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1.

Elias died on a Tuesday. It was easy to remember for the very reason it felt so surreal—Tuesdays were nothing days, too close to the end of one weekend and too far from the beginning of the next, a day when you never had plans but couldn’t really complain because at least it wasn’t Monday. If you saw something ridiculous, you’d say, Oh, just a normal Tuesday, and everyone would laugh because Tuesdays were so utterly bland.

But Elias died on a Tuesday, and it wasn’t bland at all.

Her ring twisted around her finger, the diamond turned toward her palm and digging in as she drove. A new car, his, Mercedes something or other, and she guessed she’d have to figure out how to transfer it into her name. Transfer everything.

Claire’s mind was a white void, no thought or feeling, only the immediacy of her stunned-still body and her jackknifing heart and the steering wheel beneath her hand, smooth leather that she scored with her thumbnail. Beside her, a cracked iPhone, screen dark. Elias had bugged her to upgrade it, said she was an idiot for keeping it. But she couldn’t afford a new one, and Elias would only pay for it if she swapped over to his phone plan, and she didn’t want to deal with changing her number. It’d lit up with the call from the hospital half an hour ago.

Hello, may I speak to Claire Sutherland? I’m so sorry, Miss Sutherland, there’s been…

They’d stopped there, leaving a gap in the conversation’s rhythm that was traditionally filled with the word accident. But that didn’t work here, not really.

An aneurysm wasn’t an accident. An aneurysm was a ticking bomb, a mine buried in the folds of your brain, waiting for the opportunity to explode. It would’ve been there forever, biding its time.

A honk; Claire swore and swerved out of the oncoming lane, a pickup truck whizzing by with another long press of the horn and a middle-finger salute. Usually Claire would return it, but only timidly and once they’d passed. Her fiancé had just died, so she didn’t. She only had enough energy to drive the car, as if Elias’s death had sucked the vitality out of her, too.

You’re welcome to come by at your earliest convenience, if you’d like to see him… The neurologist had some questions… Did your fiancé have any brain issues you were aware of, Miss Sutherland? Any disease, any injury?

“Tuesday,” Claire murmured as she pulled into a parking spot. The hospital lot was nearly deserted; she managed to park right next to the emergency room door. The car shuddered to a stop, and she sat there, still and slumped. “We get takeout on Tuesdays. I work late. Elias won’t cook.”

She didn’t know why she said it out loud. Maybe to see if it would shake the world back into order. Claire wasn’t someone who spent a lot of time thinking on esoteric subjects, but right now, she desperately believed in parallel universes. She desperately wanted to somehow phase herself into the one where Elias wasn’t dead, where he was calling in their usual order to that sushi place he liked, where he would leave his sneakers on the floor instead of the shoe rack. Where she would sigh, and pick them up, and put them where they were supposed to go, because she had learned that telling him off didn’t do anything but make him annoyed, and she didn’t want to deal with his annoyance.

Claire closed her eyes. Opened them. Same universe.

She opened the door and climbed out of her car.

Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead; an antiseptic burn scoured her nostrils. There were two other people in the waiting room. One an older white woman wearing Tinker Bell pajama bottoms and in bad need of a hairbrush. The other a young man with dreads and a trellis of dark bruises blooming across his nose, a bloody tissue protruding from one nostril. The nurse at the reception desk was playing on her phone, some matching game complete with tinny explosion sound effects. Her scrubs had rainbows on them. The desk had visible wipe marks from the last time someone had Lysoled it.

“Hi.” Claire shifted her weight on her feet. She still wore house slippers, UGG boots with a flimsy sole that Elias had given her for Christmas last year. Claire worked from home and spent most days in leggings and band T-shirts, despite the closetful of clothes he’d bought her. Her freelance social media management clients didn’t care what she wore. It was a miracle she’d remembered a bra. “I’m Claire Sutherland.”

The nurse swiped a combo (“Boom!” said an excited cartoon voice from her phone) before looking up with an expression on the fraying edge of polite. Blue eyeshadow streaked across her pale lids; her eyebrows were barely there. “And?”

She guessed calling the emergency contacts of dead men wasn’t something emergency reception took care of. “I’m Elias Ashbury’s fiancée.” Voice surprisingly even, surprisingly clear. That would be a problem later. She could already feel tears gathering in the wide cavity of her chest, crowding her rib bones, calcifying. Grief was sharp, she’d learned that before, and the longer you kept it trapped without release, the sharper its edges grew. But she was good at hollowing herself to allow it room, a skill Dr. Lark kept trying to train out of her. “He’s dead.”

The nurse’s phone fell from her hand, still tinkling, cartoon avatar still thrilled. Her arched brow slammed down, fixed itself in shame and then pity. The lady in the Tinker Bell pajamas glanced up at Claire, face inscrutable, before looking down at the tile again. Her foot bounced rapidly, the heel of her flip-flop slapping the floor like the bass in a frenetic metal song.

“Oh,” the nurse said. “Oh.” Her legs tensed like she would stand before she realized that she didn’t need to; turning from Claire, she grabbed the desk and pulled her rolling office chair to the black landline phone, fingers already flying over the numbers as she lifted the receiver. “She’s here,” she murmured, then nodded and hung up, office chair squealing as she rolled back in front of the window. Her face was composed now in what Claire thought of as Nurse Face. Gentle with sympathy but firm, approachable but not a pushover. Claire was very familiar with Nurse Face.

“Go through the double doors and to the left,” the nurse said, in a gentle-yet-firm voice to go along with her expression. “The neurologist will meet you.”

A subtle weight to the title, like she wanted Claire to know that this was a big deal, that the neurologist wouldn’t see just anyone. Claire bit the inside of her cheek to keep it from spasming.

“Thanks.” She walked toward the double doors. Unobtrusive cream, silver bar across the middle, standing out against the navy check of the tile. All hospitals must have the same interior decorators.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” the nurse said as Claire pressed against the metal bar, the locks disengaging with a mechanical squall.

“Happy Tuesday,” Claire said back.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

The neurologist—Dr. Henry Cummins, he told her, shaking her hand while his was still covered in blue latex, making their palms squeak together—wanted her to know there was nothing they could’ve done. “He was lucky,” the doctor insisted, as if he was trying to convince himself, too. “It was quick and painless, and he was at his desk, instead of driving. It could’ve been much worse.”

Not for Elias, Claire thought. Seems like it was pretty much as bad as it can get for Elias.

They stood in silence for a moment, there in the sterile hallway under the buzzing lights. Claire was wearing an embarrassingly apt T-shirt, which she hadn’t really clocked until now. “Will Self-Destruct For Likes,” it read, with the little Facebook thumbs-up symbol beneath it. Claire hated this shirt, and she hated Facebook. Elias had bought it for her at a stall on Canal Street when he was in the city on business and buzzed from one too many cocktails, back when they had first started dating and the only things they really knew about each other were their jobs. It was laundry day, or she would never have worn it. It’d felt morbid in a funny downfall-of-society way when Elias bought it. Now it was just regular run-of-the-mill morbid.

She pulled her cardigan around her middle. Cashmere. Another Christmas gift.

Dr. Cummins cleared his throat. If Elias were here—here and alive—he would make fun of the good doctor’s name. Claire couldn’t think of anything funny.

The doctor checked the clipboard in his hand, too quickly to actually read anything on it, a physical tic to move them out of the condolences part of the conversation and into the meat of it. Claire didn’t know what the meat was supposed to be. Her aunt had taken care of all this stuff when she’d been in a similar situation before, right after the accident. Funeral arrangements, inheritances. She hadn’t really spoken to Aunt Margo in years, if you didn’t count cards. Once she turned eighteen, they had gone their separate ways, and she’d never felt the need to pick up the phone.

“There were some… anomalies,” Dr. Cummins finally said. He tucked the clipboard back under his arm, directing his gaze to the empty space over her shoulder instead of her face. “In the CAT scans. Some strange scarring that we can’t quite make sense of. Were you aware of any neurological conditions Mr. Ashbury may have dealt with? In his childhood, maybe? The lesions look like they’ve been there awhile.”

Claire shook her head. The sharp ball of grief in her chest grew thornier by the minute, but she could let it roll around without hitting anything. That was the key—take yourself as far out of your body as you can, give your feelings enough room to rattle without running into anything vital. Dr. Lark called it avoidance, Claire called it practicality. “I don’t know anything. We didn’t really talk about our childhoods.”

A slight widening of Dr. Cummins’s eyes; that was probably an awkward thing to admit about your dead fiancé. But he soldiered on, which she admired. “I’d like to have you look at these,” he said, turning on his heel to lead her down the hall. Claire fell in line. Her toes were cold in her slippers. “Maybe see if it jogs your memory? You’re the only person on Mr. Ashbury’s emergency contact list, and we’re having a hard time hunting down medical records.”

The way he said that was leading, like he thought Claire might have some insight, like she was holding out on him. She wasn’t. It was true; she and Elias hadn’t talked much about their childhoods, other than to acknowledge that they were both fucked up. Though his was fucked up in a way that included a sizable trust fund, so still better than hers. Maybe he’d been raised in a cult that didn’t believe in vaccines, treated everything with essential oils and dewormer. Maybe his über-rich parents had paid for the kind of boutique medical care that felt it was above such mundanities as databases and shot records. Who knew? Not her.

She never would, now. Elias would never be able to tell her anything about his fucked-up childhood ever again.

Breathe, tether yourself only by the barest thread, leave space for the barbed thing to shake, rattle, and roll. Claire imagined her growing grief like the logo on a DVD menu, bopping around dark edges, turning bruise colors.

Dr. Cummins led her down the hall to a bright room filled with filmy black-and-white photos stuck to light panels—copies of CAT scans. The inside of Elias’s brain. It felt like a violation to look at them. Claire had often wished she could read her reticent fiancé’s mind. Here it was.

“This is the one that… that caused it.” Cummins gestured to the scan in the center of the wall, the largest. “But as you can see, there were multiple lesions. Dating these things is an exercise in futility, mostly, but some appear to be at least eight years old, possibly older.”

He was right—the scans were lousy with white spots, places in Elias’s brain where they simply shouldn’t be, like his head was a seedy hotel mattress full of bedbugs. Even Claire, whose entire body of medical knowledge was gleaned from TV procedurals, could tell something was very wrong in Elias’s brain.

“The fact that he was living normally with this level of damage is astounding.” The doctor frowned, clearly frustrated. “There had to be some kind of condition. He should’ve been brain dead years ago.”

Claire caught the horrified look Cummins slid her, his mouth a perfect O, like he couldn’t believe that thought had slipped out of his mouth. But Claire didn’t call him on it, even though she really should; she didn’t say anything at all.

She stepped up closer to the scans on the wall, her hand rising to trace the thing that had killed Elias.

An aneurysm was a tiny detonation, short-circuiting the entire mass of animated meat that made you and turning it back into nothing but organic matter. The one that had turned Elias into medical waste was strangely shaped, spidering across the glowing wall.

The longer Claire looked at it, the more it looked like tentacles.

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

She drove home on nearly deserted roads, the radio turned down to an indistinct murmur, trying very hard not to think. It worked, mostly, until she saw the headlights.

They were behind her, too close, the kind of annoying LED that gleamed the color of Glacier Freeze Gatorade. By the time Claire registered them, she couldn’t remember how long they’d been following, but she had the feeling it’d been longer than was normal.

“It’s nothing.” Too robotic for even her to believe. “Don’t start all that again.”

All that: Thinking she was being followed. The tingling sense of a hunted thing prickling over the back of her neck. She was over it, she was medicated, she told Dr. Lark exactly what she wanted to hear so she could continue to be medicated. It’d been a problem a few years ago, before she met Elias, but it was a problem that had gone away once they got together and moved to their tastefully decorated million-dollar house in Connecticut, a fairy tale she’d never expected and still couldn’t quite believe. Still, her list of diagnoses spelled themselves out in her mind: anxiety, depression, a spicing of OCD. All helped by meds and talk therapy, even if she tried her level best not to talk much.

These headlights looked so similar to the ones she’d seen that night, the ones she’d seen that year in college, before she met Elias. Then after: the accident, the hit-and-run, standing on the side of a night road with her head too swimmy to call 911—

Claire slammed her brakes, swerved over onto the sidewalk, nearly taking out a mailbox bedecked in plastic flowers. Her wheels skidded, loud in the midnight silence, and she unbuckled her seat belt and pushed open her door in one ungraceful movement, so hard it almost rebounded back and got her in the knee.

“What?!” She yelled it as she stood from the driver’s side door of the new Mercedes, fists clenched, eyes fixed on the tinted windows of the car behind her, still bathing her in that Gatorade glow. It had parked, too, which she knew logically was a very bad sign, but she was too wired to stop now. Here’s what she couldn’t adequately explain to Dr. Lark, why her avoidance tactics were a net good: When she let herself feel, she became too impulsive, and it never ended well. She’d never given herself the opportunity to learn restraint. “What the hell do you want?!”

No one got out of the car. She couldn’t see through the windows to whoever was driving, so she found herself anthropomorphizing the vehicle instead. The too-bright headlights were cruel eyes, the grille a sneering mouth. It stared at her and didn’t answer.

She was flagging fast, exhaustion weakening her knees and making her head feel like an overfilled balloon. Claire clutched the car door to hold herself up. Puddled rainwater from earlier in the day soaked steadily into her slippers. “Leave me alone,” she murmured, too low for the driver to hear, for anyone but herself to hear. “Just leave me alone, please.”

Her knees crumpled, depositing her back in the driver’s seat. Claire rested her forehead on the steering wheel, not listening for the slam of a car door or the beat of footsteps or the hiss of an opening switchblade. Not caring if those things were coming. Elias was dead, and she had no one, and her shoes were wet.

After a moment, the blue light inside the car faded away. The other car was leaving, pulling back out onto the road, streaking through the night fast and nearly silent.

○ ○ 4. ○ ○

She pulled the Mercedes into the garage and jumped out, pressing her thumb to the security screen to silence the beeping countdown. The last thing she needed tonight was to deal with a too-solicitous cop checking up on her, the edges of their disposition sanded down by her obvious money and obvious whiteness. They’d say one almost-nice thing, and she would cry.

But when she stepped inside the house and divested herself of her wet shoes, she couldn’t make herself walk any farther than the kitchen right off the garage door, couldn’t even make it to the chairs at the farmhouse table. She slumped against the wall instead, with a long, ragged sigh.

The last conversation they’d had was an argument. Because of course it was. Their last conversation was also two days ago, because that’s how it went with Elias—if he got angry, he just ignored you. The few times he had deviated from this pattern had made Claire prefer being ignored.

Anyway, two days ago had been their fifth anniversary. They’d gone all out—five-star restaurant where Elias knew the chef and got a private table. Wine that probably cost four figures. He’d picked out her dress, and they’d made love—not fucked, not that time, it was different—before they even left the house, because he said she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Good lovemaking, because whatever you called it, it was always good. And even after five years, it still surprised her that someone who looked like Elias Ashbury, tall and handsome and with the bluest eyes she’d ever seen, could have chosen her. Could love her.

He’d held her hand all through dinner, and she couldn’t remember anything they’d talked about. But she remembered that she was warm, warm the whole time, and felt so loved, and so safe, and everything was funny and everything made her smile.

Which was why she felt brave enough to ask about setting a date.

Here her memory clicked into 4K brilliance. Elias had still held her hand, but his went dead-fish limp. “What do you mean?”

Claire had shrugged, glanced away. She’d drunk quite a lot of that four-figure wine, and the fairy lights in the hanging foliage seemed like miniature suns. “It’s been three years since we got engaged. Seems like we should at least talk about it.”

His hold on her hand tightened. The diamond of her engagement ring had turned sideways, and the stone dug into the flesh beneath her middle knuckle. “Are you not happy?” Somehow demanding and heartbroken at the same time. “Look at everything I’ve given you, Claire, because I love you so much. You had nothing, and I picked you.” He dropped her hand, sitting back, shaking his head. “It’s about the money, right? You don’t actually love me, you just want—”

“Of course not!” She tried to grab his hand, but he pulled it away, splayed back in his chair like fucking Caesar at the gladiator rings or some shit, shaking his head some more. “Elias, it’s not about money. It’s just… you asked me to get married. I want to get married. Don’t you?”

And the hurt melted, at least a little bit. Elias didn’t take her hand again, but he did sigh, and soften. “Next year,” he said. Something in the undercurrent of his voice, some emotion she couldn’t identify. “Ask me next year.” He closed his eyes, sighed again. “I just love you too much, Claire.”

It’d been the same answer the other times she’d asked. He loved her too much to marry her. And she didn’t understand, but what did she know about love? Only what he’d shown her.

The house was quiet except for the bubbling of the fish tank in the living room. A massive one that covered a whole wall, emitting a blue glow that seeped in through the arched doorway, limned the stainless-steel appliances and marble countertops.

How the hell was she going to pay for this shit? Her freelancing made pennies. Everything was in Elias’s name. She’d have to move to a less expensive suburb, or into some closet in the city. God. God.

No reason to worry about it tonight. Not like she could do anything.

Claire wandered into the living room, where the tank and the octopus were.

She’d always called it an octopus, even though Elias told her that wasn’t quite right. It was some other kind of animal, closely related. To Claire, it looked like it was all leg. The one time she’d seen a mouth, it was circular and full of teeth. She didn’t like watching it move. Even now, she didn’t spare the tank more than a passing glance.

The passing glance was enough for her to see the envelope propped up against it.

Frowning, she reached out and snatched it away, still not wanting to get too close to the tank. When she did, she felt like the octopus—the not-octopus—watched her.

The front of the envelope was blank. She opened it.

Well, then.

The deed to the house. Car titles. Bank statements with her name added. Elias must have done all this before he died. Maybe he meant to make their anniversary fight up to her, show her that he knew it wasn’t about the money. Maybe this was the first step in actually planning their wedding.

It hit her like a wave, like a riptide. Claire didn’t care that the nearest surface was the tank; she slid down it with the papers clutched to her chest, weeping so hard her throat felt like it could split in half, like she could vomit out her lungs.

It wasn’t until some time later, when she’d ended up on her side and staring up into the blue, that she realized the octopus-thing was dead.
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1.

“Hey, Claire.”

It was the same way he’d greeted her every evening for the entire five years of their relationship. Never baby, never honey, always just Claire, just her name, and she’d taken it as a sign of respect, almost. She sensed it was something to be analyzed, a facet that could be revealing if held to the right light. She never brought it up to Dr. Lark. She never thought much about it.

Except now, because Elias was dead, and that meant he shouldn’t be greeting her at all.

Claire rolled over in bed. She had no clock but her phone, and didn’t bother bopping the screen to make it light up, but the darkness outside her window told her it was still deep night. The neighborhood had streetlights, but the five acres the house sat on made them little more than yellowish blurs out in the far black. It’d been around eight when the hospital called. Elias had been working late again. He did that, even though he technically didn’t have to work at all. She’d admired it.

He was standing in the middle of their bedroom.

Logically, Claire knew this was not the case. Logically, she knew that Elias’s body was in the hospital morgue, cold and blue gray and probably already scored with the slices of an autopsy, the broken cross shape she’d seen in so many crime TV shows. Maybe they’d cut into his head, too, wanting a closer look at that shouldn’t-have-been-alive brain with its lightning-bolt lesions.

In any case, the Elias standing in the middle of their bedroom—right next to a pile of his own laundry, because the housekeeper didn’t come until Thursday and he didn’t like Claire doing his—looked the same as the Elias who’d left this morning without a word.

So she was dreaming. Had to be. And that meant it wasn’t insane to interact.

“Hey,” she said back.

The light in the room was dim, nothing but the glow from the hallway through the cracked door. It made Elias hard to see, more a shadow than a person. Which made sense for a dream, right? No need for alarm there.

He moved forward. Not a step—his legs didn’t move, but he was suddenly closer, in a shimmer of air like a static pop across a screen. He was ahead of the laundry pile now, and Claire noticed that his feet hovered barely an inch off the floor. Like bait on the end of a hook.

“It’s gonna be a lot,” he said. It sounded like he was coaching her for a social interaction. He had to do that, sometimes. Not that they went out with other people that much, but when they did, Claire got overwhelmed quickly. Easy friendship wasn’t a skill she’d learned, so she kept her circles purposefully small, encroaching on nonexistent. “But you’re the right person for it, OK? I’ve never doubted that. I kept you away as long as I could, and tried for longer. Look where that got me.”

Something was different in his face. His eyes. Elias had the most beautiful blue eyes, but now, in the muted hallway light, they looked almost yellow, and too big.

Elias didn’t get any closer. But his face seemed to grow larger, in that uncanny way of dreams, to somehow loom nearer and nearer in a slow creep. Claire wanted to move away from him, to lean back, but she couldn’t. She was paralyzed in her bed, in the sweaty tangle of sheets that were meant for two.

The light grew in the window, but it wasn’t the faraway streetlamps. It was harsher, the contrast greater to the dark. It carved out hollows in his face, made it look like a mask for something else to wear.

“Just go with it,” he said, and his voice sounded distant, heard through water. “You’re good at that.”

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

The letter was classy. She guessed she should’ve expected that. Claire didn’t know much about Elias’s parents, but she knew they came from money, the old and seemingly endless kind, and knew they did some sort of work with science and the sea floor. Elias always said that was why he didn’t like the beach. He’d had enough of the ocean at home.

She’d never met them once over the course of their entire relationship. According to Elias, she wasn’t missing much, but Claire felt like she was. Even a shitty family was better than none at all, she thought. Aunt Margo hardly counted.

Once they were married, she planned to try her damnedest to heal the rift between the Ashburys, bring them together again. Because then they’d be her family, too. That plan was the only secret she’d ever kept from Elias.

The paper felt like the expensive sheets Elias bought online, some extravagantly high thread count you couldn’t find in stores. It was almost enough to distract her from the fact that she was receiving an invitation to a funeral she hadn’t yet planned.


Dear Miss Sutherland,

We are terribly sorry for your loss. Please know that though we didn’t know each other, we count you as part of the family, and would love for you to join us at Harrow Point, our family home, from May 4 to May 7 as we gather to celebrate Elias’s life. Please email me at audreyashbury@hotmail.com to let me know if you can attend, and we will make proper arrangements.



A Hotmail address, in the year of our Lord 2024. Claire laughed at that, loud and long and inappropriate, right up until the laughter almost turned to tears. Then she shut it off, dammed back in her throat and turned to an ache.

May 4 was her birthday. Twenty-seven this year.

The missive was handwritten. There was no formal invitation to accompany it, though the paper and envelope both had gilded edges, as if Audrey Ashbury wrote grocery lists on what others would use for a wedding RSVP. Either someone was fucking with her, or the funeral Elias’s parents were holding was an extremely small, intimate affair. Claire wasn’t sure which one she hoped for.

After that weird dream, she didn’t feel up for planning much of anything. Since Elias died, she’d only left the house to get the mail.

Claire fingered the gold edges of the invitation as she walked back up the long driveway, then placed it carefully on her cluttered coffee table. She’d called Eva, the housekeeper, and told her not to come this week.

She sat down, slowly, and stared at the foiled envelope. Some shipwrecked treasure, winking up from mud and bracken. Then she grabbed her wineglass. She was a beer drinker, but all of it was gone, and she hadn’t mustered the energy to go get more—after the incident with the car following her from the hospital, the idea of driving anywhere was not appealing. Elias had been the wine drinker, and was one of those people who actually knew things about it beyond this tastes good or this tastes bad. She’d taken some of his stash from the cooler in the kitchen. Claire was down to the last bottle, and knew there was more in the basement, but she wouldn’t be going down there. Once all the alcohol within reach was gone, maybe she’d finally find it within herself to drive to the liquor store.

She took a long, bitter swallow of red. In the wall of the living room, the aquarium churned softly. She didn’t look at it.

Two days since he’d died. Claire had no experience planning funerals, but she assumed she was probably supposed to be in the throes of doing so right now, instead of skulking around the house in the dark with her hair unwashed and wine stains on her teeth. Bodies went bad, didn’t they? You had to do something before the maggots set in. But no one had contacted her about doing anything with Elias; maybe his family had taken care of that, too, with the same innate life-together knowledge that had made him add her to the house deed, the car titles, right in the nick of time. Maybe she should be angry about that kind of overstepping, but her immediate emotion was relief.

Just go with it, her personal conjuring of Elias had said, yellow-eyed and floating. He was right. She was good at that. She’d been just going with it since she was thirteen, always taking the path of least resistance.

Another drink, this one longer. She had an appointment with Dr. Lark tomorrow. She hadn’t told her yet that Elias was dead. Hadn’t told anyone. There wasn’t really anyone to tell. The friends they sometimes went to dinner with, maybe, but Claire didn’t even have their phone numbers. They were more Elias’s friends than hers, and not very close ones.

Apparently the Ashburys were much better at things like planning funerals than she was. The Ashburys, whom she’d never met. The Ashburys, whom Elias never, ever talked about, with their old money and their fancy stationery and their Hotmail email addresses. Rich people didn’t have to bow to the tyranny of Google if they didn’t want to. The world bent around rich people’s quirks, smoothed them over like waves on churned sand.

For a moment, she considered tearing the letter up, throwing it out into the well-maintained yard, the lilies just starting to peek out from the soil.

But instead of tearing the paper, she picked it up gently, rereading the elegant cursive. Tracing it lightly with her finger. She didn’t remember her mother’s handwriting.

Then she grabbed her laptop.

Her email was quick, efficient. Sure, she would love to attend. She was so sorry this was happening. She was thankful they’d thought of her.

She almost said she was glad they’d taken over the arrangements, but stopped right before typing it out. It felt like a confession, to say she was in over her head. To show them how she was always, always just trying to do what was easiest.

Claire sent the email without proofreading it. She shoved the laptop away and drained the rest of Elias’s wine.

When the bottle was gone, she approached the basement door, empty glass hanging from her fingers. The door was closed, but not latched, and she pushed it open. It creaked, a sliver of darkness growing, a breath of cold air from underground.

She grabbed her keys and went to the car.

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

“I hope you don’t mind me calling.”

Audrey Ashbury’s voice sounded exactly like Claire had expected. Since she’d received the invitation, she’d spent an inordinate amount of time wondering what she would sound like. Smooth, warm, calibrated for engaging conversations over expensive dinners, for organizing charity auctions at country clubs.

Her own voice, booze-roughened and barely awake, sounded absolutely haggard in response. “No,” Claire said, sitting up on the couch. She was wearing the same T-shirt she’d worn when she sent the RSVP email yesterday afternoon, when she drove to the liquor store and bought a twenty-four pack of the first beer she saw that came in such a quantity. Blearily, she pulled the phone away from her ear long enough to look at the time. Eight in the morning, early for a phone call. She didn’t remember falling asleep last night; the day was a blur after she got back from the liquor store. “No, that’s fine. How’d you get my number?”

A brief pause, but Audrey’s voice was still warm when she answered, with an edge of laughter like they were old friends having a silly misunderstanding. “It’s in your email signature.”

“Oh.” Of course it was. Claire was a freelancer, which meant she scattered as much contact information as she could across the internet in hopes that someone would stumble upon paying her.

On the other end of the phone, Audrey sighed, a little waver in it that was the first sign of maybe-grief she’d shown. “I’m so terribly sorry, Claire,” she murmured. “I know this is so strange, to have us reach out. Who knows what El… what he told you about us.”

It was hard to say his name. Claire knew.

“Our relationship was not as close as I would’ve liked.” Another noise echoed down the phone, scraping static. For a second, it sounded as if Audrey stood on some sea-facing promontory, still against ocean wind, but then the odd flutter of sound was gone. “He and his father and his brother… Things were complicated, and I’ll be the first to admit that I didn’t make it easier for him. He had so many expectations put on him, especially when Wellington did—well. What he did.”

Claire nodded, made some small sound of agreement. This was one of the few things Elias had told her about his family, his childhood, though it had been in vague terms. Wellington Ashbury, Ash to his friends, among whom Elias was never counted. The oldest Ashbury son, and thus imbued with certain expectations, certain responsibilities that he’d apparently abandoned, running off to travel the world as soon as he turned eighteen. In his absence, the responsibilities had fallen to Elias. Years of hard work in business dealings and familial obligation, and then Elias had moved away from his parents and started his own life, later than he should have. He’d deeply resented Ash for making him take on the oldest son’s burdens.

“That asshole never did anything good,” he’d said, the brief times he’d talked about it. Usually while inebriated. But then, unfailingly, he’d reach over to Claire, touch her cheek softly. “But it brought me to you.”

He never elaborated on what exactly he’d had to do in Ash’s stead, and Claire never asked. She assumed it was something to do with the Ashburys’ business, the kind of strange pseudofeudal framework that extremely rich families still operated in. The Ashburys had made their fortune in submarines and deep-ocean research, she’d learned in a beer-fueled Google search, which was slightly more specific than “science and the sea floor.” The running of such a business seemed like the kind of thing that should pass to scientists and not whatever child the CEO happened to have first. But the trust fund was bottomless, and the Ashburys seemed to still be making more money than God, so it apparently worked just fine. Elias’s current job as a hedge fund manager was more for fun than for survival. They never touched his savings because they didn’t need to.

Well. Not current job. Former job. One couldn’t work when one was dead.

“It drove Elias away,” Audrey continued. “All that responsibility. He shouldered it well, and once he was done, my husband let him move on. Didn’t bother keeping tabs.”

It seemed like no father should keep tabs on a twenty-eight-year-old son. It seemed like he should be more concerned with keeping up a relationship. But this was a subject on which Claire knew very little, and maybe it was only an odd turn of phrase. She had no idea how a real family was supposed to function, since all she had was Aunt Margo, and they barely acknowledged each other. Occasionally, she’d receive a birthday card, but it was always a couple days off.

She guessed that this time, the card would come after she returned from Harrow Point.

Dr. Lark tried to talk to her about it sometimes, asking her how she was coping with the idea of starting a family with her marriage when her experience of them was so limited. Claire hadn’t given an answer. She rarely did. Every session was a crash course in omission, and part of her knew that made it pointless, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop going, as if hoping the intention somehow outweighed the impact. She got her meds out of it, and that worked fine.

Her only feeling about starting a family—joining one—had been relief.

“I know we never knew each other.” Audrey took a deep breath. Claire heard the sound of the sea again, a tide washing in and out. “I know that Elias probably planned to keep it that way, at least for a while, until things… changed. But we would truly love to have you join us, Claire. We would love for you to be part of the family. Will you come and be part of this? Step into the role you would’ve had?”

Something almost giddy looped through Claire’s stomach, nauseating after the heaviness of grief. “Of course,” she said, wondering why Audrey had called to ask when she’d said as much in her email. Maybe she was the kind of person who only trusted something spoken. She did still have Hotmail. “Of course I’ll come.”

“Wonderful.” Audrey had regained the perfect veneer of her composure; she said it like someone making a golf date. “Oh, and don’t worry about a funeral home—we’ve already made arrangements to have Elias brought to us at Harrow Point. I’ll email you the details. We’ll send a plane that can take you to Portland, then we’ll drive to the island.”

She hung up before Claire could ask questions.

Mouth agape, Claire stared at the screen of her phone until it went dark. “A plane,” she said, then shook her head. “Rich people.”

○ ○ 4. ○ ○

A few hours later, Claire gripped her phone in her hand, psyching herself up to make another call. She’d searched Elias’s desk until she found a business card that read simply “Fish Guy,” with clip art of Flounder from The Little Mermaid. She assumed this was whom she should call about the removal of the dead octopus-thing. She’d had very little emotional wherewithal to do anything, hadn’t even let herself look at the tank, but the idea of a sea creature rotting in her house was too much to bear.

Fish Guy was actually named Pete, and he was prompt. He arrived two hours after she made the call, and he appeared fairly normal for someone who used a Disney character on his business card. He smiled at her as he entered. “The thing finally kicked the bucket?”

“Seemingly.” The knot of tentacles floated at the surface of the tank, right above a plastic rendering of SpongeBob’s pineapple under the sea. Claire had never seen the octopus-thing use it.

Gently, Pete scooped the octopus-thing out of the tank with a net and deposited it in a plastic bag. It rolled over as it fell, revealing a gaping mouth full of teeth and an open, milky blue eye.

Claire looked away.

“Gotta tell ya,” Pete said, holding the bag up to the light, “I’ve taken care of some weird fish for weird folks in my day, but this one is definitely the weirdest. Elias never could tell me what exactly it was. Some exotic species, he said, from where he grew up.”

That was more information than he’d ever given Claire. He’d had the thing since they got together, in the same huge tank in his city apartment before they bought the house. It’d cost a fortune to move.

She supposed it wasn’t that strange, to want to have a piece of home with you. Even if the home wasn’t somewhere you were fond of.

“Do I need to do…?” She trailed off, waved at the tank.

“Nah.” Pete studied the plastic bag for a moment longer before putting it in a cooler stacked with gas station ice. “It cleaned up after itself. You should tell Elias to market these things, I’ve never seen a fish more low-maintenance.”

He spoke as if Elias were still alive. He had no reason to believe he wasn’t. Claire didn’t inform him that Elias was dead. That she could never tell him anything ever again.

“Listen, do you care if I show this to the guys before I dispose of it? Elias is kinda cagey about it, never wanted me to take pictures, but…” He shrugged, smiled. “Just between us. They all think I’m pulling their legs.”

“Go for it.” The idea of a coterie of exotic-fish keepers sharing trade secrets was almost enough to make her smile. Almost.

Pete left, whistling. Claire stared at the now-empty tank. There was some kind of mechanism in it that simulated a tide, washing the water gently up the side of the glass. The tank was taller than she was, the surface above her head. If she stared, it almost made it seem like she was beneath the waves.

Claire went upstairs to pack for Harrow Point.







tell
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1.

Dr. Lark’s office smelled like Christmas all year long, cinnamon and clove pumping into the air from an essential oil diffuser shaped like a teardrop. The diffuser was sandwiched between a bronze statue that Claire thought was supposed to be a ballet dancer and the complete hardcover works of Anne Rice. Dr. Lark’s entire bookshelf was a carefully planned monument to relatability, something for everyone arranged in just such a way as to look authentically selected.

“So,” Dr. Lark said, settling into the leather chair across from the ubiquitous psychiatrist’s couch, “what’s new, Claire?”

The leather squeaked when Claire shifted her weight, a pillow wedged in her lap so she had something to occupy her hands. “Nothing, really,” she said.

It was the first time she’d lied in here by anything but omission. Claire had wrestled with herself over it for the entire twenty-minute drive, whether she was going to tell Dr. Lark that Elias was dead. It seemed weird that it was a thing she could choose to keep secret—death, ultimately, was just an interruption, a blip on a crowded radar. Eventually, Claire supposed, she would have to call the receptionist at Elias’s office, let them know never to expect him back, that the hedge fund would have to go to someone else. But for now, she lived in an in-between, where Elias’s end was something she held close and private. A secret, and one that truly wouldn’t mean much to most other people, something they’d only think about for a day at most. Death was a storm you didn’t pay attention to until you were the one struck by lightning.

The only people who would truly understand were the Ashburys. The letter about the funeral still sat on Claire’s cluttered coffee table, staring her down as she skulked around the house in the glow of the empty fish tank, drinking beer and watching the ceiling fan. It’d shone like a square of light when she opened the front door to leave this morning, the sun hitting it just right, making the gilt edges gleam.

That was probably the moment she really decided not to tell, the rest of her inner turmoil little more than theater. If she told Dr. Lark that Elias was dead, she would make all the right noises, perform impeccable doctorate-level sympathy, but she couldn’t understand. And Claire didn’t want to deal with that.

She’d gotten so good at not dealing with things, why start now?

And because she wasn’t going to tell her that Elias was dead, she wasn’t going to tell her about the dream she’d had, either. About Elias hovering next to the laundry, coming closer, his yellow eyes and awful masklike face.

Dr. Lark shifted in her chair, crossing stockinged legs. “Is work going well? Last time we talked, you were chasing down an invoice. That has to be frustrating.”

“They paid up, finally.” Claire stretched a smile over her teeth. “But I definitely had anxiety dreams for a week about it.”

Here was how you played the game: Share a little, but not too much. Give a soft landing of vulnerability, but keep the foundation firm beneath.

It hadn’t always been this way. There had been a point in Claire’s life when she’d lent credence to the idea of healing. A few years after the accident, when it was far enough behind her that she could function but not so far behind that she’d forced her mind to forget. She’d been seeing a different therapist then, not Dr. Lark. One provided by the state. When they suggested hypnosis to help her relive the accident and get some closure for the parts she couldn’t remember, Claire had agreed, and Aunt Margo had signed the permission forms without reading them.

But she’d remembered too much. The sea, a voice, the radio. And that was when Claire started holding things back from therapists. Started using them for the medicine that kept her functional, and nothing else. Dr. Lark was little more than a Lexapro Pez dispenser, because to let her be more would be to remember things that Claire didn’t want to remember.

The aforementioned Lexapro Pez dispenser was now making a sympathetic noise and writing on her clipboard. “Did you try taking vitamin D along with your meds?”

“I did, and it’s helped.” For all her caginess about therapy, Claire followed every substance protocol to the letter. “I really think it was only about the invoice.”

Except that wasn’t really true. After the Elias dream, she’d had another, about the car that had followed her on the way home from the hospital. The headlights had kept getting bigger and bigger, until she was drowning in their bright-blue glow, choking on phosphorescence like it was seawater.

Dr. Lark nodded, then sat in silence, eyes gently expectant behind her glasses. She was good at this part. Making gullies of quiet that you felt you had to shovel in.

It worked, dammit. And this piece of her life, at least, was probably prudent to share with someone. “I think I was followed again,” Claire murmured.

Elegantly groomed brows drew down tight, gentle expectation giving way to worry. “Does it feel the same as before?”

Claire shrugged. The time when she had been followed—she refused to use the word stalked—was one of the few things she had been honest with Dr. Lark about, mostly because she was terrified. Of course, she had no hard evidence, no texts or weird phone calls, nothing to suggest that her feelings had any basis in reality. But Dr. Lark had taken it seriously despite that, maybe even because of it. Helped Claire work through what the feelings might mean subconsciously, run tests to rule out other diagnoses. She’d tried to help Claire get a police tail for a couple days, just to make sure there was no threat, but the department had made it clear that they wouldn’t really help until there was evidence of criminal activity, and maybe not even then. It seemed like you had to get nearly murdered before they’d take it seriously.

Eventually—right before Claire met Elias, in fact—the feelings faded away. The certainty that someone was always watching, that she was a fish in a very small, very observable bowl, was finally gone, and in its place was something like stability. The possibility of it, at least. And Claire had clawed on with both hands, determined not to let it slither away. Elias was the best thing that had ever happened to her. The only good thing.

Her throat went tight.

Sure, there had been the hit-and-run, years after the feeling of being followed had stopped, right before Elias proposed. Sometimes she thought it was the reason he had. Seeing her in her hospital bed, small and weak and bruised, had brought out a tenderness in him Claire hadn’t seen before. In a twisted way, she was thankful for the hit-and-run. It made him love her more.

The only thing that had connected the accident to her previous stalking claim was that it had been a black car with blue headlights. But there were lots of black cars with blue headlights, the officers said, and since the incident had taken place out of sight of their neighbors’ security cameras, there was no way to track the driver down. Elias had been incensed, for a few days. But then he’d seemed to accept it. Claire had recovered fine. There were no lingering injuries. Really, the car had barely bumped her, just enough to knock her down. It was her own fault for wearing noise-canceling headphones while walking. The damage was done by her knocking her head on a driveway, not the car itself.

“Reoccurrences like this are usually brought on by a stressor,” Dr. Lark said, tapping her pen against her rose-pink legal pad. “Has anything important happened in the past couple days? Anything that might’ve mirrored that time in your life? Feeling… untethered?”

And Claire was a pro at this, Claire knew how to play this game. “No,” she said. “No, nothing.”

She stared at her reflection in Dr. Lark’s glasses for a small eternity, her therapist’s eyes narrowed, her lips pursed. “That’s odd,” Dr. Lark finally said, with a leading string attached to the edge of the word. One Claire refused to grab.

She checked her notes. “And nothing that might have reminded you of the accident?”

Dr. Lark was of the mind that the car that had run into Claire probably didn’t actually look like the one she’d thought was stalking her in college, but that Claire had conflated the two in her brain. Sometimes Claire almost believed it.

She shook her head.

Dr. Lark nodded. Then, casually: “And how have you and Elias been lately?”

Claire’s mouth hung open, leaking a tiny wheezing breath that was hopefully disguised by the hiss of the oil diffuser. Here was one more thing she had sometimes been honest about with Dr. Lark, and of course it was going to come bite her in the ass.

“I know you said at our last session that he seemed more distracted than usual.” Pursing her lips, Dr. Lark flipped back in her legal pad, though it was more for show than to consult her notes. “And that you were planning to talk with him about how you needed more emotional commitment.”

“I never said that,” Claire said, clutching the pillow tighter. Dr. Lark had suggested that Elias’s reluctance to set a date was a sign of emotional unavailability, that she shouldn’t move forward with their engagement before she was sure he could be open and committed in the way she needed. But Claire had never said such a thing. She was marrying Elias, whenever she could manage to make him nail down a date.

At least, she’d been going to.

A sardonic look over the top of her glasses as Dr. Lark shuffled back through the legal pad. “Have you given it any more thought?”

Claire shrugged, tightened her grip on the pillow.

“I still think it’s a good idea.” Dr. Lark didn’t make eye contact when she was in advice-giving mode; it was saved only for listening mode. It made the advice seem more like a suggestion and less like a diagnosis, which was probably the point.

But when Dr. Lark continued, she was looking straight into Claire’s eyes. “You have been through immense trauma, Claire,” she said softly. “And your barometer for what counts as healthy emotional attachment didn’t develop normally. I’ve told you before, and I’ll keep telling you: A relationship where you are constantly held at arm’s length isn’t going to be good for you in the long run. I’m not saying that Elias can’t change, and that this can’t be a good marriage. But I am telling you it will take work and communication. From what you’ve told me of Elias, I think you’d both benefit from taking the time to resolve some things and make sure you are on the same page.”

Elias couldn’t change, never again. Elias was way past changing.

Claire kept her mouth shut.

Dr. Lark sighed and tapped her pen again. “I know I’ve asked you before, but do you think he would be open to attending a session with you? It could be beneficial.”

A direct question, so Claire couldn’t just stay quiet and slowly choke the throw pillow. She had to answer.

Her voice was so calm. So even. “Maybe,” she said. “I forgot to ask. But I will.”

Lies. No one could ask Elias anything.

With another long sigh, Dr. Lark took off her glasses, folded them neatly on her desk. “You know you don’t have to go looking for security, Claire,” she said. “You know you can find it in yourself. That your life has meaning, just by virtue of being. It doesn’t have to be given weight by someone else.”

But it did. Claire felt like she could fly away at any moment, insubstantial as a trash bag caught in a wind gust, tangled in sharp branches. Her anchor was gone, so what did she do now?

“You are worthy of deep connection,” Dr. Lark continued. “You are worth someone committing to you fully, exactly how you need.”

Nah. But Claire summoned a smile. “I know, don’t worry.”

Dr. Lark nodded, lips pulled flat. She checked her clipboard again. “You’re good on meds,” she said, like subconsciously she knew why Claire was really here. “So that isn’t the issue, as far as the feelings of being followed go. We’ll keep an eye on that; call me if you think you need a special session, or if anything changes. In the meantime, try to get more sleep, OK? And maybe see about getting out of town. It would probably do you good.”

Her mouth was dry, her teeth like ice picks in the dusty cavern between roof and tongue. “Get out of town,” she repeated. “Good idea.”

She stood to go, placing the throw pillow carefully back on the couch.

“Oh, Claire?”

Turning, braced for another piece of advice about Elias that she’d pretend to take.

But Dr. Lark just smiled, slightly sad. “Happy birthday.”

It was an invitation to talk more. Claire was her last client of the day, on purpose, so that their sessions could run over without issue. Dr. Lark’s idea, not hers. Dr. Lark always tried to push around her birthday, the anniversary, tried to get her to talk more about the boat, her family, the storm. Claire never did.

Her mouth stretched. It felt like a mask, some horrible Halloween latex affair, too wide and straining. “Thanks.”

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

A black car idled outside Dr. Lark’s office, all tinted windows and mean grille. Claire didn’t look at it. Claire climbed into the Mercedes and drove away.

The black car drove in the opposite direction.

