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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Please be aware this series is set in England and is written in British English by a British author. That word you want to flag as a typo? That’s just how we spell doughnut here.

      

      If you do spot a genuine typo though, please report it through my website, so I can fix it. Not only do the retailers not notify me when someone reports an error, but they put a big red flag on the product page, whether the report is accurate or not. Not all the retailers, just the one—you know the one.

      
        
        For readers aged 15+

      

      

      
        
        The content warning is at the back of the book and is indexed on the Contents page.

      

      

      

      Finally, since this is a thing we’re doing now, I want to assure you that no AI was used during the writing of this series. These words belong entirely to me and the people in my head, who are very chatty, especially at night when I’m trying to sleep. It is a fact that Violet has not stopped talking for close to a decade, which is, like Leia said, the real reason she only has speech mark dimples on her left cheek. It is also a fact that I’ll be inconsolable the day she stops talking to me.

      

      Happy reading, my friend xo

    

  


  
    
      For the Hearties,

      For the cheerleading sprint hosts,

      For Sarra, who leads with courage and empathy,

      For Dawn, my writing wife, whose humour and honesty make me grateful every day.

      It’s thanks to your unwavering faith and encouragement that this series made it out into the world.

      Your heart is my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “It’s never too late to be what you might have been.”

        —George Eliot

      

        

      
        “No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it is not the same river, and he is not the same man.”

        —Heraclitus
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      While the priory sleeps on in darkness, I enact the first part of my secret morning ritual. I creep beneath the house to the secret storeroom in the library, sweep aside the dust sheet, and watch Albert bleed.

      I was ready when they came for the conduit. I poured my soul into its creation, and it shows in every brushstroke—in the loving curve of Albert’s lips, in the intense light in his eyes, and the softness of his powdered hair. They’ll never know they’ve got a forgery. It won’t bleed, but none of them know it should.

      I know it’s not healthy, staring at him every day, imagining his eyes flashing the way they used to just before he kissed me, or convincing myself he’s smiling just as I turn away, or worse, that I can smell him here with me, all warmth and citrus.

      Four months have trickled by. Four months of knowing nothing.

      Knowing nothing weighs too much.

      I scratch at the tattoo on my wrist, unable to resist the thoughts that sometimes find me. The ones where Oskar breaks Albert’s mind apart piece by piece. I sit in silence, straining for Albert’s voice. The pain of not remembering its exact sound slices through me, chasing memories through my blood, failing to catch them.

      Some days, I want to forget more than I want to remember. And every day, my mind conjures an image of a morning to come—the day the conduit fails to bleed. The day it no longer needs to.

      Panic spins through me at the thought of it, building so fast I can’t breathe. Like that moment just before waking, when you know the nightmare isn’t real, that it’s just a dream. But you’re waking now and an awareness comes over you, like skipping a stair, that being awake won’t be any better. Because being awake is like missing one stair after another, thudding helplessly and painfully to the floor over and over.

      So, I end up here, standing alone in the north field, performing the second part of my ritual as the dawn paints the river gold. I conduct my orchestra—my dormant flock—its movements in harmony with mine as it rises above the river. Every swoop, loop and swirl seduces me into calm, my own brand of hypnosis.

      I let my hands fall, and the flock falls with them, scattering to the ground like a fistful of dirt on a coffin.

      I tilt my face up to the sun, eyes closed to absorb its promise, but I’m still wearing a mask. The truth wears it thin. Gathering pace, waking secrets, tumbling towards me like a river cascades over rocks, the truth chants one message: war is coming, war is coming.

      Today, the sun tries harder to reach me. I almost feel it.

      The displaced starlings sing their disapproval downstream. The river rushes endlessly onwards. Footsteps, soft and steady, brush through the dewy grass.

      “You shouldn’t be this close to the river,” I say, eyes still closed to the sun.

      “I can’t get any closer, angel. Iron circle, remember?”

      I turn to see Caleb tossing his jacket to the ground beneath the ancient, sprawling oak.

      The apple core bench is gone. The bicycle horn is gone. The grave is gone.

      Noah is back. And he bites.

      Caleb sits down, back against the tree, eyes on the glistening river.

      “I didn’t know you were acquainted with six a.m.” I say.

      “I wanted to watch you chase the sun up.” He squints into the light. “I’m surprised there was so little nagging.”

      I laugh. “Unlike some I could mention, the sun knows how to do as it’s told.”

      Uriel’s words come back to me. He thinks you nag the sun into existence every morning. I feel the hum of the iron circle as I cross it.

      Caleb smiles, the sun spinning his black hair into copper, and a dim memory of Sean takes me somewhere else for a moment, somewhere before Albert. Caleb’s gentle blue eyes fill with warmth and understanding and countless other emotions I have no right to. I lean against him, sighing out every clawing scrap of tension as his arm comes around me.

      “How did you know it was me?” he asks.

      “Heard you coming. You all sound different.”

      His huff of amusement ruffles my hair. “What will you do with your new friends?”

      “My flock?” They’re too beautiful to be a plague. “Mr Harvey said they’ll be dormant until I call them to action.”

      He also said they’d take the form of anything that flies. They used to be an actual plague of locusts, but that’s too literal, too biblical, and too conspicuous for twenty-first century England.

      Along with the bequest, Harvey left me a manual rivalling Sean’s diaries in weight. Call and they will come. So, that’s what I did. One morning, while I watched the starlings form a cloud above the river, I broke beneath their dance of freedom, screaming at the sky, and they rose around me.

      My beautiful black mass.

      My flock.

      My plague.
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      Why the hell am I running down the side of a building with a vampire on my tail? I ask myself for the tenth time.

      I’d like to say I didn’t sign up for this, but that would be a big fat lie. I remember now why I stopped running when I was twelve; my boobs are literally slapping my chin.

      My thighs burn as I try to stay parallel to the ground that’s rising fast to meet my face.

      I can’t do it.

      I’m seconds from hitting the dirt when War’s voice worms its way into my head.

      Visualise.

      I bend my knees and push away from the wall, bouncing on my conjured pinball, veering left just as the vampire makes an airborne grab for me and misses.

      Never fly in a straight line; it makes you predictable.

      Before the vampire can right herself, I somersault backwards over her head, landing behind her, and tap her on the shoulder.

      She laughs as she turns around. “That was great, Vi. I had no idea what you were doing.”

      “That’ll be my leaks.”

