Now.”
Against his better instincts—against everything in him that told him to stay—Thomas fled. Out in the vestibule, the stampede came to a standstill. Pledges jostled one another as the traffic jammed, turning the stairwell to a hard clot of people.
Something was happening down below. Something they couldn’t see.
They got their answer seconds later.
“Where are you all going?” drifted a girl’s voice up the stairs. “Didn’t you come to see me?”
The shift was violent and immediate. The current changed direction as everyone who had previously been fighting to get down began instead pushing to go up. The dogs tugged loose in the melee, snapping their teeth at fleeing pledges as they bobbed in and out of the swarm.
“Shit!” Thomas lunged after them, nearly catching an elbow to the face for his troubles. “Heel! Stay! Don’t g— Come back!”
“Walsh, hey.” Eric caught him by the arm and gave him a violent shake. “Leave them. Let’s go.”
Reluctantly, Thomas let himself be led. They raced back up into the transept, this time in the company of two pledges who’d managed to break free of the throng—a boy with a bruised jaw and a girl in a black mesh dress. The six of them made their way to the other side of the balcony, where a narrow door opened up into the vestries. The stairs here folded in on themselves, descending to several shadowed lower levels.
“Guess we’re going down,” said Colton as, over the speakers, the screaming began.
They took the stairs at a run, racing down one flight after the other until the stairwell spat them out in a basement. The speaker’s audio was grainier here. Faint. The sound of dying pledges crackled out from the wall-mounted monitors like a grotesque hymn.
They edged forward, the motion lights clicking on in a wash of white fluorescents. A long hall dotted with doors stretched out before them.
“There’s an exit sign up ahead,” said Thomas.
“There’s another set of stairs down there,” said the boy with the bruised jaw. “It leads to the front of the sanctuary. If we’re quick, we can reach the door before she notices.”
“Perfect.” Colton folded Delaney’s hand in his and fell into the lead. “Let’s go.”
They moved swiftly, urged on by the brutal soundtrack of the dying. They didn’t make it far before the lights clicked off. The speakers shorted. The screaming cut out. They were left in the faint pulse of red from the exit light ahead.
“Alex,” whimpered the girl, “I don’t like this.”
“Nothing’s changed,” said Colton. “We keep moving.”
Directly behind them, there came a faint snarl. All six of them froze.
“Someone tell me that was their stomach,” whispered Eric.
A second snarl joined the first. From out of the hall’s yawning abyss emerged Molly and Judd, ears flat and fangs bared, slaver hanging from their jowls. Eyes glinting red in the glow, they looked like veritable hellhounds. Between them stood Vivienne, her hair black with blood, her features as sleek and shining as a siren’s.
“Don’t run away,” she said. “It isn’t nice.”
“Go,” barked Colton. “Now.”
They didn’t need to be told. They broke into a run, skidding around a labyrinthine corner and down a shallow set of stairs. With vicious howls, the dogs gave chase.
Delaney reached the exit first, skidding to a stop atop battered combat boots and wrenching the door wide. They piled through one after the other, Thomas taking up the rear. He’d nearly made it when the boy in front of him stuck out his foot. Instinctively, Thomas grabbed hold of him. They both went toppling to the floor, the impact hard enough to send a white sear of pain across his vision. The door swung shut just as the girl screamed out, “Alex, get up!”
“Get off me,” bellowed the boy, shoving at him.
“Are you trying to get us killed?” Thomas scrabbled back to his feet, nearly dodging a sloppy uppercut in the process. He slammed the boy hard into the wall, jamming an elbow into his windpipe. “What the hell is your problem?”
“That’s for nearly breaking my jaw, asshole.”
“Your what?” Understanding hit him like a sucker punch. The pool house. His masked assailants. His hesitation lasted just long enough for the boy to shove him off. They wrestled for the door as Molly and Judd came careening around the corner, talons scrabbling.
Molly reached them first. Her jaw snapped around the boy’s ankle like a bear trap. He toppled hard to the ground, his hands thrown out to break his fall. In front of Thomas, the door swung wide to reveal Eric.
“Help me,” begged the boy as Eric yelled, “Walsh, move!”
Thomas hovered in the open door for a fraction of a second before making his decision. He lunged for the boy, hand outstretched. It was too little, too late. Judd—timid, goofy Judd—detached from the darkness like a living shadow. Eyes red. Lips peeled back. With a scream, the boy was dragged out of the pulsing crimson glow and into the dark.
The door to the stairwell swung shut with a slam.
“Any chance we can speed this up?” called Colton, peering over the second-story landing. Tucked under Delaney’s arm, the girl was openly weeping. They ascended the rest of the way in silence, emerging into the mouth of the sanctuary. The air here hung in a hush. The smell of iron clung to everything.
They arrived at the front doors to find them barricaded. The rusted hinges sat off track so that a thin bar of daylight seeped through the gap. Between this stood a boy covered in a series of shallow gouges. He wove a thick set of chains through the handles, his jaw set.
“What is this?” demanded Eric. “Let us out.”
“Can’t do that.” The boy tugged at the chains, testing their strength. “The chairman isn’t happy with you. He didn’t want her harmed.”
“Hey.” Thomas reached through the gap and grabbed a fistful of the boy’s collar. “Look at me. What’s your name?”
“Adrian,” said the boy. His eyes were slightly out of focus. “Adrian Faber.”
“Listen to me, Adrian, there are innocent people in here. Do you understand what I’m telling you? I need you to undo these chains and let them out.”
“To-ommy.”
Thomas’s name singsonged through the dark, its echo dissipating through the shadowed transept like smoke. With a cry, the girl clapped her hands over her ears. Behind them, the nave was the color of blood, sunlight seeping through the upturned faces of the saints.
“Where are you, To-ommy?”
“Open the fucking door,” ordered Colton.
“Sorry,” said Adrian. “I would if I could. But there’s these worms in my head. They won’t stop squirming. The chairman promised he’d make them go away, I just have to teach you a lesson first.”
The door slammed shut. The last gap of sunlight extinguished.
“Was that you, Tommy?”
Thomas ducked into an alcove filled with unlit prayer candles, his heart hammering. The others followed his lead. Next to Delaney, the girl’s nose had begun to bleed. She let it trickle freely, keeping her hands pressed tight over her ears. Silence fell, save for the harsh saw of his own breathing. He edged carefully toward the center aisle, peering around the corner of a wide stone pilaster.
The drum lights had been knocked on their sides, bulbs shattered against the modular walls of the clean room. Only one remained lit. It cast the aisle in a shaft of blazing white. As he looked, a shape stepped into it, ballerina lithe.
“Leave,” he told the others. “Find another way out.”
“What are you going to do?” asked Eric in a whisper.
“I’ll handle her.”
“How?”
He didn’t know. But he’d made her a promise. “I’ll figure it out.”
Out in the sanctuary, Vivienne traipsed down the aisle as though she were in a wedding processional. Step, step, stop. Step, step, stop. Her hospital gown was torn at the collar, the papery-white shreds fluttering off her shoulder. There was something predatory in the way she moved, each step suffused with a wrongness that struck him cold.
“We need a token,” whispered Delaney suddenly.
“Lane’s right,” said Colton. “Do you have something of hers? A bit of fingernail, maybe. Or even a lock of hair.”
Eric made a thinly veiled sound of disgust. “Why the hell would Walsh be carrying around her fingernail clippings?”
Quickly, Thomas said, “I have a baby tooth.”
“You—” Eric cut a look in his direction. “Her tooth?”
“Yeah.” Thomas held up his wrist. The silver chain links sat nestled against the pink-and-white pony beads she’d given him the day of the gala. The word crybaby leered up at him alongside the pale white opal of her molar. “Will this work?”
“It should,” said Colton. “Free will is a uniquely human trait. Whatever’s driving Vivienne, it’s not human, which theoretically means it can be controlled.”
Thomas thought of the teeth scattered across Philip’s office. The signet ring he wore on his pinkie, flat and dull. Vivienne’s voice on the recording: I have to do what I’m told, or else it hurts all over.
He closed his fingers over the tooth. “What if you’re wrong?”
“Then you’d better run faster than you did downstairs,” said Colton.
“Funny.”
He braced himself, gathering up the shreds of his courage and stepping out from behind the column. Vivienne stood directly before him, bent forward as though she’d been eavesdropping. He drew up short, inches away from careering clear into her. The dogs sat at her side, ears pricked and muzzles bloodied.
“Hi,” he said.
Her eyes were black all the way through, her fingers long and knuckles knobbled. There was nothing of Vivienne in her expression. She was all creature. Its head turned on a swivel and it peered sideways up at him, intrigued.
“You look nice,” he added. “A little murderous, maybe, but pretty.”
The thing wearing her face hadn’t blinked. Not once. “Why don’t you bleed?” it asked, and it pinched his chest to hear Vivienne’s voice, low and sweet. “You and your friends—you don’t even flinch.”
The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. “That’s a good question. I don’t know, actually. Luck?”
“You reek of death.” It sniffed at his throat, scenting him like a huntress. “You carry it with you like a talisman. How?”
“Death and I are pretty good friends,” he said, and shrugged. “Maybe that’s it. Hey—do me a favor?”
Its head quirked to the side.
“Tell Vivienne to wake up.”
Its eyes dropped to his wrist. To the white milk tooth embedded in his bracelet. “Oh, you’re very clever. Do you think one little token is all it takes?”
“We’ll see,” said Thomas. “Wake her up.”
“I won’t,” said the creature, and now it didn’t sound like a girl at all. Its voice distorted, dropping a register. “She needs me. She has no one.”
“She has me,” said Thomas. “Wake her up.”
“Foolish boy.” The creature’s mouth unfurled into a sneer. “You don’t know what’s out there. You don’t know what hunts her. Vivienne Farrow has been marked for death all her life. Without me, she is nothing but bones for lesser creatures to gnaw on.”
Thomas frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
The creature smiled a wholly un-Vivienne-like smile. “Too late now,” it whispered, and collapsed.
Her body pitched forward as though she were a marionette, her strings coming loose. Thomas caught her before she could hit the ground, hooking his elbows under her arms. He held her that way for a moment, studying her expression in repose. Slowly, color rose into her cheeks.
Her eyelids fluttered open, and he was met with a stare the color of cognac. Human all the way through. For several heartbeats, the only sound in the sanctuary was the two of them breathing in tandem. And then, with a gasp, Vivienne scrabbled backward out of his reach.
“It’s okay.” He held up his hands in a show of peace. “We’re okay. It’s over.”
Clutching at her gown, she peered around at the damage she’d wrought. The empty sanctuary. The broken drum lamps. A wail built in her throat and she covered her face with her hands. With a whine, the dogs lay down at her feet.
“Vivienne,” said Thomas softly. “Look at me.”
“Hey!” Eric’s shout vaulted through the sanctuary. “Over here! We found a way out.”
Tensing, Vivienne peered out from over the tops of her fingers. She looked on the cusp of flight, like the slightest sound might send her running. He didn’t want that.
“It’s just my friends,” he said, and held out his hand. “Let’s get out of here, all right? We’ll deal with the rest together.”
Hesitantly, she slipped her hand into his. Her fingers shook. Her skin was ice cold. When they went, the dogs followed, trailing behind them like shadows.




Here was the dream Vivienne had been having:
The house at night.
The moon leering in at her, its round, round face pressed against the window.
The walls veering oddly, as though nudged by some behemoth hand.
She hadn’t been alone. The boy had been there, too.
He’s not happy with you, he’d said. They’d been sitting one across from the other, Vivienne all in ribbons and the boy as white as a corpse, his dark curls matted to his brow. He’d been dressed as if he was heading to play hockey, knee pads lashed to his legs. You’ve made a mess of everything.
I’m fixing everything, actually, she’d told him. She’d been so confident. She’d been so sure. Any moment now, I’ll wake up and I’ll be perfectly human.
He’d looked startled to hear her speak. They’d been sitting so long in silence. Are you sure about that? You don’t need to do this. If you lay yourself at His feet, He’ll set you free Himself. You don’t even have to cut yourself open. He is generous. He’ll give you whatever you need.
Do you have whatever you need?
At that, the boy had smiled over at her. Water seeped out from the gaps in his teeth. I, he’d said, have never been happier.
•  •  •
He was standing in front of her. The boy from her dream.
Or not him, exactly, but his startling likeness. Several years older. Significantly more alive. He had the same dark curls, the same straight nose, the same sharp mouth—though his was scarred at one end, a raised pink line extending nearly to his ear.
“She doesn’t say much,” he said, “does she?”
Next to him, a white-haired girl in combat boots looked aghast. “Colton.”
“It’s just an observation.”
“She’s mute,” said a second boy. He was Black and broad-shouldered, his hair cropped short. He stood propped against a narrow bookshelf, idly inspecting the spines. “We’ve covered this.”
“We should be grateful she’s not speaking,” said a girl Vivienne recognized as one of the pledges. What had her name been? Lilah? Lydia? She stood as far from Vivienne as she could manage, her nose bloodied and her eyes swollen. “None of us would make it out of here alive if she did.”
“All right,” said Thomas. “That’s enough. Vivienne?”
She dragged her eyes to his.
“Just let me see it.”
They’d gathered in a narrow wailing room, the peeling varnish revealing walls gone yellow with rot. The space was overly warm, light blistering in the gap of a battered side door, and the dogs lay sprawled on the floor, panting heavily. Vivienne perched on the edge of a shallow built-in, dressed in a white crewneck and crumpled gym shorts Thomas had fished out from his truck. A spot of wrong-colored blood had already begun to darken the shirt just over her abdomen.
“You’re ruining my shirt,” Thomas added gently, when she didn’t budge.
Swallowing her pride, she lifted up the hem. Lydia gasped, the sound muffled behind her hand. To his credit, Thomas didn’t flinch.
“Hayes,” he called, “toss me the tape?”
“You got it,” said the boy by the bookshelf. A roll of adhesive tape sailed toward them and Thomas snatched it out of the air, kneeling down to examine the incision.
“Ouch,” was all he said.
She reisisted the urge to tug the shirt back into place as he tore a bit of medical tape with his teeth. She couldn’t bear to look at it—that horrible growth, stacked across her stomach like scales. It was an awful, unbearable reminder.
She’d failed.
She’d failed, and now was right back where she started, with nothing to show for her troubles except a trail of carnage, a shallow laceration that stung when she stretched. She’d never felt more like a nightmare. Her skin was stiff with rust, her hair suctioned to her throat in dark, wet whorls. She could feel everyone in the room staring at her. Studying her, as though she were a circus oddity. A freak.
A monster.
And she was.
She shut her eyes.
“Vivienne,” urged Thomas, tugging her shirt back into place, “it’s okay.”
But it wasn’t. None of this was okay. The end was meant to justify the means. What was the point of so much cruelty, so much carnage, if she was still shuttered away within herself, at the mercy of the creature and its whims? She’d made her decision and it had turned out to be the wrong one. Thomas was being too gentle with her. She couldn’t stand it. She couldn’t stomach his pity.
“Mikhail Popov says he used to call you Sparrow,” said a voice, soft enough to be a whisper.
At the unexpected mention of Mikhail, Vivienne’s breath snared in her throat. Her eyes snapped open and she found the white-haired girl peering over at her, her hands wrung tight.
“He says you always walked on your toes,” she added. “You’d flit everywhere like a bird.”
Vivienne’s hands shook. How do you know all of that?
She expected Thomas to translate for her, but instead the girl smiled.
“I can hear him,” she explained. “The dead speak to me sometimes, in the silence.”
“It’s a talent of Lane’s,” said the boy called Colton. “You get used to it.”
You can hear him
right now? Vivienne asked. He’s here?
“He is,” said Lane. “Usually, it’s not so pronounced. Just shadows or shifts in the light. But right now, it’s like he’s standing in the room.”
Vivienne bit back a sob.
“He wants you to know that he’s not in pain,” said Lane. “He’s not suffering. He knows it eats at you—the wondering. He doesn’t want you to carry your guilt anymore. He says—” She paused, listening. The wailing room was pillowed in a downy silence. There was no discernible sound at all. “He says you’re not responsible for the sins of your father.”
Vivienne’s cry came out broken. She didn’t mean for it to happen, but she couldn’t hold it back. She thought of Mikhail in her dreams, his face ruined, his flesh rotted through. All this time, that’s how she’d thought of him—suffering in perpetuity, and suffering because of her.
It was a strange sort of catharsis, to know the vision in her head had been a lie.
Not Mikhail at all, but a manipulation.
In the door, the white blister of light seemed to pulse with living energy. She imagined she could see him standing there—Misha, tall and proud.
She touched her fingers to her chin. Thank you.
Lane’s smile was warm. Warm, and undeserved. “You don’t need to thank me,” she said softly, and Vivienne wanted to flinch back from the kindness in her voice. Here was more grace she didn’t deserve. Here was more pity she couldn’t abide.
These were Thomas’s people—Thomas’s friends—and she’d nearly killed them.
When Thomas held out a hand to her, she accepted it with reluctance, letting him guide her off the shelf. Her hand in his was bloody. Her fingers shook. Beneath her bones, her heart felt like it might break. She wished she’d never kissed him, that day in his room. She wished she’d never let herself hope.
Because now, hope was gone, and it would have been better not to have had him at all than to have had him and let him go.
And that’s what she’d have to do.
Let him go.
He had a whole life ahead of him. And all she had was death.
She moved across the room on unsteady legs, as though she was a newborn calf learning to walk for the very first time. On the floor, Molly and Judd sprang to their feet.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” said Thomas.
“Agreed,” said Hayes, setting a book back onto its shelf.
“If I never see the inside of a church again,” grumbled Colton, “it’ll be too soon.”
They didn’t make it far. Out in the cathedral’s weed-riven lot, they found Philip waiting for them.
He stood just outside the family SUV, dressed in pale blue seersucker and oxfords. And he wasn’t alone. A towering stranger accompanied him, dressed for business in a tailored three-piece suit.
“Colton,” whispered Lane, “is that your—”
“Dad?”
The man’s eyes were coffee dark, his close-cropped curls shot through with silver. He stared disapprovingly down his nose at his son.
“I have no idea how it is you came to be tangled up in this nonsense,” he said coldly, “but I want you back home immediately.”
“Home,” said Colton flatly. “That’s a good one. What are you doing here?”
“I’m in town handling a bit of personal business.”
“You have business in an abandoned churchyard in New Haven?”
“This matter does not concern you, C. J.” His father spat out each word like venom. “You start digging where you shouldn’t, and things will go very badly for you.”
“A threat,” noted Colton. “How fatherly of you.”
Beside him, Philip looked seconds from going apoplectic. Vivienne knew him well enough to know that whatever his relationship was to the stranger, it wasn’t amicable.
“I think you and I are just about done here, anyway,” Philip said.
“Hardly,” bit out Colton’s father. “But I agree, there’s a time and place. We can continue this conversation in front of my lawyer.”
Philip bristled visibly. His eyes darted to Vivienne. “My papers are all in order, Christian. Your claims won’t hold in court.”
“Won’t they?” The man’s smile was thin. “We’ll see.”
He followed Philip’s gaze toward Vivienne. The chilly disdain in his eyes struck her like an arrow. Without meaning to, she inched back a step. The asphalt sizzled beneath her bare feet.
“All this time,” said the man. “And here you’ve been. The world is a funny place.”
Vivienne didn’t have time to parse out what he possibly could have meant. Without a word of goodbye to his son, he whirled on his heel and headed for his car, parked at the far side of the lot. The moment he’d gone, Philip turned his focus on the disheveled bunch. His brow was sheened in sweat, his cheeks red from the heat. In spite of this, he was smiling broadly.
“Spectacular work,” he said to Thomas. “I knew you’d track her down.”
Thomas’s hand tightened around Vivienne’s. “I didn’t do this for you.”
“Of course not, of course not,” said Philip, flapping his hand dismissively. “You did it for Vivienne. Everything we do is for Vivienne. She’s a treasure, isn’t she?”
Thomas opened his mouth to speak, but Vivienne silenced him with a squeeze of her hand.
Leave it, she signed.
“Vivienne, my dear,” boomed Philip. “You have no idea what you’ve put your mother through. She’s been sick with worry ever since the party. It’s such a relief to see you intact.”
The way he said it—intact—like she was an investment, turned her stomach. She stared at him without a word. What could she sign to him that he’d understand? What could she say to him that he’d care to interpret? She wasn’t a person to him. She was an accessory.
A weapon.
“Well,” he said, tugging the back door wide. “No reason to stand around sweating in this heat. Let’s get you home. I’ve already phoned the family physician. He’ll be by this afternoon to check on you.”
Indecision warred within her. The loudest parts of her screamed at her to tell him off—to assure him that she’d never go anywhere with him again. Another, smaller, voice told her that this was where she belonged. This was what she deserved.
Not kindness. Not pity. But a cage. She may not have been directly responsible for Mikhail’s death, but hers was the voice that killed him. That was all she did. She killed and she killed.
She withdrew her hand from Thomas’s.
“Vivienne.” A hard edge crept into his voice. “You don’t have to do this. You have options.”
“Don’t make a spectacle, Walsh,” called Philip. “You’ll only embarrass yourself.”
Thomas ignored him. “Do you want to go with him?”
T-o-m-m-y, she signed. Don’t.
“Answer my question,” said Thomas vehemently. “Do you want to go with him?”
I could have killed you.
“That’s not what I asked.”
Please don’t do this. Don’t make it harder than it is.
His gaze shuttered. His jaw locked. She knew he was biting back the thousand cruel things he wanted to say. She hoped, for her sake, he wouldn’t say them. She may have deserved it, but she didn’t think she could bear it. Nearby stood his friends, clustered together in the shade of an elm. A silent audience, bearing witness to her final humiliation.
You’ve been so kind to me, she signed.
His expression contorted. “Kind?”
Let me do this, as one last kindness to you.
“Kind?” he repeated, spitting it out like a profanity.
She turned quickly, before doubt could creep in. Gesturing for the dogs, she headed across the scalding lot, her toes burning. She was halfway to the car before Thomas found his voice.
“That’s bullshit. This isn’t kindness. You’re scared, and you think this is the easy way out.”
“That’s quite enough, son,” said Philip. But Thomas wasn’t through.
“I made you a promise, remember?” She could hear him fighting to keep his voice controlled. “What’d I tell you? I’ll always come for you.”
His echo rebounded off the faraway trees. It split her open.
“Go ahead and run back to Greenwich,” he called. “I’ll be there.”
“You will do no such thing,” said Philip. “I’ve already made it clear that we have no further need of your services. If you come within a mile of my home, I’ll have you shot.”
It was a bluff. A poor one. It knocked the air from Vivienne’s lungs all the same. She ignored everything in her that told her to turn back, loading the dogs into the car and climbing in after them. The door slammed shut. The car’s interior was refrigerator cold and stung with cigar smoke. Through the tinted glass, she could just see the dark wall of Thomas, unyielding as ever.
Philip climbed into the front seat, pulling his door closed with a slam that spoke volumes. The engine turned over. The car pulled out of the lot. She rose up onto her knees and watched out the rear window as Thomas shrank slowly out of sight.
It felt like she was leaving her heart behind.
And maybe that was the key. Maybe that was what it would take to survive this.
Maybe, from this day forward, she’d be heartless.




