
Chapter One

			Death, Thou Shalt Die

			Every day of your life is just another day. Until it isn’t.

			And you can never know when it’s your last everyday day. You can only know that afterward, when you look back, and all those mundane things you used to do are infused with a tender, precious meaning you didn’t know lived there alongside you.

			You just can’t know. Until the big change comes. Whatever it is.

			* * *

			My last everyday day, I was paying attention to the wrong things. As usual. Distracted. Daydreaming. “Head in the clouds,” as my mother used to lovingly scold. I was supposed to be hurrying home from delivering a care package to Mr. Hernandez, an elderly widow that my mother had been taking care of ever since his wife died years ago. He was too frail to walk the five kilometers to my mother’s food stall, so off I was sent with his daily free meal. Not that my mother would allow him to believe it was free. He paid us random belongings he felt he could part with: a can of nails, his wife’s old slippers, a pile of outdated pamphlets. Bartering was common in the Freelands, but Mr. Hernandez took it to a whole other level. His place was a wonderland of bizarre, dusty old junk and treasures. It was a ramshackle mishmash, just like his mind; his rambling stories ran the gamut from the oft repeated, boring tale of how he met his wife to lively, unexpected accounts of the romantic dalliances and bad choices of his youth.

			I was returning home with a random key and a solitary knitting needle as payment when I was stopped in my tracks by the sight of a child and dog playing in the street. It was nothing exceptional. Nothing particularly special. But I’d always been one to stop for beauty whenever it showed its elusive face. It was amazing how much beauty I could find in the ugliness of life if I just looked hard enough. After all, maybe beauty was just a matter of squinting. Of selective focus. Knowing which details to hold on to and which to let go.

			I stopped. I squinted. My fingers already itched for my pencil, my mind already sketched the broad outlines before I grabbed my sketchbook from my bag.

			A bold stroke here, and there, a child squealing with delight.

			Some dragging of the nib across the smooth possibility of the page, tiny feet pattering.

			A bit of scratching, a touch of smudging, shapes emerging out of nothingness, the dog’s playful scampering.

			I could have drawn the scabs on the child’s knobby knees and the filth on his bare feet. I could have focused on the bald spots among the dog’s mangy fur. But I didn’t. I fixed on the way the child’s laughter sparkled in his eyes. On the riotous, wild enthusiasm that vibrated through the pup’s entire frame. The tender curve of the child’s belly. The frenetic thrill of the animal’s wagging tail.

			I scribbled madly, rushing, knowing this moment would be fleeting. And indeed, a few minutes later, the child’s older sibling appeared. He shooed away the stray. Harsh words and rough tugging burst the bubble.

			But it had been there. I’d seen it.

			My sketchbook preserved such bubbles of beauty. Ephemeral, shimmering, fragile moments of wholeness and light. I captured them between these pages. I drew the beauty that drew me in. Then I added an opalescent bubble frame afterward. Some curving lines of dainty, luminous color from the few treasured stubs of colored pencils in my possession. I didn’t know why I obsessively drew these bubbles. But my sketchbook was full of them.

			Perhaps because nothing fragile survived long here.

			“Shoulda known!”

			A voice ripe with amusement disrupted my reveries. I didn’t have to look up to know it was Rake, my best friend since forever.

			I did look up, though, because she was always a pleasure to look at. A wildflower blooming with abandon amongst all the rubble and detritus of the Freelands. Her clothes never matched and were always an eccentric but surprisingly stylish mix of odds and ends from both genders and all time periods. Her hair was shaved on one side and dyed a bright purple on the other. She exuded vibrancy, strength, and a queer kind of beauty. Not to mention a suave charm that made her very popular with pretty much everyone, from children to little old ladies.

			We couldn’t possibly have been more different, and yet we fitted. She was bold; I was timid. She was earthy; I was whimsical. She made fun of me constantly and I…well, I not so secretly loved it. Being with her, I felt safe and yet strangely on edge. An odd, delicious sensation. What she got from me, I’m not really sure. But I’d been following her around ever since I was a little kid, this awkward, freckle-faced ginger waif just hanging around the punky, cool, older kid.

			Rake sauntered toward me, her jaunty, teasing energy already shifting my emotions before she even reached me. What was it about her that both unsettled me and made me feel at home? It was maddening and intoxicating and comforting all at the same time.

			She leapt playfully beside me and tore the sketchbook from my hands. I didn’t bother resisting. Rake always got what she wanted, and she’d seen pretty much all my sketches anyway. Besides, those precious stubs of pencil crayons? Totally gifts from her, so I couldn’t exactly complain when she insisted on seeing my work.

			She grabbed the chain around her neck and held it up to her right eye, pretending there was a monocle attached to its end, then mimicked being some kind of fancy art critic with a stuffy elitist voice. It was an old joke between us whenever she looked at my drawings.

			“Yes, yes, I see real development in the use of texture. Quite an invigorating sense of energy in the lines. Designed to cultivate delight in the most hardened viewer. Very impressive. Though I’m not sure your mother would agree.” With this, she clapped shut the sketchbook and handed it back. Sort of. She held it out of reach the first few times just to laugh at my frustration.

			When I finally wrestled it free and stowed it safely back in my bag, I realized I must be way later than usual if my mom had sent Rake after me. Indeed, looking around, I recognized that my mom would be closing up soon. “Sorry, I got distracted.”

			“Shocker. That never happens,” Rake drawled.

			“Did my mom send you to find me?”

			“Yep, didn’t want her wayward daughter out all alone after dark.”

			“I’m not wayward,” I protested, speeding up as we started home.

			Rake responded by clearing her throat and beginning to imitate Mrs. Flores, our childhood teacher. “Wayward. Part of speech: adjective. Linguistic origin: probably Latin because most words are. Meaning: difficult to control or predict. Now who can use it in a sentence?” She was wrapping an imaginary sweater tightly across her chest, looking up at nothing in particular, and pacing the way Mrs. Flores used to do. I had to laugh. Rake was good at impressions. She had a real knack for noticing and portraying a person’s gestures, facial expressions, and patterns of speech, all those intimate little idiosyncrasies that made someone unique. She was perceptive. Like me. Just in a different way.

