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“A fast-paced haunting novel of survival.” —Library Journal, starred review

 

“Intense with foreboding and an eerie sense of place. The past and present perspectives captivate the reader and connect brilliantly to reveal a shocking conclusion. Fans of Jen Williams, Karin Slaughter, and Alex North will enjoy this one!” —Booklist

 

“Nails every classic gothic horror trope in the most elegant of ways, drawing us into a ghostly suspense story with exquisite imagery, lush language and a cast of characters in the tradition of the best whodunits. Sumptuous, sinister, and seductive, I was both charmed and haunted.” —Emily Carpenter, bestselling author of The Weight of Lies and Gothictown

 

“That kind of can’t-put-it-down, just-one-more-chapter book that will have you turning pages as fast as you can. A masterclass in plotting and pacing, with nail-biting cliffhangers galore and clever twists I never saw coming.” —Paulette Kennedy, bestselling author of The Witch of Tin Mountain

 

“Suspenseful, haunting and intricate, Topdjian masterfully delivers in this atmospheric debut that will have you on the edge of your seat.” —Karen Winn, author of The Society
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“A deliciously sinister setting and high stakes make this a highly entertaining read. A perfect book for a snowy day. Or any day.” —Emilya Naymark, author of Behind the Lie
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“An absolute firecracker of a debut. Every time I felt like I knew exactly where this book was going, it turned everything sideways on me in the best possible way. I blazed through, right to the wonderfully satisfying end.” —Maria Dong, author of Liar, Dreamer, Thief

 

“Wild and fast paced and skillfully wrought. If you love thrillers that keep you up all night—and make you keep the light on afterwards—this book is for you!”—Elizabeth Everett, author of The Lady Sparks a Flame
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For my mom and dad,

who always let me daydream with my earphones on;

 

 

And for Jason,

who is always ready to play the music super loud with me.

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

Three may keep a secret, if two of them are dead.

 

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, 1735

 

 


 

i. Invitation

 

 

Though the hotel was constructed in 1921, the haunting didn’t occur until seventy years later. On the fourth of August, 1991 at half past three in the morning, every television set in each of the four-hundred and thirty-nine guestrooms of the Château du Ciel switched on preternaturally. By this time, the hotel’s revenue was already suffering from the market crash four years prior. Fortunately, not many guests were checked in to experience it. But those few who were—seeking a nostalgic rendezvous or unparalleled privacy—would tell you the same story. They awoke to the sounds of their televisions blaring and an infant crying.

The former nuisance they would shut off with a click of a remote, but the latter would prove difficult to pin down or drown out. Was it coming from next door? Upstairs? The corridor? After a few noise complaints to the front desk, the guests would eventually drift back into a troubled sleep. And with bags under their eyes and a sour taste on their tongues, all would check out hours later. 

Some would moan they felt ill from acute heartburn or intense migraines. Others would claim they rose in the morning with streaks of white in their hair or spiders crawling in their bed sheets. They’d blame the Château: its poor wiring, its dusty vents and acidic wine selection. A handful would demand refunds and threaten never to step foot inside the hotel again.

And for a little while, that was the case. The Château in all its grandeur fell into ruin. The era was forgotten. So was the mysterious baby. Until the invitations arrived in the post.
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Part I: MIDNIGHT COMES

—❖—

 


 

ONE

 

 

December 31st, 2020

 

 

In room five-oh-eight, Mave Michael Francis gazed longingly at her uniform folded atop the dresser and ignored the 9mm pistol it cushioned. Simple, unremarkable, white blouse, black pants; both pressed perfectly by a colleague working laundry and nothing like the whisper of beaded chiffon currently wrapping her figure. The gown left her feeling naked. Vulnerable. Though only her shoulder and back were bare to the world, it was enough. Certain rules had been ingrained in Mave from an early age. Blending in was critical.

Without her uniform, without her thick-rimmed glasses and her pasted-on smile, Mave wasn’t just a shopgirl with a quirk. She was a marked misfit—in this ostentatious dress even more so, and just hours before her dreaded birthday. She picked up the gun, a second-generation family heirloom fitted with a silencer.

The handle was near-frozen in the folds of her knuckles and the barrel swayed left to right. She used two hands to steady it. Her fingers weren’t long enough for a comfortable grip. Much like the dress, the gun felt entirely wrong on her. But she didn’t set it down. Just as she didn’t change out of the gown. On the eve of her birthday, masochistic choices and a sour mood were usual symptoms, an annual rite of passage. In a few hours Mave would turn twenty-five—the same age her mother had been when she’d—

A knock at the door drew her from her spiraling thoughts. “Who is it?” she called, stashing the pistol beneath her uniform.

“Good, you’re still here!” Bastian’s voice drifted from the hallway.

Mave shoved everything into the dresser and moved for the doorknob. Odds were, Bastian needed her to find something. She swung open the mahogany door and looked up at the concierge. 

Barely clearing five feet, Mave often gazed up at people but with Bastian it was more pronounced.

“Hey, what’s up?”

Bastian whistled and pressed a gloved hand to his heart. “Mercy, Mave! That you?”

She self-consciously brushed her temple. Did he notice? Her sensitivity to colored contacts meant she had to switch to glasses to alter her appearance—except in her rush, she’d forgotten her frames in the bathroom. Hopefully Bastian would be too distracted by the dress to pay any attention to her eyes—another insecurity and hint of her strangeness. Eight weeks into her employment at the Château and, so far, no one but Birdie had remarked on it. Heterochromia iridis: one iris the color of the sea, and the other, a muddied bronze. It helped that old wiring left most of the hotel in shadow—restricted staff hallways included.

