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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.
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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
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