			While there weren’t official schools in the Freelands—there wasn’t anything official out here—there were still people who acted as makeshift teachers, educating the community’s children for whatever their families could spare, sharing whatever knowledge they deemed important for the collective future of the offspring of the ghetto. In our neighborhood, the Barrio, so nicknamed for its significant Latino population, most kids went to Mr. Brown, a kind, older Black man who focused on practical stuff kids would need to know how to do. But not Rake and I. My mom had insisted on Mrs. Flores. She wanted me to get what she called a “classic” education. Mrs. Flores was ancient and strict but really, really smart. She knew oceans and oceans of completely irrelevant, fascinating things. Her curriculum? Nothing useful. Everything magical. She was the first to encourage my drawing, so, of course, she had a special place in my heart. As for Rake, she popped by Mrs. Flores’s classes from time to time, but Rake had never taken anything there very seriously. She said she preferred to learn from “life itself.” A pretentious but sort of endearing stance.

			We rounded the corner, and there stood my mom’s familiar Mexican food cart, packed up and ready to wheel home. Customers still hung about, gossiping and laughing with her, a generous, hard-working, middle-aged, petite woman who was just always there, both loving and annoying me, predictable as the sunrise.

			She gave me an indulgent if exasperated smile when she caught sight of me. “Amara, my girl, what kept you this time?”

			“Do you have to ask?” Rake teased, sidling up to my mom and turning to study me, shaking her head slightly as though she was also an adult, unsure what to do with this teenager who was clearly the very definition of wayward.

			I’d actually never been sure which of us Rake was closer to. Just like the food stall, she’d been around as long as I could remember. My mom had sort of taken her under her wing after Rake’s mother had disappeared. Rake’s father had died long ago in a turf skirmish. So it had just been her and her mom for years. Then, just like that, her mom hadn’t come home one day. It happened a lot in the Freelands. Especially to women. There were plenty of wild rumors as to why, most of them involving Hydra, the Old Blood enclave. But there were always wild rumors about the enclave. It was impossible to know what was really true. A person was either in or out, and there weren’t many ways in for us New Bloods.

			So Rake was kinda like a sister. Though that felt wrong. I mean, we didn’t even live together. Rake crashed with a bunch of other orphans in an outrageously graffitied old building a few blocks away, and she seemed to like it that way.

			In any case, my mom and her were really close. Like, freakishly in tune to the point where sometimes, I felt like the newcomer to their cozy family unit. And it was so exactly like my mom to take Rake in. She was always helping others. And she actually did really well for herself, despite constantly giving handouts. She knew how to offer what was needed and how to receive what could be offered in return, all with impeccable grace. So she fed everyone. Literally, everyone was welcome at her stall, where they would be sure to receive a radiant smile, an ample helping of delicious Mexican street food, and good-natured neighborhood gossip as well. Those who couldn’t pay found other means. Someone was always doing something for Mama Maria.

			In the Barrio, we took care of our own and prided ourselves on it. But if I was being honest, the Freelands might have been free, but they weren’t much else. As Rake said in her darker, more cynical moments: “We’re free all right. Free to die in the gutter.”

			Now Rake asked if she could steal me for a few hours, and my mom agreed, which only annoyed me. “I thought the whole reason you sent Rake after me was because you didn’t want me out after dark.”

			“I don’t want you out alone after dark. Rake can handle anything that comes up.”

			Her utter confidence in Rake irritated me more, and I mumbled, “I can handle things too.” But this just inspired looks that all but shouted, “Isn’t she so cute and clueless?”

			Ugh. Sometimes I hated their weird telepathic bond.

			Still, my mom was right. Rake could handle anything. Not like me, who was awkward, easily flustered, and overwhelmed. Rake understood people, and she understood the game. She smoothed the path for me wherever we went. And I did feel safe with her. The Freelands could be dangerous, especially outside our own neighborhood where folks didn’t know us. More people knew Rake, just like they knew my mother. Whereas they probably didn’t know my name, but they would know my face. I was Maria’s girl or that weird, quiet ginge always hanging around Rake.

			As if to prove my mother right, on the way to the park, we passed a couple of guys I didn’t recognize who were posturing and talking too loudly. Street rats. They popped up everywhere. I didn’t like their energy and quickened my pace, but Rake slowed. When they threw some crude insults our way, she upped the ante and threw them right back with a clever twist. The guys laughed, and she smiled wide, sauntering away.

			Typical.

			It was getting late, so I didn’t expect to see any kids lingering, but Jasper and Lana were still at the park. Their dad was a handyman. Good at fixing almost anything. He had helped out around our place more than once in exchange for Maria’s legendary churros.

			Jasper was heading from the swings for the slide, so Rake started running for the slide too, edging in front of him and being obnoxious. She had no shame about messing with a five-year-old. She slid down enthusiastically, then popped up, swung around, and began running back up the slide.

			Jasper was the at the top by then, ready for his turn to go down. “You can’t do that. It’s not your turn, and you’re not allowed to go up the slide part. My daddy says it’s dangerous.”

			“Oh, it is dangerous,” she returned, stepping onto the raised side rails of the slide and teetering with exaggeration. “You might fall off and break your noggin like this.” She fell dramatically, and he laughed while his sister and I looked on, only one of us smiling.

			“It’s time to go, Jasper. It’s getting late,” Lana said, looking sternly in Rake’s direction.

			“Just a few more minutes. I wanna try breaking my noggin too.”

			Lana’s nine-year-old’s death glare was making me sweat, but Rake was oblivious. “Oh, but you have such a fine noggin, Jasper. We don’t want to break yours. Mine’s already damaged, so it’s different.” She leaned in close and stage-whispered loudly enough for everyone to hear, “Don’t say anything, but I don’t think your sister likes me very much.”

			Jasper giggled and bounced excitedly while Lana continued to throw daggers with her eyes.

			“How ’bout if you run up the slide twice with me as a spotter, then head on out before it gets dark?”

			This seemed to satisfy both siblings, and after doing it twice, then whining and cajoling his way into a third and fourth time, they finally headed home. Rake ran up the slide one more time, then leaned against the rails at the top, pulled a joint out of a little metal case, and lit up. She didn’t bother asking if I wanted any. She knew better.