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

She’d first seen the black car on her way out of class, a day after her nineteenth birthday.

It hadn’t been that remarkable, other than the fact that it was nicer than anything else in the student lot. A BMW, recently washed, gleaming. It idled by the sidewalk, and she’d paid little attention to it as she passed by. The windows were tinted, probably illegally, impossible to see inside.

Claire had seen it again the next day—or, with the benefit of hindsight, one that looked like it. Outside her dorm, idling again, the smell of exhaust as she walked with Annie to go get a pizza from the student center. Then three days after that, as she left her part-time job at Bed Bath & Beyond. Idling, once again, like whoever was driving wanted to be able to leave at a moment’s notice.

“I think someone is following me,” she said to Annie when she got back to the dorm. Quiet, embarrassed. She was not someone who would be picked for stalking, she thought. It felt almost like she was trying to brag.

Annie raised a brow. “Do you want to go to campus police?”

“No.” Claire shook her head. “It’s not that serious.”

But she kept seeing the car. She expected things to ramp up, once she started reading Reddit threads about stalking—mysterious flower deliveries, hang-up phone calls. But it never did. Whoever was in the black BMW, apparently, just wanted to watch.

Claire mentioned it to Dr. Lark. She got involved, more than Claire really wanted her to. When weeks went on with no escalation, Dr. Lark came to a conclusion that felt comforting, if not entirely true. It was all in her head. She was just seeing similar cars and creating a scenario, letting the anxiety fumes in her brain cook up malice where there was only coincidence. Eventually, she stopped seeing it at all.

Though sometimes she still felt like someone was watching. A harpoon pointed at her back.

Until that weekend in the city.

○ ○ 4. ○ ○

When Claire arrived back home, the answering machine was blinking.

She’d never understood why Elias insisted on having a landline. They never got anything but robocalls and requests for political surveys. Now that she’d seen his mother’s Hotmail email address, it made a bit more sense. Clearly, Elias hadn’t been raised in a family that moved on with the times. Odd, for a bunch of sea floor scientists.

The date of the message scrolled across the screen. April 28, two days before Elias died. She must not have noticed the blinking light before, lost in a fugue of grief and alcohol. There was no name attached to the number, though it had a Portland, Maine, area code.

Claire pressed the button.

“You’ve gotta do something, man.” A voice she didn’t recognize, that didn’t bother to identify itself. “It’s gonna happen soon. Things are getting bad.”

That was it. The machine asked if she wanted to save the message or delete it.

Wrong number. They got plenty of those, too. Elias had never bothered to set an away message, leaving it on the automated voice that said they were unavailable and nothing else.

She pressed one, prompting a deletion. The blinking light went dark.







no

[image: ]
1.

Once upon a time—five years ago, give or take—Claire and Elias met by the ocean.

It was spring break, and Claire had taken the train up from Boston to New York for the weekend with Annie, her roommate, and Annie’s friends. If asked, they would’ve said they were Claire’s friends, too, but that was mostly by virtue of proximity. Annie was the popular one, the one with the full social calendar. Annie had been content to have Claire along for the ride ever since they’d been randomly assigned to the same room their first year at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. They got along well, well enough that even when life and loans got in the way and their stints in higher education stretched past the expected four years, they’d moved into an off-campus apartment together. Despite their friendship, Claire assumed that the reason Annie invited her along was that Claire never had plans that interfered. The detachment Claire had cultivated from her uglier emotions had bled over into a detachment from other people, too. Most of her friendships were made from her being thrust into the same situations as others, and she’d never nurtured a knack for socializing beyond that.

With a friend like Annie, though, you didn’t really need to. Her personal gravity was enough for others to easily acquire an orbit, which was how Claire found herself invited to a three-day city extravaganza, beginning with Coney Island and ending with an off-off-Broadway production of Avenue Q.

Claire was loitering by Zoltar, the fortune-telling machine, and eating a hot dog when a cute blond guy sidled up to her, jerking a thumb toward the leering mechanical face. “He tell you anything good?”

Even Claire, who was not generally one to be flirted with, knew that in this moment she was being flirted with. She fought past her initial instinct to run, sure she would somehow fuck it up. Instead, she grinned around her hot dog, raised a brow. “I haven’t asked yet, actually.”

“Well, we can’t have that.” He turned toward the machine, fishing in his pocket for change. Tall and muscular in an unassuming way, with gold hair and bright-blue eyes and a serious tilt to his mouth. He could have been mistaken for a celebrity, and the wink he flashed her—cringey from anyone else, charming from him—said he knew it.

A quarter fed to the slot made Zoltar jerk to life, but Claire’s eyes were on this mysterious flirting stranger rather than the robot fortune teller. His blue eyes flicked from Zoltar to the direction of the beach and back again. He almost seemed nervous, but that didn’t make sense. Why would this guy be nervous talking to her? Brown-haired, brown-eyed, average height and build, averagely pretty. She didn’t stick out in a crowd, not like him.

So her nerves, fluttering in her gut and making her hot dog unwelcome, were entirely justified. She was still holding the hot dog and didn’t really know what to do with her hands, afraid that if she put it down she would reveal the large dollop of mustard working its way over her index finger. Licking fingers was supposed to be sexy, but she didn’t think it counted with mustard.

The blond guy’s hands were shoved in his pockets, his brows drawn down as he watched Zoltar. But he glanced down at her through pale lashes with those brilliant-blue eyes, flashed her a small, self-conscious smile. And it soothed her, to see that he really was nervous, just as nervous as she was.

Claire threw the rest of her hot dog in the trash and surreptitiously licked up the mustard while the blond guy watched the fortune teller’s slot, not even trying for sexy.

When the card was printed, Claire grabbed it, flipped it back and forth in her fingers. “Does it count if you didn’t pay for it?” God, she was bad at this. “I mean, will the fortune be for me or for you?”

“Read it first.” Another one of those grins, and already they made her chest feel warm, like she was the only person for miles. “If it’s a really good one, I might take it for myself.”

Claire smiled back, then looked down at the card, deepening her voice to what she hoped were arcane tones. “‘You will always go back to the ocean.’” A snort. “Yeah, you can have that one.”

When she looked up, his face was pale.

He recovered quickly from whatever had thrown him off; his hand twitched, like he might reach out and take the paper, then dove deeper in his pocket when he realized that wasn’t the right move. It was endearing, to see that all this was as foreign to him as it was to her, to see that he didn’t really know what to do with himself, either. Flattering, to know he’d approached her out of everyone here, despite his nervousness. Her pull had been strong enough to overcome his apprehension. Claire had never thought she was the type. Everyone else seemed to come and go so easily.

“I’m Elias,” he said. “And if you have the room for another hot dog, I would love to buy it for you.”

She cocked her head, emboldened, feeling somehow brighter, like all the colors that made her up were more saturated because he was looking at them. “Make it a soft pretzel instead, and I’m in.”

They’d spent the rest of the three days together. Claire skipped Avenue Q to walk with him in Central Park, wandering around the benches and weaving through dog walkers. He made conversations seem deep while staying easy—talk about childhoods that wasn’t really talking about them, just mutual acknowledgment of them being lackluster. Elias told her he’d just come from five years of working for his family’s business.

“So you started when you were, what? Eighteen?” She’d been working the cash register at a Wendy’s when she was eighteen.

“They start us early,” Elias answered. “It’s a lot to learn. I’m glad to be done with it.”

“Is that how it usually goes?” She had zero knowledge of family businesses. Of families. “You only have to work there for a few years?”

“Not usually.” He shrugged. “My parents—for all their flaws—have done a lot to make sure their children have a good life. So much more than anyone else would ever do.” His lips twisted. “I don’t like them. I don’t talk to them. But I respect them.”

Weird. But she was in no place to judge.

“So the deal was, I do my years in the business, and then I get my trust.” A shy glance of blue eyes. He seemed shy so often, in those early years. Like he thought he might scare her away, before he knew that there was nearly nothing he could do to make her go. “Most of my obligations are fulfilled now. I guess I don’t really know what to do with myself.”

Claire was just as aimless. She had a year left in her marketing degree, but no leads on what to do after that. “The future is freelance,” she said, with a half-hearted laugh.

“You can make that work,” Elias responded. “If you have someone to take care of you.”

An outdated statement, one that should’ve tugged her into calling him out. But instead she grinned, still feeling that effervescence, that brightness. “Are you offering to take care of me?”

No one ever had. Not since the accident, not since she went to live with Aunt Margo, not since Aunt Margo cut her loose the moment it was legal to do so. Independence was a thing to be valued, certainly, but was it so bad to want solid ground beneath you? Being taken care of sounded nice, really, and part of her wanted a chance to try it out.

There was nothing small or hesitant in his answering smile, this time. “Yeah.” One hand came out of his pocket, twined around hers instead. “I guess I am.”

She was caught, then, like a fish on a hook.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

Two years later, after Claire graduated, they had the house in Connecticut, the one on five acres in a historic district that she thought of as a mansion but he referred to as a bungalow. Claire worked because she wanted to; so did he. She took long walks every night, because she liked the solitude, but also because she wanted to stay in shape. A guy like Elias didn’t deserve someone who let herself go.

The car came up behind her silently—or at least, silently to Claire, who had drowned out ambient noise with Cardi B in her headphones. It kept playing as the car bumped her calves, almost like an insistent cat, kept going until her legs were mostly beneath the hood and her head cracked onto the cement.

It was gone in a blur of black paint and blue headlights.

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

He took her to the fanciest restaurant she had ever been to the night he proposed, after she was released from the hospital, still weak and bruised but mostly fine. Despite her injuries, Claire was the happiest she had ever been. He was perfect, so perfect that even the times when he got frustrated and yelled, and the one night he’d thrown the wineglass at the wall, and once when he’d called her a bitch for saying he should tip their Uber driver, were all almost moments of relief. Proof that he was human, that she wasn’t dreaming. That he was perfect, yes, but not godlike, so he wouldn’t leave her. Especially not now.

He’d stayed by her bedside in the hospital, unfailingly vigilant, holding her hand. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, over and over again. “I’m so, so sorry.”

And even though she hurt all over, Claire felt like she was glowing, like the light of her happiness was so bright it must be seeping from her pores.

The chef greeted him like a close personal friend. The table was on the roof, under laden arbors and chains of Edison bulbs. The food was delicious, and when he stood up to slowly sink down on one knee, Claire almost cried right then, because it was perfect, it was perfect.

“Yes,” she said, before he even opened his mouth. “Yes, of course.”

And maybe a shadow passed over his eyes, or maybe it was just the wine. He smiled, and as he slipped the three-carat ring on her finger, he said, “This is the most important thing I’ll ever do.”

And she glowed inside, bright as blue headlights, bright as sunrise on the ocean.
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The plane was somehow exactly what she’d expected and nothing like what she’d thought it would be.

Audrey’s instructions had filed neatly into Claire’s email within ten minutes of them hanging up the phone, bulleted and clear. They gave her a number to call, a car service that would pick her up and ferry her to a private airfield, where a plane waited. Plane, not jet, which made Claire wonder if it was going to be one of those shaky commuter flights instead of the modern extravagance promised in movies. The Ashburys were rich, but maybe not that rich.

But when the car—a town car, not a limo, which seemed classier—pulled up to the airfield, she saw that the word choice in the email meant nothing. It was definitely a jet, and definitely just as fancy as what she’d imagined. There was no writing on the hull, only a twisting line of deep-sea blue. She’d seen the same symbol in the Ashbury Marinography logo. This jet was owned, not chartered.

“Shit,” Claire muttered, pulling her battered roller bag behind her as she climbed out the car door.

The driver pretended not to hear.

An attendant greeted her at the bottom of the boarding stairs with a gentle closed-mouthed smile and nothing to say. Claire clomped up the steps to the main cabin, small and sleek and gleaming white. There was a tiny bottle of champagne on the table in front of a plush leather seat, already popped, and a glass of water next to the empty champagne flute. There were bottles of Perrier lined up in the fridge, spots of deep green shining through the clear glass door, and a small plastic tub of what looked like caviar. An open door at the back of the cabin revealed a bathroom that was arguably nicer than the apartment she’d lived in before Elias bought the house.

“Shiiiiiit,” she said again, this time with more emphasis.

“Welcome, Miss Sutherland.” The voice came cool and even over a hidden loudspeaker in the ceiling. She started like a frightened deer, half crouching before straightening up again, embarrassed. “Our flight to Portland should be a little over two hours long. The weather is favorable, and we don’t expect any turbulence. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to push the button on the table, and Sophie will be with you shortly.”

Sophie, she assumed, was the pretty attendant who had waved her silently up the stairs.

“I’m your pilot, Arthur,” the voice continued. “If you’ll sit down and fasten your seat belt, we’ll be off. Once we reach maximum altitude, the light at the front of the cabin will come on, and you’re free to move around as you please.”

The voice on the speaker sounded recorded, almost, the cadence too practiced and even to be coming straight from a human mouth, and there was none of the fuzzy static that normally accompanied pilot greetings. A better class of sound system, to go with the better class of everything else.

Claire sat in the plush seat. She fastened the seat belt, which was smooth and comfortable, nothing like the frayed nylon she was used to. She took a long gulp of champagne straight from the bottle.

The liftoff felt seamless. Claire wouldn’t have known it was happening if she hadn’t looked out the window, seen the airfield growing rapidly smaller. Pools were sapphires in concrete bracelets. Yards were squares of emerald patchwork.

Her fingers closed around the glass of water, her eyes still watching the world fall away. She brought it to her lips, took a sip. It took her a moment to realize what was so wrong, and she didn’t immediately spit it out, even when the reason for her visceral reaction swam itself up from the back of her mind.

It was salt water.

Claire frowned at the glass. She swallowed almost without thinking, the salt making the water feel warm in her mouth, turning the taste metallic and bloody. Must be something wrong with the taps, or maybe her nerves were screwed up, sending the wrong electrical signals from tongue to brain. It’d happened sometimes, when her meds went slightly wonky. It was probably nothing at all.

But she didn’t take another sip to confirm.

Instead, Claire took another long pull of champagne, swishing it around her teeth. Her vision seemed foggy at the edges, colors blurred. She hadn’t managed to sleep well since Elias died (since she’d dreamed of him yellow-eyed and floating), constantly waking up to pee, to stare at the ceiling, to drink more. Weird, since she remembered sleeping almost constantly after Mom and Dad and Haddie were gone, so deeply it was like she was dead, too. Maybe the body never processed grief the same way twice. Or maybe she was just broken now, incapable of processing it at all.

Her vision bloomed and brightened, edges of shapes spilling into each other. Claire leaned her head back.

Hopefully, the champagne would make her sleep.

“I’m sorry,” Elias said.

There was no glow about him, no ghostly translucence. Still, the air around his body seemed swimmy, though his eyes no longer had that weird yellow cast they’d had in the bedroom, and his feet seemed to be firmly on the floor instead of hovering above it, swaying back and forth.

He stood in the middle of the cabin, a wheat-colored curl falling over his forehead, in the same jeans and white button-up she’d last seen him in, when he left to go to his office. What had he been wearing in the other dream? Claire couldn’t remember, but she thought it was this, the clothes he’d died in. His hands were shoved deep in his pockets, the same nervous stance from the day they met.

The only difference between how he looked now and how he’d looked when he left the day he died, really, was that his clothes and hair were wet. Soaked, even, like he’d been caught in a torrential downpour.

That, and the fact that he was rotting.

Spots of mottled green marked his pale skin, bubbling and moist, flesh made near liquid to the point that it shouldn’t hold together. As if the observation made it so, a gelatinous glob fell from Elias’s forearm, revealing yellowing bone. The fatty mass hit the spotless cabin floor with a soft plop.

Elias grimaced at the greasy stain it left, pus and something that looked like algae seeping between his teeth. “It’s not supposed to be this way.” He rolled his eyes, and one of them came out of its socket, the stringy matter that typically held it in his skull stretching over the plane of his cheekbone. When he straightened to look at her, the eyeball bounced against his face, then burst, like a perfectly poached egg pierced by a bruncher’s fork. The fluid ran over his chin, soaked the collar of his already-wet shirt. Something squirmed in the empty space the eye left behind.

Claire settled back in her chair, oddly relieved. It was probably good that she was sleeping. Sleep would probably be more restful here than it was in the house. “Sorry for what?”

“What I did.” He shrugged, a movement as familiar to her as the flutter of her own fingers. It wasn’t real, but her heart still felt like a fist in her chest as another globule of wet flesh slid off him and hit the floor. The skin and fat had fallen from his neck this time, and the wound left behind had a strange iridescence to it. “What we’ll do.”

“Hate to break it to you,” Claire said, shifting to get comfortable, “but you’re dead, Elias. You won’t be doing anything else.”

She could say it so calmly, here in the dream. Say it and not feel like she was dying, too.

Another shrug. The dangling optic nerve swayed, almost broke. The squirming thing in the orbital cavity poked out cautiously, testing the shimmering air. Dark blue green. Tentacle-like.

“Miss Sutherland, we’re beginning our descent. Touchdown in ten minutes. Please fasten your seat belt, if you’d be so kind.”

Claire started, jerking against her seat belt. Her neck had twisted to rest her head on the window as she slept, and now it ached like a motherfucker, a cramp she couldn’t stretch out. Her forehead had left an oily smear of makeup on the glass; grumbling, she tried to rub it off, only succeeding in making the entire window blurry.

The champagne was gone, and her eyes felt heavy with interrupted sleep. The glass of salt water was empty, too. Frowning, Claire checked the floor, sure it must’ve spilled. But if it had, the puddle had soaked into the carpet deep enough that she couldn’t see.

Her mouth tasted funny. Briefly flouting orders, Claire unbuckled and skulked across the cabin to the minifridge, cracking open a Perrier to rinse her teeth, then spit in the gleaming sink.

Ten minutes until she met the Ashburys.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

Audrey Ashbury looked like she’d been cut out of Vogue—blonde and polished, hair swept back in an elegantly undone chignon, trailing a cloud of expensive yet subtle perfume. She folded Claire into a hug the moment she stepped off the boarding stairs, on a noncommercial airfield at the regional airport clogged with other private craft. Part of her wanted to stare over Audrey’s shoulder, see if she recognized anyone. The bigger part of her was relishing being hugged. No one had touched her since Elias died, if you didn’t count shaking Dr. Cummins’s hand.

“Oh, Claire, we’re so glad you could make it.” The fabric of Audrey’s dress was softer than Claire’s sheets, pressed against her cheek. Audrey was taller than she, model proportioned, thin and thinner in all the correct places. Claire wondered if she was where Elias got his height. “And so, so sorry for your loss.”

It made Claire uncomfortable, that she was the one being apologized to. Yes, she’d loved Elias, she’d planned on marrying him—but Audrey was his mother, and even someone as woefully inept at family as Claire understood that losing a child was a distinct kind of pain, one with no comparison. “I’m sorry, too, Mrs. Ashbury.”

“Just Audrey, please.” She pulled away, directing a watery smile down at Claire, manicured hands still firm on her shoulders. “We’re family.”

Warmth bloomed in Claire’s chest.

“Our driver will be here in five,” Audrey said, checking a delicate gold watch, “but we have some time before everyone else is expecting us. I would love to take you shopping.”

And how was Claire going to say no to that?

The silent driver dropped them off at Saks. Audrey breezed in, greeted the sales associates by name. “A dress, shoes, a bag,” she said, sending them scurrying. She lightly held Claire’s hand as she led her back into the racks of designer clothes. “And anything else that strikes your fancy, Claire.” She laughed, low and sad sounding. “It’s silly, I know. Retail therapy is outdated. But let me buy things for you. It’s all that I feel like I can do.”

“You really don’t have to.”

Audrey’s lips pressed together as she turned in the middle of the aisle. Tentatively, she reached out and touched Claire’s face. Claire leaned into her palm instinctively.

“I do, honey.” Audrey smiled, her eyes brimming. “What you’ve done for us, just by agreeing to be here—it helps. It makes me feel closer to him.”

“I’m so sorry,” Claire murmured.

Audrey closed her eyes, briefly. Touched the corners to make sure no mascara leaked. “He was a good boy,” she murmured. “He did his best.”

“I loved him so much.” Her throat ached. Claire swallowed. She could think of few things more humiliating than tear-staining a Saint Laurent.

“I know,” Audrey murmured, pulling her in for a hug, completely unselfconscious in the way only people who knew they unequivocally belonged could be. “But we’ll be OK. We’ll make each other OK.”

A flash of memory. Claire’s mother, smiling down at her when she was nervous on the first day of school. You’ll be OK.

Claire hugged Audrey back, hard.

A black Gucci dress, red-soled shoes. Claire was more a wallet-in-pocket girl than a bag girl, but Audrey picked her out a black purse that looked like an envelope, interlocking C’s in gold on the front. “That’s not entirely right,” she said, frowning at Claire’s engagement ring, still shining on her left hand. “You wear silver.”

An associate scampered off to find the same bag with the right hardware.

Claire hung back when they approached the clerk, feeling like an interloper. They smiled at Audrey, lips painted a bruisey shade of purple that perfectly suited them but would make Claire look like a corpse. “Audrey, always so lovely to see you.”

“Hi, Mars,” Audrey said breezily. “It’s been a minute, hasn’t it? We’ve been so busy. Not a lot of time for shopping.”

She didn’t mention that the busyness was due to her son’s death. Maybe Audrey operated the same way Claire did, not wanting the platitudes, the sadness that was genuine enough but ultimately fleeting. She already liked Audrey, but this marking of similarities made her feel even closer.

The clerk—Mars—made polite conversation as they plucked the silver card from Audrey’s hand and held it to the touch pad. The imminent arrival of the new spring collection, perfect for some upcoming gala. Audrey asked that things in her size be held back until she could come see them, and Mars acquiesced.

A button on top of the machine flashed red.

Mars stopped mid-sentence. Their eyes flickered, purple lips pulling down in confusion. “I’m so sorry, Audrey,” Mars said, “but it’s saying this one is declined?”

Audrey’s flutter of politeness ground to a halt. Her blue eyes blinked, once, mouth frozen. Then she forced out a tinkling laugh and dug in her handbag—identical to the one she was buying for Claire, but with gold hardware instead of silver—and pulled out another credit card. Gold, this time. It matched the bag.

“Probably the machine,” Mars said, smiling and nearly ducking their head like a vassal to a monarch. The gold card went through without a hitch. “I’ll make sure those pieces are held for you, and we can reach out to schedule a private shopping event.” It sounded like an apology, almost.

“Perfect,” Audrey responded. But there was a breathiness to her voice now, like she’d run a marathon. She didn’t say goodbye when they left.

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

Audrey insisted on lunch, and insisted on a small, French-inspired café that didn’t deign to put the prices on the menu. Claire couldn’t read it and pointed to something that she hoped resembled a sandwich. The waiter didn’t bat an eye at her lack of effort. Audrey rattled off her own order in French, complete with a flawless accent. “Ma fille,” she said at the end, gesturing to Claire, and Claire remembered enough from high school that she felt sun-warmed.

“Claire.” Audrey folded her hands under her chin and beamed at her. The force of a beam from someone like Audrey had an unreal effect, like you were talking to a cardboard cutout of a movie star instead of a real person. “Tell me about yourself! I’ve been so curious.”

Claire gulped her water—the ice came back and hit her in the nose—and tried to smile. “I’m a freelance social media consultant.” She hated what it said about her, that she felt the need to start with her job when asked about herself. But it wasn’t like she had anything else going on.

Nothing but her fiancé being dead.

“Fascinating.” Audrey sipped her own water, managing to do so without any ice-caused catastrophe. “I don’t know the first thing about all that social media stuff. Never got into it myself.”

“Can’t say I’d recommend it.” Then, because his name felt like something caught in her throat, because she couldn’t decide if it was worse to have him hanging at the edges of the conversation or pinned directly in the middle: “Elias was never into it, either.”

They both paused, let the weight of it settle. Audrey’s eyes were misty. “No, he wasn’t,” she said quietly. “We looked.”

Of course they had. She imagined Audrey sitting up at night, searching every possible combination of name and nickname in the tiny search bars of various platforms. Had she searched for Claire, too? The last time she’d posted to Instagram, everyone had still been using the Valencia filter.

“Not that I expected him to be.” Audrey waved a hand at her face, banishing the mist that had never turned liquid. “Elias liked his privacy, his solitude. It made his job easier.”

Claire leaned forward, grasping the tiny morsel of information like a fish to a worm. “You mean his job at the company? He never really told me what he did, those years he worked for his father.”

A muscle twitched in Audrey’s cheek. She took another sip of water. “Research, mostly. But it was on one of the smaller islands, off the coast of the one where we live. Just big enough for a lab, and the work was solitary.”

“So he spent five years on an island by himself?” It didn’t square with what she knew of Elias. He didn’t like getting close to people, but he liked having people around. Sometimes it seemed like he didn’t feel real unless someone else was watching him.

“Oh, no.” Audrey chuckled. “Not alone.”

Their lunch arrived. Claire had, thankfully, managed to order a sandwich. Audrey had a jewel-colored salad that she took three bites of before declaring herself full.

“No dessert?” she asked, when Claire’s sandwich was down to the dregs. “When I was young, like you, my mother always insisted I get dessert. Said it was foolish to waste the years where I could eat it without worrying.”

Her mother. And that’s what she was acting like, here: Claire’s mother, taking her shopping, taking her to lunch, smiling at her with that thousand-watt grin that made her feel like she was igniting from the inside, spectacularly warm. Ma fille.

Claire got dessert. And when it was done, Audrey paid with the gold credit card.

○ ○ 4. ○ ○

The driver was waiting at the curb to take them to the Ashbury family home. Claire looked out the window, clutching her new bag and huffing leather scent, watching the ocean as the car sped over seamless pavement. It would appear that Elias’s family lived on a private island. No wonder he’d been tired of the beach. She’d laugh at how ridiculous it was, if she weren’t so intimidated.

The car reached a tollbooth at the end of the coast. A long, white road stretched behind it, traffic-less. The driver rolled down the window, flashed ID to the attendant. They nodded, and the car eased out onto the thin causeway. The ocean churned beneath them, blue green and frothing, and five minutes later, Harrow Point loomed on the horizon. All she could see from the causeway was the crenelated roof, the rest hidden behind rocky outcroppings.

The island was cone-shaped, the house seemingly built at the top. When the road reached the island, it curved around the base of the cone, Harrow Point crouching above everything like a dragon on its hoard.

White beach houses dotted the lane, squared off with emerald-green yards that looked incredibly out of place next to the beach and the cliffs. “Staff housing,” Audrey offered. “Mostly for the Harrow Point help, though sometimes interns stay here, too.”

“I bet you get a ton of internship applicants.” The houses weren’t as large as the one she’d shared with Elias, but to Claire, they still looked huge. Staying here would feel more like a vacation than a job.

“Oh, we do.” Audrey chuckled. “But we’re incredibly choosy. There are a few other companies we do most of our business with, and they help with the selection process.”

Apparently the houses were lived in, but there was no one in the yards, no one on the beach. The town car took a turn, switchbacking up the slope of the island, bringing them close to the house on the corner.

Something glimmered in the house’s window. It was gone before Claire could get a good look, but for a moment, she thought she saw steel bars segmenting the glass.

The houses petered out once they left the beach, the white road stretching between rock and the occasional scrubby pine. Around another turn, a large, pale barn sat on a flat stretch of field, as incongruously green as the yards.

“You do livestock, too?”

Audrey tittered, digging in her bag without looking out the window. “Sometimes.”

But if there were any animals on the property, Claire couldn’t see them. The island was a ghost town.

Once they reached the top and she actually saw Harrow Point, though, her mind was too full of shock to spare much thought for cows or interns.

Huge didn’t even begin to cover it. Harrow Point was a sprawling gothic monstrosity of a house, turreted and gabled and dark against the blue sky behind. It appeared to be built into the side of the island, the spires of it artfully emerging from the ground as if they’d grown there. Below the spires, facing the open ocean, windows pocked the rock face of the cliff, the tide line lapping against the topmost sills. Were it nighttime instead of midday, Claire was sure she’d see more windows below the water’s surface, the house descending into the sea.

Another, smaller cliff jutted out from the side of the well-manicured lawn, overlooking the ocean. The rock of it was bright white, like it was kept purposefully clean, and glittered with pockets of mica. Claire found herself wanting to break off a piece of that cliff, carry it around in her pocket. Or her new Chanel.

“Wow,” Claire breathed.

Audrey glanced at her, eyes as bright a blue as the sky outside the car. She blushed, as if she was both ashamed and extremely proud of the opulence of her home. “It’s ancestral,” she said, like it was an excuse. “Built by my husband’s great-great-grandfather. He settled the island, too, bringing in employees when he started his oceanography research, before he went into engineering. There was no one else here when he bought the island, of course—he didn’t take it from anyone, didn’t colonize it or anything like that.” A high, nervous laugh. “Just a completely empty island off the coast of Maine, and he got it for cheap. Began building the house into the cliff mostly to save money on materials.” She nodded to the house in question, crouching over them now. The shadows of the top portion, the part not half-constructed in the cliff, cast long divots of darkness over the car as they drove closer. “The upper part—what Wellsley refers to, in jest, as the castle—was built by his father, Wellington Ashbury the Fourth.”

Wellsley. That must be Elias’s father, a nickname for Wellington.

No wonder his older brother went by Ash. Wellington was, apparently, a very hard name to shorten to something that didn’t sound like it belonged to a golden retriever.

“Doesn’t really need to be in jest,” Claire said, pressing her forehead against the glass and craning her neck to try to see all the way to the top of the dark-stone turrets, half expecting gargoyles. “It looks exactly like a castle.”

Audrey made a small noise of amusement as her only reply.

A filigree iron gate blocked the driveway from the road, part of a larger, ornate fence that ringed the main property. Besides the house, Claire could see what looked like a huge garage off to one side of the driveway, and another building whose use she couldn’t guess at on the other side. Labs, maybe?

The driver, still silent, parked the car and opened the door in one fluid motion, walking up to the keypad embedded by the gate. His fingers flew over the buttons, and the gate opened soundlessly. He turned back to the car and slid in behind the steering wheel, smiling in a way that didn’t show his teeth.

“Thank you, Alton,” Audrey said, in a bright tone that said she prided herself on always being kind to the help.

Alton inclined his head, but stayed silent, mouth still closed.

The car glided through the gate, onto the smoothly paved drive. It was circular, the widest part of it looping away from the gate and back again, with a smaller lane branching off to the left that led to the garage. There was no path to the other building—Claire assumed it had a private drive. The Ashburys probably didn’t want interns swarming their yard.

Alton swerved right, bringing them around to the main entrance, passing the promontory jutting out over the beach below. Behind stone pillars bracing a deep porch, the double doors of Harrow Point soared higher than three people stacked on top of each other.

Alton opened the car door for Audrey first, then Claire, her suitcase already in his hand. Something was wrong with his wrist. Claire couldn’t tell what, exactly, though her assumption was either a break that had healed poorly or scar tissue from a burn—the skin around the bone seemed lumped and misshapen.

She took her suitcase, not wanting him to carry it on the off chance the injury hurt. “Thanks, Alton.”

No reply, but another closed-lipped smile. Alton got back in the car and spun it smoothly toward the small lane leading to the garage, off to tuck it in among its luxurious fellows.

Claire squared her shoulders and turned to face Harrow Point.

The pillars by the doors were strange. From far away, they looked like any other pillars that might hold up the porch of any other mansion, ionic or doric or whatever. But up close, the lines were slightly wavering, like ripples in a tide.

“Come on.” Audrey pushed open the door to Harrow Point, sending a sunny grin over her shoulder that was entirely at odds with the darkness inside the house. “We’ve all been so excited to meet you.”
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day 1, afternoon
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1.

It took a second for Claire’s eyes to adjust. Once all the tiny receptors in her retinas had acclimatized to the dim light, she had to fight the urge to let out a long, low whistle.

The foyer was soaring. There was really no other word for it. The ceilings weren’t quite skyscraper high, but they were definitely fancy-bank high, the kind under which every cough would echo and refract. A blue-and-green stained-glass window above the door was the only source of light she could see, filtering the sun onto the rich carpeting, woven in the same subtle rippling pattern of the pillars outside. The carpet looked blue and green, too, from either the light or a very matchy interior decorator. After the carpet was a grand staircase, lined in statuary whose exact details she couldn’t quite make out.

But the staircase didn’t lead up. It led down.

Claire didn’t have time to puzzle over the staircase, though, because standing in front of it was Elias’s entire extended family. Audrey must have texted someone on the drive, let them know the exact moment they’d be arriving. Claire shifted, her new heels pinching her toes.

“Claire.” A man with salt-and-pepper hair and a strong jaw stepped forward, offering a hand. His face looked like if you’d taken Elias’s and left it out in the woods for a couple years to season, hard and weathered yet still good-looking. “Wellington Ashbury the Fifth. We’re so glad you could come, and so sorry for your loss.”

There it was again, the apologizing, as if grief needed a designated handler and they’d all chosen her for the job. She guessed she was suited for that, seeing as she never let the feeling get a foothold. It was probably too heavy for them to carry, and she had practice. “Thank you, Mr. Ashbury.”

“Wellsley.” He smiled and pumped her hand again.

Claire just smiled back. She didn’t think she could make herself call this man Wellsley.

Mr. Ashbury gestured behind him, at the other arrayed family members. A man he called Patrick, Elias’s uncle; his other uncle, Greg; Greg’s husband, Theo; Patrick’s wife, Dierdre. There were no children present. Claire shook all of their hands, heard all of their condolences. They all had extremely bright-blue eyes, just like Elias’s, even the spouses. Ashbury genes were strong, apparently strong enough that Ashburys selected blue-eyed mates, too. She was suddenly very conscious of her plain brown pair.

“Excellent to meet you.” Patrick pumped her hand, his blue eyes assessing behind the gleam of glasses. “We’ve wanted to for so long.”

Claire just smiled, again. Patrick had a really nice voice, deep and smooth. Maybe he did commercial voice-overs or something on the side.

It wasn’t until all the Ashburys fell silent, their litany of introductions concluded, that Claire realized which name she’d been waiting for. “Is Wellington not coming?” She felt a preemptive burn of anger at the thought. Of course he wouldn’t be here. Of course he’d leave Elias to shoulder all the burdens that should’ve been his and then not even show up for his damn funeral.

She’d never met the guy, but she really wanted to punch him in the gut.

The line of Mr. Ashbury’s mouth flattened. “Wellington will be arriving later,” he said. “In time for dinner, he promises.”

“Which is in two hours, Lucille tells me.” This from Dierdre, Patrick’s wife. Not the model-caliber beauty that Audrey was, but still extremely pretty, her dark hair perfectly shiny, her shape gym-kept thin beneath her expensive black sheath dress. “That gives Claire plenty of time to settle in before things begin.”

The way she said things made it sound like more than dinner, but Claire guessed that was to be expected. Houses like this, families like this, made dinner a much bigger deal than takeout on the couch.

At least, according to what she’d seen on TV.

“We’ll show you to the part of the house we actually stay in.” Dierdre turned, headed for the deep staircase that led down into the lower reaches of Harrow Point. “The castle is far too gloomy.”

Claire’s heart climbed halfway up her throat—she didn’t like being underground. She’d managed to avoid the basement in her and Elias’s house the entire time they lived there. When she was in an apartment, she’d gone to a laundromat down the street rather than the included basement facility.

But what was she supposed to say? Claire stepped forward to follow the others.

The cool breath of deep earth wafted up the staircase, and her skin prickled at the sensation of stone on every side.

Stop it. She set her teeth. Get over yourself. You can deal with it for Elias.

Would he be down there? His corpse, peacefully arranged, calm and pale and in a suit he never would have picked out for himself? She still didn’t know what they’d done with him, though at this point she assumed the Ashburys had somehow received the body. There was usually a viewing at a funeral, right? Unless the body was mangled from some accident, instead of sniped by an aneurysm. Would he be buried here? These were all things she should know, obviously, but she didn’t, and she was only now recognizing what a failure of a partner that made her. An unfit wife, for a family like this. Not worthy of inclusion.

She suddenly didn’t want to see him. She suddenly hoped that the Ashburys had kept his body far away, that she’d never have to think of him in any other way than as he’d been when he left the house that morning.

(or hovering beside the laundry, looming and yellow-eyed, or rotting in the cabin of a private plane, skin falling off and something growing from his eye socket)

Everyone else had turned toward the staircase when Dierdre did; apparently the family didn’t spend much time up in the castle at all. But Dierdre glanced over her shoulder at Claire as the rest of them descended, a slight line between her dark brows. “Are you all right, dear?”

“Fine.” Claire made herself nod, made herself smile. “I’m just not a huge fan of being underground.”

Dierdre laughed, the sound high and tinkling. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t really feel like underground once you get there.” She started down the stairs, past the strange statues. Claire’s eyes had adjusted enough for her to make out more of their particulars now—odd, monstrous mermaids, tentacles where hair and legs should be, mouths open in snarls full of sharp teeth. Her nose wrinkled. She’d never really understood fine art.

“And besides,” Dierdre said up ahead, “you can get used to anything if you have to.”

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

The staircase turned spiral beyond the line of gloom that obscured it from sight of the foyer, but was still wide enough for all of them to walk abreast if they chose to. They didn’t. Mr. Ashbury led the way, followed by Patrick, then Greg, then Audrey, then Theo, then Dierdre. Claire trailed behind them, her suitcase bumping down the stairs and running into her heels.

None of them spoke, the only sound the faraway crash of waves on some unseen shoreline, and the sound that silence itself seemed to carry in large enough places—an echoing nothing, too much air trapped somewhere with no sky.

Down they walked, followed by the rhythmic thump of Claire’s luggage. Hallways branched to the left and the right at evenly placed landings, the corridors dark and seemingly unused. She expected to see staff in a place this large, the apparent inhabitants of the white beach houses. But other than Alton the driver and Lucille, the cook Dierdre had mentioned, there didn’t appear to be anyone here but the Ashburys.

“What’s down there?” She didn’t really intend to speak, but the deeper they went into the labyrinthine house, the more Claire’s flesh felt like it was going to shrink right off her bones, and talking at least gave her something else to concentrate on.

No one else paused in their walking, but Dierdre glanced over her shoulder, a bland smile on her face. “What do you mean, dear?”

Claire waved her hand listlessly at the darkened corridor to her right, on the third empty landing they’d passed since leaving the foyer. The motion almost made her lose her balance, her suitcase slamming into the back of her foot again. “I was just curious what’s down these hallways. They don’t look like they’ve been used much.”

“Oh.” Dierdre nodded toward the hallway. “Bedrooms for the help, mostly. Only the staff with families have the beach houses.”

Her eyes darted back toward the front of the procession, where Wellsley and the others were still tromping doggedly down into the depths of Harrow Point. None of them looked back at Claire, but Patrick, close to the front, slid his gaze toward his wife for just a moment before turning around again.

“Bedrooms,” Dierdre repeated, “and the apses at the end, of course.”

Apse. The word sparked half a recognition in Claire’s brain, though she couldn’t quite grasp the whole of it. She frowned, fingers working to fists and back on the handle of her suitcase. “Like… like in a church?”

Dierdre’s smile widened, and she seemed genuinely pleased. “Exactly.”

Claire frowned, glancing into the shadows of the hallway again before resuming her steady trek downward. She hadn’t known Elias’s family was religious, but she guessed it made sense. He’d always had a deep disdain for pretty much every major religion, scoffed at its falseness, its inability to see the world as it truly was. Everything was so much bigger than standard religion wanted it to be, Elias would say. So much messier. He was vehement enough in his revulsion that Claire actively avoided situations that might bring up the topic, not wanting to argue. Because it always felt like an argument, even though she largely agreed with him.

Now she assumed that most of Elias’s contempt had come from being part of a family that built church pieces into their palatial estate. Fair enough.

“Do you have questions, Claire?” The Ashburys were still moving down the spiral staircase, disappearing into the gloom beyond. Dierdre didn’t look back as she spoke this time, and her voice was quiet, as if she didn’t want to be overheard. She’d married into this family, too. Maybe she still thought their idiosyncrasies were kind of weird and wanted to give Claire reassurance.

The thought brought warmth. “Not really,” Claire answered. “I just didn’t know you guys were religious.”

“In a sense,” Dierdre said. “It’s more about tradition. The rules, you know?”

Claire didn’t. But she nodded anyway.

Down, down, Claire followed the Ashburys, feeling the weight of the stone pressing around her, the knowledge of how deep underground they must be. None of the windows she’d seen on the side of the cliff looked in on the staircase, nothing to break up the dimness. There were only stone and dark and those weird mermaid statues, all claws and scales and teeth. A lamp lit the way every few feet, wide and squat and suspended on a metal post that curved at the top, reminding her of the smoky lights you’d see next to a dock in an old movie. Other than that, shadows.

The mermaid statues made her think of her dream on the plane. Elias rotting, Elias apologizing. As much as she wanted to see him alive again, she hoped she didn’t have another dream like that, wet and decomposing, pieces of him dropping away. Though she didn’t want to see him as he’d looked in the first dream, either.

Maybe it’d be a good thing, to see his body. Closure. Put a pin in everything. There had been times the past few days when the clock approached five and she realized she was waiting for him to get home.

Finally the stairs stopped, leveling out to a flat landing. Those odd old-movie lamps lined the edges of the room, shades patterned with the same ripple as the columns out front, the carpet upstairs. A door nearly covered the wall before them, outlined with a sinuous shape that reminded Claire of the symbol painted on the side of the jet. The Ashburys loved a theme.

Elias’s family lined up in front of the door. Everyone’s face held a soft smile—other than Wellsley’s, but Claire assumed that was because his face didn’t really do soft—and again, it was Dierdre who spoke.

“We’re so glad you decided to come, Claire.” Her smile wasn’t just soft; there was a hint of sadness to it. Claire realized, just then, that none of the Ashburys really seemed to be grieving. Though she guessed she couldn’t throw that particular stone from inside her extremely brittle glass house. Maybe they were all as good at burying bad emotions as she was. From what little she knew of the stupidly rich, that seemed to be a feature. Even Elias had never excelled at showing his feelings, as Dr. Lark was fond of reminding her. They were either absent or came in elaborate waves, huge gestures that made her feel simultaneously loved and slightly confused.

“We’re so glad you decided to be part of this.” This from Audrey, stepping slightly forward. She nodded her blonde head, smoothed her movie-star-expensive dress over her movie-star-thin thighs. Her smile trembled a little. “I always wanted a daughter.”

And Claire’s heart swelled, glowed.

“You’re one of us, Claire.” Wellsley had his hands shoved in his pockets. The stance was so like Elias, like staring at a future he’d never have. “You were a good choice, and we’ll always regret that you and Elias were never able to make it official.” He said his son’s name with no break, speeding over it like he was afraid to spend too much time there. They grieved, then. They were just good at hiding it.

Despite the warmth that flooded her—Audrey always wanting a daughter, the rest of them treating her like family—cold still seeped in at her edges. The knowledge of being underground was hard to shake, and it made her acutely aware of the staircase at her back. Surely they wouldn’t mind if she requested that they stay up in the castle? Her legs twitched to run, to go, head up the staircase and into the open air, her gut at odds with her brain. One telling her to get the hell out, one telling her this was all she’d ever wanted.

“Dear God,” came a voice from the shadows. “Are you guys trying to be creepy as shit?”

The voice was startling, made them all jump. The Ashbury patriarch’s mouth was a hard, steady line, but the ocean blue of his eyes had turned hurricane.

“Wellington,” he said, craning his head to look beside the door. A shape there, hidden in the shadows cast by the curved carvings. “How nice of you to finally join us.”

It took Claire a moment to realize he was addressing the shape, not just stating his own name. It took another moment for her to put together who that meant the shape was.

The shape pushed off from the wall, long and lanky, broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist. A fizzle, a crack, then the spark of a lighter, held to the end of a cigarette. The light of it illuminated the figure, incredibly bright in the gloom. Sharp-planed face, shaggy dark-gold hair. Bright-blue Ashbury eyes.

Wellington Ashbury VI. Ash.

“Sorry I missed the initiation.” Ash stepped into the light of the lamps, blowing a plume of smoke that dissipated into the air. Claire barely smelled it. The room was big enough that it was like someone smoking outside. “Looks like you got it covered, though. She didn’t run screaming yet. Great job, team.”

There was something familiar about his voice. Not like Patrick’s; low and scratchy. Probably from the cigarettes. But Claire felt like she’d heard it before.