Thomas stood on the crest of the hill and watched the car disappear around a far-off bend. He stared until his eyes blurred. Until the trees lost their shape.
Let me do this, she’d said. As one last kindness.
What a fucking joke. He’d wanted to laugh right in her face. To call her a coward. To push at her, until she snapped and pushed back. Instead, he’d let her go. What kind of idiot was he?
The sound of a footfall brought his head snapping up.
“Thomas?” Delaney’s hand landed, feather light, on his shoulder. “Are you all right?”
He wrenched away from her, anger annihilating every last thought in his head. “Don’t touch me.”
“He looks like he’s going to pass out,” said the female pledge, from somewhere behind him.
He ignored them both and began walking down the lane, heading for the grassy culvert where they’d parked the car. The sound of jogging feet thudded behind him, and then Colton and Eric fell in at either side.
“Hey,” said Eric. “You’ve got a real scary vibe going on.”
Thomas ignored him, fishing in his back pocket for his keys.
“Where are we going?” asked Colton, with infuriating calm.
“Greenwich,” gritted out Thomas.
“Thought so,” said Colton. “Do you really think that’s the best idea?”
Thomas kept going, his speed full tilt, his blood rising to a boil. A hand landed in the middle of his chest and he swung out blindly, seeing red. The feel of a spine cracking against the car’s passenger door jarred him into awareness. Colton stood pinned beneath his palms, his hands thrown up in an open gesture of goodwill. Thomas wrenched back, too furious to cobble together an apology.
“Maybe you should cool off for a bit,” said Colton, sounding nonplussed.
“You look like you’re about to kill someone,” added Eric.
Thomas fumbled for his key fob. “I am about to kill someone.”
“Premeditated murder is a felony,” said Colton evenly. “So is kidnapping, for that matter, since I assume you’re not planning on sticking around in Connecticut after you get her back, and crossing state lines puts you firmly in federal crime territory.”
“Stop spouting facts at me,” snapped Thomas, whose head was beginning to throb.
“Come on, Walsh,” said Colton. “Think. You’re smarter than this. You can’t just go charging in there like a bull. That was Philip Farrow, right? He’s one of the top-paid lawyers in New England.”
“How do you know that?” asked Eric.
“Irrevelant,” said Colton. “My point is, he’s got resources coming out of his ears. Plus, he’s her father.”
“He’s not her father,” spat Thomas.
Colton faltered. “What do you mean?”
“He’s her stepdad.”
“Huh.” There was a beat as Colton considered this, his dark eyes scanning the far-off trees. “Who’s her biological father?”
“I don’t see how that’s important.”
“Just answer the question.”
“I don’t know, I think he was one of Philip’s old managing partners. Can you move?”
Some of the color had gone out of Colton’s face. “That’s not possible.”
“Get out of my way, Price.” Thomas’s voice tilted into a shout. “Jesus, look at the day we just had. What the hell does it matter who her father is?”
“Because,” said Colton, as though Thomas was slow, “my father was Philip Farrow’s old managing partner.”