			While I waited for her to finish, I lay on the end of the slide and stared at the last remnants of the daytime sky, feeling relaxed and happy with my hands folded across my chest. Mrs. Flores said this was “golden hour,” a phrase that stayed with me. I’d noticed how the quality of the light shifted just before sunset, how everything became suffused in a warm, soft, orange glow. But I hadn’t had the words for it before Mrs. Flores gifted them to me.

			I just lay there and enjoyed being and doing nothing. I thought about the beauty of this final reddish blush of day. The sun’s good night kiss.

			“I betcha anything that girl ends up a BabyDoll.”

			Startled out of my reverie, I tried to catch up. “Who? Lana?”

			“Yeah. She’ll make the perfect BabyDoll. Good looks. Rigid adherence to authority. Gullible. No mind of her own…”

			Rake started listing the qualities for good candidates. I knew better than to interrupt or to betray my curiosity about that life. She was virulently anti-enclave, even before her mother had disappeared, though her political rants had intensified afterward. As far as she was concerned, the Hydra enclave was the very definition of evil. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t put past them. And while I acknowledged that it was pretty damn selfish of them to hoard the Remedy for themselves, I didn’t take it as personally as she did.

			When the Asenescence Corporation had developed a cure for human aging, perhaps the single greatest scientific achievement of all time, it should have been a moment of worldwide celebration. No more aging? Surely that meant the end of physical and mental deterioration. No more senility. No more frailty. No more slow descent into indignity. What an advancement!

			But while the creation of the Remedy might have been the pinnacle of human achievement, its distribution had been the height of human failure. It wasn’t really distributed. Not even to the uber-wealthy who could afford it. Asenescence had set itself up as the arbiter of immortality, choosing who deserved to live forever.

			Sort of. Humans could still die. Of accidents, murder, suicide, and some diseases, even with the Remedy. But they no longer aged from the moment they took it, and the vast majority of terminal diseases were age-related. Some FirstGen Old Bloods were into their second century of life now. All thanks to a bunch of scientists who’d studied the regenerative properties of these weird little green jellyfish-like blobs called hydras.

			They creeped me out whenever I saw images of their freaky, tiny, gelatinous bodies. Evidently, they basically lived forever, and if chopped up, they could respawn from the pieces. Gross. And amazing. And gross.

			As for the rest of us, well, life went on. We were born, we grew up, we worked, we fell in love, we reproduced, we got old and we died. New Bloods: considered mere children to the Old Bloods.

			But children had their uses.

			Or did they? Eventually, Hydra banned human reproduction in the enclave. That hadn’t gone over well at first, but eventually, the Old Bloods had fallen in line. I mean, how many babies could they really want to carry over centuries? And resources were limited. The LastGen would be about my age now. Who knew if they even still had things like playgrounds on the inside now? What would be the use?

			But they had some use for us. One of very few ways a New Blood could enter the enclave was to work as a BabyDoll, an insulting and ridiculous name for a glorified slave, according to Rake and her ilk. But I could understand why so many people out here dreamed of it. Sure, BabyDolls had to be sterilized, but that wasn’t such a big deal when the trade-off was a life of luxury, predictability, cleanliness, and order. Everything the Freelands wasn’t. Sure, they had to work, but they would have to work out here too. The outfits were undeniably cute, and then there were the rumors of their lives…

			Rake was getting animated and paranoid, her trip taking a negative turn. I hated when she got like this, so I suggested a change of scenery and invited her to join me in our favorite climbing tree. It had low-hanging branches made for climbing. When we were kids, I’d thought we were so impressively brave and daring for tackling it, but realistically, our favorite branch was only eight feet up, hardly high enough to break anything should we fall.

			Rake cajoled me into snuggling in the crook of the best branch, a sturdy one with others close by so we could rest our feet and arms. She leaned against the trunk, content while I fidgeted, trying to figure out how to position myself. She sighed, probably eye-rolled, though I couldn’t see it, and guided my body into a more comfortable pose. Relatively speaking. I could never fully relax when close to Rake. I felt…uncertain, stimulated, and on edge. There was a kind of electric current between us. I didn’t know exactly what I wanted from her. Or what I felt. But whatever it was, I felt a lot of it.

			After some more nervous fidgeting on my part, Rake finally said, “Oh my God, Amara, seriously, relax. Lean back. What do you think I’m going to do to you? We’re up a tree. I just want to cuddle and watch the sunset. Chill out.”

			Strangely, this worked, and I settled into her embrace. Once I relaxed, it actually felt really good to feel her, solid and reassuring, behind me, her warm breath on my ear as we watched the brilliant colors of the setting sun. Another day ending in a brilliant burst of color that demanded appreciation and attention.

			“I mean…if you begged me, I could probably find a way to—”

			I laughed and punched her playfully on the bicep where her arms were wrapped tightly around me.

			“What? I’m just saying, you do realize how many girls would die to be snuggling in a tree with me right now?”

			Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. Rake was…popular with women. And I could hardly blame them. She was extraordinary. And made me feel extraordinary too. But…something always held me back. I mean, what if it didn’t work out, and we ruined our friendship for nothing? I couldn’t imagine my life without her. She’d always been there. Like my mom. Like the sunrise and sunset. I needed her.

			Besides, she didn’t always treat her girlfriends well. Never really seemed to fall for any of them. Said she was just having some fun and holding out for “the one.” But why bother dating if her heart wasn’t fully in it? And how would it magically change when the right person came along?

			My mom always said, “People show you who they are.” Rake had shown me more than enough times. She was not a good girlfriend.

			Besides, I was sure she only flirted with me because she was a born flirt. It meant nothing.

			We lapsed into a long, companionable silence, and I studied the sky. I couldn’t help but imagine how I would sketch this scene. I scrutinized the shades of sunset, the tints of twilight, trying to feel the precise moment when time itself shifted from one state to another.

			Rake’s voice, uncharacteristically shaky, broke my contemplation. “I’m starting to forget what her face looks like.”

			I knew she meant her mother. More than anyone, I knew the secrets of Rake’s heart. And maybe that was what I gave her. The space to be quiet and still enough to feel and reveal those secrets. She was always “on” with everyone else. Always performing, charming, hustling, laughing, the life of the party. But with me, she could be real. She could be sad. She could be boring or tired or bitter or whatever she really was in any given moment. She could be herself.