      Hazy Lin utilises what War calls perspective shift, which basically means she flattens surfaces in her mind, making everything two dimensional. Running up a building for her is like running on the flat for everyone else. She’s trying to teach me. It kills me that I’m not very good at it yet. I can do the physical part because I can already fly and manipulate the air around me, but War is convinced I have the right sort of quiet mind to become great at this. Problem is, my mind is a cave right now, its only inhabitant the echoing fear that Albert will never come back.

      Hazy is much shorter than me, with cropped black hair, and the same dark, curious eyes as her grandmother. Thankfully, her smiles never end with inappropriate lip-licking when she encounters my brothers.

      Her team rescued Elijah from Fane’s clutches at the convent last year. He stayed with us for a week, looking like he was sitting on needles the whole time, then he moved on. According to Michael, Elijah thinks he doesn’t deserve a family, that we deserve better than an angel who was fooled by a demon. He’s been punishing himself for fathering Lilith’s child for almost two thousand years, which is why he happily took the penance Michael gave him, but he’s not done self-flagellating yet. All his work defending vulnerable mothers and children was undone by Paul as fast as he completed it, so he’s off again, scorching the earth with Lilith’s names like he did before, so she can’t rise again through the earth. And scratching them into the backs of mirrors, so she can’t possess people through their reflections. Lilith has quite the skill set.

      Hazy only moved in with Maggie to help her recuperate after her kidnapping, but she’s still there. I’ve seen a lot of her for two reasons.

      One, she’s training with War. She’s got balance issues from too much intercontinental teleporting, which is not a good thing for someone whose powers rely on subverting the laws of physics.

      Two, Noah needs a bit of guidance about becoming a bloodborn, and Maggie is helping him. He has questions and fears, and though I was initially concerned that Maggie’s brusqueness might be too much, the opposite is true. Noah adores her. I introduced them a few weeks after Noah’s rebirth, so now we spend a lot of time at Maggie’s garishly yellow house.

      “You coming to see Maggie today?” Hazy asks, a hopeful look sprouting on her face.

      “That depends if you need a buffer more than I need a new sports bra.”

      She laughs, but it doesn’t last. “She’s a tyrant. Nothing is good enough. I can’t so much as heat soup without spoiling it, and I burnt her toast this morning.”

      “You burnt her toast? You must die,” I say in Maggie’s Fane voice.

      “That’s what she said.”

      “She’s channelling Fane.”

      “I spend so much time rinsing out food bags, my hands are going weird.” She holds up her non-weird hands. “The only thing she’ll make is red bean dessert, and I’d rather die than eat that shit. She keeps forcing it on me like I’m five again, and I haven’t been five for a hundred and forty years.”

      “I had no idea you were such an old lady.”

      She gives me a scary look. “Honestly, the shouting I can tune out—though I’d rather she didn’t scream about the electricity bill every time I turn the hairdryer on—but I don’t want to be glared to death.”

      I don’t tell her she’s inherited Maggie’s glare. That would just be rude. “Tell her to behave or you’ll leave.”

      “She’ll call my bluff, and I don’t really want to leave her, but the petty conflict’s doing my head in. It’s one of the reasons I left… Never mind, you don’t want to hear about this.”

      “You think she’s testing you? To see if you’ll stick around?”

      Hazy shrugs. “Who knows?”

      “I know she looks frail, but she’s not actually an old lady,” I tell her. “She’s an ox. And she’s completely recovered now. She can make her own toast.”

      “Uriel says the same thing. I know she’s strong, but I look at her, and she’s so small.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “She’s no smaller than you are.”

      She laughs and pats my arm. “Now that’s perspective.”
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        * * *

      

      When I get home from training, Uriel’s waiting for me in the drawing room, drinking coffee from a bucket-sized cup. I haven’t seen him for a couple of weeks. According to War, he’s been sunbathing on a volcano, but he’s as pale and beautiful as ever. Green tweed never looked so good.

      And here’s me, looking like I barely survived a woodchipper. My hair is French-braided, but that never stops the frizzy halo from circling my sweaty face.

      I throw myself onto the sofa, too exhausted to care how soggy and gross I’m making it. “Hot date?”

      He looks down at himself and raises his eyebrows. “Seriously? You think I’d wear this on a date?”

      “Uriel, you could wear a binbag on a date, and they wouldn’t care.”

      He shudders. “But I would.”

      “I thought you were on holiday.”

      His eyes widen beneath two perfect arches. “Did you?”

      “War said.”

      He huffs. “Trust me, it wasn’t a holiday.”

      “So, what’s up, then?”

      “I’m here to beg. I’ve been at the uni again this morning. Silas is out of control.”

      I laugh because from what I’ve seen of Silas, he has plenty of control. His powers get a bit trippy occasionally, pulsing out of him when they shouldn’t, but I don’t think that’s the kind of control Uriel means.

      “What’s he done?”

      “He got into a fight, and when he was asked to account for himself, he told a member of the faculty to go copulate with his good self.”

      I wince. “Why did he get in a fight?”

      “He wouldn’t say exactly, just that the college’s failure to uphold its own policies was the problem.”

      I blow out a breath. “He’s been crusading?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean he saw a problem, asked them to address it, and when they failed, he took matters into his own hands.”

      “You got all that from what I just said? I think I should just let you adopt him. You’re already a better parent than I am.”

      “Leia was like this,” I explain.

      “I’m worried. He has no friends to speak of. He doesn’t even stick around after training. He looks up to War, but won’t open up. God knows I can’t get through to him. Come and meet Silas properly, darling. He needs a friend his own age.”

      “I have met him. He’s just not much of a talker. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “He had a couple of friends at one of his schools—Caitlyn said he was upset to leave that one—but there’s been no one since.” His voice goes funny, and he looks away. “And you haven’t met him in a stress-free environment, have you? It’ll be different when nobody is trying to kill you both. Please? For me, darling.”

      “Fine. I’ll try to catch him at training or something.”

      “No. I’ll call when he’s at the warehouse. He goes there to… I don’t know what he does there. Plays video games, listens to music. It would be better if you were a surprise… if you turned up when he’s relaxing.”

      “I don’t know, Uriel.” Curious as I am, I don’t like it. “I’m not sure he’ll appreciate me seeing him before he’s ready.”

      “What if he’s never ready?” Uriel argues. “What if he spends his life with his face covered?”