“Security!” Bastian sang, momentarily switching to his Islander lilt. Sure enough, his appraisal travelled south of her neck. “All those rich boys are going to break down the door of the shop!” Bastian was a harmless flirt. His infectious chuckle filled the corridor.

Mave imagined she resembled a high-end call girl despite the compliment. Her lipstick shade was Secret Escort Red. At least I’m not a common whore. Cain would be proud. She tamped the unwanted sentiment and mirrored Bastian’s grin. “Not bad yourself. Wow, is that a double Windsor knot?” Good. Deflect.

Bastian looked down and admired his tie. If there was something Mave had in common with the concierge, it was charm. In Bastian’s case, however, she guessed it was genuine and not a learned survival skill.

“What did you misplace?” Last time it had been a courier slip that had gotten lodged in the slides of his desk drawer. Mave flared her nostrils, tried to clear her mind and get a read. From early on, Cain had nicknamed her sixth sense hound-dogging—like the innate reflex of a tracking bitch. But Bastian interrupted before she could pick up any mental scent.

“Nothing. For you.” He held out an envelope he’d removed from his inner breast pocket. Standard letter-size, unmarked, ivory stock.

Mave furrowed her brow. He wasn’t here for the hound-dogging? Uniform or not, two months had been long enough for word of her weird ability to spread throughout the hotel. After all, a part of her appreciated the distraction of helping strangers. Missing possessions were an itch. They demanded she scratch, follow, seek. Or else their prickle would develop into a full-blown rash, (a mental malady she didn’t care to suffer).

So yesterday, when the chef had misplaced a purchase order for fingerling potatoes, he’d dropped by the shop and Mave had directed him to the clipboard hanging on the wall next to the walk-in freezer. The day before that, when a guest lost her room key, the front desk advised she swing by the shop, and Mave recommended she search under the passenger seat of the silver BMW parked in the visitor lot. Her tips were the reason people sought her out.

“Go on, take it.” Bastian wagged the mysterious envelope and checked his watch. “Ay! Got five minutes to check on a flower delivery for nine-nineteen. Then place an order for dry cleaning. Then find cat litter for the violinist.” He heaved a sigh. “Don’t ask,” he added before Mave could verbalize her amusement. She had yet to witness Bastian anything but easygoing. Then again, before this week, he’d never had to cater to more than a handful of guests. The Diamond Ball was a last-ditch effort to keep this fossil of a hotel from sinking into oblivion. And provided Bastian’s to-do list, it was working.

As Mave accepted the letter, Bastian spun away with a wink, then tossed over his shoulder, “Oh, and Birdie said not to be late. Something about natural lighting.”

“What natural lighting?” She was due to meet Birdie in the chandelier-lit shop in fifteen minutes.

“I know,” Bastian’s globular eyes grew even rounder, “storm’s already started.”

Right. That too.

Meteorologists were warning of a complete whiteout set to sweep across the state overnight. As if supporting winter’s terror, the wind chose that moment to moan through the old vents. Or maybe that was the Château’s infamous ghost: the Spirit of Dead Poets. He was rumored to prefer the library, but perhaps he’d ventured upstairs for the occasion. Maybe he’d lost his invitation to the Diamond Ball and had a bone to pick. Lord knew Mr. Hendrick had been raving enough about this night for even the dead to lament missing out.

Not only was the dusty hotel fully booked for the first time in decades, but weeks earlier the online waitlist for the New Year’s gala had tipped into triple digits. Either way, the weather advisory had been clear: an incoming ice blizzard was smothering the last sunset of the year.

Bastian circled his phone in the air. “You believe it? Cell lines died an hour ago. Mr. Hendrick thinks it adds to the romance of the night—snowed-in for the festivities.” He exhaled a groan. “How am I supposed to work strapped to my desk and the landline? Anyway, don’t you be late. You know how Birdie gets.”

And Mave did. The hotel’s resident artist of forty-some years, Elizabeth “Birdie” Everhart was an eccentric, determined shrew. How else had Mave agreed to sit for a portrait? In this dress? On New Year’s? On the most despised day of all days, her birthday? 

One grand in payment, that’s how. She widened her fake smile. Anything for a dollar. Like father, like daughter.

With a last wave, Bastian left. Mave shut the door and pulled in a deep breath, which only caused the dainty dress to pull snug against her breasts and reinforce her doubt. Enough. She snapped the rubber band on her wrist. Quit sulking. Get it done.

Envelope in hand, she slipped into the adjoining bathroom. Space was limited in staff quarters and if she sat on the toilet and leaned forward, she’d bump her nose on the facing wall. Mave leaned on the sink instead and ignored the monotonous drip of the tap. She scanned the frame of postcards she’d taped to the mirror. Collected over the past four years, each was addressed from a maximum-security prison—a daily testament of everything she strived to avoid. The only problem? Even as a law-abiding citizen, she had no clue how to avoid a criminal lifestyle. 

No crumbs. No ties.

For as long as she could remember, she’d kept a low profile, moving from one state to another. She’d stocked an emergency kit exactly as Cain had taught her. A bottle of bleach, hair dye in Strawberry Sunset, colored contact lenses (good for an hour max before her eyes became bloodshot). Just in case. You could never be too careful. Not to mention the gun, the bullets. On special occasions like tonight, she would pull them out, inventory everything and reminisce about her spoiled roots.

With a sigh, Mave tore the envelope’s seal. She dreaded a new postcard to display. Eight weeks was a record, even for her father. She blinked. 

Not from Cain. The envelope held a monogrammed notecard.

Change of plans. Come to my studio first. -B.