			I didn’t say anything. I just took her hand, turned, and rested my head against hers, a little sound of empathy escaping my throat. We stayed like that as the subtle shift to night occurred. I offered what I could. Sitting with her, connected, in the sorrow of unspeakable loss.

			I never imagined just how connected in loss we would become. Until my own mother disappeared the very next day.

			




Chapter Ten

			And If Thou Wilt, Remember, and If Thou Wilt, Forget

			In the days that followed, I forgot myself. Or at least, I forgot the me I’d always assumed I was. Now I was Amy, a BabyDoll in Hydra. A pretty girl from the streets with an edgy backstory. That was how Stella saw me, and I liked the me we created together.

			In her eyes, I was brave and knowing and strong. A girl who grew up in the ghetto and understood how to survive in dangerous places. With her, I felt bold and suave and capable. I wasn’t just Maria’s girl or Rake’s shadow but whoever I chose to be. She knew nothing of me except what I told her. So I told her that I broke a thug’s nose on the way here. Which was probably true. But even if it wasn’t, who hadn’t exaggerated a tale to impress a beautiful woman?

			In a way, I both lost and found myself in her. I really was all those things, after all. I just hadn’t seemed them when set in a different background.

			I was supposed to be spying for the Defiance and trying to track down my mother, but I spent most of my time trying to make this stunning woman laugh. I loved her laughter. The way joy flowed from her lips. I had counted five distinct laughs, my favorite being the cute one where she’d wrinkle her nose and giggle, though I was partial to the wide-eyed, full-bellied one too, the one Huxley often elicited with his shockingly inappropriate comments. I loved her sounds. Her movements. Everything.

			I was utterly captivated. And once again, I found myself thinking about the true meaning of words. I was besotted and enthralled but happily so. And maybe this feeling was a stupid kind of bondage, but wouldn’t it have been stupider to resist it? I’d met hundreds of people in my time on this planet, and none of them had inspired this feeling before now.

			Which was where the guilt came in. Because there was Rake. There had always been Rake. And we had just begun to tiptoe around being “Rake and Amara” in a whole new exciting way. I loved her. No part of me doubted that. But it was confusing to compare my feelings for Rake with these new feelings for Stella. They were nothing alike.

			Things with Rake had always been unclear and intense. She scared me. Maybe because I wasn’t sure what I felt for her. Or maybe because I did, but I didn’t want to risk losing her since she was one of the most consistently loving people in my life. I’d always felt ambivalent about her charm and uncertain about her in-your-face sexiness. She’d always been more at ease in her body than me, though I’d felt that shifting lately. The bigger issue was that I’d never known if she meant it when she flirted with me because she flirted with everyone. Then, I’d come to realize that she had meant it, and I’d relaxed into it, but then I’d had to leave. And now she was there, and I was here, and where did that leave us? Was she messing around with that Irene woman, or was Irene just taking care of her in a way that I should have been grateful for? A way that she clearly needed in my absence. Did it matter? What had we promised each other? Nothing explicit. Everything implicit. So I was torn.

			But how could I not have had my head turned by Stella? I’d spent my whole life chasing beauty, and she was so…pristine. So impossibly gorgeous. I had never had access to anything really, truly, utterly beautiful before. In the Freelands, I’d immortalized small fragments of tattered beauty in my sketchbook, grateful for scraps of loveliness. I’d never encountered impeccable beauty. Unblemished. Radiant. Pure. It made me realize just how shabby life really was on the outside. I felt ashamed of that life and ashamed of my shame about it all at the same time.

			But Stella and I were more alike than anyone might have imagined too, given the vast gulf between our life experiences. We shared the language of aesthetics. She was studying to become a fashion designer, much to her mother’s disdain. We spent hours poring over her sketchbook, which was filled with ideas for everything from elaborate ballgowns to smart BabyDoll outfits.

			She had the world at her fingertips, and maybe that should have led me to resent or envy or despise her, but it actually reminded me of what mattered. Because despite all the vulgar wealth she took for granted, she was also fundamentally sad, yearning for the approval of a mother who was only ever disappointed in her. I could feel the loneliness behind her easy banter with Huxley. She was an only child and LastGen to boot.

			There would be no new generations in Hydra, the original Old Blood enclave. Mrs. Flores had taught us about the controversy over the reproduction ban and how it had led some Old Bloods to migrate elsewhere and start new enclaves all over the world. Places without access to the Remedy but where they could have the freedom to continue to become parents. What kind of life would that be, though? They’d just watch their offspring grow old and die as they lived on and on after them. Looking younger than their grandchildren? It gave me the shivers.

			I watched Stella flip through her sketchbook, looking for designs to show me, and it struck me as logically inevitable that the Old Bloods would have to limit reproduction at some point if they hoped to stay in comfortable luxury, but it also struck me as unthinkable and unnatural. A place without children? How cold. How quickly that society would become stale and rigid. Her mother was FirstGen, one of the revered pioneers of the Remedy, those who held the most sway in Hydra, but her daughter was LastGen, the famous and forever infantilized final generation of Old Bloods.

			Everything with Stella was so much clearer. Our roles. Our mutual desire. It was exciting and risk free. She looked at me like I was strong and exotic, and I liked feeling that way. Being the street punk to her sheltered princess. It was hot. I wanted her, and the feeling didn’t scare me anymore. I was still reserved and cautious by nature…until I wasn’t. Once I made up my mind on something, I was all the way in. And it felt good.

			“Can I tell you a secret?” she asked, slamming the book closed, her eyes twinkling with adorable mischief.

			“Seems like you’ve made up your mind to.”

			“I’m thinking of getting a tattoo.”

			She announced it like it was something scandalous. I tried not to laugh, but she must have read my poorly hidden amusement because she added, “What? Do you have one? I guess they must be pretty common in the Freelands.”

			“They are. But I’ve never gotten one. Too afraid of both needles and permanence.”

			“You never seem afraid of anything.”

			“Seeming and being are very different things. Only a fool is never afraid of anything.”

			“True. Do you think I’d look good with a tattoo? I’d have to leave the enclave to get one. Can you imagine my mother’s face?” She laughed her laugh number two, the one where she’d tip her head back slightly as joy tinkled merrily from her throat. Maybe that was my favorite.