Audrey’s face was pale, her lips a white line. Patrick and Greg, too. Dierdre and Theo exchanged a quick, unreadable look, eyes darting from each other to Claire and then to nothing at all. Only Wellington—the father Wellington—didn’t seem particularly affected. He just looked annoyed.

“Yes,” he said, and the one word softened the shoulders of the others, almost like it was a relief. “She’s here.” Then, turning to Claire and infusing his voice with out-of-place jocularity: “And she didn’t think of running screaming once, did you, Miss Sutherland?”

Claire arranged her lips in a smile, almost a challenge, and met Elias’s brother’s eyes. “I didn’t even think of running silently. I don’t think I could in Louboutins.”

It took them a minute to figure out it was supposed to be a joke, which said far more about Claire than it did about them, but after a split second the Ashburys laughed, all of them except Ash. He just stood there, smoking his cigarette and watching her.

When the laughter died away, it seemed to take the tension in the air with it. Something shattered, and suddenly they were all just people again, a fractured family that might be a little odd, but hey, that’s what massive loss did. Claire knew all about it.

“Wellington,” Audrey said plaintively to her son, making a show of waving her hand in front of her face. “I have asked you over and over not to smoke in the house.”

“Yeah, Audrey, you have.” Ash made no move to comply. Neither did he make it a point to take a huge breath of nicotine. He instead remained exactly as he had been before, slowly puffing away and watching Claire, wholly unaffected.

Audrey’s pale face went a shade paler. She turned to her husband, leaving the subject of her son’s smoking behind. “Wellsley, let’s bring her in, shall we? She’s waited long enough. It was an arduous trip.”

All the Ashburys looked to their patriarch. He nodded, once. “Yes, I think you’re right.”

Ash snorted around his cigarette.

Then, as if Audrey’s thought made it happen, the doors cranked open, and light flooded through.

Claire gasped. Gauche, probably, but the gasp was just as much from relief as it was from awe. Finally, here were the windows—a whole wall of them, turning the house from a grave to a wonder. At least a dozen rows to Claire’s right, all covered in water and backlit by the setting sun. Silvery fish swam beyond the glass, as if only the prettiest sea creatures were allowed to get close. Beside the wall of windows were a long table flanked by heavy chairs and a small collection of couches next to a bookshelf. To Claire’s left, balconies, six of them, all backed by rows of identical doors and facing the wall of windows. A staircase connected the ends of the balconies, absent of mermaid statues. She and the Ashburys stood on its largest landing, level with the third balcony, where the staircase turned and led to the main floor.

And on that main floor, no coffin. No Elias lying in state.

Relief softened Claire’s hand on her suitcase, and her knuckles ached from an iron grip she hadn’t realized she held until she let it go. She’d ask the Ashburys where he was later, but for now, she was glad not to see him. So much for closure.

Something was on the table, though. A cake, it looked like, with a silver-wrapped present next to it.

Everyone trooped down the stairs, talking softly with one another, the tension of their initial descent now a distant thing. “There was an issue with my card,” Audrey murmured to Wellington, sounding more fearful than apologetic. Claire tensed up again. If Elias’s parents were in a financially abusive relationship, she really wasn’t in the mental space to learn about it, which probably made her a terrible person.

But Wellington just patted his wife’s hand. “It’ll all resolve soon.”

Ash remained by Claire, watching her from the corner of an impossibly blue eye. “Spooky, huh?” He didn’t remove the cigarette from his mouth to speak.

“It’s beautiful.” It was beautiful, but it was also spooky. More sinuous lines curved around the windows, and the decor was brutalist, thick and heavy.

“Beautiful and spooky,” Ash replied, like he’d read her mind. His smile tipped to self-satisfied.

Her brows slammed down, her grip tightened on her suitcase again. This was the brother whose selfishness had driven a wedge between Elias and his family, the brother who’d refused to shoulder his own responsibilities and instead shucked them off onto her dead fiancé. The neurologist said that the aneurysm that had killed Elias looked like something waiting since childhood, a sickness unidentified, but surely stress could affect such things. Maybe it was unfair to think of Ash as the reason Elias was dead, but once the thought made a home, she couldn’t evict it.

The knot of emotions in her chest tilted toward the edge, all that massed grief and anger she didn’t have time to deal with. Claire closed her eyes, took a deep and shaking breath. Hollowed out the pit in her chest, gave the knot more room.

“Hey.” Ash didn’t touch her, but she felt him think about it, felt the stir of air when his hand twitched and then fell away. Grief made people so overfamiliar. “You OK?”

“The man I was supposed to marry is dead.” Flat, colorless, a statement of fact. That was the only way she could talk about this. “He’s dead, and I’ve never met his family until now, and I’m here to spend four days with them because I was too chickenshit to plan an actual funeral. Do you think I’m OK, Wellington?”

He didn’t say anything, but she heard the long hiss of his cigarette as she started down the stairs, suitcase hitting each step behind her like a second heartbeat.

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

When she reached the bottom of the staircase, Audrey put a soft hand on her shoulder and steered her toward the table, which definitely held a present and a cake. “Surprise! We heard it was your birthday!”

Claire’s face twitched. She should smile, should show gratitude, but she couldn’t quite muster it. There was no way for the Ashburys to know that her birthday was something she tried very hard to ignore. She’d thought of it once, when she woke up at the asscrack of dawn this morning to catch the town car, then had put it firmly from her mind.

“You heard right,” she said softly.

Her reluctance didn’t register. Audrey beamed, turning to the table and handing her an already-cut slice of cake. “Birthday girl gets the first piece.”

Behind her, the quiet sound of Ash’s smoke-filled breath.

Claire dropped the handle of her suitcase and accepted the cake. Everyone was smiling at her, happy, trying to take the terrible event they’d all gathered for and make it something less terrible. And she could identify with that, the masking, covering awful things with layers of gilt.

So she managed a smile back, a genuine one, and lifted a forkful to her mouth. The cake was decadent, though she couldn’t quite place the flavors, and the icing was sweet and somehow sour at the same time.

“We didn’t know what you liked,” Patrick said, in that audiobook voice, “so we let Lucille go nuts.”

“Vanilla and rosemary,” Audrey said proudly, as if she’d made the cake herself. “With Greek yogurt buttercream.”

That explained the taste. It was odd, but good, and Claire wolfed the piece down, careful not to get any on her dress. Once she was done, everyone else helped themselves, as if they’d been waiting for her to finish first. Dierdre and Audrey sliced their portions paper thin, and Claire was retroactively embarrassed at how fast she’d eaten, especially after her dessert at lunch.

The only person who didn’t get any cake was Ash. He leaned against the window, still smoking, and looked at Claire’s empty plate instead of Claire.

“Presents!” Audrey grabbed the silver-wrapped package off the table. The ribbon was cream-colored, silky. “Well, present. But it’s a good one!”

Claire’s smile was warmer this time. Audrey really was trying, and she appreciated it. She unwrapped the box carefully, not wanting to rip the paper.

“Oh my God.”

A Hasselblad 503CW. Not the rarest film camera, but the body alone cost near two grand. And there were three lenses for it, and two packs of film.

Claire looked up, her mouth gaping. “How did you…”

“Elias told us you liked film photography.” Wellington’s voice was low as he spoke of his son. A deep ache there, a swallowing trench.

She did like film photography, but it’d been years since she’d done anything with it. Elias had gone so far as to build her a darkroom—on the main level of the house, not the basement—but as time went on, she’d found herself picking up cameras less and less. She was never great at the actual picture taking, more enjoyed the process of the thing, and felt silly continuing to try. Claire was no artist, and it hurt to remind herself of it over and over, even if she pretended she didn’t care. She wasn’t the type who could mine pain for creation.

But still. It was so thoughtful, so unexpected, that a tear was trickling out the corner of her eye before she could catch it.

“Oh, honey.” Audrey folded her in a hug. After a moment, Dierdre joined. The men didn’t, but they watched with soft eyes.

All except Ash, still staring at the dregs of her cake. He lit another cigarette.







day 1, evening
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1.

After the relief of windows, seeing the room she was supposed to stay in almost made Claire hyperventilate.

It was a cloister. That was the first word that came to mind, which was weird in and of itself, since Claire didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about monks. But there was no other term for it—a tiny room carved into the rock of the cliff, with only a bed and a vanity and a closet. The ceiling was close enough that she could reach up and lay her hand flat against it.

She tried to school her face calm and keep her breathing easy, but Audrey picked up on her tension. “Something wrong?”

Claire tried to shake her head, but her body was not as good at lying as her tongue was. “I just… This is embarrassing, but I’m kind of claustrophobic. Not a huge fan of being underground.” A forced laugh, barking, echoing against the stone. “Is there any way I could stay somewhere else?” She felt awful asking for things, after the shopping trip and the fancy lunch and the birthday party. Like a leech. But sleeping in here would be impossible.

Audrey sighed. “Oh, dear, all the rooms in the main house are like this, I’m afraid.”

“I could stay in one of the rooms upstairs. I really don’t mind the walk.” The gloom and strange statues and church pieces of the upper house were preferable to feeling like she was sleeping in a tomb.

“Not possible.” Quick and concise, though still pitched soothingly. Audrey touched her shoulder. She did that a lot, these casual touches, and Claire had quickly gone from being surprised by them to being comforted. “The upper rooms are all taken up by staff. I’m so sorry.”

Staff who apparently kept themselves completely silent and out of sight, and were numerous enough to overspill the houses on the shore. Claire still hadn’t seen anyone but Alton.

“And we’d so love to keep the family all together for the few days we’re here,” Audrey continued. A tiny diamond pendant hung in the hollow of her throat; she reached up and rolled it between her thumb and forefinger. “It’s usually just Wellsley and I at Harrow Point; Patrick and Greg and their families have their own houses on the mainland where they spend most of their time, and Ash… he’s gone, usually.” She stumbled a little over that last part, as if she hadn’t meant to include her eldest son. “It’s so nice having everyone close, and we would hate to split up.”

In through her nose, out through her mouth. Box breathing, one of the few techniques from Dr. Lark that actually worked. They wanted her close. She was one of them.

“It’s fine,” Claire said when her heartbeat had gone back to a non-hummingbird rhythm. “It’s just for a few days. I can make it work.”

And she could. Though the tight space made her stomach knot, it wasn’t the full-blown panic she’d sometimes feel when the claustrophobia really ramped up. The edges were blunted, maybe by being here with a family. Her family, who’d accepted her so readily, who’d thrown her a tiny birthday party and given such a thoughtful gift. Things felt… easier, since she’d been here, since she’d eaten the fancy birthday cake.

Yeah, she could make this work.

She turned to Audrey, gave her a smile that felt like a grimace. “Sorry about that.”

“No need for apologies.” Sympathy softened the planes of Audrey’s face. “It makes sense for you to have a fear of being enclosed, after the boat.”

They both froze, Audrey almost before the word had fully left her mouth, swallowing the ending t.

Silence in the tomb-like room.

“How did you know about that?” Claire didn’t know why she was whispering. It wasn’t like there was anyone else around to hear. Still, it felt like the walls themselves were listening.

Audrey recovered. Shrugged, looked away. “Elias told me,” she said, nonchalant. “I hope you don’t mind, honey, he was just worried about you. Just wanted us to know what a strong woman you are.”

Claire and Elias had hardly ever talked about the boat. About the accident that had killed her family. She’d told him the whole story once—most of it, anyway—when they’d been dating for nearly a year. He’d listened, nodded, made sympathetic noises once or twice. Held her when she cried. Hadn’t asked any follow-up questions, and she was grateful. That was the only time she could remember discussing it, the only time she remembered even mentioning it to anyone other than Dr. Lark in at least six years.

Maybe he’d told Audrey, after Claire recounted the whole story. Maybe they’d been closer then, and he’d needed someone to help him process. She couldn’t fault him for that. It was a lot to take in.

Audrey turned toward the door, made to close it behind her, then glanced back over her shoulder and left it open instead. “Dinner is in fifteen. I hope you like it. Lucille’s family has been cooking for us for generations, and it’s always so delicious.”

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

The fabric of her new dress clung awkwardly without the flattering lights of a department-store dressing room to soften it, pulling around her armpits. Claire smoothed it over her thighs as she carried her shoes into the hall, dangling from her fingers. They still pinched when she slipped them on, because heels were heels no matter what they cost. Going down the stairs in these things one more time would be taking her life in her hands, but she couldn’t bring herself to show up to dinner barefoot, and she’d managed the ascent well enough. Audrey hadn’t seemed fazed when she didn’t want to take the elevator, which made a little more sense now. If Audrey knew of the boat, she knew why Claire wouldn’t like small spaces.

She carried her makeup bag out with her, too. Claire wanted to spend as little time in her tiny room as possible.

The balcony was tall enough for her not to worry about being seen from below unless someone was purposefully looking, so Claire walked up to the railing as she picked bobby pins from her mouth to fix her hair, propping up a compact mirror from her bag on the handrail. It might not work as well as the mirror in her room, but it had the advantage of being portable.

The water beyond the windows was darker now, reflecting the state of the sky. Only a thin scrim of pink glow at the very top. She couldn’t see any fish.

“Did they really give you a room without a mirror?” came a low voice, behind and above.

Claire turned her head, following the voice. The prodigal Ashbury stood too close, near enough that the crown of her hair almost brushed his nose.

She lurched sideways, away, her dress sliding along the balcony rail, and snatched the compact before it toppled over the edge. “The room has a perfectly serviceable mirror.”

“You might want to use it instead of that one.” Ash seemed unfazed by her retreat, one hand in his pocket while the other gestured to her head, finger twirling. He’d changed into a suit, perfectly tailored and dark blue with a black shirt beneath that magically didn’t clash. The shining boots he wore with it gave him another two inches of height. “Whatever you’re trying to do with your hair, it’s all crooked.”

“Guess I’ll wear it down, then.” She tucked her chin and turned away without looking back at Elias’s brother, shoving the handful of pins into the new Chanel, along with the compact. She placed it carefully just inside the door to her room, still unused to having such an expensive thing in her possession, and marched toward the stairs, careful to keep her tottering balance.

His voice still needled at her, like she should remember it somehow. It was probably just nerves, though. Making her think she’d heard it before, when really it was just that hearing Elias talk about Ash with such vitriol had fostered a weird kind of familiarity.

Ash didn’t take the hint. He bent to gather a bobby pin she’d dropped, then jogged to catch up with her, outlined in the last dregs of sunset. Claire didn’t look directly at him, but in the gleam of her peripheral vision, he looked like a fever-dream angel, something seen when a psychedelic hit.

“I get the feeling you don’t like me much.” His tone said it amused more than bothered him. He tucked the bobby pin inside his suit jacket.

“That would imply I feel anything about you at all,” Claire said breezily. She wasn’t this person, usually, but he was easy to be cruel to. Something about the way it didn’t seem to stick, as if he’d cultivated a protective carapace. Whipping boy energy.

“Ouch.” One hand pressed against his chest. It was calloused, she noticed, rough around the knuckles. Whatever Ash had been doing while Elias took care of his shit, it had apparently been hands-on. “Little brother didn’t speak highly of me, is that it? I did kick his ass a couple times when we were kids—”

“I don’t want to talk about Elias.” His name still came out strained. “Not to you.”

Silence. Out of the corner of her eye, Ash’s hand fell away from his chest, leaving a wrinkle in the dark silk. “OK, then.”

Still, he walked in lockstep with her all the way down the open hall, and it set Claire’s teeth on edge. Finally, when they reached the stairs, he turned to the wall where the elevator door stood, raising his hand to the keypad. Claire continued on.

Ash scoffed. “Don’t tell me you’re taking the stairs. Not in heels.”

“Why would I tell you when you could just watch me do it?” She put a careful foot on the first step. “I’ve walked quite a few staircases in heels today.”

“There is a perfectly serviceable elevator right here. Just like there is, allegedly, a perfectly serviceable mirror in your room. What do you have against perfectly serviceable things, Claire?”

She finally turned to look at him, teeth all but bared, and he had the audacity to smirk at her, like her anger was a cat he’d been beckoning forward and finally had in reach.

“I do not want to be in the elevator because it is a tiny fucking space,” she hissed. “And I do not like tiny fucking spaces, and I especially do not like sharing them with arrogant assholes who pass all their responsibilities on to their brothers.”

Maybe she had it wrong. Or extremely right. Casual cruelty he seemed to enjoy; this more pointed kind made a shadow pass over his face. Not hurt. Guilt, maybe.

It passed quickly. Ash nodded, brows raised and lips pursed, like he was impressed. A tiny scar flicked at the edge of one impossibly blue eye. “There it is.”

“There what is?”

“Emotion.” He pressed a button on the keypad. “I was beginning to wonder if you had any. Other than crying over a camera.”

Her fingers flexed back and forth, fists with nothing to hit. It tugged her back to her body, that anger, closed in the walls around her spiking mass of grief. Dangerous.

Deep breaths, in through the nose, out through the mouth. She crossed her arms. “I have plenty of emotions, thanks.”

He rocked back and forth, heel to toe and hands shoved in his pockets, watching the numbers above the elevator light up one after the other as it rose from the main floor. “Could’ve fooled me.”

“Thinking that you should be privy to all of them after knowing me an aggregate total of ten minutes isn’t helping the whole arrogant thing.” She scowled at his back. “You don’t know shit about me. Don’t pretend you do.”

Ash chuckled at that, too low to really be amused. The elevator arrived, doors sliding open. “You aren’t great at knowing when someone is pretending.”

Her fists tightened on her biceps, like her arms could be a shield. She stuffed the anger down, down. “Fuck off.”

“Gladly.” He stepped into the elevator and leaned on the back wall. At the last second before the door closed, one foot stuck out and tripped the sensor. The door slid open again.

“All my responsibilities, huh?” His change of subject was smooth. “That’s what he told you?”

She nodded, not trusting herself to give a more complete answer.

“Maybe you should think about what those responsibilities were.” It was the most serious she’d heard him sound, almost pained, nothing joking in it anymore. “Context, C. Context is everything.”

He pulled back his boot and the door finally shut. With one more set of box breaths, Claire started down the stairs, refusing to think of what Ash had said, refusing to be angry, refusing to be anything at all.

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

“So, Claire.” Wellington Ashbury polished off his glass of wine and sat back, blue eyes glinting at her across the table. If Audrey looked like a movie star, so did her husband, almost in a more convincing way—as if a scientist had managed to cross Harrison Ford and Daniel Day-Lewis, making someone too intimidating to be simply handsome. “Tell us about yourself.”

Claire finished off her own wine, using the few seconds to try to come up with something to say that wouldn’t sound pathetic. If you didn’t count tragedy, Elias was the most interesting thing about her.

Though she guessed he was just one more tragedy now.

“Don’t put her on the spot, Wellsley.” Audrey faux-swatted at her husband’s arm. “Claire has had quite a day, give her a moment’s peace.”

“No, really, it’s fine.” Claire swallowed, coughed when it went down the wrong side of her throat, recovered. Having Audrey defend her—having Audrey say she’d had quite a day, as if all this weren’t a direct result of her son dying—made her want to play along. “You already know about the photography. That’s my only real hobby, I guess.”

Though did it really count, if she hadn’t done it in so long?

Wellington smiled. It was too brief for her to tell if it ever reached those icy eyes. “What do you like taking pictures of?”

“Uh, landscapes.” It was true, but God, it was boring. “Elias and I traveled some. I liked that. I’d take lots of pictures.”

So she liked travel and photography. She sounded like an AI-generated millennial Instagram bio.

The Ashburys didn’t want her platitudes. That wasn’t what family was about. They were supposed to know each other, deeply. No one who wasn’t a therapist had ever wanted that from her, save Elias. And even his knowing had only gone so far.

So dig into the meat of it.

“I, um, I was raised by my aunt,” she said, tapping her thumbnail absently on her glass. “After my parents died.”

The accident. The one Audrey said she knew about, earlier, the one she said Elias had shared with her. But the Ashbury matriarch didn’t say anything about it now, sitting in polite silence, picking at pieces of the fish on her plate.

Claire had barely touched hers. It was roasted whole, lined with carrots and potatoes, and she couldn’t make herself eat something with eyes. The fish stared up at her, mouth agape, as if listening with rapt attention.

At the end of the table, Ash sat in front of his own mostly full plate. He’d taken one bite and then set to whiskey, staying silent and draining tumbler after tumbler. His eyes were glassy as he refilled the tumbler again from the bottle beside his fork.

He noticed Claire looking. Took a long, pointed sip. Claire tore her eyes away.

She half expected someone to ask how her parents had died—it was the logical next step in this conversation, and she’d had it so many times she could recite both sides from memory—but none of the Ashburys did.

“Was she kind?” Audrey asked gently. Almost like she already knew.

Claire snorted. “She was there. That’s all the state was really concerned with.”

Next to her, Dierdre reached over, gave her forearm a brief squeeze.

“It’s fortunate you had someone to take you in.” Patrick leaned forward, seated in the chair to Wellington’s right. Not quite as good-looking as his older brother, but still with a certain gravitas, enhanced by his heavy-framed glasses. He kept adjusting them on his nose, like he was aware of the role they played in his overall vibe and wanted to make sure they were positioned to their best advantage. “Always better, when family can step in like that. Better than the foster system, anyway.”

“Miles better.” Theo nodded, gave Claire a small smile. His voice had the hint of an accent, she noticed. Italian, maybe? “I grew up in the system. I had it better than most, but it was still… difficult.”

Greg stretched an arm around his husband’s shoulders. Theo leaned into it.

It encouraged Claire, to know she wasn’t the only foundling the Ashburys had taken in. No wonder they’d welcomed her with open arms; they knew family was more than blood.

“We donate a lot to the foster system,” Dierdre said, not quite masking her pride. “Because we love Theo so much, but also because it’s such a good cause.”

Theo smiled at her softly.

“I’m glad you had someone to step up,” Greg said. He gestured to Audrey with his wineglass. “Just like Audrey did, when Josephine died.”

At the end of the table, Ash stiffened, fingers tightening around his cut-glass tumbler.

Claire’s brows drew together. “Josephine?”

“My first wife,” Mr. Ashbury said softly. “She passed away.”

A clink. Ash set down his tumbler so hard that amber liquid spilled over the side as he stood, pushed away from the table. He left without a word, stalking into the shadows with the whiskey bottle in his hand, back toward the elevator and the six stories of cloister-bedrooms stacked on the back wall.

Silence for half a heartbeat. Claire swallowed, looked to Audrey. “I didn’t know Elias was your stepson. He always spoke of you just as his mother.” Not warmly and not often, but she didn’t mention that part.

“Elias is mine.” Audrey’s smile was genuine but tremulous, like Ash’s reaction had rattled her. “He and Wellington are half brothers.”

That recontextualized some things. Elias had never mentioned it. It wasn’t really important, she supposed, not in the grand scheme. But with the level of contempt Elias seemed to have for Ash, it would make sense for him to mention that they didn’t share a mother, to draw attention to their distance.

Had. The level of contempt Elias seemed to have had for Ash. Audrey hadn’t used the past tense, and it made Claire’s middle ache.

The knot of grief rolled toward the edge. Claire ground her teeth together, almost physically tilting herself until it settled back into her hollow center, untouched and ignored.

“Audrey stepped in to mother Wellington when her sister passed,” Patrick said. “Noble, even if he doesn’t see it.”

Audrey nodded at him with a weary sigh. Claire wanted to smack Ash herself, for making his kind, generous stepmother feel so underappreciated.

“That’s the way of things,” Patrick continued. “At least it should be. Family stepping up when needed. Any of us would do it, if the need arose. That’s the problem with children today, they leave their family at the slightest disagreement. No respect.”

Claire pressed her lips together and didn’t comment.

Next to Patrick, Dierdre stared at her plate, only the bones of her fish left, though her potatoes were untouched. Claire saw a muscle twitch in her arm, like she’d clenched her hands beneath the lip of the table. “Let’s not start with the diatribes, Pat. Don’t want to scare her off.”

“Wouldn’t scare Claire off,” Patrick said. He grinned at her. “Claire is good stock, I can tell.”

Claire smiled back. Dierdre did, too, though it was slightly strained.

It took Claire a moment to go back to what Patrick had said earlier. That Audrey had stepped in when her sister passed. “Wait, you said…” She pointed at Audrey, realized that was probably rude, dropped her hands to her lap, and twisted them together. “Josephine was your sister?”

Audrey nodded, still smiling that tremulous smile. “My elder sister. I adored her.” A shrug of a delicate shoulder, her eyes swinging to her husband—her brother-in-law. “When she was gone, we were both so devastated, even though we knew it was inevitable.”

Claire’s initial spear of surprise was blunted with pity. “Was she sick?”

“Yes,” Mr. Ashbury said.

A pause, then Audrey nodded, looking at her plate. Claire instantly regretting asking about this. It wasn’t fair of her to make them relive their trauma. They weren’t doing it to her, for all that Audrey, at least, knew about the accident. And it was the kind that made people curious.

“She made certain sacrifices for us,” Mr. Ashbury continued, holding his wife’s hand. “Being in this family—being as blessed as we are—it requires some unpleasant business, sometimes. But Jo faced it head-on. She never backed down from a challenge.”

Maybe something about the family business had made her sick. Maybe Josephine Ashbury had been one of their scientists, or a test driver for the submarines or something, and had either contracted some weird ocean illness or died in an accident.

Claire gave a small, closed-mouthed smile, hoping it showed care and sympathy without seeming ghoulish. “She sounds like a wonderful woman.”

Wellsley seemed genuinely touched. “She was.”

Audrey nodded, her own mouth arranged similarly to Claire’s. “We all loved her so much.”

Patrick sat back. Dierdre shot him a brief, venomous look that Claire couldn’t make sense of, then glanced down at her plate again, picking around fish bones. For all that the other two Ashbury brothers seemed happily married, there was some tension between Patrick and Dierdre. Claire guessed it wasn’t feasible for every marriage in an extremely privileged family to be pleasant.

Theo was looking at Claire, a softness in his gaze, still cocooned beneath his husband’s arm. She returned his smile. She and Theo could be friends. It sounded like their lives had been somewhat similar.

“It brought us together,” Audrey said, taking another sip of her wine, seemingly bolstered. “Grieving her. We’d all known each other since we were children, so Wellsley and I had always been friends, but it blossomed once Jo was… was gone.” She gave her husband’s hand a squeeze, tight, then dropped it. “Our family has been employed by the Ashburys nearly since they first started the business on the island. Most of my relatives still live here. None of them ever imagined we’d become part of the Ashburys.”

Audrey spoke of her husband near-adoringly, like she’d married into royalty instead of maritime turbo-wealth. Maybe the two things were fairly similar, in the end, and it sounded like they operated on similar rules. Sure, it was weird that Audrey had married her sister’s widower, but not all that weird, maybe. People fell in love with their spouse’s siblings. It happened. And Claire assumed people also fell in love with their employees, especially people in this tax bracket. Ethical, maybe not, but who was she to judge?

“My aunt is still alive,” she said, abruptly changing the subject back to her own family. Now that she’d started talking about them, she perversely didn’t want to stop, like popping a whitehead. “But we don’t really keep in touch. We didn’t even when I lived in her house, really.” She nodded at Audrey, tried not to let her voice grate over the next part, wished Ash were there to hear it. “Ash was lucky to have you.”

Audrey laid her hand over her sternum, setting her diamond pendant to winking. “Thank you, Claire.” A tiny, nervous laugh. “If only he thought so.”

“We’ve gone easy on him.” This from Greg, shaking his head. The third Ashbury brother was visibly younger than Patrick, but with the same rugged looks and the lean build of a distance runner. Thus far, Claire hadn’t seen him speak much to anyone but his husband. “Our family places high expectations on our offspring because we know that they can rise to them. That it is necessary. When one person shirks their responsibilities, those responsibilities come back on their siblings. Onto the whole family.” He sipped his wine. “That boy doesn’t know how good he’s had it.”

That boy was at least thirty, which probably wasn’t that much younger than Greg, but Claire didn’t think her pointing that out would be well received. Greg’s vehemence was off-putting, after everyone else had made it a point to tiptoe around it, to focus more on the ways their family came together than on the ways it drifted apart. Mr. Ashbury seemed to think so, too; he gave Greg a warning look.

Next to his husband, Theo looked down at his fish as if hoping its gaping mouth might somehow contribute to the conversation.

“Ash will come around,” Audrey said with a sigh. She glanced at Claire, gave her a small smile. “He already seems to be.”

If this was coming around, Claire was very glad she’d missed Ash before.

Mr. Ashbury tapped on the rim of his wineglass. A woman dressed in the black and white of household staff emerged from the shadows, refilled the glass, then stepped away. She was the only staff member Claire had seen, other than Alton. Blonde, blandly pretty. There was an odd knot at the base of her neck, a lump almost like a goiter, shockingly incongruous against youth and beauty.

It reminded Claire of the driver’s wrist. Maybe the Ashburys made a habit of hiring help with physical issues? Something about that felt icky. But at least their hearts were in the right place.

Audrey also tapped her rim for a refill, but didn’t make eye contact with the woman as she poured wine, then faded quickly back into the gloom. The room was markedly darker now that the sun had gone down, the old-movie lamps studded around the room doing little with their yellow glow.

“He’d better learn,” Greg said, sitting back. Everyone shot him withering looks. Even if he was saying what they were thinking, the rest of them were well-mannered enough to keep it quiet.

Theo dug his fork into a carrot. “Go easy on him, Greg. He’s dealt with a lot.”

Greg shook his head but visibly softened at his husband’s chastising. “We all have.”

Quiet, broken only by the soft clink of cutlery and the gentle wash of water against the windows. Then, with a contented sigh and one last swig of wine, Wellington Ashbury stood. “Well then. I suppose it’s time we showed you.”

Nerves sparked in Claire’s belly, though she wasn’t exactly sure why. “Show me what?”

The Ashbury patriarch smiled, though the curve of it did nothing to make his sea-colored eyes look less cold. “The submarine, of course.”







day 1, night
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Ashbury Marinography was a household name, for a certain kind of household. The same households that might be really into the idea of space travel as vacation, or that would let a Cybertruck brick in their garage. Though the company had begun in ship construction, crafting both personal and commercial nautical vehicles since 1902, recent years had seen it expand its endeavors into underwater craft as well. Famously, it had created the first deep-sea submarine intended for personal use, with plans to sell it at regular boating stores just like a canoe or a kayak. The distribution plans were still being approved, but once they were, Ashbury Marinography would be making not only billions of dollars a year but history, too.

At least, that was what Claire had read on Wikipedia. It was more information than Elias had ever given her, and more than she’d ever thought to look up before he died. There’d been an official website, which she’d given a cursory glance, and countless articles from scientific journals, both positive and otherwise. Claire hadn’t bothered with the news stories at the time. Now she wished she had, or that she’d at least looked up pictures of the submarine prototype.

The thought of being in a submarine—so far under the surface that the sun didn’t penetrate, stuck in a closing fist of cold water—made Claire’s palms sweat, her hands still twisted together in her lap. She wished fervently for more wine, but couldn’t quite make herself tap the rim of her glass to signal for it, as if that pretty woman with the knot on her neck were a dog.

“Really, that’s OK.” Just shy of stammering, and her fear was probably written on her face. “I’m not… I mean, I don’t really like…”

“We won’t get in it, of course.” Wellsley chuckled like the idea was ludicrous, though again, the sign of levity didn’t reach those ridiculously blue eyes. “Merely look at it. And the dock really is something, if I do say so myself.”

“It’s very cool.” Theo grinned at her, blue eyes glinting beneath a boyish flop of dark hair. “There’s nothing else like it in the world. You have to see it, at least once.”

No part of her wanted to go any farther from the surface than she was already, but there wasn’t a polite way to refuse. And she’d handled the tiny bedroom OK, better than she’d ever handled small spaces before, her fear blunted by familial acceptance. Even now, she didn’t feel as on edge as previous experience told her she should be, the Ashburys’ warmth eclipsing at least the sharpest edges of discomfort.

Still, Claire swung her eyes to Audrey, half hoping she’d bring up the accident again, her understanding of why Claire didn’t like being in small spaces. But the Ashbury matriarch just smiled.

The Ashburys were always smiling at her.

Well. Except for Ash.

Everyone rose from their seats and pushed them in, the sojourn down to the submarine apparently a foregone conclusion. Claire sat rigid, fingers gripping the bottom of her chair.

A soft hand on her shoulder. Dierdre. “Don’t worry, Claire,” she murmured. “It’s just part of being in this family. You see the sub once, talk about how cool you think it is.”

The natural trajectory of that sentence would be for it to end with a reassurance—and you never have to go down there again. But Dierdre didn’t offer that. The technically complete statement dangled in the air like a severed limb.

Claire swallowed. Stood.

“That’s our girl,” Dierdre said.

The Ashburys made their way to the far corner of the huge room, to the edge of the wall of windows. Dark water covered the glass, except for a thin strip of air up at the very top. Claire imagined swimming up to that pocket of oxygen, taking a deep breath, knowing it might be your last. How your lungs wouldn’t be able to expand all the way in your panic, how it’d feel like sipping air through a straw—

Stop it, she hissed at herself. Stop thinking about it.

Wellsley placed his hand against the stone wall. A square panel around his fingers began to glow at his touch, brightening until it was a beacon of blue. A wavering line of light passed from the top to the bottom of the glowing square, scanning his palm, and a slight beep heralded the wall peeling back, revealing an elevator.

This family and their damn elevators.

“You’re doing it?”

Behind her, at the abandoned dinner table, Ash stood in front of his father’s chair, quickly returned from his whiskey-fueled sojourn around the house. One hand still clutched the bottle, almost empty now. The top buttons of his shirt were undone, his dark-gold hair disheveled, a cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth, smoldering. His eyes were narrowed, bloodshot.

At first, Claire thought the angry question was for her, calling her out for being afraid of the elevator before when she was clearly planning to get in one now. But Ash’s snarl was directed at his father.

His father, who appeared completely unruffled as he turned from the open maw of the elevator to face his eldest son. “Of course, Wellington,” he said. “You know the plan.”

“What plan?” Claire asked, her voice thin.

“Just how we always show a new family member the sub,” Dierdre answered smoothly. She chuckled. “It’s practically the foreplay for dessert.”

“Lucille’s desserts are good enough to warrant it,” Audrey added, tittering.

The men didn’t join in. Patrick’s eyes flickered from his nephew to his older brother. Greg shifted on his feet and crossed his arms. Theo stared at the ground.

Claire, for her part, was painfully aware of the staircase at her back. For all that she wanted to be here, to be part of this, her mind kept straying to the way out. Like an indoor cat with no survival skills darting toward an open door, the self-destruction of abandoned security.

Ash stared at his father. Then he looked to Claire. “You’re just going along with it.” He sounded wounded, almost, despite the huff of laughter that chased the sentence’s end. “Great. Perfect. He chose so well.”

“Wellington.” Mr. Ashbury’s voice was a knife.

“Right.” Ash rolled his eyes. “He didn’t choose.”

He was drunk off his ass. He was making no sense. And the others stared at him with expressions that ranged from disgust to pity. Would they look at her like that, if she left? If she threw away this chance at belonging, the only one she was likely to get? Claire had never been good at awkward social situations, more likely to leave than adapt. Even though her heart wanted her to stay here, her stomach was practically running out of Harrow Point already.

They wouldn’t stop her, if she did. They were too well-bred, too polite, too perfect. She needed them so much more than they needed her.

The stairs at her back. The stairs beyond that, leading up past apses and dark hallways, back into the world where she was alone, alone, alone.

Claire felt the tether that held her to her body fraying. The knotted and spiking thing in her chest grew and grew, and if she felt it, she’d feel too much, and she wasn’t ready.

He wouldn’t make her feel that. Wouldn’t make a scene, make her have to deal with that on top of everything else. Claire could ride a damn elevator, could look at a damn submarine, could get through this day and all the ones that came after poised and intact and belonging.

And it was a submarine. What was the big deal, anyway?

“You’re drunk,” she said, arching a brow at Ash.

“You’ll want to be,” Ash replied.

“Are you done?” Wellsley’s voice was winter-sea cold, eyes like icebergs. “Are you actually going to do anything other than be a nuisance?”

He said it almost like a dare.

Ash’s fingers flexed around the whiskey bottle, kinetic energy without a decided outlet. Blue eyes flicked from Claire to the elevator, then back toward the stairs.

Ash raised the bottle and took another drink. Then he waved a hand at his relatives. “Let’s go see the fucking submarine.”

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

Box breathing, in and out, pulling in the smell of citrus cleaner and expensive perfume, blowing out anxiety.

In theory.

The ride down to the submarine felt like it took years. At least the elevator itself was big enough for everyone to stand comfortably without feeling crowded, but that didn’t help much—all Claire could think of was that they were going down, down, disappearing beneath the murk of the ocean, far enough that the light above would be only a memory.

memory

The pull of her jeans on her waist, waterlogged and heavy, wet denim chafe. The cold seeping in the corners of her makeshift vessel, because the sea was a living, unseasonable thing and summer wouldn’t keep her from being caught in its teeth, her defenses slowly washing away. How the ocean muffled her screams, muffled the silence that came after, when the water was up to her neck and her limbs were numb and she realized it was useless, this was it.

The voice—

“You OK?”

Ash. Of course it was Ash who noticed she was spiraling, the last person she wanted to talk to. He stood next to her, leaning against the spotless metal wall, head tipped back and eyes closed. Had he been looking at her, seeing near panic on her face, or was it so palpable he could feel it, emanating from her like radio waves?

The elevator was small enough that everyone could hear the question, but none of the other Ashburys acted like they were listening. If her fear was a palpable thing, it hadn’t touched them like it had Ash. Or they were just too polite to draw attention to it.

She wanted to give him the silent treatment, but instead Claire nodded. “Fine.”

A snort. “Liar. But good try.”

Claire’s lips pressed to a grim line. The whiskey bottle was clutched tight in Ash’s hand, and the smell coming off him was enough to make her eyes water. But what he’d said at the dinner table still stuck in her head, unable to be easily dismissed.

He didn’t choose.

Elias had said strange things when he drank, sometimes. “You’re perfect,” he’d slurred once, in their backyard, next to the outdoor pizza oven they never used. “So perfect for me. For all of this.”

Later that night, she’d rolled over to an empty bed, his pillow cold. Elias had been in the living room, choking a wine bottle, staring at the octopus-thing in the tank.

She couldn’t ask Ash about what he’d meant here, not with everyone else in listening distance. Hell, she probably shouldn’t ask him about it at all; his words were just conjurings of alcohol and rudeness. But the shivery feeling in her stomach wouldn’t settle, even though she’d resolved over and over again to stay.

That resolve flickered in her chest, in that same place where the mace head of her grief lived. An echo of who she used to be, before she was excavated by her family’s death, by Elias’s death, by the crush of a life lived lonely. Maybe that person would have left already. Maybe if her life had taken a different course, she’d be someone who put stock in gut feelings, immature, buffeted by the whims of her animal instincts.

But Claire was an adult who knew that you couldn’t rely on your gut. You had to be objective.

The elevator shuddered. Lurched. Claire’s hand shot out of its own accord, bracing against the wall like she was preparing for impact, knees locking.

Dierdre slid her a curious glance, but didn’t comment. The door opened.

Wellington emerged first, holding out his hand for Audrey. She placed her own in his palm, stately, like they were entering a ballroom rather than an underground dock. Patrick followed, Dierdre on his arm, then Greg and Theo, similarly linked.

Ash pushed off the wall. Huffed a sigh that feathered the front of his hair. Then he stuck out his elbow in her direction.

“Seriously?” Claire’s brow climbed. “We have to be escorted onto the dock?”

“Tradition, C,” he replied. “Just like ol’ Great-cubed-Grandpa Wellington did it, escorting all the consorts to the new ships.”

Consorts. The feudal language made her teeth grind.

“Just one more layer of Ashbury fuckery,” Ash continued, elbow still extended. “I figured you’d be all about it.”

Claire strode past him, purposefully knocking into his arm. It threw Ash off-balance, made him lean against the wall before righting himself again, his equilibrium whiskey-weighted.

“Good,” she heard him murmur as she stepped off the lift.

But Claire wasn’t listening, because her heartbeat was too loud in her ears to let her concentrate on anything else.

An aquarium. That’s what this felt like—being trapped in an aquarium, held captive for something larger and much higher on the food chain to observe. Like the one in her living room, empty now.

The dock was a glass bubble under the water, surrounded on three sides by deep, crushing blue, the fourth made of the dark cliff rock that housed the elevator. Recessed lights in the floor were the only thing that kept the room from unnavigable dark; the sun had long since set, and they were nearly too deep for the light to reach anyway. Distantly, Claire wondered about that. Shouldn’t the pressure break the glass, burst their eardrums? But apparently these were problems that Ashbury Marinography had solved, smoothing the cracks in basic physics with money like new asphalt in a pothole.

The dim glow of the recessed lights illuminated the slide of fish over the glass, corpse-pale and thin enough for her to pick out bones, creatures not meant for human eyes to see. Much uglier than the ones she’d seen through the wall of windows above, their unsightly fellows relegated to the far depths.

Claire’s fingers found the smooth rock behind her. She pressed against it, this reminder of the surface. The strange calm she’d felt since arriving, since her impromptu birthday party, was fraying at the edges now, letting the sharper sides of her fear begin to slice through.

Wellington looked over his shoulder, frowning as Ash stepped out of the lift without Claire. He rearranged his face quickly, shooting Claire herself a smile once he found her by the wall. “Claire Sutherland,” he said, intoning like an announcer, “meet the Poseidon.”

Wellington pressed his hand against the glass dome keeping the sea at bay as the rest of the Ashburys moved to clear the center of the floor. Another blue outline formed around his fingers, like when he called up the lift.

And the floor began to move.

It wasn’t a rumble—it was too smooth for that. More like a roll, like the movement of the tides pressing against the glass had somehow transferred to the tile beneath her feet. Claire braced herself, one hand against the wall and another flailing outward. Her fingertips brushed Ash’s rolled-up sleeve, and she snatched them away.

He didn’t react. Just looked at her with those blue blue blue eyes and took another swig of whiskey as the floor folded in the middle of the room.

That was the best word for it. Folded, like a sheet. The ripples outward seemed to take more and more floor with them as the tile crumpled, withering gracefully to reveal a massive hole in the center of the dock.

And from the depths of that hole rose a submarine.

At least, Claire assumed it was a submarine. It looked more like a bullet, or maybe a pill, tapered at either end so it could shoot seamlessly through water. The center of the sub was glass, revealing a large bed made up in white linens. Two wooden tables holding glass lamps stood at either side of the bed, but other than that, there were no furnishings.

“What the fuck,” Claire breathed, low enough that no one was supposed to hear. But Ash did, of course, and he shot her an unreadable look from the corner of his reddened eye.

The floor at least seemed steady again. Gingerly, she pushed off from the wall, only slightly wobbly in her heels.

The Ashburys weren’t looking at the submarine—the Poseidon, named for a god, which seemed fitting—they were all looking at her instead. But it wasn’t with the pleased expectancy of someone waiting to be congratulated. Instead, the looks on their faces were almost… nervous.

It made Claire nervous in turn. Did these people care that much about what she thought of their million-dollar submarine?

Next to her, the slosh of a bottle. Ash taking another tiny drink. He was rationing it, making it last.

“It’s…” She cast around for something other than nice or cool, pedestrian words that meant nothing at all. “It looks really safe.”

She grimaced, but it was apparently the right thing to say, because Audrey beamed, nodding vigorously. “Oh, absolutely. You’re just as safe sleeping in there as you are in a hotel room.”

“A five-star one,” Wellington added with a blustery laugh. “Not a Best Western.”

“We save the real classism for after dinner,” Ash muttered around the neck of the whiskey bottle.

His family ignored him. “That’s been the biggest point of contention from investors, you know.” Patrick gestured to the Poseidon, his other arm wrapped around Dierdre’s stiff shoulders. “People think it can’t possibly be safe to go leagues deep in a commercial vessel. Especially after that OceanGate mess. But the materials we used are military grade and nigh indestructible, and the steering system is state of the art—you just turn the key and plug in your destination, like a phone GPS. Ashbury Marinography actually follows all OSHA guidelines.” He rapped his knuckles against the glass hull of the sub. The thunk echoed.

Dierdre started at the sound. She seemed like she wanted to get away from her husband, out from under his arm, but she was too preoccupied with looking at the sub. Her expression was one Claire couldn’t quite read, her eyes fixed on the pristine bed under the glass, her lips twisted to the side.