Rubbing her forehead, Mave tossed Birdie’s note into the wastebasket and rested her cheek on the mirror—onto the single photograph taped to the center of the glass. Too bad her gift couldn’t help her sense how to find something useful. Like a purpose. Like a home.

“How long?” she whispered to the picture of her long-dead mother. “How long till he tracks me this time?”

Six addresses in four years. Mave had done everything she could to evade him. She’d dropped her last name, deleted all social media accounts even though they were under aliases, changed IP networks, banks and her email to become untraceable. Maybe that was the problem. Her father knew her disappearing tricks too well. He’d taught her every single one.

Her toes grew numb against the black and white tiles. Two months ago, when a tourism recruitment officer had offered her a job in a secluded hotel in Colorado, it’d seemed like kismet. And now…was it time to pack up and leave this mountain resort already? Her mother’s portrait remained silent. Mave refocused on the evening—a priority problem.

She debated her options. One: hide inside my room tonight, piss off Birdie, and get fired in the morning for leaving the boutique unattended on the biggest night the hotel’s had in years. (She could already hear Mr. Hendrick hollering about thousands of dollars in lost revenue.) Two: suck it up and do my job. Earn some much-needed cash. It was just one night. Just one dress. Birdie had insisted she wear it for the portrait and had dropped it off a few days ago. And what Birdie wanted, Birdie got.

Mave took a last moment to smooth her cropped hair with her fingers, combing her bangs askew over her brow. With her mother’s image masking her reflection, she slid her clear glasses onto her face. There. No more moping.

She stepped into a pair of five-inch stilettos, steeled herself, and exited the safety of her room. As she locked her door with the antique, tasseled key, Mave recited the first two lies of the evening: Just one night. Just one dress. She rolled her lips together. What could possibly go wrong?

—❖—

Less than five seconds after she’d stepped into the elevator cramped with guests, Mave’s breath quickened and her stomach tightened. Riding up to Birdie’s suite versus climbing eighteen flights of stairs in heels had seemed like a reasonable choice—until the doors had sealed her inside a car saturated with cologne, hairspray, sweat, and the hint of mold that lingered throughout the Château.

Muzak offering monotonous cheer from overhead speakers was not helping Mave’s anxiety. Doing her best to deny her claustrophobia, she gritted her teeth and counted Mississippis in her head. One by one, the other passengers got out on their respective floors until she was alone.

Just as the bossa nova began to waver in her ears, the car chimed its antique bell, slowed to a stop, and rolled open its gilded cage. Mave had to resist a forward dive to safety. She exited onto the twenty-third floor.

Scalloped shells. On the wallpaper, on the carpeting, on the lumpy wingback, oil paintings, and deco tile-work. Each level of the hotel had a design motif and this one, it would seem, was regurgitated cockles and clams. Might explain why it remains eerily unoccupied. Affront by sealife. That, and Birdie’s reputation for harassing any temporary neighbors. Rumor had it the artist had bought the entire penthouse floor in the early eighties. Mave referenced the wall signage for directions and turned down a long, empty corridor.

Despite more than one tour from Bastian, this enormous hotel remained a labyrinth to her. Left turn. Right turn. Another right turn. Built by a French investor during the Roaring Twenties. Over six hundred thousand square feet of regal opulence nestled in nature, Bastian had recited from the website. Four-hundred and thirty-nine guestrooms recognized for hosting numerous international celebrities, industry moguls, and diplomats since the Château first opened its doors. That was before its decline. Before its ornate railings crept with rust and its crown moldings chipped and splintered. Now the hotel was lucky its annual hunters’ gathering—its only grace from bankruptcy—attracted a low-maintenance crowd each September. According to Bastian, the outdoorsmen didn’t give a shit about tarnished silver or cracked plaster. Their only requirements were soft beds, cold beers, and accommodation for their portable meat lockers.

Halfway to her destination, Mave’s confidence faltered as the scalloped wall sconces flickered and dimmed. Their buzz of electricity filled the hall like a hymn of wasps. She hugged her arms tight across her middle, fighting a chill, and picked up her pace. Likely the ice storm was damaging more than just the cell towers this evening. By the time she reached the double-doors of Birdie’s studio, her imagination had declared a state of winter apocalypse outside. Mave knocked briskly.

 “Birdie?” She neared her lips to the seam between the doors. “It’s Mave Michael! I got your note!” Did the old woman change her mind about the portrait? Mave tried not to think of her meager life savings. Someday she’d own more than a travelling toothbrush in a transient’s room. She’d live in a permanent home that she’d decorate with bright colors, fresh peonies and fairy lights. She raised her fist to knock again when a faint response came.

“’M-in.”

Mave waited a beat, turned the knob, and found it unlocked. Like every other door in the Château, this one announced her entrance with a crackle and creak.

Two steps into the dark studio and rather than calming her jitters, Birdie’s cluttered space heightened them.

Burnt spotlights hung haphazardly from the ceiling. A naked mannequin stood facing the corner like a shamed youth suffering punishment. Canvases of various sizes—mainly incomplete portraits—were piled against the drawn velour curtains, shoved against easels, worktables. Mave shuddered under the portraits’ collective stare and did her best not to trip over anything. The floor was littered with wrinkled tubes of paint, rags, plastic bags, ripped sketches.

“Hello?” Was Birdie in the adjoining room? Sleet pattered the windowpanes. An illusion of skeletal children tapping their fingertips on glass harassed her logic. “Yoo-hoo, I’m here!”

