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				The Last Jessica
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			A few days after I turned twenty, I took my cousin Peter on a midnight climb.

			Peter was two years younger and in awe of me. As kids, I’d taught him how to wrestle, how to throw a knife. Everyone called him my little shadow.

			When he followed me to Helshire, I showed him the college secrets: the dead drops in the library basement, the derelict buildings of the Old Campus, the Dining Commons’ best desserts.

			In return, Peter gave me handmade presents—a coffee mug he’d made, an egg from a robin’s nest, drained and painted with the family motto. His gift wrapping was clumsy, the eggshell in pieces when I opened it.

			I extended my invitation in the Dining Commons, in the side room reserved for us legacy students. It was empty except for Regina Lindqvist and her latest boyfriend, sitting in the far corner.

			“We’re climbing the back of Dewitt tonight,” I told Peter.

			His eyes lit up. Dewitt Hall was the tallest building on campus.

			“Is this a test?”

			“What do you think?”

			He smiled. Everything was a test.

			“Bring climbing shoes and gloves,” I said.

			“Equipment, really?”

			“It’s nine stories.”

			Peter sucked on his straw, making the dregs of his soda gurgle. “Jessica. Someday we’ll need to get out of a building with whatever we’ve got on. We have to be ready!”

			“Being ready isn’t the same as looking for danger.”

			“You sound like Grandma.”

			“Our grandmother is wise.”

			It was Grandmother Elizabeth who’d given me the order. She’s been in charge of our family since I was five years old.

			“She thinks I’m reckless,” he said. “They all do, but I’m just brave. Like a Morton should be.”

			Mortons are fearless. That’s not the same as brave.

			We walked from the dining hall to his dorm, still arguing. The evening sky showed faint smudges of cirrus clouds. Cool settled over the campus, quieting the wind that had stirred the trees all day.

			“I don’t need climbing shoes. I’m better barefoot, anyway.”

			“It’s freezing.”

			“No gloves then. I can blow on my hands.”

			“Okay, no gloves,” I relented at the door of Peter’s dorm. “But we’re only going halfway up.”

			He smirked, thinking he’d gotten his way.

			“Wear black, and don’t tell anyone,” I said. “Let’s call this your first official mission.”

			Something dark stirred in his eyes. “I won’t tell a soul.”
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			We met at midnight at the old willow tree that guards the northern edge of campus. Its branches hang all the way to the grass, a hidden space for drinking, smoking, and groping in the speckled dark.

			We heard voices inside—ordinaries. I sent Peter to deal with them. He crept to the edge of the leafy curtain and let out a low animal growl. The voices went quiet, then three boys with beer cans and puffy coats ran out the other side, scampering toward the Quad.

			Even freshmen know not to linger when odd things happen at Helshire.

			Under the umbrella of leaves, the ground was littered with empty bottles, vape cartridges. Helshire was the last stop for a certain kind of rich kid. For us legacies, these wayward, rebellious children were networking opportunities. Future customers.

			“Did you bring chalk?” I asked Peter.

			“That’s cheating.”

			I held out my bag and quoted our Aunt Veronica. “Never climb without it. If you have to, use whatever’s around. Dirt, even dust.”

			Peter scowled as he chalked up, not noticing that I hadn’t put any on my own hands.

			The parking area between us and the looming bulk of Dewitt was clear, the path empty. Our breath made clouds of condensation.

			“Come on,” I said.

			Dewitt Hall had a gothic heart, with a modern wing added in the seventies, another only twenty years ago. Inside this architectural jumble, some classrooms were full of screens and lab equipment; others had blackboards that rolled up and down. I led Peter to the original building—a round tower topped with crenelations, guarding the edge of campus like a giant rook.

			“Too easy,” he said, testing his hands on the rough-cut stones.

			“Stay behind me.”

			I started up, careful and unhurried. A climb like this wasn’t going to wear Peter out, but if we took our time, the cold would gradually seize his muscles.

			Through a third-story window, the freshly waxed floor of the Disruptive Anatomy classroom gleamed with moonlight. A battered plastic skeleton hung by the window, organs rubber-banded in their places.

			Disruptive Anatomy, taught by our Uncle William, was not in Helshire’s catalog. No ordinary student had ever watched us legacies murdering that skeleton countless times. Freshman year, the garrote and the knife; broken bottles and billiard cues as sophomores. This year we’d used shoelaces and scarves, ballpoint pens, twelve-inch strips of duct tape, a knee-drop on that breakaway sternum.

			“But always first with the mind,” Uncle William would say after each kill. What exactly this meant was the subject of after-class debates at Riley’s Bar.

			“I can go faster,” Peter said.

			“Mortons don’t boast.”

			“That itself is a boast.”

			I almost smiled.

			It’s not that Peter was unintelligent or lacked discipline. But he exercised his talents in unseemly ways. Back at the estate, he bullied younger Mortons. Here at Helshire, he stole from ordinaries. Nobody ever caught him in the act, but he’d wear a pilfered watch a few times before storing it away. He kept his secrets, but let you know he had them.

			As Grandmother warned us, being mysterious is not the same as being unseen.

			Halfway up, he tried to pass me.

			I forced him to the left, away from the easy handholds of the tower. The new wings’ walls were flatter, smoother, the mortar almost flush with the bricks.

			Peter was up to the challenge. He dug his fingertips into crannies, used shallow toeholds to lunge for window ledges.

			“Too easy,” he muttered as he passed me.

			“We’re not going all the way,” I called softly.

			He looked at me over his shoulder, as gleeful as when he was adding sticks to a fire. I climbed faster, pulled even. The cold was starting to grip my tendons.

			The top of the tower bulged, the overhang slowing me. Peter grasped the highest window ledge a few seconds before me.

			“I won!”

			“Shush. Voices carry in the cold.”

			“But you’re the best climber in the family!”

			I pulled myself onto the ledge beside him. “I’ll tell everyone you beat me.”

			“Grandma Elizabeth?”

			“I’ll tell her first.”

			“This climb was her idea, right?”

			“Yes,” I said. No point in lying. “Check this out.”

			I reached behind me and pulled open the window a few inches. The steam-heated air of the Physics Lounge spilled onto my frozen hands.

			“Unlocked it this morning,” I said.

			“Hah, you knew I wouldn’t stop halfway.”

			I nodded.

			“We should climb back down,” he said.

			“Peter.” I made sure he heard my disappointment.

			“I can do it!”

			“Some tests are about restraint, not skill.”

			“You sound like Grandma again,” he said, but as he leaned forward to peer at the ground, eighty feet below, I saw it—a flicker of doubt in his eyes. He rubbed his hands together, breathed on them.

			My own muscles felt brittle in the freezing air.

			It was time for his test.

			“If you want,” I said. “But go around that overhang.”

			“Don’t need to.” A moment later he was swinging from his hands.

			I counted to five, picked up one of the stones I’d left on the window ledge that morning, and threw it into the trees.

			It landed with a crack, like a branch snapping.

			“Peter,” I whispered over the edge. “Someone’s on the path!”

			I heard his feet scrabbling for purchase. Then his toes must’ve found a crevice. I heard nothing but his breathing, sharp and fast.

			I waited for him to speak again. All his weight on four points, motionless, his muscles searing in the cold.

			“Are they gone?” he finally whispered.

			“No.”

			“But Jess…”

			I threw another stone.

			The snap of its landing quieted him again.

			Peter’s mind would be racing as he hung below me, fingers going numb. If he moved before I told him to, I’d report his failure to the older Mortons. Worse, he might be spotted, and met by campus security at the bottom.

			Humiliation, weighed against the risk of falling.

			Every second hanging there, Peter was making the choice I’d expected. He couldn’t see his own faults—his boastfulness, his need for praise, for spectacle. Always an explosion when a blade would suffice.

			He couldn’t see the test he was failing.

			A full minute later he spoke again.

			“Jess, I have to come back up,” Peter whispered. “Can you give me—”

			I heard a fearful catch in his breath, and then the scrape of flesh on stone.

			He didn’t cry out on the way down, didn’t make a sound. A proper Morton at the end.

			After the crunch came, I peered over the edge.

			Peter’s torso was twisted halfway around, his neck at a lethal angle. His legs and arms were splayed.

			“What the hell was that?” a voice carried from the path. Someone really was down there in the dark.

			I leaned back on the ledge, out of sight, listening to them crash through the underbrush. When they reached Peter’s body, I shoved the window open and rolled inside.

			The lounge was still and dusty—cushioned couches, antique reading lamps, ball-and-stick models of molecules. The ticking radiators made the air warm and sticky, like blood.

			I took a few deep breaths to slow my heart, then headed for the stairs.

			On my way down, I pulled out a burner phone.

			“Grandmother,” I said. “It’s done.”

			“And how are you, Jessica, now that you’ve done it?”

			“In a hurry. Someone heard him land.”

			“Peter loved you.”

			That almost made me stumble on the worn stone steps. Love was not a word Grandmother Elizabeth had said to me before. Was this also some kind of test?

			Then I saw what she meant. “That’s why he fell.”

			I could hear the cool, ancient smile in her voice.

			“Very good, Jessica. Fides sine cura.” The family motto.

			Loyalty without care.
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			I took the long way back to my dorm.

			I’d chosen a quiet night for Peter’s test, the Monday before midterms. No late movie at the Commons. No big parties out at the Terraces. Just a few couples walking in the cold, student security guards studying in their heated booths. Moving silently in black, I saw them before they saw me.

			My muscles ached to run. Since I was little, I’d expected my blooding to be exhilarating, like bursting from underwater to gasp fresh air. But killing Peter had been too easy. A few goading words and two tossed pebbles. Always first with the mind.

			The burner phone disappeared into Sunset Lake with the tiniest splash.

			Lavernick Hall was quiet, half the windows dark. I slipped in the back door, stripping off the electrical tape that had kept it unlocked. The security light I’d broken two days ago was still out. There are no cameras here at Helshire.

			Climbing the stairs, something released in me at last, like letting an arrow fly.

			My first kill, before I’d even graduated.

			The hallway was empty, the doors shut, but when I stepped into my room, a voice spoke from the darkness.

			“You should really get a lock.”

			I didn’t startle. I never startle.

			“My life is an open book, dear.”

			“Says the girl who doesn’t answer my texts.” Faraday gestured at my phone, on my bedside table. “What if you got mugged out there?”

			“Then they couldn’t steal my phone.”

			“Except they could, because your door’s unlocked.”

			Faraday sounded a bit drunk. She was stretched out on my bed in black jeans and T-shirt, a red leather jacket I hadn’t seen before. The pockets, sleeves, and sides were zippered—half a dozen sets of shiny metal teeth. Her chunky boots sat by the door to my widow’s walk.

			Faraday smelled like she’d been at an off-campus party—weed, fire smoke, and the sticky sweetness of spilled champagne. More than one party, probably. She was the sort of girl who knew everyone, but didn’t remember their names.

			An old British Vogue was splayed across her lap.

			“You brought something to read?” I asked.

			“In case you weren’t home. I like your shoes.”

			Faraday was surveying my all-black climbing gear, my split-sole climbing Ninjas. The chalk bag nestled at the small of my back, out of her view.

			I stripped off the top to make her glance away and dropped the bag in my laundry basket, reaching in for a crumpled white Oxford.

			“Weren’t you cold out there?” she asked as I buttoned up.

			“I was running.”

			“How is your hair not a mess? Do you have booze?”

			We both looked at my glass-fronted liquor cabinet, the bottles of amaro and vermouth, four kinds of whiskey, a small jury of bitters.

			“For you, dear? Always.”
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			Faraday had been my freshman roommate at Helshire.

			For incoming classes, the matchmakers at Housing pair each legacy with an ordinary. Most of us have never lived with one before. It’s good practice for the outside world, and forges lifelong bonds between us and the dissolute offspring of wealthy families.

			The weakest part of any garment is a loose thread. Faraday was the fraying hem of the Wilbert-Lees of Boston, a sprawling clan of state senators and yacht club commodores, who inherited their furniture and called each other nicknames, but still got drunk at wine tastings.

			For two and a half years, I’d insinuated myself into the Wilbert-Lees’ good graces. Faraday’s mother always gave me the same Christmas present—a makeup subscription, delivered in teak boxes. I sent her monthly thank-you notes in my best handwriting.

			I was one of Faraday’s few good influences at Helshire. Before me, she’d come back from vacations with an accent; now she came back with gifts.

			“Lord, I miss your cocktails,” she said after her first sip. An Old Gal—rye, Lillet, and amaro. Faraday’s tastes ran as bittersweet as mine.

			“You had three last night, dear.”

			“That’s ages. Please come and live with us next year.”

			“We’ve discussed this,” I said. “And isn’t your house full?”

			“I’d bump Salinger for you. Turns out, he thinks the moon is fake.”

			“A History major thinks the moon landing was fake?”

			“No, the moon—and he can’t make drinks for shit.”

			I took a sip of my cocktail. For our senior year, Faraday had snagged a gorgeous Victorian at the edge of campus, the home of the retiring dean of students. She’d interrupted the faculty bidding war, paying an enormous sum for one year’s rental.

			The house was beautiful, but the stairs creaked and Faraday’s friends kept party hours. Better the single-sex corridors of Lavernick Hall, the floors silent, everyone in bed by two.

			I didn’t even have to lock my door.

			“You haven’t mentioned why you’re here, Faraday.”

			“Do I need a reason to hang out in your room when you’re not around?”

			“Yes.”

			She waved her free hand, searching for words. “It’s complicated, dear. The sort of thing better discussed while drunk.”

			I took another sip. “I think you’re there, dear.”

			“It’s my brother.”

			“Marlow, or Oscar?”

			“How do you remember everyone’s name? It’s uncanny.”

			“Because I love you.”

			Faraday rolled her eyes, but she lapped up any sign of affection. The Wilbert-Lees were more prone to intrafamily lawsuits than sentiments. When she called me dear, I mirrored her, and she mirrored me back. A wearisome loop, but it worked.

			“Marlow was careless. Dad’s old business partner convinced him to sign something. Now our CallHome shares are deluded.”

			“Diluted,” I said. Since their father’s death, Marlow had dumped most of the Wilbert-Lees’ money into their most profitable endeavor, a company that gouged prisoners’ families for phone calls. A dollar a minute added up.

			“Whatever.” Faraday’s eyes began to twitch. “We’re in trouble, Jessica. Things will go away. The horses, Paris, my house next year. Maybe even my tuition!”

			I made an astonished sound. When bad things happen to rich people, you must pretend there’s been some kind of mistake.

			“The partner was being misleading when he made Marlow sign those documents. And I thought, maybe…”

			I took a slow drink, waiting for Faraday to finish.

			“Your crowd,” she finally said. “The legacies, the calm people.”

			“Calm?”

			“None of you gives a shit. I mean, you dress well and get good grades. You use the right forks, the right grammar. But deep down, you don’t care.” Faraday knuckled her eyes, growling at the world. “God, I wish I didn’t care.”

			“Faraday,” I said. “Are you asking me to fix this?”

			“Not you, Jessica. You’re my friend and that’s messy.” She sat up straighter, finally looked me in the eye, a brave little girl facing the monster in her closet. “But yes. It needs fixing.”

			A second shiver of completion went through me. Two and a half years of trains to Boston, of sneaking flasks of whiskey to Faraday’s dying father, of thank-you notes for makeup I didn’t use, and here she was asking for help at last, on the very same night as my blooding.

			Blind coincidence, sweeter than any design.

			“Of course, dear. I can find someone.”

			“Oh.” Faraday almost sounded disappointed. Like she hadn’t quite believed I was one of them—one of us. Despite my last name, my cool stares, my generations-old, exquisitely made, invisibly mended clothes, she wanted me to be her ordinary friend.

			I took her hand.

			She swallowed. “I wouldn’t ask, except…”

			Houses. Horses. Tuition. Paris.

			I heard it then, from the hallway, a sound bubbling up. Girls studying for midterms together, glancing every few minutes at their phones.

			Ping. Ping.

			“It’s going to be okay.” I kissed Faraday’s hand.

			She didn’t answer, just heaved a complicated sigh.

			Down the hall, the bubbling had spilled out into the corridor. Doors were opening, whispers flying like little scrapes of sandpaper.

			I could feel the storm front of tragedy surging, about to interrupt this moment of connection.

			In my careful planning of Peter’s test, I hadn’t thought about what came next. The checklist of emotions to perform—frantic questions, shocked silence, fast breathing. Dilated eyes. It was so much work, so much mess, pretending to care.

			“I’ll always be here for you,” I forged ahead with Faraday. “We’ll fix this together.”

			A tear rolled from her left eye. “Thank you.”

			From outside, the sound of my name reached us, whispers breaking into soft cries as more girls woke up.

			Even Faraday heard it now, and our eyes unlocked. We turned to face the door.

			“What the hell?” she murmured.

			I shrugged, like it had nothing to do with me, and squeezed her hand one last time. It was a soft hand, trusting and warm.

			As the frantic knocking finally rattled my door, I found myself wondering what Faraday would wear to Peter’s funeral.
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			That Sunday, the ancient bell in Main Hall tolled eighteen times, once for every year that Peter had lived.

			There were candlelit vigils. Moments of silence in lectures. Flowers clumped around the lamppost that lit the parking lot behind Dewitt. Counselors were made available, for ordinaries who needed to vent their grief, for legacies who needed practice.

			Most of all, there were rumors.

			Peter had called out a girl’s name as he’d fallen. (Absurd.) He was failing all his classes. (Like he’d care.) He’d landed at the stroke of midnight. (So specific.) He was addicted to a meth hybrid called Twerk. (So déclassé.)

			It didn’t matter which rumor congealed into legend. Peter had joined the pantheon of dramatic Helshire deaths, the stories we all knew.

			Laney Maxwell, stabbed by a townie the year before I arrived. Anthony Sandino, the violin prodigy, heart failure on the rugby field in 2003. Greta Mastropasqua, sometime in the twentieth century, electrocuted in a manner unclear.

			But those were all ordinary Hellions, the fragile offspring of middling financiers and prosperous plastic surgeons. It was strange to see a legacy name among them, especially a Morton. As the mythmaking unfolded, I asked myself a question that I’d pushed aside till now.

			Why had Grandmother ordered such a conspicuous end for Peter? It went against my training, our traditions.

			She was making a point, perhaps. A measure of poetic justice, to match the bluster of his sins.
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			Two days before we left campus for the funeral, my cousin Sebastian came to visit.

			I was studying, reading ahead in my Forensic Accounting textbook, a blunt instrument in size and prose style. Lost in the mysteries of Benford’s Law, I almost missed his arrival outside.

			“Come in, Sebastian,” I said, right before he knocked.

			He entered with a frown. “I was so quiet.”

			“That was the tell. The hallway chatter cut off, all at once.”

			Sebastian has that effect, especially on places full of women. Now in mourning—black shirt and sweater, Uncle Orrin’s gray cashmere coat, a black umbrella—the attentions had only grown.

			It’s not so much that Sebastian is handsome, or beautiful, or beddable. He’s all those things, depending on the light. But what draws eyes to him is the way he moves, the certainty with which he stakes out his path, expecting the world to bend around him.

			“You heard them, not me,” he argued. “No points for that.”

			“A Morton must melt into the background.”

			He smiled at that, knowing he would never.

			Back on the estate, Sebastian and I had trained together since our family adopted him at the age of eight. Stealth, lock picking, pain resistance. Etiquette, conversation. A dozen different fighting and dancing styles—and, yes, climbing. We were spoken of in the same breath, the prodigies of our generation.

			Which meant that, from time to time, we wished each other dead.

			I excelled at intimidation, violence, the cold hard accounting at the heart of the family’s power. Sebastian was better at seduction, at understanding what made ordinaries fawn and flutter. Each of us thinking ourselves the better Morton, neither of us saying it aloud. As I’d reminded Peter, our family does not indulge in hubris.

			But that doesn’t stop us knowing.

			“How are you holding up?” he asked.

			“I weep daily.”

			“Droll. With the attention, I mean.”

			“It’s like moving through molasses,” I said. “People keep staring.”

			If you don’t smile at them, ordinaries stop seeing you. By my third year at Helshire, I’d acquired a certain amount of invisibility. But Peter’s death had trapped me in a spotlight of pity.

			Sebastian shrugged. Eyes followed him everywhere at Helshire—girls, boys, teachers.

			“Those appeared yesterday.” I waved at the vase of spring wildflowers on my windowsill, my hallmates’ sentiments crowding the little white card.

			Sebastian flicked one of the flowers. “Bloodroot? Ominous.”

			As children, we’d learned how to distill bloodroot into black salve, a natural necrotic. It smelled lovely in soap or a cream, and left disfiguring scars.

			“Do you miss him?” he asked.

			I looked away. Only Sebastian would ask this, and only when we were alone.

			Missing was caring. Caring was unMorton.

			When we pulled him from the foster system, Sebastian spoke a different English from us. He didn’t move or think like us. It wasn’t that he was Black—our family is sprawling and ancient, with hooks in every continent. But our usual custom is to adopt newborns, who bring nothing that must be remolded or excised.

			For Sebastian, the Mortons made an exception. Sometimes, he speaks our language with an accent.

			And yet I kept expecting to see Peter loping across the Quad, or waiting outside my door. Sometimes it felt like he was in the room, my little shadow.

			Jess, I have to come back up.

			But that was just misfirings in my brain, facial recognition neurons trying to complete a missing circuit.

			“It’ll be easier without him,” I said. “Have the other families said anything?”

			He pulled the shaft of bloodroot from the wildflowers. “At the archery range yesterday, Xavier Lindqvist asked if Peter was culled.”

			Sebastian watched me as he said this. Sooner or later, he’d find out it was me. The thought gave me pleasure. Most Mortons didn’t get their first assignment until after graduation.

			“He’s trying to get a rise out of you,” I said.

			“Like you got a rise out of him?”

			I rolled my eyes. Sebastian never let me forget my hookup with Xavier at the interfamily archery competition five years ago.

			“He told me if Peter were a Lindqvist, they’d have culled him long ago.”

			“Maybe we should have,” I said.

			Of the four legacy families, the Lindqvists liked to think they were the most ruthless. The Seths, Wolvaardts, and we Mortons begged to differ.

			Sebastian frowned at the bloodroot flower. “When I was little, I imagined a card with my name on it. One demerit, two demerits…until there was no room left.”

			“It’s more of a ledger, pluses and minuses. We are, at heart, accountants.”

			“That’s comforting.” Sebastian leaned back, the flower still in his hand. “But we wouldn’t have done it here, right?”

			“Don’t kill where you sleep,” I agreed.

			“It’s just odd, him climbing solo like that.”

			“You think Peter cared about safety?”

			“He cared about showing off. Why do something stupid if no one’s watching?”

			And who would Peter want to watch him, if not me? Part of me wanted Sebastian to figure it out. To see that I had been chosen as Grandmother’s instrument.

			I shrugged. “Maybe he left something in the Physics Lounge.”

			“His respect for gravity?”

			I tried not to smile, but then Sebastian’s laughter bubbled up. His laugh was unlike any other Mortons’, breathless and unbridled, with a manic edge. At the Dining Commons, he would set off other tables, even when they hadn’t heard the joke.

			After a week of making sad expressions, laughing with him was a relief.

			When we were done, Sebastian cocked his head. The conversation in the hallway had gone silent. We weren’t melting into the background.

			He shrugged. “Grief has many flavors, Mama Olga always says. As long as ordinaries see some reaction, they fill in the rest.”

			“And yet…” This was our laughter, not theirs.

			Sebastian stood up. “How about a walk?”

			“I’ll make a flask.”
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			Sometimes I wished that Sebastian and I hadn’t fallen into this rivalry. That we were allies—or more. The family wouldn’t stand in our way.

			Me, a mingling of two ancient Morton lines. Him, a sharp-edged diamond in the rough, his biological parents imprisoned for crimes of operatic cruelty. On paper, we were only third cousins.

			But there would be a price. Whoever made that first move would always think they’d won. Acquiescence was surrender. Consent, sinister.

			Sebastian was more valuable as someone to keep me on my toes, to be better than. Had he been adopted younger, he would see it too, the impossibility of us.

			We brushed past the curious glances in my hallway and went down onto the Quad. The sky was sharp, the air cold enough that I could blow rings with my breath.

			“Almost time,” Sebastian said.

			We came to a halt. Midnight came and went in silence.

			“Fucking Peter,” I said.

			During midterms at Helshire, everyone opens their window at midnight and shrieks into the void—the Primal Scream. An exhalation of stress, a symphony of fury. But out of respect for our dead cousin, the tradition had been canceled this term.

			“He would not approve of this quiet,” Sebastian said.

			I took a drink. “We were on this very spot for his first one.”

			Another Helshire tradition was not to warn freshmen about the Scream. Last term, Sebastian and I had lured Peter onto the Quad with this same flask.

			“He didn’t ask what was happening. Just joined in.”

			“To hell with it, then.” Sebastian lifted his head, and let out a bellowing cry.

			Like his laughter, Sebastian’s scream was rampant, uninhibited, going until he ran out of breath. Ragged as a battle flag.

			There was a campus-wide shudder of silence, a collective intake of breath—a thousand Hellions wondering how unseemly it would be to scream their lungs out, only a week after one of us had fallen to his death.

			“Do it,” I whispered.

			A moment later, they did.

			The cries spilled from the Quad dorms first—Lavernick, Ridermore, Banner, and King—then spread, quick as lit kerosene, to the outer ring of Ogden, Manor, and the Terraces. The great wedding cake of Main Hall began to flicker, the residents turning their lights on and off, a splinter tradition that other dorms never dared copy.

			Finally a lone voice from Dewitt itself, someone in a lab late at night, letting out a hyena laugh as the rest subsided.

			The silence rushed back from the darkness, satisfied at last.

			“You should’ve joined in,” Sebastian said, hoarse.

			“I prefer to listen. You get scarier every year, cousin.”

			He coughed, snapping for my flask. He took a swig—and scowled.

			“What is this stuff, the devil’s licorice?”

			“Sure,” I said, taking the flask back. It was my most pagan cocktail: rye, an amaro called Braulio, a splash of Underberg. Pine and pitch, like some ur-Christmas tree, burned on the winter solstice to make the sun return.

			“It clarifies,” Sebastian said and coughed again, his breath a tentacle of mist in the dark. “I do miss him. After what happened when we were little, him dying this way feels like a bad joke.”

			“He wouldn’t miss you. He didn’t like you.”

			An arch smile. “Rivals for your attention.”

			“I’m all yours now, cousin.”

			Sebastian’s laugh was ragged from the screaming.

			I raised the flask. “To Peter. Always an explosion.”
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			Uncle Orrin met us at the station. He stood on the wrought-iron platform, a storm cloud in a dark suit, his black homburg blooded with a red feather.

			Upper Falls is a small town, nestled in the hollows clawed by glaciers during the Ice Age. Our river is stained red with alluvial clay, the skeletons of old brickyards on its banks. Most of the buildings on the half mile of Main Street are a hundred years old, and need a paint job.

			The Mortons once allowed Upper Falls to prosper, but since the 1930s we’ve gently choked the town, letting it grow quiet and forgotten, a cloak around us.

			“Welcome home,” my uncle said to me and Sebastian, and turned to Faraday. “I’m Orrin. Thank you for coming.”

			“Faraday Wilbert-Lee. You’re very kind to have invited me.”

			She spoke with the careful formality of the slightly drunk. I’d brought a flask of Lagavulin-laced tea for the train, to help extract more details of her family’s financial situation.

			Uncle Orrin took Faraday’s suitcase and headed toward the car park stairs. He walked like an unfinished golem—heavily, askew, the result of a knife wound in the 1990s. Not his only scar.

			He’d driven the Bentley, my favorite of the family’s aging fleet. In their youth, Orrin and his cousins had hunted rabbits with it at night, riding the sideboards across the fields, crossbows in hand, the Bentley’s headlights paralyzing their prey.

			With Faraday’s luggage in the trunk, Orrin retrieved a briefcase from the driver’s seat and opened it toward us.

			Sebastian and I dropped our phones in.

			“Oh,” Faraday said. “I thought you were kidding.”

			Uncle Orrin only smiled, waiting until she too gave up her phone. No networked devices, no cameras, were allowed on the estate.

			“It’s quite freeing, really,” Sebastian assured her. “You’re here to unburden yourself.”

			Faraday placed her phone in the briefcase, but gave me a skittish look as we got into the back seat. Ordinaries are like horses: scared of loud noises, soft noises, leaves blowing in the wind, new smells in the stable. Introducing Faraday to my family was going to test her, but she needed our help.

			When I’d asked Grandmother for permission to bring her to the funeral, she’d been practical. “Nothing wrong with a new customer taking a tour of the factory floor.”
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			Faraday had been given the rooms next to mine, which belonged to Aunt Andrea. She was in deep cover, or perhaps dead, her Trust shares inactive, her clothes back in circulation—her forest-green jacket now hung in my Helshire closet.

			Andrea’s windows overlooked the Barrow Marsh, an expanse of shallow water the color of slate, furry with reeds, full of old bones. Beyond that stood a line of leafless oaks, a few red maples dusted with early spring buds, patches of fugitive snow in their shadows.

			“It’s beautiful here,” Faraday said as she unpacked.

			“And calm,” I said, mirroring her word from the other night.

			We Mortons are calmer than ordinaries. As the Bentley had passed beneath the front gate archway, serenity settled over me, as wide and unassailable as the cold gray sky.

			“It’s sad why we’re here, of course,” she said, hanging her black dress in the closet. “But good to get away. No ruggers singing. No one blasting music.”

			“We save music for dance classes.”

			Faraday looked dubiously at Andrea’s couch—midcentury, Danish, uncomfortable—but sat down. “It’s pretty intense, all you Mortons living together.”

			“It probably seems odd.”

			She shook her head. “My dad used to say you can trust people from big families. All those eyes on them when they’re little.”

			“Sebastian and I never lacked for guidance.”

			“I never realized your family was so…established.” She stroked a handsewn repair in the upholstery. “Mommy’s always buying new things. She’s so middle class.”

			I nodded, confirming that we Mortons were Old Money—as venerable as the Wilbert-Lees of Boston, as genteelly threadbare. Asking for our help didn’t have to feel gauche, or ominous.

			We’d been incorporating families like hers for a long time.

			“There’s a little ritual of mine, for homecomings,” I said. “Why don’t you tag along?”
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			I took Faraday the long way.

			We walked down the Avenue, negotiating its broken surface, a tumultuous sea of flagstones. To our right, the archery range was busy, as were the obstacle courses, the cliffs. Whenever my family gathered, we tested our skills against one another.

			The dogs went past, traveling in an excited pack. One of the Rhodesian ridgebacks, Creech, stopped to sniff Faraday’s hand.

			“Good dog,” she said.

			“But twitchy around strangers.” I scratched his ears. “Don’t go out alone till they get used to you.”

			“Which I hope they will. You always come to my house, when all this was so close!”

			“Boston’s more fun.” At a snap of my fingers, Creech darted off to rejoin the pack. “There’s not much to do out here.”

			“No horses?”

			I shook my head. Riding was one of the skills no longer taught to young Mortons, along with javelin and hand ciphers. Archery clung on, thanks to the four legacy families’ yearly competition.

			“We can make our own fun. Oh…wow.” Faraday’s hand went to an empty pocket, wanting to take a photo.

			The Great House was in view, the wind turbines on its turrets fluttering against the gunmetal sky.

			“That’s where the service is tomorrow.”

			“With all this land, kinda thought you’d have a chapel.”

			“We did. It burned down.”

			“Bad luck. What denomination is your family again?”

			“Whichever is least noticeable.”

			She stared at me a moment. “So, Episcopalian?”

			“Sure,” I said.

			Faraday’s own family was mixed. Her mother was ambiguously Buddhist; her father, aggressively Catholic.

			I led her through the greenhouses. Steamy rainforest, fetid marshland, arid desert—each miniature climate had its own spices, curiosities, poisons. We didn’t pause to see the flytraps, the scorpions, the stinging plants, just went straight out the other side.

			There, at the edge of a dense forest, was the old barn. It looked decrepit and precarious, a dark brown hulk sagging to one side. The front door was gone to firewood, the wall timbers snaggletoothed and splintered. But hidden metal braces held it up.

			In the gloom, we threaded between rusting machines. The barn smelled of bird shit and rotten hay.

			Faraday looked up. From the lofts over our heads came scurrying. “Did you ever play in here?”

			“Hide-and-Seek,” I said. “Freeze Tag. Endless games of Bunny Hunt.”

			“Don’t know that last one.”

			“There was one ambush where I broke Sebastian’s wrist.”

			Faraday shrugged. “Accidents happen.”

			“That’s what Peter said.”

			On the far side of the barn was a smaller door. In the shadowed clearing behind it, enclosed by forest and the bulk of the barn, lay the Little Graveyard.

			“Intense,” Faraday murmured.

			Sixty or so headstones poked up through the grass, arranged in ranks that climbed a small hill. I led her to a grave in the second row, third from the right, the inscription worn from seventy years of rain.

			“Holy shit,” she said. “It’s you.”
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			“My namesake, yes.”

			Faraday crouched before the gravestone, touching the letters. “Oh, that’s sad—this Jessica only made it to age nine.”

			“That’s why. When Mortons die young, we use the name again. Like being reincarnated.”

			“So sweet. Or maybe creepy?” Faraday looked up at me. “How do you feel about it?”

			I decided to be honest. “I love her.”

			“You love her? A dead kid.”

			I nodded, feeling my old connection with the weathered stone. All those conversations when I was little: a space for my fears, my uncertainties. All the things I couldn’t say to the living.

			“She never told on me.”

			“Makes sense,” Faraday said. “Wait—this reincarnation thing is why you have those names!”

			I looked at her. “Those names?”

			“Next year I’m housemates with a Hopper, a Salinger, a Dutton, and an India.”

			“And you’re a Faraday.”

			“Exactly! While you legacy kids are all: Sebastian, Jessica, Xavier, Leopold. Like, who calls their kid Orrin?”

			I gestured. “There’s an Orrin in the last row. The 1910s.”

			“Of course there is.” Faraday said this with a smile, but shivered a little as she turned away. She walked down the row of headstones, reading out more names, like an incantation.

			She’d need a proper drink when we got back to our rooms. But when the chill of the hidden graveyard faded, Faraday would recall how my family stretched into the past. There was solidity in this field of stones.

			“Wait a second,” she said. “Nobody’s older than ten!”

			“Yes.” The Little Graveyard was reserved for failures.

			That Jessica was born under the old tradition, when children were culled if they couldn’t complete their mors curae.

			Spare the rabbit, slay the child. No second chances back then.

			Or rather, I was her second chance—the third, in fact. There was another Jessica farther up the hill, where the forest brush wasn’t cleared away, the end of the nineteenth century.

			Being a Morton has never been easy.

			I knelt before the grave, pulling a small weight from my pocket. The last of the stones I’d placed on the ledge of the Physics Lounge window, the one I hadn’t needed to throw.

			When I’d gone back to check if the police had dusted the lounge for fingerprints—they hadn’t—it was still there.

			I placed the stone above Jessica’s name.

			“We made it.”

			The other Jessicas would never feel what I felt now—this sense of completion. They’d lost their way.

			I was finding mine.

			Faraday had gone silent. I looked up at her.

			“Sorry for staring,” she said.

			“It’s okay, dear.” The connection between me and the ghosts was already fading.

			“I know how close you and Peter were,” she said.

			“Yes.” Killing is a kind of closeness.

			I heard something in the barn, and turned.

			Framed by the back door was a girl, nine years old. A fat white rabbit twitched in her arms, its pink eyes giving me a baleful stare.

			“Mary,” I said. She’d grown since winter break.

			“That’s my name.” She came toward us, the rabbit’s hind legs swinging. “Who’s that?”

			I stood up, dusting my knees. “This is Faraday, my friend from college.”

			“Pleased to meet you, Mary. Cute rabbit!”

			Mary came to a halt, presented the creature. “Her name is Trotsky.”

			“Ha!” Faraday smirked at me. “Should’ve known you were lefties, living on a commune like this.”

			I didn’t explain that the connection was not political. Mary liked ice picks.

			“She’s looking healthy,” I said.

			Mary held the rabbit up high. “She’s heavy now, but I carry her everywhere. When I finally put her down, I’ll be stronger.”

			“More fun than lifting weights,” Faraday said.

			“You might see a few kids with rabbits this weekend,” I told her. “It’s a Morton thing, called a mors curae. You have to feed them, clean up after them, protect them from the dogs for a whole year. Like a baby.”

			“Until her big day!” Mary cried.

			Faraday smiled. “You’re such a responsible kid.”

			Mary shifted the struggling Trotsky into the crook of her arm. She was staring at Faraday, studying what made her different from us.

			“Were you looking for us?” I asked.

			“Uh-huh. Uncle Cyrus wants you to visit.”

			I looked at Faraday. “Peter’s father.”

			“Peter died,” Mary said with gentle wonder.

			Faraday gave her a soft smile. “Can I hold Trotsky?”

			“I’m supposed to take care of her.”

			“I promise to be very careful.”

			Mary looked up at me, and I gave her a nod. She huffed a little sigh, then thrust the rabbit into Faraday’s waiting hands.

			“We should go,” I said, taking Mary’s hand.

			The three of us went through the barn again, out into the afternoon light.

			Faraday walked behind us, exclaiming at Trotsky’s soft fur, her gentle barnyard smell, the twistiness of her attempts to escape. At first, Mary glanced over her shoulder at every squeak, but soon she settled into telling me the estate’s gossip.

			Aunt Veronica had a new composite bow. Grandpa Dwight was angry at the deputy mayor, who was causing zoning trouble. Some of the little kids were happy that Peter wouldn’t be bullying them anymore, but Mary missed him. Uncle William had come back from an assignment very sad because he’d had to kill a barking dog.

			“You’ve got a cuticle,” she said, rubbing at my fingertips with her free hand. “What if it snags your funeral clothes?”

			“I’ll fix it before tomorrow.”

			“No, me. Please?”

			I glanced backward—Faraday was still entranced by Trotsky.

			“Fine.”

			Without breaking stride, Mary brought my ring finger to her mouth. Her face twisted into a bare-lipped smile, and I felt the small, sharp teeth close gently, searchingly.

			There was a click.

			She dropped my hand, and I could see her tongue moving in her mouth, worrying the little nubbin of hard flesh. Then she swallowed.

			I rubbed my finger, wet but smooth.

			“You don’t have a taste, Jessica.”

			I patted her head. “You just didn’t get enough of me.”

			“How do you think Trotsky will taste, on her big day?”

			“Hmmm…like rabbit?”

			Mary threw back her head and laughed. Her namesake in the second row would be the last in the Little Graveyard.

			Slay the rabbit, spare the child.
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			Peter’s family lived in the Grey Cottage, the old servant quarters near the back gate.

			There were four of them left. Uncle Cyrus and his two sisters were blooded. His brother was dead, and never mentioned. Peter’s mother had run away as a teenager, returned to the fold, then botched her first assignment. Now she worked on the family cars with Uncle Orrin.

			Cyrus taught pain resistance, and was in charge of buying nearby farms when they failed. His nickname among the landowners of Upper Falls was Reaper.

			I found him in Peter’s room, filling boxes with my cousin’s old sports gear, for return to the family stores. All around were bags stuffed with Peter’s pottery, a few scraps of fabric from last Quilting Day.

			“Jessica, welcome home.”

			I bowed a little. “Thank you, Uncle. May I help?”

			He pointed—on the bed was a box of hand wraps and boxing gloves. The wraps were a tangled wad. Peter had always been careless with equipment, one of the smaller demerits on his ledger.

			I sat on the bare mattress and pulled the box onto my lap.

			“Your provost is here,” he began. “He was kind enough to bring us Peter’s things.”

			Not so much kind as prudent. After generations of students, of new buildings, of improvements—the Shakespeare garden, the climbing wall, the archery field—we legacy families had made Helshire our own. Personal service was expected.

			“There’s something Peter would’ve wanted you to have.” Cyrus gestured at the desk.

			Splayed across it was a collage of my cousin’s personality—animal bones, a handful of stolen watches. His knife blades gleamed; his textbooks were in disrepair. The rabbit’s foot from his successful, extravagant mors curae was still on its keychain, the fur ragged from years in his pocket. In the center of the mess were his climbing gloves and chalk bag.

			“You must see what I mean,” Cyrus said. He took two steps toward the desk. When he turned back to me, a leather-sheathed knife was in his hand.

			“Ziggy,” I said.

			“So you remember.”

			“Yes.” Ziggy was absurdly large for a throwing knife: a ten-inch blade, two inches wide, impossible to carry hidden. Bad throws had dented its crossbar, scuffed its rosewood handle. But Peter had loved the sumptuous scimitar curve, the way it splintered plywood targets.

			Throwing knives are impractical, with a tendency to bounce and break. As weapons, they are pure theater.

			Ziggy was an opera.

			“You taught him so much,” Cyrus said.

			Not enough. “He was a dedicated student. He’d throw until his arm gave out, then keep going with his left.”

			“You were his savior.” Cyrus extended the knife toward me, sheath first. “Please.”

			“Thank you,” I said, reaching out. But when I took hold of the sheath, Cyrus pulled back, drawing the knife.

			Now he had a naked blade, and I had a piece of leather. I was also sitting down, an unwieldy box on my lap, a skein of wraps tangling my left hand. Always first with the mind.

			“Uncle Cyrus.”

			“Do you remember his riddles?” he asked, eyes bright. “The silly ones, when he was small?”

			Beside me was a pair of boxing gloves. On the wall a recurve crossbow—unloaded—and a machete. A half dozen of Peter’s smaller throwing knives lay on the desk, unsheathed and ready, but my uncle was between me and them.

			Words were my best option.

			“He loved tricking people. Riddles are the only way a little kid can trick an adult.”

			“There was one about falling,” Cyrus said.

			I shook my head.

			“He must’ve told it a thousand times.” The unwavering knife was level with my throat. “It went, ‘Why did the blind man fall down the well?’ ”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Can you figure it out?”

			A well, a blind man. Not much to work with.

			But the meaning was clear—I’d led Peter, unseeing, to his death.

			“I don’t remember.”

			“That’s the problem with riddles,” Cyrus said. “It’s not like digging a grave, where all it takes is enough shovelfuls of dirt. You either see a riddle’s answer all at once, or you’ve got nothing.”

			I had nothing—except another of Peter’s riddles buzzing in my head:

			Why did I bury my flashlight?

			Because the batteries were dead.

			“Keep trying,” Cyrus said. The knife point began to metronome back and forth, as if counting down.

			I’d managed to free my hand from the boxing wraps, but nothing useful was in reach. “I don’t know, Uncle.”

			He shook his head—this wouldn’t do at all.

			“Think,” he said.

			Why was the arrow afraid?

			Because its cousin was a quiver.

			Cyrus couldn’t blame me for killing Peter: Grandmother’s orders. But forgetting him was unforgivable.

			“Why did the blind man fall down the well, Jessica?”

			And there it was.

			“Because he couldn’t see that well,” I said.

			Cyrus laughed, low and soft, with his mouth closed. His eyes were brighter than ever. “See, Jessica? I knew it was in there, with all your other memories of him. He’s still in there.”

			“He’ll always be—”

			“The chalk bag,” Cyrus said.

			I blinked once, my brain resetting. Another riddle.

			“That one?” I asked, looking at the desk.

			“Yes. Peter left handprints all the way up. A single set of marks, to show that he was climbing alone.”

			“He was.” My hands were clean that night.

			“But his chalk bag was in his dorm, not with his body. As you can see.”

			Cyrus stepped aside—the bag sat there on the desk. No blood, no damage from a seven-story fall.

			“Ah,” I said.

			Later that night, I’d hidden my bag from Faraday, but I shouldn’t have taken it home. I should have dropped it on Peter’s body.

			“Where did the chalk on his hands come from?” Cyrus asked.

			“From me. He showed up without any.”

			“That was kind of you, giving him a chance.” Slowly, he lowered the knife to his side.

			Silence was safest, but I had to ask. “Did you know ahead of time?”

			“I voted on it,” he said.

			“Oh.” It took me a second. “Grandmother puts things to a vote?”

			“In cases like this, yes. And she allowed me an indulgence. Stand up.”

			I obeyed, letting the box slip to the floor.

			Cyrus lifted the knife again, and drew the edge across his thumb.

			“With this blood, I mark you a true Morton, the last Jessica.” He smeared his thumb down my left cheek, then my right. “Forever one of us.”

			“My last tears,” I said. “These tears of blood.”

			“Fides sine cura,” he ended.

			And I felt it there, in my dead cousin’s room, the final settling of the mors curae—the death of care. My rabbit, twelve years ago, and now Peter.

			At last, everything was certain. No more conversations with dead girls. All the other Jessicas, finally at rest.

			Cyrus wiped the knife, then handed it to me. “Is there anything else of his you’d like to keep?”

			I looked around the room, and old memories of Peter rushed in. Long stretches together in absolute silence, standing still enough that birds would alight on us. Finding dead animals in the fields, the barns, the forest, prizes for the maggoting room. Seeing the gristle and liquids of the natural world, knowing its smells.

			The gifts he’d give me afterward.

			“His bone collection,” I said.

			For the first time, Cyrus smiled. And it struck me that I’d loved Peter, even as I let him fall.

			That was what the death of care allowed.

		

	
		
			7

			The next morning, my closet presented me with a dilemma.

			My family wears black to funerals, like most. But a blooded Morton adds a stroke of red: a scarlet tie, a sprig of azaleas, the cardinal feather in Uncle Orrin’s hat.

			It seemed disrespectful to wear all black today—as if Peter didn’t count. I’d had a necklace picked out since I was twelve years old.

			But Grandmother’s order of secrecy stood. If rubies flashed at my throat, everyone would know in an instant what I’d done.

			It felt strange lying to them, even by omission.

			I needed clarification.
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			Before Faraday woke up, I walked through the morning mist to the Great House, let myself in the back door, and climbed the servants’ stairs behind the kitchen. I skipped the squeaky steps and took care not to disturb the spiderwebs.

			Outside the door was a tray of dirty dishes and a covered bedpan. I knocked and went in.

			Mother was awake. Mother was always awake. She was propped on a stack of pillows, holding a book and a pencil for scribbling in the margins.

			She didn’t look up, just said, “There you are,” as if she’d found me hiding behind the settee.

			“Good morning, Mother.” Hunched by the slanted attic ceiling, I couldn’t really bow.

			“It’s warmer today,” she said, and twirled her pencil at the window.

			I went to crank it open, stepping my way across piles of papers and books. Mother had always been messy for a Morton. As her sickness had settled in, so had her bad habits.

			A cold breeze coiled through the attic window, stirring the papers, the dust, the spiderwebs. It was not warmer today.

			“Cyrus told me about your misstep,” she said. “You’re lucky it was Helshire. The FBI wouldn’t have missed that. Even a half-decent local detective might’ve noticed.”

			“Peter sometimes carried loose chalk in his pockets.”

			“Which would leave residue in those pockets, would it not?”

			I didn’t respond. I’d already spent last night going over all the ways the police—or the always curious Lindqvists—might still catch my error.

			My silence seemed to placate Mother. She finally looked up from her book and smiled. “Aunt Jessica.”

			Pleasure rolled through me: I was blooded, though no one else would call me that yet.

			“Cyrus told me there was a vote,” I said. “How does that work?”

			“Grandmother chooses her counselors. Four of us.”

			That was all I was getting: a logic game. Mother, Cyrus—I’d have to figure out the other two.

			“Why cull him in secret?”

			She looked out the window. “This is a delicate time. You’re aware of the Belmonts’ recent troubles?”

			I nodded—a warehouse fire, a car accident, missing money. My classmate Caroline Belmont had taken emergency leave from Helshire.

			“When bad luck comes in threes…” my mother began.

			“Look for a deeper reason,” I said. “Still, stochastic flukes happen.”

			She scoffed. The Belmonts were an old shipping family we’d incorporated four generations ago. If they were being attacked, my family was the ultimate target.

			“The Lindqvists?” I asked.

			“Our old enemies.”

			I didn’t argue. Mother’s views on the Lindqvists were antiquated. The last open feud between our families had ended more than a hundred years ago. “What does that have to do with Peter?”

			“Take a guess.”

			A silence stretched out. Lying in bed for twelve years had taught my mother infinite patience.

			Her sickness doesn’t have a name. Other Mortons had fallen ill the same way—a great-granduncle in the 1990s, three sisters during the Great Depression. One day, we’re spinning power from blood, the next morning we can’t get up.

			Mother’s illness struck when I was eight, two weeks after my mors curae, as if she’d been waiting until I was on the right path. There were so few Mortons in my generation, which was why Peter had been given so many chances.

			“He played with matches,” I said.

			“Go on.”

			“If you’re worried about a conflict with the Lindqvists, Peter was a source of instability.”

			“Ever since Uncle Max,” she said, almost too soft to hear. My mother hadn’t mentioned Cyrus’s brother in years. None of us ever said his name. “We need to steady the ship.”

			“But why in secret? Culling weakness shows strength. Especially because it was me—Peter was my little shadow.”

			“And you are loyal without care.” My mother’s smile spread to her eyes. “My little girl who never screamed at night. Who had to learn how to cry. Who is proud of being blooded on her own cousin.”

			Most first assignments are strangers, not close family. Even homegrown killers know to begin with insects, wild animals, pets. Start small, then escalate.

			I had not started small.

			“A prodigy,” my mother said. “But a hidden one, for now. If we face another conflict with the Lindqvists, it’s important that the other families come together, keeping to the old traditions.”

			That’s when I saw it. “You needed a funeral.”

			She nodded. Culling was normally a quiet affair, but after this tragic accident, a contingent of Seths had flown here from London, Wolvaardts all the way from South Africa. Three of the four families in a show of solidarity.

			This was why, after Peter’s many years of failure, they’d chosen to cull him now.

			“You’ll wear red soon enough, Aunt Jessica.”

			“Thank you, Mother,” I said.

			She sank back into the pillows, her smile fading by degrees, as if controlled by a dial. “On the dresser.”

			By the attic door was an old oak dresser, full of the clothes my mother no longer wore. On top lay a folded silk jacket, very black, very formal.

			I picked it up. The lining was deep blood red.

			When I slipped the jacket on, it fit perfectly.

			“Yes,” I said. “This will do very well.”
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			The Great Hall was almost full, more Mortons than I’d ever seen together in one place.

			As intended, Peter’s death was a public tragedy. Even the tabloids down in the city had run stories: “Death by Misadventure” and “Ivy Fall,” neither headline technically correct. At least now I understood why Grandmother had ordered such a dramatic end.

			I sat between Sebastian and Faraday, near the front. Faraday wore the little black dress she’d packed, more cocktail than funeral except for her birdcage veil. Sebastian was elegant in his black three-piece and dark silver tie, but his lack of blood seemed boyish now.

			It was everywhere: scarlet leather gloves, an agate brooch, tourmaline in a pierced ear. Aunt Iris’s ruby ring, the spray of greenhouse amaranth on Aunt Beatrice’s wrist. A delegation from the Wolvaardt family in red socks, the Seths with henna on their palms.

			And me, shirtless inside my mother’s jacket, the silk lining against bare skin.

			“How come nobody’s in heels?” Faraday asked, looking down at her spiky-toed stilettos.

			“We always dress to move,” Sebastian said—in case a funeral turned truly red, as one had in 1880.

			It was the wake of a Morton matriarch, and a drunken Lindqvist aunt started a fateful fight. Fists became knives, my mother’s many-great-grandfather was killed, and the perpetrator absconded. The feud embroiled both families for forty years.

			Since then, we and the Lindqvists attend one anothers’ weddings, feasts, and competitions, but never funerals. Neither side has forgotten—especially not my mother’s line.

			“Oooh! Will there be dancing later?”

			“Obviously,” Sebastian said.

			“Who’s that? She’s fabulous.”

			“Grandmother,” Sebastian and I said together.

			“To both of you? I thought you weren’t first cousins.”

			“Third,” Sebastian said. “We’re lax with family terms around here.”

			“So she’s everybody’s grandma,” Faraday said. “The patronne de la famille. I mean, that dress.”

			My other relatives wore mere dashes of red; Grandmother was wrapped in oxblood velvet—the same shade as my silk lining. She looked very much the boss.

			“And matching lipstick!” Faraday said, then frowned. “Huh. I know that guy.”

			Sitting behind Grandmother was Aldridge Brinley, an ordinary of long association. His Boston Brahmin family had been incorporated by the Mortons more than a century ago.

			“He’s from Boston,” I said.

			“Methinks I banged his son.”

			Sebastian chuckled. “Small world.”

			“The Brinleys are a big deal,” Faraday said quietly. “I didn’t realize.”
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			The service was short, and perhaps somewhat cryptic for outsiders. All three speakers made sly references to Mister Fluffernutter, Peter’s rabbit. His yearlong bond with Peter had been terminated by a quarter stick of dynamite. Enjoyable at the time, but it can’t have helped my cousin’s ledger. The killing of a mors curae rabbit is meant to be a solemn occasion, not a fireworks display.

			Peter’s hobbies were cataloged, his bone collection, his love of the wild, the way he’d stare into the kiln for hours when firing pottery. Cyrus told a few of his favorite riddles, his eyes finding me as the crowd laughed.

			And then it was done.

			There was no solemn march to a grave, no casket to be carried, lowered, buried. Peter was already composted in the greenhouses, still working for the family.

			Like our childhood rhyme: We’re just meat.

			As we stood up, the younger cousins went to work, taking away the wooden chairs to fold and stack around the edges of the room. Long tables of food and drink rolled in.

			“Whoa,” Faraday said. “That was quick.”

			“We’re more about wakes than funerals.” Sebastian linked arms with both of us. “To a shameful degree.”

			“You’re talking to a half-Catholic girl.”

			We beelined through the milling crowd toward the bar. Aunt Veronica, my mentor since childhood, was already setting up.

			“Darling Jessica,” she said.

			“This is my good friend Faraday. She likes cocktails.”

			Veronica considered her for a moment, then nodded. “I have something special for you both.”

			Sebastian began to speak up, but Veronica waved him silent.

			“For you, rum and Coke.”

			“I should be offended, but I like rum and Coke—since there’s no margarita machine.”

			Veronica ignored this outrage, reaching beneath the bar to pull out a dusty, half-empty bottle of Campari. The bottle was fatter than usual, the logo an unfamiliar cerulean.

			“I thought we didn’t like Campari,” Faraday whispered to me.

			“Not usually, but that bottle’s from last century, when it was made properly. With beetles.” I’d never been allowed to drink it before. Not after my mors curae, nor when I’d left for Helshire.

			“Because beetles are…good?” Faraday asked.

			“The cochineal cactus parasite.” Aunt Veronica set to work on a block of ice with her chef’s knife. “Full of red acid to ward off predators, and used as a dye by the Maya, Inca, and Aztecs. This is the amaro primeval.”

			With a dozen swift strokes, she cut four diamond-faceted chunks of ice, plopping each into a glass. Faraday flinched at the wide swings of the knife, the spray of chilly fragments.

			“How come you never cut your ice by hand, Jessica?” she asked.

			Veronica never had for me either. It was a privilege she usually reserved for aunts and uncles, people who’d been blooded. Did she know?

			She poured shots of the vintage Campari into three of the glasses, lightened them with gin, shaded them again with red vermouth.

			Veronica’s tiepin held a small piece of eudialyte, pink and gently radioactive. She’d been blooded for serving her signature Upstate Sour to a troublesome federal judge: bourbon, egg white, lemon juice, maple syrup, a gentle float of Malbec, and ricin.

			She set the drinks before us—one dark brown, three as bloodred as the lining of my jacket.

			We toasted without saying Peter’s name.

			The first sip turned my spine into a flutter of bones. Present-day Campari tastes like cough drops and sugar-glazed donuts; this was fresh cherry jam and marshmallows. The bitterness rolled lavishly along my tongue.

			“Okay, yeah,” Faraday said, louche against the table.

			“Smells like cough medicine,” Sebastian said.

			“Drink your soda,” Veronica replied. “The adults are talking.”

			As I sipped, I remembered being seven, and Aunt Veronica telling me about the Aztecs’ blood rituals, the mass sacrifices that were necessary to keep the sun moving across the sky. The beating hearts that fed the gods of light.

			The Aztec name for cochineal dye: the blood of the prickly pear.

			“Does it taste like you thought it would, Jessica?” Veronica asked.

			“Like letting an arrow fly,” I said, “when you know it’s going to hit.”

			I wondered which way she’d voted.
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			Drinking never affected me much. What alcohol suppresses in ordinaries—inhibitions, anxiety—my mors curae had already excised.

			But in the gyre of Peter’s wake, drinking the blood of the prickly pear, gravity’s hold on me began to loosen. I’d learned to move on this parquet floor—ballet, fencing, Muay Thai. My footsteps were lighter here; my viewpoint seemed to rise above the crowd.

			I saw my cousins, aunts, and uncles looking twice at me, as if expecting to see Peter on my coattails. His shade lingered, his absence part of my presence.

			The last Jessica, at last.

			“Christ, I thought my family was big,” Faraday was saying. “I don’t even know this many people.”

			“This isn’t all of us,” Sebastian said. “Someone’s always hiding.”

			There were perhaps two hundred blooded Mortons in the world, but never all in one place. No one but Grandmother Elizabeth knew the exact number.

			“Everyone seems so cheerful,” Faraday said. “Happy to be together, even if it’s a funeral.”

			I knew what she was sensing: the collective animal that forms whenever my family assembles. Bonds of tradition, forged of spilled blood and stopped hearts. The loyalty that remained after the death of care.

			“I knew you’d feel it,” Sebastian said to Faraday. “We don’t invite just anyone. You belong with us.”

			A delicate pink fanned her cheeks as she looked away. She wasn’t used to this much attention from Sebastian. On the train, he’d helped me prime her for this visit.

			But the spark in his eye wasn’t just about Faraday. In any large gathering, my cousin’s primal instincts switch on—network, dazzle, seduce. A moment later he’d spun away to charm a group of jet-lagged Seths in funeral white.

			“I need another drink,” Faraday said, and headed to the bar.

			I felt a gentle touch on my shoulder.

			“Garrett,” I said. “We missed you at dinner last night.”

			“Came in this morning, with a guest.” He gestured at a woman standing alone. She wore a dark gray asymmetrical dress, a sculpted storm cloud in a black sky.

			“One of your artists?” I asked.

			“Rather obvious, isn’t it?”

			Garrett ran a gallery in the city, one of the family’s money laundries. He wedded the art world to the occult mathematics we studied in Forensic Accounting.

			“You two should talk,” he said.

			“Because?”

			“She’s the gallery’s future. So prolific.” Garrett guided me across the room. “If you catch her eye, you might see a lot of her this summer.”

			“Ah.” With only two months of the school year left, I’d wondered where my internship might be, but hadn’t dared hope for New York. The city was where the family had first arrived in the New World, three centuries ago. It was where our money was transformed into power.

			Sebastian—on the other side of the room, flirting with some Wolvaardts now—would kill to dip his toe in city politics.

			“Is this a competition?”

			“A closed audition.” Garrett affixed a smile. “Be memorable.”

			The artist turned as we approached. Fine featured, bright-eyed, memorable herself.

			“Hiromi Kennedy,” Garrett said. “This is Jessica, my favorite Morton.”

			“Out of so many?” Her eyes danced around the room, came to rest on me. “An artist, perhaps?”

			“Aspiring,” Garrett answered. “A late bloomer.”

			“Very aspirational. I wouldn’t call myself an artist,” I said.

			Improvisation was part of the test. An internship in New York City would require passing as an ordinary—all day, every day.

			“If you make art, you’re an artist,” Hiromi said. “What’s your medium?”

			“Bones,” I said, thinking of the bag I’d taken from Peter’s room.

			“Bones?”

			“It was what was around.”

			“Jessica wasn’t always a creative child,” Garrett said. “She had a pet rabbit when she was little—she named it Rabbit.”

			“He looked like a Rabbit,” I said.

			“Her logic was impeccable.” Garrett pretended to spot someone across the room. With a wink, he headed off, leaving me to charm this woman on my own.

			I took a drink of beetle blood, steeling myself for more questions about my art. But Hiromi was content to enjoy the spectacle of my family. In our silence, a bubble formed around us—an alliance of two people watching a party.

			When I finally spoke, I tried to sound conspiratorial.

			“Garrett doesn’t usually bring his artists upstate. He must like you.”

			“He’s indulging me. You know how some people love weddings? I’m all about funerals. The stories that get told about us, the frailty of memory.” Her eyes came to mine. “I’m talking like a gallery press release. Were you close to Peter?”

			“He was my first cousin, but more like a little brother,” I said, putting it in terms an ordinary would understand.

			“Oh. I’m very sorry.”

			Be memorable. “He left me his favorite knife.”

			“Peter…liked cooking?”

			“He liked knife-throwing. I taught him, when he was little.” I took another sip. “For real proficiency, it’s best to begin at five.”

			Hiromi took a moment. “I thought that was languages.”

			“He wanted to be a native speaker.”

			“Of knives?”

			Of bedlam. “Peter was unusual. Even for a Morton.”

			“I’m sad I never met him.” She moved a little closer. “I always thought Garrett was a bit odd. Now I’m wondering if he’s the normal one.”

			“He isn’t. He just lives far enough from the rest of us to pass.”

			She smiled. “When we drove through the gate, a gentleman took my phone—he doesn’t get out much, does he?”

			“Uncle Orrin. Not anymore.” Except for necessary mayhem.

			“By the way, it’s clever to call a rabbit Rabbit. It’s unexpected, and funny.”

			“The humor was unintentional.”

			“Kids are always funniest when they aren’t trying to be.”

			“Mortons too,” I said.

			Hiromi laughed at this, swaying a little, her shoulder pressing against mine. A soft current began between us. “I’m sure Rabbit loved you, whatever you called him.”

			I thought of his soft fur, his trusting eyes. The noises he made in the dark, while we visited the other Jessicas.

			“I loved him too.” For care to die, love must be complete. Slay the rabbit, spare the child.

			“Was red his favorite color?”

			I turned to look at her. “Rabbit’s?”

			“Peter’s.” She swept an arm across the crowd. “I’ve never seen this much red at a funeral before.”

			Uncle Merwin’s pocket square. A Wolvaardt aunt in ruby slippers. The streak of red in Pava Seth’s hair. Grandmother, resplendent in oxblood, smiling as Garrett paid court to her. It was impossible to pretend it was all coincidence.

			Besides, I felt pleasure in Hiromi’s scrutiny.

			“You have sharp eyes. The red isn’t for Peter though. It’s one of our traditions.”

			“Are you socialists?”

			“Within the family, yes—we reserve capitalism for everyone else. But this is something older.” I decided to be honest. “Not the red of the French Revolution, but of the White Horse People.”

			Hiromi only shook her head.

			“Like Aztecs,” I said, “in Oxfordshire.”

			She considered this as I sipped the last of my beetle-red drink. The wake seemed to turn a little wilder around us. Olga and Beatrice, Sebastian’s mothers, had taken to the dance floor.

			“You don’t sacrifice your party guests, do you?” Hiromi asked.

			“Not since the Late Bronze Age. And never friends.”

			“Are we friends already?”

			“We can wait, if you prefer. But why?”

			“Why indeed.” Her smile confirmed what was growing in the air between us. Something that fluttered and fizzed.

			I wanted very much to spend my summer in New York—even if it meant pretending to be an artist.

			“Peter didn’t have a favorite color,” I said.

			“What kinds of favorite things did he have?”

			Explosives, bones, shiny stolen objects.

			“Me. One summer, when he was thirteen, he walked into town every Friday and came back with a box of my favorite candy.”

			Her hand went to her heart. “That’s so sweet.”

			“Bitter lemon, actually.” The flavor hovered at the edge of my tongue, threatening to unloose the ashen memories of that summer. “My turn. What kind of art do you make?”

			“Headstones,” she said.

			“You do like funerals.”

			“Not the gothic kind! Simple inscriptions on granite, made from commercial headstones. I also build robots. Garrett wants me to focus—emerging artists should be consistent.”

			“What kind of inscriptions?”

			“My next series is about the erosion of legacy. Whenever I smell power, I ask people for their favorite Martin Luther King quote. Come to think of it.” She reached into a pocket and pulled out a small notebook. “Do you mind?”

			“Do I mind…giving you a Martin Luther King quote?”

			“I don’t have one from a knife-thrower.”

			I stared at the notebook in her hand. Most of my education was focused on havoc, the rest on rubbing elbows with the powerful—smatterings of political gossip, history, languages.

			Civil rights was not a strong point. We smelled like power, not justice.

			“My favorite MLK quote?”

			“It doesn’t have to be profound, or accurate,” Hiromi said, her pen ready. “Whatever words are in your head.”

			Something came to me dimly. “For evil to flourish, all that good has to do is…nothing?”

			“Aha,” Hiromi said, writing. “Spoken like a knife-thrower.”

			“It’s a comforting thought.”

			She gave me a crooked smile. “It is?”

			I was being too honest now.

			“If you turn it around,” I said. “If evil did nothing.”

			“Right.” She was still scribbling. “For a year, nobody commits intentional harm. No corporation steals its employees’ pay. No politician takes a bribe. Evil takes a year off—imagine what good could do.”

			I tried to think it through, but my mind kept hitching. How soon before everyone noticed? How could you game the absence of evil for profit? How long till the world fell apart?

			All those meticulous arrangements and alliances, all those spreadsheets, crumbling at once.

			Was this how artists thought?

			Over Hiromi’s shoulder, Garrett was headed back to us. My audition was over, and there wasn’t time to say anything profound. But with Veronica’s cocktail in my blood, I could be memorable.

			“Evil can’t switch off, Hiromi. It lives too close to the heart.”

			“I know,” she said, with quiet certainty. I wondered what else she knew.

			Go for broke. “Are you spending the night with us?”

			Hiromi shook her head. “Garrett and I are headed off soon. An arts festival on the Hudson.”

			The buzzing inside me settled, just a little.

			“Hope to see you again,” I said. “Maybe in New York.”
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			“Your Uncle Garrett’s pretty hot,” Faraday said when the three of us had found one another again.

			“Not an uncle,” Sebastian said. “Not hot.”

			“I thought you were lax with family terms!”

			“Uncle and aunt are terms of respect. Garrett hasn’t earned it.”

			Garrett was part of the family, but unblooded. After passing his mors curae, he’d never taken an assignment. Art and money were his mayhem.

			“Harsh,” Faraday said.

			“He was our dexterity teacher,” I said. “When we were little.”

			“Dexterity?”

			“Eggs,” Sebastian added bitterly.

			Faraday looked confused.

			Dexterity was the formal name for locks, safes, card play, and pilfery. Before every class, Garrett made us peel a hard-boiled egg in thirty seconds. If we left a nick or tear in the thin membrane between egg and shell, we had to peel another—and another, until we got it right.

			When that got too easy, Garrett switched our eggs to soft-boiled. I loved the daily practice, Sebastian did not, but it had given us both the fingers of Victorian pickpockets.

			Which is why I wasn’t surprised when, twenty minutes later, I found the note Garrett had slipped into the breast pocket of my mother’s jacket.

			We’re ready for her. Sky Room. 10 a.m.

			I leaned close to Faraday. “Before we leave tomorrow, we should chat with someone—about Marlow.”

			“The day after a funeral?”

			“The best time. I’ll come get you for breakfast. Nine o’clock.”

			“No phones, dear. How will we know it’s nine?”

			“From clocks,” I said.

			“Oh, those.” Faraday looked at me, a little cousin in the old barn’s hayloft, working up the nerve to jump. She was starting to see us Mortons for what we truly were, and to understand that she’d be throwing her family in with mine.

			Houses. Horses. Tuition. Paris.

			“As long as there’s coffee,” she said at last.
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			The next morning was unkindly sharp.

			I’d run before going to bed, the night air an ice-rattle in my chest. But a few miles in the dark wasn’t enough to burn off everything I’d drunk.

			I went into Faraday’s room and sat down on the bed, tugging her hair till her eyes opened.

			“Oh, hi.” She yawned, looked at me in nothing but my shirt, and frowned. “We didn’t…do anything, did we?”

			“We drank a lot. A bunch of us Hellions climbed the clifftop path with the dogs. You made a pass at Kumar Seth and threw a bottle at the moon.”

			“Missed again, didn’t I?”

			“The moon survives.” I handed Faraday the glass of water I’d left at her bedside last night, still full.

			She sniffed it. “Do we really have to do this meeting thing? Today seems bright and loud.”

			“And cold, but this is why you’re here.”

			“I came to pay my respects.”

			I tapped her nose, like a puppy’s. “You did not respect Peter.”

			“No one did. But I have great respect for your gracious and venerable family and its awesome boss-grandma.”

			“Then you must show up when we offer to help.” I stood. “Come on, dear. All you have to do is listen.”

			“And make decisions. Daddy never taught us that.” She sat up in bed, tangle-haired and lush. “My parents didn’t teach us anything—not even how to take care of bunny rabbits.”

			“You ride better than me. And your first serve is magnificent.”

			“Instructors,” she said. “Not the same.”

			I considered this. I’d learned everything I knew from family, or at Helshire, an institution we’d helped build. From the day my own curae was complete, I’d been tasked with training younger Mortons. I was a product of teachers who shared my last name.

			“That’s why you can trust us,” I said.

			“Because you’re homeschooled?”

			“Because loyalty is in our bones.”

			Faraday reached for a shirt and pulled it over her head, still buttoned. Outside, someone was loading luggage into a car—a somber, practical noise after last night’s frenzies. The assembly of Mortons was preparing to disperse.

			When Faraday spoke again, her voice was sad.

			“But your loyalty is to this place, this family. All you legacy kids are so cool, with your secret club, and I’ve heard maybe twenty stories about what it really is, but none of them make any sense. It’s all whispers, and I hate not being part of it.”

			I took her hands in mine. “What if we could fix that?”
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			The Sky Room was in the west dome, an octagon with a large window in every facet, the walls and ceiling painted with a cyclorama of clouds.

			A small lacquered table sat in the center, framed by a Persian rug. Four chairs surrounded it. Aunt Veronica and Garrett already occupied two.

			My mors curae had taken place in this very room. Aunt Veronica had presided, with Sebastian’s mothers and my cousin Arabella witnessing. A white sheet instead of the Persian rug, the whir of a straight razor down a leather strop, Rabbit warm in the crook of my left arm.

			Before starting, I’d let him sniff the blade.

			Now, I nodded at Veronica and Garrett, filled with the same pride as that night twelve years ago. They returned the bow.

			Grandmother occupied an armchair in the corner of the room, regal in her white-haired bob and silver-gray suit. Her metal needles were at work on something intricate in burgundy wool, an echo of her oxblood lipstick.

			She’d taught me and Sebastian how to knit—how to throw knives too. Knitting in public, she told us, assures people you are not a threat. Throwing knives, less so.

			At Grandmother’s warm smile, Faraday relaxed a little. The two of us sat down and placed our coffees on the table. There hadn’t been time for breakfast.

			“We hope you slept well,” Aunt Veronica said.

			“My room is lovely.” Faraday brushed a frizzy strand of hair from her eyes. “It was a moving service.”

			“Jessica has always spoken highly of you. We’re pleased you’ve come to us for help.”

			Faraday gave me a smile, thankful and nervous.

			“That’s quite a contract your brother signed,” Veronica said.

			“For sure.” A puzzled pause. “Wait. How’d you get hold of it?”

			“Opposing counsel’s server is unforgivably insecure.”

			Faraday looked impressed, and took a sip of coffee.

			In fact, the contract had been retrieved from her phone. I’d known Faraday’s passcode since freshman orientation. Last week, I’d copied every relevant document Marlow had forwarded, and much more.