“You’re safer in there than you are on land,” Greg added proudly.

Wellington grinned at the Poseidon, his eyes sliding in Claire’s direction. “We give the sea respect,” he said, “and it gives us safety.”

Next to her, Ash scoffed and took another drink.

But the rest of the family watched her, almost as if they wanted to see how she’d react. Still with that nervous energy, a frisson of anxiety, the air before a thunderstorm.

Claire’s throat felt slick and slimy, like she had a sinus infection. Her head was off-kilter, and it made her body seem like a collection of parts with only the slightest connection, dizzy and floating. “What do you mean?”

Mr. Ashbury waved a hand. It seemed to break the tension, the rest of the Ashburys marginally relaxing, taking their cue. “Family joke. Not a very good joke, mind you, but one nonetheless.”

Ash stared at Claire, a starving kind of stare she could feel like a finger, a kind that made her want to back away. Made her stomach want to race for the stairs. They were all staring at her, expectant.

It was a family joke. And she was family. So she laughed.

The Ashburys let her do it alone for half a second, just that nervous, shaking sound. Then they joined her, all at the same time, polite laughter that rang off the glass and tile and the vast, crushing darkness outside it.

Ash didn’t join in. Something in him deflated. He took another drink.

She wanted to hit him. She wanted to make him take her back up in the elevator, up the stairs, kick her out of those double doors and onto the porch with its sinuously lined columns.

But God, that would take so much effort.

“It’s more a superstition than a joke, really.” Patrick grinned. “You can’t receive much without giving much in return. And we have received much—safety in our experiments and exploration, lucrative deals with like-minded businesses, government grants. If we didn’t truly work for those things, make real sacrifices, we wouldn’t have them.” He polished his glasses on his shirt. “That’s what people don’t understand. They want everything handed to them. But you have to be willing to flout convention if you really want to get ahead.”

Dierdre cut him a scathing glance.

Was that a churchy thing? The idea of giving much to receive much? Claire thought it was. Her experience with religion began and ended at funerals, but she was pretty sure she’d heard that sentiment in churchy settings. If the Ashburys were religious enough to have apses in the upper hallways of their house, it made sense for them to employ that thinking in their business, too. It was nice, really, to see people put their money where their mouth was. Literally.

Audrey looked at the submarine with a wistful sigh. “It’s such a shame you and Elias won’t get to use it,” she murmured.

“What?” Claire had thought they were too deep for the sun to reach, but it’d grown darker since they’d been down here, the little light that could penetrate the depths leaching away as night fully fell over the ocean. Even with the recessed lamps and the gleam of the submarine, she had to squint to make out Audrey’s face.

Audrey’s mouth opened, but Ash spoke before she could. “It’s the weird-ass cherry on the weird-ass Ashbury sundae.” He stepped up next to Claire, gesturing with his now-empty whiskey bottle to the submarine. “Forget about Cabo, every wedding night in this godforsaken family takes place on the Poseidon.” He grinned at her, eyes red rimmed. “You into exhibitionism, Claire? You took the family joke so well, surely you’ll be into that, too—”

“Wellington.” The Ashbury patriarch’s voice wasn’t loud, but the timbre of it was designed to carry. “That is quite enough.”

“I’m just telling her what she escaped.” Ash lifted the bottle to his mouth, realized it was empty, and let it drop to the tiles. It didn’t break, instead beginning a slow, tinkling roll across the floor. “Thought she’d be grateful. Not everyone is willing to do exactly what they’re told.”

The Ashburys all froze, eyes darting from the eldest son to the patriarch. Dierdre’s cheeks were beet red beneath her dark hair, while Audrey’s were pale. Theo’s hand was tight around Greg’s forearm.

The whiskey bottle rolled across the floor to the Poseidon’s side. It clinked as it lightly hit the glass wall of the submarine, right next to the huge bed.

Elias hadn’t told her anything about this. Surely he hadn’t planned to go along with this particular tradition; he knew how Claire felt about small spaces, about the ocean. He probably hadn’t mentioned it for the same reasons Ash was—it was weird and invasive and not even remotely an option. Hell, if he hadn’t died, they probably would have gone their whole lives barely seeing the Ashburys at all. Claire’s plans for family reunification had been slow, easing Elias into it. They might not have even invited them to their wedding, much less invited them to dictate their wedding night.

As much as Claire wanted to belong, this was too much, so bizarre that she couldn’t imagine her refusal being anything but expected.

Though the looks on Audrey’s and Dierdre’s and Theo’s faces said they’d followed the Ashbury traditions to the letter.

“So, you all…” It wasn’t a thing that could be asked politely, wasn’t something brought up in nice company. For all that they’d opened the can of worms, Claire still felt like the uncouth one for trying to scoop them out. “I mean…”

An excruciatingly awkward moment, then Dierdre laughed, big and full-throated. “It’s amazing, actually,” she said with a wide smile. “Like Wellington said, better than a five-star hotel. It was so nice to come back here instead of catching a flight to Rome right after the wedding.”

Right. Of course. She could follow that logic, mostly. Still, Claire was extremely thankful, in a quick and shameful moment, that her inclusion in this family no longer hinged on marriage. Elias wouldn’t have expected this of her, and now they weren’t getting married, so the point was moot. Whatever weird traditions everyone else took part in were their own business.

Audrey joined Dierdre’s laughter with a demure giggle. “Most family weddings take place here at Harrow Point,” she said. “It’s nice to have somewhere to stay and get ready for travel the next day.”

“I’m sure,” Claire replied.

“Fuck me,” Ash muttered.

The day was catching up with her, and the weird reveal about the use of the Poseidon made her want off this dock even more than she had before. Claire yawned, big and loud and obnoxiously. “I’m so tired,” she said through the yawn, which somehow went from fake to real in the middle, making her jaw almost pop. “I think it’s time for me to turn in.”

“Of course.” Wellington stepped forward, and the rest of the Ashburys seemed almost to shrink back, giving him the floor. “It’s been a long day.”

He made his way toward the elevator. The other Ashburys followed. All except Ash.

Elias’s half brother looked at her with his eyes narrowed, hands shoved deep in his pockets. With his face made wan by alcohol and the low light of the dock, something about his focused attention made Claire shiver.

She pushed past him, headed to the elevator with the rest of the Ashburys.

Inside the elevator, Wellington’s phone rang. He frowned down at the caller ID before putting it to his ear. “What?”

The voice on the other end was muffled. Claire couldn’t make it out, even in the close space of the elevator.

But Patrick seemed to recognize it. He shifted on his feet, a slight, anxious hunch rising in his shoulders.

“Tasers, but only if you have to,” Wellington said. “They’re restless. Another feeding should help.” A pause. “Have you heard from Rhodes? Everything going according to plan?” Another, longer pause. Claire was shocked that he had reception in here. “Good. No hiccups, then, just like I said.”

The voice on the other end took over the conversation. Wellington nodded. “I’ll be there in fifteen.” He hung up without saying goodbye.

“News from Rhodes and Hodge?” Patrick asked.

“Everything is fine, just as we knew it would be.” Wellington looked at him as he slipped the phone in his breast pocket. “I’m headed to the barns. You should come, too.”

“Cows acting up?” Claire asked, falsely bright, lent energy by the fact they were finally leaving the dock. She didn’t particularly like the idea of using a Taser on a cow, but she knew that the huge commercial farms probably did worse. It wouldn’t be odd for the Ashburys to have their hands in one of those, too—maybe there was a particular market for island-raised beef. And there was all that shit about diversifying your financial portfolio. She guessed Rhodes and Hodge were business associates, maybe in livestock.

Wellington gave her a tight smile. “Something like that.”

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

She’d said she was turning in, but as Claire stepped off the elevator and back into the open room of the lower house, she suddenly needed air. All her deferred, blunted panic from before was coming back tenfold, and she wanted to be under a sky instead of water, instead of miles of gothic stone. Not to leave—she was decidedly staying—but just to take a deep breath that didn’t smell like rock and salt.

“I might go up to the top for a minute,” she said, and her voice sounded casual, even though her stomach was climbing her esophagus. “Before bed.”

Audrey, who’d exited the elevator right after her, paused, her blue eyes wide. She glanced at Wellington. Her husband gave her a brief, truncated nod. “Of course,” Audrey said with a smile. “Ash? Would you take Claire up to the castle?”

There was a hint of steel in her voice. Claire shook her head. “I’ll be totally fine—”

“No reason to go alone,” Audrey interrupted, and Claire shut her mouth. She didn’t want to argue.

Audrey softened, as if recognizing that her tone had been too harsh. “The upper house can be disorienting,” she said. “So large, and the hallways all look so similar. Wouldn’t want you to get lost.”

“Right,” Claire replied. The idea of wandering around those dark hallways alone was not appealing, and she felt another rush of gratitude for Audrey Ashbury, who always seemed to be looking out for her.

Ash stared at his stepmother with red-rimmed eyes. Then he laughed, rubbing at them with thumb and forefinger. “Yeah. Why the fuck not.”

Which was how Claire found herself standing on the deep porch and breathing in Ash’s smoke rather than the clean night air.

She crossed her arms and leaned against the pillar, away from him, mouth clamped tightly shut. Her panic was forgotten in annoyance, and she guessed she should be grateful for that. Ash smoked down his cigarette and pulled out the pack to get another. He offered it to her, and she shook her head. He shrugged, lit up.

“Why did you do it?” Claire asked.

“The nicotine, mostly. Though it has the added benefit of making me look very cool.”

“Not smoking, dumbass. Why did you leave?” Her nails clenched on her bare arms. The temperature had dropped significantly since this afternoon, and a cold wind blew her hair to tickle against her cheek, like ant legs. “Why did you make him take care of all your shit, if you just ended up coming back?”

Ash blew a plume of smoke into the black sky. It wove around the pillars, an aimless ghost. “Because family dynamics are complicated, C. You know that.” He arched a brow. “Or maybe you don’t. That’s why you’re here.”

“Fuck you.”

He bowed and held out his hand, as if conceding a point. But when he straightened, his forehead was furrowed, his jaw tense. “Do you know where he went, those years he had to work for Marinography?”

“Audrey said it was an island,” Claire answered.

Ash froze, his cigarette dangling from his fingers. He blinked. “Is that all she told you?”

“That it was off the coast of this island, a smaller one. A lab, or something.” She wrinkled her nose. “Why, what does it matter?”

His hand twitched toward his middle, spilling smoke. Ash glanced away, toward the rolling yard, toward the moon like a hooked claw in the sky. “I didn’t want to go there,” he said finally. “To the island. The lab.”

“That’s a shitty reason.”

“But it is a reason.”

“I’m sure Elias didn’t want to go, either,” Claire said. “But he sucked it up.”

“Guess he was just braver than me,” Ash replied. “Or something.”

He was still drunk. That amount of whiskey didn’t make its way through the system in barely two hours. Claire sighed and leaned her head back against the pillar. She should go inside. Nothing about this was restorative.

“Elias was always more… pragmatic than I was.” Ash wasn’t looking at her, studying his lighter instead, flicking it on and off again. “He was a better choice, for what they wanted. More committed to the cause.”

“The cause of ocean exploration?” She didn’t believe that. “He wasn’t even a scientist. He was a hedge fund manager.”

“The cause of our family.”

Her forehead wrinkled. Elias hadn’t wanted anything to do with his family, for all he’d said he respected them. This didn’t compute. “And you aren’t?”

“I want to get the fuck away from them,” he murmured.

Claire laughed, harsh. “Yeah, I don’t believe that.”

“Aren’t you the one who said we don’t know each other?”

“I know enough.” She turned to face him, though her arms were still crossed against the cold. “You ran off when there was responsibility involved, but the minute you got bored, you came back to Daddy’s house and Daddy’s money. Because you don’t know how to live without it. You’ve never done a damn thing on your own, because I’d bet that even when you were gone, you were still bankrolled by Ashbury Marinography.”

He didn’t speak, but his eyes were flinty, and when he moved, Clare flinched. Ash rolled his eyes, cigarette held between his lips, as he slipped out of his suit jacket and held it out to her.

She eyed it distastefully. “I’m fine.”

“It’s cold.”

And it was. After a moment, she took the jacket, though she just slung it over her shoulders rather than putting it all the way on. “So? Am I wrong?”

Ash didn’t answer, just shook his head with a rueful smile and flicked his cigarette to the floor. “Yeah. But I can’t tell you just how wrong.” His face was hidden in shadow, but he grimaced, like his stomach hurt, and his hand moved toward his middle again. “It’s getting bad,” he murmured under his breath.

Claire straightened under the weight of his jacket. In her brain, a collision of disparate moments smacking together in a sparkling, flaring mess, a water-and-magnesium mistake. The voicemail, the one left before Elias died. Things are getting bad, in that raspy, low voice that seemed so familiar.

“You called him,” Claire whispered.

The hooked moon gleamed in his eyes. A harsh breath pulled through his nose. “Claire, I—”

“You called him.” She advanced a step, and he moved backward. And she liked that, seeing him made afraid. “Days before he died. You called, said, ‘Things are getting bad.’”

Ash’s eyes swung from one side to the other, his expression caught somewhere between panic and, strangely, relief. He pressed a fist to his stomach and closed his eyes tight. “Listen. Listen to me, OK? Yes, I called. I wanted to talk to him.” He paused here, as if waiting. For what, Claire had no idea.

“Suddenly, after however the hell many years, you wanted to talk to him?” She barked a laugh and shook her head. “Truly excellent timing. Downright fucking Shakespearean.”

Her throat was constricting. Not a good sign. The space behind her eyes felt heavy.

Ash looked like he was going to be sick. Good. He clenched his teeth and swallowed, hard. “There’s things you don’t know about him.”

From somewhere out in the expanse of the island, a cry rose into the night. Maybe from the direction of the barn.

“Fuck off,” she snarled. “I am not doing this with you.”

“Claire.” Ash swallowed, then swallowed again, sweat beading on his forehead. “We have to—”

“Room for one more?”

The door to Harrow Point opened soundlessly, Theo grinning on the other side. His eyes flickered to Ash, then back to Claire. “Some air sounded nice.”

Ash looked at his uncle, expression unreadable, the fear that had been there draining away into resignation. Then he stomped through the still-open door, into the darkness beyond.

Claire turned around, breathing deeply until her throat expanded to normal proportions. She wiped surreptitiously at her eyes, but there was no moisture.

Theo sighed, coming to stand next to her with his hands in his pockets, looking up at the stars and slender silver crescent just like she had. “He’s a good kid,” Theo said softly. She expected him to say more, but he didn’t.

“Could have fooled me,” Claire replied.

“He’s dealt with a lot. We all have.”

The same thing he’d said at dinner. Claire wondered what that a lot was. Elias’s death, obviously. Drugs, maybe—that voicemail and Ash’s words right before he left the porch had sounded like reality breaks—but wasn’t that pretty par for the course in this tax bracket? Or maybe she was just confusing real life with Gossip Girl.

“I’m glad you’re here, Claire,” Theo said with a soft smile. “With us. It’s not always easy, being an Ashbury. But the rewards outweigh the risks. The costs.”

There was something in his tone on that last part. Like he didn’t quite believe it. Or maybe he was just as tired as she was, too exhausted to sound sincere.

“I’m glad to be here,” she replied. “To be an Ashbury.”

Theo nodded. “I won’t tell you it’s always easy, being in a family like this. I know it seems like a dream come true, for people like us, but…” He trailed off. Swallowed. “If you can come around to their way of doing things, most of it is worth it.”

Most of it. Claire pondered asking what wasn’t worth it, but it seemed like an asinine question. No family was perfect. Hadn’t Ash just proved that?

“They’ve been so kind to me,” she said softly. “All of you. Audrey, especially, after everything she’s been through…” Tears blocked her throat, coming back in a wave after she’d thought them banished. It was so much easier to cry for someone else. To think of Audrey, losing her son and with a stepson who hated her, trying her best and getting nothing in return. She scrubbed at her eye, mindful of her mascara.

A soft hand on her shoulder. “You’ve been through a lot, too, Claire.”

Something in her broke, a momentary lapse in her careful defenses. Claire sobbed, once, a deep, tearing feeling, and dug the heel of her hand into her eye, smearing her makeup beyond repair. Theo didn’t try to hold her, just squeezed her shoulder.

“I never imagined this,” Claire said, the words torn through emotion’s teeth. Her tears were happy as much as they were grieving, and that’s why they were allowed. “I thought that with him gone, I’d just be alone. But you’re here, and you’re wonderful.”

Her thoughts returned to Ash, saying, There’s things you don’t know about him. Fuck Ash. Fuck him for trying to take the only good thing Claire had—what had given her belonging, a tie to a family—and trying to taint it. Fuck him for calling Elias after years of selfishness and silence only to garble some nonsense onto the landline. Unmitigated prick.

Theo’s grip on her shoulder wavered. A moment, and he dropped his hand. “Claire,” he said, and his voice was serious. “They are wonderful. But don’t… don’t put them on a pedestal, OK? The Ashburys have so much to give, but they expect you to give back in return.”

Claire nodded, wiping her eyes. Like Patrick had said below—from those who receive much, much is required. All love was transactional, in a sense. “I know. Being in a family like this is a job all its own, I’m sure.”

Something dimmed in Theo’s eyes. He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Yeah,” he said.

Composed now, Claire smiled. “Thank you for coming out here. It’s nice to know I’m not the only lonely kid they’ve taken in.”

The emotion in his eyes didn’t change, but Theo smiled back. “Come on.” He turned to the house. “I’m beat.”

Down on the shore, beyond the edge of the cliff, a wave crashed hard against the sand.
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day 2, early morning
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1.

At three in the morning, Claire woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep.

It was honestly a miracle she’d managed to sleep at all. The anxiety meds rattling around in the bottom of her suitcase were the only way she’d finally straitjacketed her exhausted mind into stillness, able to ignore the close quarters enough for rest. Whatever haze of adrenaline and acceptance had mostly kept her from panicking in the first half of the day had completely worn away. When she finally did drift off, her dreams were heavy and suffocating, the kind that you felt in your body long after the details had leaked from your brain.

But she remembered one. Elias, his eyes yellow and too big for his face. Hovering in the air, held aloft by something in the dark, his feet gently swaying from side to side, pulled by unseen currents. In the dream, she’d been in this same room, and he hadn’t said anything. Just looked at her, and that look had been hungry.

When she woke from that one, her skull felt like it was full of packing peanuts, her limbs swollen and stiff. The whole room smelled salty, as if the ocean had bled into the pores of the rock, and the air was clammy on her skin. Claire wasn’t sure if the moisture was sweat or condensation, but either way, it was gross.

“Yeah, no,” she muttered under her breath, and pushed herself up. This room was barely tolerable when she was unconscious; she wasn’t about to stay in here when she was awake. She’d walk around until she was tired again, then hopefully grab a few more hours of sleep. If she made it back here, great, but if not, there were some couches in the large main room. That might make the morning awkward, but surely she’d earned a pass there.

She pulled on a sweatshirt in lieu of a bra and rummaged around in her suitcase until she found a pair of gym shorts. They froze her for a second, the slippery fabric cool against her palms. They’d been Elias’s. She hadn’t realized that when she packed, grabbing clothes from the laundry pile still on the floor. The same one he’d seemed to float next to in that first dream, the night he died.

She wished she’d stop dreaming about him. It felt awful that she would want him gone from her mind. But the way her subconscious kept churning him up, wet and wrong, was worse than never seeing him again.

Claire pulled the shorts on and swallowed, hard.

Her door didn’t creak; it slipped open easily, the hinges well-oiled. Claire crept out into the silent hall. The water-covered windows were black as pitch. A few lamps on the main floor cast low light, and she wondered how that might look if you were out in the depths, a yellow glow in all that dark blue and green. Like a hallucination, a house underwater, where no houses should be.

The thought made her shiver. Made her think of heavy dreams and drowning, the pull of salt water on her body and a voice echoing in the dark.

She closed her eyes and shook her head. Late nights were always bad for flashbacks. No one was meant to be awake at this hour, when brains played fast and loose with reality.

Claire sat down next to the wall right outside her door and tapped her phone screen. She’d connected to the Wi-Fi before dinner—it wasn’t password protected—and had surprisingly good service, at least for the internet. She hadn’t received any texts or calls, but that was typical. Now that Elias was gone, there wasn’t really anyone to text or call her.

If anyone did, she’d receive them, probably. Mr. Ashbury had no problems talking on the phone in the elevator, about whatever was going according to plan with Rhodes and Hodge.

One half-hearted scroll through Reddit, then she opened the web browser and typed in “Ashbury Marinography.”

The official website was the first hit, the Wikipedia entry she’d already perused the second, followed by the countless articles that she hadn’t had the brainpower to really comprehend before. The negative ones caught her eye this time. From what she could glean from the link previews, they mostly seemed to be about allocation of funds. Popular Mechanics thought that the government grants going to Ashbury Marinography should be used for military research instead of private enterprise. Esquire thought the same, as well as bringing up the safety concerns Patrick had mentioned, and the fact that the amount of federal funds received wasn’t disclosed to the public. But even those articles had something nice to say, too, and everything else looked completely complimentary. It seemed like on the whole, science-y people were very into the Ashburys. One Forbes article said that there was already a thousand-person waiting list for the commercial submarine once it went into production.

Claire tapped on the official website. The banner was that same symbol painted on the side of the plane, a sinuous blue line. Scrolling brought her to a list of higher-ups, complete with pictures and bios. Everyone who worked in management for the Ashburys was attractive, not a crooked tooth or acne scar in the bunch. They were also all white dudes.

“Yikes,” Claire muttered, with no hint of surprise.

She clicked the screen dark, sliding her phone into the pocket of Elias’s gym shorts. Her head tilted back against the wall, her unfocused eyes turning to the windows.

They were empty, other than water and fractured light. Something about that seemed off. Shouldn’t the lamps make fish come to them? There were deepwater species that used light as a lure for food, so Claire assumed smaller fish were like bugs, drawn to things that glowed in the dark. But there were no signs of life framed in the glass, at least none she could see. Nothing but endless ocean and the strange glowing lines that currents made as they moved. They looked like electricity, which had always struck Claire as odd. Two things so diametrically opposed shouldn’t resemble each other so closely.

(anglerfish, that was the name of the species that used light as a lure, the shining sphere bobbing and swaying just like Elias had in her dream, like bait—)

Claire shook her head.

There was a light out in all that dark ocean. A tiny speck of brightness, like a fallen star. Maybe it was a trick of her eyes, or a reflection from the house.

She didn’t realize she’d drawn nearer to the balcony railing so she could see it better—didn’t even realize she’d stood up—until she felt it press into her stomach. Maybe she was like a fish or a bug, too, drawn to glow, to anything that would break up the darkness into more manageable pieces.

It wasn’t a light, she could see it now. Something white, though, giving the illusion of light in all that dark. It looked almost like a dress shirt, for the second she could concentrate on it, as if someone had dumped their laundry into the ocean. In a blink, it was gone.

Movement in the room below broke her concentration, made her look away.

A figure stood right next to the windows, close enough to reach out and touch the glass. Wait, not stood—knelt, like a supplicant at an altar. The dim light made it difficult to make out who it was. Claire squinted, leaned forward, the railing cutting into her middle and grating against her ribs.

Broad shoulders beneath an expensively cut suit, graying hair. Wellington Ashbury, still dressed for dinner.

Ol’ Wellsley couldn’t sleep, either, she thought. An inane laugh ticked at the back of her throat; Claire swallowed it, pushing back from the rail so she wasn’t dangling over the balcony.

Mr. Ashbury was still and silent, kneeling in front of the windows. Slowly, he tilted his face up to watch the water waver and press, ebb and flow. His head tipped back farther, making the light of the lamps wash over him. His expression was peaceful, reverent, composed enough that Claire wondered if he was sleepwalking.

More movement from the back of the main room, someone emerging from the tiny cloisters built into the cliff. Two someones; the pair of dark figures walked slowly toward Mr. Ashbury, kneeling on either side of him, bowing deep. Patrick and Greg, she was almost certain.

After a moment, the other two Ashbury brothers tilted their heads back to the exact angle as the eldest, as if they were trying to look up at something extremely tall. The same peaceful expression cut across three faces, lightning over the tide. Then, as one, the Ashbury brothers bowed their heads all the way to the floor, bending into something like the child’s pose she’d learned in a beginner yoga class.

Midnight yoga? Maybe. Hot yoga and wet yoga and all sorts of other yoga variations were advertised at the studio she passed sometimes. But the Ashburys weren’t dressed for exercise, and not for sleeping, either, still wearing the suits they’d worn earlier.

Her stomach twisted, twisted.

Maybe they were looking for something. Claire leaned forward over the railing again, peering through the water beyond the windows, trying to see what the Ashburys saw. That glimmer of white? No, whatever they were staring at, it was much bigger. She could almost see it, if she stared hard, concentrated. The sense of displaced space, something massive—

Claire turned away, so quickly that she twisted her foot in the thick plush of the hallway runner and almost lost her balance. Her heart beat like she’d run a mile, her breath coming harshly enough that she was surprised the Ashburys below couldn’t hear it. Claire shoved her palm over her mouth and box breathed. That panic attack was bound to have its way, apparently. Staring into the maw of the ocean, comprehending how huge it was, had tipped her over the edge she’d avoided while looking at the submarine.

Her jaw mashed together. Just the ocean, vast and empty. Just Elias’s father and uncles, doing some midnight stretching.

She didn’t want to look again. If she looked again, she might see something, or might think more on how weird it was that the Ashburys were down there, and she didn’t want to do either of those things. Had decided that she would not.

Going down to the ground floor to sleep was no longer an option, but Claire wasn’t about to go back in her room. Instead, she walked down the corridor in the opposite direction of the elevator and the stairs, hugging close to the wall and making her footfalls as soft as possible, almost on tiptoe. She trailed her hand over doorknobs, counting them absently, like someone else might count sheep. The tiny cloister rooms were locked; the knobs held still beneath her fingers.

Until she reached the end of the hallway. Then the knob turned under her hand.

Claire froze. At first, she thought someone on the other side must be opening the door, another Ashbury creeping out to go do whatever the brothers were doing downstairs (midnight yoga, maybe sleepwalking, surely explainable). But when she pulled her hand away, the door stayed closed.

The one unlocked room in the hallway.

She stood there a moment, trying to figure out what about that set alarm bells ringing in her head. But then she heard the footsteps on the stairs.

It was instinct, small and animal, a decision her body made without her brain’s input. Claire opened the unlocked door and ducked inside.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

The darkness here didn’t feel as cloying as it had in her room, like it had more space to expand. This room must be bigger. Relief made her sag against the door, pressing her forehead into the wood, her back to the room. Claire huffed a small, bewildered laugh; God, she was jumpy. There was no reason for her to hide from the Ashburys; surely they’d understand a little sleeplessness.

That last part was a forced thought, the words scrolling across her mind like on a movie marquee even as she knew they were false. Something you made yourself think to cover up everything beneath it, drown it out. Another coping mechanism she’d never mentioned to Dr. Lark, knowing it would be frowned upon.

Claire sighed, then fumbled her hand at the wall by the door. Her fingers hit a light switch, and she turned around.

For a minute, she thought she was looking in a mirror. Never mind that the Claire Sutherland across from her was nearly fifteen years gone, a gangly kid on the edge of puberty with hair lighter and shorter than Claire’s was now. For a minute, she was thirteen again, newly orphaned and staring into herself like she wasn’t sure what she was seeing, wasn’t sure what should be swimming behind her eyes.

Then she realized it was a picture. A picture of her. The one that had run in all the tabloids after the accident, a seventh-grade photo taken by a bored photographer in front of a fake background of autumnal woods. Her hair was frizzy, her teeth capped in braces with neon rubber bands.

And it wasn’t just the picture—this was the cover of one of those tabloids, blown up to poster proportions. “ASTONISHING RESCUE,” the garish font screamed across her badly cut bangs. “TEENAGER ONLY SURVIVOR OF HORRIFYING SHIPWRECK! WASHED UP ON THE BEACH IN A TACKLE CHEST!”

Her heart slammed against her ribs like something caged; her breath caught in her throat like an anchor dragging ground.

Breathe, she ordered herself, crouching on the floor, hands fluttering uselessly at her chest. Breathe. But breathing deeply hadn’t been an option when she was stuck in her dad’s giant tackle chest, made seemingly cavernous once the fishing supplies had been emptied and she’d climbed inside, thinking it would be the perfect hiding spot…

Panic had erased blocks of memory like a bright rectangle of Wite-Out on a term paper, emphasizing that something should be there and was not. But there were snatches of sensory overload. The sick pitching of the boat back and forth as waves smacked against the hull. Her hands slamming against the lid until her skin broke and bled. Her Oreos smashed to sticky pulp beneath her drumming feet, paperback swelled like rotting flesh, book light doused, Polaroid bleeding color. Free-floating in the water, the roar and slosh, the boom of thunder and crack of lightning. The ocean seeping into the corners of the not-quite-watertight chest, bringing the smells of motor oil and blood and brine.

And a voice.

The chest should’ve been her coffin—instead, it’d carried her to a miraculously populated shore, sunbathers gathering around an oddity only for it to finally pop open on her bloodied face.

That part Claire remembered clearly. She remembered the coastline sun slicing into her eyes, she remembered the crowd of shadows pressing in to see, and she remembered opening her mouth and screaming so hard she nearly ruptured her throat.

Haddie and Mom and Dad were gone. There were Aunt Margo, and a small life insurance payout, and a week of news interviews before Claire begged to be released from them, unable to stomach telling the story one more time.

And then there was Claire, alone and untethered, something fundamental broken in her. Broken beyond repair.

ASTONISHING RESCUE. HORRIBLE TRAGEDY. THREE DAYS AT SEA. DEAD MEN TELL NO—

“Claire?”

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

At first, her addled brain thought it was Elias. But that was stupid; Elias was dead, dead and gone and she had no idea where the body was, a fact that kept popping up and she kept mowing back down. None of the Ashburys had mentioned an actual funeral, a burial, no one had mentioned a body. In fact, the whole time she’d been here, they’d barely mentioned Elias at all.

So it wasn’t him here. Wasn’t his hands on her shoulders, his blue eyes looking worriedly into her own. The hair was wrong, too long and too disheveled and a shade too dark, the fleck of a scar by his eye wasn’t right.

Ash.

Claire hissed like a cat, bucking out of his hands and knocking the back of her head against the wall for the effort. “Get the fuck away from me.” Her heartbeat was still hammering, her voice thin and breathy, but if she could curse at him, she was at least on her way out of the panic attack. “Get away.”

Her rolling eyes caught glimpses of the rest of the room, other walls papered in faded tabloid clippings. The photos weren’t of her, though. They were older, yellowed. A teenage girl with dark hair and a worried pinch to her mouth. A boy with wide eyes and a kind face. They both looked half familiar, her eyes hazel and his deep brown. Claire could imagine either of them staring out at her from a supermarket magazine rack, one more sad story to be read and quickly forgotten.

A lone candle sat on the table beneath the tabloid front page of Claire, unlit. Tiny green flecks in the wax, like algae.

Ash held up his hands, palms out, surrender. Still, he remained crouched on the floor, on her level. “It’s OK, C.” Soothing, placating, though his breath sawed through his teeth and he looked sickly pale. “You’re OK.”

Slowly her breathing evened out, the storm of her thoughts abating enough for her to do more than just shake. “Don’t call me that,” she stammered. “No one calls me that.”

“I call you that. So at least one someone does.” He still held up his hands, like he needed to make sure she knew they were empty, but he half turned to glance over his shoulder. At the photo of her younger face, unaware of what would happen before the year was out, the loss slinking ever closer. “Ah.” He nodded. “Yeah, this would make me freak, too.”

“What the hell?” It still came out shaky; Claire slapped her palm to the floor and pushed herself up, eyes darting around so they wouldn’t land on any of the familiar, tragedy-carved faces. Ash looked at her like he was considering offering his hand, then thought better of it. “What the hell is this? Why do you have a fucking shrine to me? To… whoever these others are?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Then what is it like?!”

“Claire, I can’t—” He coughed, a hack that sounded like it came from a nasty sinus infection, pulling something up his throat. He bent double, hands on knees, hacking and hacking until a thin stream of spit left his mouth and dripped to the floor. It still hung from the corner of his lip when he looked up at her. “Fuck,” he muttered, almost to himself. His eyes blazed, bright and feverish.

When he spoke again, it was with renewed conviction, words coming fast and hard. “None of this is mine. I promise. Listen, I know this sounds insane, but you have to—”

One more cough, deep and ripping. Something came out of Ash’s mouth, spattered wetly to the floor. Another heave, and up came the whiskey, soured with bile, making Claire’s eyes water even from a yard away.

“Fuck,” he groaned again, and another torrent shot from his mouth, his jaw yawning open. It was brutal, punishing, and when he was done, Ash slumped to the floor.

Drunk. Drunker than anyone she’d ever seen. She should help him, pick him up and make sure he got to his room, but Claire didn’t. It didn’t matter what he’d said; who else would have a demented room like this? It was all his, and clearly he was disturbed, but Claire couldn’t fix that. She just wanted to get away from it.

She edged around the pile of vomit. Ash stayed down, slumped to the side between her and the door, watching her with something like resignation.

“It’s almost too late,” he whispered.

“You should really stop drinking,” Claire replied. “I won’t mention… this… to anyone, but Ash, you need help.”

He stared at her, the corner of his lip twitching. Then he laughed, weak and low, but enough to make gooseflesh crawl over her shoulder blades.

Claire stared at him a moment, unsettled, not wanting to get closer. But when she inched around him, Ash didn’t try to stop her. He just lay there and chuckled to himself, blue eyes following her every move, the rest of him corpse-still.

As she opened the door and slipped out into the hall, the lamps outside caught the sick on the floor, giving her a better look than she wanted.

Surely it was a trick of the light and sleep deprivation and stress, but it looked like seaweed. Seaweed, dark and thick as an organ, smelling of acid and brine.







day 2, morning
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1.

“Rise and shine!”

Claire’s eyes were sticky. She wrenched them open with marked effort. There were no windows in her cloister room to signal morning, but the air behind Audrey was lit with a soft glow, day seeping in through the water-covered glass of the main room.

Audrey smiled. She wore a white sundress and her hair was down, a stark contrast to how she’d been dressed yesterday. “Did you bring a swimsuit? No worries if you didn’t, I have one for you!” She placed a black bikini on the foot of Claire’s bed. “We’re taking the yacht out today!”

Slowly, Claire sat up, groggily shaking off the dregs of a dream. She couldn’t tell where it began or ended—Ash had been in it, throwing up, which was fairly unpleasant as dreams went. Maybe that part had been real, since he’d certainly given his liver its last rites the night before, but she couldn’t untangle the dream parts from the might-be-real parts. Everything had mixed with her vague memories of the accident and made for a muddled brain soup that she was eager to forget.

Though not as eager as she was to not get on a yacht.

Claire stretched, yawned. “Actually, would it be OK if I stayed here? I’m feeling a little queasy.”

“Are you sick?” The question came quick and almost sharp, though Audrey still smiled. “Had any illnesses or infections in the past few weeks?”

Claire’s brow furrowed. Audrey sounded like a nurse at an urgent care center. “No, no, I’ve been fine.” Claire mustered an answering smile. “It’s probably just from nerves.”

Audrey sat on the bed with a slight sigh of near relief. For a second, Claire thought she would put a hand to her forehead, a mother checking for fever. She was slightly disappointed when Audrey didn’t. Maybe she should have lied about being sick. Aunt Margo had never done more than direct her to the Tylenol in the cabinet. It might be nice to be fussed over.

“Of course you can stay if you want.” Audrey laced her fingers together in her lap, looked down at them. “It’s just… well, we were going to go by where Elias is buried. I thought you might want to see it.”

Did she? She still needed closure. Even though she knew Elias was dead, she’d never seen proof of the fact. And what kind of daughter—daughter-in-law—would say no?

Audrey’s impossibly blue eyes were misty. She dabbed at the corners, subtle and quick.

“I’ll go,” Claire said, before she could talk herself out of it. “Of course I’ll go.”

Audrey looked up, eyes still scrimmed in tears, and put a soft hand on Claire’s cheek. “That’s our girl,” she murmured.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

Breakfast was huge and elaborate, with carved fruit and yogurt and granola that looked homemade beside a platter of perfect pastries. But it was just a buffet, not a sit-down affair, because everyone was already dressed for the yacht and preparing to leave by the time Claire came downstairs. She was incredibly conscious of the bikini she wore beneath her shorts and tank top, and she only took a handful of strawberries. Her stomach lurched and growled, somehow nauseous and hungry at the same time. An excellent combination for boating.

A line of dark cars waited by the front porch. Claire slid in with Greg and Theo. Theo gave her a warm smile, though he seemed preoccupied. Claire watched the other Ashburys get into other cars, but one was missing. “Where’s Ash?”

“Isn’t feeling well this morning,” Theo answered.

Yeah, she bet he wasn’t.

The car wound down the road, past the beach houses that still looked empty. “Did you sleep well?” Theo asked.

“Fine,” Claire lied. “Just a little nervous. I don’t do well on boats.”

“It’s big enough that it barely feels like a boat.” Theo gave her leg a reassuring pat. “Just don’t look straight down at the water.”

Next to him, Greg scoffed but didn’t say anything more.

They reached the shore. It looked different than it had yesterday, and it took Claire a moment to figure out why. The long white causeway was gone.

She twisted in her seat as they passed where it had been. “Uh. Where’d the road go?”

“Collapsible,” Greg said. “Built by one of our sister companies. Rhodes-Hodge Infrastructure. We share assets with a number of other scientific firms.” He seemed proud, even though apparently Ashbury Marinography wasn’t responsible for this particular marvel.

Rhodes-Hodge. So that’s who Mr. Ashbury had been talking to in the elevator. They must work closely.

“It’s only open when we’re expecting company,” Greg continued, beaming out at the water as if he could still see the causeway.

“So when you aren’t expecting anyone, the only way off the island is a boat?” Claustrophobia crept into the edges of her brain, worsening the roil of her stomach.

The car rounded a bend, revealing a dock full of white yachts, some looking nearly as large as the house in Connecticut.

“It’s not a problem,” Greg said, slightly smug. “There’s always the submarine.”

They all trooped out of the car and toward the yacht that had been apparently prepped for sailing. Dierdre stood on the deck, clad in a bikini even smaller than Claire’s and clutching a glass of wine. She waved at Claire as she embarked, holding up the glass. “Want one?”

It was nine in the morning. But Claire nodded.

She was glad of it as the yacht slid away from the dock and toward the open ocean. Box breaths, in and out, the surface of her wine trembling along with her hand. Claire stood toward the stern, following Theo’s advice to not look down, watching Harrow Point recede. In the light of day, the windows were dark beneath the water.

“It’s OK, honey.” Audrey put a hand on her shoulder. “This is the safest vessel you could possibly be on, and there’s no risk of a storm. I had Wellsley triple-check the forecast.”

Claire nodded. “I’m sorry. Boats just make me nervous.”

“Understandably.” Claire didn’t turn away from the island, but she heard Audrey rustle beside her. “These go well with wine. Or, at least, that’s what I tell myself.”

Claire looked down at what Audrey held out to her. An Oreo.

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

When Harrow Point surrendered to the sea, Claire moved from the stern to the prow, hoping land would be easier to spot from the other side. As long as she could see land, she’d be OK. No such luck—there was a slight glimmer on the horizon, as if something was there other than water, but she couldn’t tell if it was land or not.

Theo stood at the railing, face ashen. His hand was on his stomach. Claire propped her arms up next to him. The wine and the Oreo had actually been bolstering, and she no longer trembled. “Seasick? Seems like that would be a liability in this family.”

He tried to smile, but it was just a thinning of his lips. When he spoke, it was quiet, barely heard over the ambient sounds of the ocean. “You should go.”

She thought she’d misheard him. “What?”

Theo pressed his fist to his mouth. Definitely seasick, trying to fight it back. Claire put a hand on his arm, and his skin was clammy. “I’m not afraid of a little vomit, Theo, let’s get you inside—”

“No.” He pulled away from her. His eyes were wide, glassy, so so blue. “Claire, it’s been two days. You should go. You’ve done—” He stopped, swallowed hard. “You’ve done enough. I know being here is… is hard for you…”

Words weren’t coming easy. It seemed like he had to fight for each one.

“I’m fine,” Claire said, almost combative. “I don’t like boats, but it’s the least I can do. I have to see…” She took a deep breath, fought down the knotted ball of grief. “I have to see where he’s buried.”

“You’re seeing it,” Theo said quietly. Then he gagged, pressing his open hand over his mouth.

“Theo?” Greg, out of nowhere. He said his husband’s name like a mother calling for a naughty child.

“I think he’s seasick.” Claire backed away as Greg marched over, looking far too annoyed for someone whose husband was a second away from hurling. “It’s not a big deal.”

Greg didn’t respond. “I’ll take him below. Audrey wants you on the main deck.”

He led Theo away. Neither one of them looked back.

○ ○ 4. ○ ○

Claire retraced her steps to the main deck of the yacht, twisting down spiral staircases that made her regret that wine on her nearly empty stomach. Patrick, Dierdre, Wellington, and Audrey all stood at the railing of the prow, waiting for her. Patrick frowned. “Where’s Greg?”

“Theo got seasick. Greg was helping him.”

A dark look slid between the two oldest Ashbury brothers. “It’s fine,” Wellington said, turning toward the ocean. “We don’t need him for this.”

“Come here, honey.” Audrey held out her arm, and Claire tucked herself beneath it. Everyone was somber, watching the waves lap against the hull. “This is his resting place,” Audrey said quietly.

Claire peered out at the water, expecting to see a small island, some spit of land. But the only dry ground was the larger island portside, bare of trees, bare of anything except what looked from a distance to be a large glass dome. The glass dome must’ve been what she’d seen glimmering in the distance up top; her trek down many precarious stairs had given them enough time to draw close. “Over there?” she asked quietly.

Audrey shook her head. “That’s the lab where he spent his five years working. Learning the ins and outs of the business. But he isn’t buried there.” She gestured to the water.

It was as blue as Ashbury eyes, gently foamed with surf. It took Claire a minute to surmise what this meant. “You… you buried him at sea?”

It was a thing people did. In this family, she supposed it shouldn’t be a surprise. But it still felt like someone had punched her in the gut.

“Every Ashbury is,” Wellington said. “We return to the place from which our blessings come.”

Claire tensed. Audrey felt it. She rubbed at Claire’s arm, soothing.

Beside Wellington, Patrick bent and picked something up off the deck. A white bundle, watery blood seeping through the seams. It looked like something from a high-end butcher shop.

Wellington took the package from his brother, held it out over the water. “To the depths, we give this sacrifice, as stipulated. Mike was dedicated and consecrated to the cause.”

Claire’s vision was narrowing. Her gut twisted up, still slightly queasy, wine and Oreo churning in her middle. The smell of the package was rank and metallic.

The livestock, the barns. It must be a cut of meat from one of their cows.

Audrey kept rubbing her arm, holding her up, and Claire shrank into her side. This ritual or whatever made her feel uncomfortable, but everything funerary did.

The package sank beneath the waves. Wellington wiped his hands on his pristine black shorts. “More family superstition,” he chuckled, turning away from the railing. “The things in the sea need dinner, too.”

Claire forced a laugh. “Mike is a great name for a cow.”

Dierdre snorted over top of her wineglass. “Yeah.” She drained the whole thing.

You have to leave.

The thought swam up from her animal hindbrain, too quick and too strong for her to bury, to marquee over with something easier. Claire closed her eyes and shook her head, as if she could physically make it go away, her brain a Magic 8 Ball and her asking for a different fortune.

But the thought wouldn’t go. Her instinct had gathered its meager strength and made a Hail Mary.

You have to leave. Soon.







day 2, evening
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1.

It would make more sense to do it in the morning.

Claire thought it like a mantra, scrolling through her head as they spent the rest of the day on the yacht. Audrey and Dierdre swam, but Claire never took off her shorts, claiming her period. She offered to go keep Theo company, but Greg firmly declined, saying he needed to sleep. So she sat on one of the deck chairs and half-heartedly flipped through an old issue of Architectural Digest until the yacht turned back to Harrow Point.