      “His life. His face.”

      “He hasn’t been home since the accident. He misses Cedar but doesn’t want her to see his face. He needs… perspective.” Uriel’s eyebrows draw together, and his lip wobbles. Wobbles.

      I groan, because how am I supposed to say no to this face? “Yeah, alright. I’ll get Daniel to bring me when you call.”
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        * * *

      

      “How was Maggie today?” I ask Noah when he and Amethyst sit down for dinner.

      “Grouchy.” Amethyst looks up when Glenda lays a plate in front of her. “Thanks, Glenda.”

      Noah picks up his cutlery. “She’s worried Hazy’s gonna hate her.”

      “She probably will if she keeps up with the nagging.”

      “She only wants her to patch things up with her wife,” Noah says. “She doesn’t want her gone forever.”

      “Hazy’s married?”

      “Yeah. They work together at Cascade. Their chapters have been merged and Hazy’s fuming. She hasn’t been to work for months.”

      “That’s why she’s still at Maggie’s? Even though she’s recovered and doesn’t need her anymore?”

      Noah shrugs and stuffs his face.

      His appetite since the rebirth is a revelation. He was a skinny guy when I met him, all knees and elbows, but he’s bulking out now. Zach takes him to the gym to see Nina, and to deal with his body’s extra need for exercise, and Lucifer takes him to Tabby’s to feed. He’s only been above ground for three months, but he’s adapting fast. The part I wasn’t expecting was the retained bruises from the accident. When OB raised him, he was bruised black like an old banana. It faded quickly enough, but it was a disturbing reminder that Noah had once been dead.

      Like Leia, he’s vegetarian, so he initially found blood-drinking offensive. He soon realised he didn’t have a choice, though he put off his first feed until he went full Exorcist and passed out. He recently upgraded from blood in a bag to live donors, and now he appreciates the difference, he’s become philosophical about drinking it. He’s worried about becoming a doctor though, worried he’ll forget where the line is if he needs blood while he’s working. Amethyst thinks it’s stupid to throw away all those years of university study when he’s in his final year, but Noah’s not worried. Immortality does that to a person.

      Amethyst starts making grabby hands and squeaky, whiny noises, which means only one thing: our baby brother is here. Levi was born loudly in the north field when Rhiannon went for a brisk walk to help things along. She left the house bundled up—already two weeks overdue on the last day of December, and determined not to take her pregnancy into the new year—and Daniel sent us after her just in case. Levi propelled himself into his sister’s waiting hands barely twenty minutes later. Not mine, obviously. Not my kind of gore.

      Even though time itself has churned by slowly in fits and gasps, Christmas rushed at me out of nowhere, passing in a painful blur of disconnectedness, bouncy eggs, violently competitive card games, and depressively French warbling about what makes a man a man.

      Watching Seth and Boxer share earbuds and sway to whatever sentimental crap was on Seth’s phone made me green. And though they took care not to do it in front of me for some stupid noble reason, I saw them dancing together often, making unbelievably slinky sense, even though they both tried to lead.

      Even Leia shouting at Archer for eating all the popcorn she was trying to thread on a string made my heart hurt. Lucy got in the house and pulled the popcorn off the tree anyway, and the twins tried to blame her for eating one side of the gingerbread house before it was even put together, but Glenda caught them at it. We ended up with a gingerbread shack.

      But Glenda didn’t say a word when the good vanilla went missing, or when she found orange peel in my pillowcases. Not a word.

      Daniel rubs the baby’s back. “He’s asleep.”

      “Sorry,” Amethyst whispers, smiling when Daniel carefully hands her the baby.

      I scrape the last of the pudding out of my bowl. “You look tired, Dad.”

      “I am, but it’s worth it.” He sighs and gives me a sad look, and I know he’s thinking about all he missed out on when Amethyst and I were born. “I can’t remember the last time I ate a hot meal.”

      My phone beeps.

      
        
          
            
              
        Uriel

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Can you come over now?

      

      

      

      

      

      No way am I asking my dad to take me to the warehouse when he’s finally sat down to a hot dinner. Seth is at Boxer’s. He’s practically moved in. Will moved out with the girls just before Christmas, so it’s just Boxer and Caleb there now.

      I haven’t been over since I found the note in the tea tin. I can’t face it. The kitchen, the teapots, the pickles, the bedroom that won’t smell of him anymore.

      “Where’s Archer?” I ask the room.

      “Still at Maggie’s,” Noah says through a mouthful of pudding.

      Maggie loves Archer’s cooking. He can teleport with other people now, but he’s no good to me if he’s singing and dancing his way round Maggie’s kitchen, because that’s a thing that happens now. They sing duets while he cooks. Even Leia didn’t believe me until she saw it for herself.

      I text Uriel back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Come get me.
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            Silas & Silence
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      I follow Uriel along the hallway, past the library, towards the room where I first encountered him failing to multitask. The dancing had won; the sandwich had lost. When Uriel opens the door to the quiet room, I’m hit in the face with déjà vu.

      Silas is dancing in just jeans with his back to the door. He’s broader, more athletic than Uriel, with fiery tattoos running up his arms, spanning his shoulders, and creeping up the back of his neck. Headphones pin down the longer hair on top of his fiercely ginger undercut.

      I lick my lips nervously, and Uriel smirks like he caught me doing something obscene. Silas rolls his arms out to the side as he dances, and an arc of green electricity flies over his head from palm to palm.

      My fingers itch to draw him.

      I wipe my mouth because I think I might be drooling, and my insides twitch in anticipation, even though I still feel guilty for being here, for intruding. I make a weird noise, but it’s over before I really catch hold of what it is.

      Silas’ shoulders stiffen, slumping when he realises he’s not alone. He pulls the headphones onto his neck.

      I had always said his name too fast to register its two syllables. Now he seems to be made of more syllables—syllables that trigger memories, not all of them mine. Cru-sade. Just-ice. Reb-el. Brui-ses. And the unlikeliest two syllables of all for that time in my life are these: mauve tweed.

      Those two words were an abstract concept until I met Uriel. Mauve tweed: decorative irritation. Was anything more fitting for Uriel than mauve tweed? Who else would combine a colour so unapologetically impractical as mauve with the overheated itchiness of tweed?

      So, I know who I’ll see when Silas turns round. I’ll see a triumphant smile on a roof. A rebel running up a wall. A crusader jumping off a building. A dangerous, bruised boy beneath a tree.