			“Nobody gets tattoos here, I take it?”

			“No. Oh my gosh. Only ruffians like you unsavory street rats sport tattoos.” She was kidding, but I bristled a little at the phrase, having never heard it applied to me.

			I shook it off, understanding her intent to tease. “Yeah, well, I guess it would be hard to pick an image you’d like to have on your body for centuries.”

			“I don’t know. Some things about us don’t change. I can think of images that would be meaningful forever, can’t you?”

			I shook my head slowly, unable to think of anything.

			“Hmm.” She got up from the little love seat we were perched on and wandered to the writing desk by the window. Stella’s room was very different from the rest of the house. It was cozy and inviting. Her aesthetic was old-fashioned and refined, but there were soft feminine touches everywhere that blended into an overall feeling of gracious warmth and well-being that permeated everything. It was all gold and dusty pastels, unlike the harsh whites of the rest of the house.

			She picked up an abstract figurine of a chickadee by the window. “I’d choose something pretty and free and strong in its own way. A bird, perhaps.” She leaned against the window frame, facing me, stroking the figurine’s head and eyeing me strangely. I couldn’t say why or what shifted, but I felt the moment ripen.

			She wore her hair in a face-framing French braid along the crown of her head. It was no exaggeration to say it made her look like a storybook princess.

			Time to be a prince, I thought, and made my way to her desk. I picked up an old-fashioned ink pen from beside some pages filled with her handwriting and calligraphy practice. I brought my body purposefully close and watched her breath quicken.

			“Turn around and I’ll give you a tattoo,” I offered, along with a wry smile.

			The corners of her mouth twitched, and she blushed but turned her back to me, obediently facing the window. I came closer, almost touching her. I paused, savoring the delicious tension.

			“Do you trust me?” I whispered.

			She trembled and nodded.

			I carefully gathered her hair and moved it over one shoulder, exposing the tender nape of her neck. It took everything in me not to kiss her there. Instead, I traced lightly down it before starting to unzip her dress. She stiffened.

			“I need a canvas to work on,” I reminded her, and she exhaled. She nodded again, and I continued the zipper’s descent. Down, down, all the way to the dip of her lower back, just before the swell of her bottom. I could see the pale pink lace of her panties, the matching sheen of her bra running across her back. It must have clasped in front because it was nothing but a strip of pale fabric. I wanted so badly to reach inside the vee of her dress back, unclasp the bra, and caress all of her, feel all that perfect, tantalizing flesh in my achingly eager hands, but I forced myself to focus.

			I ruined her pretty pink bra. Just drew right over it. I could have moved it to the side but took some kind of perverse thrill in marking it up. I used her figurine for inspiration, working in electric silence. When I was done, there was a chickadee on a curving cherry blossom branch on her right shoulder. It was delicate and sweet and natural, just like Stella. Again, I fought the urge to kiss her neck and instead zipped up the dress.

			“I gotta get to work,” I whispered. “Don’t look at it until tonight when you undress.” I stepped back, and she turned. She looked delectable, trembling, seeming full of fear and yearning. I held out the pen. “If you like it, let me know, and I’ll mark you up again.”

			She took the pen, face flushed, and I walked away, knowing I had her right where I wanted her: wanting me. It was a perfect kind of excruciating.

			It didn’t take long for her to come to me after that day. To shyly hold out the pen and tell me she’d liked it. Her confession emboldened me. Magnus was taking me for a walk again, and Stella had found us by the very tree that I had climbed less than a week ago. So much had shifted since then. I took the pen and pushed her slowly but firmly up against the tree, careful not to let go of Magnus’s leash again, lest I have to prove my feline rescue skills once more.

			“Stay like this,” I said, then tied Magnus’s leash to the trunk of a smaller, nearby tree.

			I liked the way she waited for me. The way she listened. So eager to please. To see what I would do next.

			Honestly, I didn’t know what to do next. This was all new to me, and yet, it didn’t feel strange. It felt…fun. A queer kind of relief. To be bold for once. To be bossy and in charge. I liked the way her feminine softness brought out something cocky and masculine in me.

			She waited. Cheeks flushed. Eyes bright. Breathing shallow.

			“You liked it?” I repeated.

			“Yes,” she admitted.

			“Should I give you another one?”

			“Yes, please.”

			The ocean was choppy and loud. Its waves punished the shoreline, and the wind shook the leaves in the trees. I took a breath and stepped closer. She startled slightly, then laughed at herself.

			“You good?”

			“Yes, sorry. Just…excited to see what you’re going to do…to draw,” she added quickly, as though she’d revealed too much.

			I smiled and came even closer, up against her. I traced the pen, lid still on, along the top of her shirt where flesh met fabric, my face inches from hers so that our breath mingled. I popped off the cap and tugged down her shirt to reveal more of her cleavage. Her breath caught, and I made eye contact, asking her silently. She inclined her head, and I continued, drawing a simple swirling pattern of birds in flight across her shoulder and down into the swell of her chest. I didn’t spare this bra either. She could buy more. And I liked marking up her intimate garments; it felt like marking my territory.

			I brought my mouth close to hers and felt her strain toward my lips, but I pulled back abruptly, amused by the way I was toying with her, curious to see just how much I could torture us both. I was having fun being a bit of an asshole, but Stella seemed done with my games and pulled me to her hungrily.

			I liked that she insisted. I liked how she came to me. I liked the way she tasted as the wind whipped our hair about our faces.

			We were unstoppable after that. Indiscreet and reckless.

			I particularly savored being her servant, then turning the tables. Attending to her needs, then insisting she attend to mine. One memorable day, she told me she wanted tea served to her that afternoon with cucumber sandwiches, just like in a book she had read. I told her she better dress the part of a fancy lady. The whole time I was preparing her refreshments, all I could think about was where I might draw on her next. How bold I might get and what she’d let me get away with.

			When I entered the sitting room a short while later, she was perched daintily on the sofa in a gauzy, light blue dress that I knew she’d designed herself. The color made her eyes pop, while the flouncy cut accentuated her slight curves. I couldn’t help but appreciate her affinity for semi-sheer fabric.

			I served her tea and asked, “Will there be anything else, ma’am?” purposefully using the form of address she most despised.