The funeral part of the trip was over, she was pretty sure. She’d seen where Elias was buried (kinda), which meant she’d never get the chance to see his body. She’d stayed two of the four days, and it seemed like the other two would be more of the same, a vacation now that the funeral bit was done. And she’d come back, of course. She was family now, the Ashburys had made that clear, and the next time they got together, there’d be no pall of death overhanging things, making them weird and fraught. It would be totally fine for her to leave.

In the morning.

Claire felt better with a plan. They got off the yacht as the sun was starting to sink into the sea, loaded back into the cars and carried back up the winding road to the house. The causeway was still down. Maybe they’d put it back for her in the morning, once she explained. Or maybe there was an airfield somewhere on the island, and they could have the jet pick her up directly. Claire hated to be an inconvenience, but her anxiety was ratcheting up, and she knew Audrey would understand. She wouldn’t ask if it weren’t necessary.

She hoped none of them would be mad at her.

Claire shared the car with Greg and Theo again. Theo looked better, not as pale or clammy, but he didn’t speak, just gave her a closed-mouthed smile as she got in. She patted his hand. “Being seasick sucks.”

He just nodded.

When they got back to the house, Audrey walked with her down the steps, her arm looped through Claire’s. “We’ll probably do an easy dinner, though I’ll be sure to come sit with you.” There was a nervous edge to her voice. Claire understood. Seeing Elias’s resting place (the ocean, vast and wide and consuming) had been jarring for her, and probably for Audrey, too. “Feel free to get into something comfortable.”

Ahead of them on the stairs, Wellington was murmuring into his cell phone. Claire couldn’t pick out many individual words, though she heard secure accounts, overdraft, and quick resolution. Men like Wellington Ashbury never stopped working.

Patrick came up beside his brother when Wellington hung up, bent close. “Got a status report on the new model.”

Wellington seemed pissed off by whatever conversation he’d just had. “And?”

“The new pressurizing method yielded some… unfavorable results.”

“Christ.” Wellington rubbed at his forehead. “The kind that will need NDAs, or the kind that will need insurance payouts?”

“Probably both.” Patrick didn’t seem all that perturbed. He glanced back at Claire, a quick dart of his eyes, but didn’t seem bothered to be talking shop in front of her. “I told them to do whatever they thought was best. It won’t be a problem again.”

When they got to the main house, and Claire had changed into yoga pants and a nicer T-shirt, she went back down the stairs to the table. Audrey dutifully sat at the head, though she was just drinking and not eating. Another huge buffet spread, salads and fruit and slices of turkey. Did they have turkeys out here, too?

Claire was starving. She loaded her plate with meat, adding salad as a guilty afterthought. A forkful was already shoved in her mouth before she spoke. “Where is everyone?”

“The boys had something to take care of.” Audrey poured more wine. Lucille must have the night off. “And who knows where Dierdre is. Probably calling one of her foreign boyfriends.”

Claire’s eyes widened, but she didn’t comment. So Dierdre and Patrick were having problems. Audrey took a drink right after she spoke, as if she regretted letting Claire see a fissure in the gleaming Ashbury glass.

“I’m so sorry, Claire,” Audrey murmured. Then she pushed one hand against her eyes and let out a quiet, broken sob.

Claire abandoned her plate, though what she’d feverishly eaten had done little to blunt her hunger, wine and Oreo long gone. She knelt beside Audrey, arms around the older woman, making hushing sounds. Audrey’s tears made her own grief rise to the surface, but Claire squashed it down, down.

“So sorry.” Audrey rallied, waving her hand to clear away the brief crack in her armor. “It’s just… it’s so hard. And you understand that, don’t you? We aren’t like them. We weren’t born into anything, we had to claw our way up.”

Audrey’s family had worked for the Ashburys, before they married into them. Twice over. Audrey hadn’t been raised with this kind of obscene wealth, no more than Claire or Theo had.

“It’s really OK.” Now wasn’t the time to ask, but she’d brought it to Claire’s mind. “Is Theo any better?”

“Fine.” She waved her hand again. “He won’t make the same mistake twice.”

The mistake seemed to be getting on a boat, which would be a hard thing to avoid with the Ashburys. “Maybe he wasn’t seasick. Maybe he got whatever Ash has.”

That startled Audrey. She straightened, gave Claire a brief searching look before softening her face. “Maybe.” She wiped at her eyes. “They’ll both be better in the morning, I’m sure.”

The morning, when Claire would ask to leave. But could she do that now, when she had such definitive proof that Audrey wasn’t doing as well as she pretended to be? She couldn’t believe everyone had left her alone. Everyone but Claire.

Audrey sighed and picked up her wine again. “It’s difficult, but there’s no other way.” Claire wasn’t sure what she was talking about. Grief, maybe. The only way out was through, or so she’d been told. “There’s just no way to make it easier. Not without giving everything up, and that’s impossible.”

“Maybe you should get some rest, Audrey.” Claire stood and held out her hand. “It’s been a hard day.”

“It has.” Audrey took the proffered hand. When she was upright, she pulled Claire into a tight hug. “We’re so thankful for you, honey. You’ll never know how thankful.”

Claire glowed. She was family. Audrey wouldn’t cry in front of anyone who wasn’t family.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

She expected to have a hard time falling asleep, but Claire was unconscious as soon as her head hit the pillow, as if all her exhaustion from the day before had dovetailed with the stress of being on the yacht and knocked her clean out. When she woke, groggy and desperately needing to pee, her phone told her it wasn’t quite eleven o’clock. She’d gone to bed around nine. It’d been ages since she had a sleep schedule this healthy.

With a groan, Claire levered herself up, the beginnings of a headache creeping around her temples. Pee, then bed again, back to heavy sleep. She still hadn’t quite figured out what she would do in the morning. Audrey’s tears had washed away at her resolve to leave, a tide carving out a shoreline. The instinct that had awoken on the yacht was still there, but deadened, like it’d run out of steam after the first push. Maybe she’d overreacted.

The close darkness of the room crept along with the headache, waiting until she was awake enough to be afraid. She wouldn’t let herself get there. Claire was out of bed and through the door in three steps, leaving the claustrophobic space behind before her brain could catch up.

The bathroom was three doors down from her room, a glassy marble space so white it almost made one forget how small it was. She skulked through the hall and did her business.

When she came out of the bathroom, she heard voices.

Claire’s first instinct was to hide. Aunt Margo had been extremely strict on bedtime, the one real rule she imposed. Claire was supposed to be in her room by ten, and if Margo caught her out of it, she’d make a disgusted face that Claire hadn’t seen the match of since. That face was enough to make sure she never flouted the rules. There’d been a bathroom attached to her bedroom, so it’d been easy enough. She learned quickly not to seek comfort during thunderstorms.

But she was grown, and this house wasn’t Aunt Margo’s. Claire approached the railing of the balcony, almost in defiance of her memory.

(what if they’re down there looking out into the ocean again—)

It didn’t matter. It didn’t.

There were no Ashburys down in the large main room. Instead, a woman dressed all in black and white, holding a white plastic tub.

The blonde woman, the one who’d served at dinner the first night she was here. Lucille, with the weird knot on her neck.

Lucille limped. No, not quite a limp—a shuffle, like she couldn’t lift her feet all the way up off the floor. Her eyes were fixed forward, shining points in her face picked out by the low light of the lamps. Something sagged around her ankles, like too-big socks, drooping into her shoes.

She clutched the tub with a white-knuckled grip; it seemed heavy. A rusty stain striped down the side. One more lurching step, and her hold faltered. The tub fell to the floor, knocking loose the lid. Inside, Claire could see only darkness.

Lucille stood, staring down at the tub, breathing heavy. Claire was too far away to make out her expression, but she could see a gleam of teeth in her mouth.

With a snarl, Lucille fell to her knees. She reached into the tub with a clawed hand, pulling out a fistful of whatever was inside, and shoved it into her mouth. Dark liquid dripped down her chin.

Blood. It was blood.

Claire’s own seemed to freeze over, too chilled to let her move. Dreaming again? Hallucinating?

“Lucy!”

The voice made Lucille stop, her hand back in the tub. She bent her head low and whined, like a dog that knew it was in trouble.

“Gross, Lucy,” Greg said. He sounded just as disgusted as Aunt Margo used to look, shaking his head as he snatched her arm, pulled her hand from the tub. It still clutched a gooey mess, and he grimaced. “Told Pat he should call two of you to take it. I knew you’d drop it, and if you did, you’d eat. Mike was a heavy motherfucker.”

Lucille kept her head down. Greg gave her one more venomous look, then tossed away her arm. She looked up at him, eyes wide and faux-innocent, as she shoved whatever was in her hand into her mouth.

“Jesus.” Greg stalked away. “No more until you get to the barns. You have to share.”

Lucille waited until Greg was gone, then surreptitiously ducked her hand back into the tub. She pulled out one item, this time, not a handful, and stuck it in her mouth as she slowly fastened the lid back on the tub.

It hung from her lips as she shuffled toward the stairs. When she passed right under Claire, she got a good look.

A finger.

Mike. The name swam in Claire’s mind, a drowning thing reaching for the surface as her stomach lurched. Mike, she’d heard that name recently, hadn’t she?

And when the realization came, it hit her like a hurricane.

Mike. She’d said it was a great name for a cow. Dierdre had laughed. A heavy motherfucker. You have to share.

No. No no no no no.

Things she could handwave away in the daylight had particular weight at night. Claire clapped her hand over her mouth and ducked backward, toward the shadows against the wall. Her stomach clenched and heaved.

Mike was a person, and Mike was in that tub, and Lucille had eaten him.

Claire gagged, her body responding to this thing her brain wouldn’t let her spell out in language. Surely she misunderstood, surely she was overreacting, but that instinct had surged back, once more unto the breach, and she needed to leave now. Not in the morning. Now, or she was going to lose it.

Her legs felt like jelly as she forced herself up, swallowing hard over and over. Down below, the shuffle of Lucille’s implacable steps. A crunch as she bit into bone.

Claire darted down the hall.

Right before she reached her room, a door opened. A hand snaked out, grabbed her wrist, and yanked her inside, shutting the door behind her, enclosing her in flickering light and the scent of salt and sick. “You finally wise up, C?”

○ ○ 3. ○ ○

Ash looked haggard, half bent at the waist like he couldn’t hold himself up. His face was pale, carved into harsh lines by the lone candle on the table behind him, the rest of the lights left off. The candle was enough for her to see the photos plastered on the wall, but only their edges, wrinkled and ink-bled by damp.

It was something to think about that wasn’t Mike, wasn’t the white package thrown into the sea. When Claire stepped forward, Ash let her wrist slip out of his hand. He braced himself on the wall, breathing hard, and didn’t try to stop her as she approached the photos.

Her face. Thirteen and braces-capped and frizzy-haired, just like in what she’d thought was a dream, a dream that ended in Ash vomiting seaweed. Lurid headline splashed beneath her image. She didn’t need to read it again. She knew what it said.

Slow, dreamlike, she turned to the other photos. The ones that had seemed familiar. The years piled onto the faces, made them easy to recognize, even without their blue eyes.

“Theo,” she murmured. “Dierdre.”

“I can’t explain it here.” Ash’s voice was the saw edge of a whisper, as if he’d been sick for hours, his throat ravaged. “Too close to the water. Once we get up top, I can say more, if you want to hear it.” He pressed a hand against his middle, swallowed. “If you just want to get the fuck out and damn the explanations, that’s cool, too. They’ll all be arriving soon. The causeway should come back at half past midnight.”

“He was a man. Mike.” Claire’s voice sounded distant to her own ears. There was a roaring in them, the sound of an approaching storm. “Lucille ate him.”

She desperately wanted him to tell her that she was mistaken. Tell her that she was completely fucking bananas and probably needed an institution. Hell, at this point, she’d welcome one.

But Ash just stared at her, pity in his gaze. “Yeah.”

Her stomach roiled. Claire swayed, steadied.

Ash pushed himself off the wall, staggered to stand upright. “So that’s finally enough to make you run?”

Claire raised her hand, traced the cheek of the girl on the wall. Thirteen, with a family who loved her, with no idea what waited and what she would do.

“Get me out,” she said.







day 2, late night
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Ash crept to the door, opening it slowly, silently. He peered out into the dark hall. The ocean in the windows was dark as tar. The large room downstairs was silent, Lucille and Greg gone.

He closed it again while still in the room, knob twisted so it wouldn’t click. “We can take the back staircase. Everyone will be preparing below; we shouldn’t run into anyone.”

“Preparing?” Claire still spoke like she was in a dream. Easier that way, and didn’t she always want what was easy?

But Ash didn’t acknowledge the question, and she wasn’t sure if it was because he hadn’t heard her, or if he physically couldn’t answer. She thought of slimy green and whiskey, choking him when he tried to speak, in her dream that wasn’t a dream. His raspy voice, both here and on the phone. Had Ash been trying to say something then, too?

He looked at her then, sharply. “How are you feeling?”

“How do you think?”

“Physically. Do you feel loopy at all? Lightheaded? Like you’re high?”

Her brow creased. “No.”

“Good.” He nodded. “I didn’t think they’d drug you again, but I wasn’t sure.”

“Again?”

“In the cake.” He sat down, took off his boots. He wore the same thing as yesterday, as if he hadn’t had time to change, as if he’d been too sick to do something as simple as shuffle out of his shoes. “Benzos. Just in your piece. Technically it’s cheating, but things have spiraled enough that they didn’t care.” He snorted. “The fact that Audrey was willing to part with a hefty dose of Xanax speaks for itself.”

She thought of the strange taste of the cake, sweet and somehow sour. She’d attributed it to the ingredients once she knew the flavors, herbs and Greek yogurt. Not that. Drugs. Must be why she hadn’t gone into a full-blown panic at the sight of her tiny room that first night, the reason she’d been able to keep it together. Even in these supremely fuckered circumstances, Claire was a little bit disappointed in herself. It hadn’t been her own strength of will at all.

“Guess I’ll have to tell my psych,” she said. “I need a prescription.”

He peered at her through the candlelight. “You seem more lucid. That’s good, but you have to stay that way until we’re out, OK? You can’t fall apart until we’re out.”

Claire had gotten very, very good at not falling apart. She could panic when she was gone, out of Harrow Point, off this island. Then she could come absolutely unglued.

It was almost comforting, thinking about the way she’d let the sobs rack her body when this was finally over. The scream she’d let rip from her throat. Maybe she’d tear at her hair like a madwoman, claw at her face. Maybe she’d go fully around the bend and decide to stay there. Once she was out of here, she’d turn it all loose, and wherever the impulsivity of emotion led her, she’d go. She had years of it, all pent up and waiting, compounded now by what she’d seen.

(great name for a—)

But first, stairs. Surface. Let Ash explain what the hell was happening here, because she did want to know, because maybe gathering information could keep her from utter and total shithouse madness. And then she would be gone, off into the world again alone.

Ash stood on slightly shaky legs. He still looked pale and sweaty, but somewhat steadier than before, able to straighten fully upright. He padded to the door in his socks, opened it on silent hinges.

He leaned out, looked left and then right. Beckoned to her. When she came close enough, his hand gripped her forearm, his mouth dipping low to her ear. Humid breath fanned across her cheek, bile and cigarettes. She wrinkled her nose and turned her face away.

“From here on out,” he whispered, “you do what I tell you. Even if you think it’s insane. Because if you don’t, you’ll wish you were dead. Dead would be better.”

A shudder started in Claire’s hands, traveled up to her shoulders as she looked at him again. Ash stared down at her with too-bright, too-blue eyes, mouth a rictus and the musk of his sweat sharp with fear. He wasn’t OK. He wasn’t safe. She shouldn’t trust him.

But she didn’t have much of a choice, at this point.

“I will,” she whispered, barely sound. “I’ll do what you say. Now get me the hell out of here.”

His grip on her softened. “OK,” he murmured, letting go of her arm, running a hand through his hair. “OK.”

Ash looked into the hall again, leaning a bit farther out of the doorframe.

Claire pressed herself close so she could speak as quietly as possible, his elbow digging into her stomach. “Lucille was out there. With Greg. She was taking…” Bile rose in her throat. She squeezed her eyes shut, shook her head. “A tub full of… meat. Mike.”

“They’ve all been waiting. I guess she got greedy,” Ash said. “Good thing you saw. If you’d waited until tomorrow, I couldn’t do anything.”

She felt his stomach tighten, and she tensed, too, in case she needed to dart out of the splash zone of a torrent of vomit. But Ash didn’t get sick. He took a shivering breath.

Gingerly, Ash stepped out into the hall, gesturing for her to follow. She did, both of them crouching low, scuttling along the carpet like crabs to surf.

Ash went to the railing and straightened just enough to peer over.

When Claire tried to creep up beside him, she tripped.

The sound was quiet, muffled by plush carpeting. Still, there was a thud when her knee hit the ground.

“Shit.” Ash’s curse was barely sound, just a breath shaped to a word. He grabbed Claire and hauled her back, smashing her spine to his chest as they both cowered against the wall of the open hallway, away from the railing.

Claire didn’t know if Ash had seen anyone in the open room, but they both reacted as if he had, even if it was just for caution. He pulled her against him, one hand covering her mouth. And she should probably balk against that, but instead she twisted her neck to burrow into his chest, an animal seeking shelter. They breathed together, the rise and fall a steady tide flow as their lungs barely filled to empty again.

A minute, then they unfurled, Ash’s hand leaving her face. He didn’t speak, only cocked his head to the side, toward the elevator. A small door Claire hadn’t noticed before was set into the wall next to it, its edges barely perceptible, cut into the rock of the cliff face. Ash crept toward it, casting another glance over his shoulder before gently pressing on the stone. “Greg,” he mouthed, no sound to it. So he had seen someone down in the main room. “Still awake.”

Waiting for Lucille to bring back the empty tub, she guessed.

There was a moment when the door squeaked, the high-frequency grate of rock on rock, and both of them froze. Claire could taste her heartbeat.

But nothing happened. No movement from down below. Ash opened the door just enough to slip inside the dark beyond. Claire followed.

Inside, the back staircase was cool, with a sense of space that made her chest expand in relief even as the utter darkness pressed in close. Ahead of her, Ash’s large shape rummaged in his pocket, cursing, the movement felt more than seen in the black void. A click, and a tiny flame flickered into being. Ash’s lighter. He brought it to the cigarette in his mouth, hand shaking, but kept the flame on the lighter even after the butt turned cherry. Wordlessly, he offered another cigarette to Claire. She took it, bent close to let the fire start the smoke, breathed deep. She hadn’t smoked in years, but her lungs took to it again like they’d been waiting, and she didn’t cough.

They stood there in silence for a moment, smoke pluming from their mouths as tails of fog against the utter dark.

“Tell me,” Claire said calmly, “what the hell is going on.”

Ash sighed. The glowing end of his cigarette juddered in his still-trembling hand, like he’d caught a firefly. “Told you. Can’t yet. Gotta wait until we’re on the surface.”

“Out of the house?”

“Not necessarily. Just in the part that isn’t underground.” He took in a deep breath of nicotine. “It can’t listen as well, up there. Sound doesn’t travel well from water to land.” He flipped his wrist up, making a watch face glow in the dark. “Causeway won’t be around for another hour or so, and there’s no door we can open to the outside that won’t trigger an alarm. Best to wait until the last minute to leave. It’ll be Acceptance by then, but there’s nothing I can do about that.”

“Acceptance?”

His fist pressed into his ribs. “Higher, C.”

Claire ashed her cigarette, dusting her still-bare feet. Surely their shoelessness would be a problem, eventually, but there were many others to surmount before then, so she wouldn’t worry about it yet. At this point, she could run barefoot back to the mainland. Hell, she could swim.

She’d say this for herself: Once she decided on a direction, as agonizing and inconsistent as the decision-making process might be, she stuck to it. Whether that was marrying an emotionally unavailable millionaire or escaping a seaside mansion.

Claire waited to ask more questions until they’d climbed a few flights of stairs. Ash wanted higher, he’d get higher. Once her ass started to burn, she tested the waters. “So how often do they do… do this? Bring people into the family?”

God. That shouldn’t sting to say.

“Just through marriages,” Ash answered. “At least, into the…” His tone altered, as if he was quirking his mouth. “Inner sanctum. The people who work for us on the higher levels know, but they aren’t as involved.” He snorted. “Except the more mercenary shareholders, like Mike.”

Yeah, it seemed like Mike was about as involved as one could get.

But there was a bigger picture, and that was what she should focus on. To keep from going bonkers, if nothing else. Claire thought of all those good-looking white guys on the website. “So when they’ve done this before,” she asked, waving her hand to encompass the whole of the Ashbury estate as this, “brought someone who was in… in that weird room, with the pictures…”

“The Shrine of the Chosen,” Ash supplied.

Claire paused, swallowing the urge to laugh, the jagged and insane kind. “From that, into the house—into the family—is it always due to a death? Does there have to be a set number of you, or something?”

Ash’s shoulders tensed ahead of her. “Yes and no.”

She arched a brow, even though he couldn’t see it.

“Death is part of it,” he continued, hurrying up the seemingly endless stairs. “A kind of death, anyway. But it’s not always like this.” A pause. “This one is my fault.”

“Explain that.”

“Can’t. Not high enough.”

There were no lights on the staircase, the only illumination coming from the wavering flame of Ash’s lighter. Claire wanted to ask him for another cigarette, if only to distract from the fact that her feet were freezing.

Her eyes had adjusted to the dimness, and she could make out enough of her surroundings not to stumble. Wide, empty stairs, no decoration and no windows. A utilitarian passage cut into the cliff itself.

She lost count of stair flights after ten. Her legs were in agony.

“We still have twenty minutes before the causeway extends.” Ash didn’t even sound winded, which seemed unfair for someone who dabbled in so many illicit substances. “Once we open the door, the alarms will sound, and we’ll have to fucking book it. It’s past midnight, we’re fully in Acceptance now. You can’t rescind your will.”

Claire knew what the words meant individually, but couldn’t string sense from them all together. “That’s the second time you’ve said Acceptance. Are we high enough for you to tell me what the hell you mean?”

Ash paused, as if he was waiting to choke again. The pause was brief, though. They were getting closer to the surface, and words came more easily. “Acceptance is the third day of the Four Stations.”

“Gonna need more than that.”

“Four days, Four Stations.” He ticked them off on his fingers, hand raised so she could see it over his shoulder. “Arrival, Anticipation, Acceptance, Ascension. Once you cross into Acceptance, you don’t get to leave. Not easily, anyway.”

It still didn’t make any sense. But she guessed cults didn’t have to. They wanted her here for something, and she was very, very sure she did not want to be involved in whatever that something was.

A few more floors, her legs starting to go numb, then Ash glanced behind him. “We can talk at the next landing.”

Claire ran up the rest of the stairs, meeting Ash at the aforementioned landing. She could see the end of the endless stairs now, two more flights stretching from here to a door at the top. Ash stared into the middle distance, even when Claire reached him, as if seeing some memory play out in the dark. Another cigarette smoldered in his hand.

It was time for her questions now. They were high enough, far enough away from the water. But the first thing she wanted to know didn’t have to do with the Four Stations or cannibalism or the weird shit happening at Harrow Point.

“Is Theo OK?”

Ash shot her an incredulous look. “Why do you care?”

“He told me to get out,” Claire murmured. “I’m afraid he got hurt for it.”

He raised the cigarette to his mouth. Breathed in deep. “Theo will be fine.” A pause. “I told you to get out, too.”

“I trusted Theo more.”

Ash flinched. Exhaled, watched the smoke twist. “I guess that’s fair.” He straightened, rolled his neck. “Don’t worry about him. An Ashbury would have to really piss it off to die. Like Elias did.”

Claire’s turn to flinch. His name felt like a gut punch, like stepping on an exposed nail. “How did El… how did he piss it off?”

She didn’t really want to know. As soon as the question was out of her and in the air, she wanted to grab it back, stuff it down her throat.

Ash shook his head, rubbed at the bridge of his nose as if staving off a headache. “By keeping you away.”

“But why would they want me here in the first place?” She needed it spelled out. She needed to know exactly what she was dealing with.

“They want to sacrifice you to their god, Claire.” Ash stubbed out his cigarette on the railing. “The lease on its current body is up. Next one is due.”







station 3, early morning
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She blinked. It seemed the only sane reaction one could have to such a statement. Claire blinked, then leaned on the railing next to him with a slight shake of her head. “A god?”

It should come with a laugh. Here, in the depths of a seabound house, it didn’t.

“That’s what they call it. Something not human, at any rate. Really not human.” Ash shrugged. “Tentacles and shit. You know the drill.”

No, Claire did not know that particular drill, but she didn’t press. “And they want to sacrifice me?”

“That’s the easiest term for it, yeah.” He reached toward his pocket, as if for another cigarette, then thought better of it. “We could quibble over mechanics, but there’s no real point. They want to give you to the god to be devoured. In one way or another.”

Her calm was crumbling rapidly, but sheer incredulity managed to keep her together. Hearing that the Ashburys wanted to sacrifice her to a god made the whole thing feel unreal, too ridiculous to be afraid of. “Why?”

“Can’t get something for nothing. Weren’t you paying attention, every time they talked about their success?” Ash gave up the fight against his better angels and lit another cigarette. His hands were steadier now, but he wouldn’t look her in the eye. “That was one of your escape hatches, by the way. When they started talking about how they give to the sea, so the sea gives to them. You were supposed to put two and two together and hightail it the fuck out of here.”

“Sorry I didn’t pick up on the hint,” Claire snarled. “I’ve been distracted by the death of my fiancé.”

Ash finally looked her way. His eyes were pitying, and one of his hands raised, like he might try to comfort her but wasn’t quite sure how such a thing was done. Then it settled on the rail again. “I understand,” he said. “They got you while you were grieving. It’s against the rules, technically. But so is drugging you.” He shrugged. “They made the rules. Some thin snot-scrim of civility, making it all seem like a religion instead of just insanity. So I guess it makes sense they’d break them the minute they become inconvenient.” A snort. “Lucille broke them, too. She was supposed to share with the others.”

Claire’s stomach rolled over itself, the image of Lucille’s bloody mouth rising up in her brain like bile in her throat. “Who was…?”

“Michael Shipley. Thirty, unmarried, one kid he never sees, and, as far as I could tell, never paid child support for. Stockholder of Ashbury Marinography.” Ash turned, leaning his back against the railing. “If it’s any consolation—I don’t expect it to be, just to clarify—he was a total asshole. And he signed up for it.”

“He signed up for it?” Claire fit her knuckles against her teeth. “The fuck?”

“They enter a lottery. I mean, they don’t know exactly what happens to the loser, but they know they never come back from Harrow Point. It’s totally voluntary, and the shares of the loser get split between the rest of them.”

“Jesus.”

“Would probably not approve of our business practices, no.”

Claire shook her head. “That doesn’t clarify why.”

“The god has unusual hungers.” Ash put his hands in his pockets. “It passes on its hungers, and other things, to those it touches.” He glanced her way. “How did Elias take his steak, Claire?”

She shuddered. She’d never stopped shuddering, really, it just varied in intensity. “He was mostly vegan,” she whispered. “Didn’t like the way meat tasted.”

“Not the meat you could get, anyway.”

Elias with his head full of death. Elias Ashbury with his smile and his forwardness, approaching her at the fortune-telling machine. Those it touches.

He never chose.

“The god chose you for this, Claire,” Ash said, giving voice to the awful thoughts, reading them on her lighter-lit face. “The god chose you, and sent Elias to bring you to it.” He paused, and his next words were unnecessarily harsh. “It was never about love. Never is, with them.”

There it was. Unpolite and unvarnished. Maybe he wanted it to break her, or maybe he just wanted to make sure she heard it plainly.

It didn’t break her, though. It almost felt… armoring. Here was something unimaginably terrible, the kind of thing that should send her straight to a padded room, but Claire knew how to turn away from that. How to leave it lying there, step over it, keep doggedly moving forward.

“Except it wasn’t supposed to be Elias’s job, was it?” Things came together so neatly, now that she let them. The responsibilities given to the eldest Ashbury progeny, the ways Elias had to step up where his older brother—his half brother—would not. “It wasn’t supposed to touch him. Elias wasn’t the one the god wanted to… to find me, to bring me here. It was you.”

Their relationship had begun unconventionally and grown in the same way. They were together for a year before Claire ever really began to feel loved by Elias, treasured and romanced. As if his mind had chosen before his heart did. Hadn’t it always felt preordained? Like a story already written, and she was just reading the script. Her fairy tale.

He’d grown to love her. Regardless of how it had started, she still believed that. A kind of love, anyway. The way a boot loved an anthill. The way a storm loved a ship.

She expected some kind of resistance from Ash, expected a lengthy, laden pause. But he just sighed. “Yeah.” Another long drag of his cigarette. “It was supposed to be me.” He held the cigarette out to her. “Last one. You can finish it.”

She took it in surprisingly steady hands. Claire inhaled until the filter burned her fingers.

“So you saw my picture up on that creepy-ass Shrine wall and just—left?” Her laugh felt jagged, like it was a piece of glass she was trying to cough up. At least Elias had gone through with it; Ash hadn’t even wanted to try. Part of her knew this was unfair to be angry about, ridiculous to be angry about, but that part of her was easily ignored. “The god showed you your marital sacrifice, and you said, I’d rather not, actually?”

“I didn’t know it would be you who was sacrificed, not at first,” Ash said, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. “The god picks spouses for every Ashbury, then, when the time comes, picks one of them to be its… its body. Its skin. It could’ve been Theo or Dierdre. I knew I was supposed to marry you, but not how it would end. It was only after you were the one chosen that I left.” His mouth stayed unhinged, like he would say more about that, like there was more to tell. But then he closed it.

Maybe it was a compliment, then, that he’d run once he found out. That he’d refused to be part of her sacrifice, at least initially. She didn’t want to think about what that meant about Elias. “I guess I should be thankful you were going to fuck it all up for me.”

“You were still gonna be sacrificed,” Ash muttered. “I just couldn’t bring myself to be the person who did it.”

“So what would you have done if I didn’t find the weird shrine? Just gone along with it?”

“You were given outs, Claire. It’s not my fault you didn’t use them.” He shifted on his feet. “Believe me, if I could have, I would’ve thrown you out on your ass the minute you arrived. But it doesn’t work that way. They go after people who will ignore the red flags. I couldn’t tell you anything before you figured it out yourself; you saw what happened when I tried.”

Choking seaweed, coughing bile. There were fail-safes built in. He was helping her now that she’d decided she wanted help, but it had taken too long. That first step had to be her own; no one could pull her out until she asked.

And Claire was too tired for it. Too lonely, too willing to accept any kind of belonging.

“I’m perfect for this,” she said flatly, dropping the spent cigarette butt to the floor. She didn’t grind it out, watching its glow slowly fade. “Just like you said.”

Ash didn’t reply. He checked his watch again. “Causeway is up in ten. Two more flights. Let’s move.”

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

“So what happened to Elias?” she asked, after a pause. In for a penny, in for a pound, Aunt Margo was fond of saying, and hell if Claire wasn’t about as far in as she could get. Still, she tiptoed around it, asking this question in the vaguest terms possible. “That has something to do with this. I know it does.”

He knew what she meant. “Of course it does,” Ash said. “He died because of some… brain thing, yeah? That was the official cause, anyway.”

She thought of the lesions on those glowing boards, standing in that too-bright room with the scent of antiseptic burning her nose. Elias’s brain like basement black mold, the lingering effect of a leak.

“When he did his five years on the island with the lab,” Ash said, speaking as he climbed, “he and the god… communed, I guess. And that leaves marks. That leaves pathways for things to get in. Any time divinity—or something like it—touches you, it leaves a doorway. Changes you.”

“Fuck.” Claire shuddered.

“He ran out of time,” Ash said, quietly, pausing on the stairs. “He dragged his feet, bringing you here. So the god used that doorway, and killed him, knowing that would send the message to Wellington that he had to step in. There’s only so much time between skins, it’s all on a strict schedule. And if the schedule is fucked with, all the things the Ashburys get from the god—the safety from the sea that allows the subs to work, the power, the influence—it all starts to go away.”

“So you fucked with the schedule.” She hauled herself up behind him, glaring at his back. “You refused to come get me, because you had a crisis of conscience when it seemed like blood was gonna get too close to your hands. And Elias died for it.”

“Elias fucked with the schedule. He could have brought you here at any time. Hell, he could have asked you to marry him a week after meeting, and you probably would have said yes. But he didn’t.” Ash slanted his eyes, glancing at her over his shoulder. “Maybe he cared about you after all.”

She wanted to slap him. She didn’t, her hand curling in on itself at her side instead.

Unfair, that she should be this angry with Ash when he was the one trying to save her. Deeply unfair that she should resent him for Elias’s death.

In that way, she guessed she was just as much at fault for it as Ash was. She’d made Elias care enough to delay, enough to doubt. Perverse, how that was consoling.

“What did you do with all that time, then?” Claire asked when they finally got to the last landing, the metal door back into the house looming up ahead. “You left Harrow, left Elias to take care of everything, but clearly you just came back. Why? What were you doing?” She shook her head. “What was the damn point?”

Ash didn’t answer. “Come on. Causeway should be up. I left a car in the front drive, but they could’ve moved it. If they did, we’ll need to take a side door outside.”

He went to the door, opened it slowly. It didn’t creak, too well maintained for such a thing. Beyond, the hall was nearly as dark as the back stairwell, though Claire could see a faint flickering light close to its end.

Cold skin on hers. Ash, reaching backward, grabbing her hand. “For what it’s worth,” he murmured, “I would’ve married you, were it not for the whole sacrifice-to-a-tentacle-monster thing.”

His idea of caring was fucked. And it made sense, seeing his family, but it still made her furious. Fury felt good. “Is that supposed to be comforting?” She wanted to wrench her hand away, but in her current predicament, it seemed like a bad idea. “I don’t know you, Ash, and what I do know isn’t exactly indicative of excellent character.”

“Fair enough.” He huffed a laugh. “But I know you.”

“No, you really don’t.” Her hand twitched in his. “All I am to you is a way to feel less guilty. Don’t pretend it’s something more.”

No answer, again. Wordlessly, Ash tugged her into the dark hallway.

The door closed behind them. Next to it, a candle set into a recess in the wall, carved stone in the same wavering pattern as the columns outside. The recess made a shallow pool, the candle in the middle, water reflecting the flame.

An apse, like in a church. The wax of the candle had those same green flecks as the candle below her picture, back in the shrine.

Ash led her down the hall, the dark closing in as they moved away from the apse. There was no other light, but he moved with confidence. Claire fumbled behind him, one hand on the wall to give herself an anchor.

“Stay here.” The halls appeared empty, but Ash spoke low, his voice more an impression on the air than actual sound. “We’re about two floors from the surface. I’m going to check for the car. If you hear anything, head for the back staircase again.” He slipped into the shadows, his footsteps like an erratic heartbeat moving away from her.

The darkness here had mass, it had teeth. She could feel it crowding in from all sides. Claire tried to think of what it’d looked like as Wellington and the others led her down the staircase the day she arrived, the single file line of them winding into the gloom.

They’d mentioned apses at the ends of the hallways then, the ones branching from either side of the stairs that led to the main house below. She must be close to the same staircase now, waiting in one of those halls.

Ash had told her to stay put, but a desire to orient herself overtook the desire to follow his orders to the letter. Claire took a small step forward, mindful of the possibility of stairs, and put out her hand.

It settled on stone, cool against her skin. Claire worked her fingers over it, following the ridges and grooves, trying to figure out what she was touching.

One of those weird statues she’d seen lining the staircase, she was almost sure of it. The creepy-ass mermaids.

Knowing where she was made her a bit less terrified. Claire leaned against the toothy mermaid statue, smothering a delicate snort in the palm of her hand. It was weird to think of herself as terrified when she was just waiting around in the dark, looking for all the world like someone completely calm. But she remembered a lit class she’d taken in college, an elective focusing on gothic literature, and how they’d spent an entire lecture discussing the difference between horror and terror. Terror, apparently, was the dread, the awful anticipation of seeing something that would scare you. Horror was how you reacted when you actually saw the thing.

Claire hoped that in this particular situation, she never made the crossover into horror.

She could make out the vague shape of her surroundings—the angular rise of stairs, the landing where she stood, the hallway continuing on the other side. The dim candle flickering at the hallway’s end. Another apse.

It looked farther away than it should, and it wavered, like something seen from underwater. Claire had taken a step toward it before she really knew what she was doing, walking slowly across the landing. She put her hand on the mermaid statue at the opening of the other hallway, tested the points of its teeth with her finger as she passed.

Oh my God, don’t be an idiot. She’d seen enough horror movies to know that she shouldn’t move any farther. Ash would be back in a minute, surely, ready to haul her up to the ground floor, where he could get her the fuck out of here—

She took another step toward the light.

Claire’s limbs didn’t feel like her own. No longer full of muscle and sinew and bone, but of something looser, stretched long and reaching. A compulsion to move, as if her body remembered a promise that her mind didn’t, a task set before it.

Still, the feeling within her remained terror, not horror, not yet. Not if she didn’t look down to what should be calves muscled by all those long walks when she and Elias first moved in together, what she was sure would now look longer and more gelatinous, more graceful.

Not horror, not yet.

Her strange, gliding gait took her down the hall, all the way to the apse. The feeling changed as abruptly as it had come; her own legs again, if they’d ever been anything different.

The sense of a task left undone remained, though. Something predestined.

A lone candle flickered in the stone basin set into the wall, green-flecked pale wax. The fire danced, casting jagged shadows. Orange light was reflected in the basin, in the shallow water.

She dipped in her finger, brought it to her nose. Salt water. Moving slowly, as if in a dream, Claire stuck her finger in her mouth.

“Fuck.”

Ash, whipping out of the darkness, roughly grabbing her hand and pulling it away. “Fuck, Claire, you shouldn’t have done that, we have to go.”

Movement in the shadows. Ballet-smooth, almost serpentine. Not people, at least they didn’t move that way, but something.

“The car is still out front.” Ash hauled her back to the stairs, took them two at a time. He didn’t whisper anymore, as if it was pointless. More stirring in the hallways, something waking up. “The causeway is up. If I can get you off the island—”

Something rushed out of a hallway.

A person—Claire thought it was a person?—dressed in the black and white of the house staff, corpse-gray eyes wide and pale skin glowing in the dimness. But where arms should be, there were… arms, still, but wrong. Too long, not segmented with wrist and elbow, just noodle-like appendages that reached for her…

Claire screamed, and Ash cursed, tugging so hard on her arm she felt it might come free of the socket. The staff member’s strange limbs made it uncoordinated, and it flapped after her, reaching with those tentacle arms, flopping up the stairs behind them with surprising speed.

The thing tumbled over itself, as if moving through water rather than air. A squelching sound, a reedy cry, the voice of something that shouldn’t be able to speak.

Claire got one good look at its face, before its limbs flipped and hid it from view. Normal, except for the mouth. Where a mouth should be, there was a maw, circular and full of teeth.

“What the fuck?” Claire stuttered, stumbling up after Ash. “What the fuck?”

“The barn was compromised!” Ash’s voice was a yell to her whisper, all pretense of secrecy gone. “They moved the skins into the house!”

More staff members appeared from the hallways, all loose, all wrong, all tentacled. Some were more human than others, those reedy cries made lower and louder, snatching out at Claire with fingers that were too long. Others barely looked human at all, marine things miraculously breathing air, skin gone blue green and fingers gone sucker.

The staff churned after them as Claire and Ash reached the top of the stairs, crashed out the double doors, into the chill night of the northern coast. A black BMW sat on the curb, and if Claire hadn’t been so preoccupied with the impossibility of what was chasing them, she would have spent some time considering that.

“Go!” Ash nearly threw her at the passenger side. “Go go go!”

Harrow Point boiled over. A sea of not-people burst from the doors after them, their humanity in various states of breaking down. Claire’s brain felt like a siren, like a flat line on a monitor. A few of them no longer wore their staff uniforms, not human at all, just writhing masses of tentacles and teeth.

They reminded her of the octopus-thing in Elias’s aquarium.

Ash slammed into the driver’s seat, cranked the key, and pressed the gas. They flew out of the driveway with a screech and burn of rubber on asphalt. Some metal band blasted from the speakers, apparently left over from the last time someone had driven this car, and Claire didn’t have the presence of mind to turn it off.

“Get to the mainland.” Ash said it like a mantra, his blue eyes wide and dazed. The car beeped at him frantically as he weaved over the traffic lines, momentarily dulling the music, but he paid it no mind. “If we get to the mainland, you’ll be OK.”

“What about you?”

He didn’t answer.

They flew down the road, nearly tipping up on two wheels. Past the empty beach houses, and yes, those were bars on the windows, past the incongruous green lawns. The causeway appeared, a line of white in the dark. A name was printed on the strut. Rhodes-Hodge Infrastructure Solutions.

“Claire. Baby.”

A quiet voice from the back seat.

Elias.

He looked just like she remembered, all the memories snapping into place the moment she laid eyes on him, the fuzzing edges of her vision brought back to focus again. The flop of his dark-blond hair over his forehead. The crinkle at the corners of his cerulean eyes as he gave her a smile.

Another dream, surely. One more way to torture herself, now that she knew the truth of their relationship, how it had always been pointing to this. Maybe all of this was a dream, and she’d wake up in the cloister room, or even back at the house in Connecticut.

He’d called her baby. He never did that.

Something about him glowed, a light in the dark, drawing her closer. She moved his way on instinct, leaning back over the seat, an animal part of her pulled close. But she didn’t look directly at him. She didn’t dare.

Ash didn’t hear him, or at least didn’t seem to. His eyes were glued to the road, his hands glued to the steering wheel. His headlights were electric blue.

Claire reached out, touched Elias’s shoulder. Choosing not to think about the impossibility of this moment and just to live in it instead. Choosing not to think about how wet and slimy he felt beneath her palm. That sense of predestination, of a promise coming home to roost. Claire felt like she was floating, weightless and senseless in warm water.

When Elias’s hand came up to wrap around her own, and it wasn’t exactly a hand anymore, she couldn’t find it in herself to be surprised. Still, she balked, self-preservation kicking in against whatever strange lull had overcome the rest of her. It was useless; he held her fast as a cage. Beside her, Ash sped over the causeway, dark water gently lapping at the pylons.

She thought of the tackle chest, the voice in the waves.

“You can’t leave now,” Elias said. But it wasn’t really Elias; it was something else, bleeding through the costume it had made of the man she’d been going to marry. Hard suction on her side, something slimy attaching to her skin and pulling, tiny mouths lined in teeth. She refused to look at him, still, only seeing him from the corner of her eye as the ache in her side grew to a sting, a rip.

“It’s too late, Claire,” Elias said. “You’re it for me. You always were.”

The pain in her side was excruciating now, sawing at her skin, tearing it slowly. Claire tried to pull away, but whatever Elias’s body had become held her easily, and her movements were useless as a beached eel’s thrashing. The sting of tearing flesh was bad enough to make her scream, but all that came out was a low, mournful whine.

Ash finally turned to look at her.

Her other hand made a claw, raked in Elias’s direction, but all it met was something cool and viscous, gathering beneath her fingernails, smelling like salt and rot.

Scuffling, shouting. Ash, trying to call her name. The sideways wrench, another skid of tires, the feeling of floating.

“Pretty, hollow Claire Sutherland.” Elias’s voice at her ear, but it was not his familiar lips against her temple. These were cold, and wet, and hid sharp, needle-fine teeth. “You’re the end of the line.”

The BMW hit the water with a sound like an explosion. The airbags deployed.

Claire didn’t mean to look at Elias, her ears ringing, eyes beginning to sting as water leaked into the car. But something about him glowed, even more than she’d noticed before, an unnatural phosphorescence. It drew her gaze, even though she didn’t want to see.

His eye lay on his cheek, a running yolk of blood and pus. A tentacle burst through the orbital socket the eyeball had left empty, curling around her temple, the suckers adhering to her skin with the pinch of razors. Long, thin teeth, too many for his mouth, making it split too wide, making blood pearl up at the straining corners.

But his remaining eye still blazed that familiar blue.

Terror tipped, finally, alchemized into horror. Claire shrieked and shrieked and shrieked until her throat filled with ocean.







station 3, evening

[image: ]
1.

She passed out at some point. Of course she did. Claire couldn’t even find it in herself to be annoyed at the fact, really. The human nervous system was not designed to take in the sight of one’s dead fiancé sprouting tentacles from his orifices. Not designed to stay conscious through a car crash into the sea. Part of her hoped she was dead, that she’d awaken into either bright light or eternal flame or endless, echoing dark.