      I know the scars are there, burned into his pale skin, but they’re not the first thing I see because I’m thirsty for the familiar. For his boozy brown eyes, and the sprinkle of freckles across his nose. For the way his bottom lip sticks out in a pouty non-pout. But when I look for the familiar scabs and grazes, they’re not there. Because Si Moore has finally stopped punishing himself.

      I can’t stop looking because this makes sense. The disjointed pieces of our history fall into place in my brain, wrapping themselves in context as his words come back to me. Sometimes, I feel like there’s this whole clan waiting. My people. But I don’t know what I need to be to make the curtain fall, you know? I’m stuck.

      I barely get the words out. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Silas looks hurt, then angry. He lunges at Uriel, shoving his chest. “You just couldn’t help yourself, could you? You had to push it. I told you I didn’t want to do this. But since when do you ever listen to what I want?”

      Uriel stands his ground. “How can I listen to you when you don’t speak to me, Silas?”

      “I’d speak more if you actually listened.”

      “You sound like a recalcitrant child.”

      “I told you this. I told you I wasn’t ready to… you know what?” He scans the room until his eyes land on his t-shirt on the sofa. He huffs at it, and puts it on inside out, glaring at Uriel the whole time. “Fuck off!”

      Uriel raises his eyebrows and walks out. Silas watches, the angry look fading, replaced by the hurt one again. He stares at the floor, wrapping his arms around himself and digging his fingers into the skin above his elbows. He looks like he wants to teleport away.

      I reach for his arms. “Don’t leave. We should talk.”

      He stares at my hand but says nothing.

      “Or if you don’t wanna talk, we can listen to music or something. Just don’t leave, alright?”

      He nods. “Yeah, alright. You wanna sit down?”

      I smile when he sweeps his arm in invitation, just like he did at the scrubs all those years ago. I sit in the middle of the sofa. “You sound so different.”

      “I sound different?” He looks like he’s trying to decide which end of the sofa is furthest away from me. “That’s what you notice?”

      “I see the scars, Silas. I see that you look different. You were a boy when I knew you.”

      “And now I’m a man?” His sarcasm bites all the harder when he chooses to sit on my left so his scars are more visible, and I can’t help admiring that.

      They run from the hairline on his right temple, down his cheek, and onto his neck. Up close, they’re pitted and tangled like old cords of rope, but there’s a botanical pattern to them, like he was struck by lightning. The scar Oskar left on my wrist feels like jewellery.

      “You are.” I shrug, biting back a smile. “War says you fight like a man.”

      He smiles, glancing up through his eyelashes. “So do you.”

      We both laugh because he knows I’m gonna correct him.

      “I fight like a woman, excuse you. Except when I’m terrified. Then I flail about like a man.”

      He clears his throat. “That’s exactly what I meant.” The smile that was building drops from his face. “Your boyfriend’s still missing, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He was brave. I never saw anyone fight so hard or so calmly.”

      “Didn’t do him much good in the end.”

      “He killed ten… maybe fifteen of them before he was taken. He was targeted by a group of latecomers. I was too far away to do anything, and we were just… overwhelmed… outnumbered.”

      “I know it’s nobody’s fault. Oskar wasn’t supposed to be in the country.” We lapse into thoughtful silence for a minute or so. “I saw you at the uni. You were watching me and Eden.”

      His cheeks flush a blotchy, uneven pink. “I was trying to work up the courage to come over, but I just couldn’t.”

      My hand automatically drifts to his scarred face, falling long before I get close. “I like the hair.”

      He rubs at the stubbly hair above his ear. “Yeah, I had to get it cut after I fried my face.”

      “Uriel told me about the accident at the Blackmore picnic.”

      “I was invited to that, but it was too soon.”

      “Your mum called him while I was right there. He had to go to the uni to plead your case. God knows what he promised them.”

      “They just didn’t wanna be sued for my injuries.”

      “That’s what he told you?”

      He shrugs. “Why would he care? Before I was forced to live with him, I’d seen him maybe five times in my whole life. And I’m not even sure he was there for me. The first time I remember seeing him was the day he stormed out, leaving my mum pregnant again.”

      “Cedar, right? How old is she?”

      “Ten. She adored him when she was little. He’s not been around so much recently, but he made more effort with her. Came over a lot more since she was born, not that I knew much about it since he only came over when I was at school. I don’t know what’s so fucking wrong with me that he had to wait until I left the house to visit the rest of my family.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with you, Silas. Uriel’s obviously much more of a twat than I realised.”

      Silas laughs at my frown. “You gonna bust his balls for me?”

      “Yeah, I am. Look, I don’t know why he’s being like that, but he does care, and he’s worried about you. He doesn’t know how to talk to you.”

      “He hasn’t tried.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way—because that’s always a fine way to start a sentence—but are you sure you’re not just being resentful because of how things went down in the past?”

      “I don’t have a right to be resentful?”

      “No, you definitely do,” I say. “But look, he did talk to the uni on your behalf. He went again today because of your fight. And I know his relationship with your mum is… strained, so… you might not have all the facts.”

      He goes quiet, and I can’t tell if he’s considering what I said, or just annoyed with me.

      Obviously, I don’t stop talking. “Anyway, he thinks I should adopt you.”

      He laughs. “What?”

      “Yeah, he thinks I’m a better parent than he is. He doesn’t understand why everyone can’t just be blunt because… he’s not human the way we are.”

      “I bet he thinks I’m stupid for getting into a fight.”

      “Who were you standing up for?”

      “What makes you think I was standing up for anyone?”

      “Because I’ve met you before. When it’s just you at stake, you punish yourself.”

      His mouth flops open. Finally, he says, “It wasn’t really a fight.” He flexes his hand. “They humiliated someone, harassed them, but nothing got done when I reported it. When I told them to stop, they told me it was just a joke. Told me to lighten up. I wanted to light them up.” A spark of electricity crackles in his palm. “The first guy went down after a single punch, and his friend almost knocked himself out when he ran into a wall trying to get away. These dicks think they own the world. Swallowed too much of their ancestral bollocks, and deep down they don’t wanna share the playground with the plebs.”

      “There’s no way Uriel would think you’re stupid for that. He’d be proud.” I’m still amazed he’s sitting next to me. “I know I asked already, but why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because you knew me before all this. I wanted to tell you, but it was hard. I wasn’t ready.”