As she wandered deeper into the artist’s atelier, another sound—a cough?—floated through the wall. She bumped a mason jar with her foot, and a mysterious inky mixture spilled and stained the rug black. Not that anyone would notice. For Mave—whose meticulous organization overcompensated for her inability to find her own possessions—this studio was her worst nightmare. It was a miracle Birdie could find a brush much less complete a painting in this chaos. No wonder the woman frequented the hotel’s boutique. Over the past two months, Birdie had been constantly consulting Mave. Where was that stick of charcoal? That bottle of glaze? Her book of preliminary sketches or scrolled-up drafts? At certain moments, Mave had suspected Birdie was merely testing her skill. How else could a hefty glass muller used to grind pigment have ended up hidden inside a plant holder just outside the shop?

“Mave Mm—!”

Her attention snapped to the call.

Birdie’s cry travelled from the connecting room “—no.” A thud.

The brassy ring of a rotary telephone cut short.

Mave’s blood spiked with adrenaline. Something was wrong.

Uncaring of her steps, she scurried through the wet stain and thrust open the door to a drafty, unlit sitting room. The space was narrow and deep. “Birdie? Where are you?” How many rooms within rooms were in this suite? “Birdie!”

Always case out a joint before entering, her father’s voice warned. Know your weapons. Your exits.

Rubbing her biceps to keep warm, Mave squinted into the darkness and conducted a mental inventory. Tall stacks of horded magazines. Tufted couch. Trunk box. Standing vase. She flinched at the sight of a girl with hunched shoulders across the room—then exhaled. Her reflection in the facing mirror copied her actions.

Focus, she chided herself. Your birthday is making you melodramatic. You need this money. Find Birdie.

Next to the couch, a paneled door was cracked ajar.

As she hurried toward it, her heel caught and raked something soft—a fallen wig. A sense of urgency goading her, she carried on and entered into a subzero bedroom. Movement stirred in the corner of her eye. A figure in black.

Breath caught, Mave spun and saw…no one. Her eyes playing tricks again.

The heavy curtains ballooned and billowed. Grains of ice resembling coarse salt blew over the carpet. Mave shivered and huddled.

In her haste to shut the balcony doors, she didn’t notice Birdie. Not until she tripped over the old woman’s ankles and into a pool of blood.

 


 

TWO

 

Scrambling onto her behind, Mave gagged on a scream and pushed back with her heels—away, away from the old woman’s wounded, crumpled body. Her stilettos scraped into the carpet.

No, no, no.

She recoiled against the nightstand, her pulse whooshing in her ears.

So much blood. Leaking. Blooming out. Like before. Like the morning she’d discovered the truth about her father’s profession.

NO.

She clapped her hands to her mouth only to be reminded that her one palm was slick with blood. She frantically wiped them along the side of the bed. Her smears sullied the duvet. Wrapping her arms around her middle, she clenched her eyes shut. Her breathing grew more and more erratic. Her head swam with the monster, transporting her to the unwanted past.

(“Hey, Dad! I’m back!”)

She’d been twelve. It’d been raining all week and the motel room had smelled of damp cigarettes.

Stop. Breathe. Listen, her father’s voice ordered in the here and now. Find a way out.

(“Know you said to wait for you downstairs, but I really need to pee.” Mave yanked off her rubber boots and knocked on the bathroom door. Inside, the sink was running. “And you’re like taking forever… Hey, Dad! Are you shaving?”)

Come back. Be present.

(The suitcase lay open on the stripped mattress. Mave frowned and gnawed on her lip. It still tasted of syrup from the diner’s three-ninety-nine pancake special.)

Don’t go there, M&M. Stay here.

(“Dad, I’m coming in, okay?” Why wasn’t he answering? She wiggled the knob.)

DON’T—

A bite at her wrist—Mave gasped and her eyes shot open.

Her teeth chattered. Her fingers pulled at the elastic band.

Snap.

She was in suite twenty-three-oh-one of the Château du Ciel.

Snap.

It was the day before her birthday. It was New Year’s Eve.

Good girl. What did I teach you? Look. Listen. Learn, Cain Francis trained. It’s nothing like before. You didn’t hear a gun firing. No shot. No gun, M&M. In fact, she may still be—

Birdie lay on her back, legs bent, mouth agape, eyes frozen in Mave’s direction as if she were still crying out for her. And then she blinked.

“Birdie!” With renewed purpose, Mave broke from the clutches of memory and crawled to her, her vision blurring with tears.

There was time. She could save her. Her knee struck hard, chiming plastic.

The landline. Grabbing for the phone, Mave yanked on the handset lying off its cradle and thrust it to her ear. Her ragged breaths overlapped the silence. Struggling to revive the connection, she helplessly spun zero on the dial without success. She dropped the antique.

Think. The cell lines were down. It would take too long to run back to the elevator. And there was a chance Birdie had already called for help. The telephone was lying nearby. She’d heard a sound earlier—a voice, a cough. Help would be arriving soon. “Okay,” she wheezed. “I can do this.” Cain had schooled her in first aid, had taken special care to drill her on gunshot injuries. Had Birdie been shot?

No. Yes. Doesn’t matter. She’s breathing. Apply pressure to the wound.

Between the encroaching shadows, multiple bloodstains, and Birdie’s dark sweater, Mave struggled to locate the injury. For a moment she simply trembled her hands over the woman’s body.

Birdie’s wig cap sat crooked on her scalp. Her thinning hair was matted and streaked. The bleeding from her waist seemed more critical. Wagering a guess, Mave flittered her fingers over the wet stain at her stomach. Sure enough, a cut bloomed. One hand atop the other, she gingerly pushed into Birdie’s clammy, tender flesh.

She couldn’t stop shivering. Was she making it worse? Her fingers flooded and her knuckles darkened.