			“Can you get the deal thrown out?” she asked.

			“In a just world, perhaps,” Aunt Veronica said. “Your business partners persuaded your brother to accept a radical change in terms, to your family’s disadvantage, weeks after the death of his father. Misrepresentation and abuse of trust.”

			“And Marlow being useless.”

			“Diminished capacity might be an argument. But your family did make him your business manager.”

			“Oh, we’re all useless,” Faraday said. “Marlow told me about those other things. But he says a lawsuit’s going to take too long.”

			“Years,” Garrett came in. “The other side will delay at every step. And while the fight is underway, they’ll strip your father’s company for parts. By the time you take back what’s yours, it will be worthless and laden with debt.”

			Faraday made a hungover whimper. She didn’t need convincing that things were bad; she needed reassurances that we could fix it.

			I placed a hand on her shoulder. “But you’ve come to us, dear. Which means you knew all that.”

			Garrett nodded, pleased that I’d set things right again.

			He was still testing me for New York.

			“The legal system is not your answer,” Veronica said.

			“I guess not.” Faraday glanced at Grandmother, who gave her another reassuring smile, needles never pausing. “I don’t know that much about all this, except that Jessica’s my friend.”

			“She is,” Veronica said. “And you will continue to know very little.”

			“Fine with me. So what happens next, if I agree?”

			“You go back to Helshire. Your family lawyers lodge their protests as planned.” Aunt Veronica’s words became solemn and slow, as they had when she’d introduced me at my curae. “After an appropriate interval, your business partners will concede, declaring the contract null and void. They will express remorse. They will pay court costs. They will relinquish their stake in your father’s firm. Henceforth, when you arrive at a business function, dinner party, or church service where they are present, they will gather their coats and depart.”

			“Shit,” Faraday said.

			“Yes,” my aunt replied.

			“Sounds great, if it works.”

			“It works,” Garrett said.

			“So how do you…get paid?”

			Aunt Veronica reached for a leather briefcase next to the table. It opened with a click, and she withdrew a piece of paper and a fountain pen.

			She slid the paper across the table to Faraday.

			Faraday picked it up, examining both sides.

			“It’s blank.”

			“Yes.” Veronica handed her the pen.

			Faraday marveled at its heft for a moment—aqua celluloid with red flecks, a gold nib. She turned to me. “Am I supposed to write a number?”

			“You only have to sign it,” I said.

			“But it’s blank.”

			“Yes,” Veronica said.

			“So…just my name?”

			Aunt Veronica smiled. “You can make an X if you prefer. It’s the thought that counts.”

			Faraday looked at me again. “What exactly am I thinking?”

			I leaned closer. “That your family and ours are on the same side. Our interests are linked. Your success is our success. Your enemies too.”

			“And our money?”

			“There’s money for everyone,” Garrett said. “Money is the easy part.”

			“I have to ask my brothers, and Mom.”

			“Their blood is your blood,” Veronica said. “You don’t need permission. You only need to sign.”

			Faraday stared at the blank piece of paper for a while, and none of us said anything. We Mortons are patient. The only noise was the snap and rasp of metal needles and wool.

			Finally, Faraday picked up the pen and wrote FWS.

			“Is that enough?”

			“Yes,” said Veronica.

			“Can I keep the pen?”

			“No.”

			Just your houses, horses, tuition, and Paris.

			“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get breakfast.”

			Faraday didn’t react. She stared at her initials on the piece of paper.

			“Darling girl,” Grandmother said from the corner. “You may keep the pen.”

			Faraday smiled, and the spell broke into bright pieces. The morning sun was shining on the Persian rug, and a flock of starlings wheeled outside, level with the windows of the dome. Beyond them were my family’s fields and forests in all directions.

			As Faraday and I stood up from the table, Aunt Veronica lifted the piece of paper from the table and put it in the briefcase with a click.
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				Savior of Her Generation
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			Back at Helshire, I sank into my studies.

			Tuesday and Thursday mornings began in Forensic Accounting, staring at dusty chalkboards filled with meticulous tables of figures. As we gazed at them, searching for signs of fraud and embezzlement, Ms. Delicato drifted behind us, whistling aimless tunes.

			The ordinary students in the class had a mantra: Follow the money. We legacies had several: Squeeze the system. Hide the outcomes. Know the rules better than the rulers.

			One in six FBI agents is an accountant.

			Of us Mortons, one in five.

			Garrett hadn’t told me the results of my audition yet. All I could do was prepare for adventures in the art world. I started researching freeports.

			A freeport is a warehouse, legally outside the borders of any country, crammed with gold bullion, vintage wines, security guards, and art. Any object stored there can change hands anonymously, without duties or taxation—just do the paperwork—but artworks have the benefit of arbitrary value. A broken teacup can be worth a million euros, an old bicycle wheel, vastly more. Huge sums move without anyone knowing.

			Like having a bank account in fairyland.

			I wondered about Hiromi’s place in all this. I’d looked her up. A few sales, not much press. How was she the key to my summer in New York?

			The quote I’d given her wasn’t from Martin Luther King, but one of those free-floating sayings credited to Albert Einstein or Dolly Parton. Hiromi must have been amused. Maybe my ignorance would wind up on some mocking piece of granite, stored in tax-haven limbo.

			The rest of my classes were going well. My archery remained superb, Abnormal Psych was an easy A, and Behavioral Economics began to explain my hallmates’ fashion choices. I sat in on Art History 101, memorizing slides and styles and eras. Impressionism and Expressionism. Ionic and Corinthian. Egg and dart.

			In Disruptive Anatomy, Divya Seth finally shattered the old plastic skeleton, trapping its arm between a steam pipe and the wall and giving the torso a violent twist. We spent the rest of the hour gathering sharp slivers from underneath the desks.

			“A bold improvisation,” Uncle William said. “But few buildings have heating of this type.”
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			In those weeks after the midterms, I gained a new little shadow.

			He lurked outside the language labs, along my morning runs, at the Hellion Café before Accounting. Constantly in my peripheral vision, waiting to be noticed.

			I arranged a meeting.

			Deep in the library stacks were a few dusty sections my family used as dead drops. Mortons exchanged messages among the forgotten books in 598.418 (swans), and left spare weapons on the shelves of 001.944 (monsters and related phenomena). Encrypted phones had made passing notes obsolete, but we still taught our incoming freshmen the twists and turns of those stacks. The antique books smelled like secrets—the perfect place to meet my stalker.

			I left for Behavioral Econ at the usual time, but veered into the library. He followed.

			I led him down to the subbasement, into a maze of shelves that dead-ends in section 594.58 (krakens). It was easy to slip behind him and block his exit.

			“Ashton Peabody Hale,” I said.

			He spun around. “Jesus! Don’t sneak up on people!”

			“Don’t follow people.”

			He looked paralyzed. He’d actually thought I couldn’t see him.

			Ashton was a forgettable presence on campus. If he hadn’t been Peter’s roommate, I never would have noticed him.

			“You weren’t at the funeral,” I realized.

			“My brother told me not to go.”

			I wasn’t sure who this brother was. The Hales had sent their children to Helshire for generations, but we’d never managed to incorporate them. Peter had been assigned to Ashton as a chaos strategy, after sensible plans had failed.

			“I sent flowers,” Ashton said.

			“Thanks. Why are you following me?”

			He sighed. “I was trying to figure out where Peter hid his stuff.”

			I stared at him.

			“He had a secret place,” he went on. “I thought you’d know where it was.”

			So this was about some bauble: a tiepin, a cigarette case, one of those old watches in the boxes Uncle Cyrus had shown me.

			“What did Peter steal from you?”

			“This is all kind of…embarrassing.”

			I took a slow step forward.

			“He didn’t steal anything!” Ashton squeaked. “I just wanted to pay him back.”

			His fists were balled, his knees bent, like he was about to launch a hopeless attack. But he was telling the truth.

			“Lower your voice,” I said.

			His hands unclenched.

			“Explain,” I said.

			“I owed Peter money. After he…fell, no one came asking for it. I wanted to pay you back, but my brother said to keep quiet about Peter helping me. Because your family never just helps.”

			I was starting to recall a Cormac Hale, classmate of Aunt Arabella.

			“I figured you’d lead me to Peter’s stash eventually,” Ashton went on. “I was going to leave it there, anonymously.”

			“You have failed at anonymously.”

			“Well, it worked, sort of.” He reached into his back pocket and handed me an envelope. Uncirculated money: eight $100 bills and a twenty. “That’s the rest of it.”

			I stared at the money in my hand. So my little cousin had begun the work of incorporating Ashton. If Grandmother Elizabeth had known, the order to cull him wouldn’t have come.

			“Did Peter have you sign anything?”

			“Like an IOU? No.”

			“Are you sure? Even a blank piece of paper?”

			“Why would he…” He looked confused. “Listen, it was Gallows Night. My dorm had a team, and our effigy was finished except for the head. All the skulls in the Anatomy lab were already taken. But we had this brainwave—”

			“A pumpkin, from the farmer’s stand across the highway from the music building. Except the police know about Gallows Night.”

			“So you heard.”

			I had not. But Ashton was as original as he was stealthy.

			“Most of us got away,” he said. “But me and a couple of friends got caught. Peter wasn’t even there.”

			That much I’d known. Mortons never pointlessly break the law.

			“My parents would’ve freaked, so I called him. He bailed me out the next morning.”

			“How much?”

			“Two grand.”

			That made no sense. Young Mortons don’t really have money. The Trust lends us what we need, and we never pay it back. We’re all tax write-offs, in the end.

			“This is the rest of his interest,” Ashton said. “A hundred percent! Took me till now to skim it off my allowance. Are we square?”

			I stepped aside. Ashton walked past me to the end of the row, then turned, hesitant. “It’s down here, isn’t it?”

			“What is?”

			“Peter’s stash. He came here a lot, especially after he’d been out…borrowing stuff.”

			Ashton waited for an answer. I stared back at him with my mother’s gaze—nothing behind the eyes. He shuddered and turned back toward the stairs.

			I felt Peter’s ghost again. All these loose ends after his culling, roots crawling through the dirt.

			Why had Peter kept this secret, when it could have saved him?

			Where had the money gone? He’d already collected over a grand in interest. Uncle Cyrus would’ve asked about that much cash among his things.

			I remembered Peter’s favorite dead drop.

			On a lonely shelf numbered 001.944 (monsters and related phenomena) was an empty space between two disreputable tomes on Loch Ness, just wide enough to slide a knife.

			Hoisting myself up, I reached inside.

			Instead of cash, my fingers closed on a ring with two keys on it. One a six-pin Medeco, the other for a padlock.

			“Fucking Peter,” I said.
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			The First World War was unkind to Helshire.

			With so many unremarkable sons dead in the Argonne, the student body dwindled, becoming too small to justify stables and tennis courts. In search of new sources of tuition, the college embraced coeducation.

			The Mortons approved, and we increased our presence. In that era, few things were more dangerous than an educated woman.

			To my great-great-grandparents’ surprise, the Lindqvists began sending their offspring to Helshire as well. The college experience joined weddings, feasts, and archery competitions as a way to keep the fragile peace. How could there be open conflict among fellow alums?

			These days, all the dormitories are coed, but Ogden was the first women’s house and still reflects the radical ideas of the 1920s. The rooms are organized into pods, each sharing a common kitchen, with members taking turns cooking. No Dining Commons waiters, no cleaning staff.

			Egalitarianism has many versions, some less equal than others.
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			As I climbed the stairs of Ogden’s south tower, a face peeped over the rails above me, then ducked out of sight. I heard the news of my arrival scurrying upward. It had been months since my last visit.

			Gertie’s pod occupied the highest floor in the tower. She was only a sophomore, but had already assembled a little tribe of legacy groupies. Most of us keep clear of ordinaries who fetishize our inherited clothes and dark reputations, but my cousin always took her own path.

			At the top of the last stairs, a girl in a fluffy pink dress waited for me. I couldn’t recall her name—the podmates tended to blur.

			She curtsied and said, “Good afternoon, Jessica.”

			“Is Gertie here?”

			“Yes!” the girl enthused, as if Gertie ever left. “She’ll be with you in a moment. Would you like tea?”

			“I would.”

			She led me to the kitchen, which smelled like cookies, bread, and jam. Two more of the pod were rolling out dough, working on a scarred old farmhouse table that must have taken ten people to carry up the stairs. These two also wore pink, clearly the color of the month.

			Gertie liked to coordinate.

			“Mint? Chamomile? Boba?”

			“Caffeine,” I said. “No milk.”

			A kettle went on the stove. No one made small talk, glancing furtively at me as they worked. I felt hulking and conspicuous, like a hangman visiting a school for ballerinas.

			The tea arrived with a fresh-made cookie.

			“Gertie will see you now,” the girl said and curtsied again.

			I picked up my cup and saucer and followed her to the tower’s southwest corner—all the bedrooms in Ogden were the same size, but some had better views.

			My cousin sat in an armchair, framed by a bay window open to the breeze. She wore an antique black dress I didn’t recognize. Mortons avoid the frippery of lace, ruffles, and bows—Gertie’s dress had all three. Only the barrette in her hair was pink.

			“Jessica,” she said. “It’s been too long.”

			“If only there’d been some sort of recent family gathering.”

			“Don’t be cross. You know the pod doesn’t do well alone. One is wearing black, after all.”

			The girl in the fluffy dress offered me a chair. I sat, balancing the saucer in my lap.

			“How was everyone?” Gertie asked.

			“The same.” I rubbed my finger, felt the last nubbin of cuticle. “Mary, more so.”

			“It’s that name. Can you imagine how many Marys there’ve been? One suspects we’ll never see the last. And our little cousin who forgot his rabbit?”

			“Thomas? Not so little anymore—we talked about him coming here next year.” I glanced at my guide, who was still hovering.

			Gertie pointed at the door: “Cartwheel.”

			The girl stretched her arms, then threw herself into a cartwheel that carried her out the door. Delighted thumps came from farther down the hall as she did another.

			“Speaking of more so,” I said, wondering if this nonsense went on when Gertie was alone with the pod or was purely for my benefit.

			“They love it. How’s your tea?”

			I sniffed it, took a cautious sip. Sometimes the pod made tea from forage: nettles, dandelions, unknown mushrooms.

			“It’s fine. Did you know that Peter had acquired some money?”

			“So glad you like it. Yes, I did.”

			“The cookie’s lovely too. How did he manage that?”

			“Ghia bakes them. From the bank in town, thanks to a little legerdemain with your mother’s signature. One hopes you don’t mind.”

			I dunked the cookie. This was what I’d expected.

			The walls of Gertie’s room were covered with detailed renderings of Helshire buildings. The largest was the tower of Dewitt Hall, each brick a tiny pen stroke. She was minoring in Architectural Drawing, an adjunct to her focus on forgery and counterfeiting.

			Gertie had been fabricating identities, signatures, and deeds for the family since she’d turned fifteen. This excused her eccentricities: collecting ordinaries, missing funerals, some modest embezzling.

			“So the aunties found out,” she sighed. “Because of Peter’s accident, one presumes?”

			“The family doesn’t know yet. I stumbled onto it and assumed you were involved.”

			“Then one needn’t have confessed? You scoundrel.”

			“Why would you help Peter get hold of money? He was a danger to himself.”

			Gertie blinked. “He wanted to bail out some friends. When he got the money back, he was going to replace it.”

			“He charged interest.”

			“One was curious why he didn’t simply ask the family.”

			“One didn’t inquire?”

			“I counterfeit for amusement, Jessica, not information.”

			I sighed. “You should put that on a pillow.”

			As Gertie tittered at this, I sipped my tea and wondered why I’d bothered climbing all those stairs. My Behavioral Econ class was learning about addiction and impulsivity without me.

			But I was here, so I pulled out the keys from the library stacks.

			“Do you know what these are?”

			She leaned forward—intrigued, then disappointed. “Alas, no.”

			We held each other’s eyes a moment. More than usual, the tower was filled with an air of performance, as if she’d been expecting my visit.

			In the silence, a large white cat emerged from beneath Gertie’s armchair. It crept up, sniffing at my shoe.

			A flex of my ankle sent it skittering back to Gertie. It jumped into her lap and began to rub its head against her chin.

			“That’s new,” I said.

			“We smuggled him in last week. Isn’t he darling? His name is Uncle Max—are you okay with that?”

			“It’s a Morton name,” I said.

			“We’ll see if it fits. Would you like to watch him eat?”

			“Do you mean cat food?”

			“If a cat eats something, it’s cat food,” Gertie said and then called out, “Ghia! Snacks!”

			I stood, remembering why I didn’t visit Gertie very often.

			“One of the saviors of her generation,” she said with a smile. “And yet so squeamish.”

			“Playing with one’s food is unMorton.”

			“Don’t tell Uncle Max.”

			I gave the cat a long look, wondering if there was a personality behind its eyes, an inner self of some kind, or only the primal machinery of hunger and violence.

			It stared back at me, licking its lips.

			“You should ask your old flame, Xavier Lindqvist,” Gertie said into the silence.

			I looked up at her. “About the keys? Or Peter’s money?”

			“All of it.” She waved a hand. “Sebastian can take you. He’s going tonight.”

			“Going where?”

			“Somewhere he shouldn’t,” Gertie purred. “Sebastian is complications all the way down, and you’re such a simple girl. That’s why no one tells you anything.”

			The girl in the pink dress came in, dangling a mouse by its tail.

			Uncle Max tried to bolt from Gertie’s lap, but she was ready for him. Her fingers dug into his fleshy sides.

			A long, greedy moan unspooled from the cat’s mouth. A sound that could have passed, in a dark room, for human.

			The mouse squirmed, swung.

			“Take care, cousin,” Gertie said as I turned away. “With Peter gone, there’s only three of us left.”
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			There were, in fact, only three Mortons at Helshire now.

			The small size of my generation sometimes led the other families to think we were in decline. But it was only a passing shortfall, the result of events a decade earlier—one of our family secrets.

			Sebastian and I were ten years old. It was the dead of winter, a week after an ancient family tradition, Quilting Day.

			Uncle Max was coming home from an assignment, something to do with children, gone messy. He was about to turn forty. In Psych 101, we learned that ordinaries find round-numbered birthdays stressful. Uncle Max was no ordinary, but he turned out to be very unMorton as well.

			He didn’t tell anyone he’d arrived in Upper Falls, just walked from the train station to the estate in the January cold. He came straight to the woodshed, where we kids were learning how to pick locks from Aunt Agnes.

			Uncle Max came in, calmly took one of the axes from the wall, and killed Agnes with a blow to the back of her head.

			The woodshed has only one door, no windows. My cousins Yvonne and Tobias tried to get past Uncle Max, but he stopped them both with a single swing. Tobias was dead instantly, and Yvonne sunk down in the doorway, staring at her left hand on the floor. At some point she crawled off into the woods to bleed out.

			The rest of us crowded into the back of the shed, yelling for help, trying to barricade ourselves behind the long tables covered with locks and clockwork. Peter was frozen, his arms tight around Mister Fluffernutter, so I took the throwing knife from his boot. But Sebastian told me we needed something bigger.

			I handed him the knife and looked at the padlocks on the table.

			The two biggest were grade-four Abloys, their stainless steel as shiny as mirrors. I clicked their shackles together and picked them up.

			Three pounds of metal.

			By this time, five more of our cousins were dead—Zachary, Tillie, Ramsey, Katie, Olive—and Uncle Max had lost his stone-cold calm. Blood covered his axe, his arms, his bared teeth, the walls, the wooden floor.

			He was coming at the five of us.

			I’d spent the autumn practicing with a sling, and took a full wind up before I threw the padlocks at Uncle Max’s face.

			They shattered his mouth, flattened his nose. A handful of teeth skittered across the floor like dice.

			We rushed the door, Gertie in the lead, Peter still holding Mister Fluffernutter. Then Thomas, who left Doctor Pickle behind and had to start over with a new rabbit. Sebastian and I came last, with him pausing to stab Uncle Max’s hamstrings.

			Uncle Max limped after us to the archery range, where Arabella, only fifteen, became the first Morton blooded with a bow in half a century.

			The next day, Garrett came back from New York to teach us how to pick locks and peel eggs, and the woodshed smelled like sulfur for a year.

			That was when Sebastian and I began to be spoken of in the same breath. We were not only the prodigies of our generation but its saviors. Me with my perfect throw, Sebastian covering our retreat. After that day, however, I had to work even harder to prove myself.

			Uncle Max was my father, you see.

			We Mortons can be quite lax with family terms.
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			Sebastian was missing that afternoon, not at the archery range, nor in the Commons. My texts went unread.

			I didn’t like my cousins knowing more about Peter than I did, not with his blood on my hands. You’re such a simple girl. That’s why no one tells you anything.

			I wound up back at Lavernick, reading borrowed Behavioral Econ notes in the Sun Parlor, letting the reassuring math sink into me—impulsive behavior in a crisis. The neuroeconomics of childhood hunger. Optimal consumption in addicts.

			Human beings weren’t always rational, but their disarray could be predicted. Any pattern, observed enough times, gained its own logic, like a certainty forged in the muscles by throwing a knife a thousand times.

			Even chaos bowed to math.

			Was it a coincidence that Gertie had mentioned Xavier Lindqvist so soon after my mother had expressed her fears? I downloaded some actuarial tables and tried to calculate just how unlucky the Belmonts had been. Even when I pushed it, their misfortune was less than two standard deviations from the norm.

			Xavier wasn’t my ancient enemy. He was just a fellow legacy, someone I’d hooked up with, then beaten at archery.

			“Jessica! Here you are!”

			Faraday was at the glass doors, clutching a bottle of champagne. She wore an antique raccoon coat like one of Grandpa Dwight’s, and darker lipstick than usual.

			She bustled into the Sun Parlor, dislodging the chairs in her path, leaving a corner of the rug upturned. The freshmen who’d been sketching each other by the fireplace looked up.

			“Quiet hours are over,” I told them, and they started gathering their things.

			Faraday sat beside me, filling the air with her mother’s perfume, and pulled two glasses—miraculously unbroken—from a coat pocket. She placed them on my Econ textbook.

			“Can you pop the cork?” she asked. “I’m hopeless.”

			I took the bottle, stripped the foil. “Krug? Fancy.”

			“Guess why.”

			“A return to financial security?”

			Faraday let out a shriek, and one of the freshmen gave us a last glance—scandalized, envious.

			“They dropped the case today! Or agreed to our terms, however you say it. Marlow’s terrible contract is null and void.”

			I punctuated her news with a pop. The cork pinged off the tin ceiling, smacked a window, and wobbled across the floor to hide beneath an old claw-footed table.

			The bottle frothed in my hand, the particular Krug scent of lemons and rot spilling out.

			“That’s splendid.” I poured two glasses, slowly, to keep the fizz from lathering over. “But this champagne is traumatized. Did you run here?”

			“All the way from the store. You like it cold!”

			“I like it at fifty Fahrenheit, dear. Exactly what it is outside.”

			“Oh, right.” Faraday sloughed off her coat onto a chair, sat down on it. “But we won!”

			I handed her a glass, raising my own. “To winning.”

			We drank—all bubbles at first, but they resolved into liquid against my tongue, oily and bright.

			“To the Mortons,” she added.

			“That goes without saying.” I gave her a serious look. “So don’t say it.”

			“Right, of course. None of them knows why it happened—not even Marlow, which is annoying. He’s taking credit, when it was me fixing his fuckup.”

			“He’s irrelevant. He didn’t sign.”

			“He should still praise me.” Faraday sat back, smiling. “Oscar Junior just got into Harvard. Imagine if we couldn’t afford it. How embarrassing!”

			“I’m so pleased, dear.”

			“The Victorian house is back on for next year. I can still kick Salinger out. We should live together, Jessica—as allies.”

			I smiled back at her, pretending to sip.

			Aunt Veronica had warned me it was like this sometimes, right after a family’s incorporation. The bubbles overflowing the glass.

			“I’d miss my dorm sisters,” I said.

			Faraday scoffed. “They aren’t family.”

			“But we are.” I took her hand and kissed it. “Whether we live together or not.”

			With that, she was happy again.

			We finished the bottle, my usual tricks hardly needed to make her drink more than me. When the porter came in to light the fireplace, we moved up to my room.

			The sunset had caught fire by then, and Faraday wanted to go out onto my widow’s walk. We took the last of the champagne in half-empty glasses.

			“No coat?” she asked.

			I looked at my bare arm, the goose pimples budding there.

			“I like the cold.”

			“What did your family do? To make them give up?”

			“Don’t ask,” I said, with nothing behind the eyes.

			Faraday bravely held my gaze before turning back to the red sky. “Funny. I thought you’d say you didn’t know.”

			I knew.

			“It seems like magic, is all,” she added softly.

			“That’s the best way to think of it.” Though, really, it was more like clockwork.

			People are machines. They have inputs and outputs, pinions and springs. You can stop them, overwind them, reset them.

			Faraday took a long drink. “Where are you spending the summer?”

			“New York, I hope. At Garrett’s gallery.”

			“The hot non-uncle! He’s an artist?”

			“A gallerist. He finds artists and makes them famous.”

			“I didn’t know you liked art.”

			“I’m learning to,” I said.

			Peter’s collection of animal bones now lived in my room. Sometimes I took them out and arranged them on my desk, creating hybrid creatures, impractical weapons, spiraling patterns of eye sockets, spines, jaws.

			The results were pleasing to look at, but nature had done most of the work.

			“Sebastian was so sweet at the funeral. I think I need to kiss him.” Faraday turned to look at me, her expression more intent than her tone. “Those soulful eyes.”

			I had to laugh.

			“What?” she demanded. “I’m not joking.”

			“I know, dear. But you’re funnier when you aren’t trying to be.”

			Faraday sighed. “Do you think it’s unwise?”

			“Has wisdom ever stopped you?”

			“Not my own, but yours might. It seemed polite to ask. I mean, he’s your cousin.”

			“Third cousin.”

			“And adopted, which is the point.” Faraday took an anxious little breath. “Did you two ever…”

			She was waiting for me to complete the question, as if that would soften it. I wondered why everyone was asking for my approval today. Ashton with his repayment, Gertie with her cat’s name, now Faraday with her crush.

			“Did we ever what?”

			We had kissed once, when we were children, a few months before Uncle Max’s havoc. The day Sebastian completed his mors curae, a vivisection, a test of surgical skill—revealing Ratface’s still beating heart, then extinguishing it with a pinch.

			He came to my room, shivering with triumph, streaked with blood. We stared at each other, uncertain what would happen. I’d already given him my curae gift—a winter cap knitted from red yarn.

			Sebastian took a step inside, closed the door behind him, then kissed me. He pulled away, radiant. He smelled of iron and sweat.

			I stared at him, full of something new and aching. But his grin of conquest brought me back to myself.

			Was that kiss about his mors curae? Or me?

			“Salty,” I’d said, wiping the rabbit’s blood from my lips.

			“Jessica!” Faraday spluttered, here on the balcony. “You know what I mean! Have you ever—”

			“Kissed?” I ended her torment.

			“For starters, yes.”

			“We haven’t.”

			“You haven’t but you will?” Faraday offered. “You do but you don’t?”

			We are but we haven’t. We might but we can’t.

			“None of it,” I said, recalling Hiromi’s uncalculating smile.

			Faraday turned back to the sunset. “Why am I always wrong about everything? The world’s never as interesting as I want it to be.”

			“You just answered your own question, dear.”

			“But why should things be boring?”

			“I thought you wanted to kiss Sebastian yourself.”

			A shrug. “Maybe not anymore.”

			“Was this your first bottle tonight?”

			“So many questions.” Faraday let out a dramatic sigh. “I hope you get that New York thing. I’d love a glamorous summer job!”

			“You have a family to run.”

			“Yes, but I could come down and visit you—and Garrett.”

			“He has lots of beautiful art.”

			“Well, then.” Faraday poured out the rest of her glass over the rail. She leaned out to watch the drops tumble into the darkness. “I shall buy some, to pay you back.”

			“Unnecessary. Like Garrett said when you signed, there’s plenty of money for everyone. Loyalty is all we require.”

			“But loyalty for what? What does your family want from me?”

			I shrugged. Garrett had told me about one New York socialite he’d incorporated twenty years ago, of whom we’d never asked anything but a free hand in rearranging the seating at her dinner parties. We Mortons build our power slowly, like the pressures of sliding continental plates.

			“Small things,” I said.

			“I want to give you big things! Because I keep needing big things from you. Like, when Marlow is troublesome about money. He’s the eldest, and Mommy listens to him, and he’s always in my way.”

			“He didn’t sign,” I said. “You did. You have a problem, we fix it.”

			She smiled—my answer had met her requirements. And I realized that the houses, horses, and Paris had always been more important to Faraday than her family. She wouldn’t have an issue with the clockwork, no matter whose mainspring needed to be snapped.

			“I guess Marlow won’t be a problem then,” she said.
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			Sebastian’s room was very unMorton.

			So many affiliations: the gavel he’d won at Moot Court, his Black Students’ Alliance pin, balls of yarn for Helshire’s knitting-and-gossip club: Snitches Get Stitches. So many clothes—the usual inherited apparel, but also store-bought suits for playing young business leader or student council candidate. And, least Morton of all, those pictures of him and his friends, thumbtacked to the wall, stuck into the edges of his mirror.

			We are a camera-shy family, but Sebastian had a mind to go into politics one day. He was a Poli Sci major, and last summer he’d interned for the City Council of Upper Falls.

			He was a natural—his memory for names and faces, his oddly contagious love of himself—and politicians were useful. But every rung on that ladder meant more exposure and less connection to who we truly were.

			At its heart, our power wasn’t about elected office or vast wealth. It was about the quilt of families who owed us their allegiance. The sort of people whom misfortune rarely touched—except for the grave misfortune of offending us.

			That was why Sebastian would never be a politician. Politicians didn’t really make the rules. They were guided by donors, advisers, the fellow members of alumni clubs, yacht clubs, country clubs—and these we had already incorporated. Through them, we made certain the rules never disrupted our holdings, our homesteads, our way of life.

			It was tempting to fly for the sun, but simpler to own the sky.
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			By the time Sebastian got home, forty minutes after midnight, I’d thoroughly searched his room. No random keys. No unexpected cash. Maybe Gertie was fucking with me.

			When he opened the door and saw me, Sebastian frowned—wondering why his housemates hadn’t made any jokes about kissing cousins on his way up. They were the sort of boys who built beer towers and called him Baz. But then he saw my camo jacket, my split-soled shoes.

			“You should lock your windows,” I said.

			“Then how would I sneak in?”

			I got up from the bed and crossed to him, touched Uncle Harold’s old houndstooth coat. The metal buttons were still cold.

			I sniffed him—candle smoke.

			“Good party?”

			“Diverting. The Terraces are full of scandal this term.”

			I leaned in closer. “No. You’d smell like beer.”

			“Jessica.” His eyes scanned the room. My search had left a few things gently out of place. “What’s this about?”

			I touched his neck with two fingers, found the heartbeat there—too fast for a single flight of stairs. “Is there something you aren’t telling me, cousin? About Peter?”

			“What the hell, Jess?” Sebastian closed the door behind him, lowering his voice. “Does the family think it wasn’t an accident?”

			“Just some loose ends.” I pulled out the keys.

			He stared at them without recognition. “Something he stole?”

			“I don’t know. It has to do with Xavier.”

			“Ah, the Lindqvists,” he said, as if recalling tiresome dinner plans. He pulled out a chair from his desk. “Sit down.”

			I sat on his bed. He took the chair.

			“Jessica, I know Peter was your favorite—”

			“I was his favorite.”

			“But he blew up his rabbit,” Sebastian said.

			“What does Mister Fluffernutter have to do with this?”

			“Peter always pushed things too far. He made our traditions gaudy and savage. He didn’t know his limits.”

			“Are you saying I should know mine?”

			“I’m telling you what you already know—Peter was the most damaged of us. Back home, we could make allowances. Here, he was a liability. For us, for the other families, for Helshire itself. Now things are settled again.”

			I couldn’t argue with that. Peter had been culled for being UnMorton; he was a solved problem. The easiest path was to ignore the missing money and a pair of keys. But Sebastian was wearing a winning smile, staying on message.

			He was politicking me.

			“Gertie seemed to think otherwise.”

			He blinked. “Gertie?”

			“We had a chat about Peter. She told me to ask you about Xavier Lindqvist. Which is odd, because you despise Xavier.”

			Sebastian turned away, looking out the window at the dark. A reset traveled through his body. “I have a lot of friends I despise. And I asked him not to invite Gertie.”

			“To what? Where were you tonight?”

			“The Lindqvists were holding a memorial.”

			“A memorial?” It took a moment to hit me. “For Peter?”

			“Yes,” Sebastian said. “They loved him. They’d brought him into one of their traditions, here at Helshire.”

			“What do you mean?”

			He shrugged. “Alas, I’m sworn to secrecy.”

			I stared at him, recalling my mother’s fears about the Belmonts’ bad luck. “Why are you keeping our old enemies’ secrets?”

			“Alliances are useful, Jess. Trust is their currency.”

			“Are you kidding me?”

			“Listen,” he said. “Maybe you should talk to Xavier yourself. They’re probably still there. One condition—you have to keep this to yourself. You can’t go spilling to our elders.”

			“If this tradition is open to Mortons, don’t they already know about it?”

			Sebastian smiled a little.

			“Traditions change.”
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			Helshire had a splendid Great Depression.

			The Mortons and Lindqvists had already woven themselves into the sinews of the college, keeping it flush with funds and students. But as Europe staggered toward another war, the Seths and Wolvaardts began to send their best and brightest.

			A friendly competition fueled Helshire’s expansion. The original buildings were augmented by Main Hall and Quad dorms (Morton money), then Ogden and Rockefeller (the Lindqvists, hence the Viking friezes). The Cold War brought another boom—the sciences at Dewitt (a Seth bequest), and the Terraces (the Wolvaardts, who hated the Dining Commons food), until finally the Old Campus became redundant. The forest was allowed to reclaim it.

			Nothing human goes unused though.

			Even ordinaries have their rituals in the dark.
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			Sebastian led me through the Terraces, which were still pulsing with music, and into the clearcut that follows the power lines out of town. The forest loomed around us, quiet and cold.

			The first sign of the Old Campus was a statue, a seated woman with one broken hand held aloft, alone in a field. By legend, Helshire sophomores had to visit her at midnight the day they chose their majors or remain forever virgins. The ritual was still observed, despite the eye-rolling of proud asexuals.

			We went into the forest, passing stone walls and a chimney—an old gatehouse, or a professor’s home. Next came an ancient well sealed with recent concrete.

			Finally we reached Halcyon Hall, the largest of the old buildings. The trees huddled close to it, and ivy climbed its walls up to the third-floor balconies, pulling at the chimneys.

			Sebastian stopped and took out his phone.

			He waved its lit screen, cutting a Z across the night.

			“How often do you come here?” I asked, but he only shrugged.

			From the second-floor balcony, a cigarette lighter flared in answer, inscribing a bright circle in the dark.

			“Lindqvist traditions, Lindqvist codes,” I said. “My mother thinks they’re fucking with the Belmonts.”

			“She’s living in the past,” he said, then tried to lighten it with a smile. “You know me: friends everywhere. The Lindqvists are just another constituency.”

			Complications all the way down.

			We went carefully across the ragged front porch, through a doorway. As my eyes adjusted, the dark walls resolved into tattered wallpaper, water stains, and layers of graffiti. The building smelled like animal rot settled into wood, like an old butcher’s block sweating blood on a summer day.

			We came to a stairway with graffiti carved into the wood.

			“Stick to the steps with words,” Sebastian said. “The rest are booby-trapped with rusty nails.”

			I climbed carefully, stepping on corpse, seepage, charnel, squelch. Words that made ordinaries shudder. The sort of trick Peter would have enjoyed.

			Voices drifted down from above.

			The second floor was in better shape, with only a few holes big enough to fall through. A circle of candles, recently extinguished, that I’d smelled on Sebastian’s coat.

			Two silhouettes waited for us out on the balcony, wearing generations-old leather and tweed. Unlike us, the Lindqvists had kept their horses. Their longboats too.

			“Jessica Morton.” Xavier strode inside, spreading his hands in welcome.

			“Xavier Lindqvist,” I said. “What a lovely ruin.”

			He smiled. His sister Bianca didn’t.

			“Old Helshire belongs to all of us,” he said. “Pity we never see you here.”

			“Archery keeps me busy.”

			He mimed an arrow going into his chest. The morning after we’d hooked up, I’d eliminated him in the first round.

			Bianca glared at Sebastian. “What did you tell her?”

			“It was Gertie, who I warned you about. I’m here to do this the right way.”

			“The right way is to be invited,” Bianca said. “She hasn’t been.”

			Sebastian sighed. “Jessica knew Peter better than any of us. She’s not the aunties’ pet you think she is.”

			“Really.” Bianca turned to me. “What’s your favorite class?”

			“Forensic Accounting.”

			Xavier pulled the imaginary arrow from his heart, made a dying sound.

			“Just because you put forensic in front of something,” Bianca said, “doesn’t make it sexy.”

			“Math is the music of reason.”

			“Accounting is the canned peas of math,” she said. “And you Mortons are all accountants at heart.”

			“My grades beg to differ,” Sebastian said.

			“You’re adopted.”

			“So I’m told.”

			“Tell me what’s going on.” I was already blooded—on a member of my own family. My secrets were better than theirs. “Do you seriously think you can scandalize me?”

			“We think we can’t trust you,” Bianca said. Her hands were in her pockets, as always. As always, I wondered if she was holding a weapon.

			Sebastian stepped between us. “Jessica just wants to know what you were doing with Peter.”

			“Okay,” Xavier said. “How about a show of good faith? If you want our secrets, Jessica, tell us one of yours. Like…whatever happened to those lovely children? Yvonne, Tillie, Katie, Olive, Tobias, Zach, and Ramsey?”

			“Seven children,” Bianca chimed in. “All gone at once. And the rest of you, suddenly different.” She took a step closer. “Except for the little accountant, unfazed.”

			Sebastian put a hand on my shoulder. The proper response was to ignore this prying, as if it didn’t matter. The other families could never know what Uncle Max had done—it sent the message that we were prone to madness and despair.

			But I couldn’t let a Lindqvist make light of our dead. My hand drifted toward the knife in my jacket.

			Voices rose from the forest below.

			We froze, listening.

			Five or six ordinaries, their voices pitched with drunken, nervous excitement. They dared each other to take the next steps—onto the creaky porch, into the darkness inside, across the rotten floorboards.

			“Midnight feast!” one said, ending in a hiss that made the others giggle.

			We heard them settle in. Something heavy thumped to the floor, bottles clinking inside. They were having a picnic in the dark.

			Bianca’s breathing grew audible. Her hands twitched in their pockets again—she was gearing up to send them running.

			Halcyon Hall really was the Lindqvists’ home.

			What if I made it mine too?

			I raised my hand to pause her. Phone light was coming up though one of the holes in the floor, shadows twitching on the ceiling. I took a few silent steps closer, peered down.

			The interlopers were directly below. I saw sandwiches in white paper wrappers, the glint of beer bottles. They prattled about the croquet team’s latest match, about how everyone really should take Civilization in Question. One declared that the Old Campus wasn’t nearly as scary as everyone said.

			As the others watched, I drew my knife and slid the blade across the heel of my left hand. An arc of red opened, blood pooling in my palm.

			I spread my fingers a little, to let a few drops trickle through.

			Bianca’s eyes were bright.

			There was more prattle below, then a boy’s voice drifted up.

			“Guys. Is it, like, raining in here?”

			“I felt a drop.”

			“Um, it’s warm.”

			I leaned back, so when the ordinaries shone their lights up, all they’d see was a ghostly pale hand floating above the hole.

			“Shit! That looks like blood!”

			“No way.”

			“Dude, look. It’s red!”

			I tipped my cupped hand, letting more spill.

			“It’s on the fucking sandwiches.”

			A scramble then, the clatter of bottles kicked and rolling, a coat dragged across the floor. One of the boys shouting, “Leave it! Just get out!” The thump of the picnic hamper overturned. Someone stumbling as they ran.

			I pulled out my flask, loosened the top with sticky fingers. Equal parts rum, bourbon, and Amaro Meletti, with mole bitters. An angry chocolate bar. I swished it around, then pressed my tongue to the cut. The alcohol lit bright fire along the crescent wound.

			The ordinaries clamored across the porch, through the trees, their shouts fading into the night’s open mouth.

			Sebastian handed me his handkerchief, took the flask, and swigged.

			As I bound my wound, I turned to the Lindqvists.

			“On this blood, I promise not to reveal your secrets.”

			Bianca bowed. “The little accountant solves an equation. Maybe there’s some Peter in you after all.”
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			Xavier took the floor in typical Lindqvist fashion, striding into the circle of candles, unfastening the brass buttons of his tweed riding jacket.

			“In centuries past,” he declaimed, “the mors curae was a nightlong frenzy. People branded their own arms, set trees on fire, came home the next morning with a stranger’s head—and always, always wound up covered in blood. But these days, certain families frown upon the conspicuous killing of a rabbit.”

			“Like with a stick of dynamite?” I asked.

			Bianca’s eyes lit up. “So Peter wasn’t kidding.”

			“It was only a quarter stick.”

			She leaned back, her laughter filling the darkness. “I met Mister Fluffernutter at Aunt Ingrid’s wedding. I’m glad he went out like a fluffy little hero.”

			I didn’t laugh. It had been the first of Peter’s many demerits.

			“The world is different now,” Xavier picked up his thread. “More police, more surveillance, better forensics. Our families demand restraint. But restraint brings its own dangers.”

			“Such as?” I asked, hoping this wasn’t going to take all night.

			“A cold heart,” Xavier said. “We cut away care without putting anything in its place.”

			“Loyalty,” I said.

			“But the spirit is gone.”

			My hand, wrapped in Sebastian’s handkerchief, was starting to throb. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“We’ve become ordinary,” Xavier said. “We think we incorporate them, but they’ve incorporated us.”

			“You Mortons are the worst,” Bianca said. “You used to cut out Roman hearts inside a ring of stones. Now you cut and paste in spreadsheets.”

			“Again,” Sebastian said. “My grades beg to differ.”

			“For fuck’s sake,” I said. “What does any of this have to do with Peter?”

			“He arrived at Helshire already knowing what you can’t seem to grasp,” Bianca said. “That we are chaos.”

			I remembered Peter at his first Primal Scream, happiest unleashed, with no rules to follow.

			Xavier put an arm around his older sister, taking back the floor. “Here in Halcyon, we remind ourselves who we are. We kill with a personal motive.”

			I stared at them both. “Like an ordinary? Like an animal?”

			Xavier beamed. “While still at Helshire. Anger, revenge, heat, before the math sets in.”

			“The math is how we’ve survived for thousands of years. We kill for our families, not ourselves.”

			“No matter who the target is?” Bianca asked, dead still, sizing me up. The wind picked up outside, stirring the leaves on the floor, a sound like wings.

			If she found out it was me…

			“Wait,” I said. “Did one of you kill Peter?”

			“Never,” she said. “We thought you killed him. Culled for not being a proper little Morton.”

			“He fell.”

			At last, the tension in her shoulders softened. She believed me.

			I looked around the room again—the circle of candles, the layers of graffiti. Peter, gaudy and savage, must have loved it here.

			“Did he kill someone?” I asked.

			“He was still in the planning stages of his Hefnd,” Bianca said. “The word means vengeance.”

			“Have any of you actually done this?”

			Xavier looked away. Sebastian raised his empty hands—a man incapable of making enemies.

			“When I was a freshman,” Bianca said.

			I stared at her.

			“Jessica,” she said. “Has anyone ever cut in line, right in front you? Like you didn’t exist? Like you didn’t matter?”

			“Possibly.”

			“And did you stand there, imagining all the ways you could hurt them? Thinking about how easy it would be to break their knees, snap their necks—so they’d never cut in line again?”

			“I rarely fantasize,” I said. “And I avoid lines.”

			Bianca came closer. “All that power, Jessica, coiled in your muscles. But we only unleash it when the family picks a target. There’s a cost in not snapping those necks. Sometimes I want to explode.”

			I thought of Uncle Max, coming home and reaching for an axe. “I like being in control.”

			“I like being alive.” Her eyes were as bright as when I’d been bleeding.

			“Bianca,” I said. “Did you kill someone for cutting in line?”

			“Laney Maxwell.”

			“Stabbed by a townie.”

			“Ronald Talman Jr., who tried to grab me on the field house path. He did that to a lot of women. It was a quick trial. Don’t murder people with your own kitchen knife.”

			“Okay, him, sure. But you killed someone for cutting in line?”

			Finally her right hand came out of its pocket—a razor unfolded, flashing in the dark. “Cut in line. Get cut.”

			I looked at Xavier.

			“We don’t judge motives here in Halcyon,” he said.

			The wind picked up again, and the leaves shifted on the floor. The pain in my hand drummed along with my heartbeat.

			Even when our families were in conflict, I’d always thought of the other legacies as colleagues. We took the same classes, exchanged notes on how to seduce and incorporate ordinaries. But these Lindqvists had slipped free of the world I knew.

			And they’d taken Peter with them. If he’d focused on being a good Morton, on incorporating his roommate, my orders from Grandmother never would have come.

			He’d been so close to saving himself.

			Bianca pulled up her left sleeve. There, on her wrist, was a tiny tattoo of a black heart. “The Hefnd mark. It’s easier to wear a mask, when you remember who you are underneath.”

			“I know who I am.”

			“For now, aunties’ pet.” She started to turn away, but I held her arm.

			“Who was Peter going to kill?”

			“He didn’t say. Except that it was going to be spectacular.” Bianca slipped the razor back into her pocket. Our conversation was done.

			Peter had needed Ashton’s money to fund a spectacle.

			Sebastian put an arm around me. He handed me the flask and ushered me toward the stairs.

			“Poor Xavier,” he said softly. “I’ve heard that speech three times, and no one’s dead yet.”

			I took a drink. With Sebastian at my side, the booby-trapped stairs were easy—his body knew the way.

			“Did Peter tell you what he was planning?”

			“No.” He took the flask again, and I wondered if he was telling the truth. “I’ll sew up that cut. Grandma Elizabeth says my stitches are perfection.”

			“We’ll have to run the gauntlet of your housemates. I’m not up to climbing through windows.”

			“They only tease the ones they love.”

			We reached the bottom of the stairs, and saw the wreckage of the midnight feast, a scattered trail that led from the dark center of the room, to the door, and out.

			“Someone’s lost their mittens,” Sebastian said. “Are your hands cold?”

			“A little.”

			He bent and scooped them up.

			“Thanks.” I fitted one over my bound hand. It compressed the bandage reassuringly.

			The Lindqvists were coming down the stairs behind us, laughing at the wreckage of the midnight feast.

			“Oh, yum. Cucumber and cream cheese,” I heard Bianca say. “With just that little bit of salt.”
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			Sebastian’s needle stung.

			The cut looked clean, in the light of his desk lamp. My knives are sharp as scalpels.

			Sebastian had only red thread left in his sewing kit. It was stark against my pale skin.

			“Hell of a way to get Bianca’s trust,” he said.

			“I’d rather spill blood than family secrets.”

			Sebastian twirled his needle’s tip in the flame of the candle he’d lit. “They’ve asked me about the cousins too. More than once. I said it was the chapel fire, and kept Uncle Max’s name out of it.”

			“Good. But you never told me about Peter hanging out with the Lindqvists.”

			He looked up from my wound. “You would’ve told the family.”

			“That our old enemies have a murder club here at Helshire? Yes, I might have mentioned that.”

			“And then what would’ve happened?”

			I thought about this while he looped the next stitch. In this light, the scar beneath his bottom lip was visible. He’d fallen over a tripwire in his first game of Bunny Hunt—rookie mistake.

			“The elders would’ve told me to keep Peter from…” I went silent. Sebastian’s needle slid through my flesh.

			“No,” he said. “They would have used it to test him.”

			And Peter would have failed.

			“He never recovered from Uncle Max. Our family never helped him with that, but Xavier and Bianca did. Can you imagine what the family would do if they found out he was planning a murder? A spectacle?”

			I didn’t have to imagine. “Why didn’t he come to me?”

			“Because he wanted your approval. He could never let you see how much help he needed.”

			“But you also kept it from me, cousin. To protect Peter?”

			“To protect you.” He dipped the needle into the flame again. “It would’ve been your job to cull him. I didn’t want that.”

			I watched Sebastian make the next stitch. He was right about so many things, but wrong about me. I didn’t need his protection. I was honored to have been blooded early, on someone so close. I was happy to have solved the problem of Peter.

			But now there was the problem of Sebastian.

			He’d kept Lindqvist secrets and dabbled in their traditions. He’d known Peter was planning a murder, and said nothing. The golden rule of loyalty: Never hide things from the family.

			Which meant that I had to report him, or I would be just as guilty.

			“Sebastian. You would’ve let Peter commit a spectacular crime, here in our backyard?”

			“I would’ve talked him out of it.”

			A laugh bubbled out of me. “He never listened to you.”

			“He trusted me, because I never told anyone about the chapel.”

			My wounded hand flinched a little.

			We’d all wondered. The chapel was old, and that summer had been blazing hot. Aunt Iris had never found any evidence of accelerants. But it had burned so swiftly, and Peter had played with matches before he could read.

			“You’re sure?”

			“I confronted him,” Sebastian said, “while it was still burning. Grabbed him and smelled his hands, expecting kerosene. But he smelled like potato chips.”

			“Potato chips?”

			“It took me a while to figure it out—those fat calories burn hot and clean, till there’s nothing left. All you need is a big enough pile. Remember how he used to walk into Upper Falls on Fridays, to buy snacks?”

			“Bitter lemon drops,” I said softly. He’d brought me a box every week—until he stopped, that same summer.

			Sebastian shuddered. “Those things. Your tastebuds have always been mutant.”

			“Why did you keep this a secret?”

			“As long as Peter was around, I felt safe.”

			I wanted to pull away, but Sebastian’s needle was still in my flesh. “Safe from what?”

			He drew the last stitch closed, and finally looked up at me. “You don’t know what it’s like, missing the target ten times in a row, failing a startle test, picking the wrong mushroom. Always wondering if this demerit is one too many. With Peter around, at least I knew he’d go first.”

			I stared at Sebastian. “Cousin. You were a prodigy.”

			“I started way too late. You were almost done with your curae when I showed up.”

			“Exactly. You’d never held a bow before, but it all came so easy.”

			“Nothing feels easy, Jess, when your adopted family turn out to have a special graveyard for problem kids.”

			“You were one of us right away. You loved being a Morton.”

			He stared at me a moment, like I was the one talking nonsense. “It was fun at first, climbing, learning how to fight. Playing with adult toys—cars, knives, poisons. Even pain resistance was clarifying.”

			“Uncle Cyrus never made you cry.”

			“Butterfly clips were nothing after my birth dad. But the Little Graveyard was always there, reminding me what happened to those other Sebastians.”

			I shook my head. “We don’t do that anymore.”

			“Tell that to the adopted kid.”

			“Grandmother Elizabeth was adopted. So was—”

			“They arrived as babies. I was eight.”

			“Sebastian.” We Mortons were more than genetics, more than a name. We were a tradition, an idea.

			We were certainty.

			I reached across to take his hand. “You’re a true Morton.”

			“I was just starting to believe that…when Uncle Max showed up. I thought he was there on official business. Because we’d all skipped archery practice the day before.”

			“Oh. Shit.”

			“Finding out he’d lost his mind only made it worse. It meant any adult could pick up an axe, anytime.” Sebastian went silent, and for the first time I saw how deep his fear ran.

			“That’s not true,” I said.

			“What if Xavier’s right, and we’re too controlled? Maybe it keeps building up, until we lose it—one way or another. Are you going to report me?”

			“No,” I said without thinking.

			He looked into my eyes. “I can always tell when people are lying, Jess. Except you.”

			The strange thing was, I wasn’t lying. The fact that Sebastian was afraid of our elders—afraid of us, the Mortons—was unthinkable.

			He was not like Peter. He was like me. Neither of us would ever be culled.

			“I won’t tell the family anything,” I said. “Do you want me to swear?”

			“I’m out of thread. But blood is the mother of history.”

			Our oldest certainty, said with a grin.

			He twirled the needle in the flame once more, and some small remainder of me on its point sizzled. He delicately pricked his finger, and touched its tip to the center of my stitched palm. “I promise: No more lies.”

			I made a decision. “Ask me anything.”

			“If Grandmother had told you to kill Peter, would you have?”

			“Yes,” I said.

			Sebastian sighed a little. He’d missed the target though.

			“Better me than someone else,” I said. “Peter and I loved each other. What about you?”

			“I’d kill him. It’s not like there’s a choice.”

			I took a breath, relieved that he understood. I almost told him, but the old rivalry was still there—I knew something that Sebastian didn’t.

			“Sometimes my memories of that day are shaky,” he said. “Did you throw the padlocks or did I?”

			“It was your idea, but I threw them.”

			“And then we ran,” he said.

			“Gertie ran ahead to get help. I got Tom and Peter out. You covered our retreat.”

			“I stabbed Uncle Max in the legs.”

			“That’s why he didn’t catch us.”

			Sebastian looked relieved to be saying this out loud. “And then we killed him.”

			“No. Arabella killed him with an arrow.”

			He shook his head. “She missed his heart. He was still breathing. We went back and kicked and kicked and kicked him.”

			“I’d forgotten that.”

			“We weren’t blooded for it, because we were little. They made Arabella an aunt. But we ended him, Jess—you and me.”

			I squeezed Sebastian’s hand again. “Yes. Just me and you.”

			But now that I was thinking back to that day, I remembered that Peter had been there too, in on the kill.
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			My archery went to shit.

			Every time I drew, Sebastian’s stitches pulled, twisted, burned. My pain resistance has always been high, but the bow doesn’t forgive even a tremor. Worse, Xavier Lindqvist was in the class, a smile on his face as he watched me miss.

			I took a late drop due to injury and found myself with a free half credit. There was a required legacy course I’d been avoiding, but which I needed for my internship this summer: Non-Dramatic Improv.

			“No Drama” was officially part of the Theater Department, but was taught by an uncle in the Wolvaardt family. We stood onstage, pretending to be at a cocktail party or business lunch, trying to blend in with tech investors, medical professionals, lawyers—ordinaries, in other words.

			The real work was researching cover stories, coming up with convincing small talk for our assumed identities. There were always a few theater kids rotated in as controls, who tried to add conflict or comedy, but Uncle Wolfie would slap his walking stick against the edge of the stage until things became mundane again.

			Some legacies excelled in No Drama. Divya Seth was great at accents; Regina Lindqvist captured shyness perfectly. Sebastian had gone on to the advanced workshop. But I found it tricky being someone else, someone ordinary.

			Shooting arrows, I always knew exactly when I’d hit the target.

			With improv, I was never sure.
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			My other project was pulling at the loose threads of Peter’s life. The preparations for his Hefnd had to be lying around somewhere, waiting to be found. Pyrotechnics, even plans, would bring the police back to campus.

			If my family’s name wound up in the papers again, my culling of Peter would be marked as a failure; I’d lose the internship in New York. Worse, my elders might follow the clues to the Lindqvists and their murder club, and discover what I hadn’t told them.

			It was strange keeping secrets from my family, something I hadn’t done since my childhood confessions to the dead Jessicas. But I’d promised to protect Sebastian.

			I searched the other dead drops in the library and broke into Peter’s room when Ashton wasn’t home. Everywhere it was the same—no plans, no cash, no explosives.

			On my runs across campus, I tried the larger key from 001.944 (monsters and related phenomena) in random doors. But there were hundreds of locks at Helshire, maybe thousands.

			I started taking Peter’s old knife into the woods at night. Eventually I began to learn Ziggy’s balance point—that same hidden center of the knife that Peter must have found.

			But that didn’t teach me his secrets.

			In the parking lot behind Dewitt, a small shrine to my cousin had appeared: a poster signed by his Intro Bio study group, a “Most Dangerous Sparring Partner” trophy from his karate team, a candid photo with the other interns at the Helshire Wilderness Preserve. Clumps of flowers lay rotting on the ground, their cards erased by the rain.

			He’d never mentioned these people to me, any more than he had the Lindqvists. Before he’d left the estate, everyone who was a part of his life was part of mine. So many outsiders had known Peter near the end, while I, his closest cousin, had hardly known him at all.
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			“What’s with the glove, dear?” Faraday asked. Helshire was the sort of place where wearing one glove was artsy—less noticeable than a handful of stitches.

			I tugged it off and showed her my palm.

			“Ouch,” she said. “Drinking accident?”

			“I drink with my right hand.” I lifted my water glass.

			We were in the Dining Commons in midafternoon, enjoying the dregs of the Sunday brunch buffet. Faraday was eating green goddess roast chicken left over from last night’s Earth Day dinner, and I was enjoying the Commons’ infamous eggplant parm, affectionately known as “elephant scabs.”

			“Wait. Did someone knife you?” Faraday’s eyes widened. “Is that a defensive wound?”

			“Self-inflicted. I was out at the Old Campus.”

			“Yeah, those ruins are unsafe. Hopper stepped on a nail last year, which was funny because of her name. Love the red stitches, though. Did you ask for them special?”

			“Red thread was all Sebastian could find.”

			“Um, what?”

			“It was late. The infirmary was closed.” Mortons seldom see doctors outside the family. We don’t want ordinaries keeping a catalog of our weaknesses.

			“Damn,” Faraday sighed. “That boy can do anything.”

			I nodded. When we were eleven, Sebastian cut his leg on some old barbed wire in the poppy field, where we weren’t supposed to play. Rather than confess, I tried to stitch him up. He took over halfway, already better with a needle than me.

			“Sewing is a Morton addiction,” I said. “You should come out for Quilting Day next year. Everyone adds one square to our giant quilt. It’s been growing for decades.” Centuries. “Grandma gives us all presents. It’s our most proud family tradition.”

			She smiled. “Isn’t pride a sin?”

			“A Christian sin, a pagan virtue.” I put the glove back on. “Have you kissed Sebastian yet?”

			Faraday stabbed at her chicken, giving me a little shrug.

			I put down my fork and knife. “Does this shrug mean his prowess is overrated?”

			“No, it means we haven’t yet. Which is Marlow’s fault.”

			I waited for more.

			“He’s being stingy,” Faraday explained. “Even though he’s the one who tried to give our company away. My spring wardrobe budget is basically zero, and he wants me to charge my roommates rent next year.”

			I frowned. “You were paying for the whole house?”

			“Jessica. Splitting the check is so middle class.”

			“At a restaurant, yes. With housing, I think it’s the norm.”

			“Really? Gross. Anyway, Salinger’s being weird about it—of course.” She hesitated. “I really need to replace him. Do you…”

			I readied myself to say no yet again, but Faraday surprised me.

			“Do you think Sebastian would live with me?”

			“Sebastian?”

			“Good-looking, profligate with his charms,” she said. “I think you’ve met.”

			“We have, dear. But I must remind you, you have plans to kiss him.”

			“Which is the whole point of this digression! Thanks to my brother, I clearly have to wait until after we live together. It’s too brazen to kiss someone and then ask them to move in.”

			“It might be awkward in either order.”

			“Ugh, you’re right. Can you just fix my brother?”

			And there it was, hardly a month after Faraday had signed—the need to assume control. Aunt Veronica had prepared me for this.

			“We can,” I said. “But are you sure?”

			“Sure of what? That I need new clothes?”

			“That you want to play this card so soon. That you’re okay with everything changing between you and your brother.”

			Faraday put down her fork and pushed her plate away.

			“Changing how? Is he going to flee when he runs into me at dinner parties?”

			“That depends—on his level of resistance, his ability to put two and two together, and his ego.”

			“Zero, low, and immense,” she said.

			“Your mother might also be upset.”

			“I just want the clothes.” Faraday gestured at herself. “Have you not noticed? I have a whole new look going on.”

			I had noticed. Over a gray button-down, she wore a pinstriped blazer, navy blue and gray, right out of the Morton closets. Aunt Veronica’s aqua fountain pen was in the breast pocket. The lipstick she’d started wearing was very close to Grandmother Elizabeth’s oxblood.

			“That’s just money,” I said.

			“Marlow still uses checks, because Dad did. You think they’d call him to confirm a check for, say, five grand?”

			I shook my head. If they did, we’d deal with it.

			Faraday had given us the codes for the alarms at her Boston house. We were on our way to collecting the Wilbert-Lees’ banking passwords, the combinations to their safes, the keys to deposit boxes. A full audit of their finances was already underway.

			With all that in hand, we could present ourselves to Marlow and explain the situation, and he would become a signatory as well. Eventually the whole family would be made to understand.

			In the meantime, I had his signature from the contracts on Faraday’s phone. If Gertie was bored enough to do favors for Peter, she could do one for me.

			“We’ll get you that check. Let’s save the rest for when we really need it.”

			“Why wait though? We’re only going to need it once.”

			I smiled. Faraday wanted the next stage to happen. She wanted to step into a shiny new world, a place she couldn’t come back from. But it was too soon.

			Aunt Veronica had explained that pacing was everything. Like adding sugar to a meringue, slowly, evenly, giving the crystals time to dissolve into their new form—that was how to incorporate a new family into the Morton way.

			“Listen, dear,” I began.

			My phone lit up. A text from Garrett.

			See you this summer.

			Something uncoiled in my chest.

			“Your face,” Faraday said. “Did you win the lottery?”

			“New York is a go.”

			She dropped her fork, reached across, and grabbed my injured hand. “A train ride from Boston! Thank god you didn’t wind up somewhere boring. I would have visited anyway, but this is perfect.”

			“Yes,” I said. “Ouch.”

			She released me. “I’ve never seen you smile like this.”

			I brought order to my face. It was my only real weakness—the approval of my family, the rush of winning a prized assignment.

			As far as I knew, Sebastian hadn’t even been considered.

			Faraday leaned closer. “Such happiness. Is there something you’re not telling me, dear?”

			I looked around. We were practically alone. This was an opportunity to bond, and to distract Faraday from wanting her brother brought to heel.

			“There might be somebody in New York.”

			Her eyes went wide. “Somebody? Since when is anybody a somebody?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Jessica Morton has carnal interests. She has random flings. She has girls and boys and two-night stands.” Faraday shook her head. “But she does not. Have. Somebodies.”

			“My precise words were might be. I’ve only met her once.”

			“And yet smitten? Even more astonishing!”

			Smitten. A typical Faraday overstatement. Bringing her into my business—into Garrett’s business—was perhaps unwise.

			“Let’s drop this, dear,” I said. “It could be nothing, and we don’t want to jinx it.”

			“Jinx it. Hah,” Faraday said. “You will crush this poor girl’s heart.”

			She picked up her fork again.

			A moment later, we were back on the subject of the Victorian share house, and Salinger, and whether Sebastian would ever deign to live off campus. My crush was forgotten.

			But my smile kept coming back. A city to learn, an assignment at the heart of our empire, Hiromi to seduce. All of it simmered at the bottom of my stomach, at the ends of my fingertips, on my skin. It was time to get back to my bone arranging—my art would soon have an audience.

			I had a new bow to draw.

		

	
		
			19

			The next afternoon, a new set of theater kids arrived in Non-Dramatic Improv: ordinaries, to put us in touch with the rest of the world.

			They were freshman, confused about being dropped into an advanced class for two weeks. Uncle Wolfie’s command to make the improvs boring perplexed them even more.

			As they were introduced, I heard a familiar name—Jayden Ryeo, one of the signatures on the memorial poster at Peter’s shrine.

			I hadn’t talked to any of my dead cousin’s ordinary friends. They wouldn’t know anything about his Hefnd. But then I found myself onstage with Jayden, in a classic Uncle Wolfie improv: a mixer for employees of a tech firm.

			Information is the key to any kill.

			Jayden was in the corner of the stage, trying to escape the rest of us. I crossed to him, offering my hand.

			“Anastasia.”

			“Um, hi,” Jayden said. “I’m Joe.”

			“You’re in Anderson’s group, yeah?”

			“Yep,” he said. The first rule of No Drama was to say as little as possible. In-depth conversations were risky.

			Which is why I kept going. “Do you code?”

			“Sure. Um, you?”

			“Of course. Python, Lisp, mostly.”

			“Same, pretty much,” he managed. The ordinaries never did any research until their first humiliation at Uncle Wolfie’s hands. “Have you tried the dip? It’s awesome.”

			We crossed to the table at the edge of the stage, where Divya Seth was flirting with another nervous freshman.

			Jayden reached for an imaginary corn chip. That’s when I threw him to Uncle Wolfie.

			“Is that a bomb?” I said under my breath.

			He looked down at the imaginary bowl of dip, his eyes lighting up. At last, some drama.

			“A bomb!” he cried, and turned to the room. “Does anybody know how to defuse a bomb?”

			The legacies froze. A couple of ordinaries stepped forward, ready for action.

			But before they could speak, Uncle Wolfie smacked his walking stick against the floor and climbed onto the stage.

			“Young man. It is not a bomb. It is party snacks.”

			“Um…” Jayden looked at me, hoping for backup.

			He got none.

			“Mr. Ryeo, is it? What was the improv prompt?”

			“A party for new people, at an ordinary tech firm.”

			“Is a bomb scare ordinary, Mr. Ryeo?”

			“No. But I thought we could shake things up.”

			“What is the name of this class, Mr. Ryeo?”

			“Non-Dramatic Improv.”

			“Is a bomb scare dramatic, Mr. Ryeo?”

			“Yes, but I thought…” He looked at me, eyes wide.

			“You thought what, Mr. Ryeo?”

			“That ‘non-dramatic’ meant, like, comedy?”

			“There is no comedy in this class, Mr. Ryeo. There is no drama. There is no bomb.” Uncle Wolfie rolled into a disquisition I’d heard three times. “This is the hardest theater class you will ever take. In this class you will learn to transform yourself into another human being, without the crutches of drama or tension or climax.”

			A few of the other freshmen tittered at that last word.

			“Or humor!” Wolfie roared at them. “This is the primal theater class. You must strip yourself away until there is no ego, no thirst for the spotlight, no spotlight at all—only the craft. You, transformed into not-you, without artifice, without contrivance, without bombs.”

			Jayden’s face was bright pink.

			“Do you think you can manage that, Mr. Ryeo?”

			Jayden blinked.

			“Because if you can’t, if you must introduce bombs and drama and comedy,” Uncle Wolfie went on, pronouncing each noun as if it carried a disease, “you don’t belong in this class, you don’t belong in this department, you don’t belong in theater. Are we clear, Mr. Ryeo?”

			Jayden nodded slowly, prey hypnotized by a predator’s gaze. It struck me that Peter would have enjoyed this class.

			“Are we clear, everyone?”

			“Yes, Professor Wolvaardt,” we legacies intoned.

			“Continue the improv,” he said.
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			After class, I followed Jayden out. He walked with hands in pockets, head down, long strides.

			Halfway across the Quad, I put a hand on his shoulder.

			He startled a little. “Oh…you.”

			“Hey. Sorry about that.”

			“What the hell was that?”

			“No idea. I just transferred in.” I slipped my glove off. “I’m supposed to be doing archery.”

			“Oh.” He gazed at my stitched palm, his hostility fading a little. “Did you shoot yourself?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Gnarly.” He chuckled a little. “Still, you were probably safer at the archery range. That guy’s nuts.”

			“Like he said, it’s all about the craft.”

			Jayden laughed again, looser now. “What are we? Witches?”

			“The magic of you, transformed into not-you. Thanks for taking the fall for my fuckup. You’ll be out of there in two weeks. I have to get a grade from that guy.”

			“Right. Sure.” He gave me a genuine smile at last, looking me up and down. Ordinary boys are predictable. “No harm, no foul.”

			“Let me buy you a drink.”
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			I took Jayden to Riley’s, a bar full of men who held on to their beer bottles between sips, as if wary of earthquakes.

			No one looked at us as we went into the back room.

			“Are they really gonna serve us?” Jayden whispered.

			“Look around.”

			The back room was awash with late afternoon light and Helshire relics—lacrosse sticks, an oar signed by some long-ago crew team, two croquet mallets crossed in a heraldic X.

			“This was a Helshire bar,” I said. “Back when the drinking age was eighteen.”

			“Wasn’t that a long time ago?”

			“Forty years.” The other students glimpse us in passing—the town understands that we are eternal.

			The bartender appeared, lurking nervously in the passage from the main room.

			“What do you want?” I asked Jayden.

			“Um, beer?”

			The bartender went away.

			As I’d suspected, Jayden was first-generation Helshire and knew nothing about legacy families. But after the bartender brought his beer, rank-smelling fizz from a tap, and my gentian-forward white Negroni, I learned a lot about him.

			He was the only son of two real estate agents, taking a bland spread of Intros: Biology, Psych, Colonial Encounters, English Lit.

			“Just realized,” he said halfway through our first drink, “I don’t even know your name.”

			“Jessica.”

			No recognition. Jayden didn’t know much about Peter. This was probably a waste of time. But I kept him prattling until, halfway through his third beer, his consonants began to slur.

			“That was wild about that kid,” I said. “The one who fell.”

			His eyes lit up. “Peter Morton, yeah! He was in my study group.”

			“You knew him?”

			A torrent flowed—they’d met in Orientation Week and had taken two science classes together. They’d aced a joint project with a spectrophotometer.

			“That’s Chemistry?” I asked.

			“Peter’s favorite. The labs, anyway. Not so much the book part.”

			I remembered the rumors. “You think he was into drugs? Like, cooking meth in the Chem wing at night?”

			Jayden laughed. “If Peter made anything in the lab, it’d be a flamethrower.”

			“A flamethrower.”

			“Yeah. One time he cooked up rocket candy. That’s potassium nitrate and sugar—homemade propellant. But that’s kid stuff. Once we made salts out of nitric acid and copper. Peter kept telling me how we were, like, three steps from TNT!”

			Rockets. TNT. A spectacle.

			“He sounds kind of unstable. Some people are saying he might have jumped.”

			“No way. He wanted to do stuff.”

			I put on an encouraging smile. “Like what?”

			“Explore the world. Save the animals. Escape his family.”

			Escape his family—the family he’d tried so hard to make proud on the parapet of Dewitt.

			Jess, I have to come back up.

			“Poor guy,” I said.

			“I know the feeling. My sisters both got into Stanford.” Jayden raised his beer. “Families get crazy when you don’t meet their expectations.”

			“Families,” I said.

			“My sisters did the whole résumé thing—volunteer work, soccer. I was too busy with my band for that shit.”

			It was almost time to leave. The sun was setting, and my night would be busy.

			Somewhere on this campus was a spectacle in waiting. Some gaudy, unstable device—a rocket, a bomb—covered with Peter’s fingerprints and his very Morton DNA.

			I felt a flash of annoyance at Sebastian, who would’ve started with Peter’s friends and classmates, all smiles and handshakes, and arrived here quicker. He’d let Peter drift into the Lindqvists’ orbit, but left the cleanup to me.

			When Jayden tried to pay, I waved him off, putting it on the family tab.

			“Um,” he said. “If I came here without you, you think they’d let me in?”

			“Not a chance.”

			“Yeah,” he said. No was the answer he was accustomed to.

			This unimpressive boy had been close to Peter—a kinship between two misfits. In a small and repellent way, Jayden was his family’s version of Peter.

			Which made me wonder. “Who’s your roommate?”

			“A guy called Rishabh. Why?”

			“Nothing,” I said.

			Rishabh Seth—hopeless at archery, unstoppable at kabaddi, graceful at ballroom dancing. Jayden was marked for incorporation, just not by a Morton.

			He and Peter had simply been…friends.
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			I went back to Dewitt that night.

			It was after four a.m., cloudy and starless. The gothic tower loomed against the muddy dark.