“Ah, how shameless—the way these mortals blame the gods.”
Homer’s The Odyssey




Vivienne lay on her stomach, a clean satin pillow pressed over her head. It didn’t do much to drown out the sound of her mother’s knocking.
She’d been out there for nearly a quarter of an hour, hammering on the door without end. She could stay out there all night, if she wanted. Vivienne wasn’t going to open the door. She wanted to be alone, left to lick her wounds in private.
She deserved at least that much.
At the edge of the bed, Judd began to whine. She reached out a hand and rubbed him soothingly between the ears, until his crinkled brow lay flat. Next to them, Molly let out a sleepy rumble. It had taken Vivienne the better part of an hour to coax them into the tub. Another to scrub the blood from their muzzles. They were still damp hours later, their fur as sleek as a seal’s. If her mother knew she’d let them on the bed like this, she’d have a coronary.
Out in the hall, the knocking came to an abrupt stop.
It was replaced by Philip’s voice, low and angry. “What the devil is going on up here? I sent you upstairs fifteen minutes ago. Can you not manage your own daughter?”
“She’s refusing to open the door,” whined her mother.
Vivienne rolled onto her back and pressed the pillow over her face just as a fist began pounding heavily at the door.
“Vivienne! Open up this instant!”
“She’s locked us out,” said Amelia, emboldened by Philip’s anger now that it wasn’t directed at her. “I heard her do it.”
Another set of knocks sounded, louder than the first.
When she was very small—before the gorge—she used to stomp her feet when she didn’t get her way. She’d stand in the middle of the floor with her fingers plugging her ears and hold her breath until she turned purple.
She wondered if she’d learned that trick from Philip.
Annoyed by the disturbance, Molly began to bark. Judd’s ears pinned flat.
“I know you’re in there,” called Philip, who sounded as though he’d pressed his face right up to the gap at the bottom. “And I know you hear me, so listen closely. If you ever want to see Thomas Walsh alive again, you’ll open this door.”
Hope bloomed horribly in her chest, though she knew she had no right to it.
He’d come for her.
After everything she’d said—everything she’d done—he’d come.
Just like he’d promised.
She bounded out of bed and toward the door in a single leap, prying it open. A harried-looking Philip shoved into her room, sleeves cuffed and smelling of tobacco. Her mother followed, ghostlike in her robe and slippers.
Where is he? Vivienne signed.
“I hope you’re happy,” snapped Philip, in lieu of an answer. “Do you have any idea what kind of danger you’ve put us in? What kind of favors I had to call in to ensure you came back to your mother in one piece?”
Her mother stood by the door, her lower lip wobbling. “Don’t act like you did this for me. You did it for you. For your precious career.”
“For us,” shouted Philip. “Mother of God, woman—look at yourself. What do you think pays for all that plastic in your face? Who fronts the money for your shopping sprees and your tennis lessons and your nice, cozy spot at the country club? Me and my precious career, that’s who.”
Molly was barking wildly now, her hackles raised. Behind her, Judd slinked across the floor, his hindquarters trembling.
“You should be on your knees with gratitude,” said Philip, raising his voice to be heard over the dogs. “Another man would have cast the two of you out. Another man did.”
“Don’t bring him into this,” snapped Amelia.
“Your daughter brought him into this,” roared Philip. “The very moment she ran off with that godforsaken club of his. Do you know the risks I took, phoning that sociopath? How exposed I’ve left us? How— For the love of God, shut that dog up!”
Vivienne let Molly bark, reaching instead for a bottle of cologne on her vanity. With just enough force to shatter, she lobbed the perfume at the adjacent wall. Glass exploded, tinkling across the hardwood. Both Amelia and Philip looked up at her in surprise.
Where is T-h-o-m-a-s? she signed.
Amelia cleared her throat. “She wants to know—”
“I know perfectly well what she wants,” bit out Philip. “I have no goddamned idea where Thomas Walsh has gone. It was a bluff. I didn’t want to go to the trouble of breaking down your door.”
Hope extinguished like a wick, leaving the taste of ash in her mouth.
“If that boy has any brains,” said Philip, “he won’t show his face around here again.”
Because you’ll kill him, she signed, and her mother translated.
Philip’s smile was thin. “No, because I paid him well for his time, and he knows better than to compromise that. He has an infatuation, but futures can’t be built on infatuations. If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll collect his final paycheck and go home.”
Vivienne stared, hurt creeping into all the dark spaces.
“You don’t believe me,” said Philip. Reaching into his back pocket, he procured a rolled file, foisting it between them. “You think I’d lie to you? You think Walsh was at the cathedral that day of his own accord? You were a job to him, and he came to collect you at my bidding. The night of the gala, he signed a hefty NDA in exchange for the biggest severance package he’ll ever see in his life.”
Vivienne took the file, flipping through it until she came to the end.
There, signed and dated, was Thomas’s signature.
Vivienne took a step back, sinking into the chair by her vanity. She thought of Thomas in the confessional, his profile broken up by the lattice divider. Thomas in the reconciliatory room, his heart beating into the palm of her hand. I’ll always come for you.
She’d believed every word he said, but then maybe she shouldn’t have. All she’d done from the start of the summer was deceive him. Betray him. Leave him.
Why shouldn’t he deceive her right back?
A tear slid unchecked down her cheek. Beneath her bones, her heart sat in tatters.
Funny, she’d thought she’d left it behind.
“You like to pretend you’re the damsel,” said Philip, smoothing a hand over the oil slick of his hair, “but you’re the monster, Vivienne. Most men would have put you in the ground, once they saw what you’d become. But not me. I gave you a purpose. A place in my home. You will not spit in the face of my generosity again.”
She raised her eyes to his, fury beating in her blood. Or what?
He didn’t need to speak her language to understand the insolence in her stare. He smiled, watery and thin. “Next time, it won’t be a bluff. You step a toe out of line, and I’ll track down Thomas Walsh myself. You and I will take another nice little fishing trip, and you can sing him to the bottom of the Long Island Sound.”
Silence permeated the room, absolute and funereal.
“Your mother came upstairs to tell you that as of today, your privileges are revoked. You will withdraw from your summer program. You will not answer your friends when they call. From here on out you are not, under any circumstances, to leave this house unaccompanied.”
She felt the commands twist through her, the way his instruction always did—like he was tugging on some preternatural string, the length of it woven along the river of her spine.
She couldn’t disobey. Not without incurring significant hurt.
“For years, I was merciful,” he said. “I let you have your little pantomime. I let you play at girlhood. You’ll find my mercy has run out. It ends now.”
When he left, her mother stayed behind. The dogs settled, though reluctantly. They sat rigid at her side, twin sentries guarding a tomb. And that’s what she was. A living mausoleum, the ghost of who she might have been knocking around inside her.
“Philip has always looked out for us,” said her mother. She wrung her hands, her eyes rimmed in red. “You’ve lived in this house all your life. You don’t understand. You’ve never wanted for anything. You have no idea what it’s like—scraping and scrounging for every little thing.”
Vivienne stared dead ahead. She wished her mother would go away.
“Your father was my first love,” she went on, in a voice so soft it trembled. This got Vivienne’s attention. Her mother never spoke about her father. “It was all-consuming. First loves can often feel like that—like there’s nothing else in the world but the two of you. That’s what you’re feeling now, isn’t it? All you can see is that boy.”
That boy.
As though Thomas Walsh was no one. A passerby. A blip.
She wanted to tell her mother that she could live a thousand lifetimes, and she’d never know anyone as good as him. She stayed quiet instead.
“I thought your father loved me the way I loved him,” said her mother, “but he had a wife and two young sons at home. He wouldn’t leave them. He put in for a transfer—moved to a firm in Boston to be closer to his family. I let my entire universe revolve around him, but I was little more than a shooting star in his. I was left alone in New York, newly pregnant. Terrified. Philip stepped in. He didn’t need to do it. He was under no obligation. But here we are. He has given us a home. He stood by us, even when the unthinkable happened.”
Vivienne. Vivienne was the unthinkable. Her silence. Her obstinance. Her face in the mirror. Her wretched, ruined voice. It shouldn’t have hurt as much as it did to hear it.
“You should be grateful,” said her mother.
Grateful to spend her life inside a cage. Grateful to be used like a weapon. Grateful to be subservient and pretty and quiet. To keep her eyes down and her teeth sharp, poised to kill on command.
She should be grateful that she’d never see Thomas Walsh again.
When her mother finally left, it was a relief. Vivienne headed into the bathroom, the dogs slipping silently behind her. The mirror stretched out along the wall, its surface as flat and still as a lake.
Nothing peered back at her.
No leering eyes, no too-sharp grin. The glass was empty.
“Where are you?” she asked aloud. Her voice was pebbled, ground as if beneath a pestle. “Come and look me in the eye.”
If the creature heard her, it didn’t answer.
“Coward,” she called, though she didn’t know who she meant.
The creature, or the girl.
Exhausted, she slumped against the door until it fell shut, tugging up the hem of her pajama shirt. The scab cut an ugly crescent across her abdomen, scales dark and gleaming. It looked wider tonight, as though whatever horrible thing she carried inside her was slowly devouring her from the inside out. Quickly, she tugged her shirt back into place.
She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t sit here, idle and waiting, staring into a looking glass and waiting for something to look back. Playing the part of dutiful daughter and lethal weapon until there was nothing left of her but a last, lonely gasp.
A thought occurred to her, wicked in the twilight. Philip had been right about one thing—she’d never been the damsel. She’d always been the monster.
And so, she’d behave monstrously.
She burst back out into the bedroom and changed out of her pajamas, fell to cramming a few of her belongings into an old dance bag. Molly and Judd circled her as she went, restless and wary.
In the cluttered mess of her vanity, she found a familiar tangle of white gold. She lifted it for inspection, the flat medallion spinning before her. A winged angel stood in profile, wielding a sword. She’d stolen it from Thomas’s room the day she’d kissed him. She hadn’t meant to—it was only that she’d left in such a panic. She hadn’t even remembered she’d slipped it on until long after she’d fled. By then, she’d been far too humiliated to give it back.
She ran her thumb over the words etched into the border.
St. Michael Protect Us.
On a whim, she slid the chain over her head. The medallion sat cold and heavy against her chest. When it was done, she sat out on her balcony and watched the sun go down. The sky was so flush with color it looked as ripe as a berry. Slowly, the color drained to a velvet dark. The humidity broke, and the air held a crispness that signified the approach of fall. Already, the first of the maple leaves had fallen to the driveway, curling in on themselves like dark, dying buds.
Downstairs, the house went slowly quiet.
Vivienne had several things working to her advantage. For one, Philip never ended the day without a nightcap. If he was stressed—which he usually was—he ended the day with two. Similarly, her mother never went to bed without an Ambien and several glasses of ice-cold Riesling.
They’d be dead asleep in no time, which meant neither of them would notice when she slipped into Philip’s office.
It was full dark by the time she finally headed downstairs. The dogs followed like two silent wraiths, flanking her around each corner. Her mother was in her room, door locked, lights out. Philip was in the sitting room, an empty tumbler balanced on his stomach, his chin touching his chest. Dozing, but only just.
She’d have to be quiet.
Fortunately, she’d become very, very good at being quiet.
She slipped sideways into the office, thankful for the moonlight that filtered in at the window. She wouldn’t risk a lamp. Setting her bag on the floor, she took a seat at his desk and felt beneath the wood until her fingers snagged on a well-hidden button. A tiny compartment kicked open just above the topmost drawer.
She slid out the papers Philip kept inside, knowing already what she’d find. Bracing herself. Several sealed coroner’s reports sat in a chronological stack. Philip’s marks. Her kills.
If the reporter was right, they’d all have had the same toxins in their blood when they died.
If he was right, there was evidence. Maybe enough for a case.
Her stomach sank at the abundance of names—some she knew, most she didn’t. All of them had been friendly enough. They called her doll. They gave her sweets. They taught her how to bait a hook, how to watch the scanner for fish.
And in turn, she sang for them.
Pretty as a bird.
The last two names in the stack struck her cold. Mikhail Popov, fished out of the sound. Bryce Donahue, dead on arrival. She stuffed the papers into her bag and shut the drawer. She left the way she came. Quietly.
At the front door, she stood on the threshold and stared up at the night sky. It glittered above her like a dome, stars diamond bright. Tightening her grip on the leashes, she stepped out into the driveway. Immediately, Molly and Judd darted toward the grass to relieve themselves. She stood still and waited for the pain to hit—for the dull ache of disobedience, the fracturing feel of insubordination.
Nothing happened. Philip told her she wasn’t to leave unaccompanied.
He hadn’t considered the dogs.
•  •  •
For all their hours and hours of expensive training, Molly and Judd were terrible walkers. They tugged her along on their leashes, darting at every rabbit and leaf and shadow. Overhead, the sky became swallowed up by the streetlamp glow. No cars went past. It was mercifully quiet.
Hadley Appelbaum lived at the opposite end of the gated development, in a handsome brick house with white trim and black shutters. The sprinklers were on, and Vivienne let the dogs pull her through the spray, shivering in the cool kiss of water on her skin. By the time she knocked at the front door, she was soaked to the bone.
A light clicked on overhead and Hadley pried open the door, already dressed down for the night in a silk robe and curlers.
“Oh,” she said. “I thought you were the pizza guy.”
Can I come in? Vivienne signed. I need to give your dad something.
“I don’t know,” said Hadley, eyeing Molly and Judd. “My mom will flip if I let the dogs in the house.”
I’ll be quick, Vivienne promised.
But Hadley didn’t open the door. She kept it wedged like a barrier between them.
“Do you have any idea what you put me through?” she asked suddenly. “Frankie and I thought you’d been kidnapped. Do you know terrifying that was? We talked to Hudson, and he says you planned that whole thing. All of it. It was just a prank.”
It wasn’t a prank, signed Vivienne, deflating slightly.
“So then, you weren’t the mastermind behind that paintball raid?”
Vivienne didn’t answer. What could she say that didn’t make her sound guilty? She was guilty. And her reasons why would only drive Hadley further away.
“That’s what I thought,” said Hadley, when she said nothing. “Your loser friends ruined my dress, by the way. Even the dry cleaners couldn’t fix it.”
I can pay for it, she signed.
“Don’t bother,” said Hadley. “Look, Viv, I love you, and I’m sorry if you’re going through something. I really am. But this has been a lot for me to deal with. I think it’s for the best if you go home.”
But I need to talk to your dad, signed Vivienne, and fished the file out of her bag. Tucking it under her arm, she added, I need to give him this. It’s important.
“Then you can give it to him at the police station,” said Hadley. “Tomorrow, when he’s at work. He’s off duty right now.”
The door swung shut in her face.
In the yard, the sprinklers clicked off. The porch light extinguished. Even the moths took flight, scattering into darkness as though they sensed a predator in their midst. Prying a pen loose from her bag, she jotted a note along the front of the file: Found these in Philip Farrow’s home office. Thought you might be interested. When she was done, she tucked it into the mailbox. She hoped that would be enough.
Coaxing the dogs to their feet, she headed down the driveway. The vast dome of starlight overhead no longer seemed wide and inviting. Now it seemed to mock her. She’d never felt so small. She’d never felt so alone.
She made it halfway down the driveway before a set of headlights clicked on.
A car idled several houses down, its lights pinning her in a spotlight. On the end of her leash, Molly went as still as a statue. She sniffed the air, her hackles raised. Judd let out a questioning woof.
The headlights clicked off.
With a tug, Vivienne urged Molly to walk faster. They picked up the pace, Thomas’s medallion swinging like a pendulum against her sternum. The strap of her bag cut into her shoulder. She didn’t know where she was going. Frankie’s house, maybe, though that was a far longer walk.
The car pulled out into the street. Headlights off, it began to tail her.
She walked faster, sticking to the sidewalk. When she turned, the car turned. When she exited the gated community, it followed. The land became a suburban sprawl, the lots unfolding around her in steep hills and sloping valleys, yellow-and-gray cookie-cutter homes stacked on artificially flattened parcels of grass.
Rounding a corner onto an older street, she drew up short. Another car idled in the middle of the road. She heard a car door click shut. In the gloom, the figure of a man materialized. Multiplied. Tripled. Suddenly, there were four of them.
Both dogs fell to barking.
“We’re looking for the girl responsible for the murder of Jesse Grayson,” said a man. The voice wasn’t one she recognized. “You match the description.”
“Don’t goad her into speaking,” said another. “Not unless you want to gouge out your own eyes.”
A serrated terror cut into her. She backed up, tugging the dogs with her as she went. The car behind her turned on its headlights. So did the car in front of her. She was pinned between spotlights, her heart thudding wildly in her chest.
To her right was a wide wall of rock, leftover from where workers had once blasted through the hillside to lay down road. To her left was a poured concrete sidewalk and then a gully, deep and dark. It pitched downward into a forested snag, thick with pine. She could lose them in there.
“The chairman has been looking for you,” said the man nearest her. “It’s time to come home.”
Directly in front of her, the car’s alarm began to sound. Lights flashed as the vehicle let out a shrill warble. The men whipped around, startled by the intrusion. Behind her, the second car followed suit. Judd began to bay along, his howl arcing high and clear.
Vivienne didn’t question her sudden stroke of luck. She seized the opportunity, throwing herself down the gully and tugging the dogs after her. They were far lither on their feet than she could ever hope to be, and in the dark, she’d misjudged the steepness. She plummeted down the hillside, hitting the ground with a bone-juddering impact. Her temple smashed against a rock. She saw stars. She tasted stars.
A wet nose snuffled at her hair. A second pushed into her ear with a snarl, teeth snapping. Get up, it seemed to say. Move. She drew herself unsteadily to her feet, her right leg crying out in pain, and launched into the trees at a limp. Above her, in the street, the alarms had gone silent. Now the night was full of shouting.
She broke into a run, the dogs dragging her along in their wake, staggering over root and bramble. When she finally burst free of the trees—scraped open by branches and breathing hard—she was in a neighborhood she recognized.
The towering Georgian mansions rose out of the dark like Goliaths, spotlit in washes of yellow. She didn’t slow, and neither did the dogs. They carted her along faster than she thought herself capable, until a stitch formed in her side.
She didn’t stop until she drew within sight of Hudson Turner’s family home. Close to collapse, she hammered on the door, hoping against hope that Hudson’s parents were working the late shift at the hospital.
The door pried open to admit Hudson, his T-shirt halfway on and his sweatpants cuffed at the ankles. His eyes looked bleary, as though he’d been dead asleep. He took one look at her, taking in the trickle of blood on her brow, mud spattering her clothes.
“I should slam the door in your face,” he said. “It’s what you deserve.”
She wanted to tell him she was sorry. Sorry she’d lied. Sorry she’d hurt him. Sorry she’d ever made him play a part in her scheme. Sorry for all of it—for how it started. For how it ended. For everything in between. She couldn’t say any of that, of course. He wouldn’t understand. She could only blink up at him and wait for him to decide what to do with her.
Finally, he groaned. “I guess we’ve all been a little guilty of using each other, haven’t we?”
She held still and let herself hope. Shoulders sagging, he held the door wider.
“Come on,” he said. “You’re letting the bugs in.”




To Vivienne’s surprise, Reed was there. They found him down in the Turners’ finished basement, planted in the plush leather of a gaming chair, a controller in hand. At the sight of Vivienne, he paused his game and leapt to his feet, tugging his headset down around his neck.
“Holy shit, Viv.”
It looks worse than it is, she signed, but she didn’t know if that was true.
Each subsequent pulse of her heart seemed to bring a fresh bloom of blood cascading down the side of her face. Her leg was screaming. Her abdomen had a heartbeat. Haloed by the flashing red of his dying avatar, Reed didn’t look much better. The bridge of his nose sported an ugly gash, and his eyes were underlined in angry violet.
What happened to you?
“This?” He jabbed a finger at his nose. “You can thank your boyfriend. He went full-on John Wick after you took off.”
Something fluttered in her stomach—something butterfly light and twice as buoyant. She quashed it immediately.
“She needs somewhere to stay,” said Hudson. “I told her she can crash here for the night.”
Reed frowned. “Where’s Grayson?”
Vivienne shook her head.
“Shit.” Reed scrubbed a hand over his head. “Can’t say I didn’t see that coming. You okay?”
I’ll be fine.
“You can’t stay with Walsh?”
She pinched her fingers. No.
Reed’s eyes narrowed. “Understood.”
“Speaking of Walsh,” hedged Hudson, “where is he, anyway?”
She didn’t want to admit that Thomas was likely back in Massachusetts, his pockets full of cash and a copy of his NDA sitting in his glove box. She didn’t want to acknowledge the thought that every perfect thing he’d ever said might have been a lie.
Wincing, she dragged two thumbs up.
“He’s alive,” translated Reed.
“I know what she meant,” said Hudson, still studying her doubtfully. “And I didn’t ask you what state you left him in, Vivienne. I asked you where he is.”
Why do you care?
“Because he doesn’t want him in the house after the shit he pulled last time,” said Reed, without bothering to translate.
She wanted to ask what he’d done, but talking about Thomas felt like a wound—too raw to poke at.
Instead, she signed, He won’t be coming back.
Reed sank back into the chair with a grim smile. “Are you sure about that? I didn’t think I’d be back, after all the shit that went down, but here I am, anyway.”
Upstairs, someone hammered on the front door. The sound thundered all through the house, setting the dogs to barking.
“I’ll bet you anything that’s him right now,” said Reed, pulling on his headset.
Hudson’s eyes met Vivienne’s across the lamp lit dark. “I’ll give him this,” he said drolly, “his timing is impeccable.”
•  •  •
Thomas didn’t spare a glance toward Vivienne as he shoved his way into the Turners’ foyer. Pushing the dogs gently but firmly off him, he moved into the sitting room just off the hall. The Turner house was a virtual colossus, the coffered ceilings soaring well over twelve feet, but still Thomas seemed to fill and fill the space, until he was all that was left. Vivienne wasn’t sure if he’d always overwhelmed a room this way, or if it was only her perception. If maybe he’d consumed her so thoroughly that everything else fell away.
She willed him to look at her.
He didn’t.
He peered out the wide bay windows out front, triple-checking the latches and then wrenching shut the curtains.
“Come on in,” said Hudson ruefully. “Make yourself at home.”
“Don’t open the door for anyone,” said Thomas, checking another latch.
“Oh, I won’t,” Hudson reassured him. “I’m already regretting the last two people I let inside.”
“I mean it, Turner.”
“Jesus, Walsh. I hear you—I won’t let anyone in.” He butted his hip against an end table, his face lit from beneath by the Tiffany glass lamplight. “Are you going to tell us what’s happening?”
Thomas answered his question with another. “Are your parents home?”
“No,” said Hudson. “Why?”
Thomas ducked into the next room—an office, by the looks of it, sparse and neat. Diligently, he repeated his process. Latch. Curtain. Next. Vivienne and Hudson tailed after him, standing shoulder to shoulder between the double French doors.
Another curtain snapped shut. “Is Connolly here?”
“He’s downstairs,” said Hudson. “He didn’t want to come up. You’re not his favorite person right now.”
“He’s not mine, either,” Thomas assured him. He turned to face Hudson. “Keep him here.”
“How come?”
“There’s people.” Another curtain snapped shut. “They might be looking for him.”
Hudson’s eye’s tightened in suspicion. “What kind of people?”
“Bad people,” bit out Thomas, his patience frayed. “I think they’re affiliated with the House of Hades.”
“That loser club?” asked Hudson. “From the internet?”
“These guys were different,” Thomas said.
“Different how?”
“I don’t know, Turner, they didn’t seem like they were into demon role-play. Can you keep him here or not?”
Hudson regarded Thomas coolly for a long moment. “Yeah, I think I can convince him to stick around.”
“Good. Vivienne, let’s go.”
The sound of her name sparkled through her, like a match held to the tip of a firecracker. She jolted to attention, her heart racing. He still hadn’t looked at her, but now he was gathering up the dogs’ leashes, heading for the door.
“I think it’s safe for the moment,” said Thomas. He stood by the door, peering out through the narrow sidelights. “Let’s move.”
•  •  •
Thomas’s truck was parked outside, just a short way down the road. He helped her into the passenger seat without a word, tossing her bag in the back. The inside was timeworn but neat. No clutter. No mess. A blue rosary hung from the rearview mirror. It swung like a pendulum as Thomas pulled out into the street.
They rode in silence. The only sound was the hum of the engine, the wind rushing over and over the hood. Molly and Judd slept stacked one on top of the other in the shallow back seat, their perked ears the only sign at all that they were listening for trouble. The highway raced past in wide patches of dark, interspersed here and there with quick bursts of white.
In the glass, Vivienne had no reflection at all.
She reached out and touched a finger to the place where her face ought to be, stretched out like taffy in the arcuated pane of the passenger window. There was nothing there but dark, dark, dark, the faint strip of the guardrail whipping past in quicksilver flashes.
Sitting back, she found Thomas watching her sideways, a muscle firing in his jaw. His eyes snapped back to the road. His knuckles were white against the wheel. If he noticed her lack of a reflection, he didn’t say.
He didn’t say anything at all.
Where are we going? she asked, when they reached a well-lit stretch of highway.
“Somewhere safe,” he said.
He didn’t say anything else.
An hour passed. Another. The sign for Massachusetts slipped by in a flicker of blue. Thomas kept to the speed limit, his eyes flitting intermittently to the side mirror. The road behind them was empty.
It was past midnight when he pulled the car into an overgrown driveway and put it into park. They were fifteen minutes off the pike, lost in a flat suburban sprawl of split-level houses in varying states of disrepair. In front of them, several crooked solar lamps lit a brick path gone snaggled with weeds. A cobwebbed porch light hung askew on its mount, iron red with rust. A television flickered inside the screened-in window, illuminating a wall adorned with mismatched picture frames and a lumpy couch bordered in floppy houseplants.
Her door was pried open, and there was Thomas, dogs standing at attention beside him.
“Come on.”
Is this your house? she signed, but he didn’t see. He was scanning the dark road, watching a car crawl past on the adjacent street.
“Let’s move,” he said, and there was an edge in his voice she didn’t recognize. “Quickly.”
He ushered her up the walk, cursing under his breath as Judd and Molly paused multiple times to relieve themselves on the overgrown rhododendron.
They’d just made it to the front door when it flew open. Framed in the glow of the television was a girl no older than fifteen. Tall and slender, she stood in a tackle position, her hair in a messy topknot and her graphic T-shirt three sizes too big.
“It is the middle of the night,” she said, in a voice so infused with venom Vivienne was surprised it didn’t strike them both dead on the spot.
Thomas scooted her out of the way without a word, somehow managing to usher Vivienne and both dogs in through the door in one fluid sweep. The door slammed shut. The dead bolt clicked into place. They were in a living room with low ceilings and mismatched trim, the walls a vivid, sunrise array of colors. Between the warm light of the living room and a cramped sheet-vinyl kitchen there hung a single, drooping banner.
HAPPY BIRTHDAY!
“Close the curtains,” Thomas said to the girl, peering out the eyehole.
The girl—his sister, Vivienne assumed—looked thoroughly unmoved by his tone. “You promised, Tommy.”
“Close the curtains, Tess.”
“You promised you wouldn’t miss your birthday. We made cupcakes.”
At the door, Thomas tipped his brow against the frame. Shutting his eyes, he drew a single, steadying breath. His fist rose to drum against the wall in three slow but firm thump, thump, thumps. And then, with alarming alacrity, he moved to the curtains and snapped them shut. When it was done, he turned to face his sister.
“I am sorry,” he said, speaking clearly and slowly, “that I missed my birthday.”
“We saved you a cupcake,” said Tess, though it came out grudgingly. “What happened to your eye?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
She tailed him into the kitchen. Vivienne, feeling a little lost and extremely horrified, trailed after them like an unwelcome ghost. She watched Thomas rise onto his toes over the dish-filled sink and secure the window latch. On the laminate counter sat a kiln-fired plate smeared in little blue handprints. Tommy, someone had painted along the lip. Age 3. A single cupcake sat in the center, the candle going lopsided where the frosting had begun to melt.
“Have you been fighting again?” asked Tess, tailing Tommy the few short steps to the back door. He jostled the handle, ensuring it was locked. “Because if you have, Mom will kill you. And you’ll feel terrible, because the effort it would take to kill someone your size would knock her flat for a month. Do you want that, Tommy? To be plagued by guilt for eternity?”
Tommy swung around, gripping his sister firmly by the shoulders. “Tessa.”
She didn’t balk. “Tommy.”
“Go finish your movie.”
“I don’t want to,” said his sister brightly. “This is way more interesting. Is that your girlfriend?”
Thomas went visibly, painfully still. He still didn’t look at Vivienne, but this time, she could feel him very deliberately not looking at her. As though she was all that he was aware of, every last cell in his body urging him to turn and face her.
“No,” he finally said. It came out strained.
“She’s bleeding,” noted his sister. “Were you in a car accident?”
Thomas edged past her with a scowl and tugged open a cabinet, rattling the contents until he reemerged with a compact medical kit.
“Are you going to eat your cupcake?” asked Tess, tailing him back into the living room. “It’s Funfetti.”
“I’ll eat it later,” said Thomas. “Vivienne, let’s go.”
Vivienne stood isolated in the dark of the kitchen. She wanted to ask why he’d brought her here—why he’d let her in his home like this, after she’d been so deliberately awful. It felt like he’d scored himself open and she was looking directly into the heart of him, and it was cruel, cruel, cruel because how was she supposed to keep from loving him now?
“Vivienne?” Tessa rounded on her with wide, pale eyes. “Is that your name? It’s pretty. My brother is exhibiting his usual weirdo behavior, so can you please tell me—were you in a car accident? A ten-car pileup, maybe? Is that why he missed his birthday?”
“Leave her alone,” said Thomas, shooting an arrowed glance in her direction. They had a brief but silent sibling conversation—the sort that made Vivienne starkly aware of how blisteringly lonely her own childhood had been—and then Thomas, emerging victorious, announced, “We’ll be in my room. Don’t feed the dogs anything from the fridge.”