“It’s g-going to be okay.” Mave licked the tears off her upper lip, unsure which of them she was trying to placate. “Do you hear me—Birdie? Can you hear me?”

Birdie’s jaw twitched once. Twice. And her reply came not by sound.

Mave sucked inward. A scent! Birdie was sending her a message—had lost an object—

“I’m right here, Birdie. Tell me.”

…something red.

Without releasing pressure, she leaned closer to Birdie’s chest, ignoring the hint of turpentine wafting from the artist’s skin—ignoring the sound of pounding in the background.

…a red leather book…packed in a dark…tight…

Before she could fully place it, the object’s metaphysical scent, and her read of its owner’s longing, vanished.

Mave willed her body to cease its trembles. She studied Birdie’s face for any signs of life.

Wait. I didn’t see where yet. I didn’t—

She inhaled stream after desperate stream, pulsed her lungs to no avail.

“Hey—”

Mave jumped. A flashlight’s beam blinded her eyes. “—hold it right there!” a man hollered.

Two security guards stomped into the bedroom. She’d seen them on occasion. Penn and Teller, she’d named them in her head. Dressed in matching black suits, one had dark hair slicked into a ponytail and was markedly larger than the other.

Mave resumed shaking. She tried speaking words. A nonsensical syllable escaped her throat.

The smaller one, Teller, approached first, one hand at his hip, the other aiming his flashlight at Mave. “Let go and slowly back away from Ms. Everhart.”

She was still pushing on Birdie’s stomach. Obliging Teller, she gave up her sorry attempt at first aid as the giant—Penn—put on gloves and took over assessing Birdie’s injuries.

Teller’s attention stayed on Mave. “Are you hurt?” His brow deepened, a thick slash across his stern, turtle-boned features.

Mave wanted to yell at him. Tell him he was too late. She barely managed to shake her head.

Finding her with nothing but bloodstains, he muttered, “Nice and easy,” lifted her by her armpits like she was a small child, and distanced her from the body.

Mave rested her spine against the cool wall and drew her knees to her chest. Sequins dug into the backs of her thighs.

Another person arrived uttering curses, shut the balcony doors, flicked on the Tiffany lamp on the nightstand. Mave squinted, eyes burning. She didn’t, couldn’t look at Birdie anymore. She stared into space, at nothing in particular.

There was talk of securing the room.

Teller barked into his radio. The police couldn’t come yet. Zero visibility. The ice was too thick, had already downed multiple trees. They needed cranes, chainsaws, plows. Roads were out of commission for at least another two days.

The semi-functional part of Mave’s brain wondered why they were calling for police and not an ambulance.

Because, M&M: ambulances are for the living, not the—

“Struggle took place,” another male voice, a real one, interrupted. “Cord’s damaged, ripped from the wall.”

“Would explain why front desk lost the connection,” Teller said. “Hey, careful not to move that. You know the drill. Don’t touch anything, period.” Apparently this wasn’t their first time handling a dead body. But considering Teller’s graveled bark, it might be their first bloodied, resident VIP.

Mr. Hendrick’s bulbous face came into her line of vision, his beefsteak jowls sagging and drained of their usual ruddiness. He was kneeling in front of her, lips moving, words exiting. The groomed edges of his mustache merged into his frown. Mave blinked and remembered to listen.

“…clear she’s in shock,” Mr. Hendrick announced to Penn and Teller.

I’m not, she argued without voice. Just because I walked in on a dying, gory body that reminds me of when I was a kid and found a stranger shot dead in a bathtub… I’m resting. Just resting.

He wrapped a clean blanket around her shoulders. “Ms. Michael, we’re going to have to ask you some questions. Are you able to stand, to walk?” Without waiting for her reply, he gently helped her up by her elbow. “That’s it—blanket on. Come with me.”

She wanted nothing more than to leave this cluttered nightmare and never return. Mr. Hendrick waved a silent command at Teller who joined them as they exited the suite. In a daze, she permitted them to guide her: left turn, right turn, left turn. On and on. Buzzing sconces. Dancing scallops. At last, they entered a service elevator.

Mave widened her eyes. Her heart leapt to her throat. Please, no, not another box. The mental protest manifested too late. The doors slid shut and, with them, the remains of her mind followed suit.

—❖—

Downstairs, the jubilee had commenced. Guests in tuxedos, draped in silks and furs sauntered the lobby. They primped, chatted, flirted, flaunted their cleavage and puffed their chests. A singer’s croon carried from the grand ballroom. Sinatra. Laughter. Clicking heels. Unnoticed among the revelers, Mr. Hendrick ushered Mave to the hoteliers’ private offices with Teller trailing behind.

The offices were empty. All hands were on deck.

Mave sat numbly in a leather club chair as Teller and her boss advised her to stay put—rest. Did she want a change of clothes, a sweater perhaps? Mave nodded robotically. Mr. Hendrick had a few calls to make next door, would be back in a moment. Teller, meanwhile, (who Mr. Hendrick addressed as Tag), was ordered to find Birdie’s personal maid, ensure the suite was sealed, and fetch Mave some clean clothes—all with absolute discretion.

Mave wasn’t sure how much time passed. A minute spanned eternity. She slipped off her stilettos and curled up her feet. She picked at a bead on her gown. Less than a week ago Birdie had marched into her shop with a garment bag, on a mission to see Mave dressed up. Today the woman was dead.

Not just dead. She’d been stabbed seconds before Mave had entered the studio.

God, what if the killer had been hiding inside the suite the entire time? A shiver passed through her body. She fumbled for a fancy bottle of mineral water from a side table and drained it in one go. Her thirst was insatiable. Wiping her mouth with her wrist, she reached for another bottle.