			I wouldn’t be taking the easy route up this time, those generous handholds of cut stone. My objective was the hard sciences wing, with its shallow window casings and new mortar. My wounded hand flexed tenderly. The stitches were protected by a half-finger climbing glove, but this was going to hurt.

			I started up.

			It was slow, careful going. Between moves, I reached for the bag at the small of my back, chalk for my ungloved right hand. I felt the exact moment when the first stitch pulled free—reluctantly at first, then with a snap.

			At the next hold, I felt a trickle of blood inside the glove. The pain would keep me alert, at least. I’d lain in bed from midnight till three a.m., trying to sleep off my drinks with Jayden. But the image of an explosion, a spectacle, kept me awake.

			It didn’t matter that Peter had hidden so much of his Helshire life from me; I still understood him. In that improv the word bomb had made its way to my lips. Part of me had always known how the chapel had burned.

			As I passed the third floor, my right hand started cramping. I’d been overusing it, protecting the stitches on my left. Waiting another week might’ve been wise—but I couldn’t let a bomb dusted with Morton DNA sit around unattended any longer.

			The sliver of window I’d left open was only one floor up. I shifted my weight to my left foot, pushed off, and grabbed a casing with my right hand. My feet swung, skidding on brick, until they found purchase and pushed me up.

			I was not falling tonight.
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			The floor in the new wing was linoleum, which squeaked as I dropped from the windowsill. The hallway stretched in both directions, rows of identical doors with small glass windows.

			I tried a random door with the Medeco key. It didn’t open, but the blade of the key slipped easily in and out.

			The same kind of lock.

			Through the little windows I glimpsed rows of sinks and burners. The chemistry department occupied floors four through six.

			I made my way along the hallway, door by door. This floor had eleven classrooms, three supply closets, four offices.

			The key fit none of them.

			I climbed the stairs to five and started again. More offices than classrooms here, including the head of department’s. Nothing clicked.

			On the sixth floor were the labs proper and two large supply closets. The key fit nothing, but someone had left one of the labs unlocked. Inside, the drawers held shiny equipment and cleaning supplies. No nitrates or other volatiles. The smaller key I’d found didn’t fit the few locked cabinets.

			I went down to the third floor—bio classrooms and labs. I tried all the doors anyway.

			It was almost five in the morning.

			I made my way back up, trying every door a second time. Then I explored the other wings, searching for stray chemistry labs or supply closets. I tried the key in the stretches of hallway assigned to astronomy and geology. Nothing.

			In the physics wing, the blade stopped fitting altogether. The locks were older here.

			Uncle Wolfie’s voice was sounding in my head.

			There is no drama. There is no bomb.

			I found myself on the seventh floor, trying the door to the Physics Lounge.

			It didn’t fit at all. But the door was unlocked.

			Inside, the couches smelled as they had the night of Peter’s death—like dust and mushrooms. One of the antique reading lamps had been left on, and a ball-and-stick molecule beside it cast a crooked shadow on the wall.

			The window I’d climbed though that night was cracked open, letting in a wisp of cool April breeze.

			I sat down.

			“Where did you hide your little toy, Peter?” I asked the empty room.

			He’d dangled below that window, stalwart, silent, until his fingers had given up. My own fingers were sore from trying the key, and my left hand throbbed, sticky with blood inside its glove.

			I still had the ground floor to search, and probably a basement, but my eyes were starting to swim. In a few hours I had to face Forensic Accounting.

			I stood up, closed the window, and headed for the stairs.

			Last semester, Peter’s only class in Dewitt had been Intro to Biology. There could be volatiles in the bio labs—ether, maybe, for anesthetizing animals. Or something poisonous, if my cousin had been exploring a new aesthetic.

			I went down to the ground-floor bio wing, and tried the key in every door: classrooms, offices, closets.

			Nothing.

			I heard a jingling of keys. The custodians were here.

			I walked quickly away from the old tower, toward the bio wing exit. But those doors were chained shut. I had to sneak back to the tower, or hide somewhere until the building opened to students.

			Something was rolling down the hallway, getting closer. It made a sloshing sound, a wringer bucket on wheels. I descended to the basement.

			It was dark here. No dawn creeping through the windows, no glow from exit lights. Nothing but the red eyes of smoke detectors on the ceiling.

			I moved carefully, in silence, back toward the central stairs. Once the custodians had dispersed, I could leave through the main entrance.

			But then I heard something—and froze, the hairs on my neck prickling.

			The sound came again. A gentle squeak from behind one of the doors, stirring memories from childhood.

			A few steps closer, I closed my eyes. The rustle of paper, another squeak.

			I took out Peter’s key.

			It slipped into the lock—and turned.

			As the door eased open, a familiar smell washed over me. Loose hay. Aspen shavings. A tinge of ammonia.

			In the darkness, ears twitched.

			“Rabbit,” I said.
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			The room was narrow, more like a large closet.

			The cages occupied one wall—stacked three high, five across, one empty. Fourteen rabbits in all. They trilled in chorus, excited by my entrance.

			When I shut the door behind me, the darkness was total, no light spilling in. I knelt to check—a skirt of rubber sealed the edges of the doorframe. Almost airtight.

			Why?

			My phone light filled the space, the cages casting a spiderweb of shadows. The rabbits trilled again.

			“Shhh,” I said, gently relocking the door.

			No sound yet of cleaning out in the hallway. The rabbits sat in their cages, staring at me. For some reason, they were wearing little cloth jackets.

			In the corner was a small desk, bags of rabbit food and litter piled below. Feedings were logged on a clipboard, marked with five rotating names. Peter M appeared a month back. Another of his group projects.

			A textbook sat on the desk: Arachnid Ecology.

			Spiders. The rubber seal beneath the door, to prevent escape.

			My skin itched a little.

			I set my phone on the desk, light pointed toward the ceiling, and faced the cages. That smell of childhood, one summer day in Aunt Beatrice’s hutch, choosing the rabbit I would feed, sleep beside, and take with me everywhere for a year, until I killed her with the flick of a straight razor.

			I opened one of the cages, reaching in to stroke the soft, warm head. At eight years old, I’d desperately wanted a pair of gloves made from Rabbit. There were no glovers in my family, so I’d tried myself. They’d fallen apart the first winter.

			Why were these rabbits wearing jackets?

			I pulled at the Velcro seal at the neck. The fabric slipped open, revealing the rabbit’s shaved back. The rippled pink skin was luridly naked, vaguely alien, like a hairless cat. The ribs were obvious beneath the skin, the shape familiar to me from playing with Peter’s bone collection.

			Attached to the bare flesh were squares of foam, little picture frames, each covered with a fine, translucent mesh. Beneath the mesh were bulbous, shiny black buttons, nestled in the pink skin. They twitched with life.

			I pulled one of the covers aside.

			Ticks. Drinking.

			I’d never taken any biology, outside of Grandpa Dwight’s lessons on poisons and venom. Spiders were arachnids, as were scorpions. No doubt ticks, their eight tiny legs clutching a host’s flesh, were too.

			Replacing the mesh cover, I pressed it tight. The rabbit squeaked.

			I stroked its head. There were four meshed frames glued to the rabbit’s shaved back, a half dozen ticks in each. Fourteen rabbits.

			This was a tick farm.

			The forests upstate were full of Lyme disease. Young Mortons were taught to check each other’s skin after a day in the brush. Helshire was in the perfect spot to study ticks.

			I pulled out the small key, looked around the room again.

			Explore the world. Save the animals. Escape his family.

			There it was, in the corner—an air vent in the wall. Nothing out of the ordinary, except someone had added a hasp and padlock to the cover. Almost in plain sight.

			The key fit.

			Inside was a bag of dried apple slices.

			I sat there, reading the instructions. Fruits are high in natural sugars and should be fed sparingly to your rabbits, guinea pigs, chinchillas, and other small friends.

			This was Peter’s secret? His revenge? His Hefnd?

			Treats?

			I poured a few dried slices out into my hand. The apple smell filled the room, and the rabbits trilled an excited chorus.

			Counting out fourteen pieces, I stood up again and slipped them through the bars of the cages, one by one. The cages were labeled with numbers. I wondered if Peter had named the rabbits. I wondered if one was called Mister Fluffernutter.

			Still no noise from the hallway outside. If they were cleaning the upper floors first, I should leave now. But when I knelt to place the dried apples back in the air vent, I saw something deeper in the darkness—a tangle of wires.

			I reached inside, pulled the object out slowly, carefully.

			It was the size of a shoebox, all the parts visible. The detonator, a power source, a burner phone. A booster and a main charge, a few cardboard tubes strapped to the outside. A gentle scent of garlic and matches—the smell of white phosphorous.

			Not just a bomb, an incendiary. Peter was an arsonist to the end.

			But what was the plan—destroy the tick farm, along with its inhabitants? Wipe out the Arachnid Ecology class? Burn down the whole science wing?

			In the peculiar logic of Mister Fluffernutter, the only true kill was overkill. Quick and painless for the victim, an indelible memory for everyone else. Peter had wanted a disaster for Helshire, for the legacies, for my family.

			Slay the rabbits, spare no one.

			I’d done right, following Grandmother’s orders.

			Moving the device had to wait, until I was fresh and the sun was down again. I placed it back in the air vent, easing it deep into the darkness, the dried apples in front.

			The cover closed smoothly, locked tight.

			When I stood up, the rabbits looked at me.

			What if I’d disturbed something in the room? What if the device was discovered before I came back?

			My brain reeled a little. The FBI, Homeland, the whole counterterrorism apparatus would descend. Someone might reconsider the lack of chalk dust in Peter’s pockets.

			I knelt again, took the incendiary out, and wiped it down for fingerprints, mine and Peter’s. Also the bag of dried apples, the cover for the air vent, the padlock.

			I spent the next twenty minutes wiping the rest of the room—the cages, the desk and chair, the doorknobs, inside and out.

			Then I thought about the rest of Dewitt. One set of matching fingerprints on at least a hundred door handles—mine. My heart began to accelerate.

			We Mortons rarely flinch at the kill, but there is a condition that sometimes paralyzes us. It’s called cleanup panic, a danger of our perfectionism.

			I sat in the chair and used Aunt Veronica’s calming method: measured breathing, closed eyes, softly chanting the major arterial groups.

			“Coronary, carotid, vertebral, iliac, femoral, subclavian…”

			Peter’s device had been hidden for weeks, maybe months. His secret would keep another day or two. And if it was found, the FBI wouldn’t be dusting door handles four floors away, or the window sash of the Physics Lounge.

			I was in control.

			It was half past seven by the time I walked out the main entrance. By then, the Hellions on their way into morning classes didn’t give me a second glance.

			There was no time to nap before Forensic Accounting, but as Grandmother Elizabeth always said:

			If you can’t do something on zero sleep, then you don’t know how to do it.
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			Junior year continued without further disarray.

			Caroline Belmont returned from emergency leave. Her family’s fortunes had stabilized. My mother had been wrong—any conflict between us and the Lindqvists was purely on aesthetic grounds.

			My final project for Accounting came into focus: a freeport in Geneva, the largest in the world. It held more than a million works of art—a thousand by Picasso alone—hundreds of luxury cars, countless bottles of wine. All of it unseen, undrunk, untaxed, stateless, perhaps never to emerge. A collection curated by capital itself.

			Like any other art museum, it was full of loot. A Modigliani stolen by the Nazis, a Roman sarcophagus plundered by the Mafia, a host of artifacts put into storage by ISIS. My project’s theme was modernity and antiquity, curated by the intricate math of money laundering.

			Ms. Delicato gave me an A.

			When I sent the paper to Garrett, he texted: Oh, good, you know this stuff. Haven’t done taxes yet.

			My days in No Drama met with misfortune: Uncle Wolfie called me “Ms. Morton,” and Jayden took my deception personally. Thereafter, he dragged me into arguments, confrontations, and drama onstage. The result was my first C at Helshire.

			I’d never been good at pretend.

			I continued my research on Hiromi Kennedy, tracking her sales, following her socials. Her robots were strange and clumsy, full of twitching, mismatched parts. The titles she gave them—An Increase of Unfortunate Attention, Helplessness in the Face of Your Vehemence—suited machines with no purpose.

			My arrangements of bones were equally pointless. Too fragile to be weapons, dysfunctional as creatures, the only thing they could be was art. Like the device I’d found hidden in Dewitt, full of rocket fuel and phosphorous, too spectacular and imprecise for Morton use.

			But at least I knew what to do with that.

			I aced my Psych and Econ finals, made the dean’s list, and received a High Distinction in Disruptive Anatomy at the cost of reopening my stitches twice a week. When I bled, Uncle William bowed to me, quoting the class motto:

			“Pain is power, to inflict and to endure.”
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			The last week of finals, I invited Sebastian to join me in the clear-cut beneath the power pylons, to tell him the truth at last.

			We sat on the edge of a maintenance shed roof, warding off the downpour with the largest umbrella I could find in the Lavernick lost and found. I’d also brought a flask.

			“Bourbon, Braulio, bitters. A Black Manhattan, in honor of my internship.”

			Sebastian took a drink, grimaced. “If you’re going to drag me out in the rain, I have to start making my own drinks.”

			“Sometimes the rain matches the situation, cousin.”

			“Are you not looking forward to working with Garrett? Because the weather sucks and this cocktail tastes like a cry for help.”

			“On the contrary.” I took back the flask. “I’m beginning to appreciate the art world, now that I’ve seen the financials.”

			“Never change, Jess.” He leaned into my warmth, until his other shoulder was out of the rain.

			“Are you excited about Albany?” I asked.

			“Has anyone ever been excited about Albany?” Sebastian was interning at the State Assembly—the family’s latest attempt to cure him of political ambition. He looked up at the power lines, which hummed in the wet air. “Are we really here to discuss summer plans?”

			“No.” I checked the time. “We’re here to talk about Hefnd.”

			“Told you, not my cup of tea.” He took over umbrella-holding duty. “Though there is this sophomore in my Latin class. Her translations are criminal.”

			Sebastian learned his languages socially—by sleeping with them, as the French say. But he took Latin and Greek to get his roots in order.

			“Latin issues?” I asked. “Isn’t the Hefnd supposed to be about anger and revenge?”

			“Trust me, this is pure rage. Our textbook complicates the easy stuff. Like, immortalis is defined as ‘not subject to death.’ ”

			“Ugh,” I said.

			“Bad enough in print, but the other day, this sophomore uttered the words, ‘Caesar lies dead before us, but his deeds shall be not subject to death.’ ”

			“Is she trying to be funny?”

			“She’s trying to be correct.”

			“Can I help you kill her?” I asked.

			“We could stab her twenty-three times. I’ve already got a wrap line: ‘Who’s subject to death now, motherfucker?’ ”

			“Insufficiently iambic,” I said. A breeze passed through the treetops, blowing a spindrift of rain beneath the umbrella. A shiver went through me, and I pressed closer to Sebastian, wondering when I would be this close to him again.

			I was wearing my mother’s silk jacket under my raincoat.

			“Perhaps the Hefnd is more me than you,” I said.

			“Wait.” He pulled away. “Is that why we’re huddled in the rain? There’s someone you want to kill? Bianca’s going to love this!”

			“Not murder, cousin. But I do want revenge. For Peter.”

			“Say more.”

			“Have you met his roommate?” I asked.

			“Ashton Hale. Of the impenetrable Hales.”

			“Not so impenetrable. Ashton was arrested on Gallows Night, and Peter bailed him out. But he hid it from the family.”

			“Why? Grandma would’ve loved snagging the Hales!”

			“Peter wanted to collect interest—to buy toys for his Hefnd.”

			“Shit,” Sebastian said. “A plus sign in his ledger, for once, and he pissed it away.”

			“Because of the Lindqvists.”

			Sebastian turned from me, staring into the storm. “Bianca and Xavier loved him.”

			“We were his family, Sebastian. Not them.”

			“He never felt safe with us. At least he died happy.”

			I sighed. Peter wouldn’t have died at all if he hadn’t been distracted by Lindqvist bullshit. I checked my phone.

			Eleven fifty-six. Time to confess.

			“I found out what his Hefnd was—Mister Fluffernutter, but a hundred times bigger. Something that could’ve brought down Helshire.”

			Sebastian’s eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

			I checked my phone again. “Eleven fifty-eight.”

			“Right—Primal Scream. What was Peter planning?”

			I touched his shoulder. “Wait for it.”

			The first cries reached us from the Terraces—a solid minute early. They pierced the darkness, opening a hole for more screams to pour through. From out here on the campus periphery, muted by the rain, the chorus sounded less bloodthirsty, more like a distant flock of birds.

			Then midnight struck, and a new noise came from closer by—a fizzing, sputtering shriek. The ragged hiss of rockets filled with homemade propellant.

			I pointed at Halcyon Hall, but Sebastian had already seen.

			Sparks of light filtered through the trees—Peter’s infernal engine roaring to life where I’d placed it on the second floor, lurching across the wet leaves, spreading white phosphorous as it tumbled and spun. A sharp crack as the device slammed against an ancient wooden wall.

			Flames began to catch.

			The choir of screams kept up—the rest of Helshire joining in, unaware in glorious unison. “Fucking Peter,” I said.

			Sebastian looked at me. “That’s his?”

			“Amazing what the kid could do with twelve hundred bucks.”

			The clatter and hiss continued, grew more frantic. Exhalations of smoke lifted above the trees, ghostly rags of mist.

			“Perfect,” he said. “Except that was Peter’s favorite place. Why burn it down?”

			“He lost his way in Halcyon.”

			Sebastian stared at me. The flames were reaching above the trees at last. Only the steady rain kept the whole forest from going up. The device would’ve leveled Dewitt—the part of Helshire where rabbits were tortured.

			“What do you mean?”

			No more secrets. “Peter had a way to balance his ledger: putting Ashton Hale in his debt.”

			“Grandmother would have been delighted,” Sebastian said slowly.

			I unbuttoned my raincoat.

			He reached out, his fingertips brushing my collarbone inside my mother’s jacket. A gout of flame arced into the sky behind him, but our eyes stayed locked. All the noise and fury of that brilliant night wrapped around us.

			He tugged the jacket open, revealing the lining underneath. Morton red. “You wore this at his funeral.”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“He didn’t fall.”

			“No.”

			There was a long silence, except for the rain, the distant screaming, the explosions. The angry machine, tearing itself apart, burning down the past.

			Anger. Vengeance. Hefnd.

			“Bianca will guess,” he said.

			“I want her to. Peter’s dead because of their bullshit games.”

			Sebastian started to tremble in the cold. “But what if I’m next?”

			“You’ll always be safe with us, cousin. You’re a prodigy.”

			He turned toward the fire, his expression grim. Flares shot up through the holes in the roof, sputtering in the sky. He handed the umbrella back to me, buttoning his raincoat.

			“No, Jess. That was always you.”
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			As the year drew to a close, we upperclassmen of Helshire gathered on the grassy slopes of the amphitheater for Spring Convocation.

			The ceremony was full of Latin proverbs and oblique references to Peter—the inseparable skeins of tragedy and joy. But no mention of how the Old Campus had burned, a lightning strike on a recent rainy night.

			A flock of starlings drifted from tree to tree as the provost spoke, restless observers. Faraday sat beside me, holding my hand and pressing iced coffee to her forehead. The Daisy Singers performed the alma mater, its martial lilt turned slow and tender, an elegy for those soon to depart, and one never to return.

			That night, Faraday and I went to the Terrace Burn, to watch old textbooks, broken furniture, and thesis notes disappear into an ever-growing bonfire. It was wasteful and exhilarating, the heat pushing us back until the circle was a hundred feet across.

			I shared the celebratory flask Aunt Veronica had sent: milk-washed gin and nocino, like burned walnut pie with ice cream. Dessert after a year-long meal.

			“Hey, look,” Faraday said, late in the night. “Your long-lost cousin.”

			Sebastian walked toward us carefully, as if very drunk. He wore a crisp new suit, already more like a plucky intern than a Morton.

			“I have to pee,” Faraday said, disappearing into the dark.

			Sebastian hadn’t spoken to me for two weeks, since my confession in the rain. He and I had promised no more secrets, and I’d kept the only one that mattered.

			Now he didn’t trust me not to kill him, if the order came.

			He handed me a neatly wrapped gift. I opened it there, the bonfire shadows dancing around us. It was the skull of a crow, the head maggoted to perfect whiteness, its plague doctor beak still black with keratin.

			Something Peter would’ve given me.

			“Thank you,” I said, but Sebastian was already walking away.
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			Alone on the train to New York the next morning, I texted him:

			I’ll always keep your secrets.

			He began to type something in return, but the dots soon disappeared.

			I remembered my last trip to New York City, eight years before. My cousin Thomas had just turned nine, and I was leading him on his first nightwalk. Uncle Orrin dropped us off at midnight, on the steps of a library larger than the Great House, two stone lions flanking its entrance. Per tradition, we had to visit all four of the family’s city properties by noon the next day.

			Walking toward Brooklyn on the dark streets, we were quiet, a little nervous. It was our first trip away from home since Uncle Max’s visit to the woodshed. My own first nightwalk had been guided by slight, doomed Yvonne, and her last screams haunted the city’s squealing brakes, the subway shudders under our feet.

			Gradually, though, New York’s scale began to soothe me—the hundreds of fire escapes beckoning to be climbed, the bridge towers brushing clouds as we crossed over to Brooklyn and back.

			I made it exciting for Tom, letting him steal our food. We built a small fire in Central Park to ward off the cold, the cliffs of skyscrapers pressing at the edges of the trees. Our only real challenge was the ordinaries worried about a pair of underdressed kids wandering alone.

			A tall twelve, I told them I was sixteen and to fuck off.

			Our nightwalks taught us that no metropolis was more dangerous than the forests we’d explored as children. The landscape here might have different rules, different threats, but it was easier to be invisible in a city than in the listening, watching wild.

			When my train arrived at Penn Station, the early summer afternoon didn’t match my dark memories. New buildings loomed everywhere, their glass sides angling the sun around corners.

			I walked down to Garrett’s, my wheeled suitcase rumbling on the ragged sidewalks. He lived on an elbow-shaped street in the West Village, leftover from before Manhattan was a grid. It was one of the Mortons’ original New York properties, and I remembered checking in during my last nightwalk. Waiting on the stoop, Garrett had given Tom a bottle of water and told us to keep moving.

			Today, his greeting was equally terse. He opened the door and looked me up and down.

			“Only one suitcase,” he said. “Good.”
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			We went through my clothes first.

			“No. No. Definitely not. With the right jacket, maybe.” He pulled out a kilt in blue and yellow tartan. “Color at last! Whose was this?”

			“Uncle Merwin’s.” I turned to Aunt Arabella. “Didn’t you wear it, your freshman year?”

			Arabella, who was looking on in silence, gave me a fractional nod.

			She lived here too, overseeing Garrett’s enterprises. He ran the gallery and its money manipulations, but he’d never killed anyone. A blooded Morton was a necessary presence, even if she was only twenty-five.

			“Love the blue,” he said, tossing the kilt on the four-poster bed. “That’s proper vintage.”

			I looked at the discards on the floor. “This is all vintage, Garrett.”

			“But it’s inherited.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Sedate, moneyed, decorous. It fits together too well, like a family portrait.”

			“It is.”

			“But you—Jessica Anderson—are an impoverished grad student, freshly arrived in New York. Your clothes are from musty thrift stores, rummaged from the castoffs of a small city with a design college.”

			“Savannah,” I said. “We discussed this.”

			“So your wardrobe has to be charmingly chaotic, a mirror of your as-yet-unformed self. You must appear unfinished.” Garrett hurled more clothes on the floor. “And not like the exquisitely tailored product of a centuries-old murder dynasty.”

			I held up Uncle Orrin’s waistcoat. “This?”

			“Out. Everything Morton is out. Including your monosyllabic answers.”

			“Noted,” I said.

			“We’ll go shopping tomorrow.”

			Aunt Arabella and I exchanged a glance. Ordinaries went shopping. My only store-bought clothes were technical synthetics—for climbing, stealth, wicking away sweat. The rest of my wardrobe had descended upon me from the family stores, mended, washed, and softened by other Morton hands.

			“Now this is perfect,” Garrett said. He held Sebastian’s skull. “Do you have a chain for it?”

			“It’s not a necklace.” Or part of a costume—it was a ghost of Peter.

			Except everything was a costume now. I was Jessica Anderson, gallery assistant, and bones were my art. Peter’s collection had traveled with me to New York, wrapped in protective paper and wool.

			“I’ll find you a leather strap,” Garrett said. “Wear the skull tonight, and the kilt. And dye your hair—blue.”

			“Tonight?”

			“The Xenakis opening. Didn’t I mention it?”
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			Sophomore year, legacies took a class in disguise, and on the estate we kids were encouraged to play dress-up, answering to made-up names for days on end. One summer, Sebastian and Gertie pretended to be twins who spoke their own invented language, and no English.

			Sebastian had tried to play the twins game with me, but the make-believe had fallen flat. I was always Jessica Morton.

			That had to end now. My lurking in Hiromi’s socials, my afternoons onstage in Uncle Wolfie’s class, my arrangements of Peter’s bone collection—all of it had to become real.

			Jessica Anderson had started as a sculpture major, but when her work showed no particular promise, she switched to an arts business program. She still wanted to be in this world.

			Garrett lent me a black leather jacket, scraped down one side in some long-ago accident. Motorcycle boots would’ve been perfect, but all I had in black were ballroom shoes. My hair almost matched the blue of the kilt.

			To make the crow skull a necklace, Garrett’s leather strap was threaded through the eyeholes, a worm in the grave.

			The overall result was certainly chaotic—half art student, half Scottish road-witch. It felt unMorton to be so striking.

			I wondered what polished, elegant Hiromi would make of me.
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			“Memorable,” Garrett said when I presented myself.

			“In a good way?”

			He only shrugged. Aunt Arabella sipped her tea.

			I sat down with them at the wrought-iron table. My chair was unsteady on the uneven stones.

			The backyard was the size of a small greenhouse on the estate, with stunted trees and bushes in pots. Ivy spilled across the wooden fences. It felt crowded, partly by the centuries of bones beneath the flagstones.

			Garrett poured me tea.

			“Will Hiromi Kennedy be there tonight?” I asked.

			He smiled. “You’re excited to see her.”

			“She knows we’re related. What about my new last name?”

			“I told her about our little pretend. Said you’re afraid of being accused of nepotism.”

			“So my cover story has a cover story. Uncle Wolfie would not approve.”

			“You two sharing a little secret—it creates intimacy.”

			“With a struggling artist?”

			Neither of them said anything.

			Sometimes a summer internship was just undercover practice—three months spent answering to a new name, creating a new self, maybe seducing a target or two. But this was New York City, and I was already blooded.

			“Don’t tell me this is a dry run,” I said.

			“You don’t always have to be a prodigy,” Arabella said. “We might just need you around to put out fires.”

			I didn’t react—was she referring to Halcyon Hall? Maybe the Lindqvists were making noise.

			She waved a hand. “I thought you had booze to buy, because Garrett’s ‘pedestrian white wine’ was beneath you.”

			I sipped my tea before answering. Aunt Arabella had been blooded six years early, the youngest Morton this century. She was proud of that, but in a prickly and uncertain way. She hadn’t delivered the death blow to Uncle Max, and there were rumors that her first assignments hadn’t gone well.

			What if she’d never really killed anyone?

			“I’ll stock the bar,” I said. “But I want to know what my assignment is.”

			Garrett looked at Arabella. She nodded her assent.

			“The gallery isn’t just about money,” he said. “A gallerist must be on intimate terms with the wealthy. We hear their dreams. We sit at their dining tables. We tell them which Van Gogh goes with the couch.”

			Arabella sighed. “You’ve never sold a Van Gogh, Garrett.”

			“An obvious example, for Jessica’s benefit.”

			“I audited Art History 101,” I said.

			Arabella looked at me with dismay. “Audited?”

			“No, she’s perfect like this,” Garrett said. “Part of the Morton mystique is that we never quite fit in.”

			“Tell me the assignment,” I said.

			“We’re interested in one of my collectors, but we can’t get his attention. When we push him, he doesn’t wobble.”

			I smiled. Faraday had wobbled so easily.

			“His weakness is jealousy—a need to dominate and control. He’s an obsessive, and he’s obsessed with the art of Hiromi Kennedy.”

			“You want me to seduce his favorite artist? That’s a very Garrett strategy.”

			“Favorite living artist—he owns three Kandinskys. Your job is to get close to her.”

			“But why do we care about him?”

			“Dr. Lyon is a psychiatrist,” Garrett said. “But he collects art like a billionaire. His clients buy it for him. Millions of dollars’ worth.”

			“Why?”

			Garrett looked at Arabella, who put down her teacup with a little click.

			“He doesn’t run a psychiatrist practice,” she said. “It’s more like a cult.”
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			We opened the gallery doors at six.

			First through was a gaggle of art students. They came straight to my bar, dressed in all black, in bright colors, in chunky shoes, in skinny ties, in thrift-store clothes. My blue hair felt suddenly unremarkable; my lack of tattoos, unforgivable.

			I mixed them New Blacks: whiskey, Averna, absinthe. The students drank too quickly, making faces at the spritz of wormwood.

			The crowd built, and I listened, absorbing the rhythms of art world chatter. The line for the bar was a stream of small talk and introductions. It was like being onstage at No Drama, except my scene partners were finally real.

			“Knife-thrower,” came a familiar voice.

			I looked up from refilling the ice and felt the flutter again. “Hiromi.”

			She was in a shirtdress of brilliant green silk, the one she’d cinched with a gold belt at her last opening. This time she wore it unbuttoned as a coat, over black trousers and a shell top, revealing a band of midriff.

			No rough edges. No uncertainties.

			“You look lovely,” I said, wanting to touch her.

			She was frowning. “You look different.”

			“The hair.”

			“The everything.” Hiromi leaned closer, lowering her voice. “Right. You’re in disguise.”

			I nodded. “Jessica Anderson. Pleased to meet you. Can I make you anything?”

			“I don’t drink. But I promised my friends something fancy.” Her voice dropped again. “Because I’m a personal friend of the bartender.”

			In a cluster behind her were three women and a man, all familiar from her socials. The man, Danny, was telling a story that had the others laughing. Crystal, with the pink hair, was Hiromi’s best friend, and knew Ayana and Miyeon from their MFA program in Chicago. All four were “emerging artists”—older, more refined versions of the students, with less jewelry and better haircuts.

			I dropped sugar cubes into four tumblers, dashed them with bitters, added shots of absinthe.

			“Garrett told me you’d be here.” Hiromi drew a small paper bag from her pocket. “I brought you a present.”

			I popped open a bottle of good champagne, topped the drinks off, then took the bag from her. It opened with a sugary, citric bouquet—bitter lemon drops.

			It had been five years since Peter’s last trip to the store.

			“Are those the ones?” Hiromi asked.

			I nodded, entranced by the little orbs of dandelion yellow. That summer flooded back: the smell of ashes drifting in the wind, the chapel reduced to a black skeleton and a few stone columns, a single precarious spire.

			I hadn’t tasted lemon drops since, saving my allowance for amaro and bitters.

			“I love old-fashioned candies,” Hiromi said. “All candies, really.”

			“You should see our local candy store. Abba-Zabas, Mary Janes, Slo Pokes.”

			“I have to visit sometime.”

			“Thank you,” I finally remembered to say. “I’ve missed these.”

			“Glad they’re the right ones.”

			We stood there for a cumbersome moment, then Hiromi picked up two of the glasses and turned toward her friends.

			Suddenly, Arabella was beside me.

			“Don’t just stand there,” she said softly. “I’ll manage.”

			I picked up the other two drinks.

			Breaking into the circle was easy—I was bearing alcohol, and Hiromi made space for me. She introduced her friends, who looked younger than in their curated socials.

			Danny sipped his drink. “Fancy, as promised. What’s it called?”

			“A Death in the Afternoon,” I said.

			He laughed. “Sounds like one of Hiromi’s sculptures. Or an Agatha Christie novel.”

			“Silly boy,” Hiromi said. “It’s Ernest Hemingway.”

			“He wrote mysteries?”

			“It’s about bullfighting,” Crystal said. “The matador did it.”

			“So the bull dies in the afternoon?” Danny asked, staring at his drink.

			“Yes, the bull is doomed.” Miyeon toasted. “Because some writers can’t resist an obvious metaphor.”

			“It’s not a metaphor,” I said. “It’s about killing bulls.”

			They all looked at me.

			I tried again. “The book is nonfiction.”

			“Which can still use metaphors,” Crystal said carefully.

			Another pause. I’d said something that went against the ethos of the group.

			I tried again: “Just kidding. Bullfighting is always a metaphor. Like, ‘The matador’s true weapon isn’t the sword, but the cape that hides it.’ ”

			Miyeon frowned. “Hemingway?”

			“It’s something my grandma says.”

			Another awkward moment, then Hiromi blurted out a laugh. “Jessica has the best family! Was your grandma that woman in the red dress?”

			“Oxblood,” I said.

			“The perfect color!” Danny exclaimed. “For a bullfight, I mean.”

			“Yes, we got it.” Crystal turned to me. “Where did you two meet again?”

			“That’s our secret,” Hiromi said, putting a protective arm around me.

			The conversation flew on from there, faster than anything in Uncle Wolfie’s class, more specific, more elliptical. The five of them had helped install each other’s shows, had worked as assistants together, had shared apartments and internships and tubes of paint. They teased each other mercilessly, finished each other’s jokes.

			I tried to ease my way in, to prove myself as witty and cynical as they were. But it was like when legacy kids talked shop around other students at Helshire, darting and obtuse. And here, I was the ordinary.

			I wondered how Sebastian would have charmed them.

			When I was quiet for a stretch, Hiromi took my hand. She didn’t want me to drift away. I grinned at her and finally put a lemon drop in my mouth.

			Zest and honey, citric acid, the bitter edge of rind. The tiny sphere’s equator, splay from the mold, sharp against my tongue. Another memory—Peter had painted a tree that hot summer to look like Uncle Max. Arrows, knives, and axes had chipped away that face.

			When I opened my eyes again, Hiromi was smiling at me.

			“Should we maybe…look at the art?”

			Everyone agreed. We split into pairs, Hiromi with me.

			“What do you think?” she asked.

			I looked up at the cascading columns of black and red.

			The show was called Poker Genome Project. All around us, printed on huge expanses of backlit vellum, was every possible combination of five playing cards—organized into poker hands of ascending order. Each card was a quarter-inch high, just legible enough to see the probabilities unfold. The higher-ranked hands—straights, flushes, full houses—each took up a single canvas. The lowly pairs filled an entire wall, the worthless hands another.

			“I like the math of it,” I said.

			“But what’s behind the math?” Hiromi stared closer at the fours of a kind. “Why do you like it?”

			I imagined Grandmother Elizabeth leading young Mortons through the gallery. We were taught poker even before pain resistance. Calculation under pressure, concealed emotions. “It’s my family in a nutshell.”

			Hiromi laughed at this. “All in red and black? Or because this is how the gods see poker? Everything at once, no stakes.”

			I nodded. The house always wins, because it doesn’t play.

			That afternoon, with locks of my hair wrapped in tiny squares of tinfoil, I’d checked Xenakis’s calculations: 52!/47!/5! = 2,598,960 possible poker hands. Bianca would have laughed at me for bothering, but true power was knowing the odds.

			“To me, this is bloodless,” Hiromi said. “People get killed over poker games. I miss the drama.”

			“Like your robots. They break shit.”

			“You looked me up.” She was pleased. “Actually, my first robot piece was supposed to be funny—an assembly line where things go wrong. Like Lucille Ball.”

			“I don’t know her work,” I said.

			Hiromi laughed. “It turned out more tragic than funny. Robots with cheap cameras, not much range of motion. Like dinosaurs trying to work factory jobs.”

			“That sounds dangerous,” I said. There were stories of a Morton going undercover on an assembly line, back in the 1920s. He’d wound up killing not only his target but half a dozen other bosses too. “I’d love to see your studio sometime.”

			“Jessica.” Her eyes met mine. “How old are you?”

			I was moving too fast. “Twenty-five.”

			“You seem younger.”

			“Homeschooled,” I said. “The MFA is a lie.”

			“It’s more than that. Maybe this costume you’re wearing.” She reached out and tapped the crow skull on its beak. “This is the only part that’s you.”

			“Yes,” I said, wishing her hand had lingered. “My art.”

			“You can show it to me sometime.” She turned back to the patterns of playing cards. But I wanted all of her attention.

			“My cousin Peter made a robot, right before he died.”

			She turned back to me, eyes alight. “What kind?”

			“An arson machine.”

			“Artist/arsonist.”

			I recalled Sebastian’s words, about Peter turning our traditions gaudy and savage. Halcyon Hall had been his masterpiece.

			“Peter liked staring into kilns,” I said. “Fire was his friend.”

			“You have to love your materials.”

			For a moment, I considered telling Hiromi a secret—about potato chips, the chapel, and a fire—but someone called her name. It was Crystal, parting the crowd, pulling Miyeon along, Danny and Ayana just behind. They swept around us, talking about Poker Genome Project.

			“It’s all probabilities.”

			“Did you see what he’s charging for the straights?”

			“Are the straights okay?”

			As they prattled, Crystal shot a look across the gallery, and Hiromi’s eyes followed.

			A man was making his way through the front doors. Tall and lanky, he wore a tweed blazer, like a lecturer at Helshire trying to look tenured. His trousers were hemmed high, flashing argyle socks with every step. He glided at an even pace, in a straight line, as if carried by something unhurried and unstoppable beneath the floor—the rest of the shark, and he was the fin.

			In his wake came two younger men, also in tweed. They scanned the room with the vigilance of bodyguards, but they were too slight of build, and kept turning to him for reassurance. Acolytes.

			Hiromi saw me looking.

			“My biggest fan.” Her fingertips brushed my hand as she pulled away. “Stay in touch, knife-thrower.”

			She and her friends edged toward the entrance, in the densest part of the crowd, keeping clear of the man—Garrett’s target.

			Dr. Lyon and his escorts walked directly to the little plinth holding the straight flushes—the apex hand of poker. The small crowd gathered there parted for him, revealing Xenakis holding court, explaining his work.

			The artist stilled as the man approached. Lyon took up space, the world bending to him the way it did for Sebastian. But he pulled the oxygen from the room, made it smaller, where Sebastian opened everything up.

			As Lyon took hold of Xenakis’s shoulders, I saw him looking past the artist to the gallery entrance, where Hiromi and her friends were slipping out. A flash of anger, then amusement, then his attention returned to Xenakis.

			Dr. Lyon didn’t look like a shrink, or a man who owned three Kandinskys. He reminded me of the Wolvaardt matriarch in charge of culling their youngsters.

			Garrett came up beside me. “That seemed to go well. Did you two make plans?”

			“We were interrupted,” I said, tingling again where Hiromi had touched me.

			“There’s time. A chance encounter, perhaps. Arabella can arrange that—she tracks Hiromi’s phone.”

			I didn’t look at the man. “That’s him, isn’t it? He’s why Hiromi left.”

			“I can’t blame her. Something odd’s going on in there, behind the eyes, and I say that as a Morton. That’s why we’re sending our prodigy.”

			An echo went through me—Sebastian’s last words in the rain.

			“But for now, why don’t you slip away?” Garrett said. “It might be better if Dr. Lyon doesn’t know you work for me.”

			“He scares you too?”

			Garrett didn’t answer. His eyes were still on the target, his face animated with a shopkeeper’s eager, nervous smile.

			“He doesn’t scare me,” I said.

			“That’s why we brought you in, Jessica. I suspect the good doctor also never cried as a child.”
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			The next day, I started on the gallery’s tax returns.

			It was slow work. Garrett hated mess in the real world—blood and gristle, people shitting themselves as they expired—but his account books were an abattoir.

			“We’re a family of accountants,” I told him on my third day at it. “How are you in charge of this? You don’t even keep receipts!”

			“Mere paperwork.” He waved a hand at the files spread across the dining table. “Any fool can hide things from the IRS.”

			“I thought hiding money was the point of this gallery.”

			Garrett gave a disappointed sigh, like when Sebastian and I had turned in badly peeled eggs, all those years ago. “What do we bury in our basement? Gold?”

			“No,” I said. “Bones.”

			Blood was the only mother of history. Empathy, money, morality, the law were all a shared hallucination, a dream. The death of care was waking up.

			“Stop focusing on spreadsheets,” he said. “The purpose of this gallery is to see into people’s desires. The wealthy define themselves with art. Are they old money? Arrivistes? Barbarians at the gate? That’s the only accounting that matters.”

			“Which of those is Dr. Lyon?”

			Garrett nodded. I’d asked the right question. “He collects Kandinsky and Matisse. Respectable blue-chip works, except for his one indulgence, his emerging artist: Hiromi Kennedy. She’s our way in.”

			“But she hates him.”

			“Irrelevant. He started buying art to impress people, but then he caught the bug. He reveals himself with his obsession.”

			“With Hiromi, or her work?”

			“No difference,” Garrett replied, and went back to talking about why he didn’t keep receipts—the arbitrary values of art.

			I remembered Sebastian’s impersonation of him, back when we were little. The waving hands, the precision of his consonants, a disquisition on picking locks as dramatic as Aunt Iris showing us how to defuse a bomb.

			Garrett still talks too much, I’d texted Sebastian yesterday. I’d hoped my revenge against the Lindqvists would show how much Peter meant to me, and that I could do more than follow orders. But those beautiful explosions had only illuminated my betrayal. He had not replied.

			“Just do what you have to,” Garrett wound up his rant. “Put the numbers wherever they go.”

			“The numbers are bullshit. They don’t follow Benford’s Law.”

			Garrett made a face. “Benford’s Law applies to expenses?”

			“It applies to everything. It’s not Benford’s Suggestion.”

			“Fine.” He waved a hand. “Fix it.”

			I wondered if Garrett’s account books were my own personal Albany. Maybe the family had sent me here to cure me of math.

			“Jessica. May I have a word?”

			Garrett startled, and I looked up. Arabella had arrived in the dining room without a sound.

			She’d surprised us like this several times. Like a Morton kid in the Great House, she’d memorized the creaky stairs and floorboards. She was bored here, underused.

			“Let’s go for a walk,” Arabella said. “It’s time you saw the neighborhood.”
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			Out on the street, she said, “I slept through most of Delicato’s classes. What’s Benford’s Law?”

			I sighed. Not every Morton was a true accountant. “The universe prefers ones to nines.”

			Arabella dodged a delivery bike wobbling down the narrow sidewalk. “Go on, but keep it simple.”

			“In real-world data, the first digits of numbers follow a pattern. Lots of ones, not as many twos, fewer threes. Hardly any nines.” A shudder went through me. “When Garrett makes up his expenses, he sprinkles in the same amount of each. It’s unnatural.”

			“The whole thing sounds unnatural. Why are there more ones?”

			“Why are there are more teenagers than ninety-year-olds?”

			“Because people die along the way.” Arabella went silent as we waited to cross Prince Street. She hadn’t told me anything about the neighborhood yet, and we were leaving it behind.

			She kept glancing at her phone. This wasn’t an informational tour.

			“Except that’s not always true,” she said. “Not long ago, our family had more ninety-year-olds than teenagers.”

			I nodded. “A good accountant would notice. They’d see that something had corrupted the data.”

			Uncle Max, putting his axe through Benford’s Law—along with Yvonne, Tobias, Tillie, Zach, Katie, Olive, and Ramsey.

			“The other families noticed, before I left college,” Arabella said. “I never got to pass on the sacred traditions.”

			A whole academic year had passed between her graduation and my arrival with Sebastian. A year with no Mortons at Helshire—the first such gap since the Great Influenza’s long shadow across the 1930s.

			“The Lindqvists still ask about the cousins,” I said.

			Arabella brought me to a halt. “How friendly is Sebastian with them?”

			I shrugged. “He and Xavier don’t like each other.”

			“Probably your fault,” she said, and checked her phone again.

			I wondered which sacred traditions Arabella meant, and why she was asking about Sebastian and the Lindqvists.

			She changed the subject. “Urban surveillance. Have you done much?”

			“A few trips to Albany with Aunt Veronica. New Haven once.”

			New York City was a different beast. On a Saturday at lunchtime, the sidewalks were thronged. A dozen people gathered at every crossing light, hundreds within view.

			“This seems easier,” I said. “Plenty of crowd to hide in.”

			“It goes both ways,” she said, pointing. “Follow him.”

			I looked at the man she’d indicated—mid-forties, in a white shirt and dark trousers, a blue tie, sunglasses, a blazer slung over his shoulder. He stood out among the summer shorts, T-shirts, and sundresses.

			“Easy,” I said, turning back to Arabella, but she’d slipped away. The orange hoodie she’d been wearing sat in a trash bin by the curb.

			My phone had a message from her.

			The real trick is to spot me following you.

			I set off after the target, who was walking south. The sidewalk was narrow, and the restaurants had tables out. I got stuck behind three men staring at their phones, and went out into the street to pass them, dodging bikes and a delivery truck.

			One problem with the crowds: losing my target.

			I crossed the street and drew ahead, tracking the man’s blue tie in my peripheral vision. At the next red light, I checked behind me: no Arabella. What had she been wearing under the orange hoodie?

			When the lights changed, my target headed across a park. Another obstacle course—artists selling paintings, bicycles coasting at walking pace, gears ticking.

			He came to a sudden halt, looking at something on the ground. He wavered a moment, drifting closer to a food cart. But he didn’t order, just peeked around it. Lurking, hiding from someone.

			Arabella hadn’t picked him at random. I pulled out my phone.

			He’s tailing somebody too?

			Correct, she replied. Now figure out who.

			I swore under my breath. Arabella following me, following him, following someone else. What kind of test was this?

			The crowd ahead was mostly tourists and shoppers. We were in the fancy part of Soho where Thomas had shoplifted food on my second nightwalk—ham sandwiches, oranges, a piece of shortbread that wasn’t as good as Aunt Bea’s.

			I drew closer to the target, trying to track his eyes. But the crowd ahead was a jumble, and from this close I was too exposed. The man glanced back at me once.

			Fucking Garrett, making me dye my hair blue.

			I drifted away, crossing to the other side of the street. Walking faster, I could scan the crowd ahead of him. And then I saw her, in a white tank top and overalls.

			He was following Hiromi Kennedy.
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			What the hell?

			I stared at my phone, waiting for an answer.

			A moment later, Arabella appeared beside me, wearing orange again.

			“Didn’t you throw that hoodie away?”

			She smiled. “Classic misdirect.”

			“Why is that man following Hiromi?”

			Arabella didn’t answer, pulling me into the shade of a grocery-store awning. Next to us, a shelf full of sliced watermelons gave off a sweet, heavy scent. Hiromi and the target kept moving away.

			Arabella was silent, letting me think.

			“He works for Lyon,” I said.

			“He’s a client. Sometimes they do things for their therapist.”

			“Is that normal?”

			“Like I said, Dr. Lyon doesn’t practice psychiatry. He gets inside rich people’s heads to control them.”

			“Ah.” I finally saw why my family was focused on this man. His business model was too close to our own.

			“We thought he was blackmailing his patients,” Arabella said. “But then we bugged his office—all he does is talk. No threats, just empathy.”

			A shudder went through her.

			Lyon was like some awful inversion of us.

			“We’ve sent him the recordings,” she went on. “Proof that he abuses his patients’ trust—manipulates them, takes their money. But he doesn’t even react. He’s not afraid of exposure.”

			I stared at her. My whole life, I’d been taught how to spot the vulnerable, the weak. This man was neither.

			“Wolves don’t eat wolves,” I said.

			“We don’t want to eat him. We want him to join us.”

			“As a Morton?” Outsiders married into my family, and a few—like Uncle Orrin—found a home with us by simply being who they were. But to take over a whole psychiatric enterprise…

			Grandmother Elizabeth was ambitious.

			“What Lyon has is precarious,” Arabella said. “Cults of personality always crumble in the end. We can protect him from the law, the press. But first we have to find out what he wants.”

			“Hiromi,” I said.

			“His only weakness.” Arabella pulled out her phone. On its screen, a blue dot was traveling east through Chinatown. “Get close to her, and you’ll wind up in a room with him. Then we can talk terms.”

			“Can’t wait,” I said, reaching for the phone.

			She kept hold of it. “Jessica. Did you burn down Halcyon Hall?”

			There was no way to answer without going into how the Lindqvists had corrupted our cousin. How Sebastian had been part of it, and how I was keeping his secrets.

			Never hide things from the family.

			“The Lindqvists are riled up about it,” Arabella said. “The Old Campus still means something to them.”

			“It was Peter,” I said.

			“Peter? Two months after he fell?”

			“Yes.”

			“Whatever,” Arabella sighed, and handed me the tracker phone. “This is your first time getting close to someone. Don’t lose yourself.”

			I managed not to laugh. “You think I’ll fall for her.”

			“I think you haven’t been out much.” She held up a hand to halt my protest. “Remember this, little prodigy: Whatever you’re feeling for Hiromi, it’s not about her. Those sparks in your brain aren’t because of who she is, but what she is.”

			“And what’s that, auntie?”

			“Prey,” she said.
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			Hiromi’s dot came to a halt on a side street in Chinatown.

			I recognized the location from her socials—a weekly event called the Swap. She went there most Saturdays to trade spare parts with other robot makers.

			What were the odds, I wondered, of bumping into your only friend in New York, miles away from where either of you lived. A thousand to one? Ten thousand?

			Fortunately, ordinaries love to believe in fate.

			The man following Hiromi wasn’t anywhere nearby. He’d trailed her to her destination, then gone back to his life. What Lyon demanded wasn’t constant surveillance, but the sense of possession that came from having her observed.

			I straightened myself and turned the corner.

			The street was lined with storefronts. Fish in wooden boxes outside, ice and scales glinting in the sun, a wavering claw reaching over the side of a crate. An herbal remedy shop, its shelves lined with jars, spilled out the scents of tea, mulch, and barn.

			Hiromi’s blue dot was at the far end, inside a one-story brick building with an open roller door. The floor was concrete; shelves climbed the walls. People milled around folding tables strewn with scrap metal, mechanical parts, colored plastic. A rattling ceiling fan swirled the summer air.

			“Jessica?” came a voice from the gloom.

			My eyes adjusted.

			“Hiromi?” I said. “What the hell?”

			“Amazing!” She wrapped me in a hug, enfolding me in a gentle heat, the smell of grease, sweat, and something sweet. With her body pressed against mine, I felt that flutter again. Hiromi was a means to an end. A key to a door.

			Prey.

			“Sorry I’m so sweaty,” she said. “Summer in New York!”

			“I’m a mess too. I’ve been exploring.”

			“You look like yourself again.” Hiromi nodded at a woman who stood at the nearest table. “You remember Crystal.”

			“I do.” The friend with pink hair, who had informed me about metaphors. “Hello, Crystal.”

			“Jessica of the fancy drinks.” She was a few inches taller than me, a full head taller than Hiromi. “What brings you to the Swap?”

			“What’s a Swap?”

			Crystal raised an eyebrow. “You were exploring the streets of Chinatown and randomly wandered into an open garage door?”

			A million to one?

			“Well, maybe not randomly,” I said.

			Hiromi burst out laughing. “A little light stalking?”

			“You made me curious about robotics.”

			She took my hand. “I’m flattered.”
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			Hiromi led me around the tables. The parts were muddled—big with small, electronic with mechanical, bright consumer plastic with industrial metal.

			“How do you find anything?”

			“By function.” She pointed at piles. “Sensors, controllers, effectors. Eyes, brains, and hands.”

			I picked up a stray piece, a tiny headlight. “And this?”

			“If it affects the world outside the robot, it’s an effector.”

			I dropped the light in its proper pile. “Robots seem literal-minded.”

			“Speaking of which,” she said, “this is Jonathan.”

			A boy sat at the table, fiddling with an assemblage of gears and wires. He was twelve at most, with delicate hands and a childlike focus on his work—like Gertie when she drew.

			“Looks like you’re making a motor,” I said.

			He didn’t look up. “Actuator.”

			“You must use the magic words,” Hiromi whispered, “or the golem is just mud.”

			As we continued among the tables, sifting the scrap, I noted that grease lined Hiromi’s fingernails, the folds of her knuckles. Her overalls were flecked with paint. I’d only seen her dressed up, glossy and stylish. She looked looser, happier in her element of castoff parts and grime.

			She was choosing pieces with sleek lines, black plastic sensors, saws, and spikes—the makings of a robot slaughterhouse.

			“This looks dangerous,” I said, feeling the sharp metal edge of an effector.

			“I’ve decided to make warriors next. Are you pleased, knife-thrower?”

			“Flattered.” I tried to imagine the pieces fitting together. “Where does all this stuff come from?”

			“Toys, bikes, watches. Plumbing, elevators, phones. Cannibalism of the machines.” Hiromi fished a heavy spring from a pile. “When you make robots, you take apart the rest of your life. Did you bring candy?”

			“I didn’t know for sure you’d be here.”

			“I brought you candy,” she said. “Does this mean I like you better than you like me?”

			“Possibly.”

			“Flirting,” Jonathan said, two tables over.

			Across the room, Crystal glanced up, noting how close we stood to each other.

			Hiromi saw, but didn’t care.

			“Lucky for you,” she said, “the best candy shop in the city isn’t far.”

		

	
		
			27

			Hiromi led me north out of Chinatown, into a neighborhood that neither of my nightwalks had passed through. Gleaming hotels punctuating six-story tenements, bike repair shops next to restaurants with Michelin reviews in the windows.

			The day’s heat had settled into the sidewalk, and now in late afternoon was oozing back out. Each block seemed to have its own scent.

			I was carrying Hiromi’s duffel bag full of sharp things, effectors trying to poke their way out. I could feel her beside me, walking close. I imagined her on the estate. Training with me, knife in hand, covered in sweat.

			“Is Crystal your ex?” I asked.

			“Just protective. You work for Garrett, who she doesn’t like. Plus, she might’ve guessed that you’re related to him.”

			“How?”

			“At the Xenakis opening, you mentioned your grandmother, and I talked up your awesome family. Crystal knows I went to Peter’s funeral.”

			“She suspects I’m a product of nepotism.”

			“Hardly unusual in the art world. But now you’re stalking me!”

			“Pretty low-grade stalking,” I said. “It was at best fifty-fifty you’d be there.”

			“You could’ve just got my number from Garrett. You’re his favorite, after all.”

			I swung the shifting, clanking bag to my other shoulder. “I prefer to keep things private.”

			“So I noticed. No socials. No search results. You have the online profile of an Amish spy.”

			“Who’s stalking who here?”

			Hiromi gave me an innocent smile. “Did you miss the part where I said you could have my number?”

			I handed her my phone.

			She stared at it. “The plot thickens.”

			“What?”

			“When you walked into the Swap, you were sliding a different one into your pocket. Something off-brand, smaller than this.”

			Arabella’s phone, with its pulsing blue dot.

			I’d forgotten about Hiromi’s sharp eyes. It was time for another half-truth.

			“It’s kind of embarrassing—that was my family phone. Grandma tracks my location. She’s concerned about me, here in the big city.”

			“You are so homeschooled, Jessica.”

			“But this one’s all mine. You’ll be my secret.”

			Hiromi began to tap her digits. “Always happy to be classified.”

			“Oh, I haven’t begun to classify you yet. You aren’t like most people I’ve met.”

			“Flirting,” she said, still looking at the screen. “What kind of people have you met?”

			The various offshoots of my ancient, sprawling family. Ordinary Hellions, the locals of Upper Falls, other legacies at weddings, competitions, and funerals.

			“Not as many as I’d like.”

			“New York will fix that.” She handed back the phone. “Candy’s this way.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			When the door of the candy store opened, cold air rolled out, thick and sweet as it met the humidity outside. Like the scents from Aunt Beatrice’s kitchen on a hot day, sugar caramelizing on the stove.

			“This is…a lot,” I said as we walked inside.

			The store was crammed floor to ceiling with every kind of candy, a library of pastilles, Pocky, gum, suckers, and chocolate bars. Two entire shelves were devoted to Korean snacks and sweets, others to Dutch and Turkish delights, to candies labeled in alphabets I didn’t recognize. A wall of jelly bean dispensers with unlikely flavors—cantaloupe, watermelon, bacon, root beer, popcorn, cheese. There were gummies shaped like tacos, like pizzas, like bugs and coins.

			“Where do we start?”

			“Pay close attention.” She took me to the shopping baskets, then the hard candy.

			Huge boxes of it sat in the front windows. There were paper bags ready to be filled, old-fashioned scales hanging from the ceiling. Hiromi seemed to shop by color, lifting up handfuls, letting sunlight spill through the translucent drops, the crinkling cellophane wrappers.

			We browsed the foreign confections, the novelty shapes, the antiquated modes of taffy, marzipan, and nougat. The staff all knew Hiromi and directed her to exciting new imports and arrivals.

			As the shopping basket filled, her intensity eased a little.

			“The other night,” I began, “you left so suddenly. When that man showed up.”

			“He didn’t see me, did he?”

			“Only a glimpse. Your friends made sure of that.”

			“They dislike him.” She let out a slow sigh. “He talks to me like a shrink—which he is, but not mine. Asks what I’ve been dreaming, what’s worrying me, what I’m afraid of. Like buying my art comes with a ticket to my psyche.”

			“Creepy.”

			“His actual patients are weird as hell. He brought a bunch of them to my last opening, like some fucked-up therapy field trip. Five of them bought pieces!”

			Were Dr. Lyon’s patients mirroring him? Or following orders? More sales would drive up the value of Hiromi’s work. Like my project for Ms. Delicato—a self-created currency, defining and controlling a group.

			“Weird,” I said. “But any sale is good.”

			“Not if it comes with a shrink.” She began to pick through an array of Pixy Stix, inspecting each flavor, like an archer choosing arrows. “Have you ever had one?”

			“A Pixy Stix, yes. A shrink, no.”

			“Because Mortons have all the answers.”

			“Because we ask different questions.”

			Hiromi didn’t respond, staring at the candy, going silent for the first time that afternoon. A disconnect opened between us.

			I needed to give her something small and true.

			“When I was seven years old, I did therapy. With invisible friends.”

			Her eyes lifted to me. “Imaginary friends? Garrett said you were a child of strict logic.”

			“It was all very logical. They understood my anxieties. They didn’t judge. They were available in the middle of the night.”

			“What did you talk about?”

			“Their lives,” I said. “Their failures. My fear of ending up like them.”

			Hiromi arranged the Pixy Stix in her basket. “Your imaginary friends had backstories?”

			“Tragic, early deaths. All of them.”

			“Fuck. Do you remember their names?”

			“Jessica,” I said.

			Hiromi stared at me.

			“They were all called Jessica,” I clarified. “Every single one.”

			She turned away again and addressed an audience of butter rum suckers. “That’s very…something.”

			“They were versions of me. Why shouldn’t we all have the same name?”

			“Because you aren’t supposed to know that when you’re seven.”

			“That there’s more than one Jessica?”

			“Is there?” she asked.

			I placed my palm against her cheek. She felt warm despite the air-conditioning. She didn’t pull away.

			“It’s just me now,” I said. “The other Jessicas are all in the graveyard.”

			As I broke contact, Hiromi breathed out a little shudder, her pupils wide. Prey responses. I was in full control.

			But then she asked, “Is that why you make art with bones?”

			For a moment, I couldn’t answer, thinking of Cyrus giving me Peter’s collection, and of the bones in Garrett’s backyard, in the Barrow Marsh, in the Little Graveyard, and under Hiromi’s skin.

			“It reminds me that we’re all skeletons in the end,” I said. “I’ll buy you this candy, if you take me to dinner sometime.”
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			Over the next two days, I completed the fiction that was Garrett’s tax returns. The numbers now satisfied the laws of data distribution, if not those of fact.

			Tuesday morning came, and I took my place at the gallery’s front desk, making small talk with tourists and guarding the art. Every time the glass doors swung open, my unfamiliar reflection flashed past in them.

			My hair was jet black now, in case the man trailing Hiromi ever saw me again.

			With the gallery empty and sunlit, Poker Genome Project felt less mathematical, more Victorian, like the patterned wallpaper in the Lesser Tea Room at Helshire. But the probabilities were still there, wrapped around me in the weekday quiet. It was comforting, knowing that every hand I’d ever been dealt was somewhere on these walls.

			I remembered one glorious poker game when I was nine, which ended with me beating Aunt Olga, a full house over an ace-high straight. I’d shared my winnings—a pile of sugar cookies—with Sebastian.

			My texts to him were still unanswered.

			When the gallery was empty, I read a book Arabella had given me, about a therapy cult in last-century Manhattan, a true story of free love and Freudian theory. Ordinaries were preyed on by a cabal of psychoanalysts, who became their saviors, mentors, parent figures.

			One of the many reasons Mortons don’t do therapy.

			The victims lived together in group homes, pooled their money, fucked each other. All those lost souls, falling under their therapists’ control.

			In the end, though, the cult offered only Freudian nonsense. Having killed my own father, I found nothing symbolic in it.

			The wisdom of the Mortons was older, plainer, cooler: Give your child a strong hand, a sharp knife, and a big family, then teach them loyalty without care.

			A familiar shadow slanted across the gallery floor.

			“Jessica, your hair.”

			“Faraday. Your hair.”

			“Do you like it?” She posed for me, showing off her cream linen suit, leather plimsolls, and a crisp bob, very like Grandmother Elizabeth’s, whose dark red lipstick she was still copying.

			The bob, at least, suited Faraday.

			I sighed. “We’ve only been separated a week, and you’re dressing like us. Have you missed me that much?”

			“Who says I’m here for you? There’s a certain hot uncle of yours I might want to see.”

			“Garrett is home today, not an uncle, and kind of funny looking.”

			“Fine, then. Lock up or whatever. Let’s go get lunch. I need to hear about your goth hair.”

			“Faraday, I work here. What if someone wants to buy the art?”

			She frowned, sweeping her eyes across the millions of tiny playing cards—the jagged flushes, the endless pairs, the unsold fours of a kind.

			“Well, then,” she said. “What if that someone is me?”
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			We found a leftover bottle of decent champagne—Faraday promised to buy a piece, as long as we celebrated first.

			With the doors locked and the cork popped, I gave her a tour of the exhibit, but she only wanted to talk about Helshire. Where the good parties would be next year. How she was going to decorate her Victorian manor. Finally getting to hang out in the Senior Commons.

			“This is us now,” she said in front of the straight flushes. “Unbeatable.”

			“The perfect hand. Maybe you should hang them in your perfect house.”

			She frowned. “Straight sounds dreary. Flushes sounds toilet.”

			I steered her toward the fours of a kind. “Your art should reflect our triumph. First Helshire, then the world.”

			“Ugh, the world. It’s so disappointing out here. Uncurated social circles. The lack of gothic architecture. Feeling young and tiny, like being a freshman all over again.”

			I smiled. “Remember our room back then? Your stuff everywhere? You kept asking when the cleaners were coming.”

			“Like I was the weird one?” She swirled her champagne. “In Intro English, you didn’t even know why Oscar Wilde went to prison. You leaned over and asked me if he’d killed someone!”

			“Poets are unstable,” I said.

			“Speaking of unstable. Have you heard from your cousin?”

			I shook my head.

			“He’s being a baby, whatever you did.”

			“It’s not about me. Sebastian has a long-standing disagreement with family policy.”

			“Strife, among the elegant, compelling Mortons? Don’t shatter my illusions, dear. I just got here.”

			“Your illusions are always my priority.” I poured us both more champagne, making sure mine was mostly foam.

			“I miss all of you so much, Jessica. Are there any funerals this summer?”

			“Sorry, nothing’s on the schedule.”

			“But Mother and Oscar Junior are crowding me. And Marlow has been dreadful!”

			“He’s being stingy again?”

			Faraday shrugged a little. “I’ve had to use a few of those checks, but he doesn’t notice.”

			“If Marlow paid attention to details, you wouldn’t have needed us in the first place.”

			“Don’t say tragic things, Jessica! I’m glad that all happened—the evil contract, almost losing everything…”

			She waited for me to finish the thought, to know without being told.

			“Because it brought us closer,” I said.

			“Not just you and me.” Faraday swigged the rest of her champagne, held out her glass for more. “You wouldn’t understand, dear, because your family isn’t useless. Signing with the Mortons made me part of something.”

			“Of course,” I said, thinking of the last-century psychiatrists collecting broken people, lost souls, looking for a home. “Is that why you’re dressed this way?”

			She looked down at her clothes. “Am I appropriating?”

			“No, dear. But you don’t have to look like us. We aren’t a cult.”

			Faraday’s eyes lit up. “A cult?”

			“Just something I’ve been reading.”

			“But I know this from Sociology!” She held up a finger to pause me, marshaling her memories. “Are Mortons isolated from contact with outsiders?”

			I sighed—a quiz. “Quite the opposite. We’re practically flung at them.”

			“Do you believe your leader to be infallible?”

			“No.” Grandmother Elizabeth, perhaps. But her predecessor, the indecisive Grandpa Dwight, had been gently forced to abdicate.

			“Do Mortons believe the End Times are coming?”

			“Absolutely not. We plan on being around for many, many generations.” As long as humanity exists. As long as the sun burns.

			“Voilà!” she exclaimed. “Not a cult.”

			“Thanks for clearing that up. What do you think of the fours of a kind? The best possible hand that is neither straight nor flush.”

			Faraday inspected the array of cards before us.

			“Still not me. Do you have anything that isn’t math?”
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			I took her into the back office, where Garrett kept pieces from old exhibitions. Artworks that hadn’t sold, but in which his affections were still invested.

			I showed her a still life—pale grapes and persimmons in a pile. “Rotting fruit, for Victorian ambience.”

			“Ruination doesn’t make for a party vibe.”

			“Something modern, then. This is by Z, the graffiti artist. That’s his birth certificate name, by the way.”

			“Do you have anything in…special someones?”

			“Ah,” I said.

			Faraday took my hand, her eye alight. “Have you done the deed yet? Are you still smitten? Do you have pictures?”

			I took a moment to answer. Part of me had hoped Faraday would forget my slip in the Dining Commons. But a smaller, quieter part had been itching to tell her about Hiromi. This was the kind of interaction Uncle Wolfie couldn’t teach.

			“We’ve only had a couple of conversations.”

			“Conversations? Goodness. Are you going to be friends?”

			“Not as such. She’s going to take me to dinner.”

			“On a motherfucking date?” Faraday let loose a laugh. “Another first for Jessica Morton!”

			I couldn’t argue. My traditional meal with sexual partners was breakfast.

			“So there’s been zero hanky-panky?”

			“A sweaty hug,” I said. “The holding of hands.”

			“Jesus, this is priceless.” Faraday finished her champagne and waved her glass for more. “Tell me—what’s this girl like?”

			“She’s an artist.”

			“Big family? Only child? Youngest? Eldest?”

			“An orphan—she says so in her socials. But that’s all I know.”

			“My family was the first thing you asked about!” Faraday looked stunned for a moment, then shrugged it off. “All that matters, I guess, is how does she make you feel?”

			I poured us both more champagne, letting the question bubble in our glasses. The spark in Hiromi’s eyes as she sifted through hard candies and sharp pieces of metal. The smell of her sweat, the taste of bitter lemon.

			And Arabella’s warning too.

			“Like a hunter,” I said.

			Faraday breathed out a dramatic shudder, then pointed at an artwork on the wall. “What’s that?”

			“A light box.” I reached for the switch. “Prepare yourself.”

			As the transparency flickered to life, Faraday gasped a little.

			It was a self-portrait of the photographer, who wore a gray wig and a twisted smile. Crawling on her face was a horde of ants, spiders, and millipedes. It wasn’t clear from her expression whether she knew the bugs were there.

			“I love it,” Faraday said. “I want it.”

			“Twelve thousand.”

			“Perfect for the house,” she said. “If we ever get to live there.”

			I took her hand. “Why wouldn’t you, dear?”

			“It’s Salinger. Yesterday, I told him he can’t live in the house, and he didn’t take it well. He’s threatening some sort of lawsuit.”

			“Ridiculous. He wasn’t even going to pay rent.”

			“But it’s too late to get a dorm room, so he’s homeless. My fault, he says.”

			“Nothing to worry about, dear. Aunt Minerva will get him a room.”

			Faraday looked at me, her eyes fluttering. After all she’d seen of the Mortons’ power, it was our sway at Campus Housing that left her speechless.

			“Consider it done.” I patted her head. “But I’m still not living with you.”

			“The room’s taken. That’s the thing—he changed his mind.” She looked away from me, the pale skin of her neck flushed with pink.

			It fell into place.

			“Sebastian.”

			“He called on Thursday,” Faraday said. “He hates it, living all alone in Albany. He’s realized that next year, he wants to live with friends.”

			I didn’t say anything. Friends.

			“I had to say yes, of course,” she went on. “It was my idea in the first place. But it seemed polite to ask you if it’s okay…again. Especially since you’re fighting.”

			“It’s fine, Faraday. With Sebastian in your house, you’ll have an amazing year. The parties! The scandals! And he’ll have forgiven me by midterms.”

			“Can I ask what you’re fighting about?”

			“No,” I said.

			“Of course not. Can you at least tell me why the hair?”

			“Garrett wants me to look more artsy. It was blue last weekend.”

			“Hah.” The sound was half-hearted.

			“Sebastian still loves me,” I said. “It’s just family stuff.”

			“And I’m not really family.”

			“You will be. It happens slowly, dear, a little every day. The longer you’re part of us, the more you see of our ways, the more you’ll understand.”

			“Of course,” Faraday said, trying to look as if she believed me. “Twelve thousand, you said?”

			We sat on opposite sides of Garrett’s desk, and she pulled one of Gertie’s checks from her breast pocket. It was folded in half, wrinkles pressed into it, like she carried it everywhere. Marlow’s forged, florid signature crowded the lower-right corner.

			Faraday took out the fountain pen that Grandmother had gifted her.

			“By the way,” she said, printing the numbers carefully. “Something funny happened on the way here. One of Dad’s old business partners was on my train.”

			“And when he saw you, he went to a different carriage?”

			“Yes, just like your aunt promised. At parties, at restaurants, even on the street one time—they vanish whenever one of us appears, even if it’s just Oscar Junior.” Faraday hesitated. “But this time, it was kind of scary.”

			“How?”

			“On his way past, he stopped and gave me this…look.”

			I spoke firmly. “What kind of look? Describe it in detail.”

			“Like he was disgusted with me. Like I was something on the bottom of his shoe.” Faraday put down the pen. “Like I was nothing.”

			I reached out and pulled the check away.

			“Don’t worry, dear. We’ll fix that too.”
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			The restaurant Hiromi chose for our first date, Mixed, was five minutes’ walk from Garrett’s, on another narrow, doglegged street of brownstones with front stoops.

			Mixed looked exactly like the residences on either side, except for a brass nameplate on its door and a handful of diners spilled onto the sidewalk.

			I arrived early for our ten p.m. reservation, waiting across the street until Hiromi’s dot grew close. The June heat had settled in, and I wore Uncle Orrin’s pinstriped waistcoat—the one Garrett had vetoed—over bare skin. My charcoal, high-waisted linen pants had been the best find on a flea market shopping trip for Jessica Anderson. Sebastian’s black-beaked skull rested gently on my chest.

			“In six weeks, Lyon has his annual party in the Catskills,” Garrett had told me as I dressed. “It’s a chance to see his cult up close, how they recruit, how they seduce. Make sure to be Hiromi’s plus-one.”

			“She won’t go.”

			“He’s a collector. It’s a professional opportunity.”

			“She hates him.”

			“Important for you.”

			I’d wanted to argue, to say it was too soon to push Hiromi for favors, but my ultimate target wasn’t her. It was Lyon.