      “Are you okay about it now?”

      “I don’t really have a choice.”

      “I’m sorry. I knew when I came here that your mask would be off.”

      He shrugs. “It’s not as bad as I thought it would be. I built it up into this big thing. I knew nobody else would care. And I knew, deep down, that you wouldn’t be bothered by it. I guess I was still worried you might see me differently… feel sorry for me or something, and I didn’t want to see pity in your eyes when you look at me.”

      “Do you see pity in my eyes?”

      He barely looks at me. “No.”

      “I’m up here.” I wonder if he remembers using that line on me.

      A small laugh bubbles out of him.

      “Here.” I roll up my left sleeve to show him my scar. “This is where Amethyst stabbed me.”

      “Your sister stabbed you?”

      “Yeah, she thought I could bring her vampire dad back to life with my blood. Long story, but he gave me his blood when I was born. And this…” I pull my top down to expose my right shoulder. “Axe wound. Heinous vampire battle.”

      “I still think it’s wild that you have a twin, but I’m glad you found your family.”

      “You too. Because you have. This is us… why we were drawn together in the first place. You heard what happened to Leia?”

      “Yeah, she’s some kind of healer now, right?”

      “Right. Technically, a little more than that, but… not my story.”

      “It’s alright. War already told me her powers need to be kept secret.”

      “Well, whatever. I’m lucky she’s a healer because there wouldn’t be much of me that didn’t have a scar on it by now if it weren’t for her. Last year, I was stabbed, punched until my nose broke, had my arm broken… my leg scratched up by a vaewolf. It has not been a fun time. I get why you want to own your scars though. I thought about covering this.” I lift my other sleeve to show Silas the lion head tattoo and my scar bracelet. “But I didn’t want him to win.”

      He nods. “I tried to apologise to you so many times at school, but you avoided me.”

      The subject change throws me. “Yeah, I know you didn’t mean to make me uncomfortable.”

      “But I did, and I’m sorry.”

      “I was waiting for you that last day, but you got in a car… and then you were gone. And it wasn’t your fault I kept you at a distance. I did the same to everyone.”

      “Why did you?”

      “School was… like falling into a gap. It felt temporary and unimportant. I thought I’d come out the other side alone, so I just didn’t bother with people.”

      “You didn’t come out alone,” he says. “You had Leia.”

      “Yeah, but I took her in there with me to begin with.”

      His hands fidget in his lap. “I wish I’d talked to you sooner at school.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “You made me nervous.”

      I laugh. “You made me nervous. You were always watching me… like you were waiting for something to happen.”

      “I was. I knew you were like me. I could feel it whenever I was near you, and it was scary.”

      “I thought we were… I dunno… something. But I didn’t know we were this.”

      “So, you didn’t experience anything when you were younger? No angel effects?”

      “Just the incident at the British Museum.”

      “Garvey’s broken nose?” He laughs and slaps his leg. “Serves him right. What a wanker. Every time I saw him, I wanted to beat the shit out of him. And I wanted to intervene so many times.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      He frowns. “Because I knew you could take him.”

      “Yeah?”

      He nods. “I didn’t fancy his chances against Leia either.”

      “He kissed me on the last day of school.”

      Silas gasps. “Fucker did what? I hope you punched his lights out.”

      “I whacked him round the face and shoved him off the bench.”

      “Good. Do you still paint? You were so good.”

      “Thanks, yeah, I do. I’ve painted a lot lately. You still terrible at painting?”

      He laughs. “So terrible.”

      “Did you really get expelled for setting the IT room on fire?”

      He rubs the back of his neck. “I left before they could pin it on me.”

      “But it was you?”

      “Oh yeah. I couldn’t move more than a hundred feet without starting a fire back then. I had no clue how to control it.”

      “You give me an electric shock every time you touch me.”

      “Do I? War said I’ve stopped doing that.” He smiles. “Maybe it’s just you, Violet.”
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        * * *

      

      I can’t sleep because my stupid brain keeps replaying my conversation with Silas. Maybe it’s just you, Violet. His voice gives me goose bumps, and I don’t want that. I love Albert, and feeling anything else at all feels like betrayal. I’m sure it’s just because Silas was my first major unexplored crush.

      I always assumed Si was short for Simon. Silas hadn’t occurred to me, and even now, I think of it as an old man name. Then I remember the arc of electricity carving through the air above his naked torso, and decide it’s a sexy name because he’s still delicious.

      I roll onto my back and sigh into my dark bedroom. I kick off the covers, and head down to the library where I stare at Albert until he bleeds.

      After I conduct my flock, I head to the allotments. OB moved into Elizabeth’s cottage before the cold weather set in, but he still spends way too much time in his little garden. That’s where I find him, pottering in his shed. He smiles when he sees me, but his eyes are doing something else. There’s guilt in there, and he knows I see it.

      He wanders up the path and calls to me, “Come in, come in.”

      We meet halfway. By then, his smile is more genuine.

      I kiss his cheek. “Looking good, OB.”

      His hair is the shortest I’ve ever seen it, and he still has the remnants of a tan beneath his winter pallor. The sun is shining, but it’s still cold. OB is dressed inappropriately for the weather like always in his khaki shorts and sleeveless plaid shirt, strings of thread tickling his shoulders.

      “I’ve been shorn for springtime.” He runs his hand over his head. “Like sheep.”

      “And you ripped the sleeves off your shirt, why? It’s freezing.”

      He looks down at his arms and winces. “Elizabeth shrinks them in wash.”

      His arms are huge.

      “I don’t think they’re shrinking in the wash. You’re like a tank. What’ve you been doing with yourself?”

      A flush runs up his neck, and he looks away. “I have been to gym. I want to look my best for… I only told Amethyst, but… I’m asking Elizabeth to marry me.”

      “That’s great, but if you want to fit into a shirt for your wedding, you might need to lay off the gym.”

      OB gives me a serious look. “You want me to do reading.”

      Not a question, but I answer anyway. “Yeah.”

      He nods, then heads back into the shed, leaving me to follow. He pulls his bag of bones from the coat hanging by the door, and sits with his legs crossed, leaning sideways to drag a tray of dirt from beneath the pallets that used to make up his bed when he lived here.

      He glances up at me. “You have new friend, yes?”

      “Silas, yeah. Well, an old friend. We went to school together.”