Vivienne hadn’t spent much time in other people’s houses. When she was young, it was a precautionary measure. Away from the watchful eyes of Philip and Mikhail, it would be too easy for her to slip up and speak. Later, once she’d grown old enough to guard her tongue like a fortress, it was a habit. She stayed at home, locked away in her room and viewing the world through the narrow window of her cell phone—building a veritable kingdom in the palm of her hand, where she could be as loud or as quiet as she wanted without ever speaking, could shape herself into whatever or whomever she wanted.
Outside her room, the rest of the Farrow house was untouchable. A museum. Sun soaked and beige, she’d heard her mother call it once, during an interview with her favorite home and garden magazine. She’d been all smiles as she showed the journalist from room to room, standing proudly aside in her new dress and designer heels as the photographer snapped photos.
All Vivienne ever saw it as was cold.
The Walsh family home was anything but. Color infused every corner, the myriad hues plastered with photographs of a tiny, grinning Thomas in an inflatable pool, Tessa in a high chair, her face smeared with spaghetti. Pinned here and there were creased Crayola drawings of striped giraffes and lopsided horses, torn coloring book pages filled with broad slashes of primary color where the artist hadn’t been big enough to stay inside the lines.
It was the sort of thing her mother threw away, the moment she received it.
Vivienne and Thomas walked in silent single file down a narrow hallway bearing smiling, gap-toothed photos of Thomas and his sister—so many that there was hardly any wall left over—and then headed down a short set of carpeted stairs. From there, a door swung open and they emerged into a garage.
Or the bones of one.
There were no cars to be found. Instead, a neatly made bed had been pushed up against the farthest wall, its flannel duvet folded down at the head. Nearby—hemmed in by a tower of storage bins marked winter—was a partially painted dresser, as though someone had begun the project with the intention of restoring it into something new and then given up halfway through. Several pegboard shelves were mounted on the wall, and on them sat a variety of comic book figurines in pristine condition, save the film of dust gathering on their shoulders.
Is this your room?
“It was this or bunk with Tess,” he said without looking at her. “I have to make a quick call. I’ll be right back.”
And then he was gone, his phone at his ear, the low murmur of his voice echoing back toward her in an indecipherable baritone. She moved through the space in silence, alone and desperate for something to do, and fell to tracing idle fingers over the dusty heads of the figurines. Her finger paused on a compass, the cap open to reveal shattered glass and a red, wobbly arrow. Intrigued, she lifted it for inspection.
The click of the door falling shut brought her heart veering into her throat. She whirled to find Thomas standing just inside, staring intently at the scope in her hand. The line wobbled aimlessly, not pointing north at all, but instead just inside her shoulder. His eyes darkened. Nervously, she set the compass back on the shelf.
Sorry, she signed. I shouldn’t have touched anything.
“It’s fine,” he said, and cleared his throat. “Sit down. Let’s clean you up.”
I can do it myself.
He gestured to her temple. “It’s going to be a little difficult to patch that up without a reflection.”
It was the closest he’d come to making a joke since arriving at Hudson’s house. Relief cracked through her and she lowered herself onto the bed, tucking her legs up under her. Taking a seat by her side, he flipped open the medical kit and sifted through the contents until he found a sterile pad and tiny vial of saline. Gingerly, he set to cleaning the blood from her face. She held still and let him work, hardly daring to breathe.
Finally, he gently pressed a bit of butterfly tape over the gash in her temple and sat back, regarding his handiwork through the lamplit dark. His throat corded in a careful swallow. In the quiet, she could feel him building up the courage to say something, and she became suddenly terrified of what it might be.
“Vivienne—”
It’s your birthday, she signed, cutting him off.
“It was, yeah.”
You didn’t tell me.
A smile flickered at the corners of his mouth. “I don’t know if you noticed, but we’ve had a lot going on.”
I didn’t get you anything.
“I didn’t expect you to.”
I should have gotten something. Her irritability came through in her syntax—her hand snapped into a circle, index finger jabbing skyward. Thomas placed his hand over hers, stilling her fingers. It was a gesture she was positive he’d meant to be reassuring. Instead, his touch lit a fuse in her blood.
“I mean it. I’m glad you didn’t get me anything.”
She pulled her hand back, quick as a shot.
You do everything for me, she signed, crossing her fists and then letting them fall furiously flat, like it was an accusation. And I’ve done nothing for you.
Something hardened in his expression. “Don’t start that again.”
Start what?
“‘You’ve been so kind to me,’” he mocked, throwing her words from the churchyard back in her face. “This isn’t kindness, Vivienne. I’m not being nice to you.”
Then what is it?
 “You really need me to say it?” His laugh came out short. She heard the click of his swallow. “Fine, I’ll say it. I like you, Vivienne.”
The admission felt like a skipped step on a stair. She launched to her feet. You can’t.
“Well, I do,” he said, rising up after her. “I don’t know why you’re surprised. I thought I’ve been pretty obvious.”
A tremulous silence stretched out between them. Slowly, Thomas stepped into her. When she didn’t balk, he reached for her hands, threading his fingers through hers. The simplicity of it sent an electric current zinging down her spine. Tugging her closer, he tipped his forehead to hers.
“I like you,” he said again, firmer this time.
She looked down at their hands, perfectly entwined between them. How many times had she envisioned this as they sat in silence on the couch, the space between them growing smaller by the day? How many nights had she lain awake wishing she was the sort of person who could love without reservation?
She knew better. She would never be that girl. She pried her hands from his. It doesn’t matter.
His gaze grew turbulent. “What doesn’t matter?
Whether or not you like me. We can’t be together.
He stared at her for a beat. For two. The look in his eyes nearly fractured her resolve. Softly, he said, “You think I don’t know that? You think that every time I look at you, I don’t know that you’ll never be mine?”
Mine. The word pinged in the quiet.
Because I’m a monster, she guessed, blinking back tears. Because I’m made of death.
“No,” he countered. “Because you’re disciplined and clever and connected and you have the entire world at your feet and I’m going to spend the rest of my life working odd jobs to make ends meet. Look at me. Look around. I can’t give you anything you don’t already have.”
It was her turn to stare, the breath fleeing her lungs.
“I mean, Jesus, Vivienne,” he said, “you don’t have to remind me.”
She flew up onto her toes and silenced him with a kiss, closed mouthed and careless. He remained frozen for the space of a heartbeat, surprised, and then caught her to him with an immediacy that leveled her. It wasn’t like the other times—stolen moments in sunlit bedrooms and shadowed alcoves. This time, it was only the two of them and the endless night ahead. This time, they met in a clash of teeth and tongues that left her seeing stars.
He didn’t hold back. He touched her everywhere, leaving impressions of his fingers along her jaw, her collarbone, the nape of her neck. A sudden tug at her throat drew a gasp to her lips. They broke apart, his eyes shining in the dark, his finger looped in the chain she’d stolen from his room. Breathless, he drew it out from beneath her shirt.
His medallion flashed in the light, turning in a pivot. His eyes lifted to hers. His stare was as dark as the deepest ocean.
“Say it back,” he ordered.
Say what?
“Tell me you like me.”
I don’t, she signed. I love you, she thought.
“A thief and a liar.” He let the medallion drop. “I’ll help you. Repeat after me: ‘I like you, Tommy.’”
She shook her head, but he didn’t let up.
“You can do it,” he coaxed. “You won’t hurt me. I’m pretty sure I’m immune.”
She wanted to tell him she’d been biting his name between her teeth for weeks. To admit that she said it all the time, when there was no one else around to hear. But she was afraid, afraid.
What if last time had been a fluke? What if this time she killed him?
When she stayed silent, he let it go. Light from the moon spangled in his eyes as he ducked his head to kiss the place where her neck met her shoulder.
After that, she chronicled each moment in vivid bursts of awareness. His hands in her hair. His mouth at her throat. The soft swell of his mattress at her back and the jackrabbit beat of his heart against her fingertips. It was there she found her courage, buried in the hush of a midnight.
“Tommy,” she whispered into the dark.
He tensed all over, pulling back just far enough to see her face. Reaching out a hand, she pressed a thumb to the crinkle in his brow.
“I like you, too.” The admission came out in a whisper.
“Well, yeah.” His mouth kicked up in a smile. “Who wouldn’t?”
When they finally fell asleep, it was with their hands laced together between them. For the first time in a long time, she wasn’t afraid.