			When she arrived, Hiromi found me leaning against the iron gate of the stoop beside Mixed, holding myself loosely, like Sebastian at a party. His world-watching pose, Faraday called it.

			“You look like yourself,” she said.

			“These are my real clothes.”

			“We approve.” She was wearing a white summer dress covered with flecks of blue—halfway between sleek Hiromi and her workshop grunge.

			“Did you paint it yourself?” I asked.

			“Accidentally, at first.”

			“It’s beautiful.”

			“It’s not done yet.”
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			We started at the bar, with bright citrus and coconut drinks. I was mirroring Hiromi’s nonalcoholic ways tonight, intrigued to seduce someone without the buzz of alcohol.

			We were surrounded by stylish, beautiful, important people shouting in each other’s ears. Hiromi knew half of them—I’d never been hugged by so many ordinaries. Sebastian would’ve been in his element.

			“Is it always like this?”

			“Crowded? Loud? Yes, but more than usual. It’s the restaurant’s last night.”

			Samantha Chan, the head chef, had won culinary awards but was mostly famous for being on TV. Mixed had been a huge success, but now the lease was running out—the landlord was tripling her rent.

			“How do you know Chef Sam?” I asked, which is what they called her on TV.

			“Friend of the family. Before my starving artist period.”

			“We won’t starve tonight. Garrett gave me the gallery’s Amex.”

			“You really are his favorite.” She leaned closer, her lips brushing my ear. “How is it, working for him?”

			“It would be easier if he weren’t innumerate.”

			“Is that unusual for a Morton?”

			“Yes. Are you close to your family?”

			Hiromi took a slow breath, then spoke in a rush.

			“My parents died when I was fifteen. They’d cut all ties when they left Japan—never told me why—and I was an only child. All of a sudden, I was completely alone.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said, wondering why Garrett hadn’t told me any of this.

			“That must be unimaginable to you.”

			I shook my head. “My cousin Sebastian had no family, before we adopted him.”

			“The Mortons adopt?”

			“Constantly. You’d love Sebastian. He has as many friends as you.”

			“A necessary skill for us orphans—making our own family.”

			I frowned at this. “Sebastian has us now.”

			“Of course. But you Mortons are so daunting,” Hiromi said. “That huge estate. Your grandmother tracking you, and her weird sayings! Hundreds of people—at a funeral for a kid. There’s this immense machine whirring around you, Jessica. You might not see it, but it’s kind of terrifying.”

			“Oh, I see it.” The collective that forms whenever we Mortons assemble, swathed in loyalty, tradition, blood.

			“When Garrett took me upstate for Peter’s funeral, everyone was so proud of what you had. It was like you all wanted to adopt me.”

			I considered this, then leaned closer. “I don’t want to adopt you, Hiromi. I want to fuck you.”

			She held my gaze, taking her time before answering. For a moment, her eyes contained a great distance. Then she whispered, “Well, that’s a relief.”
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			An hour after arriving, we were led from the jam-packed bar by the host—yet another friend of Hiromi’s—into the sudden, expensive peace of the dining room, like plunging into cold water after a sauna.

			My ears rang with the quiet.

			The host seated us at a counter that looked onto the kitchen, a front-row vantage. At least a dozen chefs were at work, dissecting and dicing produce, steaming, frying, cleaning. Everything gleamed with sweat or polish. Giant, somehow silent, extractors overhung the whole enterprise.

			Hiromi looked elated, her eyes gleaming.

			“All those beautiful knives,” she said. “You must be happy.”

			“You can’t throw chef’s knives.”

			“Too big?”

			I shook my head, thinking of the magnificent Ziggy. “It’s about balance.”

			“With the right knife, could you hit an apple on someone’s head?”

			“That’s archery. Which I’m even better at, so yes.”

			“Of course you are.”

			I recognized Samantha Chan on the far side of the kitchen. She was ignoring the labors of her chefs, taking slow, thoughtful bites from an array of small plates before her.

			“Thanks for wearing this tonight,” Hiromi said, lifting Sebastian’s gift. The skull was on a new silver chain Grandmother had sent. “How is it so light? Because birds have hollow bones?”

			“All skulls are hollow,” I said. “But yes, birds are airy creatures.”

			“Do you ever wish you could fly?”

			“No.”

			As Hiromi laughed, a chef moved into the spot across the counter from us and began assembling a salad of yellow tomatoes, plums, and a purple fruit I didn’t recognize.

			“Hey, Treasure!” Hiromi said. “This is Jessica. She’s interning with Garrett.”

			Treasure looked me up and down. “The knife girl?”

			“Knife-thrower,” Hiromi corrected.

			“Cool. Show me sometime?”

			“Sure,” I said, wondering what else Treasure had been told about me.

			“Treasure is their actual name,” Hiromi said. “But also what they mean to me.”

			“Aww, you,” Treasure said, already on to the next salad. “So Garrett’s your boss. Does that suck?”

			Hiromi stage whispered, “Garrett declined to represent them.”

			“I’m too pedestrian.”

			“Treasure does portraits,” Hiromi said. “Mine has a sparkling metal eye and a zipper scar across my cheek. Hardly pedestrian.”

			“The boss doesn’t like figurative art,” I said. “He won’t represent textile artists either. Too close to fashion, which he’s bad at, clearly.”

			Treasure laughed, flashing an I-like-her smile at Hiromi.

			A waiter appeared, placing tiny bowls nestling tinier spheres before us, while another poured cups of something cloudy from two different carafes.

			“First course: eel and grape accompanied by unfiltered makgeolli—minus the alcohol for you, Hiromi. Enjoy.”

			Which meant alcohol for me, but the waiter was already gone.

			First course? We hadn’t ordered. I remembered a word from a dinner party at the Wolvaardt compound. “Is this a degustation?”

			“A special treat,” Hiromi said. “Sam loves a tasting menu, but the margins are too narrow.”

			I looked around at the tables, saw nothing resembling what we had. “It’s just for us?”

			“They’re tight,” Treasure said, with an emphasis that made me certain that Chef Sam was Hiromi’s ex.

			I sipped the drink. Sweet, delicate, and alive, as if the rice were still fermenting. The bottles had looked expensive, the labels entirely in Korean.

			Hiromi was a young struggling artist, a nobody, and yet this place was treating her like a celebrity. As if a cobbled-together family could be as powerful, in its way, as my own eternal one.

			Hiromi took one of the spheres between her thumb and forefinger, and brought it to my lips. I briefly tasted the salt of her skin before biting into the ball, which burst, fishy, not quite sweet, tart, soft as a grape, with something crunchy inside.

			“Your eyes!” Hiromi cried.

			I covered my mouth, shy at being caught in such pleasure.

			“I’ve never eaten anything like this,” I said truthfully.

			Hiromi smiled. “No one has.”
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			On our tenth course—smoked black cod in a dunkel beer, accompanied by the same beer for me and a heather honey and almond milk concoction for Hiromi—Samantha Chan replaced Treasure at our counter, wiping her hands on her apron.

			She leaned across to kiss Hiromi on the mouth. Perhaps they were still lovers.

			“My taste buds explode!”

			“Your lips to god’s belly,” Sam replied.

			Hiromi giggled, like they’d exchanged these words many times before. It was a magic spell that recalled all the meals, all the individual bites, that Chef Sam had placed in her mouth.

			I wanted to say something clever, but all that came to me were Morton aphorisms—Knives are sharper in the dark. My verbal reflexes were wrapped in fuzz. It occurred to me that after ten small, curated pours of matching wines, beers, and spirits, I might be drunk.

			I watched mutely as Samantha pushed a lock of hair behind Hiromi’s ear.

			“Nice to meet you, Jessica,” she said, switching her gaze to me. She looked older than her videos. Her hair was shorter too, buzzed close to her scalp.

			“Thank you for doing this for us.” For Hiromi. “It tastes like…”

			Chef Sam didn’t hear. She was pulled away by urgent words whispered in her ear.

			“Emergency at station eleven,” Treasure said, sliding back into place. The two of them laughed, as if all Chef Sam’s exits went like this, and my unfinished compliment trailed away.

			Wobbling taupe half globes with flecks of glitter were placed in front of us.

			“Last course: savory cocoa and gold flakes, accompanied by a botrytised Sémillon; pear cider for Hiromi. You’ll like the bitter notes in this one, Jessica.”

			I did. By now the staff understood my palate almost as well as Aunt Veronica. I tasted leather, smoke, salt, the mouth-drying tang of unsweetened chocolate. Dessert with no sugar. Sebastian would hate it, though he’d enjoy the cloying sweetness of the wine I’d abandoned after a sip.

			A scraping sound came from behind us—the tables being pulled to the edges of the room. It was two a.m., the restaurant’s last service over; the farewell party had begun.

			The overflow crowd from the bar, family and friends, thronged into the dining room. Miyeon, Danny, and Ayana were among them, and Crystal, who didn’t hide her scowl when she saw me.

			Treasure caught it too, whispering to me, “She’s just mad you stole her spot as designated white friend.”

			Hiromi laughed hard. “Treasure!”

			A chair was placed in the center of the crowd, and when Chef Sam came out of the kitchen, we broke into applause.

			She stood on the chair, wiped her hands, then realized she wasn’t wearing an apron—she’d left a smear across her shirt.

			“Shit,” she said.

			Laughter rippled.

			“You all know what you mean to me.”

			“You can still tell us!” More laughter. Most of the new arrivals looked drunk. A few were already slumped in chairs around the perimeter of the newly cleared dance floor. The alcohol in my own blood lay heavier than usual.

			“Best fucking crew I’ve ever worked with,” Chef Sam said.

			Her voice broke a little, and the room went quiet, emotions at the edge of spilling.

			“You never miss a funeral,” I whispered to Hiromi.

			“A celebration.”

			“Same thing.”

			She slid her hands around my waist, resting her cheek on my shoulder blade as Chef Sam went on. Stories of skittish investors, nervous health inspections, spherifications gone wrong, flubbed lines on TV. About community, hard work, and survival.

			That’s when I saw him—in the corner behind Hiromi’s friends. In dark clothes, he was pretending to be lost in his phone. But he was aiming the camera, taking pictures of me and Hiromi together.

			The man I’d seen following her.

			I turned in Hiromi’s arms, shifting our position, so the man could capture more of her face and less of mine.

			It was a grievous Morton sin to be photographed like this, but the light was low, and this was the plan. Rage had flitted across Lyon’s face as he’d watched Hiromi depart the gallery with her friends; a long embrace, here in public, would leave him jealous, grasping, spurned.

			I turned to face her, giving the man my back.

			“Kiss me,” I said.

			When she did, my thoughts scattered. All I felt was her body against mine, fragile, soft, insistent. The taste of salt and cider on her tongue. Her lips moving against mine, whispering something soundless.

			The man, clicking away, didn’t matter anymore.

		

	
		
			30

			Hiromi’s apartment was maddeningly far away.

			She lived on a long, thin island that stretched beside Manhattan, linked to the rest of the city by a subway line, a ferry, and a cable car.

			The last is what we took, pressed close to each other in the nearly empty tram. She said it was the most romantic way to get there, but I didn’t want romance; I wanted to complete this conquest, take this prey between my teeth.

			We arced up, over the water, and back down at a stately, infuriating pace. I hadn’t had sex since before Peter’s fall.

			I would devour her.

			“This island is where New York used to store its undesirables,” Hiromi said, looking down. “A smallpox hospital was at the south end. A lunatic asylum up north.”

			“Which one are you in?” I asked.

			She smiled—I didn’t have to worry about what she wanted. Her pupils were large, her lips full, her pulse fast in our interlaced fingers.

			We wanted the same.

			Don’t lose yourself, Veronica always said. The first rule for lovemaking with ordinaries: stay present, in control. Never let go.

			“The smallpox hospital is a ruin. The asylum is apartments, but they’re too pricey for me. I’m in the Landings.”

			“What was that? A leper colony?”

			“It was always apartments.” She ran her index finger along my bottom lip. My pulse matched hers. “Let’s save the rest of the travelogue for morning.”
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			Hiromi unlocked her apartment door, dropped her bag, kicked off her sandals. I slid the jacket from her shoulders.

			The door slammed behind us. Hiromi jumped.

			“Sorry. It always does that. But you never flinch, do you?”

			I kissed the question away, tossed her jacket, unbuttoned her paint-spattered dress. It had been too long. Her lace bra wouldn’t undo. My hands were unsteady.

			Hiromi pushed them aside, finished the unfastening for both of us—her dress, my waistcoat. She pressed me against the door. The metal cold against my overheated body.

			Our kisses deepened, tongues touching, sparking, fluttering with our breath.

			“Jess,” she breathed, and the room spun for a moment—only Sebastian called me that, now that Peter was dead.

			She lifted the crow skull from my neck and placed it gently aside.

			More undoing. My linen trousers around my ankles. Hiromi hooked my underpants with her thumbs, pushed them down, and turned toward the bed. To the right of her tailbone was a tattoo—the innards of a watch.

			I reached for it, but she was already on the bed. The apartment was tiny.

			The windows were shadeless and crowded with plants and bowls of candy. Lyon’s surveillance man hadn’t followed us out of Mixed, but he would know the address. He could’ve gotten here before our stately tram.

			But a telephoto lens wouldn’t capture much through that clutter, in this dark. We were too entangled, intertwined in the blackness. My mouth on hers, her hands in my hair. Both of us naked on our knees on her bed. I wasn’t sure either of us was breathing.

			Our bodies pressed together, she nibbled at my bottom lip. I wanted to feast on her, to taste every inch of her skin. To scream.

			“Shhh,” Hiromi said.

			Had I screamed?

			She gently bit my neck, my shoulder. Her mouth covered my breast, her tongue teasing my nipple. Heat and wet and sparking nerves.

			She ran her hand down my side, brushing past the ripple of my ribs, the swell of hipbone. The pressure of her palm, the heel of her hand, her fingers everywhere, but especially on the nerve endings thrumming between my legs.

			I had to take control.

			I always gave pleasure first, reeling in my own later, when my lover was expended. That was the family way. Anything less than control was surrender.

			Prey, I reminded myself.

			But Hiromi’s hand was cupping me. Her thumb teasing my clit, fingers sliding inside. I groaned, eyes closed—and saw something in the humming darkness behind my eyelids.

			I could surrender to this, to her.

			She moved her hand again and it happened, all at once, me in pieces.
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			“A confession,” Hiromi breathed afterward, her cheeks flushed. “I wasn’t sure you were queer.”

			I squeezed her hand, wondering if there was some way not to lie.

			Queerness is a culture; my only culture was Morton. My sexuality was Morton too—I slept with people for relief, for practice, to seduce, to solidify connections.

			Kiss and kill, Sebastian liked to say, are essentially the same. They change someone forever, all at once. The comparison had seemed silly, but at that moment, pressed against Hiromi, it made sense. I’d let myself go as never before with anyone, ordinary or legacy.

			Did Sebastian surrender every time? Was that his trick? Could you lose yourself without losing anything?

			“You must have known I was into you.”

			“Oh, you’re very into me. But Crystal says you’re a straight girl experimenting. A rich girl slumming in your idea of the art world.”

			“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Crystal doesn’t like me.”

			“You didn’t ping my radar either. Not at first.”

			“I always look my best in camouflage,” I said, and slipped from the bed. A small fridge sat humming in her one-counter, one-cooktop kitchen. Inside it were Fanta, tamari, and a can of sardines. I would stock it properly.

			I closed the fridge door and opened the single cupboard: dried noodles and more hard candy. I turned to give Hiromi a disappointed look.

			She gave me one back. “Eleven courses, Jess. Eleven. I can’t believe you’re hungry.”

			“I’m always hungry after sex.”

			Hiromi reached to her bedside table and threw a candy at me.

			I caught it. Bitter lemon. “You were expecting me.”

			“I think I’m addicted.”

			“To me? Or bitter lemon drops?”

			“Not sure yet.”

			Hiromi’s apartment was sparsely furnished, but every surface was as cluttered as the windowsills, mostly with ceramic bowls of candy.

			The clutter continued on the walls—murals of vines, leaves, flowers. Two densely packed racks of clothes. There was neither dining table nor chairs.

			No robots either. Those clearly stayed in her studio.

			“I do like candy,” she said.

			“But not paying bills.” The small chef’s block beside the stove was piled high with them.

			“Candy’s cheaper than electricity. Come back to bed.”

			So I did.

			Prey, I told myself, taking control, sliding my mouth down Hiromi’s belly, parting her legs, teasing open the lips, tasting the salty, lemony musk of her, holding her hips as she surrendered, groaned, turned to liquid, begging me not to stop, then slipping out from under to drown me in more pleasure.
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			When I woke, light blazed through the windows. Hiromi sat at the end of the bed, sketching me. Another first: Lovers never woke before I did.

			“Garrett doesn’t like portraits, remember?” I’d have to steal it on my way out.

			“I wouldn’t show it to him in a million years. It’s too intimate. Your lips are swollen.”

			“So are yours,” I said.

			“And all those scars.” She looked down, marking the paper with short, quick strokes. “Like you were in a war.”

			“We climb without ropes.”

			“And play with knives,” she said. “Were your parents at the funeral?”

			“Sketching me naked makes you ask about my parents?”

			“I want to know where you come from,” she said. “More specifically than the great Morton sprawl. Was your mother one of those fabulous ladies with hints of red?”

			“She wasn’t there.”

			“Your father?”

			Covered in red the last time I saw him. “He died when I was ten. My memories of him come and go.”

			Hiromi nodded. “Same with my parents. I remember them, but my memories are mixed up with old photographs. One shoebox, full of pictures and documents. They weren’t very online.”

			Her pencil had stopped sketching. I took her hand, kissed it.

			“I used to imagine them as Romeo and Juliet,” she said. “Like they fled Japan because the families didn’t approve. It could be true. Sometimes they were so absorbed in each other, they’d forget I existed.”

			I frowned.

			“Not the Morton way?” she asked, smiling. “They loved me dearly, Jess. They just loved each other more. I still have their clothes.”

			She pointed at the racks in the corner.

			“Do you ever wear them?”

			“Everything that fits. That dress from last night belonged to Mom’s grandmother—the only relative she ever mentioned. Don’t know about the rest, but I pretend it all came from Japan.”

			“All the best clothes are inherited,” I said. “My waistcoat last night was Uncle Orrin’s.”

			“The sinister man who took my phone away.”

			“Yes. How did you survive without family?” How did anyone?

			“Samantha. She worked with my dad. She let me move in, kept me from winding up in the system, kept me in school. Fuck, I had the biggest crush on her.”

			“She’s what, forty?”

			“She was thirty back then. She ignored my crush.”

			“But not forever,” I said.

			“She gave in when we were celebrating my college graduation, drunk as shit. Then she spent days apologizing for what I thought was the best night of my life.”

			“I’ll never apologize.”

			“We shall see.” She leaned over her sketchbook to press her raw lips against mine. “How old are you again?”

			“Same age as you.”

			Hiromi pulled away, regarding me. “So you keep saying. But sometimes I think you’re barely out of high school. Other times…you seem a thousand years old.”

			“It’s somewhere in between,” I said.
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			Over the next few weeks, Hiromi and I saw a lot of each other.

			We rowed a boat together on a lake in Central Park. She marveled at my strength, our pulsing speed. But when we ate lunch by the reservoir afterward, my palms were blistered. Hiromi’s, callused from working metal and stone, weren’t even pink.

			Her art, written on her hands.

			In conversation with her friends, I was still out of my depth. Not about art history, which I studied diligently, but in general cluelessness—thinking that Lucille Ball was a sculptor, Oscar Wilde a murderer.

			Hiromi just smiled when I talked like an alien. As Garrett had said, inscrutability was part of the Morton mystique.

			She taught me the city’s museums and galleries. Gravitating toward the darkest, emptiest rooms, we touched each other in silence, every breath echoing from marble floors.

			“When you were little,” she asked one day in the Met, ancient weapons all around us, “did you ever see art in person?”

			“No museums in Upper Falls.”

			“What about trips to the city?”

			My eyes followed the curved blade of a sixteenth-century yataghan. “I came down twice, with cousins. We walked around.”

			“Jessica. Your family owns a gallery.”

			“It’s mostly a tax write-off.”

			“That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” she sighed. “Especially since it’s my gallery.”

			Whenever I was open about my family, it brought us closer. Hiromi saw me as a refugee from a cult, in need of saving.

			“Growing up on the estate, we had a lot of chores,” I said. “Art was optional.”

			She shook her head. “Art hasn’t been optional for forty thousand years.”

			I had to search later to find out what she meant. Staring at the ochre cave paintings of Sulawesi, something unsettling occurred to me.

			Art was older than the Mortons.
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			Eventually Hiromi asked to see my work. She went through the photos slowly, giving each piece a long, expressionless look.

			“You always use the same bones,” she said.

			“They’re all I have.”

			“They’re beautiful. The variations in the wings, from small to large, crooked to straight. Like a cabinet of curiosities.” She looked up from my phone. “Maybe the collection itself is the work, more than how you put them together.”

			“Peter collected them.” His art, not mine. Like Uncle Orrin’s scrapbook of magazine photos—ordinaries with big smiles: politicians, eager salesmen, astronauts’ wives. Or Aunt Beatrice’s collection of broken peelers and hand-cranked mixers she refused to repair. Grandpa Dwight’s DNA samples from serial killers.

			My family’s art was strange collections.

			“Ah,” Hiromi said. “How does working with them make you feel?”

			I’d been reading about what people wanted from art: to make themselves uncomfortable, uncertain. The opposite of being a Morton.

			“At home,” I said. “Bones were everywhere on the estate. Maybe I should work with something less familiar.”

			“Discomfort is a mode of knowledge.” She kissed my cheek, running a single finger down my side. “But so is pleasure.”

			“Art never hits me like that,” I said, shivering. Not like sex, or like the sight of Halcyon Hall, the windows aglow from the splendid, infernal device that raged inside. Also Peter’s work.

			Hiromi’s finger lifted from my skin, came to curl the ends of my hair.

			“What about music?”

			“I like the math of it.”

			She sighed, her breath soft against my neck. “Your family made you to certain specifications, Jessica. You’re still stuck inside them.”

			“You think I’ll ever get out?”

			“Oh, you definitely will.” A laugh bubbled up. “And when you do…yikes.”
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			I taught Hiromi too.

			Morton things—knife combat for her robots, capoeira to limber up after a long day. When the other occupants left at night, and we explored the old industrial building that housed her studio, I shared my skills in climbing, lock picks, alarms. In the other artists’ darkened studios, in Hiromi’s arms, my body still humming from sex, I took in her thoughts on their half-finished work.

			She showed me more of the city. Her favorite street art: murals of dinosaurs fighting forklifts; slogans (Break Your Own Heart!) stenciled on the sidewalk; temporary sculptures cobbled together from bicycle remains. Her favorite food venders, who sold us laksa, croissants, okonomiyaki, knishes, crepes, biryani, and bungeoppang—most of which I’d never eaten before.

			She delighted in startling my senses while plying me with questions. Once while we were eating olive oil ice cream, she asked:

			“Do you not hear catcalls? You never react.”

			“Like that guy two blocks ago—who inquired about our tits?”

			“You didn’t blink. You never blink.”

			“He wasn’t a threat.”

			“What if he was?”

			“I’d assess, then retreat or neutralize him.”

			Her eyes lit up. She loved it when I talked like a Morton. “I kind of want to see you neutralize someone. You also don’t notice people asking for money.”

			“Why would I notice them?” I had more important things to watch out for.

			Arabella had tailed us for two weeks, but the photographer at Mixed never reappeared. Maybe he’d been replaced by someone new and more skilled at surveillance.

			The only person of interest Arabella had spotted was Bianca Lindqvist, halfway down the block from us. Either a coincidence, or Halcyon Hall was still smoldering.

			Eating at a sidewalk table one cool summer evening, Hiromi caught me looking over my shoulder.

			“Is your family a secret society?”

			“You’re thinking of artists,” I said.

			“Unfathomable customs, a love of mystic symbols.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “But seriously. Do you ever think someone’s following you?”

			“If they are, let them come.”
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			Hiromi was fascinated by the scale and sprawl of the Mortons, by our durability, so unlike her own family’s.

			One afternoon, on the sweltering black tar roof of her studio, she told me about her parents’ car accident: the furniture repossessed, the house foreclosed. Too young to be alone, too old for new parents, she started taking apart her old toys and making new ones.

			I found myself grateful to Garrett for telling me so little about her. He’d let me discover her on my own, the way an ordinary would.

			I taught Hiromi to throw Peter’s knife, rubbing down her muscles after each session, learning everything about her body. But the machines were always her focus. She wiped out her savings to buy a factory-built arm, fast enough to propel Ziggy into a block of wood at thirty feet.

			We spent long, exquisite afternoons tuning it, finding the right distance-to-target for each of fifteen speed settings—the whirr of its joints, the taste of her skin, the thock of the knife striking home.

			But perfect summers always end.
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			I came down from my room one morning to find Garrett and Arabella at the dining table.

			At one end sat Grandmother Elizabeth. Her knitting bag lay in the chair beside her. She was at work on a child’s cap, her metal needles sliding carefully along the rows, removing the stitches one by one.

			When I bowed to her, she didn’t respond.

			“Coffee?” Arabella asked me.

			“Yes, thank you.”

			Arabella turned away to contemplate the knobs and switches of Garrett’s gleaming coffee maker. He sat uncomfortably as she poked and prodded the machine.

			She never made her own coffee.

			I wondered if I’d done something wrong, but then saw Grandmother’s battered leather suitcase in the corner—she was just passing through.

			Her needles kept moving, the little cap disappearing row by row. I tried to see the flaw she was trying to reach, but every stitch looked perfect.

			As Arabella set a cup in front of me, the surface of the coffee was trembling.

			“It’s time for a progress report, Jessica.”

			“Yes.” I took a sip—too bitter, even for me. “Since I quit working at the gallery, Hiromi and I spend most days together. Most nights too.”

			“Congratulations,” Arabella said. “Has she told you anything useful about Lyon?”

			“She speaks of him as little as possible.”

			Arabella looked at Garrett, her nerves spilling over. “I told you!”

			“Let it unfold. He’ll make the first move.”

			She shook her head. “The first move? We’ve bugged him, hacked his financials, threatened him with blackmail. None of it worked. And this is supposed to make him talk to us?”

			Garrett smiled. “Jealousy is slow but certain.”

			“It’s time to be direct. I’ll make an appointment and explain things from his couch. Tell him exactly who and what we are.”

			“Cult leaders,” Garrett said with a laugh. “Famously inclined to share power.”

			“It’s worked before.”

			“The Morton glamour won’t impress this one, Arabella. He already has a large, strange family—patients, acolytes, broken people who hang on his every word.”

			Arabella threw up her hands. “If we can’t incorporate him, we should just kill him! Then take his clients.”

			“We only need to put a crack in his ego,” Garrett said, turning to the end of the table. “We have what he doesn’t.”

			But Grandmother was looking at me. “Is this Hiromi Kennedy really so special?”

			I hesitated—the simplest solution was to kill Lyon, which would keep him away from Hiromi forever. But with him dead, my summer here would be over. I’d be sent home, away from her.

			“She’s exactly what we need,” I said.

			Grandmother nodded, and folded her needles. “Well, then, I have a flight to catch. London is lovely this time of year.”

			The rest of us exchanged glances—the Seths weren’t having a wedding, a funeral, or a kabaddi tournament, but our matriarch was visiting.

			“How much longer?” she asked Garrett.

			“Dr. Lyon’s summer party is in two weeks,” he said. “The whole cult will be there, prospective members too.”

			Arabella turned to me. “Are you set?”

			“Hiromi threw away the invitation. I pulled it out of the trash and RSVP’d for us.”

			“So you haven’t talked her into going?”

			“Don’t worry, Aunt Arabella. I will.”

			“Two weeks,” she said, and the room fell silent.

			I wondered if the meeting that had ended Peter’s life was like this—the other four arguing pros and cons, Grandmother only listening, smiling now and then to show her inclinations. I’d never found out who the fifth vote had been. My mother, Elizabeth, Veronica, Cyrus…

			Arabella was so ready to kill Lyon; maybe it had been her. Or maybe this aggression was just nerves. She didn’t like things moving slowly.

			This was the right time to bring up Faraday’s problem. “There’s also the issue of the Wilbert-Lees’ former business partner.”

			Garrett waved a hand. “He stared at Faraday on a train.”

			“There’s more.” She had texted me last night. “She ran into him again in Boston, in a bar. He left, but then stood at the window—in the rain, no umbrella, staring back inside.”

			As Arabella considered this, her shoulders relaxed, the edginess fading.

			“Tell me this man comes to New York soon.”

			I nodded—he hadn’t changed his passwords since the court case. “He has a reservation in Midtown, three days from now.”

			Arabella sighed with relief. At last, she had something concrete to do.

			“Uncle Orrin will be pleased,” Grandmother said with a smile.
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			I arrived at the hotel late in the evening, wearing glasses and a broad hat.

			A one-time credit card to check in, a state ID with an indistinct photo, courtesy of Gertie. She was in the city too, interning at the Museum of American Finance, taking the A train uptown on weekends to draw the Cloisters, brick by brick.

			My suite was full of ill-considered luxuries, the bed too soft, the sheets too slick, a settee blocking the view of Central Park. Even after their recent setback, Faraday’s former business partners had more money than taste.

			I set an alarm for three in the morning and lay on the covers, but sleep didn’t come. I was warm in my gloves and head wrap—to leave no fingerprints or hairs in the room.

			It felt odd now, being alone in bed.

			I wondered what Sebastian was up to. This was the longest we’d gone without seeing each other since he’d arrived at the estate, holding Grandmother’s hand and a borrowed suitcase of clothes that would wind up in the rag baskets. I’d begun to imagine his face in crowds, the way Peter’s sometimes flashed in the corner of my eye.

			Was a summer in Albany curing Sebastian of politics? Or was he soaring to new heights, spinning his charm into unMorton forms of power?

			Maybe we were all losing him.

			I remembered something that had happened a year after his adoption.

			We were out past the Barrow Marsh. I was teaching him, Katie, and Gertie which mushrooms were dinner and which were useful poisons. The chapel bell began to ring—the call to a family meeting.

			Sebastian had never heard the bells before. I explained to him that I had to go, and he had to stay with Katie and Gertie. They still had rabbits in their arms; Sebastian hadn’t even chosen Ratface yet.

			He pleaded with me to let him come.

			“You can’t,” I said. “You aren’t one of us yet.”

			He looked like I’d punched him. “Please.”

			“They’d just throw you out.”

			“Why?”

			“You haven’t done a mors curae.” And then, “You’d understand…if you were one of us.”

			Sebastian started to plead, to grovel. He began to cry.

			I’d seen him lose control a hundred times since he’d arrived. Anger, frustration, sudden violence, but never tears, even in Uncle Cyrus’s pain classes. Crying had always confused me. The blubbering, the hiccups, the snot—it was preposterous.

			In that moment, though, some part of me enjoyed watching Sebastian fall apart. It proved that he valued us, and specifically me. It showed that, even though he was already as good a fighter as me, and more resistant to pain than any of us, he was the vulnerable one.

			It showed me that I was still the best.

			Sebastian cried so hard the dogs came to see what the ruckus was about. But I only gave him my mother’s empty stare. In the end, I left him standing in the field, framed by two confused children and their squirming rabbits.

			That night at dinner, I expected him to be ashamed, humiliated. Maybe Gertie and Katie would tease him, and I would be a good mentor and shut them down. But they all acted as if nothing had happened. When I mentioned it to Gertie the next day, she pretended not to know what I was talking about—she had allied herself with Sebastian. With his charm, his politicking, he had erased his moment of weakness.

			Now, in this hotel bed, I realized that Sebastian had been left out again—from knowing what had happened to Peter. I wondered if, this time, he’d decided to erase me.
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			The alarm dragged me from a thick sleep.

			The window was radiant, the city’s machinery framing the dark rectangle of Central Park. From this height, I could name the streets and avenues by sight—all those hours of memorizing maps before my nightwalks.

			I stretched out, focusing on my arms, legs, and core. My first wrack had left me hobbling for days.

			At 3:20 a.m. precisely, I put on my hat and went out into the hallway.

			There was no one in sight, no sound but the low hum of air through the vents. But when I rounded a corner, Thomas and Uncle Orrin waited at the door of room 1507. Behind them, Arabella came down the corridor, her ski mask already on. Uncle Harold arrived last, looking older than the last time I’d seen him. He wore surgical gloves and carried a weighted blanket.

			The wrack was all here.

			Orrin handed Arabella a hotel card key, and she crept in first.

			The silence held, and the rest of us filed into the darkness.

			The target was sleeping on his side, half curled, gently snoring. His luggage was open on the couch, dress shirts splayed across the velvet settee. The suite was the mirror image of mine, but messy, like the dorm rooms of ordinaries at Helshire.

			We arranged ourselves around the bed—me at the target’s left arm—and waited for Uncle Orrin to give the nod.

			I felt it then, that collective animal of Mortons gathered on a mission. The bonds of training and tradition, of loyalty without care. And then the signal came.

			Each of us grabbed one limb and pulled, splaying the target out on his back. He stared up at the ceiling with startled eyes.

			Before the man could scream, Uncle Harold dropped the weighted blanket over his face. A thin sound rose up through the layers of Kevlar and glass beads, as muffled as a TV in the next room.

			As the target struggled, I leaned back on my haunches, my gloved hands firm around his wrist. He was strong, but my weight pulled his arm straight.

			We kept him like that for a while—long enough that time became uncertain in the dark, marked only by the hum of the city, a few stifled cries and threats. I’d been part of a wrack only once before, my freshman year, a newly hired adjunct asking the wrong questions at Helshire.

			It was hard work, keeping my grip, waiting for the next thrash of limbs. Fire began to build in my muscles, and pain along the arc of Sebastian’s stitch marks. Thomas, on his first wrack at only seventeen, was sweating through his mask.

			Every few minutes, Uncle Harold checked the pulse oximeter on the target’s finger, to make sure the man hadn’t gone hypoxic. Once, Harold signaled Tom to wrangle a blood pressure cuff onto the right arm. As the cuff hummed, expanded, sighed, the target remained oddly still, as if cooperating.

			Everything was within parameters. The six of us had become one mechanism, Mortons and target joined in perfect clockwork. My heart was steady, like in pain resistance class on sparking lamp day, feeling the milliamps course through my body, eyes locked with Sebastian’s.

			Time suspended, until Orrin gave the next signal.

			Harold pulled out a metal cylinder, a foot long, an inch wide, and came around to my side. He squeezed in beside me, moving with gentle certainty, like the time he’d pulled my shoulder back into its socket after a fall in the old barn.

			The metal tube slid onto the left pinkie, and the man grew still, as if he knew the rest. Harold turned to Uncle Orrin.

			We steadied our grips.

			Orrin gave a nod.

			In one swift motion, Harold turned the metal tube over, like throwing a switch. The pop of the finger bone was audible, and I felt it in the man’s wrist muscles, like plucked strings. An infinitesimal scream pierced the weighted blanket.

			When Harold pulled the tube off, the pinkie lay lifeless for a moment, pale in the dark, turned over backward. Then it squirmed a little, wriggling halfway back into place, muscles without bone.

			There was no renewed struggle, just a series of convulsions, the scents of puke under the blanket, piss in the bed. Harold felt for a pulse again, eyes closed.

			We held the target for another thirty minutes. He no longer fought us, except for an occasional spasm. Every time I looked at the pinkie, it had swollen more, puffing up around the nail like fresh bread.

			Thomas held on bravely, but by this point he was on his knees beside the bed.

			Finally, Uncle Harold tapped his watch. Half past four—the next security camera blackout was in ten minutes.

			Harold unzipped a leather case, took out a syringe. He swabbed and injected the left arm. The rest of us held on for five more minutes as the paralytic took hold.

			At last, we let go.

			Groans and grunts slipped out from everyone. The muscles of my hands were burning, my knees sore from an hour of crouching. Uncle Orrin was pacing stiffly around the room, hands on his lower back. Tom sat on the floor, his back against the wall.

			Push it under your feet. You’re just meat.

			Arabella lifted the blanket to clear the target’s mouth of vomit. His eyes stared up at her ski-masked face, full of tears, agony, and a silent, curious measure of gratitude.

			Orrin took out a small paper bag and sprinkled its contents over the bed. In the haze of reflected city lights spilling through the windows, it glittered like gold dust.

			The dust was from Grandpa Dwight’s collection—samples of skin and hair from various murderers. He’d once dreamed of scrying the secrets of their DNA, but Elizabeth had put a stop to such nonsense. So we’d found another use, scattering the scrapings wherever Mortons gathered to commit a crime. They created legal doubt about our presence, and left a message for anyone investigating—we are many; more than you can know.

			Soon we were out the door, leaving the Do Not Disturb sign swinging on the handle. We had six minutes before the hallway cameras came on again. I was on the street in five.

			It had rained at some point, fresh air after the bodily smells of the wrack. The shiny asphalt reminded me of the target’s face, glassy with sweat and stomach acid.

			Five blocks south, I tossed my hat, ski mask, and glasses straight into the snarling rear end of a sanitation truck. Three blocks after that, I turned on my phone.

			There was a message from Arabella.

			Look up, prodigy. You’re being followed.
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			I kept walking, eyes straight ahead.

			Law enforcement would have intervened. Hotel staff would’ve called the cops. Maybe it was one of Lyon’s watchers…I’d just committed criminal trespass, willful imprisonment, assault.

			My phone buzzed again.

			She’s alone. Orrin’s on his way.

			She…. Something clicked into place, and I replied:

			5’7, dark hair, hands in pockets?

			The dots pulsed, then: Can’t see hair, but otherwise. Who?

			I put the phone away. The less Arabella knew, the less likely she was to get involved.

			Neutral ground, a crowded public place. I headed west, at a pace Orrin couldn’t maintain.

			On Tenth Avenue, a dog run stretched beside a set of handball courts. Although the sun was barely risen, the run was busy, animals full of energy, humans drinking coffee and watching. I lingered at the fence, in full sight of a dozen people.

			My stalker came to stand beside me.

			Bianca Lindqvist had made only a passing effort at disguise. A hoodie over her head, a KN95 with a clown’s smile covering her mouth—the sort of thing you’d wear to intimidate someone. Or kill them.

			Her hands were in her pockets. I couldn’t see Arabella yet.

			“My team spotted you,” I said. “They’ll be here soon.”

			The look in her eyes matched the cartoon smile. “Are you afraid of me, Jessica?”

			“No. But it’s bad form to shadow another family’s operation.”

			“It’s bad form to snitch about Helshire.”

			I hesitated. This wasn’t the accusation I’d expected.

			“I’m not a snitch,” I said.

			A bored sigh. “You told your family about the Hefnd, just like I thought you would. Predictable Jessica.”

			“I don’t care about your little murder club, Bianca.”

			She cocked her head, staring at me. As if she expected me to cut myself again to prove my honesty.

			“If it wasn’t you, then why did your family burn down Halcyon Hall?”

			A sharp sound escaped me. “What?”

			“Nothing burns like that on a rainy night, not without help.”

			I tried to shut out the yapping from the dog run, gathering my thoughts. “Why would my family do that?”

			“Because you told your elders about Hefnd, and they think we killed Peter, because we’re chaotic and out of control. My aunties think you’re going to war with us!”

			I shook my head. “There’s no war. No one thinks you killed Peter.”

			“Then who the fuck burned down Halcyon Hall? The Daisy Singers?”

			“I did.”

			Bianca went silent for a moment. “On your own? Not for the family?”

			I nodded.

			“You built an incendiary bomb?” she went on. “If someone handed you a Molotov cocktail, you’d drink it.”

			“Peter built it—for his Hefnd. He wanted to impress you.”

			Bianca turned away from me, staring at the dog run as she considered this. An Aussie sheepdog came toward us, sniffed our knees through the fence, and trotted away again.

			“It was certainly impressive,” she finally said. “The foundation cracked from the heat.”

			“If he’d used it on people, the FBI would’ve shown up and never left.”

			“Then why the hell did you set it off?”

			“Because of what you did to Peter! He was making headway with his roommate, but he played your little Hefnd game instead. He threw away his future.”

			She stared at me. “What do you mean, his future? He fell.”

			I said nothing.

			Finally, understanding reached her eyes. “So he was culled.”

			“Also me,” I said.

			Maybe it was my missing night of sleep, or the leftover burn in my muscles from the wrack, but a lightness came over me at this confession. As if gravity had switched off and I could float into the air.

			Now that Bianca knew, everyone would. I had been blooded on my own cousin, had burned down Halcyon Hall. No more secrets.

			Very slowly, she pulled off the mask. “We thought you loved Peter.”

			“I did.” I took a breath. “That’s why I blew up your clubhouse.”

			“Revenge,” she said, a slow smile coming over her face. “Your own little Hefnd. Maybe you aren’t such an aunties’ pet.”

			“You aren’t angry?”

			“Xavier will be furious, but he’ll forgive you. We can find another place. You keep surprising me, Jessica.” She was staring at the dogs again. “This explains why your cousin called last week.”

			“Sebastian?”

			She nodded. “Drunk and ranting, angry at the rest of you. Wouldn’t say why.”

			I’d sent Sebastian more texts—asking him about Albany, telling him about how much he’d have loved the scene at Mixed. But instead of answering me, he was drunk dialing Bianca Lindqvist.

			“In honor of Peter,” she said, “he committed a little Hefnd of his own.”

			“What did he do?”

			A low laugh rolled through her. “Ask him yourself, Jessica.”

			“That’s Aunt Jessica to you,” I said.

			Bianca snorted at this, putting her mask back on. “I’m glad we had this little chat. Mawmaw Brynhild will be pleased to hear about Peter. She loves a good culling.”

			“Whatever settles things down,” I said.

			“Oh, this isn’t settled,” Bianca said, the clown smile matching her eyes. “Things are just getting interesting.”

			With those words, she walked away.

			Bianca would tell her elders about my destruction of Halcyon Hall. If I was lucky, the Lindqvists would only burn me in effigy for a decade or so.

			A moment later, a figure emerged from the handball courts and made a slow circle of the dog run. It was Arabella, headed toward me, her eyes following Bianca.

			“What was that?”

			“Helshire stuff,” I said.

			“A fire on a rainy night?”

			I didn’t answer.

			“Jessica,” she said. “Helshire is where the four families bump against each other. You have to be careful there. If any trouble spills beyond those ivy walls, Elizabeth will have your skin.”

			“Whatever happens, it’ll be my problem.”

			Arabella grunted, pulling out her phone to text. Across the park, Uncle Orrin glanced down at his screen. He waved at us and began to limp toward the exit.

			“Thanks for the backup,” I said.

			“Babysitting is my full-time job. Do I need to start running overwatch on you again?”

			I shook my head. “Tell the family not to worry.”

			“The elders aren’t worried, Jessica. They think Halcyon was struck by lightning. They have no idea what goes on there.”

			“But you asked me about the fire the day after I got here.” I stared at Arabella for a moment, then reached out and took her left hand. She didn’t stop me as I pushed up the shirtsleeve—on her forearm was a tattoo, small enough to be mistaken for a blemish. Heart-shaped, black.

			A Hefnd mark, just like Bianca’s.

			“You killed someone? For personal reasons?”

			“For justice. I’ll tell you about it sometime.” Arabella smiled. “I was the first Morton invited in. They wanted something from me.”

			The family secret. The story of Uncle Max.

			“Your junior year,” I said, “Yvonne and Tobias didn’t show up at Helshire. That’s when they knew for sure the cousins were gone.”

			“I never told them why. I assume they still don’t know.”

			“They asked Sebastian to join last year, thinking he might let it slip.”

			“Sebastian, doing a Hefnd?” Arabella let out a sharp, hard laugh. “He’s too busy charming his enemies to kill them.”

			“Maybe.” He’d done something up in Albany.

			Arabella was staring at me. “What do you mean ‘maybe’?”

			“No idea,” I said. “Nobody tells me anything.”
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			The color of the month was unclear.

			The girl who answered the door wore a loose summer dress, the grayish-green of dried sage. The walls of the hallway behind her were more radiant. Verdigris? Viridian? I’d learned a profusion of color names from Hiromi. Gertie had lived here since late May, but the stifling air prickled with the sting of turpentine.

			They’d repainted more than once.

			“Is she home?”

			“Good morning, Jessica.” A curtsy. “Let me go and check.”

			“Yes, do that.” I shut the door behind me.

			The girl scampered away barefoot, dress billowing. I followed.

			The hallway was decorated with Gertie’s drawings of Helshire—Ogden, Ridermore, Dewitt, all in meticulous detail. I recognized Sebastian’s Terrace House, his window on the second floor, a faceless figure staring out.

			The room where he’d sewn my stitches, where we’d promised to tell each other everything. But I hadn’t, and now he told me nothing.

			The first door along the hallway opened on a sewing room, where four podmates were at work on a quilt. Two boys, two girls, they wore last-century dresses in mismatched greens and looked up at me with intense smiles.

			I kept walking. Two small bedrooms, a study, and a corner room stuffed with antique armchairs and couches. Just like the one in the Great House, which my elders called “the den.”

			This apartment was huge, and not Morton-owned. I wondered what form of chicanery was paying the rent. Maybe Gertie was printing her own money.

			But I hadn’t been offered tea or cookies. Standards were slipping.

			The girl who’d first greeted me reappeared, curtsied again.

			“Gertie will see you now.”
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			Swathed in black chiffon, she waited in an enormous kitchen, the morning light slanting in on cracked linoleum and floating cat dander. Uncle Max was on the floor beside her, splayed in a sunbeam, motionless except for the twitching whiskers of some murderous dream.

			Two podmates, who’d been sifting flour onto a large kitchen island, scuttled out of the room. The shelves were untidy. The coffee grinder looked broken.

			I recognized the farmhouse table where Gertie sat.

			“You brought this monstrosity with you,” I said. “To a sixth-floor walk-up?”

			She looked up from her drawing—an arched stone doorway. “Home is where the heart is.”

			“Gertie. That saying means you don’t have to haul your shit everywhere.”

			“That seems wrong, because one does.” She went back to her work. “Besides, people who never visit aren’t allowed to comment on decor.”

			“Did I miss an invitation?”

			“You are always welcome, cousin.”

			I took this as permission to sit.

			Still no tea. The kitchen was hot, even with the windows wide open. Perhaps air-conditioning was counter to the aesthetic.

			“The new color scheme is lovely,” I began. “We need to talk about Sebastian.”

			“The hallway isn’t the right shade yet,” she said. “What about him?”

			“Would you call it jade? Just this morning, Bianca Lindqvist showed up and told me about his little revenge.”

			“It’s malachite.” Gertie looked up from her work. “And you pulled this trick last time—making one assume you knew all about a thing when you, in fact, did not.”

			I kept my smile steady. “I’m pals with the Lindqvists now. Xavier gave me his Hefnd speech. But I didn’t expect Sebastian to wreak vengeance in Albany.”

			Gertie gazed at me, trying to read my face. “Do you think the family will figure it out? Some state senator having a heart attack, a few weeks after our cousin shows up?”

			A little thrum went through me. Sebastian had killed someone. He was angry at me, at the family. A Hefnd was the most unMorton thing he could imagine. His own homage to Peter.

			“Heart attacks are easy to cover,” I said. “They’ll never guess.”

			Gertie shrugged. “No motive, except that the honorable gentleman was a cock-wallop. One gathers that’s fairly common up there.”

			I wondered how I’d missed this, searching on Albany and a hundred synonyms of mayhem. “What was his name again?”

			“Seymour…Butts?” A smile drifted slowly onto Gertie’s face, followed by a spurt of laughter. “He’s not real, silly—I was tricking you!”

			I stared at her. “Shit.”

			“Such a simple girl. Bianca wouldn’t tell you secrets in a million years. No one tells you anything. Also, I don’t like your hair!”

			“I don’t like your cat,” I said.

			“That reminds me.” Gertie produced a little silver bell and rang it furiously. In his sunbeam, Uncle Max twitched a little.

			“Why are you mad at me, Gertie?”

			She ignored this, crossing her arms and glaring at the hallway. A moment later a boy in olive shorts appeared.

			“Snacks!” she commanded.

			He went to the refrigerator, three feet from Gertie, and pulled out a glass-covered china plate. He set it before her with a bow.

			“Flounce,” she said with a wave of the hand, and he did—out of the kitchen and down the hall. As she pulled the cover off the plate, Uncle Max’s eyes opened. “This is what you get for tricking.”

			Gertie tossed a strip of anchovy at my feet.

			Uncle Max roared to life, claws scrabbling before catching on the cracked linoleum. The beast hurtled across the room to crash into my ankles.

			I didn’t look down at the oily, joyful smacking of jaws, the scent of brine.

			“Sebastian is not himself,” I said.

			“Because he hates you,” she said, flinging another fillet.

			The cat swiped at it, a single claw hooking the leg of my linen pants. There was a brief struggle, a tearing sound, then more of the awful smacking.

			I ignored the furry little body’s passion against my legs. “Has he killed someone?”

			“Hah. You know nothing!” She tossed another anchovy, this time at my lap.

			I backhanded it away and it landed on the kitchen island. The cat leapt in pursuit, scattering the sifted flour in all directions, calamitous and insatiable.

			There were sudden tears in Gertie’s eyes.

			“Sebastian hates you because you killed Peter.”

			“He told you that?”

			“No. You just did.” Her anger faded. “Two can play at tricking.”

			“You could’ve simply asked.”

			“You could have simply told.” She was watching Uncle Max, still at work on the piece of fish. Flour rose up in tiny, ragged clouds as he chomped, set adrift by the breeze from the open window. “Did you think I wouldn’t care?”

			“Loyalty has no care.” I looked down at my pants. They were in need of Sebastian’s needlework. “I was under orders to keep it secret.”

			“You’re always under orders, Jessica.”

			I didn’t answer: We all were.

			“It’s like you don’t remember that day,” Gertie went on. “No one ever told us an adult could just do that. No one came to help. Only five of us walked out of there—and Peter was one of them.”

			“That’s why he was damaged.”

			“That’s why he was ours!” she cried. “Our little family within the family.”

			I stared at Gertie, her silver bell, her color coordination. What was the pod if not another family? Or worse.

			“Gertie. Do you think you’re infallible?”

			“Infallible? One can’t even find the right shade of malachite.”

			It struck me that Faraday’s cult quiz might be incomplete. “Tell me what Sebastian did.”

			“Only because it will make you sad.” Gertie threw the cat another piece of fish. “He spilled to Bianca about Yvonne, Tobias, Tillie, Zachary, Olive, and Ramsey. Every blow, every scream, every drop of blood.”

			Something heavy landed in my stomach. “Why?”

			“Hefnd,” she said. “On the Mortons. On you. For Peter.”

			I closed my eyes—Bianca would tell her elders, and they would tell the other families. The Mortons were weak, touched by madness.

			I remembered Arabella’s words. “Elizabeth will have his skin.”

			“No. Bianca promised not to say who.” Gertie tossed another fish, this time on the floor beside the table—the cat thumped down. “Or maybe she’ll say it was you. She owes you a bit of inconvenience for burning down Halcyon.”

			“They won’t believe her,” I said, my eyes drawn to the creature as it shredded and gobbled.

			“Because Jessica is the prodigy. The one who does the culling.”

			“That’s on you and Sebastian.”

			“Because we allowed the Lindqvists to corrupt our dear cousin,” she said in a singsong voice. “Yes, Sebastian told me about Peter’s bomb. How he used my little forgery to purchase naughty toys.”

			“You gave matches to a pyromaniac because you thought it was amusing.”

			“Amusing?” Her eyes flashed. “It was what he needed. It was who he was!”

			“Then he was always going to be culled.”

			“You and Sebastian were our saviors, Jessica. You stopped the swinging axe!” She hurled an anchovy at my head—I ducked, and it hit the wall behind me with an oily slap, sending the cat skittering again. “You don’t get to switch sides, and become one of them!”

			“There’s no them,” I said. “We’re all Mortons.”

			At these words, Gertie closed her eyes, balled up her fists, and let out a piercing shriek. From behind me, a horde thundered down the hallway. A dozen of them piled up outside the kitchen, peering in.

			“Coventry!” Gertie screamed at them.

			The footsteps retreated again, and the sound of slamming doors echoed down the hallway.

			Her voice went quiet, cold. “Don’t you dare blame this on me and Sebastian. You were the one in red at Peter’s funeral.”

			I shook my head. “If he’d turned his roommate, he could’ve made it all four years. But Sebastian wanted to play politics with the Lindqvists, and you wanted to be a little brat.”

			“You threw Peter off a fucking building.” Gertie raised the last shiny sliver of fish. “You finished what your father couldn’t.”

			She threw it at my chest—I caught it midair.

			“What did you just call him?” I asked.

			Gertie didn’t answer at first, luxuriating in the stretching quiet that comes before violence. Uncle Max sat in the middle of it all, gazing up at the morsel in my hand.

			“Sorry,” Gertie whined. “Should I have said daddyyyyy?”

			I threw the fish out the open window. The beast pursued—one leap onto the sill, another into the hungry void of the airshaft.

			Two seconds of humming silence, then a thump from six stories down.

			I stood and turned from Gertie, heading to the front door. Moving away from chaos toward sunlight and fresh air—and Hiromi, waiting at her studio.

			From behind me came Gertie’s laughter, as bright and clear as her little silver bell.

			“You killed Uncle Max!” she called. “You got him again!”
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			At the door of her studio, Hiromi looked me up and down—my clawed pants, a whiff of anchovies, the long hours of the wrack.

			“Tough day?”

			“Cousin stuff.”

			“The one who’s mad at you?”

			“A different one: Gertie. Also somewhat mad.”

			Hiromi ushered me in, offering me the metal water bottle in her hand.

			I drank—teeth-aching cold. “Thanks. But I could use something stronger.”

			“Of course.” Hiromi placed one palm flat on the middle of my back, the other against my chest. The gentle pressure made me aware of my own heartbeat, ragged and fast.

			Gradually, it settled.

			“I’ll make you something too,” I said.
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			In her studio’s small kitchen, I turned on the kettle, stirred hot water into pine honey, added a tincture of fennel and horehound.

			My own drink was simpler. Half gin, half vermouth, a single olive. Soft and comforting, a solvent for the wrack, Bianca, Gertie, and the defenestration of Uncle Max.

			While I mixed, Hiromi went back to work.

			Her industrial robot arm occupied one end of the studio. When it was switched on, the arm became a dangerous creature sharing the space with us. The gunmetal paint job flashed as it twitched and spun, throwing Peter’s old knife faster than any human could.

			The target was at the studio’s other end—a block of wood clamped to a rotating, tilting stand, ready to be struck from any direction. Hiromi was trying to carve a face into it from thirty feet.

			Throws that went wild—most of them—hit a backstop of mattresses we’d found on the street, smelling of bedbug spray. They were gouged and torn, leaking filler that trembled in the breeze from the old factory windows.

			A few days ago, an errant throw had hit the mattresses hilt first. Ziggy had bounced halfway back to Hiromi and the arm, its point planting in the floor. The mark was still there, a boundary I hadn’t crossed since, not while the arm was active.

			Hiromi was unconcerned. “I need a few more scars to catch up with you.”

			As I took my first sip of Martini, smooth and oily, she fired the arm.

			Most throws chipped at the wood and bounced away. The sculpture’s current title was Another Victim of Mortality.

			I sipped my drink as she pried the knife out.

			Hiromi stared at Ziggy’s battered hilt. “Will you be okay if I break this?”

			“Peter broke knives all the time. He broke a lot of things.”

			“Your family’s heart,” she said softly. “Are you still making sculptures out of Peter’s collection of bones?”

			“No,” I said. “Why’s your last name Kennedy?”

			Hiromi took her drink from the table. “They were trying to leave their families behind. They wanted to blend in, but a famous Irish name only raised more questions. Do I smell fennel in this?”

			“I was going for licorice,” I said. “Like your weird Swedish candies. Isn’t it strange? Having a last name whose history has nothing to do with you?”

			“Is it strange having a last name tied to centuries of imperialism?”

			“Not really,” I said, though she only meant my family’s Englishness, not our triumphantly blood-drenched past (present, future).

			“Keep working with those bones, Jessica. I know a lot of stuff comes easy for you, but art is never easy.”

			“Grief has many flavors,” I said. “Gertie’s still wearing black.”

			“The other angry cousin—the artist?”

			“She just draws what already exists.”

			Hiromi carefully placed the knife blade into the robot’s claw. “No such thing. Art always creates another world.”

			“Gertie lives in hers.” I recalled her rendering of Sebastian’s Terrace House, the figure peeking from the window. Her picture of Dewitt Hall: the parking lot, the memorial. “Mostly she draws Helshire.”

			“Where Peter fell,” Hiromi said. She went back to the block of wood and ran her hand across the latest mark left by Ziggy. She loosened the clamp to rotate the wood a few degrees.

			“Shouldn’t you do that before you reload?” I asked.

			“I have to put myself in the wood’s position.”

			“Fucking artists,” I said, glancing at the fat red button. “What if I fainted and fell on the controls?”

			“When did you get safety conscious, knife-thrower?”

			“When my Aunt Veronica first put a bow in my hand. Age five.”

			“Fucking Mortons.” She returned to me, weaving back and forth across the knife’s flight path. “What about An Outcome of Uncontrolled Processes?”

			“What’s the point of confusing titles?”

			“To increase the scope for interpretation.” She reached into her pocket for a small, rattling box and poured out a few pastilles. “Open your mouth.”

			The tiny candies disintegrated instantly, like perfume lingering in an elevator.

			“Absinthe,” I said. “And fancy soap.”

			“What happened to your leg, Jess?”

			“Gertie’s cat. She takes in strays.”

			“You Mortons are such animal lovers. I’ve never seen rabbits at a funeral before.”

			“You should see the rabbit funerals. Can I press the red button this time?”

			“You may not.”

			The next throw skimmed the target, sending out a spray of splinters. Ziggy bounced back from the mattresses and wound up twirling on the floor. We watched it come to a halt. The tip pointed at the large canvas Hiromi kept covered in the corner, a secret work I’d never seen.

			We went to inspect the target. Something was emerging from the wooden block—a face looking at a catastrophe.

			“Wouldn’t it be easier to carve this yourself?”

			“Always funniest when you aren’t trying.” She dipped into her pockets and placed another candy in my mouth—Korean characters on the wrapper, ginseng and mushrooms on my tongue.

			“Best one so far,” I said. “Like those wines that taste like wet dirt.”

			She nodded. “Earthworms sprouting after a long rain, looking for oxygen.”

			“Helpless.” I held her from behind, inhaling the sculpture’s scent of fresh-cut wood. “Exposed.”

			“Do you find worms sexy, Jessica Morton?”

			“Worms, no. Candy, increasingly so.”

			“Flirting,” Hiromi said, and didn’t pull away. Prey.

			The breeze through the windows picked up, carrying the smell of the coffee roastery across the street. The afternoon light was perfect; the Martini had soothed my head.

			A tiny trembling came from my thigh.

			“Family phone?”

			“Yes.” My arms dropped from her.

			The text was from Grandmother Elizabeth: Push.

			The cult’s party was only ten days away.

			“Grandma says she mailed us some candies.”

			“I love her.”

			“She loves giving presents.” Time to push. “So…I did a bad thing. I told Garrett about your secret piece of art.”

			We both glanced at the covered canvas leaning in the corner. It was ten feet across, the biggest piece in the room.

			Hiromi shrugged. “Garrett only cares about my robots.”

			“That’s what he said. But I feel bad about telling him.”

			“Don’t stress, Jessica. That piece isn’t a secret; it’s just embarrassing. You didn’t look at it, did you?”

			I shook my head.

			“Good. It’s a guilty pleasure. But can I ask why you told him?”

			I looked everywhere but at her. “This was a big deal for me, getting to work at Garrett’s gallery. But I’m barely there anymore.”

			“I’ve noticed.”

			“He doesn’t trust me to talk to clients.”

			“Oh,” Hiromi said softly. This part was all too believable.

			“I’ve been trying to bring him something useful. A new artist or a collector. It just slipped out—that I knew something he didn’t.”

			“Doesn’t matter.”

			“It was shitty of me.” I put an edge of tragedy in my voice, like when the girls on my hall talked about Sebastian. “I’m sorry, Hiromi.”

			She sighed, giving me a ginger sucker with a softened flavor, like a gnarled old root left too long in the larder.

			“Crystal’s right,” I said. “All I’ve got is family connections.”

			“She grew up here. She’s been going to galleries since she was three. You were raised by wolves.”

			“Wolves are highly intelligent.”

			“Which makes them dangerous. When you look at this bust, what do you see?”

			I stared at the battered block of wood. “A hint of eyes, a gash of mouth.”

			“But under that?”

			I looked harder, thought about the lightning movements of the robot arm. Ziggy flying through the air, a large and imprecise missile—hitting, missing, skimming, sticking. “Trajectories.”

			“But under that.” Hiromi gazed at me like I was the object on display.

			“The randomness of art? The chaos of uncontrolled processes?” I sighed. “See? This is why Garrett doesn’t want me in the gallery. Maybe if we go to more openings, more parties. I might meet some real collectors.”

			She turned back toward the target, contemplating the half-formed face. But also wondering how to help me.

			My Martini was warm now, the olive’s brine concentrated in the last drops, as salty as Hiromi’s skin.
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			“Where the hell did you get that?” Hiromi asked.

			“Family car,” I said. It was an Aston Martin ragtop from the eighties, one of Uncle Orrin’s Gotham fleet, picked up that morning from a parking garage near our Brooklyn properties.

			“I thought you were renting,” she said.

			“Mortons don’t rent.”

			“Must be nice,” Hiromi said. She’d spent the last week on edge, nervous about Lyon’s party, quietly irked at me for saying yes to her kind offer. Standing there on the sidewalk, bag in hand, she seemed close to calling the whole trip off.

			I began to take down the convertible’s top.

			Hiromi came closer, entranced—windshield clips, hinges and pivots, the origami of vinyl vanishing from sight. On our walks, she always paused to watch machines in transformation. Roller doors, retractable awnings, folding bicycles all enchanted her.

			When the car’s metamorphosis was complete, she dropped her overnight bag into the back seat.

			“Well,” she said. “At least the drive will be fun.”
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			I waited until we left Manhattan to speak again, after we’d negotiated the crawling funnel of the bridge, the tangle of interchanges in New Jersey. At last we broke free onto the open highway, forested hills rising on either side.

			“Thanks for doing this. I know you hate him.”

			Hiromi didn’t answer at first, staring into the sky. The wind turned her hair into a storm of black tentacles.

			“If you only sell art to nice people,” she said at last, “you starve.”

			“Lyon will buy your work whether or not we go to this party. You’re doing this for me.”

			She put a hand on my shoulder, letting the subject drop into the well of this perfect afternoon. Here outside the city, the asphalt heat had lifted, the air smelled of trees and grass. The high clouds were backlit, their edges opaline through my polarized sunglasses.

			Our conversation came slowly, punctuated by the stretched-out silences of the road.

			“Will anybody we know be there?” I asked.

			“A few collectors of mine. Tech bros who admire Lyon’s taste.”

			“His taste isn’t so bad—I mean, he likes you. What about other artists?”

			“A dozen, maybe. Too blue chip to have heard of me.” She squeezed my shoulder. “But good people for you to meet.”

			None of this was news. I’d scrolled through the chatter from the party’s last few years, memorizing faces, names, and résumés. Every summer, Lyon’s guest list grew in riches and glitter.

			His art collection had done its job, drawing the wealthy and prominent into his fold. But Hiromi’s work had captured him instead.

			“We should grab something on the way,” she said. “I hate being hungry when there’s only party food.”

			The edge in her voice was back.

			I was looking forward to meeting Lyon—to coming face-to-face with this source of fear and revulsion. Garrett shivered, theatrically, but honestly, when he spoke of him. Arabella retreated into Morton truisms: Kill him, and he’ll die.

			I’d brought options. A butterfly knife in one boot, a flash grenade in the other.

			“There’s a diner, just before we hit the back roads.” I reached across Hiromi to pop the glove box. “In the meantime, Grandmother’s care package from Upper Falls arrived.”

			“Candy!” She reached into the compartment. “From the legendary general store?”

			“I asked for Barley Pops, Coconut Long Boys, and Goldenberg’s Peanut Chews.”

			“Barley Pops! Those sound ancient and terrible.” She leaned across, pulling against her seat belt. As she kissed me, her windblown hair batted at my face, a kittenish tempest. “Like a certain family I know.”

			I smiled, freshly forgiven, and kept my eyes on the road.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			When we pulled into the diner, the sun had already fallen behind the mountain, the parking lot empty, growing dark. Hiromi gazed at the diner windows—buzzing neon shakes, fries, and burgers.

			“It’s been ages since I had a milkshake.”

			I brushed a fingertip across her cheek. “Two straws?”

			“Sure, but I’m getting fries too—and dipping them.”

			“In the milkshake?”

			She turned to me. “You gotta problem with that?”

			There was more than a joke in her stare. This was the last stop before Lyon’s party, a last chance to stall.

			“If you fill yourself up,” I said, “you won’t have to eat Lyon’s food.”

			Hiromi turned back to the neon milkshake and shivered a little. “Silly, I guess. He’s not a faerie king.”

			“It’s hard to break bread with enemies.” Weddings and feasts had maintained the four families’ peace for a hundred years.

			I took a small risk. It had taken us three hours to drive here.

			“We can go home if you want.”

			She didn’t answer, except to kiss my hand. I felt the current in her lips. More stalling, but the kind I could work with.

			“If he so much”—I pulled her hand to me, kissing her wrist—“as touches you”—then the inside of her elbow—“I will murder him.”

			Hiromi shuddered from deep down, glancing at the diner windows.

			“Convertibles have their disadvantages.”

			I smiled—and put us in neutral.

			The car slid from the space, drifting down the gentle slope of the parking lot. Looking backward, one arm over the seat, I let gravity carry us to a dark corner, the farthest parking space from the diner.

			“That was hot,” she said as we eased to a silent halt.

			I turned to kiss her shoulder, her neck, her chin, her mouth. Softly, gently, then increasingly not. My hand slid into the warmth between her legs.

			Once or twice, Hiromi glanced over her shoulder at the diner. But then she began to find her way—short, sharp breaths, half fighting me, head arched back on the leather upholstery.

			When release came, she curled forward around my hand, tipping sideways, warm and panting against me.

			She asked a question before she’d even caught her breath. “Who was the first person to make you come?”

			“Me,” I said.

			A laugh. “Okay, but who were you thinking about?”

			“I was too little to be thinking about anyone. It was just a button I discovered.” A car drove past us into the lot. They parked in the space we’d first pulled into. Hiromi shifted so her dress covered more of her legs. “I thought it was just me, until my Aunt Veronica taught us about it.”

			Hiromi sighed a little. “Sex ed on the farm.”

			“Farms are a hundred percent sex ed.” And slaughter ed, too—all the clockwork of living bodies. “There were diagrams.”

			“But who was the first person you thought about?”

			“Sebastian. Was it Chef Sam for you?”

			“In thought and deed. Isn’t Sebastian the cousin who’s mad at you?”

			“One of them. The distant one.”

			“And adopted—I remember him from the funeral. Did you two ever hook up in real life?” Hiromi sat straighter. “Sorry. Is that weird to ask?”

			“You’re not the first.” At least she’d been more direct than Faraday.

			“Because people see sparks between you?”

			“Because people want him. Not because he’s handsome. Mostly it’s his confidence, certainty, charm.”

			“Runs in the family, though he seemed a little confused to me. So have you?”

			I gave her Sebastian’s most sardonic look, eyebrow aslant, eyes narrowed. “We have not.”

			“Because the family would freak out.”

			“They think we’re a good match.”

			“Seriously? Mortons marry Mortons?” A slow laugh rolled out of her. “Of course you do.”

			“We mostly don’t marry at all.” I opened my door, got out. “But Sebastian and I would be impossible.”

			Hiromi didn’t move. “Too different?”

			“Too alike. Too competitive. Two keys trying to fit the same lock.”

			“Have you ever…almost?”

			So many times. Training, dancing, climbing together. Defusing one of Aunt Iris’s smoke bombs, fingers brushing, eyes meeting, almost leaning in. The unspoken game of not yielding to that gravitational pull.

			Acquiescence is surrender. Consent, sinister.

			“It’s better if we’re friends.” Rivals. Allies. Whatever we’d been before Peter’s death. I sometimes wondered if we’d return to that. If Sebastian would speak to me again.

			He’d have to acknowledge me once we were both home. But would he forgive me?

			“So you ignore the sparks.”

			“Mortons aren’t ruled by our desires.”

			Hiromi got out at last, making a show of straightening her dress. “You could’ve fooled me.”

			“You and I are the right amount of different.” I came around the car, giving into gravity, kissing her again, wanting to pull her back into the car, this time with the ragtop deployed.

			“I still need a milkshake,” she said.
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			We shared french fries and a vanilla milkshake.

			We ignored the scandalized expression of the waitress I’d seen watching through the window. Then we drove up the mountain guided by my phone. The voice coaxed us through switchbacks, along carriage roads, past a derelict gatehouse.

			Lyon had bought the abandoned resort five years ago. It hailed from the age of Catskills family summers—a swimming pool and ice rink, a ballroom, a bowling alley, all in ruins when Lyon’s reconstruction had begun. As we crept toward the resort’s main building, we saw that the outer structures were broken and deserted.

			Here on the west side of the mountain, sunset still angled through the trees. Manhattan seemed more than a few hours away. Like Helshire’s Old Campus, or the tumbledown brickyards near Upper Falls, the resort was a different era, a lost world.

			When the main building came into view, the sense of ruin vanished. The windows were ablaze, the eaves lined with colored lights that pulsed in time with calypso playing from hidden speakers. Another vintage car—some kind of Daimler—was pulling away, leaving behind a couple in party clothes, who climbed the porch stairs and disappeared through the doors of the resort.

			As we pulled into the turnaround, a young woman in capri pants and kitten heels came down the stairs to greet us. Her hair was in a ponytail, and she wore cat-eye glasses and soft pink lipstick.

			She looked up from her clipboard. “Hiromi Kennedy and Jessica Anderson?”

			“That’s us,” I said.

			“Welcome to Visage. If you’d be so kind as to give me your keys, your car and luggage will be waiting at Cabin Sixteen.”

			“But we haven’t dressed,” Hiromi said.

			“The pre-party is casual.” The woman glanced at the clipboard again, then gave us a kindly smile. “This is your first Visage, I see.”

			I handed over Uncle Orrin’s keys. “Be careful. It’s a family heirloom.”

			Another woman had appeared, with the same outfit and makeup, holding a tray of champagne. I took a glass, then looked at Hiromi.

			“A special drink for Ms. Kennedy,” the woman said, rotating the tray a quarter turn—one of the glasses was a pearly color.

			Hiromi took a sip. “Lychee juice? I love it.”

			The woman smiled in apology. “Mangosteen.”

			She ushered us toward the entrance, the sounds of party chatter building. Two young men in golf shirts opened the doors for us.

			“I wasn’t expecting this level of theme,” I said softly.

			“We didn’t even RSVP. How’d they know your name?”

			“Uncanny,” I said.

			The lobby of the old resort was built of granite, like the stones around Helshire—the scree left by ancient glaciers. But the decor had been restored to its 1950s glory.

			Everyone was fresh out of their cars, halfway through their second glasses of champagne. We were soon fortified with new friends for the real party, which began after dinner. The milkshake now seemed ill-advised. Food was plentiful.