      “This is good friendship. You need this. Make sure you keep it.”

      “I’ll try not to piss him off.”

      OB grins and gestures to the floor. “You have specific question in mind?”

      “Albert.” I kneel on the other side of the dirt tray. “You knew he wasn’t coming back that night?”

      “I did not need bones for that. I had feeling. In my own bones.”

      “And that’s what you told him?”

      “Nothing would have stopped him going to convent, Violet. Nothing.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just… I want to know if he’s alright. If he’ll be released or… I need to know if he comes back to me, and if he’ll be well.”

      OB nods. “Bones will tell.”

      He smooths the dirt with his hands, then scatters his bird bones. He spends such a long time staring at them, I think he’s gone into a trance, but when I take a breath to speak, he raises his hand to silence me.

      “Fane doesn’t know Albert was with Lion. Fane doesn’t know you met Lion.” He looks up. “Albert is not with Lion now.”

      “Where is he? Is he safe?”

      OB leans sideways to pull his little book out of the pocket of his shorts. “Safe-ish. No imminent danger.”

      “Is he coming home?”

      He glances up at me as he starts scrawling in his notebook. “I cannot give you answer you want to hear.”

      “He’s… not coming back?”

      “He’s travelling.”

      “What for? Is he sick or something?”

      “He’s looking for something. I don’t know what it is yet. But he will find it.”

      “And then he’ll come back?”

      He doesn’t answer. Just keeps scribbling.

      “OB, does he ever come back?”

      He stabs a grubby finger at the dirt. “This picture does not tell me about ever.”

      “But it’s fate or whatever. You told him I’d have the means to find him, didn’t you? You knew I’d inherit the plague.”

      “It’s not fate. I don’t believe in fate.”

      “How can you not believe in fate?” I thump my knees with clenched fists. “You’re an augur.”

      “Nothing is meant to be. Nothing is pre-determined… until it becomes so. I tell you what will be only because I made it so. It is fact, not fate as fate is understood.”

      “You knew Albert and I would be together. That we were meant to be together… to belong to each other. You told him when he dreamed about me.”

      “You’re talking about fate again.” He tries to run his hand through his hair, growling in frustration when he doesn’t find enough to grab hold of. “There’s no meant to. There is only what you decided I meant. I knew you would be important to each other. You decided on together. You and Albert. I didn’t know if you would stay together. I knew you would have means to find him if he ran from you. I didn’t know if you would use this means. I knew his part in your story so far as I could see it. I don’t know your part in his. Violet, you’re very noisy about some things. When you went looking for Paul? Noisy. When you fail at things you believe shouldn’t stump you? Noisy. When Amethyst makes you crazy? Noisy. Your relationship with Albert? Silent. Things that would make grown man cry? Silent. I can’t see because you don’t let me see.”

      “But I am letting you see. I am. How could I stop you from seeing?”

      He taps my forehead with his muddy finger. “Up here. You are not ready for truth.”

      I push the tray violently away, and then… I don’t know. Daniel comes for me and puts me to bed. I don’t know why my knuckles are stinging, or why my biceps ache, or why my thighs burn. I only wish I didn’t remember why my chest feels hollow.
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      I echo repeatedly to Albert, knowing Zach never taught him properly. Knowing he’d likely never feel it, but wanting to punish him with my face just in case he could.

      I pull my portfolio case from beneath my bed and haul it onto my lap. When I unzip it, I cry at the contents. Albert. Every picture. Is this really all I was for the past year? A redundant piece of Albert that he left behind? I run my fingers over his mouth, wishing it was real. I recall the day in the kitchen… the day I took the photo I based the portrait on… the way his eyes sparked and flared when he smiled, how his expression was just for me. How it slayed me.

      Male voices drift up the stairs. OB must’ve been wrong because that’s Albert’s voice. But when I run down the spiral staircase, the smooth stone beneath me as familiar as my own bones, I miss the last step, because OB’s not wrong. I am.

      It’s not Albert on the other side of the door; it’s Zach, the timbre of his voice exactly the same, but the accent all wrong.

      I burst into the hall to find him talking to my dad. “Did you know?”

      Zach shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Violet. I didn’t know.”

      “You’re his forever person.” I shove his chest. “You’re supposed to know.”

      He wraps his arms around me, and I don’t even fight.

      “He’s not coming back,” I mumble into his shirt. “OB said he’s not coming back.”

      “He’s certain Albert’s been released?”

      “Yes. You can ask him yourself.” I expect him to move, but he doesn’t. “He’s free. He just doesn’t want me anymore.”

      “Things are never that simple, Violet. He loves you. You know that.”

      How the hell am I supposed to know that when he’s not here? I pull away from Zach and run.

      I’m in the library before I realise where I’m going, stalking towards the secret storeroom. The portrait is at the beginning of another cycle, blood pouring from Albert’s eyes. I lean my forehead against it, feel the warm blood soak into my hair, let it stain my skin. I want to destroy it, but I know I can’t. Nobody can.

      But the conduit isn’t the only portrait of Albert in the house.

      I run upstairs to Amethyst’s room and fling the door open. She and Kite are sitting on her bed talking.

      Kite spots me first. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “I’ve been painting.”

      My sister frowns. “That’s not paint. It’s blood.”

      “I need your knives,” I tell her, heading to her chest of drawers and pulling the top one open.

      She scrambles off the bed. “What do you need my knives for?” She raises her eyebrows at my glare. “See, that look isn’t convincing me to hand them over.”

      I slam the drawer shut. “Fine.”

      I stomp to my room, punishing the rugs every step of the way. I hear Amethyst and Kite following, but I really don’t give a shit. I lift the false bottom on my wardrobe and pull my gun case out. I load one of my nail guns, snatch up the closest painting of Albert, and march down the stairs. On my way to the south field, I murder the gravel, and batter the bridge. Amethyst’s tree is about to get a pummelling. I nail Albert’s smug face to it, the recoil sending a satisfying jolt up my arm.

      “Four and a half months, I waited.” I plunge an iron stake into his eye. “A hundred and thirty-eight fucking days.” Bang. “You should’ve told me you were safe.” Bang. “You’re supposed to love me. How could you do this?” Bang. Bang. “You… you were supposed to die. Five hundred years ago, you were supposed… but you didn’t. You waited for me.” Bang. “Why did you bother? I loved you… Bastard. I love you.”