Thomas woke to find the bed beside him empty.
It was still dark—early dawn, the garage black as midnight. Vivienne was gone. Outside, in the living room, the television was quiet. There was a terrible stillness in the house that left him cold. He knifed upright, his heart pounding. In the dark, Molly rose with him. Someone had let her in. Which meant someone had crept out. Panic gripped him. Sensing it, Molly let out a wolverine snarl. The sound woke up Judd, who glanced toward the door with a whine.
Something was wrong.
He climbed out of bed, fumbling hurriedly into his pants. After a quick but futile search for his T-shirt, he fished a new one out of the dresser and shoved out into the hall, leaving the dogs shut firmly in his room.
Out in the living room, he was met with shambles. Several photographs had been knocked off the walls. Frames lay broken upon the floor, glass scattered like starlight across the hardwood. His sister knelt on the floor, sweeping the glass into a dustpan.
He pulled his shirt over his head and sank to the floor in front of her. “Tess, you okay?”
“I’ve been better.” Her voice shook. She tried to smile and failed. “But I’m starting to think maybe you haven’t been working as a stripper this summer. Is it the Mafia? Th-the CIA?”
“Tessa.”
But Tessa’s nervous energy had always spurred her into speaking too much, and all at once. It was one of the reasons he’d moved into his own room. “Is it the men in black? Is Vivienne from Roswell? Area Fifty-One? Did you just hook up with a space alien? You weren’t very quiet.”
“Where is she?” Thomas asked.
“They took her,” said Tessa, rambling again. “She came out to get water. I was still awake. I ate your cupcake. I ate all the cupcakes, actually. I had a stomachache, so I was watching a movie. We were—we were talking when they came in. There were five of them, all in suits.”
“Fuck.” Thomas launched to his feet.
“I’m sorry,” said Tessa. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know what to do.”
“It’s okay,” Thomas assured his sister. “You couldn’t have done anything.”
The front door had been left wide open. Outside, he could just see the first twinges of dawn. A car engine turned over, sputtering to life. In the garage, the dogs began barking without end. He raced into the dark of his yard, leaping over the garden beds, the perennials his mother had once so lovingly planted now overgrown with weeds. Landing on the front walk, he edged barefoot along the bricks, making his way toward the concrete retaining wall that led down to the driveway.
Parked behind his truck was a single van. White. Unmarked. Beside it stood Vivienne, dressed in his T-shirt, her wrists bound, her mouth muzzled with a ball gag. At the sight of him, her eyes went wide.
He broke into a run, so determined to get to her he didn’t even see the assailants waiting there in the dark until he slammed directly into them. They restrained him easily, shoving him back another step each time he heaved against them.
“Get your hands off of me,” he snapped.
“All in good time,” said the man to his left. “Let’s see her off first.”
He was forced to watch as a bag was lowered over Vivienne’s head and she was carted away, loaded hurriedly into the van by two identical men in suits. Thomas swore, shoving against his captors.
“Let go of me! Vivienne!”
Behind him, there came a voice that made his knees nearly give out. The very last voice he wanted to hear, small and sleep addled. “What’s going on out here?”
“Who is that?” snarled the man to his right.
“It’s my mom,” spat Thomas, still struggling to work himself free. “Calm down.”
“Get rid of her,” said the man to his left. “Or we will.”
He was shoved back a step, his arms blessedly freed. Keeping one eye on the van, as he moved around the rhododendrons and headed back up the walk toward the house.
There stood his mother, her robe loose on her brittle frame, her skin ghostly in moonlight. She looked both one hundred years old and eternally young—the exact way his memory had cemented her. Tess skidded out the door a half step behind, her eyes wide and apologetic.
“Tommy?” His mother blinked down at him, surprised, her hand shaping into a T over her heart. “I didn’t know you were home. What happened? I felt a crash.”
“Everything is fine,” he said, rushing through his signs. “I’m sorry we woke you.”
She took him in through pale, sharp eyes. Eyes she’d given him. Eyes that missed nothing.
“You’re in trouble,” she guessed. Thumb tucked. Fingers closing. He knew that sign too well. Trouble, trouble, trouble. Thomas Walsh was always in some sort of trouble. He didn’t want that to be what he was to her anymore—a mess to clean up after, when he knew she was too tired for messes.
“I’m fine,” he said, lying through his teeth. Lying with his hands. “Go back inside, Mom. You shouldn’t be up.”
Over her shoulder, Tess was glancing between Thomas and the van, partially obscured by the wild tangle of bushes out front. He gave his sister a look that he hoped conveyed his desperation.
You owe me, she mouthed, picking up on it at once.
“It’s just some of his idiot friends,” she said, stepping into their mother’s field of vision, her fingers already weaving together their falsehood. “They’re surprising him for his birthday. I told them the neighbors are going to call the cops if they’re any louder.”
His mother’s eyes flicked from Tess to him. Too long. Too long. Every time he blinked, he saw Vivienne with the bag over her head. Vivienne tripping into the van, her feet kicking for purchase.
Some of the tension went out of his mother’s shoulders. “Keep it down, okay?”
“Okay, Mom,” he said. “I will. I’m sorry. I love you.”
Her smile was warm. Her illness had robbed her of so much, but her smile stayed the same. Photograph perfect. The most consistent point in his swirling universe. “I’m glad you’re home,” she said. “We saved you a cupcake.”
His heart was going to tear in two. “Okay. Thanks.”
“Be safe.”
And then she was gone. Tess pulled the door shut behind them, firing off one last wide-eyed glance in Thomas’s direction. In the garage, the dogs bayed like wolves. He turned, ready to fight, and found a solitary man standing there. A man he recognized. He’d seen him just the other day, arguing with Philip Farrow in the churchyard.
“There’s no need to lie to your mother,” said Christian Price, with surprising gentleness. “Go back into your house.”
“Not without Vivienne.”
“Vivienne Farrow has been promised to the House.” Christian Price’s eyes glittered in the dark. “Fate has a sense of humor, it seems. I’ve been searching for her for a long time. I had no idea she was right under my nose all these years.”
“You’re the chairman,” Thomas said, understanding knocking into him.
Christian Price smiled. “I’ve heard some of the pledges like to call me that, yes. It’s all a game to them. A drawn out, real world campaign.”
“I don’t care what it is,” said Thomas. “You can’t have her.”
Christian’s smile was not unkind. There was sympathy in it, tucked in the razor-sharp corners of his mouth. “Your dedication to Vivienne is admirable. I’m told you’ve acted valiantly. You managed to outmaneuver my men back in Connecticut. It took them hours to track you down. It’s impressive. I truly mean that. But this is the end of the road.”
He turned without another word, shoes clicking along the weed-throttled brick. On the horizon, the first pinpricks of sunlight had begun to bleed through the trees. A hazy dawn, creeping into the black night. Panic clawed at Thomas’s throat.
“She’s your daughter,” he said. “Isn’t she?”
Christian Price faltered to a stop. He didn’t turn around, but Thomas could see the tight line of his shoulders limned in the burgeoning sunlight. Emboldened, he continued.
“I just find it interesting,” Thomas said, “that’s all.”
“What’s that?” The question came out sharp, some of his earlier warmth evaporating.
“Just that you have two children, and both of them are subjects of interest in the House of Hades.”
There followed a pause, chilly and absolute.
“Three,” Christian Price corrected him. “I had three children.”
He presented it as fact, no measure of grief in it at all. This time, when he walked away, Thomas chased after him.
“I’ll tell Philip Farrow everything,” he said. “I’ll tell him it was you who took her. I’ve worked for him long enough to know he has no issues retaliating when he feels like he’s been crossed. If you take his stepdaughter, what do you think he’ll do to your son?”
“Both of my sons are dead,” said Christian coldly.
“Not Colton,” said Thomas. “Not yet. But he will be.”
“That,” said Christian Price, turning to face Thomas in full, “is a very dangerous thing to say. I’m not sure you want me to call that bluff. From what I’m told, C. J. is a friend yours.”
“He’d understand,” said Thomas. “He’d do the same.”
Christian studied him for a long time. Long enough for the sky to grow lighter. Finally, he asked, “What is it you want?”
“Take me with you.”
A smile formed, slow and sharp. “Are you sure that’s wise? Throwing yourself unsolicited into the viper’s den? The House is exacting in what it takes from its guests. If you enter, there’s a chance you may never leave.”
“I don’t care,” said Thomas. “I made a promise.”
Christian Price regarded him carefully. He looked startlingly like his son this way, with the hard lines of his face pooled in shadow. But there were hints of Vivienne, too. The first shoots of early-morning light carved little wedges of amber in his eyes.
“On second thought,” he said, “I may have use for you. Bind him.”
He was shoved to his knees, his arms wrenched behind his back. The slow-blooming dawn went suddenly dark as a bag was pulled over his head. Forced back onto his feet, he was shoved—barefoot and stumbling—into the back of the van. The door slammed shut. The engine turned over. With a bump, it backed out into the cracked asphalt of his street. Gears shifted. The van lurched forward, taking a hard left.
He hadn’t expected the sudden assault to his senses. He hadn’t been thinking at all. In the suffocating dark, the walls began to shut up around him. His heart pounded like a hammer against an anvil, the sound pulsing through him in great, heavy clangs. He swallowed big bellyfuls of air and tasted his own breath, sour with sleep. He was eight years old, his father driving with a road-rage speed that left him tumbling into the trunk’s carpeted corners. Scraping at the hatch like a corpse in a coffin. He shut his eyes, clawing at a calm he couldn’t find.
Vivienne, he thought, clinging to her name like a lifeline. Where is Vivienne?
As if in reply, he heard the frantic sound of rustling somewhere nearby. There was a beat of terrible stillness. And then a foot collided hard into his jaw. Pain drove out panic with searing immediacy.
“Christ!” He rolled onto his side, stars popping behind his eyes. “Vivienne, it’s me. It’s Tommy.”
Her heel struck out again, this time without fury. Feeling him out, it landed against his chest and stayed there, small and arched. He wondered if she could feel his heart thudding against the heel of her foot.
“Fuck, that hurt.” He flexed his jaw, feeling it crack. “Are you okay?”
It was a stupid question. He swallowed a serrated breath. Another. Another. Gulping them down in a desperate attempt to convince himself he could breathe. In the dark, he could sense Vivienne listening to him and knew she heard him struggling for air.
“Thanks for not kicking me again,” he said, striving for humor he didn’t feel. His delivery was all off. His voice came out garroted. “Any harder, I’d be drinking through a straw.”
Her only response was to kick him again, though it was softer this time. Angry instead of afraid.
“Hey!”
She didn’t stop, leveling another kick directly to his abdomen. The next, he anticipated, rolling sideways just far enough for her to miss him. He felt the furious woosh of her heel as it went sailing past his head. The van took a sharp turn and they were jostled one into the other. He shifted his weight, somehow managing to catch her on his chest.
“I get it,” he said. “You’ve made your point.”
He tucked his chin over her head, wishing his wrists were unbound so he could reach for her. They lay like that for a while, listening to the rumble of the engine. Eventually, the warmth of her settled his racing heart. His breathing steadied.
“Did you really think I’d let you do this alone?” he finally asked, his voice muffled by the bag. “You know better.”
•  •  •
They drove for hours. Two, maybe three. It was difficult to tell in the dark, the air stale and sour beneath his covering. By the time the van drew to a stop, the feeling had gone out of his wrists. Vivienne was asleep on his chest, dozing fitfully.
“Hey,” he whispered. “Baby, wake up. I think we’re here.”
She stirred against him, slow at first, and then all at once, lurching awake like a rabbit.
“I’m going to get us out of this,” he promised just as the door rattled open.
The bright yellow of the sun poked through the grains in his hood. Before he could protest, bargain, cajole, Vivienne was hefted unceremoniously away from him. He was dragged out of the car just a few seconds later and shoved onto his feet. Numb and reeling, he swayed where he stood, pins and needles running down his legs. Somewhere nearby, he heard the discernible sounds of a struggle.
“Where are you taking her?” he demanded, exploding forward in a blind charge. A set of hands dragged him back, restraining him with ironclad grips. “Where are you— Vivienne! Vivienne!”
“Shut him up,” ordered Christian Price, his voice cool and dark.
Starlight exploded behind his eyes. His knees hit gravel, skin splitting open. His head gave a single violent pulse. And then there was only dark.




The first thing Vivienne saw when the bag was lifted from her head was a mirror. Wide and seamless, it spanned from wall to wall, from floor to ceiling, so that the room all around her was reflected in infinity.
It took Vivienne several blinks to understand where she was. It was a ballroom, gaudy and overlarge, the bifurcated corners trimmed in ornate panels of gold. Here and there, rising from the floor in garish pillars, were stacks of dimpled cherubs. They leered up at her through flat patina stares, their mouths peeled back in permanent smiles.
In the mirrors stood a thousand variations of the same man, tall and thin in a neat black suit.
But there was only one of her.
Small. Pale. Reflectionless. She stared every which way and saw nothing at all.
Hello, she called out internally, searching for the squatter in her bones. Where did you go?
There was no answer.
Quieter, she thought, What if I need you?
“Does it frighten you?” asked the man. He studied her with fascination, his hands clasped behind his back. “The lack of a reflection, that is. It must make you wonder if you’re even there at all.”
She didn’t tell him that she normally had a perfectly lovely reflection, or that it was vicious enough to strike him dead where he stood. She couldn’t tell him. She was on her knees, her wrists bound in the small of her back, her muzzle tugging so forcefully at the corners of her mouth that her eyes watered.
She stared up at the man in a suit. He stared back. She recognized him, though only just. It took her several seconds of rooting through her memory to recall where she’d seen him—outside the church, locked in an argument with Philip. The dark brown of his eyes were unsettlingly familiar.
It was an uncanny sort of awareness. She didn’t like it one bit.
“How inconsiderate of me,” said the man, shrugging out of his jacket so that he was in only a fitted vest and a pristine white dress shirt. Draping the garment over the contorted face of a cherub, he set to cuffing his shirtsleeves. “You can’t speak in this condition. Adrian!”
A door opened, hingeless in the mirror glass. For a moment, Vivienne was granted a glimpse of the outer hall, all dark, tilting hardwood—exacting as a nightmare. The door shut as quickly as it opened, and Vivienne became steadily aware of Adrian Faber standing there, looking sullen and twitchy. The pledge didn’t look at her as he approached, though she tried desperately to catch his gaze.
“Unbind her, if you please,” instructed the man.
Adrian did as he was told. The ropes loosened, and Vivienne’s arms fell slack. She tugged her hands to her chest, nearly crying out at the rush of blood to her wrists. With the job done, Adrian began to leave.
“Stay,” ordered the man, and Adrian froze. “I may need you to translate.”
“But—” Adrian’s eyes cut toward Vivienne. “I don’t sign.”
“Well,” said the man, “then she’ll just have to whisper in your ear, won’t she?”
The blood drained out of Adrian’s face. “Yes, Mr. Price,” he whispered.
Price. So that was his name.
“I want to tell you a story,” said Price, casting his gaze in her direction. “It might sound like mine at the start, but it isn’t. It’s yours. And it begins right here in the Hamptons, with my family. We used to drive through here each summer on our way through New York. My mother liked to look at the mansions and my father liked to indulge her. Some years, we’d park the car and get out. Waste an entire afternoon walking along the beach in neighborhoods we’d never live in, looking at houses we could never afford.”
With his jacket gone, Vivienne could see the leather holster at his waist, a handgun tucked neatly inside. Her stomach turned to ice.
“That was when I first I stumbled upon the House,” he said. He sounded wistful. “It was an eyesore, hidden behind the hedgerows. Left to rot. But I heard it speaking. It beckoned to me. It offered me an opportunity like no other—a way out of the ordinary life I’d been born into. All I had to do was feed it.”
Vivienne balked, startled by his choice of words.
“Does that alarm you?” he asked, examining her. “It should. The House has a voracious appetite. I was happy to give it what it wanted, and the House showed its thanks in myriad ways. It paid my debts. It opened doors that had been previously closed. It allowed me to drink deep from the well of success. For a time, that was fine.
“But what man could resist the promise of more? The longer I fed the House, the bigger its offers became. It dangled rewards in front of me like a carrot. Knowledge. Understanding. Wisdom spanning the known universe. Eventually, a few drops of blood weren’t enough. I wished to ascend. For that, the House required a much larger sacrifice.”
Vivienne stared, not understanding. Off to the side, Adrian looked slightly green.
“I was only a young man,” Price went on, as though he were imploring her to see things from his point of view. “Unmarried and childless. I didn’t know the weight of the promises I’d made. Like a fool, I offered up my firstborn son. It wasn’t until he arrived and I held him in my arms that I realized I’d made a terrible mistake. I sought to undo it. I begged. I pleaded. But the House doesn’t take kindly to broken promises. When the time came to collect, instead of taking one child, it took them all.”
He looked lost in a memory, his smile thin. Her unease deepened.
“I was granted nearly a decade with my sons before the House claimed them,” said Price, examining his own reflection in the glass. “It was March when they drowned. I’m told it was slow. Agonizing. Was it that way for you, too?”
Vivienne’s skin had gone clammy. March, when she’d gone chasing after a cottontail and tumbled headlong into the gorge. March, when she’d lain there in the dark, whistling the way Miss Marley taught her, and heard something horrid whistle cheerfully back.
“It would have been late morning,” Price went on. He’d gone back to watching her like a hawk, as though he could discern the answers in her expression alone. “Nearly quarter to noon. You couldn’t have been more than four years old. I’ll admit, I’m fascinated. Impressed, rather. How did you manage to survive at such a young age?”
A sickly sort of clarity swam into her stomach. She dropped back on her haunches, her thoughts spinning out like a top. She thought of the starry dark of the ravine, those cold eyes leering out at her as she wept and wept until her throat was raw, her voice all but gone.
Poor little lamb, it had crooned, winding thrice around her like a long black snake. Someone’s left you like an offering on the mouth of hell. I think I’ll snatch you up for myself. We’ll play for a bit, you and me. Would you like that? No more tears; we’ll make things nice and cheery.
“I have no living sons,” said Price, oblivious to the way Vivienne was frantically cycling through her memory bank. “Not in any way that matters. The House swallowed my firstborn whole. It took a pound of flesh from the second, leaving him cold and intractable, marred beyond all recognition. For a time, I thought the scales would be weighted. I thought that was enough. And yet each time I came here to plead with the House to grant me ascension, it said not yet. It was waiting, it told me. There was still more it was owed.”
He drew nearer, peering down the bridge of his nose as though she were vermin.
“Vivienne,” he said, drawing out her name. He made it sound like a curse. A malaise. “I had no idea you existed. Not until Philip called to let me know you were in trouble. That man has always been a wretched opportunist. I’m sure he salivated at the chance to use you to his own ends, once he understood the extent of your capabilities.”
It was all snapping into place. This man in front of her—this Mr. Price with his too-familiar stare—was ambitious and cunning and cold, willing to cut down whoever he needed in order to achieve his goals. Just like her.
She didn’t need a reflection; she was already looking into a mirror.
“You are all that is left,” said her father. “When you’re gone, I will finally ascend. All the wisdom in the known universe will be within my grasp. Do you know what a man can do with infinite knowledge? If he wants to, he can rule the world.”
Behind Price, she caught a flicker of movement in the rusted mirror. At first, it was only a shadow—a tiny, shapeless form small enough to appear as though it was yards and yards away. As it arced steadily closer, it began to take on a wretched shape. It rose up on battered toes, moving in tiny ballerina steps—arms elongated, fingers long and double-jointed, bare feet flickering in neat little bourrées.
Vivienne’s heart gave a horrible lurch. She glanced in the other mirrors and found herself reflectionless in every direction but that one—directly behind her father, where he couldn’t see.
The other Vivienne gave a great, bounding leap, surging through the air in a grand jeté. Next to Vivienne, Adrian Faber had gone all the way green. He’d seen it, too. She was sure of it. In the mirror, the other Vivienne’s smile stretched nearly to her ears. She bent forward and pressed a long, sharp goblin finger to her lips. Quiet.
“Mr. Price,” Adrian eked out. “There’s—”
“Not now, Arnold,” chastised her father, still peering down at Vivienne. “I want you to listen closely. There is a creature who sleeps at the heart of the House. We call it Charybdis, but no one truly knows its name. It has always lived here, rooting in the earth. The foundation went up around it, and it has dwelled here all this time.”
In the cellar, thought Vivienne, and again she saw that dark, open door from her nightmares. Heard that voice like a wagon wheel, beckoning her home.
“You will descend to the lower level,” said her father, “and you will offer yourself to him. I have already done the work of mourning my sons. As long as you live, their sacrifices will be for nothing.”
In the glass, the other Vivienne reached out and tapped the shoulder of her father’s reflection. He brushed at himself as though clearing away a horsefly.
“It’s for a magnificent cause, Vivienne, I assure—”
“Mr. Price,” said Adrian, desperately this time.
“What?” snapped her father. “What could possibly be the trouble?”
“It’s— She’s— You—”
The other Vivienne winked and tapped her father’s reflection again, more insistently than before. This time, he felt it. He turned, his gaze closing in on the fiendish girl in the glass.
“Boo,” she said, elated.