But when she came to, Claire was in a room that she wasn’t familiar with, vaulted ceilings and austere oak beams like a cathedral, and she really wished she’d seen how she’d gotten there. Not that there was much chance of her using that knowledge to get out again. Not with Dierdre sitting beside her like next of kin by a hospital bed.

Elias’s aunt wore a delicate pink dress, one more suited to a spring wedding than to holding vigil in some underwater prison. Her dark hair was curled softly around her made-up face, and her arms were crossed, one painted nail tapping impatiently on her bare biceps as she watched the doors at the back of the room.

Claire lurched up. Tried to, anyway, with her entire body aching and her head pounding, every inch of her car-crash sore. The ropes around her arms and legs kept her from doing much other than painfully straining her neck. No, not ropes—seaweed, slimy and slick but holding like iron, banded around her wrists and ankles.

But what the seaweed ropes held her to was worse than the ropes themselves. An altar.

This room was a church. Or close to one, at least. There was an altar, there was an aisle between wooden pews, all of them carved with that sinuous wave pattern that adorned the columns, the carpets. The room was taller than it was wide, as if it never needed to hold many worshippers. Stained-glass windows stretched from floor to ceiling, panels laid out to show dark tentacles reaching across the glass. Through it, ocean, endless water, black and lightless, no life at all.

So she was underwater again. Deep underwater, deeper even than the main house. The glass should shatter, but physics didn’t count here, did it? Not when people were sprouting tentacles. Not when the Ashburys were planning to sacrifice her to a god.

That fear paled when she thought about being this far underwater, though.

It was fucking ridiculous, the way her heart drop-kicked her stomach, panic blazing quick and fierce at something so simple after what she’d just seen. Bigger fears should outweigh these pedestrian ones, make them insignificant. But it happened all the same, her breath coming fast, her lungs refusing to inflate all the way. Someone had changed her clothes, out of the pajamas she’d worn when the BMW went over, but she was damp with sweat all the same. Maybe Audrey could part with more of her Xanax. Or was that against the rules? Were they playing by them, now that she was caught?

Dierdre watched her with something almost like sympathy in the dazzling blue of her eyes. Just almost, though. There was too much relief in it to really be sympathy, a starving person patiently observing the struggle of a rabbit in a trap.

“Sorry about that.”

Not Dierdre’s voice. Claire turned her head to see Audrey coming down the aisle with an unhurried gait, her face arranged in the kind of half grimace usually only seen on customers having a shit fit about coffee orders that weren’t exactly right. Sorry to be a bother, but the cappuccino is simply too dry, surely you don’t expect me to not say something?

“I do hate the restraints,” Audrey said in the exact tone of voice Claire had been imagining, “but we need your cooperation, Claire, and you threw such a tantrum we couldn’t leave it to chance.”

“‘Tantrum’ is an interesting way to describe it.” Claire’s voice sounded like she’d drunk nothing but salt water for days. Maybe she had.

No, surely a whole day hadn’t passed. Four Stations, Ash had said, four days, and Claire felt like if they’d reached the last day—Ascension—she wouldn’t be alive anymore.

She thought of tentacles where limbs should be, a mouth made into a toothy, chewing maw. At least, she wouldn’t be alive like this.

The seaweed strained as she shifted on the altar. Stupid, trying to get comfortable on a sacrificial table. “Do the rules say that it’s fine to tie me up? Or is that like the drugs?”

“Rules can be bent,” Dierdre said. “In desperate circumstances. It doesn’t care.”

“Dierdre.” Audrey’s voice was sharp. Dierdre rolled her eyes but stayed silent.

“Oh, honey.” Audrey’s voice was softer when she spoke to Claire than it had been for her sister-in-law. “Really, none of us are happy about this, so let’s not make it any harder than it has to be, OK?” She approached the side of the altar and gently pushed Claire’s hair from her forehead. “Can you do that, sweetheart? There’s no way out, not for any of us, so we might as well make it easy for each other.”

Claire wanted to balk, but there was nowhere to go, and part of her, a sick part, still fought the urge to lean into the touch. Motherly, gentle. A petting hand before the bolt between the eyes. Audrey had cried last night, and maybe some of it had been for this, but she had no tears for Claire now. Her eyes were dry, her resolve steely, even if her touch was sweet and her voice soft. She’d made her choice, and all Claire could hope for was that it’d been a hell of a deliberation.

She knew better, though.

Audrey really did sound sorry, but it was light sympathy, the same diluted kind in Dierdre’s expression. They might not like the methods, but they liked the results, and they certainly weren’t going to do anything that might jeopardize them. They’d weighed who was more important, and it was them, every single time.

Ash said they gave to the sea in order to receive. Receive wealth, power, respect. Claire didn’t harbor any illusions of the Ashburys suddenly deciding to throw that away on her account. Hell, even Ash barely had. A half-assed grab at redemption.

Audrey was dressed in the same manner as Dierdre, like she was attending a garden party. Her gown was fancier than Dierdre’s, though, sky blue and floor-length. A corsage of slightly wilted lilies was strapped to her wrist, wafting their scent into Claire’s nose as Audrey brushed and brushed at her hair, the same vaguely comforting movement over and over and never really committed to.

It came to Claire in a rush, what Audrey looked like. The mother of the groom.

Her heart kicked her stomach again. She turned away from Audrey and angled her eyes, using long-neglected ab muscles to arch up and look down over her body.

A white dress. It didn’t fit. Too long and too large.

A giggle started in the back of her throat, ragged and chattering. She clenched her teeth around it, eyes watering.

Something hurt beneath the dress. Her hip, burning like a wound drenched in antiseptic. She vaguely remembered Elias—Not-Elias—reaching for her in the car, something latching onto her skin.

Audrey dropped her hand from Claire’s forehead and gingerly touched her side. Claire arched away, gasping, and Audrey clucked soothingly before glancing at Dierdre. “How’s the wound look?”

“It’s stitched.” Dierdre shrugged. “Not prettily, I’m not a damn surgeon. But I gave her some antibiotics, and if anything is seriously wrong, it’ll heal once she’s Worn.”

An unmistakable emphasis on the word, making it loom capitalized.

“As long as she can make it through the ceremony. And what comes after, when she and Wellington make it official.” Audrey said it in the same smooth, soothing tone she’d used before, as if Claire were an animal who couldn’t actually understand the words, only the cadence. “He’s being unreasonable, still. I always told Wellsley he was too lenient with him, soft because he looked so much like Josephine.”

Her teeth snapped on her sister’s name, a shark maw on a leg. A ripple in her veneer of softness.

“Is there no way the ceremony could be skipped, then?” Dierdre asked. “If that would make it easier?”

But Audrey was already shaking her head. “The skin has to be part of the family to make it work. Cared for. Otherwise you get…” She wrinkled her nose and waved a hand back toward the doors, indicating whatever lay beyond them. “All that. We learned the hard way.”

Claire had no idea what that was supposed to mean, but Dierdre nodded as if she understood. “Legally, she’s an Ashbury once they’re married. The whole consummation thing is just because Wellsley is a sick fuck.”

“Dierdre,” Audrey said again, sharper this time.

“A sick, feudal fuck. I wouldn’t be surprised if he wants bloody bedsheets, though I’m pretty sure he’ll be disappointed there.” Dierdre smirked. Then she shrugged. “Ash will come around. Wellsley himself wasn’t too keen on giving up Jo.”

Audrey’s eyes snapped to her sister-in-law, narrowed. She seemed more bothered by the mention of her sister than by the proclamation of her husband’s character. Dierdre’s shoulders stiffened, but she still didn’t look in Audrey’s direction, staring off into the stained-glass windows instead, that smirk still bending her mouth.

A diamond bracelet on Audrey’s wrist caught the light as she flipped a dismissive hand, spinning candle glow back through the gloom. “Elias was the one who cared.” There was still a wound in her voice when she spoke of her son. “I think that’s the whole reason It’s acting this way, honestly. Leftover feelings from the one being Worn, and It doesn’t understand the concept of love.”

“It understands enough,” Dierdre said darkly. “It’s made that obvious.” Her next words came quieter. “Love is just one more way to get hurt. It understands that very well.”

Other than a disdainful sniff, Audrey made no reply.

“Either way, we can’t deny It.” Dierdre shrugged again. “It’s clearly demonstrated that the deal isn’t bullshit. The accounts, the sub exploding, the skins going haywire. So we give It what It wants.”

“I wonder if you’d be so blasé about it if you were the one on the altar,” Claire rasped.

Dierdre arched an eyebrow. “Don’t act like this is all our fault, Claire. You put yourself here.”

Claire swallowed.

Audrey touched Claire’s hair again, sweet and soothing. “I really am so sorry, honey. None of us like this.”

“Then don’t do it,” Claire begged. It was futile, but the instinct couldn’t be ignored. “Let me go. I promise I won’t tell.”

But Audrey was mournfully shaking her head. “No, honey. It’s necessary, you understand? Nothing we can do about it.”

Lying through her teeth, and Claire couldn’t even tell if she knew. Maybe she really believed it. Claire was grist for the mill, chum for the sharks, and for all her mask of kindness, Audrey Ashbury couldn’t conceive of her being anything else.

A shadow passed over the windows, something huge floating through the seawater beyond. Audrey and Dierdre turned, moths to light, staring at the tentacle-patterned glass with wide, too-blue eyes.

The shadow passed, and Audrey breathed out a sigh. “It got tired,” she said, an answer to the question on Dierdre’s face. “Making Itself into human form is hard work, and It did so over and over.” Audrey’s perfectly toned blonde hair glimmered in the light of the candles as she tipped her head pointedly to the gash in Claire’s side, still hidden beneath borrowed lace. “I don’t see why It bothered trying to look like Elias for her, if It was just going to do that. Making everything so messy.” Clearly she wanted this to be clean, over and done with, so she wouldn’t have to keep thinking about it. That’s why the rules existed, Ash said. Make it a religion instead of just a murder, and if the rules needed bending, they didn’t actually matter anyway.

“It works in mysterious ways,” Dierdre said drily.

Small sounds at the back of the sanctuary, scuffling behind the double doors. Audrey glanced back, adjusting her corsage. “Here they come, finally.” She looked at Claire, sighed. “Sorry that the dress doesn’t fit, honey. Elias picked it out but never sent your measurements.”

“Better than mine,” Dierdre said. “Elias always had better taste than Patrick. That’s a Vivienne Westwood.”

Claire craned her head back to look at Dierdre. “So you just went through with this willingly, when it was your turn? Let them dress you up and strap you to an altar?”

Dierdre wrinkled her nose. “God, no. We got married in a country club. It didn’t want me.”

But It wanted Claire. To Wear her, whatever that meant.

“Not that it wouldn’t have been an honor,” Dierdre said, darting a surreptitious look at Audrey. “To be Worn is—”

“Don’t bother, Dee.” Audrey fumbled in a tiny satin purse the same color as her dress, coming up with a lighter and a pack of Pall Malls. Hypocrisy at its finest, though it seemed like her problem with Ash smoking in the house was mostly a cover for her problem with Ash’s general existence.

The Ashbury matriarch lit up and spoke around the cigarette. “No one wants to be Worn. We can yatter on all day about it being an honor, but in the end it’s a death sentence, honey, I won’t beat around the bush and lie. It can be a fast one, though.”

Panic made Claire’s heart hammer, almost visible against her wedding dress. Her Vivienne Westwood.

“I was glad that Wellsley loved me less than Jo, really,” Audrey said, blowing a plume of smoke at the ceiling. “Giving me up wouldn’t have been a great enough sacrifice.”

It didn’t sound like the truth, but it didn’t really sound like a lie, either.

“No one loves me, though,” Claire rasped. The thing she feared the most, set forth like armor. “I’m not a great sacrifice.”

“You’re right, no one loves you,” Audrey said. “But It looks through time. It sees what could be. All the suffering and guilt that will come from your death.” Smoke trailed from her lipsticked mouth. “That’s enough.”

“It is an honor, Claire,” Dierdre said quietly. “Try to look at it that way. It will make all this easier.”

“It could have been so much easier if Elias had obeyed.” Audrey shook her head. “It’s always a risk, sending them out, but he had Dad to watch him. I really thought…” She trailed off and shook her head again. “And now Dad is dead, too. Selfish boy.”

Dad. Audrey said her family had worked for the Ashburys for generations. Claire remembered the help, boiling out of Harrow Point, going to tooth and tentacle. She thought of the ones who were little more than blue-green knots of sinuous limb.

She thought of the octopus-thing in the aquarium at her and Elias’s house.

She thought she might throw up.

Another muffled bang, and the door at the back of the sanctuary burst open. Claire expected Ash and his father, but instead, it was the help. Not the hundreds that had come after them in the BMW, but all the ones that still looked mostly human, maybe fifty in all. All of them were still dressed in their black-and-white uniforms, and all of them were silent.

Claire probably could’ve seen them without screaming, even with the memory of how their bodies had collapsed into gelatinous sacks, amalgams of human and sea creature. She could’ve dealt with it if they’d just filed into the wooden pews and stayed far away from her. But of course they didn’t do that, of course they came right for her, bound on an altar by insane fucking billionaires in an insane fucking tentacle sanctuary, and she screamed her throat raw before they even reached her.

The black-and-white-clad mostly-people formed an orderly queue before advancing down the aisle toward Claire, all moving as one organism, eerily similarly to the way the Ashburys had walked down the stairs and into the bowels of the house when Claire first arrived. Only once the line was perfectly arranged did they advance, their movements sinuous and graceful, seaweed in a current.

“The price to be paid.” Patrick, intoning low, coming to stand at the lectern like a preacher. “Devotion for such as you can only be shown by proxy. Touch, and touch your god.”

The scream caught on something in Claire’s throat, fingers gripping a rock as you fell down a mountain, and strangled itself out into a whimper. A cool hand closed over hers—Dierdre. “Just breathe,” she murmured. “The skins want to pay their respects, that’s all. It’s not so bad.”

The first person—skin, Dierdre said, God, that made it worse—was the driver who’d picked Claire up from the airport. Alton, she remembered, his name was Alton, though it was hard to put such an innocuous name to the thing shambling toward her. Claire wondered how much energy it took for them all to look more or less human, to hold themselves together until given permission to stretch, expand, take true form. She wondered how long Audrey’s father had been like that, before he became a thing that lived in an aquarium.

Rusty stains marred Alton’s white shirt, the corner of his mouth. Mike. The skins’ Ascension feast.

The skin leaned down, flesh sagging at the edges, pulling away from nostril and eye socket to show a nest of tiny tentacles just beneath, rolling over each other like maggots in a wound. With wet lips, he kissed Claire’s forehead, making an awful smacking sound.

When Claire was a kid, she’d get those cheap craft kits where you painted plastic pieces and stuck them to the window with suction cups to imitate stained glass. The kiss sounded like that.

“You are witnessed,” Patrick said.

In the dark sea beyond the windows, something immense floated. Watching.

“See?” Dierdre murmured as the process was repeated down the line, bags of skin and tentacles giving Claire revolting kisses that smelled like salt and bile, Patrick droning the same thing after each one. “When the first Wellington Ashbury came and made the deal with the sea, he tried to find a different solution, something that would keep him from giving up members of his family. So he offered hundreds of his congregants to become skins for the god, the workers he’d brought with him and made part of his religion. The help, first, then the children of business partners who could be bribed to keep quiet, or made to believe a lie about an accident on the island. But It couldn’t be satisfied with a skin that wasn’t part of the family, wasn’t a worthy sacrifice. When It tried to Wear them, they just turned into this.”

Another sagging member of the procession kissed Claire’s forehead with clammy lips. The place where they all kissed her was starting to burn, as if they left behind some kind of acid. Claire felt something slide down her temple, jelly-like.

“The sacrifice has to be someone meaningful to the Ashbury family,” Dierdre continued, a professor giving a particularly dry lecture, as if knowing all this would somehow make Claire feel better. “Someone it hurts for them to lose.”

“But they don’t care about me.” Claire’s horror had faded to a kind of numb shock, the resignation of a dreamer waiting for a nightmare to end. The people—what used to be people—in the line seemed to be deteriorating as they waited, the tentacles that had taken the place of bone beneath their flesh becoming harder to hide. Skin bunched at their fingers, gravity tugging it off their frames, sometimes breaking away entirely to sit in pools of gore along the carpet.

“The god sees all, like Audrey said. Past, present, future.” Dierdre flicked a bored eye to the finally waning line of skins, as if counting down the time to when this would be over and she could go back to whatever it was ridiculously rich people did in their leisure hours. Counting down to when the skins would go back to the barn, and she wouldn’t have to think about them. “It only picks people It knows the Ashburys will miss, for some reason or another. One of them will be affected by your loss. And that person will think of this, of what you’ve become, and they’ll hurt.”

Ash. That hurt would be guilt, would be more for himself than for her, but Claire guessed it counted enough.

“That’s what It wants. Emotion. Pain.” Dierdre shrugged and picked at a fingernail. “Which is why you made such a good candidate, Claire. You kept your pain at such a remove, but it’s still in there.”

“What if it doesn’t work?” Claire’s voice was hoarse, a nascent hope turning it ragged. “What if it changed its mind, and it doesn’t want me anymore?”

“It’s run out of time to do that.” Dierdre gestured to the line of skins. “It needs something, and the body It has won’t last much longer. You should hope it works, Claire. Otherwise you end up like them. Divinely touched things don’t die, they just change.”

A divine touch left doorways, like Ash said. So whatever was about to happen to Claire, death wouldn’t be an escape. There was no escape from this unaltered.

The next skin to approach was the woman who’d waited at the dinner table, who’d carried Mike’s remains away from the kitchen. Lucille, Lucy. She was in bad shape, the skin of one cheek hanging nearly to her collarbone, revealing a half-moon of writhing purple muscle beneath her eye. The knot of skin on her neck had dropped nearly all the way down to her shoulder.

Claire had disassociated now, utilizing that same skill that had allowed her to function for so long under the weight of impossible grief, staying barely tethered to her body. But she came down a bit as the woman approached, enough to turn her head to Audrey, remembering how she’d refused to make eye contact with the waitress as her wine was refilled.

Audrey looked at Lucille now, with an expression that wavered between disgust and a wrenching kind of sorrow. Her lip curled around her cigarette as Lucille leaned forward, the loose, damp skin of her face brushing against Claire’s forehead. Claire closed her eyes and threw herself back out of her body again, back into the liminal space that kept her sane. Back to the hollowness that had gotten her here in the first place.

Dierdre was right. All her pain was still here, even though she’d battered it down. The god would have a veritable buffet of emotion to snack on.

Lucille pulled a deep breath into her ruined nostrils. Her pupils blew wide, her hand with its sagging skin reaching up to skitter swollen fingers over Claire’s side, the poorly stitched wound the god had made right over her hip.

“Blessed of the sea,” she murmured, her voice like something crawling up from unknown depths. Her mouth tripped over words, made them too rounded and ran them together. “It wants you and not us. What do you have that we don’t?”

Then she ripped open Claire’s dress, Claire’s stitches, and plunged her hand inside.

Claire bowed up off the table, howling, slammed back into her body by a sledgehammer of agony.

Someone wrenched Lucille’s fingers away, and Claire felt them pull out of her wound, slick and sucking, felt parts of herself in places they should not be. Her shriek turned to a moan, so she could hear the scuffling of shoes on the floor, Lucille being dragged away by other skins.

But she could also hear the sounds of slurping, lolling tongues fighting over the pieces of her body that Lucille had managed to pull out. She glanced over, just for a split second, and it was enough—Lucille held something ropy, short and segmented and dripping. She suckled the end of it, holding it high to try to keep as much from the other grappling skins as possible. It reminded Claire of the hamster kept as her kindergarten class pet, drinking from his upside-down water bottle.

The pain was worse than anything she’d ever felt before. Claire knew that, intellectually. But she floated far above it, the agony froth on a wave that she could skim down her hand to touch, but only if she wanted to. The edges of her vision dimmed. Her insides felt like her skin was full of fire. Her heart slowed down, a metronome in need of winding.

Maybe she could die, then. Die before the god did… whatever It was going to do. It wouldn’t be an escape, she knew that much, but maybe it would make things a little harder for the god. A little easier for her.

“Foul,” Audrey said vehemently, turning away from the skins. “We shouldn’t have let her in here. The Witnessing wouldn’t have missed one skin.”

“She’s your sister,” Dierdre said drily. “Technically, she’s family.”

“Not close enough, apparently.” Audrey lit up another cigarette. “She and Jo were in that same accident, with the boat. Lucy was the natural choice to be her replacement, when Wellsley didn’t want to give It Jo.” She grimaced. “Talk about a shotgun wedding. Patrick wore swim trunks.”

“Oh, right,” Dierdre said, apparently nonplussed by this oblique mention of her husband’s short-lived first marriage, conducted only to make a sacrifice. “It was because of the accident. Not because you were the sister Wellsley loved least of the three. The only one the god wouldn’t take at all, because it wouldn’t hurt much to lose you.”

Audrey’s manicured fingers arched like she might slap her sister-in-law. But she didn’t. “Lucy should’ve tried harder,” she said. “Then maybe we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

Dierdre rolled her eyes. “Sure. That’s how it works.”

Claire observed all of this through a growing haze, her vision feathering out at the edges, her pain growing more intense but also further away. Distantly, she realized she was screaming, though it was more a moan, too thin to be a real scream. I’m pretty sure I’m dying, she thought as she watched the skins scrabble over the scrap of her intestine. Take that, tentacle god. Guess I’ll rot a little faster.

“Sorry, babe,” said Elias.

He stood over her in the same posture the skins had, his hair dripping salt water into her face, the tentacle growing out of his eye questing slowly in the air. The other eye had changed since she’d seen him in the car; it was rounder, too big for its socket, and glowing a sickly yellow with no white or pupil. He smiled with too many teeth, all of them finger long and needle sharp.

The pragmatic part of Claire wondered how he could still appear and disappear at will, though she knew it was a question without a real answer. It was Elias’s body, rotting, but it was also a god, and apparently the laws of the known universe didn’t apply.

Claire hoped it hurt.

“The skins get overzealous sometimes,” he continued, something greenish seeping between those sharp teeth, his breath like carrion. “They want a piece of the divinity they were denied. You all want that, I think. Humans crave and revile godhood in equal measure. You all want to know what exists beyond you.”

“Shit.” For the first time since Claire had woken up, Dierdre looked something other than bored. She hit the floor on her knees, kneeling in the mess leaking from Claire’s ruined side, mindless of her pretty spring-wedding-guest dress.

Beside her, Audrey did the same, discarding her cigarette in the pool of bile. “Our Lord, you shouldn’t be in human form again so soon, the energy required to move—”

“Shut up, Audrey,” Not-Elias said, not looking at his mother.

She followed his order.

“Elias.” His name felt weird in Claire’s mouth, the incongruity between the man she’d known—loved, as stupid as it turned out to be—and the monster leaning over her making the sounds feel foreign to her tongue. “It’s not… This isn’t…”

“Me? Him?” He cocked his monstrous head. “No, it’s not him, Claire. He’s just a mask I wear, an attempt to become something that could walk among you. A failed attempt, obviously. He wasn’t empty enough for me.” He raised a hand with webbed fingers, gestured at his eye, his teeth. “That’s where you come in, love. Elias was supposed to bring you to me sooner, but he failed, and I needed a new body. Josephine’s was no longer working, though it held for a while. A true sacrifice. Wellington loved her dearly.”

On the floor, Audrey’s lips drew into a thin line.

“So I took Elias, to remind them all of how much worse it could be. Killed him, and the Ashburys had him brought here, his body thrown into the sea for me. A stopgap, really. I knew he wouldn’t last long, especially since he was already dead when I entered.” The yellow eye seemed to pulse in its socket, inching its way out, growing larger as it freed itself from the confines of an ill-fitting skull. “Because I was waiting for you, love. My bride, my Eternal Skin. Exactly what I need.”

And she was. A hollow vessel, begging for someone to fill it. A husk of a woman with everything scooped out, ready to be remade in a divine image.

The eye was fully freed now, and it slithered out of the socket on a long stalk, arching over Elias’s forehead and hanging like a light over a surgeon’s table. It shone down at Claire, bright enough to hurt her eyes, and she tried to turn from it, tried to cringe away from him. But the seaweed ropes binding her at ankle and wrist were too strong, and when he kissed her, a slice of needle teeth across her cheek, she couldn’t get away.

And she was still dying. The light of his eye was all she could see. There was no pain anymore, just numbness. Even moving her head an inch was a monumental effort.

“Ash’s bride, technically,” he hissed, a cold tongue lapping at the pearls of blood his teeth brought to the surface of her cheek. She could barely hear him, her head full of white noise. “Like how it was always supposed to be. But it will be the two of us who are one, the two of us who are together forever. Just like you wanted. Something to live for, someone to be.”

And wasn’t that what Elias had promised, too? To give her an identity. Root her in the world. She didn’t know how to be real on her own.

“You’ll be it,” Elias whispered against her ear. “Yours will be the face I wear, the body in which I walk the earth. You’ve been made perfect for me, by the sea, by your own will. Hollow. Waiting to be filled.”

His hand covered the wound in her side, and the pain of it knitting back together was almost as awful as the pain of it ripping open. Her hazing vision cleared, her consciousness flung back into her body as her intestine regrew, as flesh surged to cover the wound. Claire shrieked, bucking against the seaweed that held her down. Her middle burned as whatever the god was doing flushed out the first clumped cells of sepsis, made her good as new.

“It seems to work best with Ashburys,” the god murmured through Elias’s mouth, easily heard through her screaming. “Since they made the initial bargain. We want to make sure everything goes off without a hitch.” A slimy tongue flicked out from between sharp teeth, lapped once at her neck. “Even if the skin I’m wearing now doesn’t like the idea of you marrying his brother. He’s loud in here, Claire. Even dead. He loved you, in his way. Like a pet. A pig you name before the slaughter.”

The door at the back of the sanctuary opened. Shouted curses, the deadened sounds of fists meeting flesh. Ash had arrived.

“You remember what you did? Out there in the waves? I’m the god that got to you first, my most devout worshipper.” She felt the rubbery slide of Elias’s lips as he smiled. “See you tomorrow, baby. Fourth Station. Ascension.”

Then he was gone, and it was time for her to get married.
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It took all three of the Ashbury brothers to force Ash up the aisle, Patrick coming down from his place at the lectern. Theo was with them, too, but he didn’t seem to be helping much, just walking along behind and looking upset, his dress shoes limping through clumps of flesh the skins had left along the carpet runner. Now that Claire was no longer being kissed by skinbags of tentacles or bleeding out from a side wound, she could crane her head and watch, too wrung out from screaming and thrashing and nearly dying to do much of anything else. Theo glanced at her once but wouldn’t meet her eyes. His hands trembled by his side. He still looked sick, as if he’d been puking ever since she last saw him, on the yacht.

Ash fought like a cornered animal. His eye was already blackening, a purple bruise mottling his cheekbone and blood at the corner of his mouth, crusted beneath his nose. His father had a hand in his hair, wrenching back his head, while Patrick and Greg hauled on his arms. His feet dragged along the carpet, at least until the brothers forced him close enough to see the blood, the bile, the leftover stains of the meal the skins had made of her. Then he lurched up, incredulous eyes going from the gore to Claire on the altar. “What did they do?”

“Tried to eat me.” Her voice seemed floaty and far away, like someone talking in their sleep. “Part of me, at least. Elias fixed it.”

Not-Elias. But she had no name for whatever wore his skin now. It hadn’t given her one other than god, and she refused to use that.

“Fuck.” Ash’s blazing blue eyes swung from her to his stepmother, who’d stood up and was lighting yet another cigarette with shaky hands. “She’s your damn sacrifice, and you couldn’t even keep them from hurting her first?”

“This is good,” Audrey said, completely sidestepping the question. The front of her pretty dress was caked in gore now. A streak of yellowish bile marred her face, stretched from temple to cheekbone, like some macabre contour she’d forgotten to blend. “You do care. She’ll be an acceptable sacrifice, even after everything went so sideways.”

“It knew he would.” Wellsley, taking advantage of his son’s current calmness, came up behind Ash and grabbed both his arms, bracketing them across his back. Ash gave one half-hearted heave, but he was too preoccupied with looking at the mess Claire had become to really try to break free.

Just guilt, the feeling on his face, and he’d get over it soon enough. Once the god was walking in Claire’s skin, once the Ashburys received their reward, their gilded world righted. Just guilt, and she didn’t know Ash well, but she knew he was practiced at ignoring that particular emotion.

Still midway up the aisle, Theo turned away. Greg watched his husband, lips pressed together, but didn’t go to comfort him. Beyond the tentacle-patterned glass, the ocean was still black. That same immense thing, watching. Seeing the drama they played out for their own peace of mind, when all it wanted was the meat on the table.

Patrick sighed, polishing his glasses on his shirt. He grimaced as he stepped around the altar, careful not to soil his shoes in the pooled acid of Claire’s insides as he looped around to the stairs and mounted the platform once again. He cleared his throat and rested his hands on the lectern. “OK, we’re going to keep this short and sweet. What happens after is the important part, anyway.”

She recognized his audiobook voice now. The pilot over the intercom, on the plane. Must have been another skin, one too far gone to speak, so Patrick recorded in his stead.

Ash tried to buck off his father again, snarling. Patrick rolled his eyes and gestured to their youngest brother. “Greg, a little help?”

Greg stood in the aisle, equidistant from both the crowd at the altar and his husband, who’d retreated almost to the doors. Theo’s lip trembled, his eyes shining in the ghostly light of the candles. “Greg.” His voice was hoarse. “There’s still time.”

Greg pulled in a breath. “Don’t be weak, Theodore. You had a chance to make her go, if you really wanted. Too late now.”

Theo glanced at Claire. Closed his eyes.

Firming his mouth, Greg turned and stalked up the aisle, where Ash still struggled against his father’s hold. Greg took something out of the pocket of his suit jacket. A syringe.

“Ash,” Claire whispered, “don’t—”

But Greg sank the needle into his nephew’s neck before Claire could warn him, depressing the plunger and sending the clear liquid inside coursing into his system. Ash slumped sideways, blue eyes cloudy, and it took both Greg and Wellington to hold him up.

“That was only half a dose, I trust?” Patrick narrowed his eyes behind his glasses. “We still need him to perform, later. Make it official.”

Claire had thought she was beyond the point where she could get more afraid, but new dread began a slow spiral, a snake eating its tail, growing stronger on its own flesh.

Greg nodded curtly, answering his brother’s question, and Patrick moved on. “We come to join this man and this woman in the sight of the Lord of the Sea, God of the Under, It That Presides in the Unseen World. We bring you, Claire Sutherland, into the fold of the current and the protection of the wave, to join with our family, chosen as scions to usher in a new era, where the gods of old rise once more and humankind is subservient. We give It Who Has Been for Millennia a body in exchange for protection from the sea, and all that protection brings us.” All of this in a rush, almost bored. Patrick looked down at Claire, still tied to the altar. “Do you accept?”

It didn’t matter if she did or didn’t, the stony look in Patrick’s eyes and the firm set of Wellington’s mouth said so. This was just a formality, part of the ceremony, and she’d be bound one way or another.

“Fuck you,” she said, and spit a wad of bloody phlegm at the lectern. It slid down slowly, painting a shiny trail over the wood.

“Lovely,” Patrick said, rolling his eyes. “Ash? Can you top your blushing bride’s delightful sentiment?”

“Double fuck you,” Ash said, his words like syrup from the sedative. But he aimed his own spit perfectly, and it spattered over the right side of Patrick’s glasses.

“He sounds like my dad did at our wedding, honey,” Dierdre said. Her eyes were daggers as she stared up at her husband. “He never did like you, don’t you remember? You got him kicked out of the country club for that.”

“And I’ll kick you out if you aren’t quiet, Dierdre,” Patrick said mildly, frowning down at his glasses, futilely polishing. She followed the order, though her eyes still glittered.

“Let’s move.” Mr. Ashbury hauled his son back down the aisle toward the doors. Ash’s eyes were fluttering now, his knees gone jellied. “Greg, the second syringe, please. I don’t want to waste any more time than we have to, It’s close already.”

A sting in Claire’s neck, the burn of a needle chased by the cold of something slipping into her bloodstream. The last thing she saw was Theo’s face by the door, watching her like he was watching his own funeral.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

Of course it was the damn submarine.

Claire woke at the hum of the engines, the floor beneath her vibrating. Her mind connected what she felt to what Patrick had said at her mockery of a wedding to what she’d been told when the Ashburys made her come down to the underwater dock and see the vessel they’d all spent their wedding nights on.

“No.” She sat up, her side and head in a duet of agony. Her vision was still swimmy, but she saw the floor closing above them, shining panels shifting back into place, the tiny figures of the Ashburys watching them go. “No no no no.”

Trying to stand didn’t go well, even after the Elias-god’s healing; her legs weren’t up to the task of holding the rest of her. So Claire crawled as fast as she could to the edge of the craft, where the clear panels of the wall began right as the gleaming floor ended, lurching to her knees and banging her fist against the glass until it ached. “You can’t! I can’t be in here! I can’t!”

They couldn’t hear her, she knew that, but still she screamed and begged as the submarine slipped soundlessly into the deep, darkness closing all around it, too dense to see anything through. Claire’s throat felt like it was closing, too, narrowing to a thin straw, she couldn’t be this deep, she couldn’t, she’d die or not die and which was worse—

“Claire.”

A hand on her shoulder, clammy and trembling. Ash had crawled over to her, his blue eyes still hazy but lucid, and Claire didn’t think before turning and burrowing into him, wrapping her arms around him like he was a life raft as her breath sawed in and out.

Ash shushed her, passing that trembling hand over her hair. Someone had combed the blood out, and his fingers didn’t snag on any tangles, though it felt thick and sticky on Claire’s neck, dried in ropes. “You’re OK,” he murmured, low and scratchy. “You’re OK.”

It was a lie, but she let him tell it. She took his comfort, since it was all she had.

They stayed like that. She didn’t know how long. Time was an impossibility here, deep under the ocean’s surface where no light penetrated.

But when Claire’s eyes lit on the huge bed that dominated the sub’s floor, she pushed hurriedly away from Ash, huddling into herself. He didn’t act surprised. He eyed the bed warily, as if it were an animal he didn’t want to let out of his sight, and settled his back against the wall.

“So can you tell me everything now?” Claire asked. “How this all started? It’s not like I can go anywhere. It’s too late.”

He winced at that but didn’t argue. One scratched-up hand went to his throat, as if feeling for that seaweed and bile he’d vomited out when he tried to speak plainly with her before. “I think so. You’re caught.”

Her turn to wince. “Tell me, then. I’d rather know.”

Ash sighed, leaning his head against the glass. He knocked back into it once, gently, a soft punishment for himself. “My great-great-great-grandfather went sailing one day.” He shook his head at the ridiculous series of greats. “Landed on this island. It was empty of everything, no people or wildlife, and it apparently wasn’t plotted on any map. Seemed like some huge mistake when he reported it to the authorities. They were eager to pawn it off on him when he said he wanted to buy it.

“The people indigenous to the mainland warned him against settling here, told him it was cursed ground and belonged to a monster, but he didn’t listen. He bought it for cheap, built the house, made the island the headquarters of his company, and required the higher-ups to move here. At some point, the monster found him, angry that he’d trespassed onto its territory. But instead of fighting it, he made a deal. He’d sacrifice one of his children, and the thing could take their place, so it could live among humans. Be known to them and have their worship, expand its power. Gods need that, you know. Worship. Fear.”

From what little Claire knew of gods, that seemed to be standard.

“It was small when he came, diminished. The island had been kept empty on purpose, starving it out. But my great-great-great-grandfather gave it what it wanted. Made it a god instead of a monster.” Ash snorted. “That’s the difference between the two, I guess. Worship. What’s a god no one knows about? Nothing.

“But when the time came for the sacrifice, Old Ashbury wouldn’t give up one of his kids. Instead, he made his oldest son give his wife to the god instead. And the god seemed satisfied with that—she was still an Ashbury, and someone the old man cared about, so I guess it hurt suitably enough. But eventually the body decayed, unable to house the god, and the whole thing had to start over again. The Ashburys didn’t want to sacrifice one of their own every time the god needed a new body, so they started giving it others—the house staff, the relatives of employees who jumped at the chance to curry favor with the family. The god didn’t like those bodies, though. It’d use them, but they decayed fast.”

“The skins,” Claire murmured. “All those people in the sanctuary, becoming their own minimonsters.” A shudder made her teeth clench. “Your grandfather. Audrey’s dad.”

“He was a nice man,” Ash said quietly. “As nice as anyone who pledged themselves to a cosmic horror of a god could be.”

“Nice doesn’t mean good.”

“Fair enough.” Ash nodded wearily, then continued. “The Ashburys gathered some data, through all of that trial and error. They learned the body couldn’t hold the god for long unless it was a true sacrifice for the family, someone they really cared about. And the bodies that held out longest were those that had been touched by the ocean, somehow. Hurt by it.” He shifted uncomfortably on the floor, grimacing as the movement jostled one of his countless injuries. “That’s when they started tracking accidents. Every Ashbury would marry either someone from the island who knew what was going on and welcomed it, or someone who’d had a run-in with the sea. They’d send us out to meet them, specifically, to lure them in.”

Claire swallowed. “But what about caring? That still matters, right?” Cruel to ask, maybe, but she was past worrying about cruelty now.

Ash shrugged uncomfortably. “You’re cared for.”

That was a lead-in to something, a waiting confession that pressed in heavy as the sea on the glass. And it made Claire furious. “You don’t care about me, Ash.”

His brows drew low. “I do—”

“No.” She shook her head. “You don’t even know me. You care about assuaging your own guilt. You care about having something to point to that proves you aren’t as bad as the rest of your family. And that’s true, though the bar is in hell so what does it matter, but you’ve benefited from this for years. Everything your family has sacrificed other people for, you have enjoyed, and you only balked when it was time for you to do your part. That is what you care for. I’m just a convenient hollow place to put it.”

Claire’s shoulders heaved, her teeth clenching hard in her jaw and her recently healed side aching. It was good to feel something other than fear, sorrow, to let another emotion blaze along her nerve endings. Anger felt good.

Ash just stared at her. He didn’t try to defend himself, didn’t try to insist that of course he knew her, of course he cared. He knew, deep down, that it was bullshit. That whatever narrative he’d been trying to spin was just the fraying strings of a story with nothing real to tie them to.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “I guess you’re right.”

She settled back against the cold glass wall, her heartbeat settling. She changed the subject. “So Audrey and your mother… I assume they were from the island.”

He nodded, seeming almost relieved to talk about the past rather than the future. “Their father worked with my grandfather. The company VP, before becoming a skin. But my dad…” Here he trailed off, and his eyes closed as if he wasn’t sure how to continue, what words to use. “He loved my mom,” he said finally, voice kept to a whisper so it wouldn’t break. “As much as an asshole like him is capable of loving, anyway. When it came time for a new sacrifice, he wanted to try the younger sister, since she’d almost drowned when she was a kid. Married her to Patrick, so she’d be an official Ashbury.” He shrugged. “Grandpa offered to try first, but he didn’t last long. Later, they sent him with Elias as a reminder of what he had to do.”

The woman who’d tried to eat her. Lucille. Lucy. Claire remembered the careful detachment in Audrey’s voice, saying that Lucille’s family had been cooking for them for years. Audrey’s family, too. How did she stand looking at what her sister had become? How did she stand knowing that her father lived in a fucking aquarium in her son’s house, keeping watch for the god who’d ruined him?

“But Lucy didn’t work, either,” Ash said. “I think the god knew how much Wellington loved my mom. It wanted that. Wanted to feel it, then wreck it.” A swallow, working hard down his throat, but when he spoke again his voice was stronger. “It held for a long time, when they finally gave in. Well enough that the god could live on land among us, for a while, compacted down into my mother’s skin. The day it couldn’t hold together on land anymore and had to go back to the sea was the happiest day of my fucking life.”

Seeing Elias as the god’s costume was bad. She couldn’t imagine seeing your own mother. Watching her and knowing something awful lurked under her skin, knowing it wasn’t really her in there at all.

“And then, about three years ago, it started breaking apart even in the sea. The body wouldn’t hold, and the god didn’t want to stay in its own form, not once it had gotten so close to humanity.” He rolled his head to look at her, still leaning against the glass. “I’d already run off. Elias had already been sent to the island in my place, then sent off to get you. But it was time to officially bring you into the family, then. For him to marry you.”

Despite everything, despite knowing that what she and Elias had had wasn’t real, Claire still made an involuntary wounded noise. She thought of that fortune they’d gotten out of Zoltar, the first day they met. You will always go back to the ocean.

She’d asked whom the fortune was meant for. Both of them, it turned out.

“Elias had dragged his feet,” Ash said, jolting her back to the present. “On marrying you, I mean. Maybe because he was a decent person, in a sense. Maybe as a final fuck-you to our dad. Who knows. Either way, it didn’t work out for him. The god killed him for stalling.”

All those times she’d tried to get him to set a date. Make it official. She’d taken his reluctance as a sign that he wasn’t fully committed, but it was probably the kindest thing he’d ever done for her.

“Is that why he had to spend five years on that island?” Claire asked. “To… commune? Get those lesions in his brain? So it would have an easy way to kill him if he stepped out of line?”

Ash nodded.

“He knew, then.” A cold kind of comfort, cold as seawater leaking into a tackle chest. “He knew it could kill him, and he stalled anyway. He cared.”

“And yet you think I don’t.” Ash shook his head, made a soft noise. “All that shit about it being guilt, not care. Don’t you think that goes both ways?”

She clenched her teeth until she could hear them grinding in her jaw.

Ash shifted, winced when it jostled one of his bruises. His mouth worked like he might say something, then closed, then opened again in a long sigh. “Do you want the truth, Claire? I’m not being facetious. I’m asking. Because I have it, but it isn’t pretty, and I’d understand if you’d rather not know. You deserve whatever peace you can find.”

Her muscles seized up, her stomach turning in on itself. The truth was a dangerous thing. The truth made you look the world in its eye and see it plain, not wrapped up in gauze to hide the sharp parts, not barely tethered to your body so every feeling was a distant echo.

If there was ever a time for truth, though, this was it. Claire nodded, once.

Another long sigh from Ash. His eyes squeezed shut, stayed that way as he spoke. “He cheated on you. The whole time you were together. People at the office, girls he met at the bar. Half of those meetings he was always taking on the weekends were bullshit.” Blood dripped from his nose; he thumbed it away. “I guess he did love you. Enough to not want this for you, anyway. But it’s not the kind of love that seems absolving. He felt guilty. Just like I do.”

Even now, prepared as she was for feeling, she was numb. Her body wasn’t used to this; her mind wasn’t, either. A movie of late nights on the backs of her eyes, times when he’d text and say he was running behind, needed to stay over at the office, was too swamped to be home on time. Saturdays when there was a surprise board meeting or business lunch. And she’d suspected, sure, but she’d never let herself get beyond the suspicion stage. Because what was the point? She knew she wasn’t going anywhere. He knew it, too. Claire had found her safety net, and she wasn’t leaving, an animal raised in captivity who wouldn’t lunge toward an open door.

When she made a sound, finally, it was the huff of a laugh. “Figures,” she muttered. “Fucking figures.”

Silence, for a moment. “You deserved better,” Ash repeated, vehement. “He was swiping on Tinder while you were scrambling to make your half of the mortgage, when he could easily have afforded it all. He was out fucking someone else while you made him a birthday dinner. God, it made me feel awful, seeing it, because at least if I’d gone to get you, I could’ve made sure the time before wasn’t a goddamn farce.”

“How do you know all that, Ash?” The question came quiet, since she already knew the answer, Glacier Freeze headlights and a creeping feeling, the BMW they’d tried to escape in. Such a simple conclusion, the final piece slotting into place.

The pervasive feeling of being watched had faded after she met Elias. But her watcher had still been around, he’d just changed subjects. Ash had watched her, and then, once she was caught in the Ashbury current, he’d watched Elias. Even when he tried to fight out of the tangled net his family made, he was pulled right back in.

Ash tensed but didn’t look at her. Echoed her own thought. “You know.”

Her lips were numb. All this time, she’d thought she was nuts, thought her mind was playing tricks on her. Even the night Elias died, when she’d seen the car, part of her had thought it was a mental break, memories of an accident brought on by stress. “Why?”