			All the people here were the sorts my family incorporated. A pair of married intellectual property lawyers, working to reclaim the rights of actors who’d been scanned—bodies and faces now owned by movie studios. A cosmetic surgeon who wore a sixty-thousand-dollar watch and specialized in making white teenagers look Korean. A fashion photographer whose latest work was shot in shipping containers on cargo ships at sea, using only sunlight from holes drilled into the corrugated metal walls. Everyone was successful, connected, and yet somehow rudderless—part of nothing except the machineries of money and of Dr. Lyon’s court.

			He was nowhere, and everywhere. People talked about his theories, his parties, and his art collection. Hiromi found herself celebrated. Random people, even a few established artists, knew her name, her robots, her headstones.

			She began to glow, her anxiety lifting. She told stories of out-of-control machines, of parts flying off at crucial moments, of the knife-throwing robot arm almost sending a nine-inch Bowie through her foot.

			“It wasn’t that close,” I said.

			“Hush, Jess. It was millimeters.”

			She had another of her special drinks—lychee, this time—and regaled the coterie around us with stories of asking rich people for their favorite Martin Luther King quotes. For a moment, I thought she’d forgotten my blunder the day we met. How evil flourishes, when good does nothing.

			But then she winked at me across the group.

			I smiled back, pretending to slip from my glass of champagne.

			“Ms. Anderson,” a voice came softly in my ear. Yet another of the perfectly put-together young women.

			“Yes?”

			“There’s been a small incident. As a courtesy, we like to make sure the guests’ cars are topped up.”

			“Oh shit,” I said. Uncle Orrin, future-proofing against the rickety world beyond the estate, had converted the fleet to biofuels. “That car takes diesel.”

			“Everything should be fine. We just need some technical advice.”

			“Right.” One drop of unleaded, and Orrin would have my skin.

			I put my still-full glass on a passing tray, gave Hiromi an apologetic look, and mouthed ten minutes.

			She nodded back, her latest story still in full flight—the time she pilfered a set of Thermomix blades from a certain TV chef girlfriend: the rpms, the damages, the recriminations.

			Beyond the front doors, the party chatter faded into cicadas and wind in the leaves, the sudden vastness of the dark. A Bentley SUV waited in the turnaround. The still apologetic young woman opened its rear door for me.

			There were two men in the front. They weren’t valets or mechanics.

			The woman saw my hesitation. “Cabin Sixteen is twenty minutes’ walk from here. Only a few minutes by car.”

			She’d been ready with that line.

			“Perfect,” I said, getting in. “The party was getting boring anyway.”
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			The men didn’t say much.

			No small talk, no reassurances about my vintage engine. I recognized the driver now—one of Lyon’s bodyguards at the Xenakis opening.

			My butterfly knife was already at hand, resting on the seat next to me. Still folded, but only a flick away from carnage. I slipped the flash grenade from my boot into a pocket.

			I’d started to worry, back at the party, that I wasn’t clever enough to spot weaknesses in the midst of all this opulence. That the cult’s ragged edges would be tucked away this weekend, and I’d have no fresh ideas to present to Garrett and Arabella.

			But this was kidnapping. Either his jealousy at work, or he’d had enough of outsiders testing him. Either way, my strategy was the same:

			Hold my ground. Make the offer. Punish any slight.

			We rumbled along back roads, nothing visible except the trees in our headlights. We’d driven more than a few minutes, beyond the grounds of the resort altogether.

			Finally, we eased to a halt beside another Bentley. A lanky figure was waiting for us. I checked my door handle. Locked.

			My pulse grew faster, lighter. The knife was a bird in my hand, ready to fly.

			The figure walked around the car, got in the back seat with me. He was hunched even in the Bentley, and wore a tweed suit and tie.

			“Dr. Lyon,” I said.

			“Jessica Anderson. Or maybe someone else.”

			“You’ll know my name soon enough.”

			“How mysterious. May I call you Jessica for now?”

			“That works,” I said, seeing why Hiromi and Garrett found him so disturbing. He was a daunting presence, his deep voice confident, intimate. But all I saw were angles of attack—the open flank, the throat, the glittering eyes.

			Lyon tapped the seat in front of him, and the car started moving again.

			I spoke first. “Nice party. Thanks for having us.”

			“Thank you for convincing her to come. Whatever else happens, I owe you that.”

			“What do you think is going to happen?”

			He turned away to stare out the window. “At first I thought law enforcement had taken an interest. The taps on my phone, the careful break-ins at my office.”

			I didn’t answer.

			“But then you appeared, insinuating yourself into Hiromi’s life. Not the sort of approach the IRS would take. Or the FBI.”

			“We aren’t here to change what you do,” I said. “We’re here to do it better.”

			He nodded, like a shrink taking notes. “Some sort of Mafia, I suppose.”

			“You’ve heard of them. No one’s heard of us.”

			“I’m concerned for you, Jessica. It won’t be long before Hiromi realizes the mismatch between you two. She’s a genius, and you are not.”

			A laugh bubbled up in me, carried on adrenaline. He was going to psychoanalyze me. “I bring other things to the table.”

			“An overdeveloped sense of your own power, perhaps.”

			“Physician, heal thyself.”

			He didn’t smile; he was a wall. There were three of them and one of me.

			Start with the flash grenade, tossed into the driver’s lap. Cover my ears, press my face against the seat in front of me.

			We kids had always been excited for Aunt Iris’s lessons in applied pyrotechnics, acting out explosions the whole day before. Gertie drawing hands with missing fingers.

			Peter ecstatic.

			“I’m sure you’re very tough, Jessica.”

			Flash grenades on Wednesdays. First outdoors, then in the empty rooms of the guesthouse, and finally in the old jalopies in the barn—practice for this very situation.

			“But the awful things that happen when we’re little only make us think we’re strong,” he said. “They leave us with broken parts. Tell me, Jessica, what awful things were done to you?”

			Even through closed eyelids, the flashes dazzled us, left our vision bruised, like we’d stared at the sun. The boom would fritz our ears for a moment, until sound slowly leaked back in.

			Peter’s laughter was always the first thing we heard.

			“My childhood was idyllic.”

			“You said that with anger. Are you sure it’s true?”

			“I hope you’re not charging me for this.”

			“I don’t care about money. I don’t care who you represent. All I care about is your pain, Jessica.”

			I smiled. This wasn’t seduction—this was one power move after another, pure intimidation. Not the prelude to an offer, but to a beating. He thought he could scare me.

			“We’re older than you, Dr. Lyon, by millennia. We have deeper pockets, colder hearts. We aren’t going away.”

			“Abused as a child,” he said. “And you don’t even know it.”

			With all of them stunned, blinded, I would stab Lyon. Three times in the stomach, survivable enough. Then reverse my grip and swing for the neck of the man in the passenger front seat. The driver, a flash-bang having gone off in his lap, would be an afterthought.

			“What did your family do to you, Jessica?”

			They taught me not to listen to strangers.

			“Whatever it was, you still have something inside you, something wonderful that survived.” Another smile in the darkness, this one sad. “Do you love Hiromi?”

			I didn’t answer. I didn’t know.

			“She wants you to say it first,” Lyon said.

			He sounded as certain as a Morton. But he was pretending.

			“All you have to do is sign a piece of paper. You can keep your patients, your Kandinskys, your parties.” Houses, horses, tuition, Paris. “You can buy all of Hiromi’s robots. And you won’t have to worry about the law anymore. We’ll fix that.”

			“She’ll leave you soon. You aren’t worth the risk. You’re someone who vanishes one night, driving away and never coming home. Like her parents, crashing on an icy road.”

			Bind up Lyon’s wounds. Put the other two in the trunk. Meet Uncle Orrin halfway to the estate. Let the elders do the rest.

			Once Lyon had struck the first blow, we would take it all. But he hadn’t yet.

			I needed him to hurt me. I wanted very much for him to try.

			“Hiromi’s nothing special,” I said. “A second-rate artist, for third-rate collectors.”

			“Oh, dear. You’ve got it worse than I thought.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Is she your first true love?”

			My hand went tight around the knife. I’d pushed too hard, become transparent, like when I tried to be witty for Hiromi’s friends.

			The flash grenade first, the blade in his stomach. Reverse my grip, swing for the throat. The driver an afterthought.

			“You’ve made me an offer,” Lyon said. “Now let me make one.”

			“Any deal ends with you signing your name.”

			“I’ll fix her for you,” he said. “There’s no need for her to suffer.”

			I stared at him.

			“She’s flourishing at this party. You’ve already seen it. All those fans, all that attention—all of it comes from me. Tomorrow, driving home, she’ll start to wonder if I’m really so terrible. You two will have exciting new friends, who will sing my praises. All you have to do is nudge her onto my couch, and I’ll fix her. You can have her then. All I want is to fix her.”

			I saw it at last—the thing that had made Hiromi flee the gallery that first night. The thing that made Garrett and Arabella shudder.

			Underneath his storefront psychic’s guesses, this man had a true hunger.

			“Why do you care so much about her?” I asked.

			His dark eyes were triumphant. “Why do you, Jessica?”

			The calluses on her fingertips, rough against my skin. Her lips on the muscles of my arms. The scent of her night sweat, when she said the words knife-thrower in the dark.

			“She’s just a way to get to you.” Prey.

			“She was,” he said. “But now you see what I see.”

			Flash grenade, stab, reverse grip. Let the family have them.

			“What happens when you stop believing in your strength, Jessica? What are you left with?” His questions came faster now, with the cadence of a mantra. “What remains of you? Did you keep enough pieces to remake yourself? Do you have the patience for being healed, the heart for it? How could you not realize that Hiromi has been calling? That she’s been wondering where you are?”

			He leaned back, glancing at the glow in my pocket.

			I pulled my phone out. Four texts.

			Where did you go?

			I feel weird. Happy, though.

			Okay, I need you to come back.

			Still weird. Maybe there was alcohol in these?

			The special drinks for Hiromi, the flavors of tropical citrus, candies in a glass—and something stronger. That glow in her eyes.

			That was when they struck.

			The driver floored the gas, pressing me back into the seat. Dr. Lyon plucked the phone from my hand, reached across to open my door, and shoved me hard. I fell from the moving car.

			Rolling through the flaying underbrush, first from momentum, then gravity. Down the slope beside the mountain road I spun, until brush and thorns brought me to a halt.

			I tasted dirt and blood in my mouth.

			My training had stuck—my hand still grasped the butterfly knife. Folded, so I hadn’t stabbed myself.

			I sat up slowly. Everything hurt, the pain pounding with my heart.

			Classic intimidation. Kick someone out of car in the middle of nowhere, the middle of the night. No phone, no idea where they are.

			Except we Mortons carry our family in our pocket. Careless of them, not checking for a second phone.

			Hiromi’s pulsing blue dot was still at the resort, five miles away. Uphill and through the brush—at least two hours’ hike.

			I stood up carefully. My legs didn’t give way.

			Arabella answered on the first ring.

			“How’s the party?”

			“Nothing broken.”

			“What?” A pause. “Where the hell are you? There’s not even a road nearby.”

			“It’s some kind of trail. Lyon dumped me out here, but I’m headed back up.”

			“He came at you? Perfect.”

			“Yeah, lovely.” I spat out a mouthful of blood. “Have we got a tracker on the Aston Martin?”

			“Uncle Orrin’s baby? Foolish question.”

			“Meet me there. Bring body bags.”
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			The climb back up was painful.

			Mostly I stayed on the trails. They showed as winding, dotted lines on my phone, some of them missing from the map. Twice, I tried to save time by cutting across a switchback, and regretted it. Steep ascents, cascading dirt underfoot, fat roots trying to bend my ankles sideways.

			I considered lying down to wait for a ride from Arabella. But Hiromi was up there. Drugged or drunk, wondering where I was.

			Lyon was up there too.

			I had my knife. The flash grenade was still in my pocket.

			He was closer to a Morton than I’d thought, crueler, more sudden in his attack. He hadn’t been careful about keeping me alive.

			Maybe he’d thought I’d take his deal.

			So many had said yes to him. Yes to glamorous new friends, the embrace of a group, the special attention of its leader. Faraday would’ve jumped at the chance if Lyon had found her first.

			Unlucky for him, I already belonged to something older, crueler, more beautiful.

			I kept climbing.
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			The party was in full swing when I reached the edge of the resort. Music boomed through the forest, laughter and a few shrieks, the smell of wood fire and pot smoke.

			The ascent had seemed endless, but it wasn’t even midnight.

			I drew closer, keeping clear of the light spilling from the windows, avoiding the smokers at both ends of the porch. Hiromi’s blue dot hadn’t moved in the last hour. She was still in the main building, on the backside, away from the ballroom and dining hall.

			I imagined her texting my other phone, wondering why I wasn’t answering—unless they’d answered for me.

			I imagined Lyon, comforting her.

			My phone vibrated softly in my hand. An Upper Falls landline.

			“Grandmother,” I answered.

			“You’ve had some trouble, I hear.”

			“They got the better of me. My mistake.”

			“Never parley in someone else’s car.”

			“Noted. Do you want me to kill Lyon? Or bring him home?”

			“He seems difficult.” She didn’t say more, waiting for my assessment.

			“He’ll never be ours,” I said. “Even if he signs. He thinks he can change people just by talking to them.”

			Grandmother’s voice became slow, primordial. “A small god, feeding on ordinaries.”

			“He thinks he’s infallible,” I said.

			“Did he spill your Morton blood?”

			“Yes, Grandmother.”

			“Then kill him. That girl of yours, I’m seeing her nearby.”

			“They drugged her.”

			“And Garrett is correct—Lyon has an obsession with her?”

			“Yes, Grandmother.”

			“She did seem enchanting at Peter’s wake. Such bright, sharp eyes. We need to avoid a lengthy investigation into Dr. Lyon’s death. We don’t want his kingdom unraveling before we can take it.”

			“An accident, then.”

			“No, a murder. But a simple one for the police to solve. A suspect with motive.”

			“Hiromi,” I said, staring at the windows of the resort.

			“His obsession, his surveillance, and now drugging her at his own party.”

			“She isn’t the type…to kill someone.”

			“Jessica. We are all the type, under the right circumstances.”

			“Yes, Grandmother.” I took a steadying breath. Hiromi was prey. She had always been prey. “She’s working on a piece, a mechanical arm that throws knives. I’ll kill him with a knife.”

			Elizabeth’s laughter rippled beneath the joyous sounds of the party. “That’s my clever Jessica.”

			“Thank you, Grandmother. Since Hiromi will be famous after this, Garrett might want to keep her. Should I make it look like self-defense?”

			There was a pause, and time stretched out around me. I felt every scratch, every bruise, every patch of dried blood.

			Finally Grandmother Elizabeth answered.

			“With a man like that, what else would it be?”
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			Hiromi was exactly where her blue dot showed, in a small room on the second floor of the resort.

			She wasn’t handcuffed or unconscious. No one else was in the room. She lay on a narrow bed, staring at her phone, a glass of water by her side.

			I tapped on the window.

			Hiromi startled, dropping the phone. But then she peered closer, recognition dawning, and came to the window.

			She slid it open.

			“Jess.” Her voice was heavy. “What the hell?”

			I pulled myself inside. “Sorry. I got lost.”

			“What about your family emergency?”

			“That wasn’t me. Someone else texted you from my phone.”

			Hiromi shook her head, confused. She reached out for me.

			I drew her into a hug, held her for a long moment. With her weight against me, I could feel my own frayed heartbeat.

			I waited until it steadied, then pulled away from her and checked the door. It wasn’t locked. No guard outside.

			“Why are you so messed up?” she asked.

			“I fell.”

			“Poor baby.” She brushed dirt from my jacket, traced the scratches on my hands. “But there’s no emergency?”

			I settled her onto the bed and sat beside her. “I think someone gave you something. In those drinks.”

			“Yeah. Everyone’s been lovely, though. I’m glad you’re back.”

			“It was Dr. Lyon who drugged you. He stole my phone and texted you, to make you think I’d left. What happened was, he took me out to the woods and killed me.”

			She blinked. “What?”

			“That’s why you had to stab him.” I pulled out the butterfly knife, unfolded it, and placed it in her hand. “You found this here, under the bed. It saved you.”

			She stared at the blade. “You’re being weird, Jess.”

			“I’m telling you what you have to do.”

			“What happened to you out there?”

			“Lyon and two men took me into the woods. They threw me from the car, and I died. No one will ever find my body.” I took her hand. “I know it’s terrible, but you were strong. You saw them take me, and you stabbed Lyon when he came for you. A lucky strike to the neck.”

			“Jessica. Stop.”

			“You will remember me being here, telling you all this, but I’m something your mind made up afterward—a way to cope with trauma. It’ll feel like you’re crazy at first, but in a week or so, the two men who helped kill me will confess. You’ll be a hero.”

			She pulled away.

			I looked at the door. Lyon would come here alone, surely.

			If he wasn’t, I’d have to kill everyone with him. A tougher sell for Hiromi’s defense team, but as Grandmother had said, everyone is capable of great violence in the right circumstances.

			The rest of her story would hold up. Perhaps, in a week or two, the police would find a body out in the woods, the right age and size. Wild animals would fix the rest.

			I would knock Hiromi out before I left, as if Lyon had got in one last blow. Then an anonymous call, to get the cops here before anyone had time to clean up.

			“You look different,” Hiromi said.

			“Because you’re imagining all this.”

			“No, you’re Jessica. But not the one I know.” She leaned forward, touching my cheeks, kissing me softly on the lips. “The real one.”

			I gazed back at her, wondering what she saw. Had something dropped away, now that my cover story was done?

			“I’m a ghost,” I said, returning her kiss, feeling the sparks grow.

			“Ghosts don’t have scars. More like a robot. Dangerous parts, put together from scrap. You don’t really try to hide it.”

			“Not with you,” I said.

			There was a noise in the hallway, coming closer. A single set of footsteps.

			I took the knife from her. “You’re the hero of this story. I’m just a ghost.”

			“I love you,” she said.

			My phone trembled softly.

			I looked at it. A text from Grandmother Elizabeth.

			Change of plan.
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			I slipped through the dark—swift and unseen—following the hand-painted signposts to Cabin Sixteen.

			The Aston Martin sat outside the cabin, the porch light casting long shadows through the trees. For a moment I stood there alone, humming with adrenaline. Then Arabella slipped from the shadows, a black duffel bag over her shoulder.

			“Is it clean?” she asked.

			“It’s perfect. Make the call.”

			“The police are on their way.” She walked around me, inspecting my torn clothes, my scratched face and hands. “Upper Falls has great confidence in you, Aunt Jessica.”

			She pulled towels and a spray bottle from the duffel bag, and started to wipe me down.

			Aunt Jessica.

			I was blooded now—not in some furtive ceremony in Peter’s old room, but for the whole family to see. Red at funerals, a vote on cullings, the last of my name. The first of my decimated generation.

			Arabella scraped away the dried blood, the fresh. She spritzed the towels with rubbing alcohol that stung my scratches. No blood on the seats of Orrin’s ragtop.

			“Where’s your car?” I asked.

			“Down the hill.”

			“We should go. They’ll seal off the resort.”

			“There are back roads.” She stepped back to regard her work. “But yes, get in.”
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			The back roads were bumpy. Every lurch of the car made my senses flicker and buzz.

			The valets hadn’t put up the convertible’s top. The night flowed like cool water over my freshly cleaned face, the marks of thorns and brambles. Trees rushed past overhead, showing glimpses of the ecstatic stars.

			As we came off the mountain, the second-guessing hit, the feeling that I’d left something behind in that room. But nothing remained of me there—just a few useless fingerprints and strands of DNA.

			And my knife, wiped clean, carefully arranged.

			I closed my eyes and repeated Veronica’s mantra. “Coronary, carotid, vertebral, iliac, femoral, subclavian…”

			Everything in its place.

			Orrin and Cyrus were waiting for us at Arabella’s car. They’d driven down from the estate in an old Cadillac land yacht, its trunk full of more duffel bags, stuffed with tools and strategies.

			But on this flawless night, most of those tools weren’t needed. I stood there and emptied Cyrus’s water bottle while they divvied up what remained to be done.

			Orrin would take the Aston Martin somewhere far away and hide it. The cops would be looking for a vintage convertible, so it needed a paint job, a new top and license plates.

			Arabella was headed back to the city. Along the way she’d burn the bloody towels, my family phone, my party clothes. Cyrus had brought jeans and a T-shirt from my closet at Upper Falls, an old sweater of Veronica’s.

			Cyrus was driving me to the estate. Back in Manhattan, Garrett would be firing up the basement incinerator, reducing everything of Jessica Anderson’s to dust. Her clothes, her credit cards, her collection of bones.

			And something of mine too—a crow’s skull. Or maybe that necklace had belonged to some third person, the cover story of a cover story. Someone irrelevant.

			I was all Morton again.

			Orrin clapped me on the shoulder, his smile stiff with scars. “Aunt Jessica.”

			“Orrin,” I replied, conscious of the missing honorific.

			He headed to the little ragtop, laughing at the sound of his unadorned name. With him inside, it looked like a toy. We watched as he drove away, the top still down, his hair flailing in the wind.

			Arabella kissed me on the forehead. “Till next time, Aunt Jessica.”

			That left me and Cyrus, and the Cadillac in which Veronica had driven us to Albany seven years ago. Gertie between me and Sebastian in the back, the three of us arguing over who’d worn the best surveillance outfit. Tom and Peter in the front, playing with the radio.

			Cyrus reached into his duffel bag and handed me a sports drink. When I opened it, the artificial fruit smell made me flinch. Cheap candy.

			“Drink, Jessica. You need electrolytes.”

			“There was food at the party,” I said, handing the bottle back.

			He reached into the bag again. “Okay, but take some aspirin to make those bruises fade.”

			“Right,” I said. There could be no blemishes on this night.
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			Driving north, Cyrus asked me one question.

			“Was it easier, this time?”

			“Harder.” Peter had been trusting, ready to fall. Tonight had been a thousand pieces of clockwork scattered on the floor. But my hands had moved of their own volition, cutting, stabbing, quelling sound, arranging evidence. Twenty years of training, of excelling, and here I was, a true Morton.

			Cyrus only nodded, staring straight ahead into the dark.

			As his silence drew out, the long night—injuries, adrenaline, elation—began to catch up with me. The Cadillac drifting from lane to lane felt like the oscillations of a giant pendulum.

			It came over me again, the sense of completion I’d felt after Peter’s fall, but vaster, more perfect. A sudden freedom, like letting an arrow loose into the open sky. No more hiding my red. No more smug advice from Arabella.

			Killing Peter had been a guilty secret. Everyone who’d found out about it—Sebastian, Bianca, Gertie—had made it their own.

			But this was mine. This was me.

			“That seat goes back,” Cyrus said.

			“I’m fine.”

			“Sleep. After improvised kills, they debrief you for hours.”

			He was right. “Thank you, Uncle Cyrus.”

			“You don’t have to call me that anymore.”

			But you’re my father’s brother, supplied my exhausted brain. My months in New York had me thinking like an ordinary.

			My hand found the lever beside my leg, and the seat reclined at a stately pace. I gave myself over to the rhythm of the tires, my joy fading into contentment, then sleep.

			What happened ninety minutes later—the bright light, the cries of rubber, the tangle of metal and oil—was eventually explained to me.

			As I’d stripped my clothes off, Cyrus had tossed the unused flash grenade into a duffel bag, where it jostled with masks and coveralls, weapons and climbing gear, bottles of bleach and solvent, one of which had sprung a slow leak. Enough acid to dissolve the barrier between oxidizer and fuel in the grenade, resulting in an imperfect, but fully unexpected, explosion.

			Cyrus lost control, and the Cadillac spun from the road into an old oak tree, upon whose branches an earlier Dwight had, in 1894, impaled himself the day before his mors curae, leaving a rabbit named Excelsior happy and free in a nearby field.

			Five miles from home.

		

	
		
			41

			I woke to painful brightness, to brilliant sheet lightning stretched across the sky, turning liquid, filling every crack and corner, leaking beneath my eyelids.

			I tried to move my head. Sharp, angry edges cut my brain.

			“Jessica?” a voice asked.

			“Jessica Morton,” I said. The name was an anchor. It was mine.

			“Excellent,” the voice said. “Do you know what year it is?”

			“Fuck.” This was a bad question to be asked—a worse one to have trouble answering.

			Long seconds later, the year came to me, and who the president was, and counting backward from twenty was easy enough, except for eleven, which sounded wrong. It felt as if the conversation had happened before.

			“Are you in pain?”

			“Yes.”

			“Let me give you something.”

			I shook my head—I knew how to deal with pain. Uncle Cyrus had started my training when I was five. We had a song about his classes.

			Butterfly clips on your fingertips. Cayenne water in the eyes.

			The sparking lamp, forty milliamps—it clarifies.

			Turn it off like a faucet, push it under your feet.

			YOU’RE JUST MEAT.

			“There’s no need to suffer,” the voice said.

			I tried to switch the pain off, to push it down, but it was too bright.

			Uncle Cyrus’s tricks hadn’t always worked.

			“Sure,” I said.

			My arm felt a twinge, and I opened one eye against the shredding light.

			A blue plastic gadget was staked to my forearm, a white bandage holding it in place. A transparent tube led from it into the bright, unbearable sky.

			Fingers turned a valve on the gadget, this new aperture between me and the excruciating world. Then a syringe went in, and soon the pain edged away.

			My brain started to reassemble itself. There was something people were supposed to ask in situations like this.

			“What happened?”

			“You were in a car accident. Your uncle is okay.”

			Which uncle?

			“You’ve suffered a concussion. Possibly a seizure.”

			“And something else,” I said. Something missing, sliced away clean, its absence thrumming. A hand? A leg? A kidney?

			“A broken nose,” the voice said. “A few bruised ribs.”

			“No.” It had to be more.

			All my childhood injuries spun through me—falls while climbing or playing Bunny Hunt, sprains from kabaddi with the Seth kids. Nothing had ever sent me to a hospital.

			“Why am I here?”

			A pat on my arm. “So we can take care of you.”

			“For bruised ribs and a broken nose?”

			The voice came in a whisper, closer. “To keep your brain from swelling.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Snick and click, the rasp of metal on metal.

			At first I thought the sound was a machine, bellows and clockwork to keep me breathing. It was too rhythmic to be human.

			Then recognition fell.

			“Grandmother,” I croaked.

			The snicking stopped.

			My eyes opened a little—the world was still too bright. Elizabeth sat in the corner, her eyes as sharp as her needles. She wore an oxblood cardigan in the air-conditioning. An expanse of scarlet spilled from her hands.

			“I’m knitting you a sweater,” she said. “For when you’re well.”

			“Thank you,” I said, but the words felt wrong.

			It hurt to move, to breathe, to think. Looking at Grandmother hurt worst of all—her shadow was made from ashes, her skin was someone else’s. Her eyes were upside down in their sockets.

			Abused as a child, and you don’t even know it.

			She gazed back at me, dissecting the confusion in my face. Then the metal shafts began to click again, like insects in the walls.

			At my bedside was a vase full of flowers. I knew their scents from Grandpa Dwight’s lessons—monkshood, foxglove, wolfsbane, azaleas, lily of the valley. Death flowers, breathed in through my swollen nose.

			Was I dead?

			“You did well, Jessica. Planning is a virtue, but improvisation is divine.”

			New memories fell from the sky. My assignment in New York had come to a head. But not in the city—in some dark forest. In some small room.

			“How much do you remember?” Grandmother asked.

			My mouth full of dirt and blood. An endless climb.

			A butterfly knife.

			“Not much.”

			“You will,” she said, and things turned slantways again. “Mortons always heal.”

			My mother hadn’t. Yvonne, Tobias, Zachary, Tillie, Ramsey, Katie, and Olive hadn’t.

			Peter hadn’t.

			“True Mortons, anyway,” Grandmother added, as if she’d heard my thoughts. Her words had fingernails. I felt her needles when I breathed. “There’s no need to talk about it until you feel ready. For now, all that matters is getting better.”

			“Thank you,” I said.

			All I wanted was to sleep, to shut out the snick-snick, the painful light crowding the room. But something worse waited outside—the missing piece of me. If I closed my eyes, it might come in.

			“Did I succeed?” I asked.

			Elizabeth stared at the red yarn in her hands, wearing an alligator smile.

			“Beyond expectations,” she said.
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			The next time I woke up Grandmother was gone, replaced by a small girl.

			The girl stood at the end of my bed, leaning on a frame with two wheels. Her legs looked too thin to support her weight. In every way, not a Morton.

			“Are you lost?” I asked.

			“I’m learning walking,” she said, breathing hard. “Re-learning. I’ve got rods and pins in me.”

			“That sounds painful,” I said, wondering why this child was in my room.

			“It hurts less than yesterday. I’m Bellamy. What happened to you?”

			“Car wreck,” I said.

			“Cancer,” she said. “Did your hair burn up?”

			I lifted an arm—my ribs crackling with pain—and gently touched my head. My hair was cropped close, a few bare patches ridged with staples.

			“Maybe I went through a windshield.”

			Bellamy was aghast. “Weren’t you wearing a seat belt?”

			“I don’t remember. Probably because I had a seizure later.”

			“Your nose is funny too.”

			“Broken,” I said, aware of the obstruction at the bottom of my visual field.

			“Did you know that octopuses don’t have bones?”

			I considered this. “Except their beaks.”

			“That’s chitin,” she whispered, as if the word had dangerous properties.

			“Sounds like you know a lot about them.”

			“I love octopuses. No matter what happens, they’ll never break a bone—and they can squish through tiny holes.”

			“If the beak fits,” I said.

			“The eyeball has to fit too,” she said. “Octopuses can’t squish those.”

			“Isn’t it octopi?”

			Bellamy shook her head vigorously. “Octopi is Latin, and octopuses are Greek. Pus means foot.”

			“Like Oedipus,” I said.

			“What’s that?”

			“A man with a bad foot,” I said. “Who killed his dad.”

			“Oh,” was all she said.

			In this short expanse of silence, it occurred to me that the pain had lessened a little. Shallow breaths didn’t hurt anymore. I could keep my eyes open despite the shrieking light from the windows.

			But there was still something wrong. Something big, waiting in the corners of the room. Looming half seen, like my swollen nose.

			A memory flitted past, maybe of a dream: Sebastian sitting next to Grandmother in the visiting chairs, knitting either end of the same scarf. Listening as I snuffled in my sleep. Judging me.

			They leave us with broken parts.

			Suddenly, I didn’t want Bellamy to leave me here alone.

			“What are you afraid of?” I asked.

			“Quicksand,” she began. “Spontaneous combustion. Those toilets at the airport that flush before you stand up. Pants walking around with no one in them. Being picked last. And slongers.”

			“What are slongers?” I asked.

			“The people in our basement. They cry at night, because they don’t like being dead.”

			“They aren’t real,” I said.

			She giggled a little. “But walking pants are?”

			“Quicksand isn’t as bad as you think.”

			At one of the Seths’ kabaddi tournaments, they’d dumped a thousand pounds of corn starch into a swimming pool for us kids to play in. The resulting fluid was weird, devious, and grasping if you moved too quickly. But no one had drowned.

			Divya Seth had been disappointed.

			“Maybe if they were robot pants,” Bellamy mused. “I’m not supposed to stand still this long.”

			Her fingers gripped the handles of the walking frame, and she pushed herself into motion. Her legs were wobbly, her arms straining. Every movement put a grimace on her face. The frame squeaked with the rhythm of her steps.

			As I watched, something strange began to happen—my body twinged in time with her slow, careful movements. As if a hundred tiny strings connected us. My muscles to hers, her nerves to mine.

			Somehow it was hurting me, watching Bellamy walk.

			Finally she came to a halt, close enough to sniff the flowers by my bed.

			“These are nice. But the vases here are the color of lungs.”

			She was right—hospital pink. “My grandpa sent them.”

			“What are you afraid of?” Bellamy asked.

			“Nothing,” I said.

			She shook her head. “No one’s that brave.”

			I thought about the missing piece that waited for me. “If I told you, you’d be scared too.”

			Bellamy grinned. “Sometimes I like being scared.”

			Her invitation was an honest one, but the missing thing was too big to talk about.

			Something else fell into place.

			“I’m afraid of my grandmother.”

			“Is she mean to you?”

			“No,” I said. “She loves me most of all.”
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			The next time I woke up, I smelled Faraday.

			Her scent stood out against the background of hospital antiseptics: her lemon shampoo, her mother’s perfume. The hit of weed she smoked whenever she had to deal with bureaucracies or elevators.

			“Hello, dear,” I said.

			“She lives!”

			My eyes opened to find her in one of the visitor’s chairs, which she’d tugged into a slant of afternoon sun. Faraday’s smile glittered, striking the bell of my constant headache.

			“For the moment,” I said.

			“Don’t be silly, dear. It’s just a bump on the head.” She waved a hand at the machines, the tubes. “All this is precautionary, one of your aunts told me.”

			“Someone told me I had a seizure, from my brain swelling.”

			“Nothing’s swollen but your nose, dear.” Her smile slipped a little. “And those lovely cheekbones are missing. To be completely honest, I had to check the room number twice.”

			My face had changed, perhaps permanently. All the better for the disappearance of Jessica Anderson.

			Me, transformed into not-me.

			“Am I unsightly?”

			“I’m mostly sad about your hair.” She leaned forward to take my hand, the last of her shiny cheer evaporating. “My god, Jessica. When Sebastian called, I almost lost it.”

			“Sebastian.”

			“He called me the moment he found out. The poor sweetie—he sounded so upset.” She glanced at the door to my room. “I haven’t seen him yet.”

			“Me either.” Just the dream Sebastian, who was still sad about Peter. He’d come again the night before, telling me I was forgiven. “How long have I been here?”

			“Three days. You were on your way back from the city. You, Cyrus, and a tree?”

			“Three days.” It felt like less time than that. It felt like much, much more.

			“Don’t worry, Jessica. You’re going to get better. Your face will go back to normal. Those scars on your head will be covered by hair.”

			“Mortons always heal,” I said.

			A pent-up sigh eased from her. “You simply have to, my dear. I can’t imagine doing any of this without you. Not senior year, not graduation. And especially not…this.”

			Her hand went to the breast pocket of her linen jacket, where a neatly folded pocket square peeked out—crimson and excruciating in the sun.

			She hadn’t earned that red. (I had earned mine.)

			“Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll always take care of you.”

			And your children, and your children’s children.

			“You already are.” The smile returned to her face. “I bumped into a certain former business partner the other day.”

			The events of two weeks ago reassembled in my head: Thomas’s first wrack, Bianca following me, Gertie’s anger, Uncle Max launching out the window—all of it clear and shiny, from the time before the dark swirl of the accident, when everything made sense.

			“He popped up at a christening.” She gave a smirk. “I knew he’d be there.”

			“Did he behave?”

			“He positively scurried.”

			“Good.”

			Faraday leaned closer, her voice dropping. “But you must explain, dear. Is that all it really took?”

			I shook my aching head. “What?”

			“His little finger was in a cast—the tiniest cast, with a Velcro contraption to keep it straight. Like a mouse with a broken leg!”

			“Faraday.”

			She ignored my tone. “Seriously, all you did was snap his pinky? Is that the fountainhead of the Mortons’ awesome power?”

			I gave her my stare, empty behind the eyes. “Don’t ask about this again.”

			Faraday held my gaze, her smile unwavering.

			For the first time, my mother’s stare wasn’t working. My head was too addled, too swollen with stray thoughts.

			“It’s not what we do, but how,” I said.

			“Well, I’m not going to spill your terrible secret.” She tugged at her own pinky, till the joint gave a little pop.

			For a moment, she looked like Grandmother—the ashen shadow, the upside-down eyes, that cool and ancient smile.

			Then she shimmered back into Faraday.

			“Are you okay, dear?”

			“Sometimes I don’t know where I am.” I’d been thrown through the windshield into some other world.

			She patted my hand. “You’re right here, with me.”

			“But it’s different now.”

			“They’ll fix you,” Faraday said. “And if they can’t, you’ll fix yourself.”
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			I woke up late that night, or some other night.

			The windows were pitch black, the room lights dimmed. At last, I could open my eyes without pain. The hallway was quiet, and the machines around me lay in peaceful slumber. The cannula in my arm was gone.

			When I sat up, my rib cage hurt, but it was a simple, honest ache—like I’d been punched. I could deal with punches.

			I shoved aside the thin hospital blankets and swung my feet out.

			The mass of my body was jumbled, my head weightless, my limbs full of sand. The floor of the hospital room seemed too far away. On my unsteady path to the bathroom, gravity pooled unevenly.

			At last I was peeing, grateful for how little coordination the paper robe required. Hanging inside the door was my dressing gown from home, and I’d spotted slippers back by the bed.

			Maybe I could take a walk.

			My robe smelled of the estate—cedar chests, alfalfa blossoms—but the slippers were hospital issue. Too small, they left my heels brushing the cold floor. Gravity had evened out, at least.

			I shuffled, toes clutching the precarious slippers, into the hall.

			I recalled my first moments awake, afraid of something terrible waiting outside my room. But there was nothing scary about this hallway. A shiny tile floor, too much light, an unattended desk at the far end.

			With one hand on the wall, I started walking—away from the desk. I didn’t want anyone ushering me back to bed. It was a relief to move my muscles.

			The doors to the patient rooms were open, allowing glimpses of sleeping, unguarded figures, machines in various states—alight, pulsing, gently hissing.

			It felt good to be the only one awake, the way it felt to walk among ordinaries. I’d missed this sense of my own power.

			The hallway ended at a large window that looked out over a parking lot. I leaned against the cool glass to catch my breath. A smattering of cars clustered near the bright halo of the intake doors, but the rest of the lot was vacant.

			The emptiness out there made me feel abandoned. I wished my family would take me back to the estate, to the world I understood.

			My reflection stared back from the glass—hair raggedly shorn, shaved in places, centipedes of staples rippling my scalp. The fading scratches on my face unearthed memories of being pushed from an SUV. Between tired eyes, my nose was bulbous and bruised.

			Push it under your feet.

			You’re. Just. Meat.

			I wondered if Uncle Cyrus had any bruises.

			No, wait. He was just Cyrus now.

			And I was Aunt Jessica…

			I turned from the window, the floor aslant, the air too thin. Halfway back to my room, I veered to one side, reaching out to steady myself against a doorframe.

			A soft noise came from inside the room. Sprawled on the bed was Bellamy, the little girl who’d visited me.

			She lay tangled in her blanket, one pale leg thrust over the edge of her bed. I saw pink scars where pins and rods had gone into her knee.

			It pained me to see her asleep—so thin, so delicate, a child made of eggshells. I still felt the strings connecting us, her fragility plucking at my bones.

			Cancer, she’d said. The spreading rot that had hollowed out my Aunt Eunice when I was twelve, leaving her ashen, gaunt, weak. And then gone.

			Mortons don’t always heal.

			I could shuffle closer, here in the dark, and break this defenseless child so easily. Switch off her machines, snuff her out with a pillow. Snip those hundred humming strings that connected us. Kill this weakness, like a rabbit.

			Like my Rabbit.

			“Miss?” came a gentle voice.

			I turned to face the nurse in the hall, happy to look anywhere that was not the breakable child.

			“You’re up!” she enthused in a whisper. “Good work, but let’s get you back to bed.”

			“Good idea,” I said, and offered her my arm.
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			Over the next few days, time organized itself again, days and nights following one another with hardly any missing hours.

			My family began visiting in force. We’d given a lot of money to the hospital over the decades, and visiting hours did not apply. Passels of cousins, aunts and uncles, Grandpa Dwight with fresh flowers. Veronica, bringing me yarn and needles, homemade food, a new phone. Cyrus, unmarked by the crash except for his right arm in a sling. Still no Sebastian.

			These visitors unnerved me.

			They looked like my family, spoke in familiar ways, but my blood refused to recognize them. Each visiting Morton moved as if their skin belonged to someone else. Us, transformed into not-us.

			Bellamy visited me several times a day, always avoiding them. She made me anxious too, though in an opposite way. We were connected, as if my heart was outside my body, fragile and exposed. Another car crash waiting to happen.

			“Your cousins remind me of slongers,” Bellamy said one day, having come in to steal a flower from my nightstand.

			“Slongers aren’t real.”

			“Exactly.” She took the flower—brilliant purple wolfsbane—and went away.

			A search on my new phone found a condition called Capgras syndrome, in which the patient believes that a close relative (friend, pet) has been replaced by an impostor, a perfect copy.

			I saw how we didn’t fit in among the nurses, the doctors, the other patients. Even the two members of Gertie’s pod who came to visit (bearing a Get Well card that read, “Alas, no flowers, but one couldn’t find the right shade”) seemed normal compared to my cousins, aunts, and uncles.

			But my family weren’t impostors. They—we—were the same as always. It was my eyes that had changed.
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			A day before I left the hospital, Thomas came to visit.

			When he appeared in my doorway, I expected to see an elder behind him. But Tom was seventeen now—he’d done his first wrack, and would be at Helshire in a month. He’d driven himself.

			He dragged a chair to my bedside and unpacked a picnic. Early harvest apples—Gravensteins and Cox’s Orange Pippins. Bacon sandwiches, on sourdough bread from a Civil War–era starter kept in the darkness of the Great House’s wine cellar. Sweet, raw milk from Beatrice’s cows.

			“What classes should I take?” he asked before his first bite. “And don’t say Accounting.”

			I put my knitting aside. “Accounting.”

			He rolled his sharp blue eyes. “Because we all want to work in art galleries.”

			“You can launder money anywhere. That’s the beauty of math—it works the same throughout the universe.” The milk tasted of grass and sunlight. “Are you asking for the best combat course?”

			“No.” He took another bite, chewed it thoughtfully. “History.”

			This was new. Tom loved driving fast cars, hunting turkeys, and washing down the killing floor with a pressure hose.

			“The history of what?”

			“The Late Bronze Age,” he said. “The Uffington people, when the Romans invaded. How we survived.”

			I remembered little Thomas on his first nightwalk, worried that we’d run into a coven of urban witches in Central Park. “Since when do you like druids?”

			“They weren’t druids. They were us.”

			That’s when I noticed—Tom didn’t look like the rest of my family. His eyes were right-side up. His skin was his own. Maybe my head was clearing.

			Or maybe Tom was different.

			“You should study ordinary history first,” I said. “That’s what Hendrik Wolvaardt told me, freshman year. I scoffed then, but now I think he was right.”

			Thomas’s eyes drifted up to my shorn hair, like this was my injury talking.

			“The world is ordinary,” I said.

			“That’s why everyone takes No Drama.”

			“That class is bullshit.” The word came out with an unexpected intensity. “In New York, I kept saying the wrong things. There was so much I didn’t know.”

			He sighed. “So I have to take some class about World War Two?”

			“Thomas, your Great-granduncle Mark was killed in the Blitz. Ordinary history is our history.”

			“We’re not like them,” Tom said. “You should see my roommate’s file. Scared of everything. Social anxiety, test anxiety—total basket case.”

			“We need them.” I could feel it again, the ache in my chest where something was missing. Sharper with every word.

			“Like we need food,” he said.

			“Without ordinaries, there is no us.”

			Thomas, always respectful, was trying to understand. He glanced up at my shorn scalp again. The spiky growth of hair, the half-hidden staples. (Sometimes I could taste them, like coins on my tongue.)

			“Aunt Jessica,” he said. “What happened to you in New York?”

			My brain snagged. Orrin had called me Aunt Jessica too—I’d been blooded again. In that small room.

			But something bigger had happened in New York.

			“Oh,” Tom said. “You haven’t been debriefed yet, have you? I shouldn’t be asking. And you haven’t eaten anything.”

			I regarded the apples and sandwiches. Crunchy, sweet tartness? Or chewy, salty meat?

			“But there’s a photo of you…” Thomas began.

			Xavier Lindqvist opened the door. He was holding a bouquet of rosebuds.

			“Flowers?” Tom asked, his sardonic tone exactly like Sebastian’s. “Black flowers?”

			“They’re a deep burgundy when the bud opens. Much like my heart.”

			“Hearts are all the same color,” I said.

			Tom groaned. “How did you get in?”

			“Through the door.”

			“It’s after hours,” Tom said. “Only family allowed.”

			“The staff must think I look like a Morton.” Xavier helped himself to a bacon sandwich and sat on the other side of my bed.

			His eyes were also where they should be. His skin was his own. My brain was settling—except for this strange need to convince Thomas that ordinaries were important.

			“Short hair becomes you,” Xavier said gallantly. “The nose too.”

			“And the staples in my head?”

			“You just need matching earrings. I’ll see what I can find.”

			“You don’t look like a Morton at all!” Tom said to Xavier. They both wore cotton T-shirts and beaten-up jeans. But it wasn’t the clothes that made them the same, it was their legacy certainty. We are better than you. We belong in every room.

			“Tom wants to know,” I said, “which classes to take.”

			“Wise to ask your elders, young Thomas.”

			Tom scowled.

			“Archery, because your form is terrible. Latin, because it’s a key to many languages, like this one. Mandarin, because it’s ancient, yet widely spoken. Legacy Chemistry, for the hottest professors, the quietest poisons, the loudest bombs. Avoid Accounting, forensic or otherwise. Though, as a Morton, how could you resist?”

			“We’re not all—” Tom began.

			“I miss Ms. Delicato,” I said.

			“You would.” Xavier leaned back. “But some of us prefer the older forensics—blood and sinew, spread across a granite slab. I’m sure young Thomas here does. You run hot, don’t you?”

			“He does not,” I said, though Xavier was right—he was the perfect candidate for a Hefnd. What I meant was You can’t have him. “Thomas adores accounting.”

			Tom paused, not wanting to contradict his elder.

			“Math is universal,” he said at last, delivering a you-owe-me glance.

			Xavier smiled. “We’re looking forward to having another Morton join us.”

			“At Helshire,” I finished for him, though I knew what he really meant.

			“Yes, Aunt Jessica.” Xavier reached for an apple. “At Helshire.”

			How did he know I was an aunt?

			That’s right—by now, Bianca had told her family I’d killed Peter.

			And what I’d done in New York was all over the fucking news.
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			The day I left the hospital, there wasn’t much to pack.

			Pajamas, dressing gown, toothbrush. My knitting gear and a half-finished scarf, the best my hands could manage. My Econometrics textbook (the crash had erased instrumental variables from my brain) and a bottle of anti-seizure pills.

			I was ready to go, but my ride was late.

			From the window at the end of the hall, I couldn’t see any of the family cars in the parking lot. In this rain, Orrin would deploy something sturdy, a Volvo or a Saab. The Cadillac had been formidable but, like most vintage cars, not terribly safe.

			I wondered how the oak tree was doing.

			“Someone said you’re leaving,” came an accusation from the doorway.

			It was Bellamy. Her metal walking frame shone in the gray light from the window. She looked paler today, thinner, her arms shivering as they held her up.

			“I’m fixed.”

			“Not fair,” she said. “You’ve only been here a week.”

			“Car wrecks and cancer are different things.”

			“Wish I’d been in a car wreck.”

			“That wouldn’t cure your cancer.”

			“I meant instead, duh.” Bellamy narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure your brain’s all better?”

			I shrugged. My family still looked strange to me, and the nagging sense of incompleteness remained. Either I was missing something, or the world itself had dropped a stitch.

			“You aren’t sure,” she said.

			“Maybe not. But home is the best place to heal.”

			“Home.” She said the word sadly. “I miss my house, even the slongers. Give me a hug.”

			When I hesitated, Bellamy pulled herself into motion, covering the floor between us with a few heaves of the walker.

			She fell into my arms.

			I felt it again—how tenuous, how brittle she was. How easy to snap her, along with those strings connecting us. Her heartbeat, racing from those few steps across the room, was a butterfly in my hands.

			“Write me,” she said. “Real letters on paper.”

			“Sure,” I said, wondering what I would write about.

			“Just send it to the hospital, with ‘Bellamy’ on it. That’s the awesome thing about a weirdo name. The nurses all know me.”

			“They’d know you anyway.” I gently unwrapped myself, placing her hands back on the walking frame. “Even if you had a boring old-lady name—like Jessica.”

			She giggled. “You should change your name to Blessica, so you’ll always remember me.”

			“I’ll remember all this. I don’t go to hospitals much.”

			She took a backward step, looking me up and down, as if judging how likely I was to break again.

			The strings between us were humming now, power lines in the wind. It felt as though leaving Bellamy would pull them tighter and tighter, until they yanked my bones out.

			“Let’s not say goodbye,” I said.

			“Except you just said it.”

			I held up my hands in surrender. Bellamy always won this game.

			“We can come up with something better,” she said, a graceful victor. “Like: Don’t forget your seat belt!”
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			An hour later, one of my little cousins bounced into the room, wearing a backpack that squirmed and clucked.

			“Trotsky, hush!” she hissed over her shoulder. “You aren’t allowed in here.”

			“Good morning, Mary,” I said, rubbing the cuticle on my ring finger, which had grown sharp again.

			“Aunt Jessica! We’re here to take you home.”

			Relief swept through me. To be out of this place, with its lung-colored vases, fluorescent lights, and security cameras. The children that came with strings.

			Mary had no strings. She drifted alone in space, orbiting the star of her own impulses. She shook rainwater from her clothes onto the tiled floor.

			I stood up from my visitor’s chair. “You were supposed to be here at ten.”

			“Sebastian kept stopping the car, because he was annoyed with me.”

			“Sebastian…” I sat down again.

			A flash of giggles. “Did you think I drove myself?”

			And there he was in the doorway, wearing one of the white linen shirts he kept in his closet at home, safe from the ravages of campus parties. But his hair was rumpled, his eyes tired, his shoes wet. I could see it in a glance—he’d taken a dawn train from Albany to the estate, then driven here in the rain.

			He’d come home for me.

			Still looking at him, I asked Mary, “How were you annoying?”

			“With science!”

			“You put your hands over my eyes,” he said, still looking at me. “On the highway.”

			“It was an experiment!”

			“It’s the sort of thing that makes cars crash.”

			Mary turned to me. “Did you put your hands over Uncle Cyrus’s eyes?”

			“I did not.”

			She turned to him. “See?”

			“Seeing is the point,” he said.

			“Mary,” I said firmly. “No science on the way home.”

			“As you wish, Aunt Jessica.” The polite promise did not erase her delinquent grin.

			Sebastian took a step inside the room, his eyes never leaving mine. Perhaps he would ask about the staples in my head, my broken nose, or the state of my brain.

			Mary, bouncing on my bed, spoke first. “What does this thing do?”

			“That’s an IV,” Sebastian told her. “It dribbles medicine into your blood.”

			“Or water.” I held up my left arm, where the cannula had left its dragonfly shadow. “When you’re knocked out for a long time, you can’t drink.”

			“They cut a water hole in you?”

			“I had plenty of holes when I got here. They closed them with staples.”

			Mary jumped down for a closer look at my scalp, ecstatic. “If I had a magnet, could I catch you with it?”

			“You might make my head hurt. But I’d still escape.”

			“I’d bring one of those junkyard magnets—the kind that picks up cars!”

			For moment, I was speechless, but Sebastian rescued me.

			“Medical staples aren’t magnetic. If they were, an MRI would rip them out.”

			Mary pulled her backpack off and dumped it on the bed. “You hear that, Trotsky? What if you accidentally ate some thumbtacks on your big day, and we put you in an MRI? Zzzzap! Splootch!”

			The backpack, wisely, made no answer.

			Sebastian was looking at the machines around my bed. Like he was imagining me broken, unconscious.

			I wondered again if he would ask how I was doing. If I was having trouble recognizing my own family. If I’d noticed that the two of us—unlike Mary—were connected by invisible strings.

			But he only picked up my duffel bag and asked, “Is this everything?”
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			Orrin had sent them in the Volvo 240, mid-seventies, brilliant red. Affectionately known as “the Brick,” it was the first car everyone in the family was allowed to drive.

			I remembered at age fourteen, me and Sebastian taking our first offensive driving lesson. We’d already practiced three-point turns, parallel parking, and the bootlegger’s reverse, but now we were tasked with running Uncle Orrin off the road.

			We practiced on the old carriage path that led through the archery field, level and treeless. Both cars were fitted with fat wooden bumpers, like chariots in the Circus Maximus.

			I took the wheel first, and aimed the Brick at Orrin’s rear left fender, as per the lesson plan: jolt the driver, push the target into a spin.

			But Orrin, who did not believe in coddling, accelerated at the last second. We missed completely, and I overcorrected, sending the Volvo into its own dirt-spraying pirouette. A brick, indeed.

			“My turn!” Sebastian shouted before we even stopped spinning.

			We both had on motorcycle helmets, and bumped heads as we switched places.

			A year later, the Brick was retired from crash duty. Grandmother had decreed that our depleted generation would practice vehicular attacks in new cars with airbags and crumple zones. At this, Orrin had only shaken his head.

			I slung my duffel bag into the back seat. “Can’t believe this thing is still running.”

			Sebastian stood next to me, his umbrella over my head. “Do you want to drive?”

			“Not allowed,” I said. “My brain pills say so on the bottle.”

			“Brain pills.” He opened the passenger door for me. “Is that the technical term?”

			I gave him a shrug. “No science on the way home, remember?”
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			Sebastian and I didn’t talk much as we drove—not to each other, anyway. But I felt him next to me, his hand almost brushing my knee when he changed gears.

			“When they cut your brain up, were you asleep?” Mary asked from the back seat.

			“They didn’t cut me up. The car crash did that.”

			“But they had to fix stuff in your head. Uncle Cyrus said you had a fit—arms and legs going in all directions, and your eyes almost exploded!”

			I watched Mary demonstrating in the rearview mirror.

			“Yes, I had a seizure. But they used drugs to treat it, not scalpels. I take pills to keep my brain from swelling again.”

			“Would you get smarter if your brain got bigger?”

			“I think you’d die. Is your seat belt on?”

			“Yes,” she said, and I heard the click.

			“Skulls are crowded,” Sebastian said, looking at Mary in the rearview mirror. “If your brain gets too big, it squishes out. A herniated brain is not ideal.”

			I thought about the crow skull he’d given me, now gray ashes in Garrett’s furnace. The brain case had been tiny—birds’ skulls, even the clever corvids’, were mostly full of eyes.

			“Are there poisons that make brains swell up?” Mary asked, lifting one of Trotsky’s floppy ears, peering inside the rabbit’s head.

			“Bongkrekic acid,” Sebastian said.

			Mary laughed. “That sounds made up.”

			He only shrugged. Had he been reading about brain injuries? Or was this knowledge from those long hours in Grandpa Dwight’s library?

			He’d also known about my nonmagnetic staples.

			The strings that connected us had pulled him here through the rain, all the way from Albany. I could see them in the car between us, bright enough to touch.

			“Can brain trauma make you hallucinate?” I asked Sebastian.

			“In every way. Visions, delusions, weird smells.”

			I breathed in. He smelled like camphor and granite.

			“Does that happen to bunnies too?” Mary asked.

			“We don’t know,” Sebastian said. “Rabbits can’t tell us what they see.”

			“They’re so dumb,” she said with a giggle.

			I looked over my shoulder—Mary was staring into Trotsky’s pink-lined eyes. The rabbit gazed back at her in silence. Long months of Mary’s companionship had left it imperturbable, perhaps fatalistic.

			“What about emotions?” I asked.

			There was a moment of silence, broken by the squeak of windshield wipers.

			“Can brain trauma cause mood swings?” I clarified, but mood also sounded unMorton.

			“Are you feeling okay?” Sebastian asked.

			“Yes.” It didn’t sound convincing, so I added, “Just some funny dreams.”

			“Probably your pills. Did the doctors say anything about side effects?

			I shrugged. The doctors hadn’t said much to me at all. They’d talked in the hall with Veronica, then she’d come in to tell me the news.

			Maybe my visions meant nothing—a side effect of injury or medication. What mattered was that Sebastian was here, beside me in this car. His presence meant I’d been forgiven.

			“Thanks for coming to get me,” I said.

			The car went quiet again.

			And I remembered—I was Aunt Jessica now. It was unnecessary to thank the unblooded.

			I would wear red at funerals, for all to see. On my hands. On my face. On my knife. On the walls. That small room, soaked with the smell of rust.

			The rain grew stronger, erasing the world outside the car between sweeps of windshield blades. Sebastian leaned forward, both hands on the wheel, peering ahead.

			“My curae’s almost done,” Mary said out of nowhere. “Now that you’re an aunt, you can mentor me on Trotsky’s big day.”

			A hint of carsickness. “Don’t you want someone older?”

			“No, I want you. And Sebastian has to be there too!”

			He smiled into the rearview. “I’d be honored, Mary.”

			“You hear that, Trotsky?” She held the rabbit tight. “Everyone’s coming!”

			I looked past her—in the rear windshield, nothing was visible except a blur of rain, stirred by the tendrils of the wind. If something was following us, I couldn’t see it.
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			My archery was still shit.

			It wasn’t the scar on my hand. That had finally healed, once I’d stopped tearing open Sebastian’s stitches in Disruptive Anatomy. It was the tightness in my tendons, in my nerves. In my chest.

			I stood there, the bow fully drawn, the fletching, from a wild turkey Thomas had shot early that summer, brushing my cheek. Beyond the shining metal point, the bull’s-eye waited, coaxing me.

			Everything was perfect, here at home. The smell of juniper trees and ripe Duchess apples. The baying of the dogs running down squirrels in the Barrow Marsh. Target flags fluttering. My childhood mentor, Veronica, a steady presence at my side, the way she’d always been.

			But I couldn’t let go.

			The thought of the arrow carving through the air—piercing paper and rags, crunching into hay—was too pitiless, the eight-ring of the target too red.

			Once I loosed the arrow, I couldn’t bring it back.

			“Ribs still giving you trouble?” Veronica asked.

			I let the bow undraw. “Everything’s tight. Too many days in bed.”

			“Maybe this isn’t the best place to start.” Veronica stood behind me, taking hold of my biceps. “Too asymmetrical.”

			“I’m just out of practice. Had to drop Archery after midterms, when I hurt my hand.”

			“You switched to No Drama,” she said. “And got a C.”

			A tremor went through me. For the first time in my life, I could feel the demerits in my ledger.

			Veronica laughed. “Jessica, it’s Wolfie. The man’s a walking contradiction—the embodiment of drama. You, transformed into not-you.”

			I felt myself smile. Her attempt at an Afrikaans accent was closer to when ordinaries talk like vampires.

			She studied the metal staples in my scalp. “Do those hurt?”

			“They itch sometimes.” And sometimes I see connections between people, or imagine ghosts in the Barrow Marsh.

			“Give me good old-fashioned needle and thread.”

			“My staples are fine, Veronica. I’m fine.”

			I nocked and drew again—what I needed was to feel the arrow loose, to see it streak into the target. To imagine its razor point slicing arteries and skin, fulfilling its purpose. My purpose.

			Veronica put her gloved hand over mine. “You’ll pull a muscle. We should loosen you up first.”

			I let the bow go slack. “Climbing?”

			She frowned at this.

			“Running?” I suggested. “Muay Thai?”

			“When’s the last time you had a proper dance lesson?”
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			The Great Hall was set up for ballet, two portable barres, a rosin box on the floor between them. Uncle Edwin’s phonograph player waited on its small table.

			Some little cousins had been here last, leaving a smattering of rabbit shit in the corner.

			“Mary,” Veronica said, looking down at the scat. “Never cleans up. And she misspells her own rabbit’s name.”

			“Any idea what she has planned for Trotsky’s big day? She asked me to mentor.”

			“Whatever it is, you won’t forget it. She heard the story of Mister Fluffernutter at the funeral.”

			“Goggles, then.”

			“Hah.” She was leafing through the vinyl records in the wooden milk crate by the phonograph. She lifted one out, turned it over to read the back cover. “A waltz, perhaps.”

			I looked down at my feet—my worn tennis shoes were fine for archery, but a bit slippery for dancing. I went to the rosin box.

			The needle dropped, and the hiss and crackle of old vinyl filled the room.

			The music began. A waltz from a Mozart sampler, something we’d warmed up to a hundred times as kids. Beginner stuff.

			Veronica held out her hands to lead, and I took my position.

			It had been years since we’d danced together. I was a head taller now—it felt as though I should lead. But as we began to move, I became a kid again, waiting for the signals in Veronica’s hands, hips, eyes.

			We box stepped in place at first, letting the three-count settle into us. In the simple pattern, I could feel her decades of practice, the way I saw years of bartending in her stir, even her pour.

			Veronica lifted onto her toes, easing us into a turn, a series of change steps across the floor.

			“You’ve been practicing?” she asked.

			“No. There was a definite lack of waltzing in that hospital.”

			“You didn’t go dancing in New York? You feel looser. You aren’t counting for once.”

			Sebastian had always mocked how I muttered one-two-three under my breath. But there was too much else to feel in this moment—the familiar seams of the parquet floor, Veronica’s archery calluses, the bounce of my old shoes.

			“Are you saying I dance like an accountant?”

			“Many accountants are fine dancers,” she said. “Music is numbers, after all. Maybe it’s all that time spent with ordinaries.”

			A hitch in my step. A frown from Veronica.

			She guided me through underarm turns, chassés, butterflies, propelling me across the floor, slicing through the space around us. We became aggressive, expansive, taking full possession of the empty ballroom. Like our hand-to-hand combat lessons when I was little, the interlocking of bodies, reflexes, intent.

			Halfway through a series of Viennese figures, the piece ended.

			We drifted though one last spin, and Veronica stepped back. The vinyl crackled between tracks.

			“Not bad.” She sounded almost surprised. “Maybe all you needed was a whack to the head.”

			The next piece began, and she went back to the milk crate on the table. “Something more challenging, perhaps.”

			I stood where she’d left me. “Was I really so terrible, back then?”

			“You were competent, Jessica, as always. But you lacked flow.” A shrug as she leafed through more records. “You’re feeling the rhythm now. Sex with a target has loosened you up.”

			A target.

			My eyes closed, shutting out the room. The floor fell away in pieces, and for a moment I was underwater—compressed and breathless.

			“It will get easier,” Veronica murmured.

			Her words were a test. I couldn’t react. I couldn’t not react.

			That’s when the music made its way in.

			It was a choral piece, a prayer in Latin interwoven with strings and pipe organ. I’d heard it countless times, but this was somehow different. From the frayed piece of vinyl something new had risen up, flawless, coursing, vast.

			The music engulfed me, whirling, as my body had whirled moments before. It cycled in patterns, like ripples colliding in a pond.

			I could still see the math of it—each measure with its count, each harmony, its ratios. But the usual sums had spun themselves into lavish, superfluid excess.

			The numbers were on fire.

			The chorus of voices blazed, under my fingernails, at the back of my throat, in the trickles of sweat under my clothes. It rushed to fill the missing part of me, cut away by the crash. For a moment, I almost saw what I had lost.

			Then the record finished. The needle of the aging phonograph failed to lift, trapped in a loop of rustle and static.

			The music, gone.

			The parquet floor rose again to meet my feet.

			When my eyes opened, Veronica was taking the record off, placing another on the turntable. She came to join me on the dance floor, and stood looking at my face.

			“What?” I asked, the word small in my ears.

			“Nothing.” She reached out to brush a tear from my cheek. “How well do you remember your foxtrot?”
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			Over the next few weeks, I tried to be the perfect Morton.

			I trained in the gym, at the obstacle course, on the climbing cliffs. I swam every day to keep my ribs loose, to regain the muscles lost in my hospital bed. I took my little cousins on cross-country runs, taught them celestial navigation, and formed them into teams for Battle Tag, exchanging flurries of foam-tipped arrows in the old barn.

			I didn’t cry when I listened to music, no matter how it cut my heart.

			I slept on my left side, easing my broken nose into its new shape. Day by day, I looked less like the grainy photos of Jessica Anderson that had appeared in the media. I kept my hair short, reshaped my eyebrows.

			I pulled my own staples out.

			On my morning runs past the Barrow Marsh, I ignored the acceleration in my step, the way the sky seemed to darken. It was just another stretch of reeds, marked by a few patches where wildflowers grew in strange profusion.

			I wrote no letters to Bellamy.

			When the estates’ pack leader, Rader, got runny eyes and vomiting spells—signs of canine distemper—I gathered the little cousins to say goodbye, then slit his throat with Aunt Beatrice’s gelding knife.

			Under my watchful gaze, not one of them shed a tear.

			We were all perfect Mortons.

			But my family still tested me. They woke me up at three a.m. for fight drills, checked my startle response with flash grenades, and let me free-climb after only a week back home. Veronica tutted with disappointment when my aim grew worse, arrows falling short, flying over, sticking crookedly in the outer rings, the center always eluding me.

			I didn’t even try to throw knives.

			I took my brain pills every day.

			My memories didn’t return though. The days before the crash remained splinters. I still hadn’t been told to report for a debriefing.

			After Sebastian went back to Albany, we began to text again. We never mentioned our estrangement, his forgiveness. For the first time, our thread was full of photos—sunsets on the estate, the best pastrami sandwiches in Albany, my new haircut.

			We also discussed Mary’s upcoming mors curae. She was doing well in her lessons—dance and pain resistance in particular. Despite our fears of another Mister Fluffernutter, she was sticking true to Trotsky’s namesake, dispatching the rabbit with an ice axe.

			I found myself looking forward to the end of summer: Sebastian coming home, returning to Helshire, even Mary’s curae. Maybe that was what I needed now.

			Another death of care.
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			I ignored the warning on my pill bottle and drove to pick Sebastian up at the train station.

			He was back from Albany for good, and his luggage included an unMorton quantity of suitcases, garments bags, even a hat box.

			I looked at the pile. “You were expecting Orrin.”

			“We’ll manage,” he said, his smile buffed to a high gloss. He was still in his Albany clothes: a red power tie, a dark blazer bought from a store.

			I hoisted two suitcases and headed toward the parking lot.

			Everything fit into the old Beamer—somehow—and soon we were on the road. We drove in silence for a while, the windows open, the first hints of autumn in the air.

			We were still connected—those strings that tried to pull my heart out when the right music played. Sebastian was beautiful, and I knew now that beautiful things could hurt.

			“You look different,” he finally said. “Not just the hair.”

			“It’s the nose.”

			“From the crash? Or did the doctors do something?”

			It took a moment to answer. I wasn’t sure how intentional my new nose had been. The pictures of me that had popped up in the media were grainy and out of focus, taken in a dark, crowded restaurant. The police didn’t consider me a suspect—just a loose end.

			But Mortons didn’t permit loose ends.

			“Don’t you like it?” I asked.

			“It has a certain rakish charm. Like you’ve had a few bar fights.”

			“That’s high praise, from Mr. Rakish Charm himself.”

			“I have never been in a bar fight.”

			“Albany was a waste, then.”

			Sebastian laughed at this, reaching for the dials of the Beamer’s radio. I flicked his hand away.

			He looked at me. When we were little, we’d sneak out to the garage to listen to the car radios. It was our only unmonitored connection to the outside world, the only place that songs and stories came flowing in without elders providing commentary, warning us against sentiment.

			“Headache,” I said.

			“Have you told Uncle Harold? You have to be careful, after a car crash.”

			“It’s not the concussion,” I said, wishing I could tell him that my head only hurt when music was beautiful. Even then, it was my heart that suffered most. “I had a long morning of yowling.”

			“Pain resistance?”

			“Fifteen new puppies. Lady Borden was early.”

			“They must be beauties,” he sighed. “Too bad we can’t have pets at Helshire.”

			“Tell that to Gertie. Though one supposes Uncle Max isn’t coming back this year.”

			“Oh, he is.”

			I looked at Sebastian.

			“She told me about your little affray,” he said. “Turns out, felines can survive a fall at terminal velocity.”

			“Shouldn’t terminal velocity be…terminal?”

			He shrugged. “Maybe Uncle Max only has eight lives left.”

			“Seven,” I said.

			Both of us laughed at that for a while, the road rumbling under our tires, the sun sinking low enough to flicker through the trees. Juniper scents began to replace the stench of paper mills.

			No matter how much I’d changed, home still smelled like home.

			“I missed you this summer,” Sebastian said.

			You had my number. I was three hours away.

			“Missed you too.”

			“It wasn’t fair, blaming you.” He put his head back, closing his eyes. “It wasn’t blame, really. I just had to hurt someone—for Peter. Do you understand?”

			“Sebastian, why do you think I burned down Halcyon Hall?”

			He smiled. “As a glorious tribute? That bomb was so beautiful. It would’ve been a shame to waste it.”

			“More than a bomb—an engine of destruction.” I thought of those sparkling flames every time it rained.

			Sebastian was watching the passing trees. “Peter told me something once. He was afraid of letting his anger out. Becoming dangerous.”

			“Cousin,” I said. “We are all dangerous.”

			“Peter was scared of becoming another Uncle Max.”

			“Oh.” All those small animals, their skins, their bones, their eggs. His bullying of younger kids. The chapel, set aflame. His engine of destruction, target unknown.

			“Maybe that explains him,” Sebastian said. “All his demerits, from Mister Fluffernutter on, were a way of saving the rest of us.”

			“He wanted to be culled? Suicide-by-Grandma?”

			Sebastian nodded. “His death was on Elizabeth, and the rest of them—not you. That’s why I forgive you in advance, if you ever get me as an assignment.”

			The car swerved a little, though my hands were tight on the wheel.

			“Sebastian.”

			“Don’t tell me it’s impossible.”

			“That was Peter. We’re different.”

			“Even prodigies screw up,” he said. “I have a confession to make.”

			I let out a sigh. “You told the Lindqvists about Yvonne, Tobias, Zach, Tillie, Katie, Olive, and Ramsey.”

			Sebastian was silent for a long moment. The sun was behind the hills now, and the tempest of our open windows had grown cold.

			“Who else knows?” he finally asked.

			“Gertie told me. I’ve told no one.”

			“Thank fuck.”

			“It’ll come out, sooner or later.”

			“I swear, Jess, Bianca had half guessed already. Seven kids, and we never had a funeral. We all just pretended they never existed!”

			“That’s not the same as the Lindqvists knowing who did it,” I said.

			Uncle Max. My father.

			Sebastian crumpled in his seat. “I couldn’t help it, Jess.”

			I dropped a hand from the wheel, took hold of his. “You should’ve burned down a building. Or killed someone for cutting in line. That’s how we process these days.”

			“No time for a Hefnd. Too much going on this year.”

			“Such as?”

			He didn’t answer, but I didn’t have the right to press, not after the secrets I’d kept from him. I owed him the truth.

			“I have a confession too.”

			Sebastian looked at me.

			“Something’s happened, since the crash. I’m not sure I’m still a true Morton.”

			That politicking smile. “You’re the best of us. In every way.”

			I shook my head, wanting to tell him that music was on fire now. But that might just be a hallucination—something my pills would eventually cure.

			There was only one unforgivable thing.

			“There was this girl in the hospital, an ordinary girl. She was dying, I think, and there wasn’t much the doctors could do.”

			“And?”

			My hands were tight on the wheel. “I worry about her every night. I’m afraid for her. Sebastian, I care about her.”

			“Oh,” was all he said.

			In silence, we went through Upper Falls, along the old brickyards, then by the oak tree where Cyrus and I had crashed. You could still see the gouges in the bark, like the claw marks of some giant bird.

			“One more confession before we get home,” he said. “Freshman year, I looked up my birth family.”

			“Your…” It took a moment for the words to click.

			I’d always known that Sebastian had parents who weren’t Mortons, imprisoned for their blood-soaked crimes, leaving him in the foster system to be rescued by us.

			But a family? Aunts and uncles? Strangers who called him cousin?

			To me he’d been a foundling: appearing from nowhere, the rival and ally I hadn’t known I needed.

			“I have a twin sister, a younger brother.”

			“A twin?” I remembered him playing the twin game with Gertie when we were little. Trying to play it with me. “There’s someone out there who looks like you?”

			“A softer version. Desiree never had my rage.”

			I shook my head. The world had no other versions of Sebastian.