Thomas came to slowly at first, his thoughts groggy and disjointed. And then, with a horrible pop of awareness, he sat upright. His head punished him for it immediately, pain jackhammering through the back of his skull. He took silent stock of his surroundings. The room he was in was as formal as it was dusty, the estate-green walls mildewing in wide black blooms.
The ceiling was coffered wood, rotted clean through in places. To his left, a vast bookshelf spanned an entire length of wall, waterlogged tomes tumbling from shelves gone bowed. To his right was a window, boarded over, its velvet drapery hanging partway off the rod. Directly in front of him sat an asymmetrical chaise, the upholstery faded to a moldering yellow. In the chaise sat Philip Farrow, wrists and ankles bound and sweating profusely.
“Good God,” he snapped, impatient. “It’s about time you came to.”
Thomas tried to poke at his scalp and found himself similarly bound, his wrists strapped to a spindled armchair, his ankles bound to a set of rotting claw feet. He craned his neck around and tried to find an exit. A door sat just over his shoulder, yawning like a mouth into a wide, water-damaged hall. There was no one out there. The house was swallowed up in a terrible silence.
“Where’s Vivienne?” he demanded.
“Elsewhere,” came Philip’s terse reply. “Get us out of here, Walsh.”
Thomas peered down at his wrists. “I’m not sure what it is you expect me to do.”
Philip swore. “Do you have any idea—any at all—what’s going on here?”
“I have some,” Thomas admitted. “I know you’ve been forcing Vivienne to take out your competition. I know Isaac Shaw is a living witness, and that as soon as he recovers, you’re done for.”
“I’m done already,” blustered Philip. “Do you think either of us are making it out of here alive?”
Silence rose up between them, cold and resolute.
“Have you ever seen fishermen chum the water for sharks?” Philip asked. “They take a bucket of slick and dump it into the sea. Wait for the sharks to sniff it out.”
Thomas said nothing.
“That’s us,” Philip said. “That’s why we’re here. He’s got something in that basement—Christian does—and you and I are what’s going to draw it out. Mark my words, Walsh—I’ve watched that man in a courtroom for years. I know when there’s about to be blood in the water.”
Out in the hallway, a door cracked open. There was a shout—the sound of running footsteps. A figure stumbled into the parlor, clutching at the door frame. Thomas recognized the wide, wild eyes of Adrian Faber immediately. The last time Thomas had seen him, he’d been barricading them in the church. The boy stared up at him from beneath a wild flop of hair, gesturing to his throat. Sinking to his knees, he fell to retching violently.
“Oh, for the love of God,” spat out Philip. “Get up.”
“There’s spiders,” Adrian croaked. “Spiders in my throat. In my—my lungs. I can’t—I can’t breathe.”
An unseen door slammed shut. There came the kicking, scrabbling sound of someone being dragged. Another door squealed open on rusted hinges and then fell closed. Thomas was certain—as certain as he’d ever been of anything—that he’d just heard Vivienne. He didn’t bother calling after her. Instead, he began to struggle in earnest against his bindings.
Philip watched Adrian claw at his throat. “She couldn’t have said more than one word to you,” he bit out irritably. “Get up. Up. Untie us.”
Adrian rolled flat onto his back, eyes shut, scratching at his skin. Thomas skewed a sideways glance at him as he breathed in several garbled breaths. Finally, his arms fell slack. He opened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling.
“Hey,” called Thomas. Adrian’s eyes rolled slowly toward where Thomas sat bound in his chair. “You good?”
Adrian gave an unconvincing nod.
“Listen closely,” Thomas said, “because I’m only going to say this once. With or without your help, I’m going to get out of this chair. And then I’m going to tear this place to the fucking studs. You can either be left behind, or you can help me out.”
Adrian sat up straighter, still breathing hard. He seemed to be seriously considering Thomas’s offer when his body was racked with a series of bone-rattling coughs. He doubled over, heaving violently into his hands. When he finally sat back, something black and decidedly eight-legged writhed in his palm. He yelped, flinging it, and scrabbled backward. The eight-legged thing scuttled darkly away, moving under the bookcase.
“What the hell was that?” asked Thomas.
“I don’t know,” Philip said. “Her abilities have never manifested into something tangible. It’s always been hallucinatory.”
Not in the church, Thomas thought, but didn’t say. He thought of looking down into the box and seeing his own eyes staring back up at him.
“The House was built on a supernatural locus,” Adrian gasped out, dragging himself bodily toward the chair. “It’s like catching sunlight in a magnifying glass. Everything is … concentrated.” He gagged once, violently. “I’ll untie you. But you have to swear you’ll get me out of here alive.”
“If I make it, you make it,” Thomas promised.
With one last hiccup, Adrian set to loosening the knot on Thomas’s wrist. On the chaise, Philip beamed at Thomas.
“I knew you’d come through,” he said. “I never doubted. I’ve always known a good investment when I see one.”
Thomas ignored him. His focus was on Adrian. “Tell me what’s going on here.”
“The chairman wants to ascend,” said Adrian. “He thinks feeding Vivienne to the House will help him do it.”
“Elaborate.” Thomas scowled, wishing he’d go faster. “And hurry up.”
“It’s infinite knowledge,” said Adrian. “The ultimate power. And ultimate power requires the ultimate sacrifice. The chairman promised his firstborn son, and when he tried to go back on that promise, the House demanded his entire line.”
“But Vivienne’s still here,” said Thomas.
“Something interfered in her death.” Adrian coughed again, smearing the back of his hand against his mouth. Casting a wary glance down at his knuckles, he added, “Every time he tried to ascend, he was told the House still needed more from him. He didn’t know what it was. He founded the House of Hades to buy himself time. He told us if we tithed for long enough, we’d ascend.”
“What happens when someone ascends?” asked Thomas.
“I don’t know,” Adrian admitted. He’d gotten the first wrist free. He moved to Thomas’s ankle as Thomas set to work on the other. “All I know is that they go down in the basement. They don’t come out.”
“Those fools aren’t ascending,” said Philip. “They’re sacrifices.”
An ugly understanding burrowed into Thomas. “He’s feeding them to the House.”
There came the sudden sound of a door cracking open, its handle splitting rotten drywall. Sunlight veered sideways across the outer hall and then snapped back into darkness. Reed Connolly appeared, scowling down at them from beneath the lintel. He took a long, slow look around the parlor, his hands stuffed inside the pockets of his leather vest.
As though he’d run into Thomas outside a 7-Eleven, he asked, “What’s up, Walsh?”
“Not too much,” said Thomas mildly, still wrestling with the knot at his wrist.
“What are you doing?”
“What does it look like I’m doing?”
“It looks like you’re sitting on your ass,” clipped Reed. “Where the hell is Vivienne?”
“Basement,” said Adrian, who’d spit out another spider.
Reed went deathly pale. “Shit.”
The last of the knot fell away. Blood rushed into the tips of Thomas’s fingers as he launched to his feet, rubbing feeling back into his wrists.
“Nicely done, Walsh,” said Philip. “Now hurry and untie me.”
Thomas ignored him. “I’m going down there,” he told Reed.
“That’s a real bad idea,” said Reed dryly. “I’ll come with you.”
They left Adrian in the parlor to watch over Philip, the latter bellowing Thomas’s name as he raced out the door and toward the cellar.
•  •  •
For a house as resplendent as this one must have once been, the basement was small and cramped. They emerged, first, into an old wine cellar—packed with redbrick and fractured mortar, the old wooden larder still stuffed with bottles gone opaque beneath decades of dust. The ceiling was bowed, and Thomas was forced to duck as they made their way deeper.
“Why are you here?” he asked Reed as they veered out of the stony embankment and onto packed dirt, where old wire fixtures ran overhead in knotted bundles. A thick, wet sock smell permeated the air. “You could have stayed in Connecticut. No one would have blamed you.”
“She’s my friend,” said Reed simply, and then flashed Thomas a cynical smile. “For all of her faults.”
An unassuming door—white as bone and rotted nearly all the way through—led to a cobwebbed sublevel. This deep down, the air was cold and wet. It tasted like a grave. Ducking low, they emerged into a wide, dark space. Thomas staggered to a stop, his vision graying slightly at the corners as he struggled to regulate his breathing.
It took him a few blinks to understand what he was looking at. They’d entered into a charnel house. The wall was stacked with sagging shelves of bleached white skulls. Human skulls, with hollow eyes and wide, toothy grins. None of them looked very old. Thomas wondered if they belonged to the failed ascensions, picked clean and placed onto the cellar’s earthen sepulchre like a trophy.
A few feet away, in the room’s shadowed crux, stood Vivienne. The shallow sublevel appeared to be flooded. A puddle of standing water stretched out in front of her in a flat, oily disk. From his vantage point by the door, it looked like she stood on the shores of hell itself, waiting for a boat. As though the dark went on forever without end, well beyond the mortal reaches of the human eye.
There was no natural light this far underground, and yet the surface seemed to catch it, anyway. The black water was cut with pale silver fractals that shimmered urgently, as though someone had stuffed the little pool full of fish. It was difficult to tell if the water was inches deep, or miles. Logic told him which was likely. Experience told him otherwise.
Christian Price stood a half step behind Vivienne, one hand on her shoulder.
“Think of it as a baptism,” Thomas heard him say, and his voice rang out as though they were standing in a cavernous space, and not a dripping root cellar. “The water will cleanse away that which plagues you. It’ll be just like being born anew.”
“So what’s the plan,” whispered Reed. He’d lifted a skull from the shallow charnel and was now poking a ringed finger in its orbital socket. “You do have a plan, right?”
“Sure.” Thomas stuffed his fingers in his mouth and let out a sharp whistle. “Hey!”
“I don’t know what I expected,” muttered Reed as Christian Price turned toward them. For a heartbeat, surprise played across his face. He quickly schooled his expression into that same formidable patience Thomas had encountered outside his house.
“I was just about to come and fetch you,” he said, smiling. “You’ve saved me a trip.”




The water was ice-cold. That was the first thing Vivienne noticed. It lapped at her bare feet in a chilly hush, hush, hush that seemed to beckon her nearer. Beneath the oil-dark surface, she could just make out the clouded roil of human faces. They broke apart and then coalesced in a wriggling, grasping horror, pale and watery as wraiths.
She didn’t want to go in, but she didn’t know how to break away. She stared, transfixed, as the mirror glass of the surface showed her a single reflection: her own. Not eighteen years old and jaded, her face latticed in scrapes. Not leering and double-jointed, with a smile full of teeth.
In the water, she was four years old, her hair in braids as she chased after a cottontail.
Don’t let Him lure you, whispered that goblin voice deep inside her. He will drown us.
A sharp whistle brought her head veering up. For a moment—lost inside the watery glimpse of her past—she thought it was Philip, summoning her back to the car. The instant she tore her eyes from the water, time came rushing back and rushing back.
She was in the dark. In the damp. In a body that was both all her own and none. And there was Thomas Walsh, steadfast as ever. A buoy in the dark. He wasn’t looking at her. Instead—flanked by Reed—he stared down her father across the airless dark of the little root cellar.
“I want to make something clear,” said Thomas. His voice cast out like a line atop a lake. “If she goes in that water and doesn’t come out, I will raze this place to the ground.”
“Don’t be rash, son,” said Vivienne’s father. “You do that, and we all burn with it.”
“So then we burn,” said Thomas simply.
Wryly, Reed muttered, “I wish we’d workshopped the plan just a little bit more.”
In the water, there came a single, soft plop.
“Does she love you?” asked her father suddenly, and without preamble. The question vaulted, echoless, through the dark. The bluntness of it seemed to catch Thomas in the gut. His eyes flitted to Vivienne and away.
“What?”
“Are you important to Vivienne?” articulated her father, as though Thomas was being intentionally slow. “Does she care for you? Would it hurt her, to see you suffer?”
“I—”
All summer long, Vivienne had rarely seen Thomas at a loss for words. She’d almost never seen him falter. Now, he stammered, caught off guard. A few paces away, her father’s patience appeared to wear thin.
“Never mind that,” he said, and drew the handgun from its holster. “I can draw my own conclusions well enough.”
A safety clicked through the quiet and a muzzled scream worked its way into Vivienne’s throat. Before she could let it fly, a single shot rang out. It exploded through the dark, leaving the acrid sting of propellant behind.
There was a terrible, perfect stillness. For a moment, Vivienne thought he may have simply fired off a warning shot, just to frighten them.
But then Thomas fell.
He dropped like a stone, first to one knee, and then the other. A circle of red bloomed, bold and dark, across his torso. Reed’s hands were at his shoulders, bracing him, steadying him, so he didn’t sink farther. Thomas’s eyes met hers and clung.
“It’s only a graze,” said Price tetchily. “I didn’t hit anything vital.”
Vivienne was certain there was something important Reed should be doing—stanching the wound? Calling for help?—but she couldn’t think of it. She couldn’t bring herself to tear her eyes from Thomas. He was looking at her and looking at her, and she wanted to tell him he would be okay. She didn’t know how, but she would make sure of it.
The smell of his blood stained the air, turning the dark thick and coppery. It dripped from between his fingers, pressed over the wound. It ran along the floor in dark crimson runnels, until it reached the edge of the strange little pool. Behind her, the water began to stir. It rippled, waves slapping hurriedly at her feet, as though something was rising from the depths. Beneath the surface, the wraiths had all scattered.
“Time is certainly a factor here,” said her father. He’d turned to face her, peering at the water that stretched out and out at her feet. “The longer you wait, the less time he has. He needs a doctor’s care, or he could very well bleed out.”
Strange, how she used to wonder what sort of eyes her father had. Now that she was here in front of him, she saw that they were cold and unfeeling. Ambition carved itself into every line of his face. He was a man who desperately wanted something, and he’d do anything at all to get it.
It was the same sickness that lived in her. The same selfish drive.
But Thomas. Thomas.
“If you want him to live,” said her father, “you’ll descend. It’s a simple give and take.”
The darkness before her fractured with tears. The water churned, frothing now—thin white burbles of foam breaking over her feet.
“You,” she heard her father say. “What’s your name?”
“Reed” came the coarse reply. It sounded like screw you.
“Do you have a car nearby, Reed?” He must have nodded, because her father said, “The moment she’s under, get him out of here. Take him to the nearest hospital. Am I clear?”
“Crystal,” said Reed, but there was murder in it.
“There, now do you see,” said her father, as though he’d managed to negotiate a shopping clerk down from an unreasonable starting price. “It’s handled. The boy won’t die, Vivienne, so long as you do what you’re told.”
“Vivienne—”
Her name grated out of Thomas. She heard what he couldn’t bring himself to say. Don’t do it. Let me bleed. Selfless to a fault. Unfairly gallant, all the way until the end. She hadn’t done a thing to deserve his loyalty. She thought of the little room he’d made for himself out in the garage, the lopsided birthday cupcake he’d never gotten to eat.
You do everything for me, she’d told him. And I’ve done nothing for you.
Here was her chance.
She held out her hand to him one last time, three fingers elongated with ballerina grace. Pinkie, index, thumb—offering up the answer he’d been too good, too decent to presume.
I love you.
And then, before her courage could fail her, she descended.




The day Colton Price died, he’d been playing hockey with his brother. From the shore, the icy white of Walden Pond had looked frozen all the way through. Deceptively solid. He’d felt it crack beneath him seconds before he fell. It was the subdural snap of a bone cleaving in two. Down he went, without even time to scream. The icy needle of rushing water stole the breath clear out of his lungs.
All these years later, stepping through the sky felt very much the same—like a great, icy fist had driven directly into his gut. He came out the other side gagging, or trying not to, his lungs full of water and his hands at his throat.
He’d sworn, not very long ago, that he’d never do it again.
He’d always been something of a liar.
“Okay, thank you,” said Mackenzie Beckett into her phone. Delaney’s former classmate paced along the gutter like a red-maned lion. Back and forth. Forth and back. Colton ground his teeth to keep from remarking on it. “That’s perfect, thank you. You’re amazing, I love you, goodbye.”
They were somewhere just outside Connecticut, parked on the side of a winding woodland road. Colton leaned idly against the hood and checked his watch. Already, he could feel it—the slipping of the earth out from beneath his feet. The funny quiver of shadows rearing back. Like even the darkness knew he was readying himself to return.
Directly across from him stood Lane—a spot of pale white against the dark stretch of forest behind them. Malum Navis, his port in a storm.
“That’s five,” she noted.
He humored her, sliding his hands into his pockets and arching a brow. “Five?”
“Five times you’ve checked your watch within the last minute.” It came out accusatory, but he saw worry in the deep jade of her eyes. She knew he was watching the minutes to see if they’d slowed. It was a bad habit. One he tended to slip back into, the tetchier he became.
“I’m fine.”
Her smile was unconvincing, but she let him get away with the lie. “I know.”
“Adya saw her,” said Beckett, appearing suddenly between them. “Vivienne.”
Adya Dawoud, Lane’s freshman-year roommate, had a helpful tendency to see things most people didn’t on the inside of a looking glass. She’d spent the last several hours dubiously staring into a mirror in search of Vivienne Farrow. Or, at the very least, Vivienne Farrow’s reflection, which Thomas Walsh insisted had gone missing.
It’s just not there anymore, he’d snapped into the phone, when Colton asked for clarification. I don’t know how else to explain it. Delaney’s friend is a witch, right? Can’t she find it?
Like it was perfectly normal to go rattling about the astral plane looking for a missing reflection. In any case, Beckett hadn’t known precisely what to do, but Dawoud—home for the summer in Kings County, New York—did.
It’s kind of a strange ask, she’d told them over the phone. But I can try.
Standing in his personal space, Beckett had gone breathless with anticipation. Colton peered at her down the bridge of his nose. He waited.
“Ask me what else,” she finally said.
“There’s no need to build suspense,” said Colton. “Just say it.”
She huffed out a breath that sounded like fine. “It’s not Vivienne’s reflection that Adya saw in the mirror. It was her.”
Lane’s eyes met Colton’s. He knew what she was thinking. The last time Adya had seen someone in a mirror, he’d turned out to be dead. If Vivienne Farrow was in the astral plane, it meant she’d slipped between the skies. The moment Colton had the thought, the dark recoiled. It quivered at his feet, like some wretched proletariat.
“Colton,” said Lane, drawing his gaze. “You don’t have to go in after her.”
He thought of Liam sinking out of reach beneath him. Of the cold, interminable press of water, the painstaking plod of time in the bottomless dark. He turned his face toward the sky, one eye pinched shut against the bald yellow sun. Finally, he sighed.
“Don’t I?”
A weighted pause followed. He could feel Lane studying his profile. He held still and let her do it, ignoring the parts of him that spun and squirmed inside. He felt the most human this way, pinned beneath her scrutiny. He supposed it was because she refused to see him as anything but.
Finally, she said, “I can go with you.”
“No.” He dropped his gaze to hers. “Out of the question.”
“But—
“I need you out here,” he said. “So I can find my way back to you when it’s done.”