“I was trying to keep you… safe, I guess.” He rubbed at his cheekbone, now the florid purple of an iris in bloom. Violence made slow marks on both of them as they sat here, time-stamping horror. “I was trying to make it better.”

“Great job,” Claire deadpanned. “Was the hit-and-run three years ago part of that plan?”

The bloodstained line of his jaw went taut. “Elias had told Wellington to send the Four Stations invitation the next day. Said you could get married on the island. But you couldn’t come if you were incapacitated in some way—things hadn’t deteriorated so much, they were still following the rules. So I hit you. And I guess your time recovering made him change his mind, wait it out a little longer.”

The accident had heralded a new phase in their relationship, Claire remembered. Elias had been distant, before, so much so that Claire was afraid he was about to break up with her—she should be breaking up with him, but she wouldn’t, and they both knew it. After her hospital stay, though, he’d been kinder. Softer. The outbursts of anger had abated. He took her out more. He asked her to marry him. Before, she’d seen the proposal as the crowning achievement of that time; now, she knew it was a concession to his god.

Ash had saved her when he hit her with that car. For three more years, at least. Even if the ring she’d gotten out of it had been a shackle.

She still wore it, gleaming on her finger, blood in the setting. Slowly, Claire pulled the ring off, placed it on the floor.

Wincing, Ash waved a hand at the gleaming submarine. “Seemed like a good time to confess, I guess,” he muttered.

Confess. Even the word made her shoulders hunch toward her ears, her gut lurch toward her throat. Claire leaned forward into her knees.

Confess.

There was a reason she was here. A reason the god wanted her instead of Theo or Dierdre. It’d lurked in the back of her head, a memory she wanted to drown, a waterlogged body pulled closer and closer to the surface. Maybe that’s why she was so hard on Ash about his guilt: She carried her own.

“I did something.” Her confession came out small, barely words at all. “That day. With the accident on the boat, on my birthday. I did something.”

Ash stayed quiet. Like Dr. Lark did, almost. Waiting for her to take the next step, refusing to fill the silence she left gaping open.

She’d never done it, in that office, smelling Christmas and seeing Dr. Lark’s shelf of curated relatability. Here was the blockage, here was the fork in the road that Claire never took, remaining at the crossroads, never willing to step over.

But she was pretty sure she was going to die here soon, or something worse. If she was ever going to let this final shoe drop, now was the time. If she was ever going to approach that reason why hollow was better, why she could never quite heal, this was the moment.

Her eyes squeezed shut. “The radio. On Dad’s boat. I messed it up. I’m the reason the boat sank.” She swallowed. “And I made it a promise.”
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For Claire’s thirteenth birthday, they went boating.

Not necessarily because Claire wanted to, though she didn’t mind. She was an introverted child and parties had no appeal. What she really wanted for her birthday was a day alone in her room to read, but Dad had bought the houseboat recently enough that it was still gilded with novelty, and every free weekend somehow ended up with the Sutherlands on the ocean.

“You can take pictures, C!” Dad said excitedly. “With that new Polaroid.”

It had been enough to convince her.

Haddie was harder to get on board. “The boat is so boring.”

“Not if you make your own fun.” Mom, gleaming with sunscreen, made sandwiches and stacked them in the cooler, topping the pile with a new pack of Oreos. “Being bored is a sign of a stagnant imagination, Haddie. You and Claire could play some games, explore a little!”

Which was why, two hours into the trip, the shore a speck in the distance, Haddie was standing at Claire’s side and whining about hide-and-seek.

“Please, Claire.” Haddie clasped her hands beneath her chin, a childish gesture for a kid who thought her ten years meant she was a step away from adulthood. “I’m so bored I’m going to explode.”

“I don’t want to play hide-and-seek, Haddie.” She wanted to sit here and read Harriet the Spy, a book far below her reading level now, but one she loved. She could concentrate on it much better if Dad would turn down the radio. “And it’s my birthday.”

“So you can hide first! I’ll seek!” Haddie clapped as if this were now a foregone conclusion. “Just hide somewhere you can read. It’ll be like you aren’t playing at all.”

There was a thought. And Claire knew that if she continued to decline, Haddie would tell Mom, and then she would get press-ganged into playing anyway.

“Fine.” She rolled her eyes and slid in her bookmark. “Go count. A hundred, at least.”

Haddie pouted but skipped away pleased with her victory.

Claire knew exactly where she was going. She had a book light, and Dad’s huge old tackle chest was empty, stored belowdecks ever since Mom got him that new one. She’d get cozy, close the lid, and hopefully it’d take Haddie at least an hour to find her.

With that thought, she went to the cooler first and procured the new bag of Oreos. It was her birthday, after all. Dad was fishing and Mom was sunbathing, Haddie next to them, facing the ocean and loudly counting. Claire considered saying hi to Mom and Dad, letting Mom pet her hair and tell her what a good big sister she was for playing along. But she really wanted to get back to her book.

There was a speaker system in the storage space, she knew, so that someone up top could radio down to someone below. Dad’s radio was probably superloud down there, oldies blasting across the deck. “Dad,” she called, already headed to the controls, “can I turn this down?”

“Sure, baby.” He didn’t look away from his bobbing line. “I’ll just sing.”

Mom gave him a half-hearted swat, smiling.

The volume button stuck. Claire wrenched at it, but it wouldn’t give. Teeth bared, loudly thinking a curse word she’d just learned at school, she started jabbing at buttons, not paying attention to what she hit. Finally the music cut off, the screen going dark.

When she went below, it was blessedly quiet. The old tackle chest was pushed up against the wall, next to a minifridge that had come with the houseboat. A spiderweb had inched toward the chest’s corner, shining silvery in the fluorescent light.

Claire turned on her book light and lowered herself into the chest, closing the lid over the top. It was cozy in there, especially once she propped up the pillow from the lawn chair behind her back. She smiled, opened her Oreos.

She’d been in there for half an hour when the boat started to rock.

At first, she wasn’t concerned. They’d hit a wake, or a burst of waves. It wasn’t until she heard the thunder, muffled through the sides of the tackle chest, that Claire started to be afraid.

The next hour was full of holes, her recall strobed by quickly rising panic. She was thrown around, her head slamming against the sides of the chest as she scrabbled at the lid. It wouldn’t open, and her fingernails broke against it, bright spots of anchoring pain. Her feet drummed the Oreos into mush.

She couldn’t mark the moment she was free-floating, but water began seeping into the corners of the chest, cold despite the summer heat. Her jeans were soaked, pulling at her skin. She spoke, screamed, but couldn’t remember anything she said. It was all a fog.

Her body gave out eventually. She slumped into the water, now up to her chin and freezing. Closed her eyes.

Guess I’m dying, she thought, and it was the most lucid notion she’d had in hours. Please, please, I’ll do anything to not die. Anything at all.

And then a voice.

Anything?

“God?” She said it quietly, though it seemed so loud in the confines of the chest.

A pause. Then—

Yes.

She was saved. She was saved.

What will you give, to keep your life? said the voice in the waves, curling into her like water in a swimmer’s ear, waiting to drip out warm when she least expected. Your body? Your soul?

“Whatever you want.” Like most thirteen-year-olds, Claire fancied herself practically grown. But she sounded so small.

Finally. The voice was triumphant. Smug. Someday, Claire Sutherland, you will be the last, the end. My eternity.

She didn’t remember anything after that until the tackle chest opened, the sun like the dawn of a new age.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

Claire went quiet. The story was done, short and brutal, and there was no denouement to tie it up into something neat.

Ash shifted next to her, not to get closer, just to try to make his battered body more comfortable in all the tile and glass. “That’s why it wants you so badly.” She’d suspected surprise, disgust, but he just sounded tired. “You made it a promise. Even if we hadn’t come along, it’d go after you.”

It was true. She’d dug her own grave, sliced her own sail.

Ash sighed and tilted his head back against the wall. “I won’t tell you it isn’t your fault,” he said finally. “If that’s what you’re waiting for. You made the promise, Claire. But I understand why you did it.”

She wasn’t blameless. She knew the truth. Claire rested her head against the side of the submarine, mirroring him. If there was nothing else tying the two of them together, nothing but this sham of a quick marriage, there was at least honesty. “That doesn’t absolve you.”

“Of course it doesn’t.” He shrugged. “We’re all here by our own choices.”

She shuddered.

“But I will tell you this,” Ash continued. “Everyone’s done something they aren’t proud of. Something that makes them the villain in some story, somewhere. Yours might be worse than others’—God, mine sure is—but you can’t live in it forever. The world has gone on around you. It’ll keep doing that. Sooner or later, you have to catch up.”

“Doesn’t seem like I’ll have much time for that,” Claire murmured. “And it’s my own fault. I should have just died then.”

Ash gnawed on his lip, bloody and split, scabbing over. “But you didn’t,” he said.

The huge bed sat in the middle of the submarine, close enough for her to touch it if she stretched out her legs. Shining and innocuous, at home in any five-star hotel.

We need him to perform, Patrick had said. Make it official. The bed loomed white as a death specter, the pristine sheets nearly glowing. The rules, again, but only those the Ashburys wanted to follow. The god didn’t care, as long as it got what it wanted.

Claire’s hands were clammy; she clenched them to sweaty fists.

The ceiling of the submarine was all glass, the light from inside eaten almost immediately by the darkness of the ocean outside. The impenetrable void of the sea seemed to darken further as she stared out into it. Like something floated over them, something vast. Watching.

“I can’t… can’t do that, Ash.” Her hand fluttered toward the bed, pale and negating. “I don’t know what happens to us if we refuse, I’m sorry if that makes all this worse, but I can’t. I won’t.”

“Claire, I’d never…” It came out vehement, but he didn’t finish, letting it hang. He’d never. That was a full thought by itself.

She nodded, relief softening her rigid, abused muscles. Her eyes flickered to the waiting ocean outside, the darkness of something looming like a storm cloud. “So what happens if we don’t?”

“We’ll find out, I guess.” With a hissing breath, Ash heaved himself up from the floor and limped to the corner of the sub, one leg dragging on the floor and leaving a trail of smeared black-red. A blown-glass paperweight rested on one of the bedside tables; he picked it up, weighed it in his hand.

“They’ll still know we didn’t,” he said, almost to himself. “But I want to do this anyway.”

Ash lifted the paperweight and smashed it against the wall.

At first, Claire thought that maybe he was trying to break the military-grade glass, drown the two of them before something worse could happen. But with the second smash, a small piece of what looked like a lens fell to the floor, a tiny red light blinking, reflecting on the tile.

A camera. Her nose wrinkled. “Ew.”

“Small on the Ashbury list of sins, but yeah, ew.” Ash turned laboriously on his injured leg, offered the paperweight. “Right-hand corner.”

The glass ball was smooth and heavy in her hand, the center scattered with blue and green bubbles. Claire walked over to the opposite corner of the sub, squinted at the wall until she saw the telltale blink. Then she smashed it, and kept smashing.

She only stopped when something crackled in hidden speakers. Static, but nothing else, never resolving into words. It clicked off, leaving silence again.

Claire dropped the paperweight. It rolled over the tiles and came to a stop at the low corner of the bed.

Ash sat down heavily on the floor. His leg was bleeding afresh now, seeping through the dark silk of his dress trousers to smear on the tile. There was no rip in them, so whatever wound he’d incurred there must’ve happened while his father and uncles were making him get dressed for his sham wedding.

He was in bad shape. Claire had been so preoccupied with her own hurts that she hadn’t paid much attention to his. The place on his neck where Greg had injected him with sedative was swollen and bruising, and his black eye had darkened to an alarming shade of plum. One of his fingers looked bent the wrong way.

“The god didn’t heal you,” Claire murmured. She left the paperweight where it was and went to sit next to him, gingerly taking his injured hand in her own. She didn’t know why, it wasn’t like she could fix it, but he’d kept trying to comfort her and it only felt right to return the favor.

Ash shrugged. “It wants pain, right? Human suffering. To feel something, to the god, is a gift.”

“Weird that it would want me, then,” Claire mused. “Since I don’t feel anything.”

“You do,” Ash replied. “Even if you don’t want to. It’s like wine in a cellar. Better because it hasn’t been touched.”

All that pain, still in there. Waiting.

Claire gnawed on her lip. Funny, how she and the god were so opposed in their opinions on pain, balanced on two sides of a scale. It wanted to feel everything and couldn’t. She didn’t want to feel anything and couldn’t stop.

“It only healed you because it didn’t want you to die before being Worn.” Ash winced and pulled his hand away from her. “A torn intestine is a little more serious than a broken finger.”

“But you’re the heir to the company, aren’t you? That seems important enough for them to not want you too messed up.”

“I was the heir until I refused to go after you,” he said. “Now I’m pretty sure the plan is to give you the company. Or give it to the god, I guess. Once it is you.” His bloody lip went between his teeth again. “I guess it thinks it’ll last, this time.”

Because she’d made that promise, all alone in the middle of the ocean. She wondered if Dierdre or Theo had thought of it, if they’d heard the same voice she had while they suffered their own sea-touched tragedies. Maybe they’d just chosen to ignore it. Maybe they’d instinctually known that such promises were dangerous, that you never knew what was listening. Or maybe they just hadn’t been as scared as she was. As young.

The shudder started at the crown of her head, crawled all the way down her spine and into her extremities. “What happens if it doesn’t work?”

Ash’s lips thinned. He didn’t answer.

She looked again to the smashed-out cameras, blinking in shards on the floor. The final piece of the ceremony would be left undone. She’d never be made an official Ashbury, the pseudofeudal rules that required consummation to seal a marriage never fulfilled. But part of her knew it didn’t matter. The god would take its price.

Even without Ash, without Elias, she would have ended up here somehow. This was between her and the god; the Ashburys were just decoration. Just the beneficiaries of a contract she’d already signed.

With a grunt, Ash stood, grimacing as he braced his hand on the glass. It left a smeared print, cloudy against the dark sea. “The bed is big enough for us both to sleep on it without touching,” he hedged. “And probably more comfortable than the floor.”

They curled up on opposite ends of the bed. She had to lie on her left rather than her right, seeing as her normal sleeping side had been ripped open twice in the last twenty-four hours, and even though it was fully healed it still hurt like a bitch. They both smelled awful and left disgusting streaks of gore on the white sheets.

Ash’s hand reached out, lightly touched hers. There was no expectation in it. Just the simple comfort of human contact.

“I think I could have liked you,” she said drowsily, her eyelids growing heavy as she burrowed into the plush pillows, the high-thread-count sheets. “If you’d actually talked to me instead of just following me. If you’d tried. I think I could’ve liked you.”

His muscles stiffened. Claire opened her eyes and turned her head to see him staring at her, eyes a deep and drowning blue. He lay on his back, leg held awkwardly, his bruises lurid against the white bedclothes.

Ash let go of her hand, and his thumb drifted over her cheek, a touch like a ghost. “I think I did like you,” he said. “As much as I could, without really knowing you. I think if I had more time, I could like you a lot.”

She didn’t know what to say. His touch lingered a moment, then fell away. Her lids lost the fight with exhaustion, making her blink long and slow. Ash turned away, looking up, so she couldn’t see if his eyes were open or closed. Claire faced the wall.

Right before she drifted off, Claire stared up into the dark of the ocean beyond the glass again. The blackness was too complete for her to see much, too opaque for her to make out shapes. But she knew they were being watched. Knew that they floated in the eye of something monstrous, something that had waited for a long time.

She looked out into the dark until sleep finally made her eyes close, watching what watched her.
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She woke to soft beeping sounds, almost like an alarm clock, and the sense of movement.

Claire sat up, rubbing gummy sleep from her eyes with the heel of her blood-streaked palm. It took her a moment to remember where she was—in a submarine, with Ash, her new kind-of-husband, being watched over by a sea monster—and when she did, she almost wanted to laugh, it was so ridiculous.

They’d moved closer in the night. She’d turned to face him, though he still lay on his back. Not touching, but a breath away from it, as if in sleep her body had needed someone near. His bruises were worse, stormy purple around his eye, zigzagging over his nose. His lip had gone bluish where it was split, blood a thick line of burgundy down the middle.

The sea around them had lightened, though not by much, the water penetrated only slightly by the rising sun above. The dark mass of the god was gone. In the featureless water, it was impossible to perceive movement, but a slight lurch in gravity told her they were being brought back to the Ashbury compound, the submarine towing them into whatever doom awaited. Of course something like this would have autopilot, a fail-safe against some newly married Ashbury couple escaping through the sea.

A speaker crackled to life overhead, seeming to come from every angle at once. “I hope you only knocked out the cameras for some privacy.” Wellington Ashbury’s voice, nearly thrumming with rage. “That will be coming out of your trust fund, Son.”

The speaker clicked off.

Claire looked back at Ash. He was awake, but hadn’t moved, his arms crossed on his chest like a vampire in a coffin. She wondered how long he’d been awake, if he’d held himself like this just to keep from waking her up, too. Ash’s jaw was rigid, his eyes fixed on the glass ceiling.

“Funny that he thinks I would care about that,” he muttered. “It’s not like I’m gonna live long enough to worry about my trust fund.”

She didn’t know what to say. What could you say, when there was nothing to do but wait to be towed back to a cult intent on sacrificing you? For the first time—and she was ashamed it was the first time, ashamed she’d been so selfish—Claire wondered what would happen to Ash when they got back to the house, what punishment awaited him before his apparently inevitable death. Maybe it was worse than being Worn. Maybe, once the god had her, it would touch Ash and make him something like the help, something that would end in an aquarium.

At least her death would be quick. Audrey said it could be, anyway. But Elias was still in the god somewhere, clearly. Would she still be locked inside, too?

She’d had every intention of riding out the slow trip back to the dock in silence, but now she sat up, gut writhing.

“I’ll be gone, right?” Claire whispered, not looking at Ash, keeping her eyes on the blood and bile they’d rubbed into the white comforter. Knowing he wouldn’t lie and desperately wishing he would. “When I’m Worn? I won’t… I won’t know anything.”

Because if she did, she might go insane. If she had to be trapped inside her own body while it was piloted by a sea creature, she would fucking lose it. Claire couldn’t necessarily say she’d come around to the idea of her imminent demise; it wasn’t something human bodies allowed one to come around to. But she knew when she was trapped. Knew when there was, really, no way out. And there’d been some kind of peace in that, when she could think she’d at least be done.

Ash’s silence was his only answer. No truth, but no lie, either.

“Oh,” Claire said. She expected to burst into tears, but they wouldn’t come. Instead, her breath went deep and heaving, pulling in more air than she could let out, throat narrowing in panic. She tried to box breathe, but couldn’t make her inhalations match the right rhythm, couldn’t—

A warm hand on her back. Ash, rubbing in circles, encouraging her lungs to work the way they were supposed to. At least for these last few hours when they were her own.

“That was the worst part of seeing the god Wear my mother,” he murmured, almost reluctantly, like he didn’t want to put this burden on her but could no longer hold it in. “Knowing she was still in there, somewhere, and couldn’t do anything.”

What would that be like? To be lost in your mind, not in control, watching some sea god slowly rip your body apart? Would it hurt? Maybe it’d be a relief to go insane, before. To let her mind fracture from the weight of all the things she couldn’t hold. Claire had no qualms about being a coward, taking the easy way out.

Look where it had gotten her.

“If it’s any comfort,” Ash said, his voice thick, “I don’t think you stick around for long, afterward. You fade away eventually. The only reason the god doesn’t kill you before is so the body lasts a little longer, doesn’t start rotting immediately. I don’t think it’s trying to keep the essence of the person alive.” He scrubbed at a dried streak of gore on his cheek. “That’s something, I guess.”

Claire swallowed, summoning a fierceness she didn’t really feel. “Maybe it could work the other way, too, then. Maybe I could make it fade away.”

Ash said nothing.

She thought of the private plane that had brought her here, the weird dreams she’d had—one, seemingly normal, the night Elias died. Then one visceral and gory after she’d taken a sip of salt water on the plane. They must’ve been her first escape hatches, her first failed tests, seeing the god in her mind and not running as it deteriorated.

But it had looked like Elias, worse for wear but not yet the horror she’d seen yesterday, and sounded like him, too. I’m sorry, he’d said. I’m sorry for what we’ll do.

Still in there, slowly fading.

The ocean around them lightened by gradual degrees, the pressure in Claire’s ears popping as they neared the surface. A ring of lights appeared above them, the panels of the dock folding into the glass launch bay below the platform.

The submarine sailed into the bay. As the water drained out, Ash stood up from the bed, moving slowly and carefully. His white button-up was stiff with blood, the sleeve nearly ripped off on one side. The edges of his black eye were starting to yellow, and his bruised nose was slightly crooked.

He held out his hand to Claire and grinned with blood-rimmed teeth. “I don’t think anyone has ever tried to make it fade away,” he said, picking up the thread of the conversation he’d let unravel, “but maybe you could.”

She stood, too, taking his outstretched fingers gingerly in her own as the last of the sea sluiced out of the bay. “Maybe I could.”

The bay sealed tight, then the glass floor pushed upward, shoving them onto the dock platform.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

The Ashburys ringed the submarine, watching them rise. The bloody clothes fit for a wedding were gone; now they all wore dazzling white, making their unnatural blue eyes glow. Audrey had no cigarette, but she clenched her fists like she badly wanted one, pale knuckles sharp as knives. Dierdre chewed anxiously on her bottom lip. Greg and Theo stood next to each other, but with space between, like they didn’t actually want to touch. Theo’s gaze darted to Claire and then away, a minnow fleeing a shark. But he wasn’t quick enough to hide the flash of respect in them. The envy.

Claire wondered if he’d fought, when he was told he had to have his wedding night on the submarine, becoming an official Ashbury beneath cameras and the watchful eye of a god. She wondered if he’d refused, at first. She wondered what Greg had said to finally make him go along with it.

He regretted it. She knew that. He’d spent a whole day throwing up seaweed because he tried to convince her to run.

Mr. Ashbury was the only one who looked outwardly furious. But all of them were, except Theo; they just hid it better, and their fury was tinged with fear. They knew what she and Ash had done. Or hadn’t done, as the case might be.

The side of the submarine slid open, the glass detaching soundlessly from the ceiling and sinking into the floor. Claire’s hand trembled in Ash’s; he gave it a squeeze.

Wellington stared at them. Then he threw back his head and laughed. It went on longer than was comfortable, with no hint of humor. None of the other Ashburys joined in; instead, they took the moment to cast nervous glances at each other, to shift uncomfortably on their feet, like they couldn’t show their fear while the patriarch was paying attention.

The laugh cut off as abruptly as it had begun. Wellington Ashbury stared at them with his thick brows lowered, his movie-star jaw gone tense as his veneers ground together. “You really thought not fucking would change anything?”

He spit the profanity like it tasted bitter, shaking his head. Disappointed. Scared, but trying to hide it.

Hope sparked in Claire’s chest, tiny and flickering.

“I prefer fucking on my own terms.” Ash sounded just as lazy and flippant as he had that first night at dinner, downing whiskey like water. “I can actually get laid without the threat of cosmic doom hanging over my head. You’re just sorry to miss the show.”

Wellington shook his head. “I try and try to help you, Son. You know that if it weren’t for the skins we married, it’d be us, right? It’d be you.”

“You should’ve let it be,” Ash replied. “I’m ready and willing.”

So that’s what would happen, if Claire’s sacrifice didn’t work. The god would take Ash. And that was why he couldn’t leave Harrow Point. If the god made him vomit seaweed when he got close to telling the truth, Claire couldn’t imagine what would happen if he left Harrow with no intention of returning. He’d been touched by divinity, even if he hadn’t spent five years on an island. There must be lesions in his brain, too, maybe not as many as were in Elias’s, but enough.

Which meant he’d been intending to return, all that time he was following her. Dooming himself, when he tried to keep her away. Racing the clock.

Claire’s stomach hurt.

Wellington’s jaw clenched tighter. “No.” Short and final. “It doesn’t matter anyway. She made a bargain. The god is here to collect.”

So they’d known. Of course they had. She’d been marked since that accident, in more ways than one.

“You won’t even let me try,” Ash said wearily. “I offered to let the god take me instead, a true Ashbury, and you said no.”

“I will always say no,” Wellington answered. “I will always protect my children.”

A noble sentiment, all things considered. Who wouldn’t protect their children above all others? Who wouldn’t commit atrocities to see them safe? Even monsters, apparently.

Ash was Josephine’s son. Josephine, whom Wellington loved, whom he’d sacrificed. Claire supposed that even for a zealot, some things were too much to ask. They passed the buck until they couldn’t anymore.

Claire noticed, though, that Wellington had never offered himself.

Her exhaustion-blunted panic gained strength now, making her limbs prickle, adding fuel to the fire of her hope until it blazed into something unmanageable, something desperate. The elevator door was closed in the stone wall, the light above it blinking. But next to it was another door, this one open, a staircase leading up before fading into darkness.

Claire lunged toward it, her whole body pointed in the direction of escape, her mind a haze of alarms and fog with no direction but away. She didn’t get far—didn’t expect to, really—but when Patrick’s and Greg’s arms wrapped around her, rough, she still let out a low, whining cry.

A prick of cold at her neck. Greg’s rasp in her ear. “You don’t want the sedative again, Claire. You’d just wake up in the god. Surely you want to be conscious for your last hour.”

Her fear-strengthened muscles went soft. She sagged in their hold.

“Everyone is waiting,” Audrey said, still wringing her hands together nervously. “Let’s get this over with.”
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The procession up the stairs reminded Claire of the procession down them. Single file, quiet and dark. She didn’t think it was because of any ritual silence, this time. Just because no one had anything to say.

She felt herself filling in again, a long-dry riverbed slowly swelling. The hollowness she’d cultivated since Elias’s death—hell, since her family’s deaths, she’d been excavating herself for over a decade by now—shrank by the minute, every feeling she’d ever pushed aside slowly regaining ground, here at the inevitable end. Never gone, just deferred, worked into the fabric of herself so thoroughly they couldn’t be differentiated from the whole. But now, finally, it was all separating, all coming out in the tide, and she could see herself plain.

She’d missed herself, she realized. Claire had never been anything great, really. Average on pretty much every axis, and she’d never had the kind of relationship with body or brain that made her think she was anything worth missing. But she had missed herself. So she must be.

Strange, how all the things she’d been afraid of feeling paled in comparison to the knowledge that soon, she might not feel anything anymore.

The latent grief didn’t hit as hard as she’d expected it to, wasn’t a bludgeon against her ribs that bent her in half. But it did hit, complex as it was, and her eyes welled with tears as she marched between Audrey and Dierdre up the wide stairs toward the top of the house, blurring the twisted mermaid statues.

“Please make her be quiet,” Audrey murmured when Claire let out a very soft sob. The Ashbury matriarch glanced over her shoulder at Ash, walking behind Claire, his arms tied with that same seaweed rope that had lashed her to the altar last night. There was a slight dampness in Audrey’s eyes, a selfish guilt. “I can’t take hearing that.”

“Nah,” Ash said to his stepmother, looking at Claire. He nodded to see her tears, a fierce angle to his pained mouth. “It’s good that she’s crying.”

To anyone else, it would seem cruel, and the way Audrey’s brow rose said she certainly took it that way. But Claire knew what Ash meant.

“Aren’t you supposed to care about her?” Audrey’s hands worried over and over themselves, pale anemones with her anxiety as the current. “You should comfort her. Make her not feel so scared. If you cared, that’s what you’d do, make it so she doesn’t feel bad anymore, try to—”

“Audrey.” Wellington Ashbury, once again at the front of their procession, didn’t bother turning around to address his wife. “Shut the fuck up.”

Audrey’s teeth clicked together behind tastefully nude lipstick, but her hands kept rubbing and rubbing.

Theo brought up the rear of the group, walking behind Dierdre, Patrick, and Greg. Claire hadn’t seen him exchange a single word with his husband all morning, and even now, they walked carefully, as if trying to avoid accidentally touching. The nape of her neck prickled, someone watching. She glanced back.

Theo looked away.

Claire wasn’t sure where all of this was supposed to take place. She’d thought the underwater cathedral, at first, but that couldn’t be right, since they were headed up instead of down. When they finally reached the foyer, the wave-patterned columns reaching up into thick shadows, she realized they were going outside.

The glare of the sun felt like knives in her eyes. Claire cringed back, her shoulder running into Ash’s behind her.

Maybe he would have offered some kind of comfort, but someone wrenched him away before he could. Patrick, the lenses of his glasses shining, a trickle of sweat at his temple already. Greg helped, the two younger Ashbury brothers hauling Ash into the bright gleam of the day, their edges eclipsed in light.

Dierdre’s hand vised around Claire’s arm. “Don’t try to run again,” she murmured, but she sounded more weary than stern. “They’ll just catch you. There’s nowhere to go.”

It took a minute for Claire’s eyes to adjust, for her to stop squinting long enough to make out her surroundings. Dierdre was right. There was nowhere to go.

They stood on the front lawn of the Ashbury estate, on that curved driveway that twisted like a tentacle loop. But it wasn’t empty, not like it had been the day she arrived.

The gathered throng wasn’t massive. A hundred people, maybe, all dressed in the same blazing white as the Ashburys, reflecting back the sun’s painful brightness. Mostly older people, around Wellington’s age, though there were some younger people, too. Married couples, holding the hands of small children, some singles surreptitiously checking their watches like this was a meeting that had gone over its time. Claire could recognize most of the faces, now that her eyes were cooperating. The same ones she’d seen on the company website when she was doing her amateur sleuthing, pale and attractive and smoothed by wealth bought in blood and seawater.

They all looked at her, but they didn’t make a sound. Not even the kids.

Which was quite a feat, considering that the skins were right next to them.

Off to the side, nearer to the promontory jutting out over the ocean, the skins were in a fenced-off partition, like farm animals. They all looked—well, like skin, bulging where they shouldn’t, bloated in the heat, some in shapes that barely passed for human anymore, corrupted enough that it hurt Claire’s stomach to look at them. Patches of discoloration dotted the bits of the skins visible in their uniforms, bruise-like but redder than a bruise should be, as if something pushed out from the inside and strained the flesh over it. A few lay spread on the ground, masses of tentacle that shouldn’t be able to live on land.

The skins were as still and quiet as everyone else, but the sight of them sent Claire’s heart kicking up into her throat anyway, made the god-healed place on her side twinge. Her white dress flapped at her legs like a damp fin as her legs instinctively tried to walk her backward, away.

“Forward.” Dierdre’s voice was soft, and even her shove between Claire’s shoulder blades was gentle. She was going along with this, but she didn’t seem happy about it, as if every step was a reminder that in other circumstances, she could be in Claire’s place. That her safety was tenuous.

“Did it ask you?” Claire said, because she had to know. “When your accident happened? Did it ask you to make the promise?”

Dierdre shook her head. “I was never a soft thing, Claire. I’ve never let anyone in.”

Not like her. Someone who was so soft she’d had to make an armor, whose desperation had made her a target.

But maybe it could be strength, too. Maybe learning how to let people in and still stay upright was a kind of power all its own.

Not that she’d ever find out, now.

Claire moved forward, legs jellied. The other Ashburys were already on the cliff next to the driveway, arranged as if this were another wedding, one more typical than the ceremony they’d given her and Ash in the underwater church. Arches had been fixed to the sides of the cliff, creating a ceiling of blowsy, expensive white roses and peonies. Tall glass vases of what smelled like salt water lined the cliff’s edges, glinting in the sunlight. The Ashburys had arranged themselves in an arrow shape, the brothers on one side and the spouses on the other. Ash stood near the root of the cliff, close to the fenced-in skins, held in place by two stone-faced guards in pristine white suits. More faces she recognized from the website, executives turned security. Ash still wore the suit he’d slept in, bloodstained at the leg and side, his bruises florid on his face.

At the apex of the Ashbury arrow was a carpet, white embroidered with wave patterns in blue and gold thread. That must be where she was supposed to go.

As Dierdre steered Claire past the skins, they all perked up, slowly moving toward the edge of their enclosure, faces raised like they could smell her. One or two of them had blood on their uniforms, crusted around their misshapen mouths. Claire’s blood.

The woman who’d eaten her intestine—Lucille, who’d refilled the wine, Audrey’s younger sister—leaned halfway out of the fence, breathing deep, stretching back her jaw so her needle-like teeth could get as close to Claire as possible. One of the Marinography employees reached out with a small, black device, pressing it to her shoulder. A Taser. Lucille shook, making loose skin bubble and sway, then slunk back into the fence. She raised her bloodstained shirt to her mouth and started gnawing on it.

Claire wanted to say something when she passed Ash, but she couldn’t think of anything. Goodbye seemed morbid. Thank you seemed even worse, somehow. So she just made eye contact, hoping he could read something on her face and make it into whatever they needed.

He looked at her and swallowed.

Theo stood at the end of the line on the spouses’ side, a conspicuous place left between him and Audrey for Dierdre. Claire looked at him as she passed, too, keeping her eyes fixed on his unnaturally blue ones, unsure why she felt the need to make him acknowledge her, but following the instinct. He didn’t look away this time.

That felt important.

Dierdre brought Claire up to the white rug, centered between two more tall glass vases of seawater. Green strands of algae twisted in them, as if in some eco-friendly lava lamp. Dierdre gently pushed Claire to her knees, then stepped back into her place in line, silent all the while.

The carpet was right at the edge of oblivion, so close that Claire could feel the blade of rough shale cutting into her kneecaps through the weave, the ragged lines that marked where the rock began to break into open air. The ocean far below looked both close and eons away, the steady wash of the tide tripping vertigo and making her feel like she was falling.

Maybe that would be better. Falling. Leaning over the edge until gravity took over.

But death was no way out. She knew that. And it would finally drown out that still-flickering spark of hope, the one that was turning, bit by bit, into the semblance of an idea.

Down on the beach, more blazing-white figures, standing still and silent and craning their necks to stare at her. Other employees, those not deemed important enough to be up here, close to the Ashburys, close to the failed skins, close to Claire.

Vertigo swooped through her again; Claire closed her eyes.

Someone came up behind her, their tread timid. Theo. He dipped a cloth into the vase of salt water on the left. A moment of awkwardness while he looked at Claire and tried to figure out the best angle to approach her from, but then he clumsily wiped the cloth over her forehead.

“I…” he murmured, and apparently didn’t know how to finish. He stepped back.

Dierdre was next. She dipped her cloth into the vase on the right and stepped forward, perilously close to the cliff’s edge. Her skirt fluttered against Claire’s side as she wiped the salt water over her cheeks, her eyes, performing her duties in silence.

Finally Audrey, wan and thin in her white dress. “You got the last years of my son’s life,” the woman murmured, and though the words could’ve sounded poisonous, instead they were just tired. “There at the end, he didn’t want to bring you here. So he did care, I guess. He resisted, and he was punished for it.” The cloth tightened over Claire’s nose and mouth, trembling, as if Audrey was fighting the urge to suffocate her. “You killed him, in a way. And I’m sorry for this, honey, but I also think you deserve it.”

Claire didn’t argue. Audrey stepped back in line.

She expected something more. Chants, maybe. A sermon. Ceremonial words like the ones Patrick had spoken over her and Ash last night, bare as they were. But there was only silence on the cliff, and on the beach below. Only the crash of the tide and the ruffle of the breeze through her hair. The Vivienne Westwood skirt was tattered, the lace imprinted with dirt and blood.

The sky dimmed, though it was still midmorning. The blue of the ocean turned dark by degrees, became foaming ink. Down on the sand, penitents placed what looked like tea lights into the tide. They stayed lit, miraculously, moving in and out with the current, shifting constellations.

Everyone was silent. The Ashburys arranged behind her, the rest of the congregation, made up of Marinography employees who’d traded everything for a piece of this wealth. Even the skins in their fence were mostly quiet, shuffling back and forth with wet sounds, breathing heavily.

Claire risked one glance behind her, wanting to see where Ash was. The white-clad guards still held his arms, and he sagged between them, as if his bones had gone to sea-sludge, invertebrate. But his eyes were on her, and bright. Maybe he could see her spark of a plan, the nascent breath of an escape. Maybe he could see the way she was coming back into herself, filling the gaps, becoming something without a hollow space.

Movement behind her. Wellington Ashbury, stepping uncomfortably close, the tops of his boots brushing her hips on either side. He raised his arms, and a flutter of fabric slid against her shoulders.

Claire glanced back. He was wearing an honest-to-God robe. Of course he was.

“Leviathan,” the Ashbury patriarch intoned, his stylishly graying head tipped up to the darkening sky. “We welcome thee.”

Nothing, at first. Then, down on the beach, all the candles in the tide went out. A thick cloud passed over, obscuring the remains of the sun.

A gasp caught in her throat; Claire swallowed it, because she didn’t want to give Mr. Ashbury the satisfaction of hearing her afraid. The eerie silence held, none of the waiting congregants or skins making any kind of noise. The darkness was expected, apparently.

A rush of wind. It was cold, fathoms-below cold, and wet enough to make Claire’s gown press against her skin, smelling like rot and salt and depths. She thought for a moment that she’d be swept over the edge of the cliff; maybe the whole point of this was to splatter her on the sand and let the god reconstitute her body as it willed…

But then the wind stopped. And she was still on the cliff. And there was a hand in her hair.

“Hey, babe,” Elias said.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

She didn’t know when she’d closed her eyes, but she knew she didn’t want to open them. Still, Claire did, almost against her will. Her lashes were crusted with salt; it stung.

He looked worse this time. Barnacles clung to his face, nearly obscuring the one slightly human eye he had left, yellow and pupilless but still in the correct place. The other wasn’t anything close to human anymore, stretching up and hanging to glow over his forehead, sickly and sallow. The skin on the left side of his neck was bloated and overgrown, and the kitelike shape of it covered his chin, his shoulder, making that side of his body a mass of unformed flesh. His left arm was too long, grayish, slicked in salt water and some viscous fluid that looked like spit, or maybe what you’d find when you tore apart a jellyfish. Human bones didn’t fit right inside it anymore, and the skin stuck out at wrong angles before tapering into a tentacle that curled by his feet.

At least the hand in her hair had fingers.

“Not pretty.” He still sounded mostly like Elias, but there was something shifting beneath his tone, like the movement of sand with a current. “Sorry. Tried to hold it together. He’s not the one I need.”

“I am.” Her lips were numb. It was winter-cold now that the sun was gone, and the spray of the ocean that had soaked her when this thing came forth made her skin rise in goose bumps and her muscles quiver. There was nothing in the sky, no sun or stars or clouds, just dark. “Because I made you a promise.”

There would be no kind of divine help. The only divinity here was before her, wearing a corpse, smelling of wet sand and fish rot. The god who got to her first.

It tried to smile. A gelatinous chunk of cheek fell off, hit the cliff face with a plop. “You sure did, babe.”

And the thing opened its mouth, so far its jaw popped, then so far the flesh ripped, a bloodless tear that tracked from the corner of Elias’s gray lips up to his barnacle-crusted ear.

The god didn’t look like Elias at all anymore, as its mouth opened and opened. Pieces of his body still clung to what he’d become, globules of flesh and shards of bone, but Elias was nothing but a blown-apart corpse now, and the thing hidden inside it shucked him off. The Ashburys had moved back to make room for the true god, a writhing storm of tentacles spilling over the sides of the cliff, stretching past the fawning hands of the skins in their enclosure. Not as large as it should be, still somehow obscuring its sheer mass, but huge, and growing larger. Its throat became a corridor of dark, stretching before her, a portal into eternity.

Claire closed her eyes again as the darkness covered her and the god swallowed her up.
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Being swallowed felt, predictably, gross.

She couldn’t tell if her eyes were really open or not, but she wiped at them anyway, something jellylike on her fingers that she didn’t want to think about. It was humid, here in the god’s throat, and her skin slightly stung, like sand rubbed on a sunburn.

“Claire,” said a voice behind her.

Elias. Elias as she’d known him, tall and thin and with that one curl of wheat-colored hair falling over his forehead, astonishingly blue eyes that she’d thought so beautiful once, before she knew where they came from. His pale skin glowed with a slight phosphorescence, still, like plankton washed onto a twilit shore. It served the same purpose as an anglerfish’s light, distracting from the expanse behind him—dark walls, slimed and runneled, dripping.

He smiled at her ruefully. “Sorry about all this.”

All this, as if it were an embarrassing relative or a reservation half an hour later than he’d thought. A minor inconvenience, a momentary embarrassment.

Claire snorted.

Elias stepped forward carefully, hands shoved in his pockets, as if waiting for her to run. She didn’t. Where would she go?

“Ash said you cheated.” Her voice was thick in her throat. Pointless, to have this out with him now, when he was fucking dead, when it wasn’t really him. “So everything we had—it was a lie. It was always about this.”

A pause, Elias’s shoulders tensing beneath the slightly damp fabric of his shirt. His chin turned to the side, trembling; his eyes closed. When they opened, there was something different in them. A depth she recognized, subtle enough that she hadn’t realized it was gone until she saw it again. The pieces of Elias that were still alive, still somewhere inside this god, coming together.

“Not entirely true,” he said. “Yes, I cheated. But I cared, Claire. I—” A shake of his head, and the depth was gone again, a fin slipping beneath the surf. “He cared. And that’s what killed him, eventually. You give up your right to care, when you serve the Leviathan. You trade it.”

Claire balled her hands into fists. She’d broken a nail clawing at the altar last night; the ragged edge scraped against her palm.

“You made me a promise.” Elias—the projection of Elias, cobbled together by a drowned god—stepped forward again, slowly closing the distance between them. “I honored my part. I gave you your life.”

“Some life.” She snorted again, half a laugh, a broken noise made worse by the genuine amusement in it. “I never really got past that. I never did anything with the time I bargained for. I just waited around for you.”

“Sucks, yeah, but that isn’t my fault.” The god wearing Elias shrugged, the movement liquid, too smooth for real flesh and bone. When it spoke, it sounded like Elias, not the god, and that made it worse. The pieces of humanity resurfacing to tell her just how much of this was her own doing. It didn’t talk like a god; it talked like him, when he was at his most cruel. “That was all you, Claire. You had every opportunity to move on, but you wouldn’t. Guilt is weird like that, huh? You’d rather wallow in it than admit to anyone that you’d fucked with the radio. That, in a way, it was all your fault. All of this is your fault.” He cocked his head, smiled. “I could sense it in you, when you came into my kingdom, into the water. That penchant for tragedy. I could see how it would shape you into all these lovely hollows. Sending up a storm wasn’t hard.”

Claire was full up on revelations. One more hardly fazed her. So she’d been singled out for this. She wasn’t a victim of the ocean, she was a victim of this thing, a monster become a god and seeking whom it could devour. Her weakness had called to it, and she’d never tried to find more strength. She’d just floated on. Floated and floated and never found solid ground. An easy target for the Ashburys, ready-made.

It was close now, close enough for her to smell its breath, salt and rot and mildew. Claire turned her head aside, wincing, but didn’t back up. She didn’t want to touch those walls, the inner throat of the god who’d swallowed her.

Elias’s hand brushed her closed fist, cold and wet. “There’s forgiveness here,” the god whispered in his voice. “At the end. It’s a relief to let go, really. Death isn’t anything worse than staying here, and honestly, it’s less exhausting. When you’re gone, nothing hurts anymore. And you can go quickly, Claire.” A grimace, Elias’s hand passing over his face. His features shifted beneath it, like his flesh was made of poorly fired clay. Even this costume, a projection in her mind, was weakening. “He didn’t, he’s still in here, but that was his choice. I think he felt bad, if it’s any consolation. He wanted to make amends.”

Her skin stung where Elias’s touched it. She looked down—their hands were fused together, a film of some gelatinous fluid covering their fists. The sting became a burn, as if she were dissolving, and her mouth opened in a soundless cry.

His other hand was there, over her open mouth, the sting in her fist now on her face. “Shh,” the god murmured, soothing. “It only hurts for a minute. Just let go, OK? Let it happen.”

And what else was she supposed to do? Claire Sutherland, hollow and alone, riddled with holes that a god wanted to fill. Wounds that she desperately wanted to heal now, that she’d do anything to heal, but her time had come and gone.

Her eyes closed. Her breathing calmed.

“Good,” the god murmured. It leaned Elias’s cheek against her own, his familiar lips brushing her ear, the shape of them subtly changing as the last dregs of her dead fiancé fell away. Sharp, thin teeth pricked at her lobe, rows on rows of them. “Good, Claire. This was always going to be the best end for you. What else could you do, really?”