			He pointed ahead at Orrin, waiting for us at the gate. Confessions were over.

			“One last thing,” he said. “Do you forgive me too? In advance?”

			“Yes. For what though?”

			He didn’t answer.
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			Mary Morton, seventh of her name, performed her mors curae on the grounds of the family estate, in the burned-out husk of the chapel.

			As Sebastian and I approached the ruin, a full moon etched our shadows on the ground. The sky was clear, and it was close to midnight.

			It had been five years since the fire. Fallen stones lay jumbled on the ground, worn smooth by rain, wildflowers sprouting between them. The remaining columns were still marked by smoke. The old steeple stood tall, braced by weathered wooden beams.

			“Someone should get married here,” Sebastian said.

			“Trotsky’s wearing white.”

			“Not for long.” His smile was half-hearted.

			We hadn’t spoken much since I’d picked him up the day before—not a word about our confessions, or his other family.

			He looked grim, like he was the one killing a rabbit today.

			“A flask to mark the occasion,” I said, pulling it out. Granduncle Otto’s from the 1920s, glass with a leather wrap. The brass cap shone in the moonlight.

			“Thought booze didn’t go with your pills.”

			“This one’s for you.” I handed it to him. “An Old Gal with Georgia Heartwood whiskey.”

			He took a sip, and his smile turned genuine. “Barely horrible at all. We’re meeting in the middle.”

			“Always,” I said, wondering if his twin sister shared his sweet tooth.

			We entered the ruined chapel through what was left of the front archway. Its braces needed replacing, but the kids played tag in the ruin—the family didn’t want to coddle them by making it too safe.

			Mary wasn’t here yet, but her stage was set. She’d swept clean a large rectangle where the altar had stood. The corners were marked with torches, already lit. A small table sat at its center.

			“Is that Edwin’s phonograph stand?” I asked.

			“We’ll be in trouble if she gets blood on it,” Sebastian said.

			“Just me. I’m the auntie here.”

			He made a mocking bow, but mentoring a curae was serious—especially with a child like Mary.

			I went closer to the table. In the torchlight were a small pile of rabbit treats, a water bottle, and an ice axe.

			I lifted the axe, designed for mountain climbing—one side a pick, the other an adze for digging snow. It looked brand new.

			“The original Trotsky’s mode of death,” Sebastian said. “A history lesson doesn’t seem like Mary’s style.”

			I rubbed my thumb across the point, which had been sharpened by hand.

			“Fully in character,” I said.

			“Oh dear,” came a voice from the front archway.

			It was Gertie, a pet-carrying case in one hand. Thomas stood behind her, struggling with two lime-green valises.

			Sebastian was as surprised as me.

			“Gertie,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

			“One was invited.” She put the pet case down. A pair of red eyes flashed within. “It seemed rude not to attend.”

			“Same.” Tom was looking anywhere that wasn’t me. “Got a note under my door yesterday. Asked me not to tell anyone.”

			“Amazing,” I said.

			For her audience, Mary had assembled the survivors of Uncle Max—the four of us left, anyway.

			Gertie sighed. “If one had known the guest list, one mightn’t have brought a certain cat. Alas, one’s train was late, so here he is.”

			“When did you start calling yourself one?” Tom asked.

			“When she started a cult,” I said. “Do you think Mary ran any of this by the elders?”

			“You’re the elders,” Sebastian said.

			“Right.” And I’d never asked Mary for a list of witnesses.

			This was already a shit show.

			“Is that booze?” Tom asked, and Sebastian handed him the flask. He took a sip and grimaced. “Where is she, anyway?”

			We all went silent.

			Tom looked at his watch. “Do people ever miss their own curaes?”

			“The genitive plural is curarum,” Sebastian said. “Used to happen all the time, back when the consequences for failing were higher.”

			That long-ago Dwight, impaled on the old oak tree.

			I took the flask from Tom and allowed myself the tiniest sip—smoked wood, gentian, and pecan pie. My first booze since the night of the crash. Strength for whatever was coming.

			“Mary’s not the type for stage fright.” I took another sip. “She just wants to make a dramatic entrance.”

			Those words, it seemed, were Mary’s cue.
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			The mors curae is a rite of passage, but also a declaration of personal style. Despite what the Lindqvists think of us, our ceremonies are often spiced with flair, comedy, or folly. A few are legendary.

			Grandmother Elizabeth’s vintage laundry wringer, starting with the tail. Veronica’s copperhead, one animal in each bare hand. Cyrus’s purple neoprene glove, his glass stockpot of boiling water. Peter in goggles, so close to Mister Fluffernutter that a week later his ears still rang.

			But it was still surprising when Mary appeared in costume.

			I wasn’t sure what she was meant to be. Overalls and boots, a paddy cap, pulled from the family stores—everything too large for her.

			She cradled Trotsky in her arms, more kindly than I’d ever seen her before. She didn’t wait for my introduction, just stood behind the table and began her declaration of care.

			“This rabbit is my pride and joy.”

			Tom and I settled ourselves on a stretch of broken wall. Gertie sat down on Uncle Max’s carrying case, always a bit uneasy when she was not the center of attention. Sebastian stayed standing and ready, as if expecting chaos.

			I took another sip from the flask. An ounce or two wouldn’t kill me.

			“I wanted to do this at night,” Mary said, “because I like talking to Trotsky in the dark. She’s a good listener. She doesn’t interrupt, and she shivers at the scary parts.”

			Like me, whispering to the other Jessicas in bed.

			“I listen to her too,” Mary said. “So I know that she likes dried blue cornflower, timothy grass, and red clover best of all.”

			As she named each, she took a treat from the table and let the rabbit nibble at it. Despite its guest list, this was a proper curae so far.

			Care, then death.

			“She’s warm and soft in my arms. She smells like hay and grass and sometimes rabbit musk.” Mary’s voice had gone high and sweet. “She’s not like any other rabbit—because she’s mine.”

			She eased Trotsky onto the table, slipped her hands out from underneath. The rabbit waddled across to snuffle at the remaining treats.

			Mary took up the ice axe in both hands. It gleamed in the torchlight.

			“But she’s a bunny.”

			Red eyes flashed again from the carrying case beneath Gertie.

			“Bunnies are weak. Bunnies don’t fight back. Bunnies have no idea when something bad is about to happen.”

			I watched the rabbit—she ate contentedly, unaware of the change in Mary’s voice, the ice axe looming.

			I tried to feel some connection, a bond that would snip when the pick came down. I tried to care about Trotsky the way I’d cared about Rabbit, so my weakness might ease a little when she died.

			“Bunnies are dumb,” Mary said. “They can’t tell when someone they love, someone they trust, is about to kill them. It happens out of nowhere, like a knock on the door.”

			A soft intake of breath came from Tom.

			Mary looked at him and laughed. “Bunnies just sit there, while the whole world thinks about eating them.”

			She looked at Sebastian.

			“Bunnies let you cuddle them, even if you’re wearing gloves lined with some other bunny’s fur.”

			She looked at Gertie.

			“Bunnies don’t matter, no matter how much people love them.”

			Then she looked at me.

			“Because I love my little Trotsky more than anything, and today she gets a special treat.”

			With a sweep of her arm, Mary flung the ice axe away into the dark. It crashed somewhere in the brush beyond the chapel’s broken walls.

			She showed us her empty hands.

			Change of plan.

			The darkness tipped around me.

			Had she decided to fail? Would Mary, out of all my little cousins, become a school counselor? A lawyer? A fixer of cars?

			When I didn’t speak up, Sebastian did. “Mary, what’s happening?”

			She was still gazing at me. Her eyes flickered in the torchlight, full of certainty.

			Change of plan—that’s what the first text had read, in that small room in the Catskills. Then, while I was still staring at my phone, another:

			She knows your last name.

			Yes, that was the problem. My last name. My connection to Garrett, to Helshire, to the estate.

			I had to snip that string.

			“Whatever you decide is okay, Mary,” Sebastian said. He sounded relieved.

			But another twist was coming, I could see it in her eyes.

			“A very special treat for Trotsky,” Mary said, reaching beneath Edwin’s phonograph table.

			A ripping sound as she pulled a larger axe into the light, adhesive trailing from its handle—it had been taped to the bottom of the table. A felling axe.

			The kind that hangs on the wall of a woodshed.

			Tom made a sound, and so did Gertie’s cat, two moaning cries that wound together in the dark. The rabbit looked up from its food at last, whiskers twitching in the firelight.

			“Fuck,” Gertie said. “Tobias, Ruby, Olive, Tillie, Zachary, Katie, Yvonne.”

			“Trotsky,” Sebastian said. “TROTZKY.”

			Both of them turned pleading stares at me. I was the auntie here.

			But I was helpless—like when Grandmother’s orders had come.

			Mutual kills are difficult to stage, she’d written, before I’d even grasped the other texts. Murder-suicide is simpler.

			“This is our big day,” Mary cried, raising the axe high. “So I want it to be amazing!”

			The moonlit axe came down. Not a squeak, not a squelch from the rabbit, just the thunk of metal biting wood. A gasp from Tom.

			The blade stuck fast into the wood; the handle quivered with glee.

			Mary reached down and lifted Trotzky’s severed head into the air. She turned it to face her, and began to scream at it.

			“Do you still see me? Can you feel this? Does your little rabbit brain still love me? I love you too!”

			Acid rushed into my mouth. I tipped forward, falling from the broken wall onto my hands and knees. A heaving wave went through my body, expelling everything in my stomach onto the cold hard stones. The burn of dinner, of bile, of whiskey.

			An instant later, Sebastian was by my side.

			“What’s wrong?” Hiromi asked, as Grandmother’s final text came in:

			Fides sine cura.

			The butterfly knife, ready to cut away that piece of me. She was gone forever.

			I heaved again. Tears blurred my vision.

			“Jessica!” Thomas cried, halfway across the stones to us.

			Sebastian’s hands on my shoulders. Mary shouting at the rabbit head, laughing at the stars. Uncle Max shrieking in his carrier at the scent of fresh blood.

			That small room, smelling of rust and panic.

			“It’s her medicine,” Sebastian said to the others. “From the crash. She wasn’t supposed to drink.”

			I’d taken three sips.

			With his arms around me, I let myself fall into gravity’s dark well. I focused on breathing, on drawing the chill night air into my acid mouth.

			When I could see again, the other three survivors were crowded around me. Mary stood a few feet away, on tiptoes atop a large stone, peering down. Her hands were soaked, her face streaked with blood. She was dressed, I saw now, as some antique Morton—a child’s idea of Uncle Max.

			She was still laughing, until Sebastian pointed a finger at her.

			“Enough!” he cried, and she fell silent.

			But as the others wiped my face, dribbled water on my lips, lifted me up from my scraped knees, Mary mouthed a word at me.

			Bunny.
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			“It was just the booze.” It hurt to talk.

			“Your pulse is still thready,” Sebastian said, his fingers light on my wrist.

			“No kidding.” I felt awful, dizzy and dehydrated.

			At least I was in my own room, my own bed. Gertie was here too, luggage still in tow. Tom had taken Mary back to the Great Hall, where Grandmother was waiting. They’d be surprised it wasn’t me bringing her.

			I wondered what excuse Tom would make—or would he simply tell the truth? Jessica couldn’t handle the curae. She collapsed.

			And if he didn’t, what would Mary say?

			Jessica’s car crash turned her into a bunny.

			“A lot was going on,” Gertie said. “One almost fainted oneself.”

			“I didn’t faint—I threw up. It was the booze.”

			“The booze,” she repeated. She’d watched me learn to handle Martinis at age fifteen.

			“You’ll be fine,” Sebastian said. “But we need to discuss Mary.”

			“It’s that name,” Gertie murmured. From beneath my bed, Uncle Max answered with a low moan. He was different since his tumble down the airshaft. Quieter, and he walked with a twitch.

			“She’s a Morton now,” Sebastian said. “Slay the rabbit, spare the child.”

			The moment Trotzky died, Mary had completed her curae. I should have called a halt, summoned Grandmother, and detailed the disrespectful—chaotic, unhinged—performance. But I was too busy collapsing.

			“I’m fucked.”

			“Don’t be silly,” Gertie said. “Uncle Merwin passed Peter, after all.”

			“And look how that wound up,” Sebastian said.

			A fresh wave of nausea hit. The memories that had spilled out of Trotzky’s veins were still with me. No longer in the hallway, nor under the Barrow Marsh.

			They were here, in this room.

			I had killed Hiromi.

			Her frantic breathing at the end, like she’d just run a long, long way. The faltering light in her eyes. Our last words to each other, simple and quick, as if she were stepping onto a train.

			“Mary named her rabbit, what, eight months ago?” Sebastian was saying. “Delayed her curae till all four of us were home. She even tried to dress like him. She’s obsessed.”

			“They all are,” Gertie said. “Haven’t you heard their little song? ‘Uncle Max, took an axe, gave the cousins forty whacks.’ ”

			Sebastian scoffed. “That’s just the Lizzy Borden song.”

			“But one must appreciate the internal rhyme.”

			“They’re still afraid of him,” I said.

			They both looked at me.

			“We killed Max. We erased him.” I turned to Gertie. “And you and Tom watched him die. But for the younger kids, he’s still out there. Behind every tree, every door.”

			“A boogeyman for little Mortons,” Gertie said.

			Sebastian frowned. “So Mary wants to be the bogeyman?”

			“She’ll tell everyone,” I said. “How I puked, because a rabbit got its head cut off.”

			“Don’t be silly,” Gertie said. “Decapitation is banal. It was the theme that was unsettling.”

			“Mary’s too smart to tell anyone.” Sebastian put a hand on my forehead, reassuringly cool. “She doesn’t want any questions about tonight. Her little show was just for us.”

			“Aspirin?” Gertie asked.

			Strange, how they both wanted to protect me, when I was weak and broken. Because I’d protected them once, long ago.

			I love you too, Mary had screeched at Trotzky.

			A gentle knock came at the door. We exchanged glances, like children with a guilty secret, but it was Tom.

			“She’s home safe, still ecstatic. Still laughing at everything.” He hesitated, staring at the vomit stain on my shirt. He looked as sick as I felt. “There was a message from your mother. She wants to see you tomorrow morning.”

			I fell back against my pillows, dizzy again.

			I hadn’t visited my mother since the crash. Her eyes were too sharp. Her memories of the way I used to be too exact.

			She would see this change in me.

			Uncle Max eased himself from beneath the bed. He twitched his way across the room and jumped into Gertie’s lap. She pulled a dropper bottle from her handbag and began to dribble water into his mouth.

			We all watched.

			“A cleft palette,” she explained, “from the defenestration. He has to tip his head back when he drinks, or it all comes out his nose.”

			When she finished dribbling, Uncle Max sneezed exactly once. It glistened for a moment in the air, like a spritz from a perfume bottle.

			“Sorry about what I did to your cat,” I told Gertie.

			She blinked. “What an odd thing to say.”
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			The next morning after breakfast, I climbed the stairs to Mother’s room.

			Nothing had changed—the spiderwebs, the tray of dirty dishes outside her door, a whiff of bedpan. With my new eyes, it was tinged with dignified sadness, like some slow, lush movement by Beethoven.

			Twelve years in this room. Not all Mortons heal.

			I knocked and went inside.

			“There you are,” my mother said.

			She was not alone. Grandmother sat in the corner, a phone instead of knitting needles in her hands.

			Change of plan.

			I bowed to her. “Good morning, Grandmother. How was London?”

			“Illuminating.” She smiled—that was all I was getting.

			“And Mary’s mors curae?” Mother asked. “How did it go?

			“Very well. The declaration of care, in particular.”

			“Hmm. The poor creature never looked terribly happy.”

			“Some rabbits appreciate tough love.”

			“What about the kill? Nothing unseemly?”

			I shrugged. “No pyrotechnics.”

			She looked away from me, out the room’s single window. Here in late summer, the view was entirely blocked by leaves.

			“That’s not what I’ve heard,” she said, and suddenly the ceiling was too low, the air too still.

			I’d never understood why ordinaries panic when faced with spiders, bees, venomous snakes—when all they have to do is stay still. But now I felt it, the screaming in my body for action, for flight.

			Had Tom said something? He’d struggled to meet my eyes at breakfast.

			“She killed the rabbit with a single stroke.” My voice sounded shaky, but the words kept coming. “Like his namesake, with a quicker result. Very clean.”

			“You know who didn’t think it was clean?”

			I shook my head. Not Sebastian, surely.

			“Edwin,” she said.

			The phonograph table, spattered with blood, a deep gouge cut into it. We’d left it out all night.

			“Gertie had her luggage with her. We forgot.”

			“We? You were in charge, Aunt Jessica. Leaving blood-spattered furniture behind is rarely best practice.” She smiled a little. “Unless spattered blood is what the assignment calls for.”

			The assignment—my assignment. I felt my stomach threatening to roil.

			Grandmother remained silent, her fingers tapping at her phone. Maybe ending someone else’s life remotely, casually, a few texted words at a time.

			Murder-suicide is simpler.

			It had, in some ways, been simple.

			First Hiromi. It has to be done, I told her, as she was already dying. She didn’t look shocked or angry, just confused.

			I love you too, more breath than words.

			Then him.

			He stepped into the room, stilled with shock at the sight of her, of the white walls turned red, before kneeling down to help, smearing himself in blood.

			I seized him from behind, the knife into his belly, pulling up. The smell of the contents of his stomach, his bowels, spilled out. I held the knife tight, cutting higher, deeper.

			He groaned quietly, no fight in him as he slid to the floor. I wiped the knife and wrapped his hands around its hilt, surveyed the room.

			A few minutes to arrange things, one bloody footprint of mine to smear away. I grabbed a cushion from the bed, and used it to climb out the window, leaving no trace.

			Now, I wondered about Lyon’s lack of fight. Had he been drunk? High? So in love with Hiromi that something in him had shut down? Maybe he couldn’t live without her.

			That was for me to do.

			“Jessica,” Mother said. “You’re positively ashen. Are you well?”

			“I’m still off-kilter from the accident.”

			Off-kilter? Keelhauled.

			“Perhaps we should stop for today,” Grandmother said, at last looking up from her phone. “Jessica’s doing the best she can.”
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			When I arrived at the Great Hall—carrying a bucket of cleaning supplies, wood filler, and sandpaper—music was playing. Sleeping Beauty, whose choreography we all learned as kids. A dozen bodies with a single purpose, math in motion.

			But Mary was dancing alone—no partner, no teacher. Just her in a lilac tutu, doing something I’d never done as a child.

			Improvising.

			She danced with certainty, taking command of the space. She didn’t follow the music; the music followed her. As if last night had cut away something that had weighed her down.

			Her care, what little she had possessed, was gone.

			Mary didn’t look my way, but I could feel her awareness of me. I put my bucket down and waited till the first act was over.

			“I forgot to say congratulations last night,” I said, lifting the needle from the record.

			She kept dancing in the silence. “Too busy puking.”

			Aunts didn’t make excuses, or apologize. I’d been doing too much of both. “It was quite a spectacle. Congratulations.”

			I slid the phonograph to one end of the table, revealing a deep gouge and the stains from Trotzky’s blood.

			“I did it for you, Jessica.”

			I put on rubber gloves.

			“That was your big day,” she said, going into a series of pirouettes, her ballet shoes shushing as she spun. “The day you became a prodigy.”

			“I was always a prodigy.”

			The bucket held mineral spirits, baking soda, detergent, steel wool—Merwin’s tool kit for removing blood from wood. As I poured mineral spirits onto a washcloth, the smell of solvent cut the air, like freshly opened mezcal.

			“You were a prodigy at training,” Mary said. “That’s not the same as someone coming at you with an axe.”

			“True.” The spirits were soaking through the table’s ancient varnish, lifting the blood. My eyes burned.

			“When I pulled out the special axe, Tom made a funny noise,” she said, her dance slowing to a halt at last. “Like one of Aunt Beatrice’s boy-pigs getting cut. Did he shriek like that when Uncle Max came for real?”

			“He was young. He left his rabbit behind. But he’s alive.”

			She giggled. “Trotzky isn’t.”

			“Her name was very clever. When did you come up with it?”

			“Aunt Tilly used to tell us stories at bedtime.” She promenaded to one of the barres and began to stretch. “Gruesome murders, clever assassinations. No one noticed but me, how the names fit together.”

			“And you kept it a secret all this time. Impressive.”

			She smiled at me, radiant.

			The blood was lifting, except in the deepest part of the gouge, which I could cover with filler. I might not have to revarnish.

			Mary hadn’t offered to help, but the thought of asking her made my heart race. What if she refused?

			“Everyone always says I should be like you,” Mary said. “That’s what I was trying to do last night. Did it work?”

			Abused as a child, and you don’t even know it.

			“Only you can answer that,” I said. “How do you feel now?”

			Her stretching came to a halt, a distance coming over her expression, as if she had gone to some deep place to consider the question.

			“Like I could dance all day,” she finally said. “Bunnies get heavy at the end.”
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			Late that night, something pulled me out of sleep.

			It wasn’t the gentle creaking of floorboards itself—family went up and down my hall at all hours—but that the sound halted right outside my room.

			By the time the door opened, I was already behind it, knife in hand.

			“Jessica?” came a whisper. He took a step inside, staring at my empty bed.

			I came up behind him, reached around to place the flat of my blade against his stomach.

			“Sebastian,” I said.

			For a moment we stood there, motionless, my heart racing. Had he come for me? Was that why he’d asked for my forgiveness?

			Then I realized—this was how I’d taken Lyon when he’d walked into that small room. The scent of blood and bowels and panic rushed into my head, sweeping the strength from my muscles.

			I let the knife drop and took a step back.

			Sebastian turned, smiling. “I should know better by now. But seriously, how? There was no one in the hall to give me away.”

			“They gave me this room after my curae,” I managed, my heart still pounding. “Me and the floorboards are old friends.”

			“I’ll surprise you one day. Put some clothes on. No phone.”

			“It’s two a.m.”

			“We’re going for a ride.” That beautiful smile. “There’s something you need to see.”
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			The Brick was waiting for us near the front gate.

			I was dazed, on the serrated edge between sleep and adrenaline.

			“This better be good,” I said as the car started. “I have archery in the morning.”

			“Thought you’d given up on that.”

			“Veronica hasn’t. She’s worried about the next competition.” She was worried about me too.

			“Can’t have the Lindqvists winning.” Sebastian turned the car south, toward the city, and quoted Elizabeth: “If you can’t do something on zero sleep, you don’t know how to do it.”

			I didn’t know how to do anything. My grandmother’s wisdom was from another time, when my mind was smooth and shatterproof.

			“Tell that to Veronica. Or does she know we’re doing this?”

			He shook his head. “Not family business.”

			I wanted to believe him—culling was family business.

			Peter had made countless mistakes before the orders had come down. He’d been given many chances, and was never a prodigy in the first place.

			Surely they’d give me more than a month to heal.

			Unless Bianca had already unleashed her revenge. If the elders thought I’d revealed our family secret to the Lindqvists, that might be enough—on top of me losing my aim, crying in dance class, and vomiting when rabbits were beheaded.

			“Can you give me a clue where we’re going?”

			“No,” Sebastian said—too quickly. Then he laughed. “Can’t I drive my favorite cousin to a mysterious location in the middle of the night?”

			My attempted smile didn’t work, like my face was made of borrowed parts.

			“Jess,” he said. “Where’s this coming from?”

			“When I met with my mother this morning, Elizabeth was there.”

			Sebastian tapped the steering wheel. “Disconcerting.”

			“After we discussed Mary’s curae, they brought up my blooding.”

			“In New York? Or Peter?”

			It was strange, hearing him mention Peter so casually. As if he hadn’t shut me out for three months.

			“New York,” I said. “They never debriefed me.”

			“After an improvised kill? Why the hell not?”

			“My memories aren’t all there. It’s not just archery—something big is missing, since the crash.”

			“Yes,” he said. “I could see that when I walked into your hospital room.”

			I didn’t know how to answer. If he’d spotted the change so quickly, maybe they all had. Though Sebastian had always known me best.

			We sped up to pass a flatbed trailer full of new and shiny cars. The acceleration pushed me back into my seat, an invisible hand. Sebastian kept up our speed until we were alone again on the dark highway, no other cars in sight.

			Then he asked, “Are you sure it was the crash?”

			“What else?”

			“Your target in New York. You were close to her, right? Those pictures of you two together.”

			My hand on Hiromi’s shoulder, in the darkness of some restaurant.

			Mixed had been its name. It was gone now too.

			“I was closer to Peter.”

			“In some ways,” Sebastian said.

			All those presents Peter had given me, maggot-cleaned skulls and eggs drained of their fluids. I’d taught him how to wrestle, to throw knives.

			I had loved him.

			“Why did the blind man fall down the well?”

			Sebastian laughed. “Because he couldn’t see that well.”

			He remembered the riddle I’d forgotten. But Peter was my little shadow. Every week one summer, he’d brought me bitter lemon, a small sphere rattling against the inside of my teeth.

			Hiromi had given me candies too.

			“The car crash changed me,” I said.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes.” I could live with a brain injury breaking me. But not simply being a Morton—we kill our lovers all the time.

			Not lovers: assignments. Prey.

			“Most early targets are strangers,” Sebastian said. “And your first two—”

			“Because I’m a prodigy.”

			He nodded slowly, eyes on the road. “And everything is a test.”

			“Yes,” I said.

			When Peter had fallen into disfavor, the family had sent me, because I loved him. So who would they send for me?

			I had to talk about something else. “Can I ask about your twin?”

			Sebastian took a moment, but he nodded.

			“Do you remember her?”

			“Of course. I lived with Desiree till I was eight, when my parents were arrested. She was born three minutes ahead of me—I was always trying to catch up.”

			A twinge of jealousy. “I’m not your first rival?”

			“My father made us compete at everything. The prize was watching the other one get punished. I lost a lot. She’s studying medicine at Stanford, an actual prodigy.” He saw my expression and laughed. “A foster kid flourishing, without an ancient murder family coming to her rescue. Can you believe it?”

			“With your genes, sure,” I said. “There was a brother too.”

			“Gervais, but he always lived with our grandmother. Dad rejected him because he has epilepsy. I knew about culling before I became a Morton.” Sebastian was grimacing. “I knew adults could be dangerous, before Uncle Max.”

			“But…” I shook my head. “It was better with us.”

			“I loved the order, everything in its place. The stakes were always clear—those other Sebastians in the Little Graveyard. But sometimes I hated you all.”

			“Why?”

			“For not showing up earlier. With all that power, you could have saved us. The Mortons could save everyone.”

			“You’re a Morton,” I said. “Who are you going to save?”

			He only shrugged, so I asked the question a different way.

			“If you had me as an assignment, would you warn me?”

			Sebastian thought about this—too long. We passed a few more cars, then the road was dark again.

			“We’re still being honest?” Sebastian asked.

			“Always.”

			“Then no,” he said. “I wouldn’t breathe a word.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			We pulled off the highway before we got to the city.

			I’d expected some lifeless warehouse district, a ruined factory by a river, the Pine Barrens—prime spots for body disposal. But this was a wealthy neighborhood. Ten-acre lots, landscaped streets, new mansions presenting multicar garages to the world.

			No one would bring an assignment here.

			Sebastian leaned forward to check a street sign, then pulled to a stop in front of a half-constructed house. No front-door cameras to capture our plates.

			We got out of the car into suburban stillness. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked.

			He led me onto the construction site, dark piles of stone and plastic-wrapped lumber, empty doorframes. Through the half-built house, then across a large backyard with no grass, over a trench for a sewer line.

			Over a wooden fence—into a fairy kingdom.

			Granite statues of goddesses and angels, sculpted hedges in animal shapes. A circular fountain, the still water dotted with dead bugs and reflected stars. Winding paths through overstuffed flower beds, leading to the back of a two-story mansion.

			I saw all the easy ways inside—the profusion of eaves, windows, and turrets that new money loved to flaunt.

			“Remember Connecticut?” I whispered.

			When we were twelve, Garrett had taken us on a field trip for Dexterity class. A few hours’ drive from home, he’d dropped us off in front of an empty house in some prosperous bedroom community. The assignment was to break in, spend the night, and slip out again the next morning, leaving no traces.

			If a burglary was reported, the test was marked a failure. But Sebastian and I dared each other to disturb things. We tried on clothes, slid down the banisters, made ourselves peanut butter sandwiches (with twice as much jam as Aunt Beatrice allowed). We slept together in the master bedroom, curled up for warmth, not wanting to risk the smart thermostat reporting us.

			For one night, we had a strange version of a life together, unwatched by the family, invisible to the world. An estate of our own.

			“Same situation,” he said now. “Empty house.”

			“No alarm?”

			“Already dealt with.” Sebastian had been at the estate all day.

			“You had help with this?”

			“Yes,” was all he said.

			My trickle of nerves returned. If this wasn’t family business, who else was involved?

			We went through the back door—a five-pin Schlage deadbolt—into an antiseptic stillness, the feel of a weekend residence, cleaned between every visit. No bowl of fruit on the kitchen island, no crumbs beside the toaster.

			The nearest neighbor was beyond screaming distance.

			Sebastian took me though the kitchen, into a foyer with twenty-foot ceilings. The spiky sculpture hanging from the ceiling was familiar from Garrett’s catalog. A Melany Tolbert?

			“Sebastian,” I said. “Are we here to steal something?”

			He only shook his head.

			Through an arched entryway was a large room filled with paintings, sculptures, plinths holding curio boxes and manuscripts. I began to see more art I recognized. A Cindy Sherman, another Tolbert, and there on the far wall…a small Xenakis from Poker Genome Project.

			The full houses.

			“One of Garrett’s clients lives here,” I said.

			“Yes.”

			My heart beat faster. “In Lyon’s cult?”

			“His first convert.”

			So this was another frame-up, and the cutting of a loose end. Me.

			The police were still looking for Jessica Anderson. Some ordinary at Helshire might see the resemblance and make a call. The elders no longer trusted me to stand firm under interrogation.

			If Jessica Anderson were found dead here, no one would be surprised.

			“Close your eyes,” Sebastian said.

			I obeyed him. A knife in the stomach, a razor across the throat.

			“Remember when you picked me up at the station?” He put his hands on my shoulders. “I asked you to forgive me in advance.”

			“You’re forgiven.” Wire around the neck. “Just do it.”

			He turned me around.

			“Open your eyes,” he whispered in my ear.
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			Hiromi’s face took up the entire wall.

			This was the guilty secret she’d kept covered in her studio—a self-portrait. Her eyes, luminous, wet with tears, stared straight into mine.

			Garrett had found it and wasted no time putting it up for sale. One of the cult had wanted this strange memorial to Lyon. But more, it was a testament to all the future art Hiromi would never make, because of me.

			Drawn closer to the portrait, I breathed two words:

			“I’m sorry.”

			Her face dissolved into pixels, each mote of color a single candy wrapper stuck to the canvas. I remembered Hiromi sifting through the bins, holding candies up to the light, the wrappers crinkling.

			The taste of bitter lemon filled my mouth. The flavors of bubblegum, of absinthe and fancy soap. Ginseng and mushrooms on my tongue, wet earth and gnarled old pieces of ginger. The savor of olive brine and warm gin, salt and sex. The smell of rusted iron.

			A tear slid down my cheek. I dropped to my knees.

			How had Hiromi known that this was how she looked to me? Glowing with color, jammed with flavors. Crowding my senses with her scent, the texture of her skin. My nerve endings, ten feet across.

			Suddenly I knew: She’d made this portrait for me.

			Sebastian knelt beside me, his arms around my shoulders. “It’s true. You cared about her.”

			He’d brought me all this way to give me one last chance. My final test, and I was failing, weeping, tears on tears.

			“Yes,” I said, closing my eyes. People who loved me: I killed them. Sebastian should kill me in turn.

			“The best of all of us.” His voice was full of awe. “And they pushed you too hard.”

			“How it happened doesn’t matter. I’m a danger to the family. Look at me—you can’t trust me in an interrogation room.”

			“Jess.” His hands on mine.

			“What good am I, anyway? Broken like this?”

			“You are perfection,” he said and kissed me.

			My eyes opened. He kissed me again, on the salt of my cheeks, on my lips.

			I waited for steel at my throat. For it sliding into my stomach, echoing how Lyon had died. But Sebastian’s hands, holding mine, were empty.

			A strange goodbye, to do the thing we always hadn’t.

			We can’t but we should. We are but we haven’t.

			But we were.

			I leaned into him, opening my mouth to his, lip to lip, tongue to tongue. Nothing in the world but our breathing, our hands entwined. My heart beating in my ears, in my fingertips, heat spreading over me, over us.

			I remembered holding him in that bed eight years ago in Connecticut, wondering if this would ever happen. Knowing that it could and shouldn’t. Knowing it would mark that empty house in a way that the owners would always feel.

			To kiss him was to fail a test—but this was a beautiful failure. It was every skipped class, every drink on a lazy afternoon, every arrow that flew past the target, free. All the times I’d touched myself, thinking of him, were part of him touching me here, now.

			Surrender. Consent.

			Something became clear then, the first certainty I’d felt since the crash, and I pulled away, full of wonder. “You aren’t going to kill me.”

			He unfurled his laugh. Large and raucous, contagious. I laughed too.

			“What are we laughing at?” I asked.

			“I’m not killing you.” He kissed me again. “I’m recruiting you.”

			My laughter faltered. “Into what?”

			“Care,” he said, looking up at the portrait of Hiromi.

			My eyes followed his, and after our kissing, our laughing, the sight of her face cut a hundred times deeper.

			A gasp of fresh agony came from me.

			Sebastian held me tighter. “She shouldn’t be dead. That’s why we can’t be their instruments anymore.”

			I shook my head, but didn’t pull away. “What are you talking about?”

			“The world is run by fools,” he said. “People we would’ve culled when they were ten years old, except we put them in charge. Without us, the Belmonts and Wilbert-Lees would all be swept away. Our families prop them up, when they deserve to die. That’s why the world keeps getting worse.”

			As I gazed at him, Sebastian’s words began to spill and tumble.

			“He must have realized. He just picked the wrong targets—the kids are the ones who get it. Even you can see it now, Jess. He wasn’t mad. He figured out that we are the root of the problem!”

			“Who did?” I pleaded.

			Sebastian took a deep breath against me, gathering himself.

			“Uncle Max,” he said. “We built this system. We have to be the ones to burn it down.”
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			Senior year began with forest fires.

			They burned hundreds of miles away, in some remote corner of Canada, but covered our campus in a pall of smoke. The usual outdoor parties were canceled, and we wore masks walking between classes. Dead birds were found on the lawns and hockey fields. A rugby player fainted at practice.

			“The world burns,” Sebastian told me on the fifth day of the blighted sky, “because we stoke the fires.”

			I could see it now—our estates ran on renewables and rainwater, but the incorporated families traveled first class. We might float outside the law, but we maintained its systems of plunder with our strong hands, our sharp knives. We had the power to fix the world, and didn’t.

			Care was the solution. Sebastian couldn’t tell me much more.

			“How many of us are there?”

			“More than you’d think. All legacies.”

			“Who started it?”

			“We Hellions. During the Cold War.”

			Of course. With all four families sending their offspring here, the younger legacies had bonded and begun to question their elders.

			“Is Hefnd part of it?”

			Sebastian shook his head. “We don’t do random murders.”

			So who did we kill? Corrupt politicians? Rampant industrialists?

			What about our own elders? I’d gone from believing everything Elizabeth told me to wondering if the world would be better off without her. But slitting her throat was unimaginable.

			Change of plan.

			Sebastian wouldn’t tell me who our targets were, or who was in charge. Sometimes I wasn’t sure if Care was real, like he’d willed a revolution into existence as an excuse not to cull me. Or we’d invented it, a folie à deux, like everything that had unfolded since he’d seen me weep for Hiromi.

			“When did you become careful?” I asked. It felt too dangerous to say the name aloud. Any word that contained those four letters would do.

			Careworn, careen, caress.

			“They recruited me in Albany. The epitome of a broken system.”

			Had some relative sent him upstate to prepare him for enlistment? I didn’t ask—he wasn’t going to reveal names until I was initiated.

			How and when that might happen, Sebastian didn’t know.
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			While I waited, I decided to keep my promise to Bellamy. But writing a letter to a sick child—a tiny act of care—was like archery with a wounded hand. Stitches snapped with every word.

			Dear Bellamy, I managed. But then what? Can you walk more than a few steps? Will you ever go home and live with the slongers? Are you already dead?

			I’d never written a letter. Only reports: Roommate is susceptible to flattery, has no discernment or alcohol resistance, spills secrets. Has never had a close friend. Cannot be sexually controlled because has low opinion of anyone who would sleep with her.

			Bellamy! my fifth try began, this time in the Sun Parlor, thinking a change of location would help. It hadn’t.

			I felt someone watching me—Frankie from my hall, in the corner reading a novel. She hurriedly looked away. She was the kind of girl who left notes on our doors, dotting her i’s with hearts.

			“How do you write a letter to a child with cancer?” I asked.

			Frankie stared back at me in shock.

			The others on the hall had bonded as freshmen, becoming instant friends with the simple optimism of children. But it soon became clear that I preferred not to be included in their meals, parties, outings. Now the Lavernick girls kept a respectful distance, nodding at me in the bathroom, murmuring good morning, but nothing that would constitute a conversation.

			“A letter?” she said. “You don’t even sign Get Well cards.”

			“I was in a car crash. There was a kid on my ward.”

			“Oh, no!” She lowered her voice. “We all thought you’d been in a fight.”

			“She wants me to write her letters. What do I say?”

			Finally Frankie met my eyes. “Um, how old?”

			“I don’t know.” Nine, like Mary? Bellamy was shorter, but maybe cancer had stunted her growth.

			“What does she like?”

			“Octopuses. And talking.”

			“If she’s stuck in the hospital she’s probably bored. Tell her about yourself.”

			I stared at Frankie. Put things about myself in writing?

			“Tell her about being in college,” she forged on. “All-night cram sessions with friends. What boys you like. Poker nights.”

			“I don’t really do—”

			“You could come to our poker night!” Frankie blurted. “It’s really fun.”

			“In Aaliyah’s room?” The leader of the group, who told the others when their outfits were perfect.

			“Yes. The same one we’ve invited you to, like, fifty times.”

			“Okay,” I found myself saying, not knowing why.

			“Monday at nine,” Frankie sputtered, and fled to share the news.
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			When I knocked on Aaliyah’s door two nights later, I found three of them already there.

			Frankie looked triumphant at my arrival, as if the others hadn’t believed her. Nura, whose breakup playlist I knew too well, stared at me with unconcealed astonishment.

			Only our host, Aaliyah, stayed cool, shuffling cards. “Do you know how to play?”

			“My family loves poker,” I said.

			“Interesting,” she said. We’d hooked up twice, sophomore year, once she’d given up on being my friend.

			Twice had always been my number: more than an accident, less than a pattern. Threading the needle between messiness and tenderness.

			I wondered what kind of pattern Hiromi and I would have fallen into, if I hadn’t been born a Morton. If I was someone without strategies. But in that world, who would’ve introduced us? How would I have known to pursue her? How did it all work, between ordinaries?

			Maybe that was what I was at this table to find out.

			It took two hours for Frankie to ask about my new nose.

			“Did it hurt?”

			“Not as bad as the broken ribs.” Or the hallucinations.

			“Can I touch it?” Nura asked, already reaching. “It looks awesome.”

			I didn’t back away. Her fingertips were cool against my scars.

			“Does it make me look rakish?”

			Nura pulled away, eyes dropping. “You were that already.”

			Aaliyah laughed. “She used to be scared of you.”

			“We all were,” Frankie said.

			All this time I’d felt invisible at Helshire, blending in like a good Morton. But in my own way, I’d been as renowned as Sebastian. Disconnected was not the same as unseen.

			“I’m still afraid of you,” Nura said. “You keep winning!”

			“Because she’s sober and we’re not,” Aaliyah said, reaching for her fourth hard lemonade.

			I hadn’t touched alcohol since Mary’s big day. My stomach could no longer be trusted—nor my tears. I didn’t even know how to play this shitty hand. After wearing a poker face my whole life, I couldn’t muster one for an actual game.

			Then I remembered what Sebastian had whispered in my ear the night before—When the world needs breaking, chaos is a virtue—and pushed my tallest stack of quarters into the pot.

			Frankie looked up from her cards. “You’re bluffing.”

			The table went silent, her eyes locking with mine.

			As I stared back at her, something familiar began to play on my skin. That connection I’d felt with Bellamy—the strings that made me feel her pain when she struggled across a room.

			Frankie was trying to will something like that into being, to read my mind, to know me. Was this what life was like for ordinaries? Strings everywhere?

			I tried to give Frankie my mother’s stare, but I couldn’t empty myself anymore. Instead, I felt her see me—my missing pieces, my nightmares. Everything I’d done in that small room in the Catskills.

			She shivered a little, and folded.

			Open or shut, we Mortons always take the money.

			“Pair of fours,” I said.

			“Now you’re showing off,” Aaliyah grumbled.

			“Do you ever cheat?” Nura asked. “It seems like you do.”

			I thought of Poker Genome Project: thirteen million playing cards splayed across the walls. Odds and patterns. Gods and mathematicians.

			“I don’t have to. It’s math for me.”

			“It’s math for everyone,” Aaliyah said.

			“Plus anxiety, bravado, superstition. For me, it’s just the math.” It used to be, anyway. Now I worried about sick kids and cried about music.

			Now I knew the world was alight, and my family did the accounting for the pyre. Letting these girls win wouldn’t make amends.

			Nura began to gather the cards. “What else did your family teach you?”

			“Ballroom dancing, climbing, archery. Lock picking, bomb defusing.”

			Aaliyah snort-laughed at this, to assure the others that I was joking. Or maybe it was simply funny. My family’s truth was comical. I’d made Hiromi laugh so many times, always at my most honest with her.

			“Your face just did a thing,” Nura said to me. “What are you thinking about?”

			“My cousin Tom,” I lied. “He’s a freshman this year.”

			“Tough time to start,” Aaliyah said. “No parties. Everyone in masks. He must be lonely.”

			I shrugged. Tom was like me when I’d first arrived at Helshire—never lonely, already complete. Now, my bed felt too big to sleep in alone.

			“Speaking of cousins,” Frankie said, “we haven’t seen Sebastian yet. Is the smoke keeping him away, or does he have a girlfriend these days?”

			I smiled at her. “He doesn’t really do girlfriends.”

			“Runs in the family,” Aaliyah muttered.

			Frankie sighed. “He’s just waiting for the right girl.”

			“No,” I said. He’d been waiting for me—a partner in carelessness, the only person in the world who could ever understand him.

			But not the right girl.

			“He’s being cruel,” Nura said, poking at Frankie’s arm. “Denying you his charms.”

			“Sebastian’s not cruel,” I said. “Not on purpose.”

			Frankie stared at me, waiting to hear about some saving grace, some hidden virtue of his that would absolve her fantasies.

			But I was too busy absolving myself. “He’s just confused. He doesn’t fit in with the rest of our family.”

			Aaliyah began to shuffle the cards. “Cross-racial adoption is hella problematic.”

			“Yes.” Especially into a centuries-old crime family.

			“Still, I’d bang him,” Frankie said. “A broken heart seems like a small price to pay.”

			Nura touched my hand apologetically, as if to say, She’s got it bad.

			But who was I to judge? A moment later, when my new burner phone vibrated in my pocket, I pushed all my quarters into the pot.

			“This is my last hand, ladies,” I said. “If you want to get even, place your bets.”
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			Sebastian’s text said he was waiting for me on the second floor of Main Hall.

			Main had been the first building of the new campus. It contained everything a college needed—classrooms, offices, commons, dorm rooms—a world unto itself. The residents flaunted the convenience of living there, lounging in the Lesser Tea Room or the Hellion Café in pajamas and bathrobes, especially on winter days.

			I went in through the front doors, past Admissions and the Bursar’s, their frosted windows darkened this late. Up a flight of stairs to the still buzzing Senior Commons, where I was permitted at last. But I didn’t linger, heading down an empty hallway toward the locked Faculty Lounge.

			I knocked three times, Sebastian cracked the door, and I slipped through.

			We folded into each other, a seamless fit, like the teeth of a zipper. I breathed in his heat, the scents of whiskey and brush-fire smoke. The familiar feel of his Oxford shirt, one that I’d worn freshman year.

			Sebastian still felt new in my arms—almost my height, muscles honed by fighting and climbing. His body was like mine in all the ways that Hiromi’s had been a contrast.

			When he felt my tears, he pulled away. “Smoke getting to you?”

			“Sometimes it just happens.”

			He stared into my eyes, like Frankie when I was bluffing. “I never thought I’d see you cry.”

			“It’s pathetic,” I said.

			“No, Jess. It’s what I always hoped—that you weren’t like them.”

			“Them? You were one of us. A prodigy.”

			“At hiding,” he said. “I missed my sister every day. I thought maybe you were hiding something too.”

			“But then you found out different.” A wave hit me—the kind of pain Cyrus’s butterfly clips could never have prepared me for. “For me, Peter was a triumph.”

			I couldn’t hold his gaze.

			The lounge was full of leather chairs, couches, a grand piano, its curved wing splayed open. We could only meet in places like this: darkened, locked, ours alone. The pottery classrooms, the storage closets in the experimental theater, the library stacks after midnight.

			Sebastian and I had wordlessly agreed to stay a secret. I was a danger to him, my mask slipping every day. He’d been hiding his whole life. I was a beginner.

			But the risk was worth it. I took his hand, pulling him toward the leather armchair in the darkest corner.

			His feet stayed planted. “Do you have your family phone?”

			“No.” I didn’t want our little blue dots to intersect too much.

			“Good. I’m taking you to another mysterious location.”

			A tremor went through me—that drive to Jersey in darkness.

			“Poor choice of words.” Sebastian held me closer. “There are some people you need to meet.”
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			Sebastian led me away from the exit stairs, along a stretch of empty offices, their glass-fronted doors labeled Purchasing, Transportation, Facilities. Reminders that Helshire had a logistical side: payrolls, power bills, walls to paint.

			The hallway ended at a door marked Storage. He took a loose key from his pocket and fitted it uncertainly.

			“Are we burgling?” I whispered.

			“Not burglary. Rebellion.” The door opened.

			A crowded darkness, stacks of folding tables, bed frames, and the old roller desks that you only saw in Main. We moved carefully, Sebastian feeling his way to another door in the corner.

			No signage. A different key.

			It opened on another world.

			The large room was appointed with red velvet chairs and couches, antimacassars tasseled with gold. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases full of old volumes with knobbled spines, like leather vertebrae.

			As Sebastian secured the door behind us, I took in the tapestries—a tall ship docking at Pearl Street Pier, the Mortons’ arrival in the New World. The signing of the Treaty of Alinagar, the Seths in the shadows. The Wolvaardts’ first incorporation outside of Holland, the Fort de Goede Hoop in Cape Town.

			The biggest tapestry showed a tenth-century longboat beached on the coast of Newfoundland—Lindqvist propaganda. They had in fact arrived with all the other Swedes: in Minnesota, less than two hundred years ago.

			“What the hell is this?” I asked.

			“The Senior Uncommons,” came a voice. Bianca Lindqvist sat in one of the armchairs, facing away.

			“Didn’t you graduate?” I asked.

			“Once a Hellion, always a Hellion,” she said, turning her chair around. “Tradition demands my presence.”

			I looked at Sebastian. He gestured toward a couch in a dark corner, where three more alums sat, wineglasses in their hands. Hendrik Wolvaardt, Divya Seth, and my cousin Arabella.

			One graduate from each family. An assembly of Care.

			“You have your own fucking lounge?”

			Bianca laughed. “Just don’t burn this one down.”

			I wondered how she was part of this—the petty vengeance of her Hefnd didn’t seem very careful. Divya Seth was another surprise: When she’d broken her cousin Kumar’s wrist in Disruptive Anatomy, she’d barely shrugged. Only Hendrik Wolvaardt, with his fascination for ordinary history, made sense here.

			That left Arabella, the last Morton to graduate from Helshire.

			She put her wineglass aside and came closer. The others watched in silence, as if some kind of ritual had begun.

			“Jessica Morton,” she began. “When did you first realize?”

			It was like Cyrus asking Peter’s riddle—I had no idea what she meant.

			“When did you first realize,” Arabella repeated, “that our family was wrong?”

			Wrong…the Mortons were wrong.

			We stripped our kids of empathy. We made them kill their pets. We put butterfly clips on their fingertips, and cayenne water in their eyes.

			Mortons went to bed and never got up again. We staggered into the woodshed and slaughtered.

			We raised up the worst of the powerful. We hoarded our treasure instead of feeding the hungry. We let the world burn, when if anyone could put out the fires, it was us.

			My birthright was horror, and I had embraced it.

			“When did you know?” Arabella asked again.

			“When Grandmother told me to kill”—my voice faded, but the name breathed out—“Hiromi Kennedy.”

			“Why was that wrong?”

			“Because she wasn’t prey.”

			“What was she?”

			Her hands in my hair. The scent of strange candy on her lips. “She was someone I loved, and Grandmother made me pretend that didn’t matter.”

			“Our family taught you that a lot of things didn’t matter.”

			I thought of my namesakes in the Little Graveyard. Of Rabbit, sniffing the naked blade of the razor. His trusting eyes.

			I thought of Peter.

			“Yes. All of them mattered.”

			My tears made small dark circles on the crimson carpet at my feet.

			“I believe you,” Arabella said, and put a hand on my shoulder. “Be careful.”

			That last word was all it took—I was one of them now.

			As she stepped back, Sebastian was already reaching for me, and I expected an embrace. But it was a gentle hug from a proud cousin—we were a secret within a secret.

			Over his shoulder, Bianca was entranced by my tears. She wore the same expression she had that night in Halcyon Hall, when she’d watched me bleed on the ordinaries below.
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			Three more initiates were led to the Senior Uncommons that night.

			Kumar Seth was first, then Regina Lindqvist, then Leopold Wolvaardt. All were asked the same question by their just-graduated cousins.

			When did you know our family was wrong?

			Kumar didn’t have to think at all.

			“My little sister spent two years at a ballet school for ordinaries. She made a friend there—a best friend. The London aunties didn’t approve, and they declared my sister’s friend a rabbit. Her curae task was to break her rabbit’s leg. ‘Make it look like an accident.’ She passed. Splendidly. The friend had no clue it was intentional. Neither of them ever danced again.”

			Regina Lindqvist took a moment before answering.

			“When I was fourteen, Uncle Mats came back from an assignment. You remember, Bianca, when he stopped eating? Wouldn’t talk to anyone. One night I snuck out to meet a boy, and saw Mats walking in the snow, with no jacket or boots. Which was weird, because he hated the cold. I thought he was going to hurt himself, so I told his sisters. They helped him with his pain, but not how I expected.”

			Leopold Wolvaardt simply told Hendrik, “When you and I brought the homeless man to Tannie Aletta—that’s when I knew.”

			The older cousins nodded at these answers, and told Kumar, Regina, and Leopold to be careful.

			When it was done, we new recruits stood looking at each other. Suddenly, this rebellion of ours had gone from theoretical to real. We had a hidden place, secret rituals, accomplices we had to trust. But we knew almost nothing.

			I’d never been in a room full of legacies so overflowing with uncertainty.

			Kumar stepped forward again.

			“So what happens next? What’s the point of all this?”

			Everyone looked at Arabella, the eldest.

			“You have three tasks this year,” she said. “The first is, learn to hide yourself. Tell no one about the Uncommons, or who you saw in this room. And never utter our name undisguised.”

			Sebastian smiled at this. He’d always hidden himself.

			“The second is choosing someone to follow you,” Divya Seth spoke up. “Pick a cousin to tap next.”

			“Easy enough,” I said. Gertie was the only Morton in the next class.

			Arabella shook her head. “It’s never easy. You have to prepare them to go against everything they know. You have to find out who they really are. Trusting them with our secret will be the most dangerous thing you ever do.”

			We new recruits exchanged glances. Could we even trust each other?

			“The third task will be an assignment,” Divya said. “A deed, large or small, that makes the world better. Which is the point of all this.”

			Sebastian laughed. “Make mine a big one.”

			“Patience, cousin,” Arabella said. “Our families have trained us well. We’re good at hiding ourselves, but now we’re hiding from them. You should all be scared.”

			She let that sink in—the middle word of scared was care.

			Hendrik spoke up at last. “Hiding is harder than you think. We may not all survive.”

			I wondered if Sebastian had ever expected to live a long life.

			“All this doom and gloom,” Bianca declared, producing a bottle of whiskey. “Sounds like we might as well drink up!”

			There were more bottles, and a mini fridge concealed in a tasseled ottoman. Leopold and Hendrik shared gummies. The spirit of rebellion slunk from the room. We transformed into any other club at Helshire—secret handshakes, vows of friendship, beer.

			As I sipped tonic water, watching them, Arabella sat beside me. She swirled her glass of whiskey for a moment before speaking.

			“Five years I’ve been waiting to come back to this room. Never thought you’d be here.”

			“The surprise is mutual.”

			She smiled. “You didn’t find me a caring mentor in New York?”

			“Not at the time, but I get it now. When you told me Hiromi was just prey, you were trying to protect me.”

			“I was trying to protect her. I wanted your seduction to fail.”

			I felt it again, the wetness on my face. Arabella trying to save Hiromi—out of nowhere, like her arrow flying into Uncle Max’s chest. Both times, not enough.

			“My last tears, these tears of blood,” she murmured. The old words that Cyrus had said to me in Peter’s room.

			“I cry all the time now.”

			Arabella sighed. “Between the two of you, Sebastian was always my pick. But he wanted you brought in too. When I said no, he lobbied Divya and Hendrik.”

			“This was after my accident.”

			“He said it changed you. But little Mary’s curae sealed it.”

			My puking and fainting had made Sebastian trust me. My weakness that night had opened the door to Care.

			“Bianca was also on your side,” Arabella went on. “Because you burned down Halcyon Hall—for Peter. We’re supposed to pick only one from each family, but we made an exception this year.”

			“You’ve been short on Mortons lately.”

			“We are. But we’re risking everything, sharing our secrets with Elizabeth’s little prodigy.”

			“I’m not the only prodigy here—you were blooded at fifteen. Back in New York, I thought you were the fifth vote on Peter.”

			She looked confused.

			“A game my mother played,” I said. “Making me guess who approved his culling. Her, Elizabeth, Cyrus, Veronica…and someone else.”

			“Not me. I would have said no.” Arabella lifted her glass, almost a toast. “Peter would’ve caused chaos for the elders, one way or another.”

			“When you put the question to Sebastian,” I asked, “did he talk about Peter?”

			“No, he sang his answer. Uncle Max, took an axe…”

			I looked at Hendrik and Divya. “And they heard that? Our family secret?”

			“Sooner or later, everyone will know.” Arabella took a drink. “We have dirt on all the families. We’re saving Uncle Max for when Elizabeth needs a punch in the face.”

			I wondered how Grandmother would react. Would she turn cold, or would her lips form that calm and ancient smile?

			Both made me shiver.

			Across the room, Sebastian was laughing with Kumar, Regina, and Leopold. There were about twenty legacy seniors most years, and only four became caretakers. Less than a quarter of us were in the resistance.

			Would that be enough to bring our families down?
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			As the party was winding down, Bianca approached and handed me a beer.

			“Isn’t this fun, Jessica? Being at war with our own kin.”

			I put the bottle down unopened. “When did you know the Lindqvists were wrong?”

			“Have you heard of a blood eagle?”

			I nodded—an old Viking punishment. The back flayed open, ribs carefully broken, and the lungs extruded, all while the victim was still alive.

			“I thought that was a myth. A mistranslation of some saga.”

			“Sometimes myths become real,” she said, and took a drink.

			I didn’t ask who, or why. “I’m surprised you picked Regina instead of your brother.”

			A pained expression crossed her face. “Xavier won’t stop talking about his Hefnd, how beyond it will be. But he only wants sanctioned rebellion. He loves our family.”

			“And you don’t?”

			“As much as you loved Peter—sometimes you have to cull.”

			Jess, I need to come back up.

			“Again?” Bianca laughed, reaching out to touch my wet cheek. “This is worse than New Jersey.”

			“New Jersey? How…”

			She put a gentle hand on her heart. “Who do you think switched off the alarm?”

			I stared at her.

			“It was my idea,” she continued. “Sebastian wanted to test you in some gentle way. But I knew the Morton prodigy needed a little extra push.”

			The portrait of Hiromi on the backs of my eyelids, that could never be blinked away. The lightning bolt that had finally shown myself to me.

			“Bianca, I don’t understand you.”

			“What’s to understand?”

			“You killed someone for being rude. How does that square with making the world less shitty?”

			She took another long drink, thinking about the question. The others kept talking around us, Sebastian’s laugh peeling out now and then, as if it was some party at the Terraces with cheap tequila and expensive weed, everyone calling him Baz.

			Finally, Bianca shrugged.

			“Can you think of a better way?”
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			Dear Blessica!

			You thought you had escaped me. But you were wrong.

			Your next question might be, how did I find you? Well, the nurses here all know about The Mortons, because your family:

			a) gives lots of $$$ to this hospital

			b) are big cheeses two towns over

			c) are “kinda creepy.”

			And one of them mentioned that you all go to Helshire, which turned out to be a real college. So I am spending a stamp to remind you of a certain promise you made to write me, which you are in danger of breaking.

			But enough about—> you.

			My big news is that my most recent therapy is WORKING. It uses my own body’s immune system to beat the cancer, which seems like the best way to get cured of anything. (Except for crystals, which would be even easier, except they don’t work.) But the bad part of cranking up my immune system is that certain things are inflamed now, and they aren’t the things that you want to be flaming. (Not really on fire, but sometimes it feels that way. When pooping!)

			Aren’t you glad I’m telling you about the wonderful life of Cancer Kid?

			My legs don’t work better yet but they will.

			I saw some good news on TV—climate change is making cephalopods (octopuses) explode! In numbers, not the regular way, which would be bad.

			Exciting things have happened here since you left. That nurse with the eyebrows is getting married, and has “fixed” her eyebrows. (I liked them better before. Now there’s no way she’s a werewolf.) The lime jello disappeared for a week, until I made them bring it back. (Hero.) The girl in your old room is fifteen, but isn’t as funny as you. Someone needs to take away her phone, my mom said. Agreed, except I wish I had a phone. (Did you remember the tragedy of me not having a phone? Or did you forget? How is your brain? Is it still stapled together?)

			Is your entire family creepy? Some of your cousins are clearly slongers, but you’re not. Surely there are other amusing Mortons like you.

			Well, I hope you are having fun at Hell-shire. What are you learning? Do you have a best friend? Study partner? Roommate?

			Write and tell me things, because you promised.

			Don’t forget your seat belt,

			Bellamy!!!
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			The heat wave stoking the Canadian fires reached Helshire in the third week of senior year.

			Temperatures stayed above ninety, even in the dead of night. The grass on the Quad became brown and crispy to the touch. We Lavernick girls amused ourselves with gossip, invented a religion based on air purifiers, and played endless games of poker.

			As the world burned, I focused on the first task: hiding myself.

			I tried to listen to music without crying, but failed when it was beautiful. I put butterfly clips on my fingertips, but it hurt too much. When I took up archery again, my hands shook.

			My only success was treating Sebastian as I always had in public—like an amusement, an unreliable flirt. We were the only thing I could hide.

			He and I weren’t worried about our second task. If anyone had an innate sense of rebellion, it was Gertie. When we eventually told her about Care, she’d either happily join, or shrug us off.

			Not one’s cup of tea.

			The problem came after her. Peter had been the lone survivor in his class, and I’d murdered him. In the next was only Thomas, still a freshman.

			We had three years to teach him that our family was wrong.

			In our fourth week back, I summoned him to my room.
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			“How are your classes?”

			“Accounting is fine,” he sighed. “But I really like Legacy Bronze Age.”

			“The Romans came. We survived. The Romans left.”

			Thomas laughed. “Turns out Grandma’s version was missing a few beats. Uncle Milo says we were incorporating centurions the whole time!”

			“Hence all the Latin.”

			He nodded. He hadn’t touched the cocktail I’d made him, because I’d poured myself only water. He never drank unless I did.

			“Speaking of incorporation,” I said, “how’s your roommate?”

			“Doesn’t talk much. I’m trying to loosen him up, but there’s no big parties because of the fires. And the whole Tom thing annoys him.”

			Tom’s roommate was the eldest son of a Guyanese diplomat, Thomas Clive Gibbs, a first-generation Hellion and a long shot for incorporation. Aunt Minerva at Campus Housing thought that sharing a first name would spur a connection.

			“Someone called him Black Tom. He was not pleased. I don’t much like White Tom either. Anyway, he’s Thomas now. I’ve lost my extra syllable permanently.”

			“Noted. What’s he into?”

			“Avoiding other human beings. He reads a lot of books about cricket, which is some kind of sport.”

			“Talk to Rishabh Seth. He’s obsessed.”

			“Noted,” he echoed me. Because it was Tom, it was respectful, not mocking. He’d always copied everything me and Sebastian did.

			Hopefully, that would apply to Care as well.

			“Thomas reads engineering journals for fun. He should be at MIT, except he can’t handle any kind of pressure. Not even having a paper graded.”

			“You can use that,” I said.

			“When I mirror the way he speaks, I sound like a toffy-nosed twat, explaining the abstruse, obtusely.” He shuddered.

			“You should hear me and Faraday, dear.”

			“How’d you get her to trust you?”

			“All the ways Minerva taught us. Memorized everything about her family, listened to her dreams, made her feel seen.”

			Tom looked out the window at the smoky sky. “I don’t think Thomas wants to be seen. He’d rather curl up in bed with a book of cricket stats.”

			“Then put yourself in his shoes,” I said.

			Tom turned back to me, frowning at the unfamiliar phrase. “You mean, pretend like I’m scared of everything?”

			“Pretend, but only in your head.”

			I gave Tom a moment of silence, letting him imagine what it was like to be an ordinary, anxious boy, afraid of tests, competition, grades.

			He shook his head. “That’s fucking weird.”

			“It takes time,” I said, wondering if all those hours I’d spent mirroring Faraday had taught me to care for her, a little. “But you’ll get used to it. That’s what Minerva means when she says listen.”

			Tom crossed his arms. “Seems like a lot of work.”

			He was obedient though. He would take up this small task of empathy. Maybe a little of Thomas’s uncertainty would rub off on him.

			“Welcome to college,” I said, “where you get your assumptions challenged.”

			My door sprang open.

			“Jessica!” cried Faraday, reeking of brush smoke. Her face glistened with sweat, and a mask hung from her left ear. “It’s an emergency!”

			I turned to Tom. “See you later?”

			He nodded—and fled.

			Faraday locked the door behind him and threw herself on my bed. She was still dressing like us, all in white linen, to match the endless summer outside.

			“What’s this about?” I asked.

			“You haven’t visited me yet! Don’t you want to see the light box you sold me? I found the perfect spot, right at the top of the stairs!”

			“That’s your emergency? Art appreciation?”

			“I’m getting to it.” She leaned back on my bed. “Do you think the smoke will ever go away?”

			“Next week,” I said. “The heat wave ends with a storm.”

			“Do you promise, dear?”

			“I merely report the forecast.”

			“You’re as bad as your cousin. He said the same thing.”

			“How is Sebastian?” Had she tried to kiss him yet? I hadn’t asked. I didn’t think about Faraday when Sebastian and I were together.

			“If you visited us, you’d know.” Faraday let out a groan. “I’m deeply over everything reeking of smoke. The koi have gone belly-up in my pond. It’s ghastly.”

			“A tragedy,” I agreed.

			“I could slay one of your delicious cocktails though. Nothing smoky, please.”

			I glanced at my liquor cabinet, lovingly packed by Veronica, as always, the night before we left for Helshire. It was mostly untouched.

			“You’re still not drinking,” Faraday accused.

			“Not till I’m off these meds.”

			Faraday shuddered. “That’s ghastly too. Who spends their senior year sober? Ghastly, ghastly, ghastly.”

			I handed her Tom’s untouched drink, equal parts gin, milk solids, Cointreau, and Lillet Blanc. Sweet enough for his jejune palate.

			“A Corpse Reviver, my version.”

			“Are you sure you won’t have a small one?”

			“I’ve tried. Didn’t go well.”

			Faraday shrugged, drank, then stared at me. “Jessica. Did you just give me…a warm cocktail?”

			“Oh.” I could hear Veronica screaming somewhere in the smoke. “The ice machine is down the hall, and you said it was an emergency.”

			“Jesus.” Faraday plonked the glass down, shaking her head. “And it’s sweet.”

			“My standards are mellowing,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

			“Did Sebastian ever visit you in the hospital?”

			“Yes. He drove me home.”

			Faraday nodded, but didn’t seem happy. “He never talks about you.”

			A secret within a secret. “He has a lot on his plate.”

			“Sebastian doesn’t care about grades.”

			“He only pretends not to care about things.”

			“Are you two still fighting?”

			I almost laughed. “Of course not.”

			“Then why weren’t you at my party last night?”

			I stared at her. “Last night…”

			“Oh, my god. You forgot.” Faraday stood up and began to pace. “You never forget anything.”

			“I was in a car accident.”

			“It’s more than that. You don’t call me dear anymore. You don’t sound like you. You stand different, like you’re afraid of the ground. Where’s my Jessica?”

			In the hospital? On the side of the road by that old oak tree? Or maybe Faraday’s Jessica was still in that small room.

			Maybe killing Hiromi was the crash that had changed me.

			“You don’t even look the same.”

			“But isn’t my new nose rakish?” The word sounded flat from repetition. Faraday didn’t even smile. If I couldn’t fool her, how was I going to survive my family?

			“It’s not just how you look, it’s how you look at me. Like I make you sad! Are we still friends?”

			We had never been friends. She’d always been prey—the weakling to cut from the herd. But now I was the weakling.

			“Of course we’re friends,” I said.

			“You hesitated. You never used to hesitate.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“You never used to apologize either.” She stopped her pacing and stood in front of me, her face flushed again. “You are not fine. You are not you! Do you even care about me anymore? Or Sebastian?”

			“What does he—”

			“I did something silly,” she said. “I mean, it was brave, and it worked. But you should probably know about it, just in case.”

			The emergency revealed, at last. “What did you do, dear?”

			“I talked to him—my father’s old business partner. The one you fixed.”

			“Why, Faraday?”

			“He didn’t want to talk to me, but I had to know. That broken little finger seemed like nothing. But it wasn’t nothing, was it? Telling me about it made him throw up!” She shook her head in wonder. “He was shaking. He offered me all the money in his wallet just to let him walk away. It was glorious.”

			I took her hands. “You aren’t supposed to know these things, Faraday.”

			“But there’s an issue. With my family. Can I have another drink?”

			I let out a sigh, and made a second Corpse Reviver in silence. Still no ice, but I added a dash of absinthe for bitterness.

			Faraday didn’t complain, just sipped it—apologetic now, ladylike.

			“It’s Oscar Junior,” she began. “He thinks he’s so much smarter than us since he got into Harvard, but he’s rather dim. He should’ve gone straight to Mother.”

			“About what?”

			“The checks you gave me. Oscar was looking over the family accounts and spotted my excesses. He tried to blackmail us both—me for embezzling, Marlow for being incompetent. We had to do something!”

			“Faraday. You should have come to me.”

			“You were in the hospital—with staples in your head.” She took another sip. “Oscar made me and Marlow hand over our credit cards, or he’d tell Mother!”

			“So you…broke his finger?”

			“We did the whole thing—the heavy blanket, the squishing, with help from friends of Marlow’s. We paid them in beer. They kept giggling, though, which I told them not to do. Also we broke a lamp—a Tiffany, so ugly. Which is maybe why it didn’t stick.”

			I rested my elbows on my knees, my head in my hands. Faraday had executed a wrack on her little brother. This was unprecedented. There would be repercussions. “What do you mean, it didn’t stick?”

			“Oscar went crying to Mother! We denied it, of course. And since Marlow and I never agree on anything, Mother didn’t believe a word from Oscar, who told the worst whoppers when he was little. At least, she didn’t believe we broke his finger, or the lamp.” Faraday sighed. “But she checked the bank accounts, and put our credit cards on hold—all three of us!”

			“So Oscar hasn’t gone to the police?”

			“No, he’s gone to Harvard. I think the lamp bothered Mother the most. She loves those things.”

			I sighed. “Then you’re probably fine.”

			“Fine? I can’t live on my allowance.”

			“You’ll have to scale back, until your mother cools down.”

			“But this is senior year! Can’t your family do something?”

			“You don’t want to involve them. Not after what you did.”

			“But I’ll explain everything.” A sweet smile played on her face. “I only took over to spare you. Because you seem so unwell.”

			And I saw how this would end—Faraday spilling to my family about me, transformed into not-me. She might be only half aware she was doing it, but this was blackmail.

			“What do you need?”

			“Another letter to the bank. From Mother this time.”

			I nodded. Gertie could handle that part.

			“If I help, you have to promise you’ll never, ever do anything like that again.”

			Faraday held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

			Then she pulled on one to make a little pop, and giggled. She knew this was blackmail.

			Had we Mortons eaten her soul, or had she already been rotten? Had our families made the world like this, or only greased the wheels?

			It didn’t matter—the gears of the machine ground just as fine.

			“By the way, dear,” Faraday said. “Did that girl ever visit you?”

			I shook my head. “What girl?”

			“The one you liked, in New York. Did she come to see you in the hospital? Or was it not that kind of thing, in the end? Where someone takes a long, boring train ride, comes to sit and hold your hand while you jabber with staples in your head. Like I did.”

			I stared at her too long, more than a hesitation. A kind of lifetime, one that didn’t happen.

			Finally I shook my head. “In the end, it wasn’t that kind of thing.”

			Faraday smiled.

			“Well, then. You haven’t changed that much, have you, dear?”
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			The next morning, the stairs of Ogden Hall were somehow steeper than usual.

			Gertie had moved her pod to the east tower, the jewel in the crown that Divya Seth had occupied last year. It had splendid sunrise views—and more rooms for the expanding cult of Gertie.

			A girl peeked over the banister at the sound of our approach and thrilled for a moment at the sight of Sebastian. Then she spotted me, gave a look of horror, and vanished.

			Sebastian grinned over his shoulder. “Cat-flinger.”

			“He put a hole in my good linen trousers.” Later incinerated, along with the rest of Jessica Anderson.

			The color of the month was russet.

			The kitchen was crowded, six pod members doing paper crafts around the giant farmhouse table. A dozen wreaths of pressed autumn leaves festooned the walls.

			They stood when we came in, splaying their orangey-brown aprons as they curtseyed.

			“Good morning, Sebastian,” said one of the girls. The pod adored him with an intensity that unsettled even Gertie.

			“Lovely to see you, Alix!” His eyes slipped across the rest. “Trixie, Isla, Carter, Ghia, Skeeter.”

			This feat of memory having rendered them ecstatic, Sebastian turned back to Alix—Gertie’s freshman roommate and first acolyte, I now recalled.

			“What are we up to this morning?”

			“Starting on Pumpkin Pageant,” Alix said. “A bit early.”

			“Never too soon. Make sure I get an invitation.”

			She beamed at him, and I could no longer stand it.

			“Is Gertie here?”

			Alix didn’t deign to look at me, but dispatched a messenger with a wave of her hand. Scampering steps receded down a hallway.

			At another signal, more pod members flew into action. A kettle went under the faucet, cupboards were ransacked.

			“Tea?” Alix asked, and was again rewarded with Sebastian’s radiant smile.
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			Gertie lounged in her favorite wing-backed armchair, wearing an umber prairie dress. Smoke-filtered early morning sun came wanly through the windows, falling on Uncle Max in her lap. With a dropper bottle, Gertie dribbled water into his mouth.