She’d expected to drown. To sink, choking down lungfuls of water.
Instead, Vivienne stood in a room with no end and no beginning, no light and no dark. There was, she realized, no anything, other than an absence of color and a hard, osseous floor. And there she stood, both looking at herself and outside herself, like some strange omnipresence had taken hold.
Like she was wide-awake inside a dream.
A few feet away from her stood another Vivienne. This one was four years old, dressed in a powder pink nightie, her feet stuffed into slippers. Looking at the little version of herself gave Vivienne the peculiar sense of having been cleaved neatly in two.
“Now you’ve done it,” said the tiny Vivienne, sounding furious. Inside her mouth were two rows of teeth, razor sharp. “You’ve ruined everything. We’ll never be together again.”
Vivienne stared down at her, disoriented.
The little girl stomped her foot. “I hope you’re happy.”
“She will be” came that voice like a wagon wheel. “Once you’re gone. And so will I. You’ve caused more than enough trouble.”
Vivienne spun out, searching the nothingness. Slowly, coalescing from the void, there came a boy. Broad shouldered, pale eyed, a dimple in his chin. Thomas. Vivienne fell back, alarmed.
“It’s not possible,” she gasped, and then gasped again, clutching her hand to her throat. Her voice had been smooth and clear. A honey-sweet alto. The voice she might have had, if she’d never screamed herself raw in a ravine. In front of her, the Not-Thomas smiled.
And it wasn’t Thomas, she saw that now. He seemed to break apart and pull together, parts of him going funny at the edges whenever she looked too closely. He had seven fingers on his right hand, and then she blinked and there were only three. His smile seemed to consist of two rows of teeth, but when she looked directly at his mouth, the rows became innumerable.
“Don’t think so hard,” said Not-Thomas. “The human brain cannot comprehend what I am, and so it replaces me with that which it finds most pleasing.”
“What are you?” she asked.
“Those who trickle down into my pool call me the Charybdis,” he said, “but that is not my name.”
“You’re the—” She faltered, startled by both his shifting familiarity and the ease of speaking. “You’re what lives beneath the house?”
“I lived here well before it was a house at all,” said the Not-Thomas. “Before they came and put down their foundation, they tread paths for their cattle. Before the farms, there were trees. Before the trees, there was me. I have been here since the dawn of time, sleeping happily in the mud. And I have been waiting for you, Vivienne Farrow, since the day you were born.”
“She’s mine,” hissed the tiny Vivienne, who’d grown visibly impatient. “I claimed her. Me.”
The Not-Thomas smiled. It was the patient sort of smile adults used when dealing with petulant children. Vivienne had the sense that whatever ancient thing had taken up residence in her bones was very young, while the entity before her was very, very old.
“It must have been tiring,” said the Not-Thomas, with no small amount of sympathy, “to carry this within you for so many years. I can take it away. I can make everything go still.”
She considered the being’s offer.
“What will it feel like?” she asked. “Dying?”
“Like nothing at all” came the answer. It emanated from above and below. Cocooning her, as though this thing that stood before her, shoved into the ill-fitting skin of the boy she loved, was only a portion of the vast, sleeping Charybdis.
“Close,” it said, rumbling the ground beneath her feet. “You are already inside me.”
She became aware then of the wide bend of ribs underfoot. The protracted bellow of something breathing. That hard, osseous formation overhead became suddenly evident.
She was standing beneath a spine.
The faint ping of something metallic reached her ears. Like a penny dropped into a well.
A lone coin rolled out of the darkness, wobbling to a stop at her toes. Following behind it was a man—or maybe a boy, she couldn’t quite tell—with eyes as dark as obsidian. At first, Vivienne thought it must be her father—that he’d somehow followed her here. But as he drew closer, his features softened, turning boyish beneath a head of dark curls. His mouth was a mess of ruin, a corner of his lips elongated by a scar that stretched nearly up to his ear.
It was the boy from the church. She couldn’t remember his name.
“You,” said the Not-Thomas. It sounded displeased.
The boy peered drolly at the Charybdis. Finally, after a pause, he said, “Do I know you?”
“No,” it said, “but I know you. I gnawed on your bones for years, before you clawed your way back to the sun.”
“Oh,” said the boy, as though it had been an entirely normal thing to say. “Is there a reason you look like Lane?”
A bulb lit in Vivienne’s chest. “Lane?”
“Yes.” The boy was still studying the Charybdis, looking at it first out of the corner of one eye, and then the other. “Don’t you see it?”
“It looks like someone else to me,” she said. She tried again to remember his name. What had it been? What had it been? It seemed like eons had passed since that fateful day in the sanctuary. She felt both a hundred years old and as little as the sharp-toothed Vivienne still fuming beside her. “I can’t remember your name.”
His eyes dragged to hers. His familiarity nearly bowled her over. He looked at her for a long while, disturbingly at ease for someone inside a veritable stomach.
“It’s Colton,” he said at last. “Price.”
“Price?”
“Unfortunately.”
“But that means— But you—” She struggled to string the proper words together. Her head was spinning. The ribs contracted around them, the Charybdis’s breathing beginning to quicken. The floor tipped, and she staggered, pinwheeling her arms.
“I think I’m your sister,” she finally said. “Well, half.”
“So I’m told,” said Colton.
“Well, I was told you were dead.”
It came out blunter than she’d meant for it to. It was a ridiculous accusation, in any case. Whatever she was, it wasn’t alive. The floor tilted again. The little Vivienne let out a sibilant hiss as Colton glanced overhead. The ceiling had begun to drip ominously, ropy stretches of sputum sliding down the arciform bend of bone. Vivienne had the faint sense they were being digested. Apparently, so did Colton.
“We can’t stay,” Colton told the Charybdis. “Although it’s been nice.”
“You may go,” said the Not-Thomas. “I’ve taken all I want from you. You’ve spent so long turning on the spit of hell, there’s nothing tender on your bones.”
“I have never in my life been described as tender,” Colton agreed mildly, and checked the time on his wristwatch.
There followed a terrible beat of silence. The ribs expanded and then contracted in a disconsolate sigh.
“The girl stays,” said the Not-Thomas. “She belongs to me.”
A tremor shook the void. Gobs of saliva shook loose, falling around them like rain. The floor rippled underfoot. In front of Vivienne, the Not-Thomas began to shake apart.
“What’s happening?” she demanded. “What is this?”
“There’s a disturbance at the house,” said the Charybdis. It was facing away from her, looking out into the dark at something she couldn’t see. The shape of Thomas flickered out like a candle and then gusted back again. “Fool.” Its voice rumbled through the cavernous expanse. “He is coming in after you.”
Thomas. Her heart gave a sickening lurch.
“He will fail,” said the Charybdis. “The way is shut.”
Another tremor followed the first, stronger this time than before.
The Charybdis bared its teeth. Back arching, it let out a horrible snarl. “What manner of boy is this,” it demanded, “that can force his way through the sky?”
It’s Thomas, she thought again, this time with a swell of pride. Because of course it was.
He’d always come for her. Wasn’t that what he’d promised?
“The way is shut,” bellowed the Charybdis. It no longer sounded like Thomas. Now its voice was a whale song, shuddering and vast. It pummeled into her with a force that nearly bowled her over.
A hand folded around hers, and she was wrenched violently backward. “Time to go,” said Colton Price in her ear.
“Wait—”
She stumbled through the dark, her feet leaving little silver splashes.
“Don’t leave me,” shrieked the little Vivienne. She was running after them, her tiny gray hand outstretched. “Don’t leave me here alone!”
There came a great sucking sound, like air being swallowed up in a vacuum. Vivienne felt her entire body pinch in on itself as, somewhere behind her, the Charybdis let out a violent roar. The air changed, turning as frosted as a winter. Her breath hung before her in pale white fractals. They were beside a flat, frozen pond, staggering hand in hand through a meadow of spiked white florets. A dark-haired little boy sat up from beneath, startled, and peered over at them. On his head sat a lopsided flower crown.
“Who is that?” he asked Colton.
“Your sister,” said Colton, without ever once stopping. “Don’t go by the water.”
Out on the pond, great black fissures began to form atop the ice. They crackled outward, splintering like glass. A watery thud came from beneath, as though something heavy was trying to push through.
“Don’t let go,” ordered Colton.
Another pinch. They stepped out of  ice and into darkness. Vivienne fell and fell, tumbling forward and then back, dropping once more into that unholy gorge. They were weaving down a dry ravine, thin as a river and black as adamite. Behind them, the ground split apart, cleaving open like some great stony maw. Colton ran faster.
And there, high above them, a little girl with rainbow mittens stood beneath a sprawl of desert starlight.
“Come back,” she said. “Come home.”
They erupted into sunlight. A brillant sear of blue. A fragrant cluster of dogwood trees. The road stretched out underfoot, sizzling hot beneath her bare feet. Vivienne swayed where she stood, her equilibrium knocked senseless, and then toppled to her knees. She managed to suck in a single, unsteady breath before the breathing stopped altogether.
“Check her,” said Colton. There was an undertone of worry in his voice. “Make sure she didn’t sever anything vital. I was moving too quickly to be careful about it.”
Vivienne didn’t have time to make sense of what he’d said before the white-haired girl from the church was there, squatting before her. Lane, Vivienne remembered. She was joined by a freckled, flame-haired redhead.
“Breathe in through your nose,” instructed the redhead. “Don’t hold your breath.”
“The first time is awful,” said Lane, rubbing circles into her back. “You did great.”
She didn’t feel great. She heaved violently and attempted to breathe in through her nose. She managed it twice more before she was sick all over the grass. She felt curiously hollow. In the cavern of her chest, her heart swung emptily, like the clapper in a bell.
Tommy, she thought, panic surging in a white-out heat. The last she’d seen of him, he’d been on his knees, slowly bleeding out from a graze in his side. She’d told him she loved him, and then she’d gone. She had to do it—she’d had no other choice. It was the only way to save him.
“Graze wounds are rarely the cause of death,” said Colton, standing over her. “It’s highly improbable that bleeding out from a shallow laceration is the thing that kills him.”
“Colton,” said Lane, horrified.
“What? I’m being comforting.”
It wasn’t until Vivienne peered between them, her throat aching, that she realized she’d said it all aloud. It had spilled out of her in a mad, mortifying babble, but in a voice that was all her own.
“Where is he?” asked Lane. “Do you know?”
“The Hamptons,” Vivienne said softly. “He’s in the Hamptons.”




Thomas sat in the back of the ambulance and stared dead ahead. Directly in front of him was a lake, wide and dark, its water cut with diamond crests beneath the midday sun. To his left—beyond the road and the houses and the dunes stuffed with beach grass—was the sea, flat and blue. The Atlantic, and not the cramped and sunless Sound.
Endless, crystalline ocean. Cold, bottomless depths.
He’d failed.
His side gave a screaming ache and he shifted slightly, a wide sterile pad tugging at his torso. The paramedics had arrived on scene not long after he and Reed stumbled out of the collapsing house, smoke in their lungs and Adrian Faber hobbling between them. The EMTs had insisted Thomas be seen, in spite of his repeated assertions that he was fine.
It was just a graze.
It felt like the end of the fucking world.
That night at the Turners’ party, he’d seen Vivienne sitting in the moonlight and thought she looked just like a siren. It was nothing compared to the way she’d looked as she waded out into the the black waters, sinking beneath the glassy surface without a ripple.
I love you, she’d told him. And then she’d gone.
He’d fought after that. Hard and furious. By the time he’d splashed into the waters after her, she’d been nowhere to be found. He’d stood in a puddle up to his shins. The endless sea of black was gone. Where the night had once appeared to stretch on for miles, there was only a wall. Only a single earthworm, wriggling in the dirt.
All around him, the house gave a horrible shudder. Dirt fell around him in clods.
Walsh, he’d heard Reed shout. We have to go!
He’d spent enough time working on houses with his uncle to know when the foundation was compromised. A basement flood like this—in a house by the sea, where the earth was being slowly eroded—it wouldn’t take much to bring it down.
He’d slammed bodily into the wall. More dirt came around him. Fetid water kicked up around his feet.
He’d done it again. Again, ignoring Reed’s continued entreaties for him to leave.
He’d never been able to tear open the skies. That was Colton Price’s forte. He could only step through an existing opening—feel that stale, suffocating pop of nothingness, and then emerge onto the other side. But things were magnified here—amplified by the pulsing of a ley line, deep beneath the ground. Faber had said as much, as he’d coughed up spiders in the living room.
If Vivienne could pluck something clean out of her head, who was to say he couldn’t force himself through the sky? He’d barreled into the wall again. The water was ice around his ankles. It lapped furiously at his feet. He slammed his shoulder into the dirt as skulls went toppling from their necropolis, plunking into the shallow water like pale white boulders.
Again. Again. His body screamed for him to stop.
There’d been a great, buckling crack—the sound of the house falling down around his ears.
He didn’t know when he quit. When Christian Price began howling, maybe. Or when Reed descended on him like a madman, cursing so violently in his ear that it rattled him back to awareness.
Now he watched the assembled firefighters stand by and monitor the building’s collapse. It sat in a heap of wood and glass, the shingled roof gone concave. Torn to the studs, just like he’d promised. Nearby, Philip Farrow was being loaded into the back of a police car.
It didn’t bring him any satisfaction.
In the front yard, being gingerly prodded at by paramedics, knelt Christian Price. Thomas had watched him desiccate, down in the root cellar. It all happened so quick. Vivienne went under, and the elder Price began to laugh—a deep, triumphant sound—holding his hands out before his face like he expected a parcel full of secrets to drop into his arms.
That hadn’t been what happened. Time seemed to warp, stretching around him like sunlight refracted through a glass. His fingers thinned, spindling like bone. Threads of white shot through his hair, his cheeks going sunken, until he’d looked like a living, laughing skeleton, hands still held in open supplication before the dark.
He’d reminded Thomas of his own father then—flayed lean by guilt, frantically muttering Mary’s Canticle at vespers: from this day on, all generations will call me blessed. Now Christian Price groveled in the grass, his hands upright in his lap. His mouth moved over and over in a single, muttered phrase. It was the only thing he’d said in hours.
“I’ve seen it. I’ve seen it. Did you see it?”
“Walsh.”
He glanced up. Reed stood alongside Adrian Faber, both of them looking as exhausted as he felt.
“There’s a detective here. He wants us to go down to the station for questioning.”
Thomas thought about this. Philip’s mantra rang in his head: Keep it in the family. The Farrow family was dashed to pieces. There wasn’t anything left of it to keep.
“What are you going to do?”
Reed shrugged. “Go, I guess. I don’t care—I’ll tell them everything.”
“Think they’ll believe you?”
In the yard, Christian Price began to yell as a weary-looking officer tugged him onto his feet. “I’ve seen it! I’m telling you, I’ve seen it!”
Reed grimaced. “Maybe,” he said. “But probably not.”
He didn’t bother asking if Thomas was okay. They both knew he wasn’t.
“Walsh,” he began, and then clamped his mouth shut. He scowled down at him. Beneath his eyes, the bruises had begun to yellow. He sighed thinly and tried again: “She made her choice. You couldn’t have stopped her.”
And that was that. It was all the goodbye he got. It was, he supposed, probably more of a goodbye than he deserved. Thomas watched them head for Reed’s Jeep, feeling nothing. When they were gone, he fell back to looking out at the water.
He was so lost in its depths, he hardly noticed when a car pulled up and Colton Price stepped out.
They met eyes over the sleek silver roof. Colton gave him a single curt nod, and Thomas felt an impossible squeeze of hope. The back passenger door clicked slowly open, catching in the light.
Out slid Vivienne Farrow, still dressed in his T-shirt.
He hopped from the back of the ambulance, not caring that he was lumbering—lurching, really—the pain in his side searing in protest. He ran, and so did Vivienne. They met in the sandy middle of the street, her arms flinging around his neck, him bracketing her middle, until she was lifted entirely off the ground, her limber dancer’s legs hanging against his.
He didn’t know how long it was before he finally lowered her back down. A minute. An hour. He stared down into her face, breathing hard. She smiled up at him. Her eyes were bright, burnished gold in the light. It stole the breath from his lungs.
Say it back, she signed, a mirror of what he’d said to her that night in his bedroom. I’ll help. “I love you, V-i-v-i-e-n-n-e.”
“I do love you,” he said solemnly. “Since day one.”
And he meant it.