      I bang my head on the tree. “Fuck.” I do it again, and again. I know I’ve stopped when the bark scratches its way up my face, and my knees buckle beneath the weight of everything. Fuck you, Albert. The nail gun thuds to the grass, and I just stare at my legs while I catch my breath.

      When I stand and turn back to the house, humiliation floods me. Practically my entire family is standing there watching me fall to pieces. I stomp past them all, leaving Albert and my nail gun behind.
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        * * *

      

      A single set of light but uncompromising footsteps chases me. “Violet!” Eden grabs my arm and spins me around. “You’re bleeding.”

      “No, I’m not. It’s… it’s paint.”

      I feel weird, like I’m not really awake. Eden’s face swims in front of me, and I struggle to focus.

      “It’s not paint, love.”

      “It’s not my blood,” I whisper.

      “Then whose…” Several hands fly to several mouths of several Edens. “Oh, Violet. You didn’t.”

      “Please don’t tell anyone.”

      “What on earth were you thinking?”

      “That he’s mine.” I stare at the grass swimming beneath my feet. “That if he wants to feed from it, he’ll have to come home.”

      She wraps her arms around me, and they feel like slugs. “Oh, love.”

      “I couldn’t let them take it. What do they even want it for? So it can sit in a dusty old room, no use to anyone?”

      “It belongs in the Bloodborn Archive.”

      “Who says?” I pull away. “They’ve got one in the archive, and they’re all too stupid to know it’s fake.” I blink, then blink again. “Eden, there’s bugs on your face.”

      Dark and swarming, twitching and scurrying all over her skin. Multiple hands swipe at the bugs, but they don’t budge.

      “There are no bugs.” She turns and yells across the field. “Magnus!”

      I make a grab for her wrist, but miss several times before I catch it. “Don’t tell him. Please don’t tell him.”

      “I won’t. I promise. Here, sit down.” Eden lowers me to the grass, and when Magnus arrives, she says, “Go and get Leia, and make it bloody quick.”

      “I’m sorry.” I lie back in the grass. “I just wasn’t ready for them to have it.”

      “Have you been watching it? Waiting for it to bleed?”

      “I didn’t know what else to do… to stay hopeful.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on it too. You should probably tell Leia what happened when she gets here. I think when you scratched your face on the tree, the conduit blood made a run for your bloodstream.”

      “It’s got weird poisons in it,” I remind her. “Is that why I feel like I’m tripping?”

      “That’s what it feels like?”

      “Yep, totally baked.”

      My cheeks twitch like my face wants to laugh, but nothing is funny. My voice sounds like it’s swirling around inside a didgeridoo.

      Leia’s floating head arrives looking strained and frizzy.

      I don’t remember anything else until I wake alone the next morning.
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      Caleb followed me out this morning, and now he’s hanging upside-down from the oak in the north field. He nods at the river. “You could use them to find him.”

      “If he wanted me to find him, he’d come home.”

      A pale, orangey-gold glow squats beneath a strip of grey cloud on the horizon, where the distant streetlights have yet to blink themselves out. The rest of the sky is a promising blue. The morning birds gossip amongst themselves while my flock swirls in silent, aimless unison.

      “What if he’s got amnesia?” Caleb suggests.

      “Don’t you start,” I tell him. “Amethyst makes enough excuses for him as it is.”

      “I’m serious. The Lion could’ve hypnotised him. How will you know unless you look for him?”

      “Just leave it, Caleb. He threw me away. That’s all there is to it.”

      “He’s an eejit.”

      “You’re an eejit,” I say. “Your face is going purple.”

      He dismounts the tree. “I’m bored.”

      “Is that why you’ve started pestering me during my quiet morning time?”

      “Pestering implies you don’t enjoy my company.”

      I snort. It’s been a week since I got anything remotely resembling a full night’s sleep. I was in the library for two hours this morning before Albert’s portrait started bleeding uselessly. I wanted to slash it. Instead, I soaked my hands in the blood puddled at the bottom, and smeared them all over Albert’s face, then left red fingerprints on his shiny blue breeches. Even after all that time, I came outside, and the sun was still hiding beneath the horizon. If I don’t get some decent sleep soon, I’ll have to take drastic measures and ask Magnus for some of his sleepy tea.

      “You wouldn’t have given up, would you?” I ask Caleb as the sun scatters its morning glitter on the river.

      “No.” Caleb stands behind me and hugs me to his chest. “But I don’t have amnesia.”

      “Can’t you be serious even for a minute?”

      “I am serious. I wish I could make you feel better. Like you did for me.”

      “I wouldn’t have got through these past few months if it weren’t for you.”

      He huffs into my hair. “Well, nobody else would have put up with the relentless whining, to be sure.”

      I elbow him in the ribs.

      “Tell me about Silas,” he says. “About when you knew him before. Was he your boyfriend?”

      “No. We didn’t really know each other that well. We talked a few times—a handful of everyday conversations and one strange but memorable one about art and legacy, which makes so much more sense now.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, he’s… so good. You know when people just always want to do the right thing?”

      “Like you?”

      “Not like me, no. Like, when they try to accommodate all sensitivities and find solutions that work best for everyone, and risk themselves before they’d ever risk others because they’re just so pure and… good. That’s what he’s like.”

      “Uriel used those exact words too,” Caleb says. “Pure and good.”

      “You talked to Uriel about Silas?”

      “He talked and I listened. We do talk, you know.”

      “Yeah, but… I’m surprised he thinks that. They don’t get on.”

      “He doesn’t get on with the kid’s mother either. She thinks he should stop being greedy and just choose one or the other.”

      “Huh? Silas or Cedar?”

      Caleb snorts. “Men or women.”

      “Messy.”

      “I won’t tell you what he told her in response to that because it’s his business, but she threw him out.”

      “Leia saw Uriel once… years ago. I mean, she didn’t know who he was, but she was very excited about his pointy shoes and mauve tweed suit. It was the day I met Sean.” I lean to the side to look over my shoulder. “Do you miss him?”

      “Every day. I wish I’d never left. I don’t even know why I did.”

      “Amethyst says he talked about you all the time.”

      “Whatever the reason, it wasn’t worth staying away for. I’m such a stubborn arse. I never really grew up, you know. People say war makes a man, but it never made a man out of me.”

      “Albert says war makes ghosts of men.”

      “Maybe that’s what I am. A lost ghost.”