			“Both of you at once,” she said, not looking up. “To what does one owe this excess of Mortons?”

			“A small favor,” I said.

			“How intriguing. One hopes the tea is satisfactory.”

			“Faraday’s bank needs another letter. From her mother this time.”

			“The tea is lovely,” Sebastian added. His was flecked with rose petals; mine was cold and smelled like socks.

			Pointedly, my antique teacup was decorated with Icarus falling, his wings in tatters. I’d thought of Peter when they handed it to me, though the reference was clearly to a certain cat.

			“One regrets the lack of cookies—we’ve been busy. This small request required both of you?”

			Sebastian nodded understandingly. “Lots to do for Pumpkin Pageant.”

			“There’s a matter of secrecy,” I said.

			“There’s more Pageant every year. Secrecy?”

			“Don’t tell the family.”

			“Aunt Jessica.” She looked up from Uncle Max at last. “A federal crime, without informing the elders? You’re asking one to break the rules.”

			“Since when do you care about rules?”

			“Since when are you a purveyor of rebellion?”

			“Discretion, not rebellion,” Sebastian said.

			Gertie ignored him—her eyes on me. She’d seen me crumble at Mary’s curae. She’d noted my uncertainties, my apologies, the moments of panic in my eyes. Maybe Icarus was not Uncle Max, but me.

			“Faraday is incorporated,” Gertie said. “It’s our duty to help her. So why keep it quiet, Auntie?”

			“Pity you didn’t ask Peter that question.”

			She went back to dribbling water in the cat’s mouth. “One didn’t realize he was in danger. Can’t say the same for present company.”

			“Gertie,” Sebastian said soothingly. “We’re all on the same side.”

			“Then tell me what’s going on. Don’t you trust me?”

			“It’s Faraday we don’t trust,” he said. “She needs to be placated.”

			“Stop talking for Aunt Jessica—she’s sitting right here!”

			At Gertie’s raised voice, I heard silence fall in the kitchen, a readiness descending on the tower. The pod expected mayhem and defenestration from me now.

			“Faraday pulled a wrack on her own brother,” I said softly.

			Gertie let out a low whistle. “Then she needs to be disciplined, not rewarded.”

			“If the family comes for her, she’ll start babbling,” Sebastian said. “Who knows about what?”

			“About Jessica.” Gertie turned to me. “By now, she’s noticed that you’re different. She’s not the only one. The other day, Tom came to ask about you.”

			That took me a moment—Tom, braving the pod.

			“What did you tell him?”

			“That we all become someone different here at Helshire.” She giggled. “After Ghia provided cartwheels, he believed me.”

			“Thanks,” I said.

			“Don’t thank me. Stop feeding me bullshit. Car accidents don’t turn Mortons into ordinaries.”

			“I’m not ordinary,” I said, half rising from my chair. The Icarus teacup slipped from my lap and shattered on the floor.

			Gertie looked down at it. “And here I thought I was being obvious.”

			“Gertie,” Sebastian said. “You’re probably thinking—”

			“This is what I think.” She put the dropper bottle aside. “Shut the door.”

			I did.

			“Peter couldn’t admit he was in pain,” she said, “so he burned down chapels and built bombs, and didn’t last till sophomore year. His death made Sebastian sad and quiet, except for spilling our deepest secret to the Lindqvists. Then our little prodigy got a bump on the head and fell apart. It’s coming for all of us—Uncle Max’s axe is still swinging! It will keep swinging until we make it stop!”

			At the anguished cry of those last three words, a thunder of feet came down the hallway. The door flung open, and the horde stared at us, appalled by the sight of the broken teacup.

			“Coventry?” I suggested.

			Gertie flung out an arm. “You heard!”

			The pod scuttled away, subdividing into its various rooms, mice scattering at the yowl of a cat.

			Gertie waited for the last door to slam, then spoke in a steely voice I’d never heard before. “Tell me everything.”

			“Okay.” I stood and closed the door again, returned to my seat, took a deep breath. “Loud noises make me jump. Being alone makes me sad. Playing poker with my dorm sisters makes me happy. Music does all those things. I became friends with a sick kid in the hospital, and she writes to me now, real letters on paper. I’m worried about her. I care about her.”

			“But why? And don’t say the accident.”

			I took a slow breath.

			“Because I was in love with Hiromi.” In the corner of my vision, Sebastian froze a little.

			Gertie caught it, and slowly looked from me to him. “Are you two…banging?”

			“Yes,” he said, like it was a relief.

			“Finally! Something one didn’t already know.”

			“You think that’s the important part of all this?” I asked.

			“Yes, because you’re keeping it a secret. If the elders knew, Jessica, you’d be untouchable, regardless of blabberings from Faraday Wilbert-Lee. You two together has been Grandma’s wet dream since we were kids!”

			I opened my mouth to argue, but Sebastian took my hand. Gertie watched his fingers interlace with mine, mesmerized.

			“We don’t want them to know,” he said.

			“Don’t you?” She dragged her gaze from our hands back to me. “Remember the first big family meeting after Sebastian arrived? We were out in the Barrow Marsh, with Katie, when the bell rang. A few weeks after you killed Rabbit.”

			“Sebastian wanted to go with me,” I said.

			“So did we! But we knew the rule: no curae, no meetings. But our new cousin already wanted to do everything you did.”

			“Please stop,” Sebastian said.

			“He wanted to be you, Jessica. He pleaded for you to take him along. You treated him like an ordinary: You’re not a Morton yet. When he started weeping, you just stared harder because you never cried. Do you remember how cruel you were?”

			“I remember. This is important why?”

			“Because of what we did later, the three of us. We acted like nothing had happened. Like Sebastian hadn’t cried. Like we didn’t care that Prodigy Jessica got to play with the grown-ups while we collected fucking mushrooms. You looked so confused. Katie could barely keep from giggling.”

			“You took his side,” I said. “Sebastian has always been good at making people take his side.”

			Gertie smiled. “No, Jessica. It was my idea.”

			I looked at Sebastian for confirmation.

			He shrugged. “She asked if I wanted revenge. I thought you’d been horrible. I didn’t understand yet that you were just being…Jessica.”

			“No,” I sighed. “I was being cruel. I wanted to be better than you.”

			“But it turned out I was the best,” Gertie said, giving Uncle Max a long stroke of triumph. White fluff flew. “Better at tricking than you, Jessica, because you don’t understand how people work. Not even your own family! I’ve always known what will and won’t fly. You not telling the elders about Faraday going off the rails? That won’t fly.”

			“She won’t do it again.”

			A long laugh peeled out of her. “You’re so very simple, Jessica. Faraday Wilbert-Lee was born and bred to go off the rails!”

			I shook my head. “She’s my responsibility, Gertie. Not yours.”

			“My point, exactly. You fuck up so rarely that you haven’t learned the rules—you can fail, but you can’t hide your failures. Secrets got Peter killed, not his bones or his bombs. They don’t want to cull any of us. Look at what I get away with! Because I give them what they need.”

			“Forging property deeds and signatures,” I said. “Not my forte.”

			I had many skills, but the thing that had always come easiest—being a Morton—was gone.

			“Then give them something they need even more,” she said. “You and Sebastian, making little Mortons. There’s a shortage lately, or haven’t you noticed?”

			“We don’t want the family’s attention.”

			“Which is your real reason for protecting Faraday—you don’t want elders skulking around Helshire. Why not?”

			I glanced at Sebastian. His eyes were wide with warning, but I pulled my hand from his. This had to happen now, not in a year.

			We needed everyone.

			“Gertie,” I said. “I’m going to ask you a question.”

			She heard the change in my voice, and sat up straighter, giving Uncle Max a gentle shove from her lap. He flopped onto the floor and puddled there, content in his pool of sunlight.

			“Fire away, Aunt Jessica.”

			“When did you first realize,” I asked her, “that our family was wrong?”
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			“Gertie’s right,” Sebastian said as we walked away from Ogden Hall. “You have to report Faraday.”

			I didn’t answer. Everything in the tower had exhausted me—the glares of the pod, Gertie’s long-ago manipulations, Sebastian spilling our secret.

			But Gertie was one of us now. Another careless, careening scaremonger.

			Sebastian took my silence as an argument.

			“It doesn’t matter what Faraday says about you, Jess. Ordinaries always talk nonsense.”

			I shook my head. “They’ll know it isn’t nonsense. I can’t even shoot an arrow straight.”

			“All the more reason to follow the rules. Give them what they want.”

			“Does that include us?”

			He came to a halt, his eyes showing too much. I wanted to take his hand, but even under this pall of smoke, someone might see us.

			“Gertie guessed,” he said. “That’s how she is. But no one else needs to know.”

			“Okay,” I said. “I’ll give them Faraday.”

			Instead of us. This was ours, not the family’s.

			But the thought of Orrin looming behind Faraday on a dark pathway made me sick. Somehow I cared about her too.

			“What do you think they’ll do?”

			“For a first infraction? Nothing dramatic. Does she have pets?”

			I shook my head. “Just the brothers. No point in hurting them—she’d think that was hilarious.”

			“A fingernail, then. No warning.”

			I imagined the footpath at night, Cyrus with a pair of needle-nosed pliers. A grab of the wrist, a quick jerk.

			No time for accusations or explanations.

			“Fine,” I said, and pulled out my family phone. “See you at dinner?”

			“Not till later. I have something off campus.”

			I looked up, expecting more.

			He didn’t give it. “Physics has a party tonight. Should be done by eleven.”

			“Sure.” The Physics Lounge had comfortable couches, and science parties always stocked lots of the cheap wine Sebastian liked.

			“Midnight Physics exam, then,” he said with a wave, and I felt an ache of loneliness as he walked away.

			Veronica picked up on the second ring.

			“Faraday had an issue with her little brother,” I began. “She pulled a wrack on him.”

			“And how did she know such a thing existed?”

			“The business partner,” I said, realizing that there were several infractions to be punished here.

			I answered Veronica’s questions honestly, without emotion—even when she asked if Faraday was likely to repeat her transgression. I walked in circles around the empty, smoky Quad, not wanting to bring this conversation into the purified air of Lavernick.

			“Well done,” Veronica said as she ended the call, something she rarely told me. Did she know I wanted reassurance? That this phone call had cost me something?

			I couldn’t be alone. I decided to work in the Sun Parlor, which was always crowded since the fires. Drinks at Riley’s Bar with Regina and Kumar, then dinner together in the Senior Commons. Leopold had declined to join us, nervous about being seen in public with other carers. Poker with the girls until I went to see Sebastian.

			Any spare moments could be filled by texting Tom about what Faraday had done. He’d be amused—until he saw her missing fingernail, or black eye, or limp. Or would that only amuse him more?

			I climbed the stairs of Lavernick to get my books and laptop. The top-floor hallway was empty, the girls mostly still in bed this early.

			But when I reached my door, I froze.

			On the knob, dangling from its silver chain, was the crow skull Sebastian had given me.
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			I stood there a long time.

			It should have been incinerated, along with Jessica Anderson’s clothes, her bone collection, everything she’d ever owned. Garrett would never keep evidence.

			I reached for the skull, held it in my hand, as light as paper. In one of the photographs in the media, the skull was faintly visible around Jessica Anderson’s neck. I’d worn it on my first date with Hiromi, the closing night of Chef Sam’s restaurant.

			Was this a test? Erasure without care?

			I could crush it, but my hand didn’t close. The empty eye sockets stared at me. The plague-doctor beak, black with keratin, sharp as a needle against the flesh of my palm.

			I lifted the necklace and placed it around my neck, just to feel the skull’s gentle weight—

			—and it was summer again. The heat baking the black tar roof of Hiromi’s studio. The growl of window air conditioners, the earthy scent of public compost bins, the rush of air through the street grates when subways passed beneath.

			Her palm, wrapped around iced coffee in sweating plastic, then placed against the back of my neck, sending a chorus of shivers down my spine.

			Her lips against mine.

			“Hi, babe,” Frankie said on her way to the bathroom, a towel over her shoulder.

			My hand covered the crow skull, but Frankie had barely glanced at me. The bathroom door swung closed behind her.

			A tear trickled down my cheek.

			I was failing this test. Overflowing with care, overwhelmed by memories, I would fail all the tests from now on.

			All those times Sebastian walked away, it wasn’t only him I was missing.

			I’d been worried about sacrificing Faraday to my family, but they were already here, inside the walls of Helshire. The skull was a reminder of all my mistakes in New York, especially loving Hiromi. The tests would keep coming, to make sure I could stand up under interrogation.

			I could not. Which meant that Sebastian and the other caretakers were in danger. I had to leave, to draw my family’s attention away.

			Now.

			Inside my room, I grabbed my bug-out bag from the top shelf of the closet. It was in disrepair—the energy bars past their eat-by dates, the flashlight batteries corroded. But there were hand warmers, a first aid kit, a pair of $100 bills, a metal water bottle, a camping knife.

			Enough to disappear.

			I shoved underwear and T-shirts into the bag, grabbed a jacket—it was turning cold next week—and the bottle of pills that kept me from having more seizures. What else?

			Standing at my closet door, the world spun. I had so little of my own. My money, my clothes, my name—all of it belonged to the family.

			Where was I supposed to go? Where would I sleep tonight?

			In the dark, alone.

			I shook off that thought—there were always empty houses—and went into the bathroom to fill the water bottle. The air was steamy from Frankie in the shower.

			I was standing at the sink when she came out, wrapped in a towel, pink-skinned and shiny. She went to the little hutches where we kept our toiletries.

			She stood next to me, combing her wet hair in the mirror.

			“So that girl found you.”

			I turned to her. “What girl?”

			“The one who was hanging around this morning, looking for you.” Frankie’s eyes went to the crow skull. “She was wearing that.”

			My heart stumbled again. “It was hanging from my door.”

			“Creepy,” Frankie said. “We all thought she was kind of weird.”

			“How, exactly?”

			“She wasn’t sure about your name. And she had this blurry picture on her phone. Looked like you before the crash, but with jet-black hair.”

			“I’ve never dyed my hair,” I said carefully. “Did you get her name?”

			Frankie shook her head. “Don’t think she goes here—I’d remember. Really tall, like, taller than you. Cool clothes, pink hair. Figured she was a visiting teacher, except you’d never take an art class, which is definitely what she’d be teaching.”

			The water bottle ran over in my hand.

			I turned the tap off.

			“Said she met you in New York this summer,” Frankie kept going. “But weren’t you in LA?”

			“The whole time.” That’s what I’d told my hallmates, to distance myself from the missing Jessica Anderson.

			“Like I said, super weird.” Frankie gave me a big smile. “Maybe you’ve got a doppelgänger!”

			She put the hairbrush back into her hutch, and padded out of the bathroom.

			I took a long drink from the water bottle. I wasn’t running—not yet.

			My family had nothing to do with leaving the crow skull on my door, because they’d never had it. At some point I’d left the skull in Hiromi’s apartment, or in her studio.

			Crystal had her own set of keys.
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			I lost at poker that night.

			The cards in my hands were meaningless, the math of them jumbled. The other girls kept talking about our mysterious visitor, and wondering who Jessica Anderson could be. Nura and Frankie insisted that I looked nothing like the picture Crystal had shown them; Aaliyah was noncommittal.

			I should have changed the subject, told them to forget Crystal. But I couldn’t stop listening to their theories about another version of me.

			Those other Jessicas in the little graveyard had been my first friends.

			I itched to tell Sebastian about the skull, but he was still away on his mysterious off-campus business, not answering my texts. So I waited, losing crooked stacks of quarters, until it was time to meet Sebastian.
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			He arrived at the Physics Lounge twenty minutes late and wearing a dazzling smile—until he saw the crow skull on the coffee table, pale in the darkness.

			“Not my best gift,” he said.

			“I loved it.” Hiromi had loved it.

			“Didn’t Garrett burn your stuff?”

			“Come here.”

			Sebastian sank onto the musty couch, kissing the scars on my nose. I peeled off his jacket, unbuttoned his shirt. Ran my fingers down his flank, over the faded burn marks, gifts from his father that were still pink when he joined our family.

			Hiromi had been undiscovered territory; Sebastian’s body was as familiar as my own. I knew every freckle, every scar, the extra cartilage in the concha of his right ear. We’d fought, wrestled, raced each other; danced, climbed, and endured together. I knew the different scents of his sweat, from heat, exertion, or fever.

			I licked his lower lip, tasting the clean salt of his haste to get to me, then lightly bit. His hands slid down my body, my nerve endings humming. I opened my mouth to his, tasting caraway, sugar.

			Beatrice’s cookies. He’d gone home today?

			I pushed away the question, kissing him deeper, his hand between my legs, sliding into wetness, until all I could feel was my heartbeat there, my shallow breaths. Waves building, nerves blazing.

			The sensation grew too big, too intense, too quickly. My lips moved against his. My thighs clenched hard, squeezing his fingers as the climax spilled over me.

			I pushed his hand away, then settled against him.

			“Are you back?” he asked, stroking my cropped hair. “You went away for a second.”

			“Yes,” I said. Like drifting from shore.
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			The moon rose before we spoke again, its light trickling through the smoke. Sebastian lay in my arms, in beautiful disarray.

			I bent to kiss the scar under his bottom lip. “What was that smile when you got here? Because you went home for cookies?”

			“For this.” He reached for his jacket and pulled something from the pocket: an antique American flag pin, the blues and whites faded to bare metal, the red stripes somehow still pristine.

			I sat up. “Isn’t that your…”

			He shivered with triumph, like after his curae, covered in rabbit blood, and placed the flag pin on the table beside the crow skull.

			I should congratulate him, but my stomach twisted. “Who?”

			“Upper Falls needs a new mayor.”

			My panic slowed. Not someone who would haunt him. “Why? He’s always been so cooperative.”

			“I was careful to make it look like an accident.”

			It took me a moment: careful. My impatient cousin had performed his first assignment for Care. Make mine a big one.

			The mayor, whose great-great-grandfather had signed a blank piece of paper. Who approved Morton construction projects, delighted in the blueberries we sent him every summer, and made sure that the Upper Falls police never crossed our property line.

			His successor, the deputy mayor, was a sworn enemy. Uncle Cyrus had dispossessed her family of their land before I was born. The Mortons hated nothing more than conflict in our own backyard.

			If they ever found out it was Sebastian…“Very careful, I hope.”

			He beamed. “It was so easy, Jess. I knocked on his door and invited him for a walk—straight to the nearest cliff. He couldn’t say no. Not to a Morton. This is going to work.”

			“What is?”

			Sebastian reached out, snagged a bottle of Physics party wine from a side table crowded with plastic cups and molecular models. “Grandmother will never let me run for office. No Morton politicians.”

			“Too much exposure.”

			“That’s our weakness—we’re so afraid of being seen, all our power flows through the incorporated. Without them, we’re paralyzed.”

			“So the plan is to push them off cliffs, one by one?”

			He drank. “Think like an accountant, Jess. How would you burn down the Wilbert-Lees?”

			I pondered everything we’d collected—bank accounts, property deeds, trusts. Copies of keys to houses, cars, safe-deposit boxes. Even her mother’s diary.

			“I’d sell off their assets, empty the accounts. Set their houses on fire, after canceling the insurance.”

			“What Arabella did to the Belmonts, more or less.”

			I shut my eyes—the warehouse fire, the missing money, the brakes failing on the family car. The Belmonts’ disasters had been acts of Care.

			Arabella had only stopped when our family started to suspect.

			“But she didn’t ruin them,” I said. “You can’t empty every account without a bank employee picking up the phone.”

			“Details.” Sebastian pulled away from me, stood, and walked to the windows. The lights on the footpaths below filtered up through the smoke, gleaming on his body. On his thigh was the old scar from crawling beneath the barbed wire in the poppy field. “That’s why we need you, and all the other young Mortons we can get. Uncle Max created a shortage of accountants, people who understand the system.”

			He lifted one of the wooden molecular models from the side table.

			Ms. Delicato was humming in my ear. Automate the transfers, divide them into smaller amounts for fewer security alerts. Get the money offshore, into shell companies only we caretakers could access.

			We moved their money all the time—why not simply make it…disappear?

			“Only Grandmother can access the Morton Trust,” I said. “We can’t steal from ourselves.”

			“What do we bury in our basement? Gold?” Sebastian quoted, and dropped the wooden molecule on the floor, where it shattered into atoms that skittered in all directions. “The Mortons aren’t merely money. We are empire.”

			“We’d rebuild,” I said. “But, yeah, it might take years, a whole generation. Do you think that fixes the world?”

			“Without us at the wheel, maybe the world fixes itself.”

			A small gyre of pain started in my heart. “If evil took a year off, imagine what good could do.”

			Sebastian looked at me. “Is that a quote?”

			“Not anyone famous.”

			He shrugged, turning to the crow skull on the coffee table. The beak was pointed at him. “I thought Garrett incinerated that.”

			“One of Hiromi’s friends kept it. She left it on my door today.”

			“She came to Helshire?” Sebastian sat down heavily, put a gentle hand on my bare leg. “Too bad. We’ll have to kill her.”

			I stared out the window, the one I’d crawled in the night I’d murdered Peter. Outside, the sky was black again, the moon and stars obscured by smoke.

			Hiromi had no family, only friends. Sebastian wanted to erase another piece of her.

			“They were close,” I said. “Her showing up dead will restart the whole Lyon case. How about we just scare her off?”

			He grunted. “She thinks her friend was killed by a cult leader, and she’s still looking for answers. Not the type to scare easy.”

			“I killed her friend.”

			“She’s a loose end, Jess.” He took another drink of wine. It smelled garishly sweet on his breath, like cheap candy. “The family hates loose ends. Like Gertie said, we have to give them what they want. Keeping hidden is the first task.”

			There was a yell outside, seven floors below. Ordinaries in the smoky dark, having fun. Everyone was bored with staying inside.

			“We can’t kill Crystal.”

			“We can’t let her wander around campus, asking why you disappeared after your girlfriend’s murder. Orrin could show up tomorrow to punish Faraday, and run into her. And maybe Crystal’s already called the NYPD to say she’s found you, and they all collide.”

			I pulled away from him, angry at last. “If we keep killing people, how are we different from our families?”

			“We only have the tools they gave us.”

			I stared at him.

			“Jessica,” he said. “If this gets out of control, Elizabeth will ask why you let it. You don’t want to answer that question. You want to be a good little Morton. Crystal is triage.”

			“And that makes it okay?”

			“Doctors use triage,” he said. “Rescue workers too. How do we save the most people? By saving you, and protecting what you know about Arabella, Bianca, me, the rest of them. Slay the rabbit, spare the child.”

			So this was our new loyalty. Nothing was more important than Care.

			“Let me talk to her first,” I said. “I don’t look the same, or act the same. I can convince her she’s in the wrong place.”

			“Make her think you’re someone else? That’s never been your forte.”

			“I am someone else.”

			He kissed me on my forehead, chin, lips. “You always were, Jess.”

			I wanted to believe him, to imagine that part of me had always cared. But on the ledge outside those very windows, I’d talked Peter into losing his grip. When he’d fallen, only pride had rushed through me.

			“I have to try.”

			“Then try. Whatever you need to stay like you are.” Sebastian picked up his flag pin from the table, put it on his lapel.

			“Why do you have that?” I asked. “You didn’t kill him for the family.”

			“Blooded is blooded.”

			I shook my head. Blooding was Morton and Lindqvist, Wolvaardt and Seth. It was our families and their sickness, their need to empty us of care.

			It was the ecstasy of my first murder, perched on that window ledge.

			Sebastian was smiling at me. “Are you annoyed that I’ve finally caught up with you?”

			“Don’t wear it. It’s dangerous.”

			“No kidding,” he said. “But before I take it off, say the words.”

			“What words?”

			“The ones I’ve always wanted to hear.”

			A memory came over me, biting him badly during a vicious game of Bunny Hunt. The smell of hay and rotting wood. Sebastian smiling through the pain, afraid to show any weakness. His otherness.

			All he’d ever wanted was to be a Morton. We were cruel, broken, and destructive, and yet I was still proud to be one too.

			I picked up the crow’s skull and pricked my finger with its needle beak. A plump red drop welled in the darkness.

			“With this blood,” I touched his left cheek, “I mark you a true Morton, the last Sebastian.”

			I smeared another faint streak of red under his right eye.

			“Forever one of us.”

			“My last tears.” His face was blissful. “These tears of blood.”

			“Fides cum cura,” I ended, hoping my change to the Latin was correct. Sebastian smiled, leaned forward to kiss me, and took the crow’s skull.

			He crushed it in his hand.
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			Finding her was simple.

			Crystal was a native New Yorker—no car, no license—and only three hotels were within walking distance of Helshire. The fanciest, Alum, didn’t admit guests without a college affiliation.

			This left the Holiday Express, traditional starting point for Gallows Night, and the Motorway Inn near the old highway, the home of an Adderall-dealing townie named Shuriken.

			I started at the Motorway. The weathered, bearded man at the desk was receptive to one of the $100 bills from my bug-out bag, providing Crystal’s room number, her hair color, and a description of what she’d worn the day before.

			The next morning, I skipped my Behavioral Econ seminar to watch her room from across the road. Dark clouds to the east shimmered with lightning. The promised smoke-clearing storm was near at last.

			I wouldn’t confront Crystal here though. The trick was to let her run into me.

			She emerged eleven minutes before noon.

			I trailed her from a distance, anonymous in my smoke mask, rain hat, and black jacket. She bought a sandwich at the diner next to the motel, then headed for the northwest gate.

			She was wearing a Hellions sweatshirt from the campus store, a stab at blending in, but her haircut was too chic, and she was breathing the smoke unfiltered, which we Hellions hadn’t done for weeks.

			At the campus gate she turned toward Dewitt, heading to the parking lot in back. Nothing remained of Peter’s memorial except a squiggle of graffiti—a black heart, like Bianca’s and Arabella’s Hefnd tattoos.

			Crystal had always suspected I was related to Garrett. Hiromi had told her about Peter’s funeral, which had led her to Helshire. Convincing her we’d never met would be impossible.

			Except I was a different person now. Faraday knew it. Even Tom suspected.

			And what Crystal believed didn’t matter: the purest form of intimidation is creating your own truth.

			She took a few pictures of the spot where Peter had fallen, then headed toward the Quad.

			I moved quickly now, along the forest path around the corner of Ridermore, ditching my jacket, hat, and mask. But I did nothing to disguise myself. My clothes, hair, nose were different. Even my stance was less confident, less upright.

			Crystal almost didn’t see me walk by. Her eyes were on her phone, flicking through the pictures she’d just taken. But a moment after we passed each other I heard a hesitant call.

			“Jessica?”

			I turned, giving her nothing but an empty smile.

			“Jessica,” she repeated.

			“That’s my name. And you are?”

			“We met in New York.”

			“No,” I said. “I’d remember you.”

			She took a half step back, looking me up and down. The well-worn Oxford shirt and jeans, completely different from my art student persona.

			I ran my fingers through my hair, letting her glimpse the scars on my scalp.

			“I’m Crystal Dennings. And you’re Jessica Anderson.”

			“I’m not.”

			“Jessica Morton, then.”

			“That’s my name. But I don’t know the other one. Does she go here?”

			Crystal didn’t answer, gazing at my nose, my scars, my clothes, the way I stood. “Stop it, Jessica. I’m not an idiot. Just tell me what you know.”

			“About what?”

			“Why did you disappear when Hiromi—” Her voice caught. Sometimes, I couldn’t say her name either. “Why?”

			Last summer, Crystal had imperiously navigated every gallery opening, every conversation about theory or technique, mocking my cluelessness, my gaucheries. Now there was only grief and confusion.

			She’d lost Hiromi too.

			The air hummed around us. I could smell the coming storm.

			“You were out there in the Catskills. She said she was taking you! Tell me what happened.”

			I took a step closer, straightening, letting my old self shine through. Crystal was taller, but she wasn’t a Morton, not even a broken one.

			She stepped back. “Why don’t you just talk to me?”

			“Because we’ve never met.” At the heart of all power is that facts don’t matter. We, the strong, can substitute our reality for yours.

			“That’s insane,” she said.

			“You have the wrong Jessica.”

			“You’re her. What happened in the Catskills? Why did you disappear?”

			“I’m sorry if someone ghosted you, Crystal. But hounding random people isn’t going to bring her back.”

			“She only went to that party because you—”

			In a flash, I closed the space between us. Her skin was dry, the shadows deep under bloodshot eyes. I stared, giving her all my doubts, my nightmares, my pain. Dangerous parts, put together from scrap.

			Crystal shivered. Water leaked from her eyes.

			She could find nothing more to say.

			“You should really wear a mask,” I said. “The smoke is toxic.”

			“I know you’re her,” she whispered. But her confidence was depleted.

			“Sorry I can’t help you.” I turned from her. “But leaving skulls for people? That’s kind of weird.”

			Crystal didn’t say anything as I walked away. I’d never seen her look so small.

			She had become a different person too.
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			An hour later, the storm crashed into us.

			The first drops were huge, smacking loud against my windows. Already the smoke had lifted, cleared by the leading edge of the pressure center. People streamed outside, embracing the fresh air, the sudden cool, the driving rain. A few stripped off their clothes.

			I watched the muddy bacchanal from my window, replaying my encounter with Crystal in my head: my altered face, my short hair.

			Me, transformed into not-me. But not different enough.

			Would she call the police now? Would they even care? The case was closed. Obsession, a cult, murder, suicide.

			Crystal wasn’t looking for justice—the man she blamed was already dead. She just wanted to talk to someone who’d been there. After our encounter, she’d never want to talk to me again.

			She might give up at last.

			But I knew what my family would demand—leave nothing to chance. Loose ends always unravel. Snip them.

			When the first thunder rumbled, the girls on my hall flung open their doors and windows. Frankie went down in bare feet and came back drenched, muddy, ecstatic. Aaliyah declared that she was skipping her afternoon classes, and we all followed suit.

			The poker table was unfolded, and I made everyone proper Old Fashioneds: Kentucky bourbon and Veronica’s homemade cardamom bitters. Even Frankie admitted it was better than hard seltzer.

			Somehow as the tumult grew—shouting outside, booming thunder, spray through the open windows—I began to still. Whatever happened next, I was someone new, not the person who’d done those things in that small room.

			I took a sip of Frankie’s Old Fashioned.

			We got bored of poker, and they taught me Lavernick Ratscrew, a cutthroat game of chance, brute reflex, and absurd rules. The folding table trembled as we swatted at piles of cards.

			My borrowed sips of alcohol did nothing, so at the next break I went back to my room to make myself a Black Manhattan. A small one. Tiny, really.

			Music spilled from open doors, from windows, from the rest of the Quad—a chaos mix of pop, techno, hip-hop, EDM, country, death metal.

			The first sip of my drink seethed on my tongue, botanicals and spirit vapors, hard to swallow. Sebastian had been right all along. My tastebuds were mutant, stretched out of their natural shape to embrace preposterous bitterness.

			I downed it quickly. Made myself another.

			There was a letter on my desk. I’d thought she’d like the stationery from the campus store, with the college coat of arms at the top, a missive from the Queen of Helshire.

			
				Dear Bellamy,

				I tried calling, but you were asleep. Or I hung up while they were transferring me. Or I didn’t know what to say. I could just let you talk, I guess.

				I can’t put my feelings on paper. There can’t be any records. There can’t be any feelings.

				I don’t want you to die. I want you to keep living and learning about octopi (octopuses? octopodes?). I want you to grow up and cure cancer.

				I have a cousin about your age. You’re everything she’s not. I’d trade her for you if I could.

				There’s so little point to this letter, I won’t even send it. I hope your new immune system kicks ass.

				Wear your seat belt,

				Love, Jessica

			

			Would my letter make Bellamy laugh? Whenever I’d been honest at the hospital, she’d thought I was joking. I’d always been strangely truthful, probably because she was going to die.

			Maybe I’d always known my family’s plans for Hiromi.

			I made myself another drink.
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			In Aaliyah’s room, the girls had switched to strip poker. Nura was swaddled in scarves, sweaters, hats. Frankie was already reduced to leggings, one sneaker, and her sports bra. Aaliyah had somehow balanced wins and losses, and was dressed exactly as she’d been before.

			They dealt me in, and I bet wildly the first few hands: an inside straight, a busted flush, and three kings that fell to Frankie’s aces.

			As I gave her my shirt, Aaliyah pointed at my drink. “Aren’t you still taking those pills?”

			“Yes, but they weren’t the problem.”

			Frankie paused halfway through dealing, looking at me.

			“One night back home,” I explained, “my cousin did something weird. That’s what made me throw up, not the booze. I mean, this is my third drink and I feel fine.”

			My words were too precise, like Garrett’s clipped consonants, the step before slurring. But I did feel fine.

			“You haven’t had a drink all semester,” Aaliyah said.

			“My cousin Mary made me throw up, not the alcohol.”

			“How?” Nura asked.

			“Dressing up like my father.” I beckoned for more cards, and Frankie started dealing again. “We don’t talk about him.”

			I drew four cards against an ace and wound up with a pair of sevens. But they all folded when I bet my shoes. I still didn’t have a shirt, and Frankie had lost hers (which was mine) again. We all had plenty of scarves.

			“This is the problem with strip poker,” I said. “All the inefficiencies of a barter system and none of the advantages.”

			“Except for seeing people naked,” Frankie said. “That’s an advantage.”

			“We share a bathroom,” Aaliyah said.

			“I meant if boys were playing.”

			“Boys,” Aaliyah scoffed, and won the next hand.

			The wind was picking up, and the temperature had fallen with the rain. I pulled my scarves tighter, and tried to wrest one of Frankie’s hats away.

			“We should go outside,” I said.

			“Dressed like this?” Frankie asked, spreading her bare arms.
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			Aaliyah and Nura took umbrellas, and Frankie and I mocked them for it. I took a flask.

			The stairs were muddy, a choir of empty bottles crowding the second-floor landing. The grass of the Quad was littered with discarded masks.

			The croquet team had set up on the lawn in front of Ridermore, playing in their soaked whites. Frankie chased after Nura, trying to snatch her umbrella away.

			I felt Aaliyah staring at me.

			“I’m not having a seizure,” I said. “Just a bacchanal.”

			She took the flask from my hand, sniffed it.

			“Whiskey, neat,” I said.

			She took a drink. “You’ve changed this year.”

			“So has everyone.”

			“I knew a preacher’s daughter once. Bottled up at home, then came here and changed a bit too much.”

			“Everyone remembers Stephanie Freedman.” I took the flask back and drank. “Are you saying I’m going to wind up on mushrooms, streaking in the library?”

			“You’re halfway streaking already.”

			I laughed and tossed the flask back to her, tying my scarves tighter. “My family has no preachers, not since Peter burned the chapel down. You know how you’ve changed, Aaliyah? You wouldn’t have told me this before.”

			“You wouldn’t have listened.”

			“True. I wouldn’t have given you advice either. But I’m going to: Stay away from the legacies at Helshire. Don’t accept our scholarships or fellowships or investments. Never sign anything!”

			I took off at a run.

			The rain felt glorious, but mostly it was the air—finally free of burnt plastic and old campfire. I’d barely exercised since the smoke had descended, much less run. The cold rain against my skin sparked a radiance in my muscles, pushing me faster.

			I left the girls behind, circling the Quad, past the croquet team and its loyal fans. A few of them cheered me on. I ignored the looks from people headed to class in sensible raincoats and boots.

			“Jess,” called a voice.

			I skidded to a halt. “Sebastian?”

			He stood under an umbrella but was as drenched as me. Panting, like he’d been running too.

			“You came,” I said, realizing he was who I needed. We would celebrate the breaking drought, entwined around each other.

			“Something’s happened,” he said, his voice tight. “At Faraday’s.”

			He stepped closer, the umbrella over both of us now, cutting off the purifying rain.

			“Crystal came by,” he said, “asking questions.”

			“Fuck.” The elation left me all at once. I was half naked and cold, the alcohol an acid trail from throat to stomach.

			Loose ends always unravel.

			Sebastian handed me the umbrella, took off his raincoat, and placed it around my bare shoulders.

			“She’s dead,” he whispered in my ear. “We have to go.”

			I squinted at him through water dripping into my eyes.

			“Dead? But we agreed—”

			“Not me.” He took my hand, pulling me away from my friends, my dorm, the party. “Faraday.”
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			We hurried through the rain under one umbrella, arms linked, Sebastian shivering in his T-shirt, me wrapped in his coat.

			“Do you want a scarf? I have three.”

			“I was going to ask.”

			“Strip poker.”

			He leaned closer. “And whiskey?”

			“Mary made me puke that night, not the booze.” Part of me had always known this. Not drinking had been a penance, an echo of Hiromi.

			The women’s rugby team flowed past, covered in mud, on their usual weekly run. They sang an old marching song about leaving their wives to fight for their country.

			“Time of death?” I asked when they’d passed.

			“Less than an hour.”

			I nodded. No rigor, no lividity yet.

			“We dragged her into the pantry,” he said. “None of the housemates know, but Salinger came home as I was leaving. He went straight to his room. Didn’t see a thing.”

			“What the hell happened?” I asked.

			“This is all according to Faraday—I was in my room, with headphones on.” Sebastian pulled me a little closer, lowering his voice even in the din of the storm. “Crystal showed up at our door, claiming she worked for Garrett.”

			“What the hell?”

			“She showed Faraday the paperwork for that light box at the top of the stairs. Said there was a problem with provenance, like it’s a forgery, and she had to inspect it in person.”

			The light box—the only piece of art that Jessica Anderson had ever sold. The buyer’s name was on the receipt.

			“So Faraday let her in,” I said.

			“And Crystal starts asking about the woman who sold it to her. Had a picture of you, and Faraday says—”

			“ ‘That’s Jessica Morton. She goes here.’ ”

			Sebastian nodded.

			“How the fuck did that escalate to murder?” I asked.

			“Because that’s when Faraday realized she was getting played. This wasn’t about the light box—it was about you. So she decided to be a hero and find out from Crystal what was really going on.”

			“To make amends for Oscar Junior,” I said, and began to shiver. Inside Sebastian’s coat I was drenched and shirtless.

			“I think Crystal was trying to leave,” he said. “But Faraday grabbed her and started shouting for me. By the time I came out, Crystal was at the bottom of the stairs.”

			A gust jerked his umbrella sideways, and fresh rain spattered my face. As Sebastian wrestled with the wind, he held me tight.

			“She was still breathing when I got there. I fixed that. We dragged her into the pantry and stuck an electric heater in there, got it close to body temp. Algor mortis won’t show true time of death.”

			“You fixed it…”

			“Her blood will be pooling by now. We’ll need to place her in the same position, out in the rain, somewhere she could’ve fallen.”

			“She was staying at the Motorway Inn,” I said, pushing the rest away. “We’ll dump her at the bottom of the back stairs, by the parking lot.”

			Those stairs were covered by a concrete awning, but the rain was practically blowing sideways. There were plenty of sketchy residents at the Motorway for the police to suspect. Most of them wouldn’t talk to the cops; the rest wouldn’t be believed.

			Sebastian and I left campus, through the east gate and past a row of Helshire-focused businesses. A café, a tattoo parlor, two hair salons. The street was empty.

			Out here in the real world, no one was celebrating the rain.
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			A few blocks later, Faraday’s Victorian loomed before us. The house was dark and still, except for one lit window on the top floor.

			We went in through the back, muddy and soaked. Faraday sat at the kitchen table with a cup of tea, staring at the closed pantry door.

			She looked up at me and smiled.

			“Finally,” she said. “Amazing what I have to do to get a visit.”

			“Well, here I am,” I said.

			“All’s well in hand, dear. I gave Salinger a gummy bear, twice his usual dosage. He’s retired for the afternoon.”

			“He lives here? I thought you kicked him out.”

			“I did, but then Hopper left in protest, leaving room for one more.” She glanced at her phone. “India and Dutton are trapped at the library. I’m supposed to bring them umbrellas, and then we’re all heading to the Banner storm party. They’ll text me if they change plans.”

			Sebastian closed his umbrella. “Good work, Far.”

			“I’m not completely useless, Bazzy. Wipe your shoes.”

			I ignored the nicknames. In the nearest chair was a wet Helshire sweatshirt in a plastic bag, the one Crystal had been wearing. They must have pulled it off her before moving the body into the pantry—one less clue pointing at the college.

			“We’ll need a car.”

			“Dutton’s keys are hanging by the door,” Faraday said. “Sunset is at six eighteen.”

			I closed my eyes, but she was right—we couldn’t move the body in daylight, and it wasn’t even five yet.

			“Faraday. How did this happen?”

			“Aren’t you going to take your coat off?”

			“I’m not wearing much under it.”

			“An odd choice for your first visit, dear.”

			“I was in a hurry. Something about a dead body.”

			Faraday glanced upward—toward the scene of the crime or perhaps Salinger’s room—and gave a sigh.

			“She started talking about a murder in the city, this summer. Some artist of Garrett’s. It sounded as if she was here to accuse you.”

			Maybe Crystal had known I was more than a loose end.

			I looked at the pantry door. What if Faraday had saved me?

			“I couldn’t let her walk away after that,” she went on. “I’d told her your real name.”

			“She already knew my name. I talked to her a few hours ago.”

			“Oh. Oops.”

			“Yes, dear. Oops.”

			Faraday pushed her tea away. “I didn’t mean to kill anyone. I was thinking we could break her pinkie, to keep her quiet. It worked with Oscar.”

			“It didn’t work with—” I began, but both of them glanced at the ceiling. I lowered my voice. “You have to let us handle things like this.”

			“I screamed for Bazzy, and he didn’t come.” A tear rolled down Faraday’s cheek. “And you haven’t been here all semester. You never even saw the koi pond before the smoke killed them all.”

			I sat at the kitchen table beside her, head in hands. My buzz from the cocktails was sliding into an early hangover. The exhilaration of running in the rain had faded into sore muscles and wet feet. Sebastian’s sodden coat was heavy on my shoulders.

			“Can I borrow a shirt?” I asked.

			“We aren’t really the same size, dear.”

			“Don’t worry, dear.” I managed a smile. “We’ll make it work.”
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			Rigor mortis had begun by the time we opened the pantry door.

			After two and half hours, the stiffness was still proximal—eyelids, neck, lower jaw, chest—but more than I’d expected.

			I turned off the space heater. The air in the pantry felt like a desert and smelled like piss.

			“Why did you keep the body warm?”

			Sebastian pulled on plastic gloves. “To throw things off. Make it look like she died later, after dark.”

			I gently tried to rotate the neck—it was stuck fast.

			“Right, but the heat’s sped up rigor. The body temp won’t match. They’ll know it was kept someplace warm, then dumped.”

			He sighed. “It’s been ages since Uncle Orrin’s thanatology lessons.”

			“We never had a body this fresh,” I said.

			As kids, we worked with corpses in the Barrow Marsh. But those had been transported to the estate after assignments, for purposes of education and disposal, arriving many hours later.

			We were trained to perform our own forensics—recording pallor, rectal temperature, blood pooling, all the indicators of time and position of death.

			How would you know this body has been moved?

			What could’ve prevented you from knowing?

			“It’s cold and raining,” I said. “By morning it won’t matter.”

			Sebastian took another photo. “As long as we get the position right.”

			“Ugh,” said Faraday. “Is that smell going away? Or will my snickerdoodles taste like piss from now on?”

			“It’s just ammonia,” Sebastian said. “The Romans used to clean with it.”

			“Oh, great: Romans. The people who puked at dinner breaks.”

			“Misnomer,” Sebastian said. “A vomitorium was more like a fire exit. We don’t have a plastic tarp, do we?”
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			Getting the body into Dutton’s car was slow, careful work. We waited till dark and pulled onto the back lawn, right up to the kitchen door.

			I took the bulk of the body’s weight, Faraday held the feet, and Sebastian, with his surgeon’s touch, kept the neck steady so the rigor didn’t break. The corpse was wrapped in a midcentury quilt from Faraday’s sitting room, which grew heavy in the driving rain.

			The windows of the nearest house were lit up, which meant we’d see a silhouette if someone looked out at us. No one did.

			Sebastian arranged the body on the back seat, matching its position in the narrow pantry.

			“Where am I supposed to sit?” Faraday asked as Sebastian and I got in the front.

			“You’re not coming,” he said. “You have to take India and Dutton to the Banner party.”

			She huffed a little sigh. “While you’re having all the fun?”

			Sebastian looked at me. Faraday was mine, after all.

			“We handle the crime parts,” I said firmly.

			“But you didn’t handle it. This problem of yours turned up on my doorstep…after she talked to you.”

			I held up my hands. “This is all on me. But we’ve got it now. Go inside, get rid of that sweatshirt, and show up at the party. We’ll meet you there.”

			Faraday stared at the body again, as if reluctant to let it go. I wondered if she was feeling the elation I had after Peter’s fall.

			“Good work, everyone,” she singsonged and went back into the kitchen.
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			The rain was torrential now, and the tires on Dutton’s car were bald. At first we were silent, Sebastian concentrating on the road.

			But I had to say something. “ ‘Bazzy’? Really?”

			“Cohabitation creates familiarity,” he said. “You should know that, dear.”

			“You killed her, didn’t you? Crystal was breathing when you got there, but you fixed it.”

			He didn’t answer for a moment, negotiating a turn. We were taking a serpentine route to the Motorway Inn, along unlit back streets.

			“Remind me, Jess—what was my other choice?”

			There hadn’t been one. From the moment Faraday had assaulted Crystal, only this path remained.

			“Does Faraday know you did it?”

			“No, but that’s for the best. She’s proud of herself. You did a good job, incorporating her. She won’t crack.”

			“I won’t either,” I said. The moment Sebastian told me there was a body, I’d turned into my old self. Competent, forceful, certain. Put a knife in my hand, adrenaline in my veins, and I was still that robot made of dangerous parts.

			It felt good here with Sebastian, doing what we were raised to do. This was everything that connected us—two prodigies improvising, untroubled by blood, unfazed by chaos.

			Erasing Hiromi. With no family, all she had were friends to remember her. Now she had one less.

			“This works for us,” Sebastian said. “We’ll tell the family Crystal showed up asking questions, and we dealt with it. That’ll put a stopper in their doubts about you.”

			I found myself nodding. Those old reflexes again. “And we leave Faraday out of our report.”

			“Absolutely not,” he said. “You know we can’t lie to them.”

			I stared at him. “They won’t trust her to keep quiet about a murder. They already think she’s a loose cannon!”

			“Which she is.”

			“You know what they’ll tell me to do,” I said.

			“Yes. Another chance to prove yourself.”

			By erasing her too.

			Those four years of calling each other dear. Of gifts to her family, visits to Boston, cocktails—all of it had led to this. What she’d done to Crystal.

			Faraday was my creation.

			“When do we stop killing people, cousin?”

			“This part of our career has barely started,” he said. “Who knows?”

			I knew. We’d been trained for so many particulars, but always with the same result. We were hammers in search of nails.

			“I can’t.”

			“If Elizabeth finds out we’ve covered up for some useless incorporated brat, what happens next?”

			I could barely answer. “She’ll wonder what else we’re hiding.”

			He reached out and touched my wet cheek. “And you can’t even hide your tears. She’ll wring everything out of you and kill every one of us.”

			I stared at the blur of rain through the windshield, wondering when I’d started crying. “Cousin, I don’t know how I got this way. But it’s not something I chose. I woke up in the hospital, and it was a different world.”

			“Sacrificing Faraday keeps the rest of us alive.”

			“I know, but what if too much triage turns me back?”

			We reached the next stoplight, and Sebastian turned to look at me—hard, the way Frankie did at poker games, trying to see inside. Trying to judge how far he could push me.

			I looked back at him, not trying to hide.

			When the light changed, he said, “Okay. We lie to the family.”

			A mortal Morton sin.

			“Thank you,” I said.

			We drove in silence until the neon glare of the Motorway Inn appeared in the pulsing blur of the windshield. He drove past the entrance, pulling the car to the side of the road.

			“How’d you know she was staying here?”

			“No driver’s license.” Then it hit me. “Fuck—I asked the old guy at the front desk.”

			Sebastian turned in the seat to face me. “Really, Jess?”

			“I was wearing a KN-95 mask, a hat. I wasn’t planning on killing her!”

			But killing was always in the cards. Blood was the mother of history.

			“Well, if the police think it’s an accident, they won’t care that someone came looking for her.”

			I nodded, and didn’t tell him about the $100 bill.

			“One more thing,” he said. “What if this goes wrong?”

			If a guest came out of their room and saw a body being dumped, it was run or kill them. And I was done with murder.

			“We run,” I said. “Till we get somewhere the family can’t find us.”

			“Yes.” He pulled a key from his pocket and placed it in my hand. “In case we get split up.”

			I stared at it. “Where?”

			He gave me the address—a small town on the other side of Albany.

			“Five hundred a month, skimmed from my summer boss’s slush fund. A safe house just for us.”

			He’d planned this back in summer. Maybe longer.

			“A revolution of two,” I said, leaning across to kiss him, shivering from the rain, the cold, and the body in the back seat under the wet quilt. His lips, the only warmth in the car.
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			The rest was easy.

			We didn’t drive into the parking lot, but eased the car along the access road beside the highway barrier. Our headlights picked out trash and plastic squares of rat poison, a few needles sparkling in the mud.

			We carried the body through the darkness, and placed it in the shadows beside the stairs, like she’d slipped on a slick metal step and gone under the banister. Someone coming down in the rain might not see it there, not till morning light.

			I wrapped myself in the wet quilt, keeping watch while Sebastian compared the body to his photos from the pantry, arranging it so the blood would pool in the same spots.

			Then we went back across the lot, scraping away everything that looked like a footprint in the mud.

			No one came out of their room at the wrong moment, and no cars passed us on the access road. As we drove away, I kept one hand wrapped around the key in my pocket.

			I would wear it on my silver chain.
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			Dear Blessica!

			I’m not mad. I’m sure your letter will arrive any day now. Or it got lost & will arrive with the answer to my last one. Or maybe no one at Hell College taught you how letters work. It’s simple:

			a) read the letter sent to you

			b) answer the questions therein

			c) tell an interesting or, much better, shocking thing that’s happened to you

			d) thank your extremely thoughtful & wonderful correspondent for writing you in between vomiting & swelling up & being covered in red scaly horror rashes.

			I’m sure it’s easy to write letters when not vomming, swelling & scratching. (IF MY MOM SNEAKS A READ OF THIS I’M NOT ACTUALLY SCRATCHING BECAUSE I KNOW ABOUT INFECTIONS!)

			Since I last wrote, I’ve read Pride & Prejudice & fallen in love with……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

			Ampersands!

			Haha! I bet you thought I was going to say Darcy. (Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy is his proper name.) Apparently everyone loves him. I do not. I find him most vexing. But not as vexatious as people who break their epistolary promises.

			Don’t say you’re too busy studying to write. Everyone tells me that Helshire is super easy. Are you not writing because you have a new paramour? (If you do, ewww! Kissing is gross.) Because your creepy family won’t let you? (How exactly is your family creepy? No one here will explain.) It better not be because you forgot me! (You said I was unforgettable!)

			I could write &s all day long. I like how &s swirl. The new nurse, Victoire (she’s from Quebec & has the best accent) says that ampersands are lazy, but I demur because it takes me longer to write “&” than to write “a-n-d” & the & looks prettier. Victoire just laughed. She laughs a lot. I like her better than Nurse (formerly) Eyebrows.

			My next news is dispiriting. It turns out some species of octopus aren’t exploding because of climate change. They’re disappearing because the water’s too warm for their eggs. Also the doctors say the immunotherapy isn’t working as well as they thought. My legs are still wonky. Next up: experimental drugs!

			Which means I’m the experiment. Mom’s hopeful. Dad cries a lot. So does Amy. She says nothing though. Did you meet Amy? I can’t remember. If you did you’d know I was joking because Amy is nine months old. She makes noise but not words. Mostly she just cries.

			Tell me anything!

			Wear a seat belt!!

			Love & hugs!!!

			Bellamy!!!!
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			The news of an off-campus murder made only minor ripples at Helshire.

			There was general agreement that the Motorway Inn was cursed—Shuriken had to move his Adderall sales to an all-night diner. A few students recalled a pink-haired woman skulking around campus, but not why she was here. If my hallmates made any connection between our mysterious visitor and the dead girl at the Motorway, they said nothing, though I felt an extra layer of protectiveness at Lavernick for the next few weeks.

			Crystal was an outsider, after all. She didn’t belong in the Helshire pantheon with Laney Maxwell, Anthony Sandino, and Peter Morton. Much bigger events in town—the high school fire, the county clerk’s arrest—had slipped past unnoticed on campus.

			The death was being treated as suspicious, though not officially a homicide. The forensics had to be tantalizing. Rigor and algor mortis didn’t match, the body had been moved, and Sebastian had finished her off with his bare hands. But, as Orrin often told us, a good rain washes away a multitude of sins.

			We had erased Crystal without consequence to ourselves or Faraday. It was too easy—the world so awash with random violence that ours, in all its purposes, remained invisible.

			When Sebastian and I filed our report, my family were pleased. Crystal had shown up looking for Hiromi’s lost girlfriend, and we’d snipped the thread. Nothing about her death pointed back toward the city and Lyon’s cult, which Garrett and Arabella were still incorporating.

			As an unexpected bonus, Faraday’s punishment for Oscar Junior’s wrack was delayed—Cyrus and Orrin preferred not to commit assault with a homicide investigation underway in town. They’d probably wait until she was back in Boston for Thanksgiving, which meant less drama for me and Sebastian.

			Faraday remained blasé about her transgressions, born and bred to go off the rails. She was busy piling on new ones, turning up at the Banner storm party in Crystal’s Helshire sweatshirt, wearing it to afternoon tea.

			“No bloodstains. Who cares?”

			A new motto for the Wilbert-Lees.
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			I returned to the task of keeping myself hidden.

			As the older caretakers had warned us, it was difficult. Being a true Morton came with daily rituals, ways of dressing and speaking. Secret caches in the library, the best rooms on campus. A lofty indifference to ordinaries.

			Care was an absence. No training sessions, no special classes. Just the faintest signals hidden in a conversation: glancing words to remind one another we were all hiding the same secret.

			Caregiver, scarecrow.

			The others seemed nervous around me. Regina and Leopold were friendly, but guarded. Kumar hardly talked to me at all.

			Was it because I was an unlikely recruit—the aunties’ pet turned traitor? Or was it my too-frequent tears? No one else had cried at our initiation. The steady, impervious Jessica Morton was gone. This new me reeked of self-doubt.

			Whoever was in charge of our rebellion was wary of me too. No assignment came. No details about our long-term plans. All I had to go on was what Sebastian told me, which was never enough. But my mind was always working, trying to solve the equation of the legacies.

			The strongest move I could imagine—the only way to make evil take a year off—was to ruin every incorporated family in the world, all at once.

			ACH transfers were limited to a million dollars a day, but SWIFTs were infinite. For families whose wealth was physical, like gold mines and land, we could forge a dozen contradictory last wills and testaments. Whatever we hadn’t disappeared would be tied up in probate for decades.

			Of course, issues with inheritance would require killing people.

			What about an arson attack on the freeports? All those cars, Picassos, bottles of wine, simply gone. Jewels and ancient coins, melted into slag. I started reworking my paper for Ms. Delicato, looking at how loans were leveraged against physical assets, at how insurance companies went bankrupt.

			The Belmonts, but on a vaster scale.

			When Frankie got a new computer, I borrowed her old one and began to devise the specifics of my plan. If Care ever came to trust me, I wanted to show them what an accountant could do.
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			One afternoon, a month after Crystal’s death, I was reading on the lawn in front of Ogden. The lacrosse team was running drills, the odd loose ball bouncing past me. The smoke and heat of the semester’s start were a distant memory. The storm had wiped everything away.

			Xavier Lindqvist came striding across the grass, looking pleased to see me. He shimmered with unusual intensity.

			“We have something to discuss.” He glanced at the ordinaries across the lawn.

			My skin tightened. Bianca might be my ally now, but that didn’t mean the other Lindqvists had forgiven me for Halcyon Hall.

			I closed my book, readying myself. The old reflexes were still there.

			Xavier sat on the grass beside me. “I’m pleased you’ve kept your hair short.”

			I did not respond.

			“Am I interrupting?” he asked.

			“I was reading about the SWIFT system.” His face went blank, so I said: “The Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication.”

			“Sounds like an interruption would be welcome.” His smile returned.

			He wasn’t here about the fire.

			“How are you, Xavier?”

			“Splendid, thank you. I hope senior year is everything it should be.”

			“A few complications.”

			“Yes. That business in town.”

			I didn’t react. Xavier had connected me to Crystal.

			Why did he care? Maybe Sebastian was right, and he’d never quite gotten over our night together when we were fifteen.

			“Kind of you to take an interest,” I said blandly.

			A wounded look. “Always, with old friends. I’m just curious, should we be celebrating?”

			“Celebrating?”

			“Was she an assignment? Or was it personal?”

			It took me a moment—he wanted to know if Crystal had been my Hefnd.

			He wanted me in his club.

			“Doesn’t that happen before you’re blooded?” The nearest lacrosse player was fifty feet away, but I lowered my voice. “Bianca must have told you I killed Peter. Lyon was mine as well.”

			“And that other girl,” Xavier said with a wave of his hand. “Or was that the good doctor’s work? Murder-suicides are so conveniently opaque.”

			I couldn’t answer without screaming, so I stayed quiet.

			“Fine, keep your secrets,” he said, wounded again. “The Hefnd doesn’t have hard-and-fast rules—that’s the whole point. If you killed this girl because she annoyed you, we should mark you with a black heart.”

			“Crystal wasn’t an assignment, just a loose end.”

			“But so close to home. Makes it feel personal.”

			I hadn’t done the deed. I wasn’t even there.

			“Hate to disappoint you, Xavier, but it was reported to the family and approved. A tragic lack of petty motivations. Hardly any chaos.”

			He sighed, leaning back on his elbows. The movement tugged at his sleeves, and a makeshift bandage on his right forearm slipped out.

			Plastic wrap, held fast with medical tape. A recent tattoo.

			“You killed someone.”

			He closed his eyes, his expression sublime.

			“You did this somewhere far away, I hope.”

			“The personal, Jessica, does not always leave room for the tactical.”

			“Are you fucking with me? I haven’t heard anything.”

			“It was four hours ago.”

			“Xavier,” I groaned. “Please tell me it wasn’t a student. We don’t need the heat right now.”

			He snapped out of his revery, shook his head. “A dubious character, meeting an unsurprising end. He was inconveniencing an old friend of mine.”

			I stared at him, trying to figure out what he was telling me. There was a glow in his eyes, a gleam of triumph that went beyond a first kill.

			Personal. And he’d come to tell me about it a few hours later.

			“Xavier Lindqvist. Did you murder someone…for me?”

			He pushed up his sleeve to pick at the bandage.

			I shook my head. I didn’t have enemies. The old Jessica hadn’t cared enough to make them.

			“He told the police about a woman in a mask.” Xavier peeled the plastic wrap away, and blew gently on the tattoo. A black heart, framed with spots of seeping blood. “I took it as an affront.”

			The bearded man at reception, the one I’d bribed with a $100 bill.

			“You’re welcome,” Xavier said.

			My head swam for a moment. “Do you seriously think it helps me if there’s another murder linked to that hotel?”

			“A murder, Jessica? Please.” He gently pressed the bandage back on. “Well, if you aren’t going to congratulate me, maybe one of your cousins will.”

			He stood up and dusted his pants. “Do you ever think about our little tryst?”

			I wondered what he wanted me to say. What would the old Jessica have said? Something cutting.

			But he wouldn’t have dared ask her.

			“We were children,” I said.

			“We were never children. It wasn’t allowed. I thought you were perfect—fearless, so sure of yourself. You were the one who showed me how we’re supposed to be. Always in control, but somehow never cold to the touch.”

			None of those things was true anymore. But I ached for them. I missed that certainty.

			He took a step closer, bent down. “Is that a tear on your cheek?”

			I wiped it away. “That happens now. Since the smoke.”

			A sigh as he stood again. “I’ll pretend otherwise. Drinks at Riley’s, midnight, to celebrate my Hefnd. If you care to join.”

			“No place I’d rather be,” I said. “Congratulations, Xavier. I look forward to hearing the story.”

			He beamed, unable to hold a grudge. “I’ll spare no details. Enjoy your dreary banking studies, but save something for my party.”
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			It was on the news before midnight.

			A hotel employee, found in his bedroom, dead of an overdose. A suspect in Crystal’s murder, who’d tried to confuse the investigators with wild stories. He had a history of drug use, a rap sheet of offenses—nonviolent, but crimes were crimes. Clearly the killer.

			Xavier had done us all a favor. The case would close with nothing implicating me or Helshire.

			This wasn’t the vengeful Hefnd I’d expected from Xavier, no severed heads lugged home at dawn. This was a different kind of passion—a gift for me.

			That look of ecstasy on his face.

			But as I waited for his party, a question stuck in the back of my mind: How had he known about my bribe?

			Were the Lindqvists tracking Crystal’s case? Would Xavier have used family sources for his Hefnd? That seemed to go against the spirit of Halcyon Hall.

			There was only one other way…

			I’d told Sebastian about the bearded man that night.

			My cousin, with his politicking of the other families, his certainty that protecting me was worth any amount of collateral damage. I could imagine him whispering in Xavier’s ear, choice words to settle the waters around Helshire at last.

			
				Bellamy—

				Did you know that doctors do something called “triage”? In an emergency, you separate injured people into three piles:

				
					A) the patients who need help right away

					B) the patients who can wait

					C) the patients who will die no matter what.
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			As Sebastian had instructed, Tom was waiting for us on the steps of Ridermore.

			“Evening, cousin,” Sebastian said.

			“It’s night,” Tom said. He looked wary, as if he knew we’d disposed of a body since the last time he’d seen us.

			“Past your bedtime?” I asked.

			Tom grumbled at this, falling in beside us. The leaves were turning, and punctuated our steps with brittle crunches. “I have midterms to study for. Thomas was not impressed with me going out this late.”

			“Aw, the roommate cares.” Sebastian gave Tom a mock punch on the shoulder. “Incorporating him will be a cinch.”

			“He has exam-anxiety-by-proxy. Me being the proxy!”

			“His nervous condition,” Sebastian said.

			“Are you reading my reports?”

			“He doesn’t have to,” I said. “Sebastian knows everyone, and everything about them.” He somehow knew that I’d live-streamed Crystal’s memorial service, then thrown the burner phone in the lake.

			Tom sighed. “I’m learning everything I can about Thomas. But he’s so boring. That cricket sport he likes? It takes, like, five days! He quotes stats from the 1800s, then expects me to—”

			He stopped, confused.

			Just ahead of us on the path to Main, dressed in an ankle-length coat that appeared to be made of antique quilts, was Gertie.

			“Good evening, cousins,” she called.

			Tom looked at me. “Gertie leaves her dorm now? Is this some kind of…intervention?”

			That set the three of us laughing, though he wasn’t entirely wrong. Tom wasn’t going to become careworn on his own.

			I pulled the flask from my back pocket and handed it to him.

			“Come on.” We had a schedule to keep.

			“Pray tell, Tom,” Gertie said. “What might you need an intervention for?”

			He took a drink, scowled. “This cocktail needs an intervention.”

			“One must sip carefully from Jessica’s concoctions,” Gertie said.

			“You guys don’t have to worry about me,” he said. “I’m going to ace my midterms and crack my roommate. He might not be my best friend yet, but only because he’s never been anyone’s best friend!”

			As Tom went on, I remembered my seduction of Faraday—a lifetime ago. Manufacturing emotions I didn’t feel became easier with repetition: mirror her words, flatter her ego, smile.

			We Mortons were old hands at seduction. Evil lives close to the heart.

			But perhaps in imitation were the seeds of care.

			“Nice coat, by the way,” Sebastian said to Gertie.

			Each square of the quilted fabric had its own pattern, every member of the cult expressing a different flavor of devotion.

			“I told the pod about Quilting Day. They wanted one.”

			Tom, no fan of needlework, stared at her. “Why?”

			We all ignored this heresy, Sebastian guiding us past Main, through the Shakespeare Garden, and back toward the Quad, where I’d taken Peter a year ago tonight. I’d been involved in four murders since then—five, if I counted Xavier’s Hefnd.

			“What’s this called, anyway?” Tom asked, after another turn with the flask, another flinch.

			“Primal,” I said. Peter had loved it, the night of his first Scream. He’d inhaled the flask and demanded more.

			“It’s still the devil’s licorice to me,” Sebastian said, bringing us to a halt at the center of the Quad.

			“So what’s this about?” Tom said.

			Gertie and I looked at Sebastian. This reunion—the survivors of Uncle Max, and of Mary’s mors curae—had been his idea. The closer we were, the easier it would be for Gertie to guide Tom’s career.

			Sebastian glanced at his watch. “I’ve invited you all here to show you a magic trick. Especially you, young Thomas.”

			Tom sighed. “You have to call me just Tom now, and also—a magic trick? What the fuck?”

			“Prepare to be impressed,” Sebastian said, taking the flask from Gertie.

			He took a long swig, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and checked his watch one last time.

			Then he unleashed.

			Sebastian was a full minute early, but there was nothing bridled about his cry. Not so much a scream as a roar—exalted, triumphant, challenging the world to stop him. It echoed against the brick facades surrounding us, lofting and fading into the cold, mercifully clear air.

			A few seconds later, it was answered by a chorus of yells, yelps, shouts, ululations, cries, and finally the flickering lights of Main.

			Even Gertie joined in.

			Tom put his hands over his ears, saying something I couldn’t hear. Sebastian screamed louder, his eyes on me.

			Without decision, without expecting to, I opened my mouth and joined them—raw, rampant, anguished, destroyed—at last letting myself connect to the students of Helshire, that huge trembling organism of longing, fear, and effort.

			I cried out for Peter and Hiromi and Crystal. I screamed at Faraday and Grandmother and Uncle Max and my mother and Veronica—everyone who’d turned me into a broken monster. I roared my hopes of becoming something else. Still broken, perhaps, but not a monster.

			I don’t know how long it lasted, but at some point I realized I was the last one screaming. Tom’s appalled expression turned off the faucet in my chest. Gertie was laughing.

			Dazed, I took the flask from her and had my first swig. The pine pitch burned my throat. My stomach tightened.

			“Well, fuck,” Sebastian breathed. “Now that was a Primal Scream.”

			“One must agree.” Gertie’s eyes glittered.

			“You’re all nuts. Everyone here is.”

			“Welcome to Helshire, Tom,” Sebastian said.

			“I’m not sure I like it.”

			“I thought the same at my first Scream.” My voice was shredded.

			Sebastian nodded. “Jessica was silent. Just like you, Tom.”

			“I wasn’t ready,” I said.

			“I’ll never be ready,” Tom said. “I’m heading back to Thomas. We can bond over how fucked up that was.”

			“I bet he loved it,” Sebastian called out at Tom’s retreating back, then took my hand. “You screamed.”

			I could only nod. My throat was in tatters, on fire from the alcohol. But I was still connected to the rest of Helshire.

			Gertie regarded us both. “You two aren’t much of a secret. And Tom doesn’t seem very carefree.”

			“He’s just taking after his roommate,” I said. “Thomas isn’t one for screaming.”

			“You’ve got two years to work on him,” Sebastian said.

			“One does not look forward. But thank you for an amusing evening. Pulling that little trick on the next crop of Mortons might prove edifying. Who cares enough to scream along? Leona, perhaps. Ezekiel, certainly. Clyde, doubtful.”

			She turned and walked away, muttering other younger cousins’ names. I wanted to run after her and, with my ravaged voice, plead with her not to give up on Tom.

			Sebastian had never given up on me.

			“It’s still early, Jess,” he said. “The workrooms? The theater? The stacks?”

			“The library’s closest,” I rasped. “But our little blue dots have been together for a while.”

			“Didn’t bring my phone,” he said, and we started along the diagonal toward the library. “You finally joined in. You aren’t a bystander anymore.”

			“It hurt less, being a bystander.”

			“Everything is less, when you’re a bystander.”

			The old Jessica hadn’t screamed because she hadn’t suffered. No heartbreak, no rage. Not even Uncle Max’s visit to the woodshed had disturbed my equanimity. But she hadn’t screamed in ecstasy either.

			Now I wanted to scream all the time.
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			The library was closed this late, but Sebastian had a borrowed staff key.

			He swiped us into the stillness of the darkened building. We took the stairs down, treading lightly. I led him to my new favorite section—594.56 (Octopoda).

			In the silence, my body still rang with the Primal Scream.

			I took off my jacket and helped him remove his. “You weren’t always Sebastian, were you?”

			“I used to be Remy,” he said.

			I tried to imagine calling that name in the dark. “It’s embarrassing, but I thought you just happened to have an available Morton name.”

			He laughed. “My mothers let me choose. We went to the Little Graveyard. Sebastian seemed the least doomed. Erasmus, Chester, and Wendell are clearly never going to make it out.”

			“You were always going to make it out. I thought you appeared from nowhere. Just for us.”

			“Not nowhere,” he said. “Southern California.”

			A memory came over me, us kids spilling out of the Great House on a crisp winter day. “The first time you saw snow—you went wild. But little me decided it was the first time you’d seen snow as a Morton.”

			Sebastian laughed properly at that. I hoped no janitors were still cleaning down here.

			His befuddlement about snow, his clumsiness on skis. He’d been bad at archery and Muay Thai too, at first. But ordinaries were bad at everything, and after he’d lived with us awhile, he became good at everything. Like me.

			Proof that he belonged.

			“Remy…and your twin was Desiree. Are you French?”

			“Respectable Haitian grandparents,” he said.

			“Remy,” I repeated, looking at him closely in the dim light. “Sebastian. They both suit you. But you could make any name your own.”

			“Flattery,” he said, and I wondered who he would’ve been if the Mortons hadn’t found him.

			“Why did you want me? Back when I was a true Morton?”

			“Because you were so certain,” he said, kissing me. “Unafraid.” He kissed me again. “You didn’t flinch. You didn’t cry.” And again. “You didn’t speak unless you had something to say.” Another, deeper, kiss.

			The same sentiments as Xavier. “My certainty’s gone. Why do you still love me?”

			We pulled away a little, surprised.

			Neither of us had said the word love before. I wasn’t sure I loved him. This wasn’t what I’d felt for Hiromi. Sebastian felt more necessary—like air.

			I no longer made my own oxygen.

			“You’re still you, Jess. Different, but you.”

			“What if it’s just your memory of the old Jessica?”

			He kissed me. “She’s gone. Have you noticed I’m taller than you now? You were taller than me the whole time we were little. And now, finally, I win.”

			“Delusional. I’m still taller.” I pressed my nose against the top of his cheekbone. “See? My nose is higher than yours.”

			“Cheating—your chin is raised. I’ve got a solid inch on you.”

			“You do not.”

			“Gertie will adjudicate, in her coat of quilts.”

			I laughed at that image and started to unbutton my shirt. “I’m taller and faster and smarter and—”

			“More boastful.” He reached into my shirt, touched the silver chain that held the key he’d given me. Our safe house. Our revolution of two.

			“A Morton never boasts,” I said, my skin on fire where his fingers brushed. “Which is, in itself, a boast.”

			Sebastian laughed, softly for once.

			I began to unbutton his jeans, to slide them down, to press him against the rippled leather spines of books, to kiss his stomach. To forget everything that had brought us here.

			Push it under your feet.

			We’re just meat.

			Sebastian tried to say something, but his voice was gone, missing in the echoes of the empty library, lost to the silence around us. We became unmoored, adrift on the slow tide of touch.

			When I looked up, the shore was gone.
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			Later, still in the darkened stacks, I glanced at my phone.