			“Yes. Sit and share tea with me.”

			“That would be most inappropriate, I’m afraid.”

			“Oh, I can think of much more inappropriate things.” Her eyes twinkled as she patted the sofa beside her. We ate and drank and talked silly, flirty nonsense for a time until she noticed the pen displayed prominently on the serving tray and picked it up. She held it out and raised an eyebrow.

			That was all the invitation I needed. I knelt before her. Her legs were crossed primly, one foot dangling before my face. It was encased in a satin, baby-blue ballerina flat with ribbons that laced up the length of her slender calves. She reminded me of Cinderella in that pose and dress, and somehow, it made me even more aware of the fact that this couldn’t last. That what we were doing was just fairy-tale, fantasy fun. Eventually, midnight would strike, and I would go back to sweeping the proverbial cinders while she married a real prince or as close to it as Hydra Old Bloods went. It didn’t upset me, though. It was part of what I liked about all of this. With Rake, I’d held back because I had everything to lose. With Stella, I had nothing to lose. So I dove right in, running my hands up the smooth skin of her legs made even smoother by the silkiness of the ribbons.

			I simply had to untie them. I liked disheveling her. She often wore her hair in a loose bun held up with a pretty assortment of hair sticks. I loved removing them and watching her hair tumble about her face. Sometimes, I’d walk by her, wink, and randomly pull loose one of the many laces and bows she liked on her shirts and dresses. I didn’t care if the other servants saw.

			I didn’t care now. I unwrapped the laces and removed the shoe. She laughed and said, “Are you going to give me a foot massage?”

			“Your wish is my command,” I replied.

			She wiggled her other foot in my face. I removed that shoe as well, after some strictly unnecessary caressing of her leg. I massaged her feet one at a time, amused at how tiny and cute they were. It took a lot of restraint not to let my eyes wander to the shadows of her skirt.

			She began to make little sounds of pleasure, and it was too much to bear. I dropped her foot and picked up the pen I had abandoned on the floor. I tore the cap off with my mouth and kept it there. I made eye contact and parted her legs suggestively. Her right thigh was exposed, and I began to mark it up, pushing up the flounces of her skirt to a decidedly risqué level.

			I didn’t look at her face, but I could feel the heat coming off her. She was trembling, so I used my one hand to steady her leg in a reassuring grip, then focused all my energy and creativity on designing something beautiful in this deliciously intimate space. I didn’t have any grand plan, just followed my whims, and somehow, a design full of flowers and hummingbirds emerged. I was working on the finer details in one of the bird’s wings when a voice made me jump.

			“What’s going on here?”

			Reckless. Indiscreet. Foolish. Those words might have crossed my mind in the seconds it took me to place the voice. Huxley. Not Rebecca.

			Relief flooded through me, and Stella’s sparkling laughter helped my heart calm down. I turned to face Huxley, shifting quickly from mortification to defiance. “It’s lesbian kink. You wouldn’t understand,” I said.

			More sparkling laughter burst from Stella.

			Huxley’s eyebrows arched. “Well, in that case, carry on, and I’ll run interference. Dr. Keenan’s back from the office, but far be it for me to get in the way of queer carnal pleasures.”

			He left, and Stella threw herself on top of me as we burst into huge belly laughs. We were quite literally rolling on the floor laughing until she bit my shoulder unexpectedly. Something flared inside me, and then we were rolling around on the floor, groping each other fiercely.

			“…think Stella’s in her bedroom,” I heard Huxley say far too loudly and anxiously.

			I didn’t have to look up to know I was screwed. All the life and joy was sucked out of the room in an instant. We began disentangling ourselves.

			“Oh. Oh, look, there she is,” Huxley said from the doorway.

			I added to the bad acting of the scene by saying, “I…I spilled some tea.” It was the first thing that popped in my head. I grabbed a napkin and began blotting an invisible stain on Dr. Keenan’s very expensive imported carpet.

			“Mom, you were looking for me?” Stella asked, settling on the sofa and composing herself much more convincingly than either Huxley or I.

			Rebecca’s silence was brutal, so I risked looking and immediately regretted it. It was clear that she knew everything and was not impressed.

			I mumbled something about getting cleaning supplies and rushed from the room. When I returned, mother and daughter were seated together, calmly discussing the upcoming Juvenalia festival plans. I pretended to clean the carpet, then interrupted their conversation to show Dr. Keenan the dirty rag. I thought I was clever because I’d poured tea on it in the kitchen to make my lie seem more plausible.

			But her face showed nothing but repulsion and scorn. “You don’t have to show me the filth. Just clean it quietly and leave.”

			Sister Dara would have been so disappointed in my dereliction of duty.

			I left them and spent the rest of the afternoon worrying and trying to catch Stella alone. Before I could see her again, Dr. Keenan summoned me to the sitting room through Ivy, who couldn’t stop herself from helpfully reminding me, “I told you that you were playing with fire.”

			I stood before Dr. Keenan with my hands clasped behind my back and my heart thumping out of my chest. What the hell was she going to say? Just how bad was this? “You wanted to see me, ma’am?”

			She made a sound of irritation. “I’ve asked you not call me that. It makes me feel old. Call me doctor.”

			Fuck, I was forgetting everything from the Academy. “My apologies, Dr. Keenan. You wanted to see me?”

			“Let’s not insult each other with lies. You like my daughter, and she likes you. For now, at least.”

			Well. That hurt more than I’d expected.

			“What you don’t know about my daughter is that she’s silly and frivolous and doesn’t think things through.” Dr. Keenan began to pace, and I watched her carefully. “She likes to make friends with the help. She doesn’t know her place, and she has no discretion. That’s fine. I have no expectations of her. I gave up on my expectations for her long ago.”

			An uncomfortable mixture of anger and sadness started to burn in my chest as I listened to her speak about her daughter that way. How could she have been so blind to Stella’s worth? Even if they were very different, wasn’t it natural for a mother to feel pride in her children?

			She stepped uncomfortably close to me. “I do, however, have expectations for my help. I expect you to know your place and to have discretion.” Her eyes bored into me, and my discomfort grew. “Do you understand?”