      “I’m sorry.” I squeeze his arm. “I know you came out here to cheer me up, and I’m just being depressing.”

      “You know what we need?” he says. “A good night out.”

      “I’m not going river-dancing with you.”

      “You couldn’t keep up, angel. I’m thinking bingo might be more your speed.”

      “Bingo?” I laugh. “Maybe I could do with a night out. I’ll see if there’s a decent band at the Rabbit Hole.”

      “There you go. And it’s my birthday soon, so⁠—”

      He doesn’t add that I missed his birthday last year because I’d been kidnapped by Fane. By Uncle Paul. Ugh.

      “I could invite Sister Josephine,” I suggest. “She knows how to party.”

      He shudders behind me. “God, no.”

      “But you love nuns.”

      “That is a gross exaggeration.” He turns me around to face him. “What more do you need for a night out other than your favourite Irishman?”

      I gasp. “Jedward are in England?”

      He pushes me away in mock disgust. “The mouth on you.”

      I wrestle him to the ground, where we roll around, laughing like idiots until my stomach jolts with that missed-stair feeling and I get all sad again.

      Albert’s not coming back. Because he doesn’t want me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Beautiful But Dangerous

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie’s not home when we arrive, so Uriel, Noah, and I wait in the yellow hallway, each of us slipping on a pair of waffle slippers automatically. It’s not long before we hear a key in the lock.

      She’s dragging a bulky camouflage suitcase behind her, looking more exhausted than usual.

      Uriel narrows his eyes. “Coming or going?”

      Maggie glances down at the suitcase as she kicks her furry boots off. “Neither. It’s meat.”

      Uriel grimaces. “Why do you have a suitcase full of meat?”

      “Afro Dave’s freezer broke down, and he needed to shift it.” She steps into her slippers. “If he’d told me his car also broke down, I wouldn’t have agreed to take it. I had to bring it home on the bus.”

      “Why didn’t you just drive?”

      “I lost my licence when I accidentally drove into Yun’s, remember?”

      “What’s Yun’s?” Noah asks.

      “A restaurant,” Uriel says.

      Maggie disagrees. “Yun is a lying, two-faced, swivel-eyed bastard, who smells of mouldy cheese.”

      Uriel looks down at her. “An accident, you say?”

      She glances left. “Of course, it was. One of you help me with this.”

      “I’ve got it,” Noah says, shuffling off in his slippers with the suitcase swinging by his side.

      “I would’ve picked you up if you’d called,” Uriel says.

      Maggie huffs. “I can’t be calling you every time I decide to bring home a suitcase full of meat. That’s crazy.”

      Uriel’s lips twitch, and he tells me, “Echo when you want picking up.”

      Then Uriel’s gone, and I follow Maggie to the kitchen, where she plays freezer tetris with her meat stash before we head out to the garden for Noah’s vampire practice.

      We’re surrounded by tall conifers on three sides, so the neighbours can’t see the vampire flailing a few metres above ground. The first few times we came over, Noah crashed to the grass, completely asleep. Because apparently narcolepsy is common in new bloodborns, but he’s grown out of it now.

      “No, no, no,” Maggie yells from her sheltered sun lounger. “This is exactly why gazelles can’t fly.”

      Noah laughs through his frustration. “What?”

      “Gazelles,” she repeats. “Oh, I’m sure they’re very graceful on land, bouncing around… trying not to get eaten. But they’re so ungainly… so long-limbed. Like you. Not that you are graceful on your feet either, but in the air… Oh, it’s horrible. Like a skydiving giraffe.”

      “Thanks, Maggie,” Noah says. “And I’m pretty sure the reason gazelles can’t fly is because they don’t have wings.”

      “I don’t have wings,” Maggie says. “I can fly.”

      “You’re a vampire, not a gazelle.”

      “Which is just as well,” Maggie says. “Imagine how much worse you’d be if a gazelle was teaching you to fly.”

      “Knock it off, Maggie,” Hazy says, the back door slamming behind her as she joins us in the garden. “How’s your mum, Noah?”

      Noah stretches on the grass, chest lurching up and down as he tries to get his breath back. Finally, he turns his sad eyes to Hazy. “She flew off the handle again.”

      “She’ll get there,” Hazy says softly.

      “They’re saying it’s a good thing… that she’s recognising us and processing things, but… I dunno, it’s hard seeing her like that.”

      Noah put off visiting his mum at the psychiatric hospital for weeks, finally giving in when Nina begged. First, he was worried he’d hurt her, then he was worried she wouldn’t recognise them. But she did. Noah said she’s calm during their visits, even though neither of them know what to say when she asks about her brother, but her doctor said she flies into terrible rages after they leave. Noah even went to visit his uncle in prison; it’s amazing the confidence immortality gives a person. His uncle’s a bible thumper now, full of remorse apparently, but Noah only went for his mum’s benefit. He has no interest in forgiving him.

      We’re pulled out of our sympathetic moods by Maggie, who asks, “Have you phoned home yet?”

      Hazy sighs. “No, but I’m going into work later, so you can stop nagging me about that now.”

      “It’s about time you got back into the swing of it, Hazy Lin.”

      “You should probably hear this from me since it’ll spread like hellfire after tonight’s meeting,” Hazy says. “I’m quitting.”

      Maggie struggles her way upright. “You can’t quit. After everything that happened five years ago?”

      “That’s precisely why I want to quit. Almost half of us were taken out. Do you know how hard it is to attract people to the chapters when the chances of death are so high? I swear everyone’s going into finance. Even CasID’s had more recruits than us, and you know how vampires feel about police. It’s embarrassing, Maggie. You know how many initiates we’ve had in the chapters so far this year? Three. And one of them is barely legal.”

      “So, you leave, and the chance they will die is higher,” Maggie says. “Why do you think you were chosen?”

      “Because I’m related to Uriel,” Hazy says dismissively.

      “Uriel?” Maggie laughs. “You were chosen because you have the qualities of a leader. Leaders do not whine. They do not quit. They do not run away from their responsibilities because they had an argument with their wife.”

      “She cheated on me.” Hazy’s face falls when she remembers I’m still here, and her eyes are full of shame. “Shit, sorry.”

      I smile and shrug. “I live in a house with eighteen people.”

      Maggie shakes Hazy’s arm. “Make her suffer if you have to, but Cascade needs you.”

      “At the rate we’re crumbling, there’ll be no Cascade at all by the
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