			A text from Faraday, twenty minutes old.

			There’s a man outside my house.

			Then nothing more.

			I sat up, buttoning my shirt. On the gray industrial carpet beside me, Sebastian grumbled.

			When Faraday didn’t answer, I called Salinger.

			“It’s Jessica. Is she there?”

			“I knew it—this is because of you, isn’t it!”

			“Put her on,” I said.

			“She won’t let me take her to Campus Health. Her finger won’t stop bleeding. They stole her phone!”

			“Put. Her. On.”

			The line went quiet for a long moment, but at last Faraday’s sobbing was in my ear. “Jessica.”

			“Who was it?”

			“The man who picked us up, at the funeral.”

			“Orrin. What did he do?”

			“My fingernail. It hurts so much!”

			“Wash it, put some Vaseline on it, and cover it up. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” I started to put on my pants one-handed.

			“Jessica, why did they do this?”

			Fucking Xavier. Once Crystal’s case was closed, my family had moved up Faraday’s punishment—without telling me.

			“Because of what you did to Oscar Junior,” I said. “For taking matters into your own hands. But you’re paid up now.”

			“No, I don’t think I am.” Her voice broke again. “I think we’re in trouble, dear.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“When I saw Uncle Orrin out there, I went to talk to him. When he grabbed me, I yelled, ‘It was an accident! I only meant to push her down the stairs!’ ”

			My whole body flinched. Sebastian was sitting up now, staring at me.

			“I told him how it wasn’t on purpose, and how you and Bazzy got rid of the body. And he said not to tell you he was here, and took my phone. Are we in trouble?”

			Not so much in trouble as dead. Sebastian had told me not to protect Faraday. Gertie warned me not to hide my failures.

			Hendrik Wolvaardt had put it best: We may not all survive.

			“Stay put. Sebastian and I will be there soon.” I hung up before she could reply. “We have to go.”

			Sebastian pulled on his shirt. “My place?”

			“No,” I said, checking the key on the silver chain around my neck. “The other side of Albany. The family knows we lied about Crystal.”
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			We ran up the basement stairs half dressed, having retrieved two knives and a burner phone from a cache in 001.944 (monsters and related phenomena).

			I threw my family phone into a dark corner.

			Faraday’s text had come twenty-three minutes ago, when she’d spotted Orrin. A few minutes for her to work up the nerve to go outside, then a few minutes of disaster.

			Next, Orrin would call Grandmother for orders—and for the location of my blue dot. Faraday’s house was at least a fifteen-minute walk from here, but Orrin never went anywhere without a car.

			Which meant he’d be outside the library…five minutes ago.

			“We’re not coming back,” Sebastian was saying. “No more Helshire. No more family. You understand that, right, Jess?”

			“Yes,” I said, texting Aaliyah to throw my borrowed laptop in the lake. The family would search our rooms.

			He smiled. “Okay. We run.”

			At the top of the stairs, we turned toward the main entrance. Ancient tapestries hung on either side, capturing the echoes of our footsteps.

			We skidded to a halt in the front hall, listening. The library was dark and quiet around us.

			My shoes were still in my hand, so I went ahead, padding to the marble-floored entrance, the empty card catalogs hulking on either side.

			There was no one outside the glass double doors.

			“Maybe he’s waiting for us at Faraday’s,” I whispered.

			Sebastian shook his head. “When’s the last time they sent Uncle Orrin out alone?”

			I sat down and laced my shoes tight.

			We crept toward the entrance, crouching as we passed the checkout desk. I crawled between the sensors, under the turnstiles that kept students from walking out with an unchecked book.

			No one was outside. Maybe my estimates were off.

			“Come on,” I said, standing up.

			As Sebastian stepped over a turnstile, I reached for the push bar on the doors.

			Then I saw it—a ripple of shadow on the stairs outside. Someone pressed flat against the wall beside the door.

			I pulled back, but Cyrus must have heard us. He stepped into the light and tapped on the glass door.

			“Open up, Jessica. We need to talk.”

			I looked into his eyes.

			The last time we’d faced off like this had been in Peter’s room, with Ziggy in his hand, leveled at my throat. Now, as then, there was a well of emptiness behind his eyes. His care had died twice—once with his rabbit, once with his son.

			The old Jessica hadn’t seen it, because she couldn’t see that well.

			“Jessica,” Cyrus said through the glass. “None of this is your fault.”

			“You can’t blame Faraday,” I said.

			“I’m not talking about her. This is on us—we set you up. But it’s time to come home.”

			“Jess,” Sebastian said, holding out his hand. “Let’s go.”

			As I backed away from the doors, Cyrus pulled a telescoping baton from his coat pocket. With a flick of his wrist, it was thirty inches long.

			I turned and ran.

			The sound of shattering glass followed.

			Sebastian started laughing as we flew down the front hall, a sound of unrestrained joy. We were cast out of our family, disowned, hunted.

			Done with the Mortons at last.

			“New wing,” I said, grabbing him and veering right. The library extension had broken ground twenty-five years ago, when Cyrus was a senior. He wouldn’t know the layout.

			“All-night study room?”

			“No,” I said. Bystanders might keep Cyrus in check, but we’d have to leave eventually. A delay would only give our family time to gather forces.

			Our Aunt Charlene lived twenty miles from Helshire. The twins were just over the river.

			As we ran, the gray stone of the old library gave way to glass bricks and dull orange carpet. We passed a custodian pushing a vacuum cleaner, who only rolled his eyes at us.

			“We can take Cyrus,” Sebastian said. “There’s two of us!”

			His eyes were alight—the saviors of our generation, fighting side by side. But Cyrus had been in a dozen life-or-death fights. My cousin and I had been in only one.

			“Just run.”

			We reached the fire exit at the back of the new wing, halfway around the building from the main entrance. I crashed against the push bar.

			The doors sagged open a few inches, then caught.

			A chain was wrapped around the handles on the other side, half-inch metal, shut with an Abloy padlock.

			“Fuck,” Sebastian said. “Any bolt cutters down in Monsters and Related?”

			“No,” I said, wondering how Cyrus had found time to lock up the backside of the building.

			Orrin was here too. Or someone faster.

			Beside the locked exit was a fire alarm. More witnesses seemed like a good thing.

			I pulled it. Silence.

			Iris, logging in remotely from the estate. All Mortons on deck.

			“Back to the old wing,” I said. “Too many exits to lock up.”

			“Why’d they bring chains for Faraday?”

			I had no answer.

			We climbed the stairs, and took the second-floor passage between old building and new. We went at a half run now, trying to stay quiet, listening for Cyrus.

			The passage had glass walls, and I scanned the darkness outside for signs of other Mortons closing in. Orrin would be headed over from Faraday’s, if he wasn’t already here.

			No cars passing through Main Gate. No figures in the trees below.

			We went past the Rare Books Room, then into Geology, where someone had left the sconce lighting on—the gemstones glowed in their little alcoves.

			Descending to the ground floor, we drew our knives.

			“You throw something heavy,” Sebastian whispered. “I’ll cut the hamstrings.”

			“Nostalgia, cousin?”

			“It worked last time.”

			Cyrus was waiting for us at the fire exit in the T–Z section of English Lit. He stood with his back against the door, the baton extended in his right hand, a canister of Mace in his left.

			“Jessica,” he said. “This isn’t your fight.”

			The door wasn’t chained—a lure to make us fight him.

			“Come home with me,” he said. “The world will make sense again.”

			“I recommend Thackeray,” Sebastian whispered, then moved away from me, giving Cyrus more angles to cover.

			“What about Sebastian?” I asked. “Does he get amnesty too?”

			“He’s lost,” Cyrus said. “They all are, except you. But you can go back to your old self.”

			I hesitated, as if considering this offer.

			Sebastian made a half feint, drawing Cyrus’s eyes to him, and I reached for the nearest shelf. A thick, squat volume of poetry.

			I threw it hard at Cyrus’s head.

			His hand came up too late, and the book smacked against his face. It was nothing like a padlock—no teeth flew—but he lost track of Sebastian for a split second.

			My cousin darted in and sliced a hand; the canister of mace clattered to the ground. Cyrus swung the baton, and Sebastian blocked it with his forearm—a horrible crack. The baton came up again.

			I threw my knife, wishing it was bigger, wishing it was Ziggy.

			It stuck in Cyrus’s open flank, two inches deep—drawing a breathless grunt, a spurt of blood. He wasn’t wearing body armor.

			The baton came down too slow, and Sebastian was inside Cyrus’s guard, stabbing randomly and fast. I grabbed the biggest book within reach and closed in.

			Blood was spattering now, the knife flashing in the half dark, the butt of the baton connecting with Sebastian’s shoulder.

			I swung the book crosswise, to the chin. Cyrus’s head jerked back, his eyes glassy for a moment.

			That’s when my cousin found his mark—the knife plunging deep into a lower calf. The first real shriek of pain from Cyrus, the snap of his Achilles tendon.

			But he brought the baton down one last time, clipping the back of Sebastian’s head. Blood flew as Sebastian staggered past him, crashing into the fire door and through.

			“Go!” I called.

			Cyrus smiled, picking up the canister of Mace. He raised himself on one leg, his back against the fire doors again, and shoved the baton through the handles.

			They shook, but Sebastian was trapped outside.

			Cyrus aimed the Mace at me. “Give up, Jessica.”

			I stepped back, pulled another book from the shelf, ready to throw. But no rain of poetry was going to take Peter’s father down. He could hold the door till reinforcements came.

			But he couldn’t walk, and Orrin’s top speed was a slow jog.

			I turned and ran toward the front entrance.

			“Jessica!” he called after me. “Remember who you are!”

			I sprinted though the darkness, past the basements steps, between the faded tapestries and card catalogs, the heavy book my only weapon. But no one was waiting for me.

			The front hall stood empty, the shattered entry door unguarded. Even if Orrin was lurking outside, at top speed I’d fly right past him.

			I ran for the turnstiles, bracing myself to crash through—

			But the book in my hand was not checked out.

			The sensors beeped; the turnstile locked, a solid metal arm across my stomach. I flipped over it, crashing flat on my back against the marble floor.

			I stared up at the fresco on the ceiling: Prometheus descending from the clouds, torch in hand. I hadn’t looked at it since first semester, freshman year. I tried to suck in a breath—and failed.

			The front door opened, and soft steps crunched through the shattered glass. A kindly face looked down at me.

			“Grandmother,” I wheezed.

			“Jessica,” she said. “You’ve done very well.”

			“You’re here?”

			“I suspected Faraday’s punishment might prove revealing.” She smiled. “But I wasn’t expecting such a show.”

			I stared, blinking to make her go away.

			“Don’t worry, Granddaughter. You’ve done nothing wrong. It was all in service of the family.”

			Painfully, I managed my first real breath and reached for the corner of the checkout desk. If I could pull myself up and run, Elizabeth couldn’t catch me.

			She grasped my wrist, and held it tight. “You’ve saved your generation once again, Jessica. We’re so proud of you.”

			With her free hand, she stuck a needle into my bicep.

			“Oh,” I said, watching the plunger sink into the barrel, something clear flowing into my arm.

			Grandmother dropped my wrist, and my hand fell onto the marble floor. It hurt, but in a distant, irrelevant way.

			“We’re going to fix you,” she said. “We love you.”

			I closed my eyes against her smile, against those words she’d never said before. My own breathing sounded like someone in another room.

			“Has your cousin left already?”

			I nodded, or tried to. The ache in my ribs was fading with merciful speed.

			And then reality—my pain, my fear, everything I’d lost—was carried swiftly into the distance.
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			I wasn’t in a hospital this time.

			The bed was too comfortable, the room too spacious. Moonlight spilled from a skylight twenty feet above.

			Familiar smells enveloped me: Grandpa Dwight’s tung-oil furniture polish that smelled like petrichor. Merwin’s laundry soap with its hint of sage. I was in my old cotton pajamas, lying between linen sheets, under one of the family’s handsewn quilts, soft from decades of use.

			On my bedside table was a plate of Beatrice’s shortbread cookies, smelling of butter, caraway, and maple syrup.

			Home.

			Sitting up, I felt bruised ribs from colliding with the turnstile. My back ached from landing flat on the marble floor.

			Nothing like the blow to Sebastian’s head—he’d be concussed, or worse. The fight replayed in my mind. I’d stayed back, throwing books, leaving him to close without me.

			We were both faster than Cyrus. We should have run—out the main exit, straight past him. But Grandmother had been there too, hidden in the dark, quietly lethal.

			We could’ve bolted up the stairs and climbed down from a second-floor window, out the rear of the building. Onto the road and away. But we’d let ourselves be drawn into a fight, reliving the killing of Uncle Max—me throwing, Sebastian stabbing. Had he escaped?

			He’s lost. They all are, except you.

			I couldn’t think about that. I couldn’t not.

			I got out of bed, stretched, and started looking for a way out.

			The skylight was the only window. There were two doors. One opened onto a bathroom, my toothbrush from Helshire already in the medicine cabinet. The other door had no handle and lay flush with the wall; no hint of a draft. The room let in no sounds—no wind, no birds, not even an electrical hum.

			I went through all the estate’s buildings in my head, trying to place where this could be. I’d explored every nook and cranny of my home. There was no space for a hidden room this large.

			Was I underground?

			My overstuffed armchair was here, a dresser full of clothes, a shelf of textbooks—they didn’t want me falling behind, even now. One of the walls was covered with climbing holds, my chalk bag and an old pair of split-toed shoes waiting at the bottom. The family didn’t want me to get bored, or out of shape.

			Or hungry. Next to the cookies sat a picnic hamper, the tumbler and water jug Peter had made me in his pottery phase. The overstuffed armchair was the one I used to sit in when visiting my mother, before she decreed it too dusty and sent it to my room.

			Safe. Cozy. Home.

			None of this is your fault. We set you up.

			I ate a cookie, washed my hands, and hoisted myself to the top of the climbing wall. I couldn’t reach the skylight, not even with a wild swing. Hanging there, I thought about what Grandmother had told me before the needle.

			You’ve done nothing wrong. It was all in service of the family.

			I’d betrayed them, and now they’d want me to betray Bianca and Regina, Divya and Kumar, Hendrik and Leopold, and Arabella. I knew where Sebastian was hiding.

			I could burn down two generations of Care.

			Cyrus had trained me in pain resistance. But did those long-ago lessons apply to my new self ? I cried listening to Mozart now.

			That’s when I realized what I hadn’t seen among my things.

			I climbed back down and searched the bedside table, then the medicine cabinet. I even went through the pockets of the clothes in the dresser.

			My pills were missing. Not an oversight.

			Without the pills, my brain would swell. Veronica had warned me that missing even one risked confusion, seizures, delusions. Maybe a stroke.

			They didn’t have to torture their darling prodigy, did they? Not when I would simply crumble from within.

			This room was everything I loved about my family. The food and furniture we made ourselves, from scratch. The clothes passed down from hand to hand. The history, which meant we were never alone. We carried our family not only in our phones, but in our mouths, against our skin.

			But there was always something missing. Something as small as the right pill, and just as vital.

			We were cruel. We were heartless.

			Whatever happened to me in this room would hurt.

			Which only meant that Sebastian and I had made the right choice. Our family needed to be pulled down, made powerless.

			I had to protect Care from the Mortons, no matter the cost.
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			On my fourth day of captivity, Grandmother Elizabeth came through the door.

			She was wearing an autumn coat of red and brown checks, like she’d come from a ramble in the forest. Her knitting bag was over her shoulder. She sat down in the overstuffed armchair.

			I put down my Econ textbook, wondering what was in the bag. Needles and yarn? Or needles, knives, and thumbscrews?

			I’m just meat.

			Grandmother looked me up and down. “How are you this morning?”

			“Well, thank you.” I glanced up at my small rectangle of skylight. The sky was blue, dotted with the puffy white clouds of approaching winter. Early afternoon. “A bit restless. I’ve climbed that wall a hundred times.”

			“We’ll take a few holds out. How’s your head?”

			“Passable.” I was imprisoned by my own family in a hidden room. “No seizures, if that’s what you mean.”

			“Not to worry. You don’t need those pills anymore.”

			I stared at her. I’d had four days to think about the pills. About the convulsions I didn’t remember having, in those first blurry days after the crash.

			“They weren’t really for seizures, were they?”

			Her slow smile confirmed my guess. “Clever Jessica. Have you heard of a class of drugs called empathogens?”

			I shook my head.

			“From the root word empathy.” She reached into her knitting bag, and a tremor went through me. Saws? Scalpels? Forceps?

			She pulled out the sweater she’d begun for me in the hospital. It was finished—scarlet, with black bands at the waist, cuffs, and collar.

			I stood up, crossed the room, and took it from her. The sweater slipped over my shoulders like a gentle dream.

			“Thank you, Grandmother.”

			“You look lovely.”

			“Empathogens,” I said carefully. “You gave me drugs to increase my…empathy?”

			“Empathy, openness, sympathy, the experience of emotional communion. All those ordinary words for serotonin and dopamine. You must tell me, Jessica—what was it like?”

			I moved away from her and sat down on my bed again. What little certainty I had left was crumbling. What if it hadn’t been the car crash that changed me? What if it hadn’t been Mozart?

			What if it hadn’t been Hiromi?

			“Tell me why.”

			Grandmother pulled out her knitting. “Perhaps we should begin at the beginning.”

			“Yes.”

			“But where is the beginning? It’s hard to say.”

			I sighed, loudly.

			She didn’t look up from her needles, which began to pulse and swirl. “Don’t worry. I won’t tire you with some aimless story, full of rogues. Though I could—the truth is often picaresque.”

			It took a moment: hidden in the thicket of picaresque was care.

			They knew about the resistance.

			My mind went back to the first moment my life had become uncertain, unmoored, unMorton. “This started with Peter.”

			“Yes, perfect.”

			We sat in silence for a cumbersome moment. Then I realized that she was waiting for me to continue. Like everything, this was a test.

			“The target of a first assignment is never someone close,” I recited. “Not even an acquaintance. Always a stranger—but you had me kill my cousin.”

			“Not just any cousin. He loved you best.”

			It was difficult to say the next words. “It wasn’t only about culling him. It was about changing me.”

			“Your head is better, isn’t it? You’re starting to think clearly again.”

			I was. But the pills hadn’t confused me—my family had.

			“I thought you assigned him to me because I was a prodigy.”

			“We did. You are.” Her needles stilled, but she didn’t look up. “That’s why we needed to introduce a crisis, to make you less settled.”

			“You sacrificed Peter to destabilize me.”

			“Such a troublesome child, always burning things. This way, he could be of use.”

			Like his body, composted in the greenhouses. Still working for the family. “What does killing my own cousin have to do with empathy?”

			“You’re getting ahead of yourself, Jessica. What came next?”

			Cold settled on my skin.

			“Hiromi came next.” That long, golden summer with one assignment: pretending to be in love…until it became true.

			Grandmother smiled down at her knitting. “That was clever of Garrett, bringing her to the funeral. Presenting her to you, just when a space had opened in your heart.”

			I tried to remember—had I felt Peter’s loss back then?

			Not until Cyrus had forced me, at knifepoint, to remember those riddles. And then at the memorial service, the stories about Peter’s hobbies, his bone collection, the death of Mister Fluffernutter.

			And talking about him with Hiromi. Be memorable.

			“Hiromi was supposed to unsettle me?”

			Grandmother shrugged. “Artists can do that, I’ve heard.”

			I remembered my list of who had voted on killing Peter—my mother, Elizabeth, Cyrus, Veronica…I’d never figured out the fifth.

			“So Garrett was in on the plan.”

			“Don’t be absurd. He’s far too messy. Psychiatric cults, mixed with”—she shivered a bit—“the art market. I’m surprised it’s proven so fruitful. But it was merely an excuse.”

			“To make me fall in love.”

			“Love.” Grandmother looked up from her knitting. “Do you still believe that’s what happened?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then why did you kill her?”

			“Because you told me to,” I said.

			“And you obeyed—that was the real you.”

			I closed my eyes, and in that darkness, as always, was the small room.

			You’re Jessica. But not the one I know. The real one.

			Hiromi’s sharp eyes had seen something behind my mask. But after the murders, there had been only adrenaline, exuberance, triumph.

			Until…“The car crash. Was that real?”

			“Real enough. Cyrus certainly made a mess of the Cadillac, and little Dwight’s oak tree, and your fine Morton nose.”

			Cyrus, whose son I had murdered.

			“But yes, the crash was intentional,” she went on. “To change your face, and to start you on the pills.”

			“To give me empathy.”

			“So that you…” she began, waiting for me to finish.

			Patience, our old ally.

			“Could become someone else,” I said. “An infiltrator.”

			Elizabeth was beaming now, pleased at how far I’d come. “You never would’ve fooled them on your own—not our little prodigy, who had to learn from the other children how to cry. We had to give you that light behind your eyes.”

			I looked into Grandmother’s eyes. There was no light there.

			“I didn’t fool anyone,” I said.

			“No?”

			“This is me now, with or without those pills.” I leaned forward, pushing down my terror. “I’m not going to tell you anything. You don’t own me anymore.”

			Elizabeth smiled again, gathering up her knitting.

			“We never owned you, Jessica. We’ve only treasured you. We treasure you still.”
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			She waited five days before visiting me again.

			Five days in this room, reading, climbing, and dreading how I would change without the pills.

			I still cried at unexpected times, thinking of Sebastian, his head bleeding, running into the darkness. Had he made it to our hideaway on the other side of Albany? I worried about my fellow caretakers, the girls on my hall, even Faraday. Mostly I thought about the last six months—the clues I would’ve seen, if I hadn’t been such an eager little prodigy.

			Culling Peter at Helshire had never made sense. It put the Morton name in the newspapers. It brought police onto campus.

			Then came the assignment in New York: taking control of a cult by seducing the founder’s favorite artist. An oblique approach, even by Garrett’s standards. The real goal had been making me care about Hiromi.

			So they could shatter me.

			Arabella had caught a glimpse: Those sparks in your brain aren’t because of who she is, but what she is.

			Sparks in my brain—is that all those feelings were?

			Grandmother thought they’d go away, now that she’d cut off my pills. But Hiromi was dead, Sebastian gone, and the sparks were still with me.

			After the murders in the Catskills, more clues: Cyrus, letting me sleep in a moving car without a seat belt. The crash, close enough to home to put me in a hospital we controlled. The pills, for seizures I didn’t remember.

			The elders hadn’t debriefed me after New York. Hadn’t acknowledged the changes in me, as if the whole family had somehow missed my tears, my shaking hands.

			I wondered if Mary was in on the plan, her mors curae another jolt to my reality. Or was Mary just being…Mary?

			Not that it mattered. She was Mary either way.

			There was only one real question left.
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			“Why me?” I asked, when Grandmother Elizabeth next came through the door. “I was everything you wanted a Morton to be. Why break me?”

			She nodded at this, and placed the jar of cookies she’d brought on my bedside table. “Because of your fault lines. We knew you would break cleanly.”

			“Fault lines? I was perfect.”

			“Your mother in bed,” she said, and sat in the overstuffed chair. “Your father with an axe.”

			“My father,” I repeated, the words landing like a blow—that was the day I’d become the savior of my generation. My true blooding. But for the rest of the family, it had made me a ticking bomb. Something to be disposed of. “You never trusted me?”

			Grandmother’s needles began to dance. “We trust you completely, Jessica. We chose you for this assignment because we knew—and still know—that you will come back to us. Sooner or later, you will be one of us again.”

			“Because I’m not taking the pills anymore.”

			She lifted the lid from the cookie jar. “Because every prodigal returns home in the end, repentant.”

			I took a breath, and smelled the fresh cookies, buttery to the touch. I felt the soft cotton against my skin, and knew the dogs were somewhere within a mile or two, tumbling over each other, covered in autumn leaves.

			I knew what it smelled like outside—the junipers, the hay bales after last night’s rain, the late-blooming Arkansas Blacks, darkening and sweetening as they ripened.

			She was right. I was still a Morton.

			“Except now I see what we are,” I said.

			“And what is that?”

			“Servants of the system. We maintain the world as it is, when it needs to change. We let the Wilbert-Lees make ruin.”

			“You haven’t paid attention,” she said. “We’ve shut down their federal prison contracts, and quietly moved their money into renewables. As an eternal family, we care about the future.”

			“Renewables? Faraday killed someone. We made her like that.”

			For a moment, I heard the storm again. Felt the weight of Crystal’s sodden body, smelled her piss mixed with the spice rack in Faraday’s pantry.

			“Speaking of that incident,” Grandmother said, “I have another gift for you.”

			From her knitting bag, she pulled a small wooden jewelry box. I stood and crossed the room, took it from her.

			She watched my face as I opened it.

			It was a mottled brown, with a shiny purple showing through, like a ripe, unpeeled beet. The fingernail was missing, and a tiny spur of bone stuck out from the otherwise clean incision.

			“Her pinkie,” I said.

			“A light sentence, for a second offense. But it was you who failed to guide her. You should apologize, when you see her again.”

			I studied the severed finger in its velvet bed. “This might take more than an apology.”

			“You’ll pull the Wilbert-Lees into shape, don’t worry.” Grandmother was still watching me. “Do you care about her?”

			I tried to imagine Faraday waking up in a cutting wrack. Eight hands to immobilize her. A weighted blanket to collect her screams and vomit. The cool of metal snippers around her pinkie, the sudden click of flesh, tendons, bone.

			Would she blame me? Would she regret signing with us?

			Houses. Horses. Paris.

			“I’m not sure how I feel about her,” I said, truthfully.

			Grandmother was pleased. “She has potential, for an ordinary.”

			I closed the box, handed it back. “You must be very worried, to do all this to me.”

			“Hardly. The elders of every family know what’s happening. Your new friends have no chance of success. But they betrayed us, and must be punished. It’s the principle of the thing.”

			I almost believed her. But as she reached up to put the pinkie box on my bookshelf, her fingers trembled.

			She was furious.

			This wasn’t about principles. Bianca was wrong about us Mortons. Underneath our accountancy, we were still feasting on our enemy’s hearts.

			When we broke, we soaked the woodshed with blood.

			The moment passed, and she smiled. “Faraday sends her love, by the way. She understands that you had to rest, but is excited for your return.”

			I stared into those lightless eyes, feeling a sliver of hope.

			“What do you want from me?”

			“The name of the Morton who appointed you. It had to be someone of Arabella’s generation. Hector? Clara?”

			After nine days, I was ready for this. “Sebastian picked me.”

			“And who picked him? We know how it works.”

			“Do you?” I wasn’t going to tell them anything. “How do you know any of this?”

			“Because your new friends are sentimental.” She reached into the jar and took a cookie, nibbled. “Some time ago, they tried to recruit a loyal Morton—who rejected them, but promised never to tell. They made the mistake of not killing that person.”

			A failure of triage, like mine. Protecting Faraday had put me in this room.

			“We decided to be patient,” Elizabeth said. “We waited for Uncle Max’s bottleneck to narrow their options. We waited for you.”

			Me, the time bomb.

			“Who recruited Sebastian?” she asked again.

			I shook my head. “They never really trusted me, not enough to meet the older generation.”

			“Then who are the others in your class? One Lindqvist, one Wolvaardt, one Seth.”

			“I’m not going to tell you.”

			“You are,” she said. “Once you become yourself again.”

			I walked away from Grandmother and sat down on the bed. “This is me.”

			“No, Jessica,” she said, in the singsong voice she used while handing out presents at Quilting Day. “You didn’t fall in love. There is no ‘in love,’ just a hallucination shared by fools. Like empathy, it’s a dream. All you have to do is wake up.”

			“I loved Hiromi—before you gave me those pills.”

			“Like you love Sebastian now?”

			My eyes shut.

			Sebastian and I were each other’s oxygen. Who else could understood how we’d been built from dangerous parts, then broken into something new? We were ruined for anyone else—and, worse, we would ruin them. We were entwined from root to crown. Was that love?

			When I opened my eyes, a single tear slid down my cheek.

			Grandmother watched it with fascination. “How unfortunate he’s gone astray. We would have celebrated you two.”

			“Just let him go. He never asked to be a Morton.”

			“On the contrary,” she said. “I was there at the boys’ home, when we picked him up. He begged to join us. He answered every question perfectly.”

			“You gave him a test?”

			Grandmother nodded. “Your Aunt Olga asked, ‘Is it always wrong to kill people?’ And little Sebastian, perhaps thinking about his father, said, ‘Sometimes it’s very necessary.’ ”

			“He hasn’t changed his mind about that,” I said.

			Only about who needs killing.
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			Ten days later, Veronica put a bow in my hand.

			The walk from my hideaway to the outside world felt like coming up for air. Veronica had led me down a dark hall and through a cement holding cell, then up a spiral staircase. At the top was a trapdoor that opened into a ramshackle barn.

			Outside were the poppy fields, bound on all sides by razor wire and brilliant red and gold forest, the flowers dormant, the stalks blooded with fallen leaves. The mid-November upstate sky, the smell of goldenrod and pine—all of it familiar, but after weeks of isolation, also delicious and strange.

			The poppy fields were off-limits to kids, but I’d explored this old barn with Sebastian once or twice. We’d never found the secret door, or the skylight somewhere out among the poppies.

			Veronica had brought my fencing shoes and Merwin’s old hunting jacket—my favorite archery outfit. My bow and quiver had returned from Helshire.

			As we walked, I tested the bowstring—newly braced. The arrows in the quiver weren’t Helshire standard issue, but Morton product, fletched with wild turkey feathers.

			The archery range was empty, which was odd on such a perfect day. Our path had been cleared. I wondered how many eyes were watching from the trees.

			Dogs, perimeter sensors, dozens of Mortons on call. Few places were more inescapable.

			“Let’s see if your nerves are steadying,” Veronica said.

			A test of my withdrawal from the pills, my return to the death of care.

			I nocked an arrow, curious myself. Maybe all those strings of empathy had made me unsteady.

			Drawing the bow hurt my shoulder, the good ache of unused muscles. I sighted the way I was first taught, down the arrow, both eyes open. Like the estate itself, the bow felt familiar and strange.

			But my hands were steady.

			The arrow flew straight and fast, the release sending a thrill through my body. The gorgeous thwick of metal through paper—in the eight-ring, red like blood.

			“Not terrible,” my mentor said. She pulled out her old leather flask. “Care for a drink? Georgia Heartwood, neat.”

			“No, thank you.” I was already reaching for my next arrow.

			Within five minutes, we could both see that my aim had returned. Not like my old scores—a mix of nines and tens—but respectable, after half a year away from the bow.

			“Slow down a little,” Veronica suggested. “You’ve blown the dust out. Give me one clean shot.”

			I took a deep breath. With my thumb pressed against my cheek, I held the draw, watching the target flags, feeling the air.

			Just before I loosed, she asked, “So Sebastian tapped you?”

			“Yes,” I said, and let fly—the arrow settled in the nine-ring, shivering.

			“Excellent,” she said.

			I chose another arrow from the quiver, nocked it, and drew.

			My mind went back to that wonderful day when we arrived at pain resistance class and the sparking lamp had been put away, replaced by a strange new machine—a polygraph.

			Instead of fighting the great howl of agony inside ourselves, we focused on the whispers of truth. Uncle Cyrus had made up his own song.

			Part of you cares if what you say is true.

			Learn to strangle that part of you.

			For the first time ever in Cyrus’s class, I was better than Sebastian. Never a tremor on the graph. No matter what lies came from my mouth, my heart rate stayed steady, my blood pressure unchanged.

			Here on the archery field, I took my time, waiting until Veronica spoke again before releasing.

			“Do you know who tapped the Wolvaardt in your year?”

			“No idea,” I said—the arrow drifted a little in the wind, hitting the eight-ring. “We only know the other seniors, and whoever tapped us.”

			“A firebreak within each family. Sensible.” Veronica drew her own bow and sent an arrow into the bull’s-eye. “We hoped you could’ve lasted longer, gone deeper, given us more. But even three names will break the chain. One Wolvaardt, one Seth, one Lindqvist.”

			“I’m not going to give you anything.”

			Veronica grunted, then took a shot. Her arrow drifted right, almost into the eight-ring. She gently swore.

			I nocked my next arrow.

			From the day Sebastian had arrived at the estate, he’d bragged that he always knew when someone was lying. So we begged Uncle Cyrus to test his instincts against the lie detector. Sebastian proved himself—except with me. Neither he nor the machine could see through my calm.

			When my bow was drawn again, Veronica asked her next question.

			“Have you and Sebastian told Gertie?”

			“No,” I said, letting fly.

			My first bull’s-eye.

			I almost shivered with relief. Learn to strangle that part of you.

			“Okay,” Veronica said. “You’re telling me the truth, or you’re turning back into your old self. Either is good. I hated seeing what those pills did to you.”

			I held out my hand—perfectly steady, like the Jessica of old. But I loved Sebastian. I cared for Aaliyah, Frankie, Nura, Bellamy. Even poor Faraday, now missing that dreadful sliver of herself on my coffee table.

			That didn’t make me weak.

			“Since you’re doing so well,” Veronica said, “I can let you in on a little secret. Two of your senior friends have disappeared.”

			I shot—badly. Barely in the seven-ring.

			“Taken by their families?”

			“It happened too quickly—the same morning you arrived here. They must’ve woken up to rumors of a fight in the library, then saw that you and Sebastian were gone. They packed their bags and vanished.”

			“Two of them,” I said. That left only one caretaker in our class.

			“Any guesses?”

			Leopold Wolvaardt, of course—always nervous about being seen in public with the rest of us. And maybe Kumar Seth, who seemed more intent on escaping his family than fighting it.

			I couldn’t see Regina Lindqvist panicking.

			“No idea,” I said.

			“Just one name,” Veronica said. “So I can inform Elizabeth how quickly you’re improving.”

			I turned to her, looking for tells. This could be a trick, to get me to expose one of my fellow scarecrows. But me and Sebastian disappearing on the same night, blood on the library floor, Faraday missing a finger…

			Someone must have panicked.

			“What’s in it for me?”

			“Recovery,” Veronica said. “Giving us a name, even one we already have, is a way of showing yourself that you can heal.”

			“I’m not sick.”

			“We made you sick—weak and uncertain, cut off from who you really are.” A gentle hand on my shoulder, another offer of the flask. “Give yourself back to us.”

			“So I can murder more of the people I love?”

			“Just so you know, Jessica, I voted against this whole operation. Starting with Peter.”

			I looked away. “You didn’t want to ruin your little pet.”

			“I didn’t want to lose another of your generation.”

			“What about Sebastian?”

			“There hasn’t been a vote yet. But, no, I don’t want him dead either. I think we can bring him back in. You could, anyway.”

			“Elizabeth and Cyrus think he’s lost.”

			“Cyrus is still in the hospital. Elizabeth can be less than rational on the subject of betrayal. But if you make a deal, we can save Sebastian.”

			I brushed her hand from my shoulder, turned to look at her. Her eyes held a spark of light—they always had.

			“There were moments I wondered if you were on our side.”

			Shock passed over Veronica’s face, replaced at once by a look of quiet pride. “I’m a Morton.”

			She tipped the flask back again, and it was empty, dribbling its last drops into her mouth. Had my old mentor always drunk this much? It was early afternoon.

			“One name, Jessica,” she said.

			I drew another arrow from the quiver.

			If I named one of the two who’d disappeared, Grandmother would begin to trust me. This small treachery could be a first step back to Sebastian.

			I nocked the arrow. Leopold? Or Kumar?

			Surely Leopold had run. His wariness every time we met. His story about kidnapping a homeless man when he was thirteen—too young for that kind of work. His family had broken him, like mine had me.

			“One name,” Veronica said. “Prove to yourself that it was just the pills.”

			I drew and sighted, waiting for the wind to settle. My breathing slowed; my heart steadied.

			Part of you cares if what you say is true.

			Learn to strangle that part of you.

			As the target flags drooped, I saw what to do.

			“Xavier Lindqvist,” I said, and fired.

			The metal point tore through paper, rags, and hay.

			Another bull’s-eye.
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			Xavier was the perfect sacrifice.

			His own actions confirmed his guilt: He’d helped me cover up Crystal’s death. He’d committed a murder without family approval, but also without passion, without vengeance. Pleading a Hefnd would do him no good. His only excuse was his long-standing crush on me—a confessed traitor to my own family.

			Regina Lindqvist was safe.

			Kumar and Leopold had fled, I was certain now. When Grandmother came to visit a few days later, she didn’t press me to name anyone else.

			All she wanted was Sebastian.

			“He was a precious jewel,” she said, staring at her knitting. “We educated him, clothed him, trained him. We gave him our name, our history. We saved him.”

			“Maybe he didn’t need saving.”

			Grandmother’s needles went still.

			I paused to choose my words. “He still wonders what he could’ve become without us.”

			“Probably an addict.”

			His sister was becoming a doctor, but I didn’t mention that. Desiree and Gervais didn’t need Mortons hovering, ready to swoop if Sebastian came to visit.

			Not that he would go near them. He was waiting for me in that small town on the far side of Albany.

			I changed the subject. “What do you think you would’ve become, if the Mortons hadn’t adopted you?”

			“I don’t care. Fides sine cura.”

			“You’ve never wondered?”

			“Jessica. I don’t want to imagine a world where I never helped raise you. Never sat on the porch of the Great House at night, looking at the stars. Never killed anyone, or gave out presents on Quilting Day.”

			I didn’t have an answer—next to a sleeping Hiromi, I’d tried to imagine myself as something other than a Morton, and failed.

			Grandmother gave a sigh. “Do you suppose Dwight was right all along? We adopted Sebastian too late?”

			“That’s not why he’s gone. I’ve also turned against you.”

			“You were intentional—we made you a traitor. With patience and kindness, we’ll make you one of us again.”

			I didn’t argue. The more Grandmother believed that, the sooner I would leave this room.
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			We began to knit together in companionable quiet. For hours sometimes, she visited me without questions. We Mortons are patient, silence our old friend, and she believed my heart would go cold again.

			Not quickly enough—a week later, I grew tired of waiting.

			“I don’t know where Sebastian is hiding. He didn’t trust me.”

			She accepted this with a nod, like I’d mentioned the weather. We fell into silence again.

			But the next day she said, “Trust doesn’t come into it—he worships you. He wouldn’t disappear without a plan to reconnect.”

			I shrugged. Elizabeth’s contempt was showing again. Sebastian didn’t worship anyone. No Morton did, unless they were flailing, like Peter.

			“We made a lot of plans. But I don’t know where he is.”

			Her needles danced for another moment, then became still. She set them carefully into her lap and reached into a pocket.

			She held up a shiny key on a silver chain. “What’s this, then?”

			I kept my hand from going to my neck. “The necklace you sent me. And a key.”

			“Where’s the lock?”

			“Nowhere important.” The lies I’d been practicing at night began to flow. “Sebastian found it at Senior Tea one day, on the floor under his chair. It was a joke between us.”

			“A joke?”

			“A symbol,” I said, my eyes on my knitting. “Lost and found.”

			“Did Sebastian realize he was lost?”

			I shook my head. “He always worried he’d have to run without me one day. Because you trusted me, but never him.”

			“We did trust him,” Grandmother said. “Until he betrayed us.”

			“That key was our signal. When I was ready to join him, all I had to do was drop it in the lost-and-found box next to Admissions, still on this chain.”

			She frowned. “And your cousin will magically appear?”

			“He’d find a way to get in touch with me.”

			Grandmother looked at my hands, watching for a dropped stitch. “So to find him, we have to set you free. You’ll go back to Helshire and wait for him.”

			“Yes.”

			Her voice became low and soothing, like when she’d told us bedtime stories. “Would you bring him back to us? Even knowing what we’ll do?”

			My hands kept knitting as I opened myself, like in poker games at Lavernick, letting expressions spill across my face. Vulnerability was a kind of power.

			I was still a hammer, but there were different kinds of nails.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“Why would you lure him into a trap?”

			“Because I want him back. Whether he’s a Morton or not.”

			“Sebastian is a Morton, blooded and true. That’s why he needs to pay.”

			“With all due respect, Elizabeth, you’ll be outvoted.”

			A sad smile. “Are you saying we would allow betrayal?”

			“He’ll fix cars and grow poisonous plants. He’ll teach pain resistance and needlepoint. He’ll become best friends with the new mayor of Upper Falls, and one day be elected a local judge. And together he and I will make seven babies, brilliant and beautiful, to replace the little Mortons my father cut down.”

			I’d come up with this speech in bed, watching the half-moon crawl across my skylight. All lies, but as easy to spin as the truth. Part of me wanted it to be real.

			Mortons, but not. Careful, but powerful.

			“That’s a beautiful story,” she said. “When we began all this, I hoped you’d only uncover Wolvaardts and Lindqvists and Seths—that our children were no longer infected with rebellion.”

			“Because there aren’t enough of us to spare. So let Sebastian come home.”

			“It isn’t entirely up to me.”

			“Whoever wants to cull him will be outpoliticked, outcharmed, outvoted. Sebastian will survive. Let me go back to Helshire with that key, and I’ll prove it to you.” I gave her my oldest smile, a mocking look, from when I was a child who didn’t cry. “Or are you afraid I’m right?”

			Her eyes went from my face to my knitting, waiting for my hands to tremble. I kept knitting like I didn’t care, like a true Morton would, not dropping a single stitch.

			Finally, she tossed the key into my lap. “All right then. Perhaps Sebastian can be redeemed. But I promise nothing.”

			I stopped knitting at last and picked up the key. “Thank you, Grandmother.”

			She shrugged, gathering her needles and yarn. She went to the door to my room, pulled it open, and stood aside.

			“Come on, then.”

			A moment of dizziness passed through me. Was Elizabeth letting me out? I stood, expecting a slammed door, a cruel smile.

			The door stayed open. But as I passed her, my grandmother stopped me with a touch.

			“One more thing.” She handed me a knife.

			I stared at it—a fixed blade karambit, cherry handle, Damascus steel. One of Peter’s impractical playthings, shipped back from Helshire after his fall.

			She ushered me through the door. “You’ll know what to do.”

			I followed the same dark hallway that Veronica had guided me down a week before. It led to the cement holding cell.

			Waiting there, sitting in a folding chair and wearing a purple raincoat and ballet shoes, was my little cousin Mary.

			“Finally,” she said, standing up. “This is the third time I’ve had to sit here all day.”

			I looked at her, at the knife in my hand.

			“Yes, bunny,” she said. “You’re supposed to kill me.”
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			My old reflexes settled over me.

			Mary had grown six inches in the last year, a spurt of sinew and muscle. But I still outweighed her, outmuscled her, with ten years’ more training.

			Also, she appeared to be unarmed.

			Maybe there was something in the pockets of that raincoat, or a needle up her sleeve. But with my longer reach, I could land cut after cut without her touching me.

			“This seems unfair,” I said.

			“Yes, but I’m me. And you’re a bunny.”

			I sighed. “That’s getting old.”

			“You’re old.” She tipped back in her chair, precarious, imperious. “You don’t want to think about me never eating breakfast again. Never getting another present on Quilting Day. No more good-nights from Mama. You’re scared of me getting wrapped in old blankets, worm food in the cold ground.”

			Something trembled in my stomach, but I pressed it down.

			You’re just meat.

			“Grandmother handed me this knife,” I said. “So worm food is the plan for you, whatever happens here. You’re too unstable for a Morton.”

			Mary laughed, the chair almost falling backward. “I’m the same as always. You’re the one who changed.”

			“I’m better than I used to be.”

			“Then do it,” she said, her voice suddenly soft in the dark. “I won’t fight you.”

			The chair landed flat again as she leaned forward, offering her neck.

			I took a step closer, eyes locked on that raincoat. A taser? A flash grenade?

			“Come on, Aunt Jess. Pretend I’m Peter.”

			My knife wavered, but it was only leftover burn from hours of knitting.

			“Pretend I don’t matter,” she said. “That I’m not real inside.”

			I could see my attack—a quick sweep, no warning, across the throat. Blood and breath would leave her body over a slow minute, gurgling on the floor. I wouldn’t even have to watch.

			Sebastian would’ve done it without thinking. Slay the rabbit.

			“Except you know I’m real,” she said softly. “Because you are too.”

			“Be quiet,” I said—a mistake to ask, to plead, to need silence.

			Mary didn’t gloat about her small victory, just obeyed me, falling silent.

			But then she stood up from the chair…and began to dance.

			First a pirouette, arms out, the hem of the purple raincoat flaring as she twirled. Then a second spin, a third.

			I took a step back to give her space.

			The whispers of her ballet shoes echoed in the cement-walled holding cell. The rubber squeak of her raincoat accompanied the dance, building as her steps grew furious, settling when she became graceful and deliberate.

			I kept my knife ready in case she attacked, but the focus on Mary’s face was too perfect—this was no simple ruse. She moved for the pure joy of it, for the sparks along her muscles, the current down her spine. She took up every inch of that small, dark cell. Magnificent to watch, like some hidden waterfall stumbled upon deep in a forest.

			Finally the music in Mary’s head played itself out, and she came to a halt within arm’s reach of me, in third position, hands at her sides.

			Defenseless.

			The cold part of me understood it now—Mary would become a fine Morton. A prolific one. The fearlessness, the cunning, the sheer guile on display here. No nerves. No weakness.

			Just meat, just dangerous.

			I could save a dozen lives by taking hers. A hundred? A thousand? Some number starting with one, as per Benford’s Law.

			But to cut her from the world was too much for my trembling hand. Mary’s dancing, her surrender, had somehow woven strings between us.

			Change of plan.

			I held the knife by its blade and offered it to Mary. She took the handle, grinning, her fingers tight.

			I expected a thrust to my stomach, a snick across my throat, but all she did was slip the blade into her pocket.

			“They made you a bunny,” she said. “You’re still a bunny.”

			With those words, she reached out and tapped me on the nose.

			“I’m going to be taller than you.”

		

	
		
			74

			It was a week before they let me try again.

			This was my last chance to keep things simple. I’d been off the empathogens for more than a month. If I was still incapable of following orders, there were other treatments. Empathy-reducing drugs to reverse the process. Even surgeries.

			What everyone wanted, though, was for me to fix myself.

			I sat in my room, preparing with math.

			Mary was going to be culled either way. Grandmother wouldn’t have put a knife in my hand unless that die was already cast. Her insubordination, her obsession with Uncle Max, the rabbit droppings in the dance studio. Her bizarre mors curae.

			Even with our generation’s depleted numbers—because of them—Mary wasn’t worth the risk of another Peter, another Uncle Max. I was more valuable than her, even in my current trembling state. Sacrificing her to fix me solved two problems.

			All I had to do was go along with the plan.

			Sebastian was out there waiting for me. If I was trapped here too long, he would move on from our safe house in Albany and go deep underground. I’d never find him.

			Again and again, I ran the numbers, and got the same result. A dangerous Morton, erased. My freedom gained. A chance to rejoin Sebastian and help him destroy the levers of an unjust world. This was triage.

			I could see the math of it clearly, but this kind of math had no music.

			I spent a week visualizing the kill, teaching my muscles what they had to do, and wondering what sign I should give the elders to show my readiness.

			Then they did something unexpected.

			They sent Tom.
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			“You can do it,” he said, eating one of the sandwiches he’d brought.

			I was eating too. Beatrice’s cheddar cheese and pickles on sourdough. Roasted acorn squash with maple syrup and cinnamon glaze, oven warm. A batch of cookies rattling in an antique tin.

			The perfect meal for a pep talk.

			“You culled Peter, after all.”

			“Sure,” I said. “Same thing.”

			Tom smiled, happy that I was on board. He wanted me fixed and back at Helshire, mentoring him. He wanted everything back to normal.

			Things had never been normal.

			“It sucks that some of us don’t make it,” he said. “But it’s always been that way. No reason to turn against your own family.”

			I nodded, not explaining that killing Peter hadn’t been enough to change me. Peter had been almost nothing.

			Tom bit into his sandwich, chewed. “I felt guilty too.”

			“Why?”

			“The week before he died, Grandma Elizabeth called me to her room. She asked if he was still bullying me.”

			“Peter bullied all the little kids.”

			“Not as bad as me—because I left Doctor Pickle behind in the woodshed. Peter said second rabbits don’t count, and my mors curae wasn’t real, and they should have culled me. He said I was pathetic for not helping kill Uncle Max. I just stood there and watched while you three did it.”

			“Gertie didn’t help either.”

			“She ran to get Arabella, and she didn’t leave her rabbit behind.”

			“You were seven years old, Tom.”

			“I was a Morton. Anyway, Grandma asked if it was okay if Peter never came home from Helshire. I said it was fine with me.”

			I heard my mother’s words: Grandmother chooses her counselors. Four of us.

			Tom was the one I’d never guessed.

			“I had no idea what was going to happen,” he said. “But I don’t regret what I said—Peter was fucked up.”

			I locked eyes with him. “And why do you think that was?”

			Tom looked away. “He was weird from the start. He liked fires too much. But, yeah, that day with Uncle Max changed him.”

			“It changed all of us.”

			“Not you, Aunt Jessica. You were exactly the same. I decided to be like you.”

			I closed my eyes. I had been Tom’s model, so he’d become a model Morton. No room for uncertainty or rebellion.

			Next year, Ezekiel, Leona, and Clyde would be even harder to convince. They’d known Uncle Max, but hadn’t been in the woodshed that day to see him turn into a monster.

			The Morton line of Care couldn’t fizzle out. Ms. Delicato always said that criminal organizations without accountants were doomed. Surely the same held for revolutions.

			I had to keep trying. “Do you know why Uncle Max didn’t change me?

			Tom shrugged. “Because you’re a Morton.”

			“Because I had to prove I wasn’t like him.” Because he was my father. Because my mother had taken to her bed. Being a prodigy was an escape from myself.

			“You’d never be like Uncle Max,” Tom said. “Peter never bullied me when you were around. He didn’t dare.”

			“He shouldn’t have bullied you anywhere.”

			“Aunt Minerva said I made the logical choice, leaving Doctor Pickle behind—one less thing to slow me down. It’ll be so easy, Jess. She’s right outside, unarmed.”

			The last bite of sandwich in my mouth turned to sawdust. I kept chewing, and managed to swallow.

			“She’s going to die anyway,” Tom said.

			“Can I have a cookie?”

			He opened the metal tin, and the air bloomed with spices. Gingersnaps, in the shape of Gertie’s autumn-leaf cookie cutter.

			I took one. “Oh, right. Pumpkin Pageant.”

			“Can’t believe you guys ran off and made me go alone. The food was pretty good, though.”

			He leaned back in the chair, chewing slowly, staring up at the skylight. A raptor was wheeling overhead, a dark shape against the cloudless blue. Maybe a falcon. Maybe a rough-legged hawk.

			The estate was so beautiful, it hurt my eyes sometimes.

			He took another cookie. “Come back to us, Aunt Jessica. I miss you.”

			I saw it then. He wasn’t like Grandmother—there was light behind his eyes, but it was the light of certainty. He hadn’t closed himself off from choice.

			He’d simply chosen.

			It took everything for me not to cry. I didn’t want Tom to see that. It still felt like weakness, like failure. Push it under your feet.

			I took a bite of my gingersnap cookie.

			“Did you bring a knife?”
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			The exit door wasn’t locked.

			I told Tom to stay where he was and went alone into the dark hallway. Peter’s old throwing knife felt alien in my hand, something from another life.

			I’d known that Garrett had gone to Hiromi’s studio after she was dead. He’d sold the self-portrait and must have gathered up the rest of her work as well. But it had never occurred to me that he would rescue Ziggy.

			Maybe he’d seen this moment coming.

			Ziggy was battered by those long sessions with Hiromi’s robot arm, the blade loose, the bolster rattling. A blunt, unwieldy weapon. Like they wanted Mary’s death to be ugly.

			Maybe they just wanted a fair fight.

			I went softly in the dark. She’d be more dangerous this time, perhaps planning to spring out with an axe and give me forty whacks. And bring my head to Grandmother, like some mors curae of old.

			Blooded at age ten.

			She was waiting for me in the holding cell, in the same folding chair, even wearing the same purple raincoat as Mary, though it wasn’t raining outside. Her walker was beside her, aluminum shining in the gloom.

			She looked up, immensely pleased to see me.

			It was Bellamy.
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				The Lost Girlfriend
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			Returning to Helshire was easy.

			My hallmates at Lavernick treated my absence as if it were nothing unusual—a family emergency, a broken leg on a ski trip. Aaliyah only once brought up that, on the night I’d disappeared, she’d received a mysterious text telling her to throw my laptop in the lake. She had, and I thanked her with the red-and-black sweater Elizabeth had knitted for me. We played poker, drank cocktails, and never mentioned my handsome, missing cousin by name.

			I’d fallen behind in my classes, but the teachers at Helshire were used to legacies taking time off for special projects. My Econ thesis shifted from the vulnerabilities of electronic banking to something less exciting: the lack of jail time resulting from financial crimes.

			Two weeks into my return, Tom came into my room with a huge smile. His roommate, Thomas, had signed. Another family for the pyre.

			“You know, I thought this was going to be a terrible year. Mary’s curae. Finding out Gertie had a cult. Sebastian running away. You and Grandma arguing—so unMorton! All of it.”

			Tom waited a beat for me to say something. I didn’t.

			“But you’re back. You’re one of us again.”

			“Yes. And I’m sure you’ll ace your finals, Tom.”

			“I will. Without needing to scream.”

			I smiled, as if I didn’t either.

			I dropped Legacy Bronze Age in Question and went back to Archery, where I hit the bull’s-eyes that I’d missed with Tom.

			The Senior Uncommons was empty, with four of our number gone. (That Xavier would return seemed unlikely; the other three, unthinkable.) I went there sometimes, hoping Regina Lindqvist would appear. But she never did, and elsewhere treated me exactly as she always had—like a boring girl with whom she shared friends. She dropped no words containing those four letters lightly into conversation. We were two careful islands, an ocean between us.

			I stayed away from Gertie for her own good.

			It was easy now, playing the true Morton. Music felt further away, a buzzing from someone else’s headphones. Maybe the empathogens were still fading from my system. Or maybe I’d cut out the weakness inside me with the price of my escape.

			Not with Ziggy though.

			With a hug. A snap.
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			Faraday and I met one afternoon in the Lesser Tea Room.

			She was wearing one glove. It was made of black felt, on her left hand (Grandmother, merciful and kind), and covered with silver sequins. She had two more left gloves in her handbag, in case she was struck with the need to change her look.

			“I have an entire drawer of them, dear.”

			“What do you do with the right-hand ones?”

			“I keep them for when it gets cold.”

			“Ah, of course.” Winter hadn’t settled in yet, though it was early December. “Do people ever guess why you’re only wearing one?”

			“Never.” Faraday moved her hand to demonstrate—the pinkie was sewn to the ring finger; it flexed convincingly.

			“Didn’t your family say something at Thanksgiving?”

			“Not a word. One benefit of lifelong pretentiousness—new affectations barely register.”

			“How lucky,” I said. “Grandmother likes you, by the way.”

			Faraday blushed a little. “I didn’t even scream.”

			“Well done.” I still cared for her, with the parts of me that had survived Elizabeth’s last test. “I’m so, so sorry this all happened, dear.”

			Faraday reached out her good hand. “What matters is that you’re back. And I hope Sebastian isn’t far behind.”

			“Does he owe you rent?”

			“Don’t be tiresome, darling. Gertie’s letter solved all that. But we miss Bazzy so much.”

			I missed him too. It was one thing, being separated from him in my family’s hidden room. But Helshire was the real world, where I needed real air to breathe.

			His absence marked every tree, every stone.

			“Don’t worry, dear,” I said. “He’ll be dropping by soon.”

			Faraday smiled, and I wondered if she would report these words back to my family. I’d already placed Sebastian’s key in the lost and found, to focus the eyes watching our campus on someone sneaking in, instead of out.
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			I made my escape during the rugby team’s weekly run.

			Fall-term finals were starting in a few days, and winter had crashed down on us in a mass of frigid arctic air. After a semester of wildfire smoke, a nearby murder, and multiple Hellions vanishing, the energy on campus was edgy and curdled. The final Primal Scream of the calendar year was tomorrow night—the perfect time to escape.

			But I’d heard enough screaming for one year.

			The Hellcats ran in sweatpants and hoodies. Most wore their hoods up, forming an anonymous mass of rugby thighs and profane marching songs. Every Tuesday, they passed Lavernick just before noon.

			I left my family phone in the Sun Parlor, went to the back stairwell, and added a layer of pilfered rugby gear. Then I slipped out the door and into the Hellcat throng with nothing but the clothing under my sweats and the last $100 bill from my bug-out bag.

			A few women on the team noticed me, but no one said anything. Rugby wasn’t a legacy sport—we don’t seek out unnecessary injuries.

			I wondered how closely the family was surveilling me. I hadn’t spotted any extra Mortons on campus. Perhaps the other legacy students, still loyal, had been drafted to watch the wayward prodigy.

			I didn’t look over my shoulder. I just ran.

			We flowed up through the Terraces, past Sebastian’s share house from junior year—festooned with pirate flags by the new occupants—and into the clear-cut beneath the power lines. The Old Campus crouched in the forest to our right.

			When we passed the statue of the seated woman, the team saluted, mirroring her broken hand. By now, I’d let myself drop to the rear of the pack.

			As the trail brushed the edge of the trees, I slipped away.

			My rugby gear dropped piece by piece into the tall grass. Soon I was in forest camo patterns, the ruin of Halcyon Hall ahead of me.

			I hadn’t seen Peter’s masterpiece since the night of the fire. The top floor had been obliterated, the rest charred black. The husk still fluttered with yellow caution tape, tattered and faded after eight months. My footfalls crunched on splinters of charcoal in the brittle grass.

			Peter would have loved it.

			Bitter lemon in my mouth.

			I didn’t stop, running past the old stables and overgrown tennis courts, then up the path to the derelict gazebo on the ridge. From there, I took one last glance back at Helshire, wondering if the alarm had been sounded yet.

			There were no signs of pursuit, no indication that anyone in that cluster of gothic spires, brick towers, and modern steel was missing me.

			I could feel my connections to the place, woven over the last four years. My first home away from the estate. My first Primal Scream. My first kill.

			More strings for the pyre.

			I waited to catch my breath, then turned away and left Helshire for the last time.
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			Sebastian’s safe house was dark blue.

			It was on a narrow road with asphalt edges fading into grass yards, no sidewalks or curbs. Aluminum siding and garden ornaments. Basement windows set in concrete, like every house squatted on its own bunker. No streetlights, just a clear sky and a half-moon.

			The key he’d given me was back at Helshire, so I had to ring the bell.

			There was no answer at first, and I wondered if I’d gotten the address wrong—all those hours spent trying to forget it, in case the empathogens wore off and my old self came back.

			I had no choice except to wait. I’d had my cab from the bus stop drop me a quarter mile away, and I was down to ten bucks.

			Then the curtains rippled, and muffled footsteps approached. The door swung open, and he looked me up and down. I was dirty, exhausted, still wearing the clothes from my escape.

			He stepped onto the porch and folded me in his arms. Warm, solid, real. “You made it.”

			“Yes.” I reached up and touched his head, tracing the scar that Cyrus left. Sebastian’s sleek buzz cut was growing out, and he’d started a scraggly beard.

			He pulled away to arm’s length. “How’d you get away?”

			With a hug. A snap.

			“I promised them we’d make Morton babies.”

			His laugh spilled out across the silent neighborhood—huge, rampant, absurd as always. Dogs in backyards began to bark in answer, and someone yelled at him to shut it. No matter who I had become, he was still Sebastian.

			Then he went silent, looking into the dark.

			“The car’s already packed,” he said, pulling me inside.
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			He barely gave me time to shower and change.

			“I bought some clothes for you,” he said. “You’ll hate them.”

			I was still drying myself, my skin buzzing from the novelty of being warm and clean, from Sebastian being near. “We don’t have to leave right away. No one followed me.”

			“Still.” He glanced at the front door again, and I imagined him here alone, all those days since we’d been parted, staring at that door. Waiting for me—or for the family, because I’d spilled his location.

			My heart broke a little. “You can check my clothes for a tracker.”

			“Already did.” He waved a hand at the kitchen window. Out in the backyard, a fire was going in a metal trash can. Not just my clothes—the white sparks of burning lithium batteries rose like fireflies against the dark.

			We were starting over completely, somewhere far away.

			All I wanted was to rest, here in this place he’d made for himself, even if it was only one night. I hadn’t slept in a bed for three days.

			“Sebastian. They thought you were coming to Helshire to get me. They didn’t expect me to run. I made it out clean.”

			“You can be sure of that?”

			I stared back at him, trying to feel my old certainty. I was a prodigy, trained to evade, to outrun, to disappear.

			But our family had always been a step ahead. They’d indoctrinated, manipulated, and programmed me, then fired me like a seeking missile into the heart of their enemies.

			Sebastian’s only real reason for trusting me was that I hadn’t already cut his throat.

			“They think I’m one of them now,” I tried again. “But I’m not.”

			“How did you manage that?”

			My mouth opened, but the answer was unspeakable. Her arms around me, welcoming. Blessica!

			Suddenly, the dark outside was full of ghosts.

			“Never mind,” I said. “Let’s go.”
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			We drove all night.

			I couldn’t sleep—the car was old, the seats poorly sprung. When my eyes closed, I flashed back to waking up in the hospital, recovering from a forgotten crash. Every time a car passed us, I expected to see familiar faces inside.

			We talked about my imprisonment. How I’d sacrificed Xavier Lindqvist, and how Kumar and Leopold had fled, leaving Helshire careless except for Regina.

			“And Gertie,” Sebastian reminded me.

			“Yes, but Tom’s further away than ever. Seeing me locked up didn’t change his mind. Turns out, he was the last vote on Peter.”

			“Huh,” he said. “So the vote was rigged.”

			Peter had never stood a chance.

			“Are you in contact with…” I still couldn’t say the word.

			“Yes,” he said. “But we’ll have to hide you from them.”

			I looked across at him.

			“They’ll never believe you were caught and got away again,” he said. “It’s not safe for them to trust you.”

			I turned back to the road. It wasn’t safe for anyone to trust me.

			Peter. Hiromi. Xavier. Bellamy.

			Any double agent could become a triple agent. Except I knew whose side I was on: Sebastian’s. I had no one else.

			“Do you trust me, cousin?”

			He smiled. “I waited for you, didn’t I?”

			“And now that I’m here?”

			It took him a long time to answer. The horizon was growing lighter, a strip of red below the sea of blackness overhead.

			“I could never tell when you were lying, Jess. I’ll just have to believe you.”

			“Thanks,” I said. “For telling me you aren’t certain.”

			“We promised each other the truth.”

			“We did,” I said.

			And then I told him about the pills.
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			We stopped driving just after dawn.

			Not another safe house—a motel, exactly like the Motorway Inn back at Helshire. The woman at the desk took cash and didn’t ask for IDs.

			There, I finally slept. Sebastian sat by the window all day, peering through a slit in the curtains.

			We adopted this pattern for the next month, driving by night, resting in the day, one of us keeping watch at all times. Sebastian had conned, pilfered, and pickpocketed a few thousand dollars while I’d been imprisoned, but a few times we slept in empty houses to save money. They were decorated with Christmas trees, the rain gutters strung with lights on timers. Like on that long-ago night in Connecticut, we stayed silent, changing nothing.

			No place felt safe enough to stop.

			I wasn’t sure that Sebastian would ever feel safe, now that he knew what had changed me—not grief for Peter, nor love for Hiromi. It hadn’t been a car wreck creating a new and better Jessica.

			It had been the pills, and they had slipped away. Touching Sebastian, being touched by him, didn’t have the same intensity. But I woke up every morning and chose him, just as I chose not to kill the people who cut in front of me in line.

			Like I chose not to tell him about Bellamy.
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			My family was still invisible.

			When we reached California in the new year, I stole a phone and searched for them. Peter’s fall was still the first hit, but then Garrett’s name popped up. His gallery was mounting a new show, a retrospective of a promising artist who’d died tragically young.

			I recognized most of the pieces. A bust carved by thrown knives, still unfinished. A set of killing, cutting, and rending machines—the “disassembly line” of a robot abattoir. Tombstones with half-remembered quotes from Martin Luther King, including my own contribution from the day of Peter’s funeral. But the centerpiece of the show was a dozen sketches called The Lost Girlfriend.

			Sketches of me.

			I recalled my first night with Hiromi, heat and wet and nerves thrumming, surrender at last. Consent, exquisite. She’d made a drawing of me while I’d slept, which I’d stolen and burned.

			And yet here I was—sleeping, dancing, eating breakfast, throwing a knife, lounging on her studio roof. There were close-ups of my face, my hands, my eyes.

			How had she hidden these from me?

			Then I spotted something in one of the breakfast sketches: I was drinking from an antique teacup decorated with a picture.

			Icarus, falling from the sky.

			The winged figure was barely legible, a smattering of lines. But somehow Gertie had captured the cup I’d shattered the last time I’d visited her pod.

			Going through the images again, I saw other marks of my cousin’s style. She crowded the page too much, just a few extra pen strokes, and in one sketch she’d drawn my new nose, which Hiromi had never seen.

			Doing what the family asked, but also leaving a message for me.

			Would Hiromi consider these forgeries an homage? They’d probably make her laugh.

			There were other pieces I didn’t remember. I wondered how many had been forged or extruded by software. How many times would Garrett profit from my famous murder?

			But this show wasn’t about money—the sketches had been sent into the world to find me. Elizabeth, still furious. On the gallery website was a comment box, inviting people to share sightings of “the lost girlfriend.”

			There weren’t many responses, and none took the prompt literally. There was a rumination on cults. A poem about someone lost. Appreciations of Hiromi’s life.

			But one comment stood out.

			
				My brother knew this girl.

				I will find her, and end her.

				—B

			

			Bianca knew I’d sacrificed Xavier. Likely, she understood; she did not forgive. Some nights, I dreamed of blood eagles, red against a dark sky.

			Another reason to keep moving.
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			We left the country on a container ship, slow and anonymous. No company for a month except six crewmen; only two spoke English.

			We climbed the containers every day. The precarious metal city swayed beneath us, stuffed with the dross of a hundred factories, a thousand spreadsheets.

			“We should tell Care about you,” Sebastian said, halfway across the Pacific. We were on top of the tallest stack on a cloudy day, the breeze stinging with salt. It was the first time he’d said the name, a thousand miles from anything. “You haven’t stabbed me yet. They might trust you now.”

			I nodded. I had so many plans to end my family.

			“But first you’ll have to explain,” he said.

			“Explain what?”

			“Why Grandmother let you walk away. Why you’re alive. You never told me.”

			I nodded again, but it took a while to start talking.

			The ship had begun a course correction. The containers shifted and groaned beneath us, threatening to tumble into flotsam as I explained about Bellamy. Her cancer, our time together in the hospital. Our goodbye, the unsent letters left on my desk for the family to find.

			The hug. The snap.

			“Is that all?” he said when I was done.

			I took a slow breath. “Yes, cousin. That’s all.”

			Our last night in the Physics Lounge, he’d argued that murdering Crystal was justified, because it would make us safer—the same day he’d been blooded for killing a stranger. His flag pin had been in his pocket our last night in the library, and it was still there.

			He didn’t understand.

			“She was dying anyway, right?”

			“Yes. It was triage.” Except it was Bellamy, who loved ampersands and Octopoda. Who was afraid of quicksand and slongers. Who, like Hiromi, had left me defenseless.

			“So you did the right thing,” my cousin said.

			I couldn’t look at him. The clouds were parting, the sunlight sparkling on the waves, unkindly sharp. I’d left my sunglasses in our cabin.

			“Not sure Care will find it convincing,” he added.

			My small murder proved nothing, except that I would do what was needed to save myself.

			“They don’t need to know about me,” I said. “No one does.”
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			When we reached land, it took a week for the world to stop swaying. My balance returned, but other things were gone forever.

			I no longer felt lonely when Sebastian was away. Whole days went past without me thinking of Hiromi, without smelling the rust and salt of that small room. Mozart became numbers and ratios again.

			I wasn’t sure if I could cry anymore.

			Empathogens were easy to find—MDMA, psilocybin, mescaline. But I could taste their sharp corners now, like the artificial flavors of cheap candy. Something bigger was missing than a few chemicals in my brain.

			I no longer startled at loud noises. Each time Sebastian and I touched each other, fewer nerve endings fired, more strings broke. Hiromi’s self-portrait no longer waited behind my eyelids. One day in a cheap hotel, I tried to make a sculpture from feathers, flowers, and stones I’d found, but it was just a pile of things. Art was optional again.

			Sebastian still looked at me with the flirty intensity of a rakish legacy boy, but he was searching for something that wasn’t there—the light Peter had been seeking when he burned the chapel down, or built his bombs, or gazed through a quartz window at the white-hot fire of the kiln.
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			We find a home in a mountain town, big enough to fade into, small enough to recognize our neighbors by sight. The spiders here are large, the lizards plentiful, and the birds sound oddly angry.

			Sebastian and I don’t look like Mortons anymore. We wear synthetic clothes made by machines, bought from thrift stores, barely used. Sebastian’s beard obscures his beautiful jaw, and his curls conceal the scar Cyrus left.

			He hides his personality, not making friends, not unleashing his laugh. He shrinks himself down, the way a Morton should while undercover.

			He makes himself invisible, even to me sometimes.

			We don’t have dogs. We don’t make our own bread.

			We own a single piece of family clothing—the Oxford shirt that Sebastian was wearing the night he ran away. We trade it back and forth, whoever needs it most. It still smells faintly of Uncle Merwin’s laundry soap, sage and hard water.

			One morning, after a month in our new country, Sebastian gives me a gift. A biscuit tin, full of dried leaves and flowers, finely ground.

			“Is this tea?”

			“More or less. I’ve been learning about the local plants. This should do the job in fifteen minutes. Painless.”

			“But what for?”

			“It’s been a year, exactly.”

			He waits for me to understand. It’s early March. Back home the cherry trees will bloom soon, and Beatrice’s cows are giving birth. At Helshire, it’s time to study for midterms, the first Primal Scream less than a week away.

			“Peter,” I say.

			This is a gift to commemorate my blooding. A gift of poison.

			Sebastian smiles. “They’ll let you back in, as long as you bring them something. Like my head.”

			“Cousin.”

			“It’s okay, as long as they don’t take me alive. Don’t tell me ahead of time. Just put it in my morning tea.”

			He doesn’t drink coffee anymore. He has trouble sleeping.

			“You’re being dramatic,” I say. “What would I do without you?”

			“You’d go home. Play with the dogs. Teach the kids.”

			“They wouldn’t have me.”

			Except that’s not true. Without Sebastian, the last remaining changes in me will unravel. I’ll become a true Morton again, cold and fearless.

			That’s why he can’t abandon me and rejoin Care. I know too much and care too little. I’ll tell my family everything, betraying Regina, Bianca, Gertie, and Arabella; Sebastian will have nothing left but enemies.

			Neither Mortons nor revolutions can tolerate loose ends. Neither of us can leave the other without destroying them.

			I push the poison toward him.

			“I’ll never use this, cousin. Maybe you should.”

			“Maybe,” he says. The look he gives me is measuring—I am not afraid. “But we’ll both breathe easier, knowing it’s here.”
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			We keep it on the shelf beside the electric kettle.

			Every morning, I make him tea before we work odd jobs, or research how to burn down the freeports, or go on a hike in the national park nearby.

			And every morning I make a decision.

			Do I remain with this beautiful man in this small, homely existence, well fed, aloof from the neighbors, always unmoored? Or do I choose today to go back to the embrace of my ancient, gracious, broken, glorious, cruel, everlasting family?

			Every day, Sebastian looks at the tea I make him, then smiles, closing his eyes.

			With all the recklessness of hope, he drinks the tea.
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