			This was not a woman to mess around with. There was nothing overtly threatening in what she was saying, but everything about her was so intentional and precise, driven and unrelenting, that I didn’t want to imagine how frightening it would be to get on her bad side.

			“I can assure you, I understand, Dr. Keenan. I apologize for my behavior. It was unbecoming of a graduate of Rosemont Academy, and it won’t happen again.”

			She didn’t say anything, so I racked my brain to think of what else I should say.

			“Your daughter is…”

			She clucked her tongue and made a dismissive gesture, so I turned to go and clumsily knocked into a side table, almost overturning a vase of flowers. I righted them at the last second and threw her a sheepish grin.

			She offered me a death glare.

			Sister Portia had been right: I really did need to practice how to enter and exit rooms with grace.

			




Chapter Eleven

			The Peanut-Crunching Crowd Shoves In to See

			Stella didn’t seem upset that her mother knew of our connection, and I realized it was part of the thrill for her that her mother disapproved. I didn’t know why, but that irked me. Ever since Rebecca had said, “for now, anyways,” I’d been bothered by the pointless, time-limited nature of our relationship. I mean, where could this possibly go? Was she going to fall madly in love with me, propose, and then insist that her mommy give me the cure so I could become an Old Blood too? Were we going to live happily ever after in Hydra? Maybe she’d even help me find my mother, the Drudge, and gift her with virtual immortality too. Oh, and I couldn’t forget Rake. Surely, my new girlfriend wouldn’t object to me bringing my old girlfriend into the Old Blood fold. True love made people do crazy things, right? So maybe I could even convince her to share the Remedy with all of humankind so everyone could live happily ever after in comfort.

			No. The truth was that Stella was dallying with me. Slumming it and rubbing it in her difficult mother’s face. She was using me. But I was using her too, I guess, maybe, so…whatever. It didn’t matter.

			Except…was I? Was she? There was nothing deceptive or conniving about Stella. And though I knew better than to harbor secret fantasies of us lasting a lifetime, I couldn’t say my intentions toward her were anything untoward. I was genuinely enamored. And I was pretty sure she was too. It was just a lucky bonus of happenstance that our connection pissed off her mother.

			I wasn’t able to see Stella much when the entire house was in upheaval preparing for the Juvenalia festival, the annual celebration of the discovery of the Remedy. Evidently, it was a great honor to host the festivities, and though Dr. Keenan was none too keen on planning a massive party, she seemed clever enough to understand the social weight of the opportunity. She seemed pleased to have finally found a use for her “frivolous” daughter, for she left Stella in charge of everything. That was why Stella had moved back home, to take on all the details, leaning heavily on Huxley’s eager assistance.

			Stella was in her element. She and Huxley were inseparable and seemed of one mind as they handled detail after detail of this momentous social event, both of them luminous with excitement, as if they’d lived their entire lives for this very moment. Huxley was in such a good mood that it even appeared like he had warmed to my relationship with Stella, although that could have been wishful thinking. In any case, time with Stella became difficult to come by, and I slid into taking care of Huxley’s usual responsibilities since I was training to be a steward anyway, though Dr. Keenan still insisted on being served exclusively by Huxley in the west wing, a privilege he made sure we all understood that he suffered with the patience of a martyr.

			When I did manage to get Stella alone, she wanted only to talk about the event. It was frustrating, but I figured it would pass and feigned interest in the preparations, even though all I really wanted to do was shut up her nattering with some kind of witty flirtation before I threw her down on the closest piece of furniture. A girl could dream, after all.

			It was honestly cute to watch her get all excited about her plans for the party. She was telling me about how she got to design the outfits for the new hires, and my heart leapt at the realization that our estate would be welcoming not only a bunch of honored Old Blood guests but also a bunch of New Blood workers to serve them.

			My mind went to Bree and Ida. Would Bree have graduated yet? Would Ida make an appearance? Would there be Drudges? Would I find my mom?

			Stella laughed when I asked if she had a list of which BabyDolls were coming. “BabyDolls are for every day. This is a celebration. We use hirelings.”

			My heart fell. “Hirelings?”

			“Older New Bloods we hire for parties,” she answered, continuing to flip through her sketchbook, oblivious.

			“You mean Drudges?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

			“Well, yes, technically, I guess most of them are Drudges.”

			My heart sped up again at the possibility of crossing paths with my mom.

			“They’re like entertainment.” She looked up, a spark of mischief and desire clear in her eyes. “BabyDolls aren’t entertainment. You are not entertainment.”

			She hadn’t looked at me that way for days, and I was not about to miss the invitation. So though I should have asked follow-up questions to try to suss out info that could help me with my mother, I got sidetracked into a sexy back and forth about how I was, in fact, very good at “entertaining” her.

			I tried my luck later with Huxley, who didn’t have irresistible feminine wiles to distract me. But when I asked if I could see the list of hirelings, he fixed a hard stare on me and said, “Let that go.”

			I tried to pretend to misunderstand, but he wouldn’t have it.

			“You want to see if there’s someone from the outside who you know on the list.”

			I thought about denying it, but there was no other reason for me to ask, so I just held my ground under his disapproving stare.

			“Amy, forget all that. Honestly. It’s not worth it. Life is good here, and it just makes it hard if you reconnect with someone from the outside. Trust me.”

			“I still want to know,” I said after a pause, weirdly shaken up by the conversation.

			He rolled his eyes and grabbed his datapad. “Fine. If you want to be a masochist about it…here’s the list.”

			My hands were shaking as I scanned the names and images. I had to read it three times to be sure I hadn’t missed anything. Huxley stood there impatiently the whole time, huffing occasionally so I’d know just how much I was disappointing him.

			She wasn’t on the list.

			I couldn’t stop my eyes from brimming with tears. I held tightly to the datapad, willing my tears to go away. I couldn’t face Huxley’s smug flippancy right now. I just couldn’t.

			But he surprised me by putting a hand gently on my shoulder. I looked up in pure surprise.

			“This is our life now,” he said, and his eyes were actually kind. “As long as you don’t look back, it’s a pretty sweet one.” He pried the datapad from my hands and left me to my thoughts.

			The day before the party, everyone was rushing about the estate. I only saw Stella once when she grabbed my arm to pull me aside and tell me, “Look for a surprise outside your room tomorrow morning.” She winked and took off before I could say anything.