Vivienne woke, quite absurdly, to the crowing of a rooster. Her very first thought was that she must have been dreaming. Her second thought was that she hadn’t the slightest idea where she was. She stared up at the ceiling of an unfamiliar room, tucked inside an unfamiliar bed. Wrapped in the lingering haze of sleep, it took her several seconds to remember.
She was in her brother’s house.
It hadn’t quite sunk in yet.
She had a brother. The word felt foreign, after so many years of thinking herself alone.
Outside the room, the rooster crowed a second time. She didn’t have the energy to go and investigate. A faint but febrile ache pulsed in her joints. She suspected it was the end result of being swallowed up by an eldritch horror and then dragged through gaps in the sky. The whole of it felt like a fever dream. The bent bowers of bone. The ever-shifting features of the Not-Thomas. The stunted shape of her lifelong haunt hovering alongside her.
She shut her eyes and pictured its face. After all these years, it hadn’t been what she’d expected. She’d envisioned something slippery and strange. A parasite, with wide alien eyes and a predator’s smile.
Instead, she’d been faced with an angry little girl with honey-colored eyes.
She wondered, not for the first time, if maybe she hadn’t done it to herself—if she hadn’t calcified the bits of her that were tender to the touch. Turned her fury to poison, growing angrier and angrier, until it spilt clean out of her.
No creature ever started out with venom in their bite. They evolved.
They survived, and so had she.
Stretching out her limbs, she rolled onto her side.
Thomas lay beside her, flat on his back and breathing deeply, one arm crooked over a stomach bound in gauze. On his wrist sat the bracelet she’d given him, the word CRYBABY spelled out in black-and-white lettering. They’d fallen asleep hand in hand the previous night, too tired to even turn down the sheets. At the sight of him lying there, the flare in her chest shone brighter still.
He’d come after her.
Over and over. Again and again.
Just like he’d promised.
She’d given him a hundred reasons to walk away. A thousand. Anyone else would have turned tail and run at the first gnash of her teeth. But not Thomas. He’d stayed. Until the end, and then beyond it. She hadn’t known it was possible to be loved like that.
She hadn’t known it was possible to love like that.
She’d been told, after—after the ambulance, after the hospital, after the sleepy drive home in the predawn haze—that the House had been constructed atop a great locus of power. It concentrated her own nightmarish abilities, brought Thomas’s into overdrive. In his fury, he’d shouldered through worlds.
He’d shattered the skies for her.
Beneath the soft light in the window, she could just make out the tattoo inscribed along his forearm. Non omnis moriar. The handiwork was a blocky stick and poke, as if it had been done by an amateur. Reaching for him, she traced the lettering with a whisper-light touch.
“It means, ‘I shall not wholly die,’” spoke Thomas, startling her.
She glanced up and found him wide-awake, the morning light pooling in his eyes. Dimly, she wondered how long he’d been watching her. Probably as long as she’d been watching him. A single butterfly fluttered through her stomach at the thought.
“I’m pretty sure it’s from a poem,” he said, angling his arm to better see the ink. “Everyone in my fraternity has one. It was a mandatory part of initiation. That, and the occasional reconnaissance mission through gaps in the sky.”
Did you use a steak knife? she asked, thinking of Frankie.
He frowned. “What?”
Nothing. Never mind. What were you looking for?
His focus dropped to her hands, cradled between them. He didn’t ask why she still wasn’t speaking, after everything. Anyone else might have, but not Thomas. He understood. He’d always understood. She felt suddenly and unequivocally seen, all the way down to her marrow.
Quietly, he said, “We were supposed to see if anything would follow us back.”
She thought of the bottom of the gorge, that interminable voice slithering out from the dark, and suppressed a shiver. Why didn’t you tell me?
“Tell you what? That I used to experiment with the occult? It’s not exactly something you bring up in casual conversation.”
We’ve never had a casual conversation.
“True. You were too busy trying to get me fired.” He smiled at the look on her face. “I don’t know, it just didn’t seem like relevant job experience at the time.”
What about now?
He considered her question, ribboning a strand of her hair through his fingers. “Now that we’re on the other side, I have a strong suspicion that it’s why Philip hired me. I think he assumed I’d dealt with a situation like yours before.”
Have you?
“Vivienne,” he said, fixing her in a solemn gaze, “I’ve never met anyone like you.”
She’d been asking about the Vivienne in the glass, but it was clear from the look on his face that he meant the Vivienne right in front of him. Too late, she understood that was all he’d cared about from the start. She’d spent so much time trying to hide the parts of her that were rotten, she’d neglected the rest. The girl in her skin. The flesh and blood bits.
Again, she had that dizzying sense of being seen. Of being loved.
A thousand emotions bubbled to the surface, each of them as indecipherable as the next. She’d spent so long with her own two hands wrapped around her neck, suffocating herself. Silencing herself. It was overwhelming, to suddenly feel so much all at once. She wanted very badly then to say something to him. Something meaningful. Something earnest. But she didn’t know where to begin.
Her voice raw from lack of use, she landed on, “I think there’s a rooster in the house.”
The beginnings of a grin dimpled his cheek. “If I know Price,” he said, crooking an arm under his head, “it wouldn’t be the strangest thing he has living under this roof.”
They lay like that for a while longer, watching the sun burn off the lingering haze. Slowly, the light turned from pale white to a warm, buttery yellow. Outside in the hall came the sounds of the house beginning to stir. Pipes rattled. Floorboards creaked. A shower kicked on a few rooms away. Eventually, Thomas drifted back to sleep.
She waited until she was certain he wouldn’t wake and then slipped out into the hall. Pulling the door softly shut, she drew up short. A rooster stood there, piebald and suspicious, eyeing her as though she were the stranger among the two of them.
And she supposed she was.
The moment she took a step in the bird’s direction, it fled, bobbling down the hall in a panic. She followed after it, feeling a little like Alice trailing after the white rabbit as she made her way down a crooked staircase and into a broad marble foyer.
After a brief search, she found the rooster perched atop a broad executive desk inside a sparsely decorated office. And he wasn’t alone.
Colton Price sat at the desk, his brow furrowed and a pair of round-wire frames sliding low on his nose. From the looks of it, he appeared to be doing a crossword. Behind him, a lopsided painting of a monarch butterfly unfurled in a wide mural of rich golds and honeyed browns. It made him look just a little bit like a winged creature himself, inhuman and imperial. His eyes flicked up to hers as she stood marveling at the funny juxtaposition of it all.
“Hello,” he said.
The silence that followed was pronounced. She wasn’t sure what to say to fill it—if she wanted to say anything at all. She knew he signed, at least a little. She’d seen him talking to his girlfriend in the hospital waiting room, he and Lane bent close together in a world of their own.
“You dance, right?” he asked, when she was quiet. “Walsh says you’re a ballerina.”
She nodded.
“Excellent.” He gestured to his crossword. “Five across, I can’t figure it out. The clue is a step in which one foot is beaten against the other leg or foot. I’ve got a t three letters in, but I haven’t been able to get the rest of it.”
She smiled over at him, finger spelling the answer. He watched her meaningfully and then snatched a pencil from out behind his ear.
“Battu,” he said. “Great.”
He didn’t say anything more—didn’t force conversation, didn’t pepper her with questions, didn’t divert to uncomfortable small talk. With Philip, the silence had always meant he was done with her. She was dismissed, discharged, put back on the shelf until he needed her next. With Colton, the quiet felt like an invitation. She took it, hovering in the open door and studying his profile.
She supposed there were similarities, if she really looked for them. They were both sharply featured, all angles and edges. They had the same dark hair and a pert, straight nose—though his fit his face and didn’t look too pretty. The resemblance stopped there, but it was enough.
The rooster let out an irritable warble. Colton set down his pencil and peered up at her. She wondered if he was doing the same as she’d just been—silently charting their similarities.
Finally, he asked, “Do you want to see our brother’s room?”
It was quiet there, too. In Liam’s room. They sat on the edge of a pristinely made bed, in a bedroom littered with dozens of headless trophies. She didn’t ask about them, and Colton didn’t explain. Instead, he handed her a photo. The frame was chipped gilt, the glass cracked down the middle. Years of sun exposure had faded the colors of the yellow kayak and orange life jackets, but the faces of the two grinning boys were unmistakable. The younger of the two was Colton, gap-toothed and sunburnt. And the older—
It was the boy from her dreams. The drowned boy, who’d been both enemy and friend. She ran a finger over the crack in the glass and felt a deep and terrible sadness. The sort of grief that didn’t have a name. For a heartbeat, she considered telling Colton but quickly thought better of it.
She’d been haunted by Mikhail, too, and in the end, it hadn’t been him at all.
Just a pitiful likeness, sent to lure her into the belly of a beast.
“I was thinking of redoing this room,” said Colton suddenly. He’d picked up an autographed baseball from its stand and was turning it over and over in his hands. “I’ve decided I’m tired of living in a tomb.”
That startled her into looking over at him. She’d had the same thought a thousand times in her chilly house back in Connecticut, with its vast, echoing halls and its perpetual chill. She watched without speaking as Colton set the baseball back onto its stand and rose from the bed. He positioned himself wordlessly against the dresser, his hands in his pockets. His eyes roved around the dust-laden space, drinking it in.
“It could be yours,” he said. “If you wanted it.”
In the photo, the two brothers smiled up at her. One living. One dead. Both hers. Her fingers tightened on the frame. She didn’t feel like she had any right to them.
“My mom will be wondering where I am,” she finally said. It came out rough-hewn and unfamiliar.
“Are you close?” asked Colton, peering too astutely over at her. “You and your mom?”
After a moment’s consideration, she said, “I’m all she has.”
He nodded as if he understood. And maybe he did. Maybe he understood better than anyone. Maybe they’d led very similar lives, without ever meeting. She’d read that about identical twins once—that they made the same choices, chased the same dreams. Maybe the same was true for other siblings. Even just half.
“Well, if you ever need it,” he said, “you have a place here.”
He said it so casually, without caveat or conditions. It should have been a comfort, and yet her hackles raised regardless. She hated how easily her guard went up—how immediately she wanted to ask what he expected in return. Surely, he wanted something. Everyone always wanted something.
But he only smirked and added, “If you’re okay with the occasional poltergeist, that is.”
And a rooster, she added, bringing the tip of her thumb to her forehead.
“And a rooster,” agreed Colton. “Lane’s watching Bastard for some friends. With any luck, they’ll come get him today. Roosters are against Boston’s city ordinances.”
She found herself smiling in spite of her misgivings. A wide, open smile that mirrored his. It was another reflection, this time in the form of a brother. It was a little bit funny, how she kept discovering her own humanity in the faces of those around her. In the care they took with her. Suddenly, she wanted to tell him she’d do it—she’d stay. She managed to bite her tongue just before the words could slip out, atrophied and eager.
There were still some loose ends to tie up back home. Apologies to be made. Rifts to be mended. She’d left a path of carnage in her wake on her way out of town. Hadley. Frankie. Hudson. Reed. She couldn’t disappear. Not when she still owed them an explanation.
“Maybe someday,” she said softly, setting the picture back onto its shelf.
The faintest hint of a smile shone in Colton’s eyes. “Someday works.”
That’s where Thomas eventually found them—sitting together in companionable silence, the sun pouring through the windows in dusty reams of gold. They heard him before they saw him, his feet thudding heavily down the hall. He skidded into the open door just a touch too fast, wincing as he caught himself against the frame.
“Is there a fire?” asked Colton, looking amused.
Thomas cut him a baleful look. “It’s been a long forty-eight hours.”
“I’d agree with that,” said Colton. Then, “It’s good to see you on your feet.”
Thomas glanced between them, frowning slightly. “You know,” he said, “now that I see the two of you sitting side by side like this, I’m finding it a little bit unsettling.”
Colton’s mouth split into a grin. “It’s okay, Walsh. You can admit you think I’m pretty.”
•  •  •
Later, once the sun had well and truly risen, they said their goodbyes on the front porch, hovering in the shade of the steepled portico. Lane stood beside Colton, dressed all in black from head to toe, the rooster tucked under one arm.
“I’m sorry you have to leave so soon,” she said. “We have friends coming by later. I really think you’d like them.”
“They’re an acquired taste,” said Colton. “Anyway, she’ll be back.”
He said it with confidence, as though her return was inevitable, but she could see in his expression that he wasn’t sure. She knew, in that moment, that solitude had been etched into him the same way it was etched into her. That he hated it just the same.
I’ll be back, she agreed, and she meant it.
His smile was slow but sincere. “Excellent.”
Down in the street, Thomas pulled open the passenger door of his truck. Vivienne dithered on the top step a moment longer, wondering whether or not she should go in for a hug. Lane made the decision for her, dumping the rooster unceremoniously in Colton’s arms and tugging Vivienne in close. Vivienne experienced a single beat of uncertainty before returning the embrace.
“I’m so glad you exist,” Lane whispered in her ear, just before letting her go.
Vivienne carried that with her all the way home, sitting with it in the front seat of Thomas’s truck, the music blasting and the windows down. I’m so glad I exist, she thought. Up ahead, the road unfurled in an endless ribbon of black. It seemed to go on forever, carving into the mountains and out of sight.
“I called my sister,” said Thomas, turning down the music. “I think we’re going to have a problem. She’s in love with Molly and Judd. She’s ready to fight you for permanent custody.”
The wind whipped Vivienne’s hair into her face. She pushed it out of her eyes, a thought occurring to her in a sudden, sinking rush.
Will you go home, she signed, after you drop me off?
It was a while before he answered. A new song came on, the singer’s voice filtering out through the speakers in a wind-bitten tenor.
“As you may or may not have heard,” Thomas said, “I’ve been let go from my job.”
She turned to face him in full. She hadn’t even considered that.
“It does make sense,” he said quickly, before she could think of something supportive to say. “Moving back home, I mean. It’s what unemployed college dropouts usually do.”
I’m sorry, she signed.
“Don’t be,” he said. “I’m glad I took the job. I’d take it again.”
An oversize flatbed rushed past, carting lumber. Thomas drummed his thumbs against the steering wheel, matching the beat of the music.
“Price, uh,” he started, and cleared his throat. “Price has some connections. In Boston. I have a phone interview lined up for next Monday.”
In B-o-s-t-o-n, she repeated.
“Well, yeah,” said Thomas. “The job would be in Boston.” He cut another glance her way. “I, uh, heard a rumor that you might be headed up that way, too.”
I might be, she signed. I haven’t decided.
“No?” He checked his side mirror, changing lanes. “Well, you don’t have to figure it out today. You have time.”
So do you, she signed.
“Yeah.” A muscle twitched in his jaw. “Hey, maybe if we both end up in the same city, I can take you out on a real date.”
Her heart gave a violent flutter. She pressed her fists together, thumbs extended. A date?
“Yeah, a date—dinner, a movie, a walk in the Seaport.” He paused, his cheeks coloring, and added, “You know, things you do with a girlfriend.”
A girlfriend. It was a normal word, for a normal girl.
Quietly, she said, “Tommy?”
He whipped around to face her before she could say anything more, the truck drifting slightly into the adjacent lane. A horn honked and he corrected course with a muttered curse.
“Sorry.” His eyes darted back to hers. His cheeks were flush with color. “What?”
“Am I your girlfriend?”
His laugh was quiet. “I hope so.”
She tugged the strap of her seatbelt loose and leaned across the center console, pressing a kiss to his cheek. “I love you,” she whispered in his ear. “I’m glad you exist.”
He caught her hand in his as she dropped back into her seat. “I love you, too,” he said. “But you already knew that.”
Up ahead, the road stretched endlessly on. She tipped her head back against the headrest and shut her eyes. Today was going to be a very good day. She could feel it in her bones.




Every time I write something new, I always leave a little of myself behind in its pages. It’s an inevitable part of storytelling—we can’t help but weave bits of ourselves into the writing.
I Am Made of Death is no different.
I have always had a very fraught relationship with language, both signed and spoken. I was four years old when I lost my hearing. All of it, gone in an instant. There wasn’t time to recalibrate. Overnight, our world changed. My family adjusted accordingly, but resources were limited, and my access to signed language was minimal. For the next several years, I railed against the silence.
Vivienne Farrow is my own personal demon.
Though she’s not Deaf, her relationship to language is the same as mine. Her anger is mine, too. She carries with her an intense feeling of otherization, some of it self-inflicted. Much of it not. I’ve chosen to reflect that feeling in the way she communicates.
Vivienne’s language is cobbled together from scraps—a mix of both ASL (American Sign Language) and SEE (Signed Exact English), as well as fingerspelling. Vivienne is a girl who doesn’t feel like she belongs in any one place, and her language doesn’t belong to anyone but her.
I’m conscious of the importance of accurate representation, especially in an area that is woefully underrepresented. There are so many wonderful stories popping up these days, many of which utilize an accurate and concise depiction of American Sign Language. That is not, and has never been, my journey. My journey is burdened with misunderstanding, lack of access, and deprivation. Mine is angry and confused and turbulent. Mine shouts and stomps its feet and does whatever it can to make itself heard.
My stylistic choices were intentional and meant to convey the intense repression Vivienne experiences. Her depiction of language is not a depiction of ASL. Any ASL used in IAMoD is conveyed through SimCom (simultaneous communication), which is used on page by both a Deaf parent and a CODA (child of a Deaf adult). It’s the same way my hearing children and I communicate at home.
These days, I don’t carry as much anger as I once did. I’ve reclaimed much of the language I lost. There are more resources than ever before, and I’m seeing more and more abled people become open to learning ASL. Maybe someday, it’ll be commonplace. Maybe someday, people like Vivienne and I won’t have to choose between language and isolation.
One can only hope.
Kelly




It feels a little bit funny to be writing the acknowledgments this time around. When I first sat down to write I Am Made of Death, I knew I wanted it to lead to the culmination of both The Whispering Dark and Your Blood, My Bones. These three stories—though they each stand on their own—were always meant to be connected by threads of grief, healing, and the bittersweet ache of moving on. And that, I suppose, is what we’re doing here. Moving on.
Writing Vivienne and Thomas’s chapter felt like a long goodbye. The end of a journey. As such, the list of people I have to thank extends back to the very early days of the pandemic, when I first sat down in my kitchen and began sketching out a fledgling horror compendium with no idea where it might go.
My last two rounds of acknowledgments were overlong. I’ll try to keep this one brief.
To my spouse, for everything. This one was tough. Thanks for holding my head above water.
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To the rest of the creative team at Scholastic, thank you for your energy and your excitement and for letting me come back to write another one with you.
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