Eventually someone from housekeeping delivered warm facecloths. With a stunned expression, she mentioned Mave could wash up in the employees’ restroom. Mave blinked at the bloodstains streaking her hands. She looked better dressed for Halloween than a New Year’s black-tie event.

Inside the restroom, she wiped her face with the towels, scrubbed her knuckles raw, and did her best to avoid her zombie-like reflection in the mirror. Having filled a wicker basket with the dirtied cloths, she returned to her club chair outside.

The blanket was still there. She pulled it to her chin, cloaking her ruined dress. A window from an office nearby let in the storm’s roar. The more Mave focused on the white noise, the more her eyelids grew heavy. One unnerving question after another pushed to be heard inside her mind. It was too much, too soon. She didn’t want to hear them, consider them. She didn’t want to think, period.

Her head dipped to the armrest.

—❖—

It was a lucid dream. It had to be. The storm from the office still moaned in the background. Plus everything seemed dimmer and brighter than in real life. The bells above the shop door jingled too sharply. And Birdie Everhart’s shadow rolled before her too densely.

Mave checked the time just as she’d done a week ago: five minutes before closing.

Birdie strode inside indifferently, her refined confidence impressive even as it announced her privilege to the world. Mave set aside her drawer of stamps and meager receipts. “Birdie?”

Dapples of pink streaked the old woman’s upper cheeks and her mouth was pursed in a severe line. Mave smiled, hoping to diffuse her obvious stress. “Is everything okay?”

“My muller.”

Mave shook her head and grew distracted by a hint of ash lacing the air.

That part was wrong. There had been no scent in real life.

She sniffed, and the sensation dissolved. “Huh, I’m sorry, what?”

“Don’t mumble, Mave.”

Birdie had spoken those very words. Mave relaxed her shoulders and dismissed any discrepancy. She was re-enacting the past in a dream after all.

“Now, are you capable of finding a stolen item? Or simply things I’ve personally lost?”

“I’m not sure.” Mave pushed up her glasses and smoothed a wrinkle from her blouse. “No one’s ever asked me that before. I suppose if the stolen object belongs to you, then I should still be able to”—she chose her words carefully—“guess its location.”

“Excellent. My muller, it was taken. Or maybe misplaced by that new maid I hired. I told her to stay out of my studio but they never listen.”

Another wave of ash bloomed, and Mave absently brushed her knuckle across her upper lip. The ice storm felt like it was raging in the back of her skull. She wished its white noise would die.

Mistaking her confusion, Birdie impatiently added, “It’s a grinding tool made of glass similar to a mortar. I need it to refine my pigments into powder.”

“Okay, I’m sure I can help.” She pulled in a deep breath and wrinkled her nose as the ashy odor tickled her sinuses.

“What’s wrong?”

They were off-script again. “Nothing.” She cleared her throat, determined to erase the errors of dream from reality. She had to maintain order, remember last week exactly as it’d happened. “Just clear your mind like all the other times”—Yes. That’s what she’d said—“and focus on the tool itself.”

A vein ticked in Birdie’s temple but she did as Mave asked. Seconds later the artist’s connection to her muller appeared in Mave’s inner eye. “Come with me.” Mave’s steps faltered as she recalled her slight gaffe: when she’d originally tracked the item, she’d shown open surprise. But dream-Birdie seemed not to notice. Her eyes widened as Mave rounded the counter and exited the giftshop. The storm grew louder out in the galleria. She ignored it and rolled up her sleeve.

The doorway bells hadn’t stopped ringing before Mave held the muller in her hand. The glass tool was browned with soil from the plant pot it’d been buried in, directly outside the shop. Birdie’s jaw slackened. She clearly hadn’t been in on the prank. Mave doubted her hound-dogging would have worked otherwise. She passed Birdie her tool and dusted her hands.

Birdie inspected the muller as if she’d never seen it before. The streaks in her cheeks darkened and a dangerous heat built behind her gaze. Mave tucked her hair behind her ears. “Is there anything—”

The old woman spun and stalked off without so much as a thanks, her stolen item clenched in her fist.

As Mave watched her disappear, the potted palm fluttered in her periphery, its leaves forming silhouettes of razors. The scent of ash wafted from behind, nudging, calling. Her shoulders stiffened again. She struggled to resist, to remain grounded. But in the end, her need to track overruled reason. She turned slowly, her tongue blotted dry, and reminded herself: this was a dream. Even if its improvised parts felt real.

Her heart raced. The reflex to cough battled with her need to swallow. Swallow, swallow, pull. Mave’s breath clipped as her connection to the scent grew taut with its source.

There: an indistinguishable figure reeking of ashes hovered just in front of the shop’s door. Mave stared in disbelief. None of this made sense. It wasn’t a lost object she’d tracked, but a person. It was there and not-there, as if filtered behind a screen.

Just a dream.

Mave tilted her head for a different angle, and like another set of eyelids obscuring her vision, the mesh of darkness followed. She couldn’t see beyond it—could only process through it. “H-hello?” she exhaled.

The figure froze as if caught unaware.

This isn’t right. Mave retreated a step. I need to wake up. Please wake up.

The shadowy figure quivered and extended its hand toward her, seeming to push at the mesh. Was it checking to make sure Mave was really there? That she could see it?

She nodded without meaning to. “I d-do—I see you,” she whispered. And for some reason, the confession caused the figure to flinch and for Mave’s heart to fire like a shotgun.