What else?

Her eyes opened. It was a struggle. The fluid binding them together, the acid melding them into one being, had dripped from the roof of the god’s throat and trickled over her forehead. The projection of Elias was gone, in his place was something smooth and tentacled wrapped around her, but Claire had expected that, it wasn’t her focus. All of that was turned inward, ignoring the throat, ignoring the horror.

What else could she do?

Nothing, if she stayed here. Nothing, if she let herself be dissolved, devoured, taken into this monster and becoming the costume it wore. Claire knew herself; she knew she wouldn’t fade away quickly. Her consciousness would stay inside the god, brooding, in pain, mulling over everything she hadn’t done. Mulling over how easily she’d given up.

Hell, in other words. Hell, and she was walking down into the mouth of it so easily. Without even trying.

Claire had to try. Here at the end, at least, she had to try.

She wrenched back. It didn’t get her far—her flesh and the god’s were melting together, becoming one viscid thing. A scream ripped from her at the same time that her skin ripped away from a tentacle, a pale flag of it hanging in a bloodless flap from her right arm. Her whole body felt sluggish, full of glue.

What are you doing. Not a question, and not in Elias’s voice anymore. Not in any voice at all, really, just a cacophony in her head that somehow managed to form itself into words. The sound of crashing waves, shipwrecks, bones split by predators and polished in endless tide. It’s too late for you.

“I’m still here, aren’t I?” Her teeth gritted together, Claire shoved herself backward, another scream ripping from her. Her torso separated from the mass with a squishing sound and a rush of jellied matter, falling to the undulating floor. The god’s tongue, she supposed. Her white dress was ripped, and the flesh beneath it was nearly the same color, leached of pigment. “It’s not too late until I’m gone.”

The thing in front of her barely looked like a sentient being at all, even worse than the most diminished of the skins. Nothing but a mass of blue-green tentacles, madly writhing, limbs with no intelligence binding them together. Some digestive particle writ large, mindless.

She felt it squirming in her brain as much as in her body, looking for a way in, for a place to latch onto. Hollows to fill. But Claire was filling them up herself, shoveling in grief and anger and all the other terrible things she’d never wanted to feel. She felt them now, and her stinging eyes filled just as her hollows did.

Her head wrenched back, and Claire howled. The skittering, many-limbed thing trying to digest her reared backward, like her scream physically hurt it, like the lack of wounds for it to seep into was a wound in itself.

Her left arm was still attached to the creature, encased in that clearish goo. It took more fortitude to pull away again, knowing how much it would hurt. Claire set her teeth and did it, ripping backward, not looking down at what it made of her, though she felt another flap of skin rip and dangle. Trying not to think of what would be left, if she managed to find her way out of this mouth. Would she be like the skins, some tiny piece of this thing lodged in her forever, dissolving her into an animal? Or just broken down and half digested, scarred with otherworldly bile?

Either way was better than this. Had to be.

She stood in front of the piece of the god, dripping, breath heaving. The bloodless flap of skin hanging from her arm brushed against her side, a thick chunk that almost reached bone—impulsivity flared, and Claire ripped it the rest of the way, shoving it forward at the creature that had tried to devour her. When her dead flesh touched it, it stuck, melting in.

“That’s all you’re getting of me, fucker,” Claire hissed.

The thing twitched. Its tentacles reached for her again, then flinched away. It looked almost like a glitch, a scratch on a video game disc, a bad dancer caught in a strobe light. The limbs flickered in the humid air, lost.

The floor heaved.

The sides of the cavern—the throat—constricted, coming almost close enough to touch Claire’s shoulders before flexing out again. A rumble clambered up from behind her, made her bones vibrate and the floor shake.

The god was weak. The god didn’t have the strength to put up more of a fight, not with Elias dissolved away and Claire denying it entry. A sacrifice had to be willing, in the end, not lukewarm, or it would be spit out of its mouth.

“Oh shit,” Claire muttered.

And the god vomited.
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Her ears rang, tinnitus as loud as a marching band. Claire’s vision was blurry, and for a moment she couldn’t figure out where she’d landed when the god unceremoniously ejected her from its throat.

Rock under her hands, her knees. She reached a few inches sideways, and her fist closed on empty air. The cliff, still.

Claire tried to stand, but her body wouldn’t let her yet. Her legs felt tingly, but her left arm stung like a bitch, and she collapsed over onto it with a soft curse, muffled in her ringing ears.

Slowly the ringing faded. A scream, behind her, then many screams. The sound of scuffling, shining shoes on rough rock, an avalanche of people trying to get away.

She turned her head to face the god.

The same strobe light glitch she’d seen on the tentacled thing in the god’s throat was happening to all of it now, as if it were an old VHS movie monster superimposed on the world. The god shivered back and forth, limbs lashing, tearing down all the trappings of ceremony the Ashburys had installed. One of the vases filled with salt water crashed to the ground, shattered. The suction cups of another tentacle caught on the white flowers in the canopy and ripped half of them away. They scattered into the air, petals falling like snowflakes.

Her eyes couldn’t focus on the god’s shape, not fully, her brain unable to take in its sheer size all at once. Before, the god hadn’t looked quite so large, hiding parts of itself away in dimensions she couldn’t fathom. Now it didn’t try, taking up nearly all of the cliff, tall as Harrow Point, huge and world-ending and too much to comprehend as a whole.

The Marinography employees on the lawn ran, eyes rolling in terror, trampling each other in their haste to get to the garage and the phalanx of luxury vehicles there, leather-upholstered escape that would do them no good without the causeway. A tentacle from the god had slithered into the skin enclosure, somehow managing to avoid smashing the fence, and the skins clung to it adoringly, like puppies on an owner’s leg. Some were weeping, viscous tears that looked like the fluid that had nearly dissolved Claire, leaving livid runnels in distended flesh. Smaller tentacles reached out of the skins’ orifices to caress their maker.

Claire looked down at herself. Her gown was mostly intact; her body, too. Both unexpected. Whatever had happened in the god’s throat didn’t appear to have consequences out here, on the plane of existence she was used to. At least not easily observable ones. Her left arm was still stinging, though, the one that had been longest enclosed in that digesting fluid, the one she’d ripped the flesh from and fed to the god. Small red lines scored the skin from shoulder to fingertip.

She stood, woozy, backing away from the cliff edge and staring down at her arm, twitching her fingers to make sure they still worked.

“Claire!”

Her name, bellowed. Ash.

He was still down by the skin enclosure, held by Patrick and Greg—his former guards had fled, apparently. Both Ashbury brothers looked terrified, and Patrick had a gun in his hand, waving it wildly at the skins, at the retreating Marinography employees. He fired a round into the tentacle closest to him, but the god didn’t react at all, even when a chunk of blue-green flesh blew off into the air, spinning blood and globules of blubber.

Ash tugged forward, fighting closer to Claire, and Patrick’s gun came perilously close to his head. Claire screamed, the sound melding with a shot. At the same time, another tentacle slithered over the cliff, blocking her view.

Claire made a high-pitched keening noise that didn’t sound like it should come from a human mouth. But her cry was lost in the chaos on the cliff.

“What did you do?” Wellington Ashbury, crunching broken glass under his shoes as he ran toward the cliff, his eyes wild. “What the ever-loving fuck did you do?”

“Put her back!” Audrey clambered over broken rocks to stand next to her husband, her lipstick smeared, her white dress stuck to her legs with spilled salt water. All traces of genteel sadness and delicate regret and motherly scrim were gone now, only panic in their place. “Put her back in Its fucking mouth!”

The god was still thrashing, glitching, like it didn’t know what to do. The tentacle in the skin enclosure lashed up into the sky, sending bloated bodies sailing over the cliff and into the tide below.

A few more steps backward, salt water from the vases wetting Claire’s hem. But there was nowhere to run, not really, open sky before her and carnage behind. Wellington’s hand closed over her red-scarred arm; something like lightning spangled through her, painful and exhilarating at once.

“This is not happening,” Wellington said, in the tones of an order. Like he could erase the past ten minutes through sheer force of will. “We are not leaving this damn cliff without a sacrifice, Claire. I am very disappointed in you.”

Spoken just like a father, just like she was part of the family, and Claire couldn’t stop one bark of unhinged laughter.

Tentacles parted, as if the god sensed that it was getting another chance, another try at devouring her whole. That world-ending mouth opened in the center of its writhing mass, big enough to eat the whole sky, absent stars and all.

A sound close by. Scuffing rock, hard breathing. A body, slamming into hers, knocking her from Wellington’s grip. Claire sprawled to the ground, landing on her hurt arm, cursing again. She stumbled away from Wellington, fell on her stomach, and caught herself right at the edge of the cliff, staring over into open space. Vertigo spun through her middle, the tide gyroscoping in and out.

Swallowing nausea, Claire rolled over.

Ash stood in front of her. Bleeding, again, this time from a wound on his shoulder, a tiny hole spurting carmine and soaking his already-filthy white shirt. Patrick’s shot must have gone wild, hit him there instead of his head.

“This,” he said, chest heaving, “is not happening.”

An echo of his father, the same words meaning an entirely different thing.

“Son.” Wellington’s hands were in fists, trembling, but his voice was smooth as he walked toward his son, toward the god behind him. “It has to. There has to be a sacrifice. And she made a promise. It’s her own fault, really.”

She had. It was. But Claire was starting to wonder if maybe there was more than one way to keep a promise to a god. Her scarred arm itched and itched and itched, the nerves within reforming, becoming something new.

“It rejected her. You saw.” Ash gestured behind him, to where that mouth was still open, those limbs still thrashing. “It threw her back up. You’re just going to keep tossing her in there until she sticks?”

“If that’s what we have to do.” Audrey seemed caught between lunging at Claire and trying her best to keep far away, clutching Wellington’s arm as if it were both weapon and armor. “We know the requirements and aren’t afraid of them, Ash. That was always the difference between you and Elias. He knew what he had to do, and he did it willingly—”

“Quiet, Audrey,” Wellington said. “Be fucking quiet.”

She was. Audrey Ashbury was practiced in ordered silence.

Ash looked at them. Then he looked at Claire. “Good job, C,” he said. “You made it spit you back out. Knew you could.” He glanced behind them at the god, a sharp smile arrowing the edge of his split lip. “It must be hungry, then.”

The sky churned behind him, strobing light and dark, the sun not knowing what to make of this. Tentacles lashed the air over his head like a living crown.

Ash turned around and rushed headlong into the god’s mouth.

Too late, Claire’s hand shot out, like she could stop him. Behind her, the commotion of Wellington and Audrey, both moving but going nowhere, both making noise but saying nothing.

Ash ran into the god’s mouth, and it snapped closed behind him. It didn’t choke, didn’t heave. Claire didn’t even see it swallow. All the tentacles that had been snaking over the cliff face shuddered, once, then rose in the air, reaching for the blackness above the ocean like a worshipper seeing an idol.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

Claire didn’t know what Ash was doing in there. Destroying the god? It didn’t look like it. Something else? Surely he wasn’t just going along with this, becoming the sacrifice in her place like he’d initially wanted, surely he had some plan…

Audrey was screaming. Her hands were pressed to either side of her face in a gruesome imitation of the Home Alone poster, her impeccably lined eyes staring at the god. Claire thought for a moment that maybe Audrey was showing some latent grief for her nephew, her stepson. But no, her scream was all terror, with a razor lace of rage.

Wellington Ashbury grabbed Claire by the shoulders and spun her around to face him. “It was supposed to be you.” Here was the grief missing in Audrey’s scream, leaking out of the man’s eyes. He looked so old, suddenly, so tired. “I did everything I could so it wouldn’t be him, it was supposed to be you.”

The other congregants were long gone, leaving crushed wineglasses and white coats scattered on the green of the manicured grass. Blood made muddy puddles where some of the skins had been battered open by thrashing tentacles. The god on the cliff grew ever larger, limbs still stretched into the air. The remaining skins howled, reaching, grasping, trying to touch it. The guards who’d stood next to the pen with Tasers had dropped them and fled; Patrick and Greg had taken their place, trying to keep the sagging masses of madness and flesh in check. Patrick’s gun lay forgotten on the ground.

Off to the side, Theo and Dierdre stood, pale and silent amid the wreckage of the floral arbor.

“It will be all right, Wellsley.” Audrey had stopped her screaming, though her throat still sounded raw. Her hair was damp and straggling, coming out of its updo. “Better than all right. It wanted an Ashbury, originally. Now It has one. Now It—”

She cut herself off, staring into the unnaturally dark sky and the god towering over them. The god who was changing.

When Claire had briefly worked at a bookstore that was more interested in selling kitschy toys than in books, there’d been a fad for stuffed animals that could be turned inside out to become something different. That’s what the god looked like—as if it was turning itself inside out, tucking the tentacles away to reveal naked human flesh. First a leg, then an arm, muscular and yet so, so tiny when compared to the god’s mass. It shrank as it performed this uncanny inversion, though the tentacles didn’t go away, not fully. They just became somewhat smaller, a fan of serpentine limbs behind and below the now-revealed torso, slimy with whitish mucus. The tentacles supported the human pieces, raising them to hover in the sky.

The head was birthed last from the mass, and it shouldn’t have been a surprise, but Claire still felt the air leave her when it was Ash’s.

His eyes had always been a brilliant blue, but now they were electric, like a lighthouse on a stormy shore. Like headlights. They seemed to carve a path through the dark as Ash—what had been Ash—swept his head to one side, then another, rolling out his—its—neck.

“It’s fine.” Audrey chanted it to herself, crouched near Claire, her nails spiked into Claire’s shoulders as if she wanted both to hide behind her and to hurl her off the cliff. “It got a new body, that’s what It wants, It wants an Ashbury, it’s fine, it will be fine…”

Wide gaps opened in Ash’s skin, bloodless, leaking the same clear fluid that had tried to melt Claire down. His naked body had a green cast, like something lit from within by a sickly underwater glow, the same phosphorescence as the illusion of Elias in the god’s throat. It made the open places shine, incongruously gentle light. The tentacles sprouting from his back still waved in the air, not shrinking, not dissipating. The tentacles below him held him up, as if he was ascending into the darkened sky.

Ash and the god, melded together. Not one disappearing inside of the other, not Ash worn as a skin, but both of them making something entirely new. He’d done what Claire had, refused to be completely dissolved, refused to be a willing sacrifice.

He hadn’t let himself be digested, but he’d let something happen. Claire’s arm tingled.

Slowly, shaking off Audrey’s clawlike nails, Claire stood. The tentacles pushed Ash up into the air, hovering; he towered above her now, looking down through those lighthouse-bright eyes. Absurdly, she thought of Spider-Man comics, of Doc Ock, or Ursula in the old Disney cartoon, singing about poor unfortunate souls. Above his head, the sky had settled to velvet black.

A snarl behind her, like Audrey would claw at her again; something stopped her, a harsh whisper from Mr. Ashbury. “It worked,” he breathed, the words serrated and forceful, as if he couldn’t decide if he should laugh or sob. “It worked, didn’t it?”

Claire didn’t think it had. Not like it was supposed to, anyway. Her hand rose, the one streaked in red from being nearly consumed, coming closer to the salt-slicked skin of the monster before her.

Ash bent toward her, tentacles writhing to bring him nearer to her warmth. When she touched him, brushing the backs of her fingers over his arm, a shock spangled through her, electricity in water.

“This can work,” Mr. Ashbury said, sounding more pulled together. Coming around to this, a half god and half man who looked like his oldest son. “It doesn’t look like a person, not really, but It can stay here, and we can hide It. Treat It like family. Surely that’s close enough, right? It wanted to be a person, to feel what a person feels. This is the best way—”

The god’s hand cut him off, massive and flecked with iridescent scales, settling gently over Wellington Ashbury V’s mouth and nose. The Ashbury patriarch struggled beneath his palm, fingers scrabbling at slick flesh, unable to pull it away. Ash didn’t look at his father, even as he slowly stopped his breathing. Those lighthouse eyes stayed on Claire.

She reached out and touched Ash’s cheek. It was cold beneath her palm, slimy and unpleasant, but she didn’t flinch away. There was an understanding here, a familiarity.

His eyes were bright enough to make her squint, an anglerfish lure, blue instead of yellow. Claire had thought maybe she’d be able to tell if Ash was still in there, just by looking, but the blue light told her nothing. She didn’t know him well enough for that.

And that was why she asked the question anyway, though she wasn’t sure if the creature before her was even capable of answering. “Why?”

A shudder under her hand. The skin next to Ash’s eye split, gill-like, revealing more underwater glow, as if it ran through every part of him. It might’ve been beautiful, in any other context.

“I…” It came out labored, the edges blurred, spoken through lungfuls of sea. “I want it to be over. So I’m finishing it.”

Ash—whatever he was now—straightened to his full skyscraper height, new limbs writhing beneath him, his arm stretching unnaturally long so his palm could stay over his father’s nose and mouth. The spotlights of his eyes settled on the cowering figure of Wellington Ashbury, still struggling beneath his hand. Almost like an afterthought, Ash lifted his hand away, and Wellington pulled in a gasp, choking.

Audrey snarled, pushing aside her husband to plant her feet and raise her finger, like someone admonishing a cashier over an expired coupon. “We gave you a body. Not the one who made you a promise, but it is an Ashbury, and that’s what you wanted in the first place. If you can’t control it, then you know that isn’t our fault.” She shook her head. “What would your mother think, Wellington?”

Claire, for one, didn’t think. She just moved, scarred arm tingling, and shoved Audrey Ashbury over the cliff.

She didn’t scream. She was too shocked, Claire guessed. Her finger was still pointing accusingly as she was swept into the air, the white of her dress dimming in the open black sky. Her pearls clacked together, one stiletto fell off, but those were the only sounds as Audrey Ashbury fell through the dark and met the rocks on the shore.

Honey, she’d called her, over and over. Like a pet being euthanized for convenience. An inverse of a mother, taking her out of the world rather than bringing her in, swallowed instead of birthed. And who Claire had been had accepted that, wanted it.

She wasn’t that thing anymore. Didn’t know what she was, not yet.

Claire smiled, and her teeth felt sharp.

Mr. Ashbury stared after his wife only a moment, his hands opening and closing, like he’d reach out for her even though the moment was long gone. He cleared his throat as he turned to the god, wiping all traces of grief from his face. And there was grief, Claire saw, even if Audrey had been the sister he didn’t really love. She half expected him to dive for her, send her over the cliff to follow Audrey, but he turned instead to the monstrous form of his son.

“Listen,” Mr. Ashbury said. “Audrey did make an excellent point…”

Ash wasn’t listening. Slowly, with the ponderous movement of a continent beneath the surface, he turned away from the cliff’s edge to face the sprawling expanse of Harrow Point. Greg and Patrick were still standing by the fence that held the skins, too preoccupied to pay attention to the fact that the Ashbury matriarch was dead. Greg clutched one of the dropped Tasers, and Patrick had found his gun, though he held it loosely, like he wasn’t planning to shoot it again.

The skins clambered at the entrance of their enclosure, arms and legs gone to tentacle, shoving at the gate. They heaved against it, teeth chattering, and every time they did, the fence scooted a little farther over the dry stone.

Ash raised his hand. One of the ocean-colored tentacles still writhing behind him darted forward, nimble as a finger.

It flicked the lock.

The gate opened; the skins spilled out. Greg and Patrick tried to blast them with the Tasers, the white light of the weapons buzzing against the unnatural dark, but it did nothing. The skins fell on them, hands clawing, teeth tearing. Patrick lifted the gun, but a skin ripped off his hand before he could, shoving it in their mouth and crunching down. Patrick screamed, staring at the spurting stump, clattering in a broken-doll heap to his knees.

Blood spattered the ground as the skins went for the two closest Ashbury brothers, apparently more preoccupied with getting mouthfuls of flesh than with rushing toward their god. The Ashburys were divinely blessed; to the skins, eating them must be like getting as close to the god as they could, so much better than what they’d been given before the Ascension. Claire’s side still ached where Lucille had plunged in her hand. Her stomach still churned when she thought of Mike, such a basic horror compared with what she’d seen since.

As she watched one of the skins close a gaping mouth over Patrick’s ear, teeth ripping through his glasses and cartilage at once, Claire wondered if Ash had something to do with this. If he’d reached into the skins’ minds, or what was left of them, and directed them to eat his family. She guessed that’s what he’d meant when he said he wanted it to end—the god, what it had done, but also what it had made of them. He wanted all of it to end, and for the Ashburys to end, too.

The skin moved on to the rest of Patrick’s face, his body flopping mindlessly. Claire turned away.

Behind her, Wellington Ashbury V watched the carnage through wide, unblinking eyes. He took one step back, then another, glass from the shattered vases crunching beneath his classy dress shoes.

When he finally plummeted over the cliff, Claire wasn’t sure if it was on purpose, or just because he wasn’t paying attention.

She was almost sad about it as she watched him fall, the sand below clouding when he hit. The skins were so hungry.

At the edge of the bloodbath, curiously untouched, stood Theo and Dierdre. Both of them looked like crash victims, pale and still, shock making them into wax figures of themselves. But Claire could track Dierdre’s eyes to where the skins were eating what was left of Patrick—a faceless mass of quivering muscle now, occasionally jerking from his brain’s last electrical firing, but dead for all intents and purposes. And Dierdre’s lip was curling up.

Theo’s wasn’t. He looked like he was ready to cry.

Claire looked to Ash, towering and tentacle wreathed, a stone-faced god bringing his judgment.

Part of her wanted to try to save him, still. He’d conquered the god and become this. It didn’t feel like a victory.

But he’d done it for her. Partly. The least she could do was escape, after all that.

“Come on!” Her knees were wobbly when she pushed up from the ground; Claire lurched away from the cliff, toward where Dierdre and Theo stood. “We have to go!”

It took them a moment to rouse, both frozen as they watched the skins rip through the two Ashbury brothers left, like people watching feeding time at the zoo. But when Claire’s hand closed over Theo’s arm, he broke into a run and headed for the garage, making a low keening noise in his throat that never quite resolved into a scream.

Dierdre took longer. Her body swayed back and forth, eyes fixed on the skins. Patrick was a bloody lump of tissue; they’d moved on to Greg now and were realizing that the two brothers wouldn’t be enough for all of them. Still, none of the skins looked to Dierdre or Theo or Claire, instead fighting each other over scraps of the true Ashburys. With a wrench, a skin ripped Greg’s arm from its socket. A gout of blood splashed over Dierdre’s open-toed heels, matching the color of her pedicure. She didn’t even flinch.

“Dierdre.” Claire spoke to her like she’d address a frightened child, though most of her attention stayed on Ash, still towering at the edge of the cliff on his throne of tentacles. Still watching her with those lighthouse eyes. “Dierdre, we need to leave now, OK?”

“Why?” Dierdre laughed, a choked chuckle that gurgled in her throat and died before it really made it out of her mouth. “What’s left?”

This would be the end of Ashbury Marinography. At least the end of the Ashburys reaping any benefits from it. The employees had left, fleeing when the ceremony took its turn; surely the executives were already figuring out how to spin this, how to fix it, whom to pay to make sure that nothing happening here was ever truly investigated.

“The company will take care of you.” Claire had no idea if that was true; Theo and Dierdre would be loose ends that needed tying up. Or trimming.

“They will one way or another,” Dierdre murmured, as if reading Claire’s mind. The color of her eyes slowly changed, the unnatural blue fading away to a perfectly normal hazel as Dierdre looked toward Ash on the cliffside. The Ashburys’ bargain was moot now, and the signs of it had no need to linger. “They’ll have a harder time taking care of that.”

Ash wasn’t watching them. The skins, full of flesh and warm blood, left the remains of Greg and Patrick on the rock and slowly approached their god. Ash didn’t speak, but he met the eyes of every skin that came up to him—those that still had eyes—and placed a hand on each one’s gore-caked forehead. It reminded Claire of the few church services she’d seen on early-morning TV, priests blessing their penitents.

The purr of a motor, the scrape of rubber on asphalt. A sleek black Aston Martin careened around the half-circle drive, coming to a screeching halt in front of the skins’ defunct prison. “Get in!” Theo yelled as the window rolled down. “The causeway isn’t there, but if they left any of the yachts, we can take one to the mainland!”

His eyes were brown, and though he looked pale and nauseous, there was a vitality about him Claire hadn’t seen before.

As she opened the back door, Claire wondered briefly if it would be safe to cross the sea, but the thing to be afraid of was in Ash, now. And she was nearly certain that he wouldn’t let the ocean hurt her again.

Nearly.

Dierdre slipped off her stilettos and picked her way over the leftovers of her husband and brother-in-law to the car on bloodstained feet. She ducked into the back seat as smoothly as a celebrity into a waiting limo, stepping past Claire without any acknowledgment.

Claire paused a moment, door held open. She looked over her shoulder, to what Ash had become.

The lighthouse eyes were on her, bathing her in their eerie blue glow. She didn’t raise her voice as she spoke, but she knew he could hear her, the impression of her words traveling through the air like echolocation. “What happens to you now?”

“Not sure.” He didn’t raise his voice, either, but she heard it. “Something new.”

The tentacles behind him were shrinking, slowly, the places where his skin had split knitting back together. Up above, the sky bled from indigo back to cornflower, beginning to look more like the afternoon it should be instead of the dead of night. The sun speared through the clouds, a ray of light burnishing his golden hair.

Claire raised her hand.

Ash did, too. The places between his fingers were webbed.
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There was one yacht left. It looked ridiculously nice to Claire, and gigantic, but Dierdre rolled her eyes as they got out of the Aston Martin. “Of course they only left the old ones. There’s barely enough room to breathe on that thing.”

There was no one else on the dock. No one else on the island, Claire assumed. The higher-up employees of Ashbury Marinography, those important enough to know where success came from and the height of its price, had all fled in their fancy cars down to the docks with their fancy boats. She couldn’t spot any of them on the horizon. They must’ve flown over the waves like bats out of hell.

There were bloodstains on the sun-bleached boards of the dock. Claire wondered if there’d been fights over the boats, if the chaos at Harrow Point had made everyone go mad.

Theo knew how to pilot the yacht, a stroke of luck that Claire hadn’t known to worry about until she didn’t have to worry about it anymore. The boat apparently stayed ready for departure, and it didn’t take long before they were pulling out into the glittering sea, away from the bloody dock.

Claire watched the house built into the cliff grow smaller and smaller on the horizon. The lights were still on inside, shining beneath the waves.

In a few years, the place would probably be on the damn Travel Channel. She wondered how the disappearance of the Ashbury family would play into the narrative, whether it would have a reasonable explanation or be blamed on ghosts and aliens. Just wait until the podcasters got ahold of that one.

Out on the tide, the glass dome of the island where Elias had communed with the god glinted in the sun. Part of her wanted to go there, still. It wasn’t his resting place—he’d been thrown into the sea and found no rest there—but it felt like the closest thing she could do to visiting his grave.

Claire had no need for closure, though. She’d gotten it.

When their path took a curve, following the arc of the island, Claire stepped away from the railing. Dierdre had gone belowdecks to shower as soon as the yacht left the dock. Claire was initially too nervous to do something like that, sure that another shoe was waiting somewhere to drop. But the voyage was peaceful, the sea calm, and after a few minutes Claire wandered into the interior of the boat to see if it had more than one bathroom.

She found the pilothouse first, though.

Theo stared straight ahead, his hands white-knuckled on the wheel. He didn’t react when Claire came in, but his shoulders trembled every once in a while.

Claire held her hands behind her like a chastised kid, sure she should say something, but not sure what. Her default response to any uncomfortable situation was to apologize, but even she knew that wasn’t the move here. Besides, this and uncomfortable weren’t even in the same zip code.

So instead, she said, “Are you going to be OK?”

For a minute, Theo didn’t answer. Then a shrug, one jerk of his shoulder. “Things with Greg weren’t going so well,” he said, as if this were any normal breakup. “My sister never liked him. She’s always trying to set me up with this guy she knows from the bank. Maybe I’ll let her.”

“Couldn’t hurt. I’ll always support a rebound.”

He snorted, glanced at her over his shoulder. Tear tracks streaked down his face. “You planning on a rebound yourself? After you got two breakups for the price of one?” Forcibly light, forcibly casual.

But Claire understood how that went. How sometimes you had to force things into a context they didn’t fit, because otherwise you’d go nuts.

“Don’t know if that second one counts as a breakup,” she said.

“It better,” Theo replied, turning back to the light through the windshield. “Because you two were together, in one way or another. So either you’re broken up, or you’re still tied.”

She didn’t know how to respond to that.

“I’m sorry,” Theo said quietly. He kept his eyes fixed on the ocean, resolutely not looking at her. “I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough to tell you plainly. Sorry I didn’t make you leave.”

It wasn’t fine, so she didn’t say that. “Things turned out,” Claire said instead. “Not OK, maybe. But they turned out.”

“They always do.” Theo swiped at his eyes. “That’s the bitch of it. You can’t stop things from turning out, one way or another.”

After a moment, Claire wandered back out of the pilothouse.

There was a second bathroom. Probably a third and fourth, too. Gleaming white, and she tracked blood all over the floor on her way to the mirror. She took a deep breath with her eyes closed before she looked at herself.

The same. Averagely pretty, averagely built. Only her eyes were different.

One was still the same soft brown as always. But the other, on her left—the same side as her scarred arm—was bright, electric, Glacier Freeze blue.

She stared at herself for a minute. Then, slowly, she washed her hands.

Something twisted in her stomach. Some gnawing kind of hunger.

Claire ended up back on the deck. They were passing the cliff, and even from far away, Claire could tell it was the same one she’d been kneeling on minutes ago.

Something was falling from the precipice.

Bodies. Misshapen, bloodied bodies, sacks of skin that had tried to hold a god and been ruined instead.

One by one, the skins dropped, landing soundlessly on the beach below, bursting apart on the sand. Claire hoped they found some kind of peace. She couldn’t put much stock in the ideas of heaven and hell anymore—not that she ever really had—but surely there was something afterward, right?

Once, someone had asked her what she thought happened after death. At one of the parties she’d attended with Annie and some other friends in college, one not so much for dancing and lampshades on heads as it was for weed and fringe philosophy. Claire remembered that she’d taken a moment to answer, breathing the smoke in deep. And then she’d said that she thought the afterlife was like an ocean, and that you could wait on the shore with the people you loved, or you could dive in deep, as deep as you wanted, and pick apart all the mysteries you found.

Even then, the water had had its hooks in her. She couldn’t believe that anymore. At least she couldn’t conceptualize the afterlife like an ocean. It seemed unfathomably cruel.

The cliff was almost out of sight. The steady drop of skins had stopped, all of them gone, just pieces on the beach. At the top of the cliff, a mass moved, a graceful whirl of tentacles as if it were already underwater.

Ash.

It was too far away to see his face, to know where he directed his too-bright gaze. But Claire knew he looked at the yacht, speeding away. She thought of how the tentacles had seemed smaller, right before she got in the Aston Martin, smearing blood across seats that cost more than her half of the mortgage. She thought of how she’d balled up her emotions, folding them over and over until they were so small she could make herself hollow, leaving the spiked mass of it hidden within herself. She thought of how, maybe, you could do that with all sorts of things—make them smaller, make them manageable, even things like monstrous gods. You could bind them up inside yourself until they were easier to deal with, until time made them finally shrink.

Not healthy, maybe. But necessary, sometimes.

Ash slipped down the cliff, a speck in the glare of the island sun.
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Had you asked Claire in the year after the Ashburys if she would ever live somewhere coastal again, the answer would’ve been a resounding no. Not that anyone did ask. In the immediate aftermath of the disappearance, she’d been interviewed by the FBI, though they made it clear that it was only to see if Elias had ever said anything strange about his family in the time before his abrupt death. They found the email from Audrey inviting her to the funeral, but Claire said that it’d been a perfectly normal affair before she left, and they didn’t push it. There was no strict date on when the Ashburys had actually disappeared. Their employees had reached out with concerns only after a month had passed with no one able to contact Wellington Ashbury V.

Someone must’ve cleaned up the body after he fell over the cliff. Someone or something. Claire didn’t think about it too hard.

All in all, it was kind of a letdown. There was no Netflix special, no breathless podcasts postulating about aliens. One news story on MSNBC about Wellington’s disappearance, but even that was more about who would control the company than it was about what the hell had happened to him. The reins of Ashbury Marinography were now held by Rhodes-Hodge Infrastructure. The constant news cycle—and, she assumed, a shit ton of cash—quickly drowned the story out.

As far as she knew, Dierdre and Theo were just fine. When Theo had brought the yacht up to the dock on the mainland, none of them had spoken. Dierdre was tapping on her phone as she disembarked, ordering an Uber, all the blood showered off her and a new outfit found somewhere stashed on the boat. Theo had stood for a moment on the gangplank, dazed, before ambling off in the other direction, saying nothing. He’d waved at Claire as he disappeared around the corner, though. She’d waved back.

She assumed both of them had been called in for questioning, likely far more extensive than her own. But if any kind of charge had been filed, she never heard about it. She had no idea how they’d managed to pull it off, but it was a gift horse she wasn’t keen to look in the mouth, a hornet’s nest she had no intention of swatting. Sometimes she wondered if Theo had ever started dating that guy from the bank.

After disembarking from the yacht, Claire had walked until she found a Greyhound station. She’d found a T-shirt and shorts in one of the bedrooms on board, along with a stack of hundreds, thick in a sterling cash clip. She’d felt no moral compunction at all about taking it.

When she got off the bus, she’d gone to the first diner she saw. Ordered a steak, as close to raw as the health code would allow. She’d eaten the whole thing, but still felt so hungry.

The cash got her back to the house in Connecticut and rented her an apartment for the two months it took to sell. She offered the house furnished, paid to have it cleaned, and never set foot in it again. Apparently whoever bought it had been excited about the giant aquarium.

After closing, she’d stayed in Connecticut awhile. But it never felt like home, always like she was just visiting. It wasn’t an unfamiliar sensation—even being with Elias had never felt like home, just security—but it was fine. She knew where she needed to go, and she spent a year avoiding it, not thinking, the same way she didn’t think about what she really wanted when she ate bloody ground beef straight from the fridge, her left arm itching like a motherfucker.

But eventually the call was too much to ignore. Claire needed the sea.

So she ended up in Hastings.

It was a tiny town on the coast of Maine, not cool enough for tourists, but cool enough to have a fairly vibrant group of locals. Her apartment was one of four inside an old house, with built-in bookcases and pitching floors and a roof that leaked when it rained too hard. She could have afforded better, after the Connecticut house sold for five million, but she didn’t want to. She kept the cash squirreled away in a bank account that she sometimes looked at incredulously, like it would start to empty before her very eyes.

Her new apartment was within walking distance of the beach.

Claire had picked up a waitressing job at a crab shack, mostly for a reason to leave and be around other people, and the Hastings locals surprisingly tipped very well. She went on dates, sometimes, but nothing ever went beyond casual, and she never felt let down by that. The last guy who took her out to dinner had called her “mysterious,” apparently meaning it to be a compliment.

“How do you figure?” she’d asked around a mouthful of rare steak.

“Just your vibe.” He grinned; he was someone who used the word vibe with no hint of irony. “The eyes help. Heterochromia is so cool.”

Claire had snorted so hard beer came through her nose, and he didn’t call her again after that.

There was a handful of friends she’d made waitressing who got together for dinner sometimes, who invited her along on weekend camping trips, who seemed genuinely interested in her life. Sometimes she even told them about it. She answered their texts, and they answered hers. They remembered her birthday. It was nice.

When the aching in her arm was unbearable, she took her camera—the Hasselblad, returned to her when Dierdre brought a few things that had apparently been either taken or looted from Harrow Point—and walked the beach.

Her walls were covered with variations on the same theme, photos she developed at a darkroom downtown. The beach at night, the wide expanse of mirrorlike water, shining lines of tide with the moon hung above like a star on a Christmas tree. Claire had stopped wondering if her photography was any good, and instead took pictures because she almost felt a compulsion to. A compulsion to pace back and forth at the tide line.

Almost like she was a lighthouse beam, trying to draw someone home.

Her arm ached nearly all the time, though some nights were worse than others. The red scars had lightened, become roadways of white against her pale skin, barely noticeable unless you caught them at the right angle. Her friends asked about it. She said it was a childhood accident—that part was a lie, but it was the only one. She told them about the storm and the boat, about Mom and Dad and Haddie. She cried when she did it. They bought her drinks.

When she stood in one place on the beach, where the tide could wash up on the toes of her boots, sometimes the water would glow. Bioluminescence, tiny creatures made to shine. Her arm would ache and ache, and sometimes Claire felt the urge to dip her scarred fingers into the salt water.

She never did. It wasn’t time yet.

Tonight, she had a shift at the crab shack. The TV was on over the bar, tuned to the news, and she barely listened to it as she took a drink order from one of her regulars.

“Another disappearance in the corporate world,” Rachel Maddow intoned. “This time, the missing employee is Richard Marsden of Rhodes-Hodge Infrastructure. Marsden’s family says he was attending a retreat in the mountains with the company when he failed to return home.”

“They won’t even look into it.” A harried woman, Instagram-faced, talked into the camera and twisted her hands. Behind her, dense forest, dark green. “I tried to file a missing person report and Mr. Rhodes said Rich was a grown man, and he could leave if he wanted.”

“We’re following the story,” Rachel said, the camera snapping back to her. “Even if corporate lobbyists don’t want us to. This disappearance comes just over a year after the disappearance of Wellington Ashbury the Fifth, the CEO of Ashbury Marinography, which was notably acquired by Rhodes-Hodge.”

Claire stood in silence, staring at the television. Her tray trembled in her hand.

“You OK?” The regular spoke softly, lightly touching her arm.

“Fine.” Claire shook herself. “I’m fine.” She drifted back to the kitchen.

After her shift was over, she went to her apartment and got her camera. She went down to the beach, took a photo of her boots in the surf. Her arm itched.

Sister companies. Working closely. Monsters in the ocean, monsters in the mountains. Rhodes-Hodge’s main office wasn’t too far, in New York, near the Catskills.

Claire turned and headed to the marina, her thoughts trailing back in time.

○ ○ 2. ○ ○

“What the fuck do you want me to do with it?”

It was three months ago, in Claire’s mind, and Dierdre had changed her hair. She’d stood at the Hastings Marina with her arms crossed and her newly bleached locks tangling in the wind and looked at Claire like she was an idiot.

“Sell it or something.” She waved a hand, rolled her eyes. “I don’t give a damn what you do with it, Claire, but it was deeded to you, and I really don’t want to make myself more known to lawyers than I have to right now.”

Claire had shifted on her feet. At the dock, the sleek shape of the Poseidon bobbed in the water, looking totally ludicrous next to the sun-bleached boards and fishing skiffs. A far cry from the Ashbury dock, all glass and white tile.

“I don’t want it,” Claire said.

“I truly do not care.” The sun came out from behind a cloud, and Dierdre pulled designer sunglasses over her eyes, grimacing. “It’s yours. Enjoy. I have a flight to Moscow in an hour.” She threw Claire a small bunch of silver keys. “Doubt you’ll ever want to take it out, but if you do, here. It’s pretty easy to work, kinda like a car.”

Then she was gone, slipping into the back of a black limo and headed to fucking Russia. Figured. Dierdre loved her oligarchs.

Now Claire thought over that day again as she made her slow way to the marina, camera tucked into her backpack, next to the Poseidon’s keys. She’d left the submarine docked ever since then, not even wanting to come see it, lurking in the water like an alligator waiting for a seabird. Her bank account paid the marina rent, and while she was sure the thing got some odd looks, no one bothered it. She’d briefly considered selling it, like Dierdre had said, but she didn’t want to answer the questions that would surely come with a sale.

So it sat here, an albatross around her neck that she mostly ignored.

Until now, at least.

Because something was happening.

It was time to fulfill her promise.

There was more than one way to keep an oath, even one made in a panic. She’d told the god she would give anything if it let her live, but what the god had really wanted was feeling. Emotion, a human experience. And the god was different now. It wanted those things still, but in a new way. One she had to be ready for. One she had to want.

One that came, she thought, with a purpose.

The marina was deserted. She approached the Poseidon, examining the surface until she found something that looked like a keyhole. She fit a silver key inside.

The glass window peeled soundlessly from the ceiling. The sub rose from the water, just a bit, so the floor was level with the dock.

It was, unfortunately, very cool.

Claire took a deep breath. She hadn’t had a panic attack since the day of the botched Ascension, but it was best to be prepared. The sea would protect her. The thing that had bent physics for the Ashburys’ gain wouldn’t let her be hurt again.

The sub bobbed as she stepped onto its tile floor. Some sensor picked up that she was safely inside, and the window slid shut behind her, the buoyancy that had brought it to the surface letting it back down again. Water lapped halfway up the glass, reminding her of the windows in Harrow Point.

She stared at the water a moment, arm itching. Then she pressed her hand against a control panel on the wall, blue light outlining her fingertips. The window opened again, just a bit, parting from a seam too fine to see with the naked eye. The glass stopped right before the waterline.

Claire dipped the fingers of her scarred hand into the cold sea.

Bioluminescence sparked, like an underwater fireworks show. Blue-green slivers of glow, gathering toward her palm and then arcing away, into the deep.

Claire pulled her hand inside and closed the hatch again.

Her key fit into a notch near the front of the sub. When she turned it, the sub sank fully into the ocean and started forward, arrowing through the water, deepening by degrees.

She could have waited on the bed, outfitted in new linens, not the ones she and Ash had smeared with their blood. But she didn’t sit, didn’t let herself relax. Claire stood in the middle of the deck, watching the ocean, and she waited.

He came with the smell of salt.

Claire didn’t turn to look at him, at first. She gave him a moment to gather himself, fit his pieces into a human shape. Her spine was steel, her breath held.

After a minute, she turned around.

Ash looked human. Mostly. Arms and legs as they should be, properly jointed with knee and elbow, no tentacles fanned behind. His skin was naked and damp, spots of iridescent scales shining pale. His eyes were still that glowing, lighthouse blue, matching her left one.

He swallowed. His jaw worked, like he was trying to remember how to make it form words, how lips and tongue and teeth were supposed to work together. When he finally did speak, it was short. “You called me?”

She nodded once. Held up her scarred fingers. “I made a promise.”

His lips twisted to the side. A trickle of water trailed from the corner of his mouth. Claire reached up and wiped it away. As she did, he took her hand, cradled it in his own. Gently, like he was afraid he might hurt her. Her scarred arm tingled pleasantly, like recognizing like.

“I felt you in there,” he whispered. His voice sounded different. Deeper, the edges of words sanded off. His fingers ran lightly over her scars, the only vestige of what she’d done in the god’s throat. Fed it a piece of her, but not all. Given part of herself, and taken part in return, let it make her mean and hungry, because sometimes you had to be.

“I could feel the bad emotions,” Ash continued, gaining confidence in speech. “Fear and guilt and grief. But the good ones, too. You were loud, even just the fragment of you.” He closed his eyes. “It was all I had to hold on to, sometimes.”

Claire curled her fingers, weaving them with his. Ravenous hunger twisted her stomach up and over itself.

“Some days are harder,” he said. “I think they’re days, at least. It’s difficult to remember how to measure time, down there. But I’m me. Most of the time, I’m me.” His hand came up, tentative, cupped her cheek. His palm had a strange suction to it. “You called me here. You didn’t have to. Even with your promise.” Brows drew low over lighthouse eyes. “What was your promise, Claire? Really?”

She pulled away from him, just slightly. This was still new, and she still didn’t know him, even with everything binding them together. “That I would be the end,” she whispered.

Here was the problem with promises, with gods. There were so many ways they could be interpreted. The god had thought that Claire would be the culmination of all it had wanted, all it had worked for.

She had a different interpretation.

“There’s some people we should visit,” Claire said. “I thought we could start with Rhodes-Hodge Infrastructure Solutions.” She smiled, and her teeth were sharp. “I’m so hungry, Ash. I’ve been hungry. And I’m tired of starving.”

Tired of lessening herself. Whatever she was now. Tired of making herself small and manageable, of keeping away from the sea, away from what she’d become and what that thing wanted.

She had no illusions that it would always want something good. And she was tired of worrying about that, too. There were only so many sister companies, so many monsters, and she was one of them now, in a way. Her hunger was endless.

But so was greed. She’d seen that. So maybe she could manage something like goodness, for a time.

Ash’s eyes glowed. He smiled back. His teeth were sharp, too.

The Poseidon arrowed silently into the sea.
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