			The BabyDolls were under strict instructions to stay in our quarters. Only Huxley was permitted to mingle amongst the guests and direct the hirelings. He even got to wear a special outfit for the evening. He looked very dapper in his white dinner jacket and black, satin-striped trousers. I had intended to join the other BabyDolls in sulking about our exclusion while trying to sneak peeks at the festivities, but when I woke that morning, it was to the sound of Ivy banging on my door. When I opened it to keep my roommate from murdering me for disrupting her sleep, Ivy thrust a gift bag in my hand and announced, “You’re a bitch, and I hate you.”

			“Good morning to you too,” I mumbled, still half-asleep.

			“Open it. Open it,” she urged, barging into our room, flipping on the lights, and throwing herself down on my rumpled bedsheets.

			“What the hell?” Claudia complained, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

			“She got a gift from Stella,” Ivy explained. “I think I know what it is. Open it.”

			The bag was huge and silver with a thick ribbon for a handle. There were a bunch of boxes inside. I pulled out the largest, thinnest box, then lifted the lid and pushed aside layers of tissue paper to find a black silk dress inside.

			“I knew it. You bitch,” Ivy wailed.

			“What is it?” Claudia asked, clambering out of bed to look.

			“Hold it up, stupid. I want to see it,” Ivy insisted.

			I held it up. It was gorgeous. A sleek, form-fitting, floor-length gown with a draped bodice and a cowl back. Vintage Hollywood glamor. Exactly the sort of thing Stella would choose.

			“Wow. I hate you even more now,” Claudia said, eyeing the delicate fabric longingly.

			“I know, right?” Ivy said, though there didn’t seem to be any real malice in her envy. “What else is in there?”

			I pulled out another box and found some dress shoes in my size, plus a hat, a cute little felt number with a black lace veil. When I put it on, the veil fell across my eyes to the tip of my lips and gave me an alluringly mysterious vibe. I laughed, overwhelmed.

			“Oh, I almost forgot, there was a note on top,” Ivy said, grabbing the envelope she had carelessly tossed among my strewn covers.

			I tore open the envelope, very much aware of my two curious onlookers. It was a handwritten note from Stella telling me that although BabyDoll Amy was forbidden to leave her quarters, she still hoped that her girlfriend Amy might show up.

			“Come find me,” she’d written, then ended the note with a lipstick kiss. The paper even smelled like her, and I wondered if she had spritzed her perfume on it.

			“You’re going to the party, aren’t you?” Ivy asked. “That’s why the hat has a veil, right?”

			“I guess so.”

			“Lucky you,” Claudia mumbled, making no attempt to hide the bitterness in her voice.

			“You have to tell us everything,” Ivy said. “We want details. What everyone’s wearing, what they’re eating, who flirts with who, who gets too drunk, everything.”

			“I don’t know these people.”

			“That doesn’t matter. Just describe them and give us the dirt. We’re going to be stuck in here all bored while you get to have fun out there. At least take pity on us and tell us stories afterward.”

			“Fine. Fine. I’ll fill you in,” I said, hoping to get them to leave me alone so I could think this all through. It would be a good opportunity to learn more about the Old Bloods. My eyes wandered to the book the Defiance had given me. Maybe I’d have something to tell them after tonight. Who knew what I might learn as the champagne flowed?

			Eventually, Ivy left to spread the gossip, and I was left alone with Claudia, who ignored me in icy silence as she gathered her things for the shower. When I was finally alone, I looked again at the note and noticed there was writing on the back side too.

			“P.S. I noticed you needed new pencil crayons, so I got you some. Enjoy!”

			Confused, I started looking amongst the boxes for something I’d missed. Indeed, at the bottom of the silver bag, under some tissue paper, was a brand-new set of high-end pencil crayons in a wooden box with gold writing on it. I lifted the lid. There were twenty-four perfect specimens inside, the body of each pencil the same dark shade of wood as the box, with only the pre-sharpened tip and a little stripe of color at the bottom to indicate their hue.

			I lost it. I didn’t know why, but the perfect pencils set me off in ways I couldn’t explain.

			I started pacing, crying and unaccountably angry. I tried to calm myself down enough to figure out why I was so upset. It took a while to piece it all together.

			The dress, the shoes, the hat, those were things I’d expected from Stella. She wanted me to join the party, and the only way I could do so was if I had something appropriate to wear. Fashion was her thing, so it made sense that she’d surprise me with a beautiful outfit. I was grateful for the chance, and I was excited—if anxious—about wearing something so beautiful and undoubtedly expensive. But I’d honestly never cared much about clothes or parties, so maybe this gift would have meant a lot more to someone like Ivy, someone who daydreamed about getting to be the pretty princess at the ball.

			I understood the value of the gift on an intellectual level, and I wasn’t entirely unexcited, but it wasn’t the fairy-tale romantic gesture I’d dreamed of my entire girlhood or anything.

			But the pencils as a casual afterthought? That slayed me.

			I crouched near my bed and grabbed my pencil case, the one Rake had sewed for me from the shirt off her back and my missing mother’s scarf and my childhood tap shoelaces. I dumped out the pencils.

			They were ugly. There was no denying it. They were mostly mismatched stumps. Some chewed. Some half-broken.

			But at the same time, they were precious. They were real gifts, hard-won and meaningful.

			Rake would hide them somewhere in the apartment, and I would just stumble across them in random places. Poking out of a potted plant. On top of the mirror. It was a game. I’d casually mention the next time I saw her that I’d found a pencil crayon inside my favorite shoes.

			“Weird.”

			“Very weird.”

			We’d never acknowledged that she’d given them to me. That she was probably trading and cajoling and needling and charming her way into them. Because she loved me. And she knew what they’d mean to me. When I lived out there.

			But in here, my most precious possessions were nothing. They had cost Stella almost nothing, and it meant almost nothing. Which just made me sad and angry.

			What the hell was I doing? I’d thought I was discovering new parts of myself in here, but maybe I was just forgetting who I was and where I’d come from.

			I put on the dress. But I used one of my pencil crayons from home to affix my hair in an updo under the hat. That pencil was imperfect but valuable in ways Old Bloods would never understand. Its presence comforted me as I stood awkwardly before the other girls who came to see me off
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