—❖—

She jerked awake. Anxiety spun in her stomach and her neck was stiff from being bent at an awkward angle. How long had she nodded off in the chair? An hour, two perhaps? She sat up roughly and massaged a kink in her shoulder. She’d had a strange dream—a bad dream—but already its details were melting from her consciousness.

Birdie’s visit to the giftshop. The muller she’d tracked and then… Hushed voices carried and Mave turned her neck. Mr. Hendrick’s office door was ajar an inch. Enough for shreds of his conversation to be overheard.

“…briefed Sheriff Mor…” Tag’s murmur carried. “…from a state penitentiary taped…”

She straightened her spine. Her inner alarm tripped and the remains of her stupor fell away with her blanket. With a quick scan to confirm she was alone, she crept behind the office door.

“—told her what Jordy heard and about her bloody boxcutter,” Tag said, “plus those postcards. Course, Morganson wouldn’t say nothing so I called a buddy of mine works traffic control upstate. Get this: that girl’s full name is Mave Michael Francis, daughter of Cain Francis.”

“Who?” Hendrick said. “Should that name mean anything to me?”

Tag snorted. “Not unless you need to get someone whacked. Cain Francis is a gun for hire. Or was. Been in the slammer going on four years now, doing time for murder one, multiple counts.” If Edward Hendrick gave a response, Mave didn’t hear it.

Thoughts reeling, knees folding, she slid into a crouch. What boxcutter? How? What did her father have to do with—

“I know.” Tag dropped his tone. Mave had to strain her ears. “…father’s a hitman, a fuckin’ contract killer. Apple don’t fall far from the tree, right? Had us all fooled. How much of a background check did you do on this girl?”

“Don’t give me that ex-Marine bullshit,” Hendrick hissed. “This is a hotel, not the bloody White House. And the tourism agency gave her a glowing recommendation: experience as a key holder, courteous, neat. The shop’s inventory has never been more accurate. Are you one hundred percent sure you’re not wrong about—” 

“She’s got an FNX-9 9mm with a suppressor in her dresser. Serial number scratched off.”

Mave’s heart pounded wild against her ribcage. No! What were they doing snooping through her belongings? Acid churned in her stomach. Then she remembered. Hendrick had instructed Tag to bring her clean clothes. From her dresser. Where she’d stashed her father’s pistol beneath her uniform. She’d stupidly agreed to it.

A misunderstanding. That was all. She’d explain. Mave kneaded her forehead where a dull ache was forming.

“Goddamned Birdie. This is a PR nightmare,” Hendrick griped. “Where’s Charlie? Bastian can take him a bottle of the vintage Barolo, the ninety-four. Anything to keep him soused. And Parissa, too,” he thought aloud, speaking overtop Tag when the guard offered to deliver the wine himself. Mave had no idea who they were talking about—additional VIPs from the sound of it. “We can not let any guest catch wind of this. Not tonight. There’s too much riding on this weekend. The mayor. The investors—Christ. What if they—”

“Let me do my job. All due respect, you want damage control, first thing is to retain the girl until Morganson gets here.”

NO. Nausea rolled in her gut. She bit her lip, suppressing a cry.

“You’re absolutely certain Mave is responsible for Birdie’s death?”

Her jaw fell open. She cupped her ribs, struggled for air. “Evidence don’t lie.”

What evidence? she inwardly screamed.

“All right. I’ve heard enough.” A chair scraped the floor. “Let’s get this over with.”

Before Mave knew what was happening the door to the office swung open, and Tag gaped at her crouched behind it.
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The hotel director, the security guard, and the shopgirl: it was an illogical staff meeting in the offices of the Château du Ciel—the start of a bad joke. Tag insisted she cooperate until the police arrived. Mave insisted she get an explanation. She had a right to defend herself and managed to articulate this, and not much else, to the men.

“Two things on-scene, kicked just under Birdie’s bed.” Tag’s gaze stayed glued to her as if, at any moment, she might produce another pistol from thin air. Though she had gotten up from the floor and back into the club chair, the ex-Marine hovered over her, legs parted, arms crossed. Like a prison guard. “First is a boxcutter. With blood on its blade.”

Seated on the chair opposite Mave, Mr. Hendrick checked his watch for what seemed like the hundredth time in the past minute. “Once the police make it here, they’ll be able to confirm—”

“It was used to slash Birdie in the stomach,” Tag interjected. “And it don’t take a genius to know whose cutter it is.”

Dread pooled in Mave’s gut. Even before he said it, she knew what was coming.

“You always put your initials on stuff?”

Not on everything. But loose supplies from the shop, items that could walk away—scissors, stapler, tape dispenser. X-acto knife. They were normally sorted in a drawer beneath the counter. And all were marked with her neat print: mm.

“I’m—” her voice cracked. Just in case someone were to borrow anything (like a boxcutter to stab Birdie), Mave would know which item belonged to the boutique. “I don’t like to lose things.” There was a logical explanation for everything. None of which resulted in her murdering the Château’s resident artist. If only they’d listen. She turned to Mr. Hendrick. “Please…”

His eyes were downcast, too dark to read in the weak lamplight.

“I had nothing to do with this. I was just”—trying to earn extra cash—“in the wrong place at the wrong time.” (Twelve years old—a motel bathroom—a bullet wound puncturing the forehead like a socket for a third eye.) She plucked the rubber band on her wrist.

“Second thing we saw,” Tag said as if she hadn’t spoken, “was some fancy artist’s tool about the size of my fist.” He demonstrated by clenching his hand, his knuckles sharpening into pale peaks. “Kind of like a glass knob.”

Fancy artist’s tool.

“Also got blood on it. And white hairs.”

Birdie’s crooked wig cap flashed in her mind. Glass knob. Her thoughts jumped to the muller Birdie had asked her to locate last week. The one Mave had dug out from a potted palm directly outside the shop. It couldn’t be…

“Sure. You know just the tool I’m talking about, don’t you?” She’d never mastered a poker face. Can read you like the breaking news at the bottom of my screen, Cain Francis used to reproach. Gotta try harder than that.

“Figure Birdie gave a fight, startled her attacker.” Tag’s stare bore into her cheek. She struggled not to scratch her face. If she wanted to get out of this mess, she had to control her roiling anxiety. “Stabs weren’t enough, so the killer improvised. Know what the coroner’s report will say?” Mave chewed the inside of her cheek as Tag continued spewing his morbid theories. “Killer used a bludgeon to finish the job. Fits the noise Jordy heard and the bleeding from Birdie’s skull.”

“Jordy?” Her voice sounded windswept, hollow.

Tag put his hands on his hips. Beneath the flap of his suit jacket, a baton was visible. “He’s working front desk tonight. He answered Birdie’s phone call for help.”

It couldn’t get worse. But it did.

“Jordy heard your name when he asked Birdie who was up there, hurting her.”

“Wait—what?” Just as quickly, the mistake crystallized: she’d called out hello, announced her presence in the studio, and Birdie had replied—yelled for her from the bedroom. “That’s not what happened!” She dug her nails into the armrests, spun her head from one man to the other. “I was just in the next—” Her tongue tripped as her words raced to be heard. “That makes no sense!”

Calmly M&M, her father’s voice warned. You act like a caged animal, that’s exactly how they’ll treat you.

She released the armrests and wrung her fingers together on her lap. The beds of her nails were darkened. It would take multiple scrubbings to get all the blood out. (Cain had worn gloves. Always. Six bottles of bleach had been stored beneath the kitchen sink, just as precaution.)

“I barely knew her,” she said more evenly. “I mean, why? What would I gain from wanting Birdie”—say it—“dead.”

“You tell me.” Tag eased his glower a notch, openly curious. Mr. Hendrick leaned forward, as if also on edge for her response.

“This is ridiculous,” she burst out. “No matter what you’ve heard about—” She snapped her jaw shut before mentioning Cain Francis. “I’m not a coldblooded killer.”

“Here’s the thing.” Mr. Hendrick furled his brow. It was the first thing he’d said since Tag took over the conversation and spun it into a biased interrogation. He tented his fingers and touched them to his lips, observing her like one might contemplate a poisonous flower. “Even after everything, I’d like to give you the benefit of doubt. Except”—

Except you’re genetically programmed. Except you’re professionally trained. “—the video footage.”

Without her needing to ask, Tag filled her in. He evidently enjoyed the sound of his own voice. “Before the murder, you’re the only person caught entering Birdie’s studio.”

She blinked, her brain slow to process this latest blow.

He said caught. You’re caught. Red-handed in every sense. Everything they were telling her was wrong. Twisted.

“You hear what I just said? Hours of footage show the halls of the twenty-third floor empty”—Tag pointed at her—“till you.”

Stop, she needed to shout. Another mistake. One thing after another painting her in guilt. But how?

“The cameras,” she looked to Mr. Hendrick, willed him to recognize the truth, “they must have a blind spot. You have to believe me. Birdie was already injured when I found her.”

Edward Hendrick regarded her with pity. “Look, Ms. Michael—Mave—”

“I came through her studio. I heard her shout my name but that’s because I was in the next room. I went to find her and”—a flutter, a figure in black—“wait—I thought—when I first entered the bedroom I saw someone.” Yes, good. There. Someone else—the real killer—was still floating freely around the hotel. Let them chew on that.

“Who?” Tag asked.

“Well…” A person wearing dark clothes? What had she seen apart from the billowing curtains? “I don’t know.”

“What’d they look like?”

Mave strained to recall the moment she’d first stepped inside Birdie’s bedroom and felt movement in her peripheral vision. But it’d been too dark. Too cold. “I didn’t—I’m not sure.”

“Man or a woman?” 

“I…”

“Where’d they go? How’d they leave?”

She stared at her hands, gripped her knees tightly. She sounded foolish, desperate, even to herself. Yet she had to try. She opened her mouth to tell them. “The balcony was—”

Tag’s loud snort cut her off. “You expect us to believe someone climbed the walls outside? Twenty-three stories up, on tonight of all nights? There’s a motherfucking severe storm—”

“Tag,” Hendrick reprimanded.

“—only thing climbing out there is ice.”

Mr. Hendrick raised a hand, ordering Tag to simmer down. “Wait,” his tone was far gentler than his security guard’s bark, “if you didn’t visit the suite to hurt Birdie, why were you there?”

To make money. A pipe dream. “Birdie hired me.” Mave swallowed, wishing for another bottle of water. “She wanted to paint my portrait. Offered to pay me.”

“I see.” 

Did he?

A hint of disappointment crossed his features. “So you knew about Birdie’s money.”

Huh?

“That she kept plenty of cash on hand in her safe.”

Was he asking her? Telling her? “Well, I guess.” Everyone knew Birdie was rich. “I mean, I hadn’t really…”

“That why you went up there?” Tag said. “To rob her?” 

“What? No! I told you she invited—” The note. “There’s a monogrammed card in the wastebasket of my bathroom.” It took effort to keep her voice steady. “It’s a handwritten note from Birdie asking me to visit her studio.” She took a giant breath. “Just ask Bastian. He delivered it to me himself.”

Mr. Hendrick gave a slight nod. “I’ll have someone check and bring
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