
		
			[image: Cover for Harley Quinn: Redemption]
		

	
		
		
			— [image: DC ICONS] —

			Wonder Woman: Warbringer

			by Leigh Bardugo

			Batman: Nightwalker

			by Marie Lu

			Catwoman: Soulstealer

			by Sarah J. Maas

			Superman: Dawnbreaker

			by Matt de la Peña

			Black Canary: Breaking Silence

			by Alexandra Monir

			Harley Quinn: Reckoning

			Harley Quinn: Ravenous

			Harley Quinn: Redemption

			by Rachael Allen

		

	
		
			
			
				
				
					[image: Book Title, Harley Quinn: Redemption, Author, Rachael Allen, Imprint, Random House Books for Young Readers]
				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

				
					
						[image: DC logo. Warner Brothers logo.]
					

				

				Copyright © 2024 DC.

				BATMAN and all related characters and elements © & ™ DC.

				WB SHIELD: ™ & © WBEI. (s24)

				Harley Quinn: Reckoning excerpt copyright © 2022 DC. BATMAN and all related characters and elements © & ™ DC. (s22)

				Harley Quinn created by Paul Dini and Bruce Timm

				All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Random House Children’s Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

				Random House and the colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

				Visit us on the Web! GetUnderlined.com

				Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools, visit us at RHTeachersLibrarians.com

				Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

				ISBN 9780593429945 (trade) — ebook ISBN 9780593429969

				Cover art by Kevin Wada

				Interior map art by Ansley Allen

				Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

				Penguin Random House LLC supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to publish books for every reader.

				ep_prh_6.3_151269552_c0_r0

			

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Other Titles

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Dedication

			

			
				Prologue

			

			
				Chapter 1

			

			
				Chapter 2

			

			
				Chapter 3

			

			
				Chapter 4

			

			
				Chapter 5

			

			
				Chapter 6

			

			
				Chapter 7

			

			
				Chapter 8

			

			
				Chapter 9

			

			
				Chapter 10

			

			
				Chapter 11

			

			
				Chapter 12

			

			
				Chapter 13

			

			
				Chapter 14

			

			
				Chapter 15

			

			
				Chapter 16

			

			
				Chapter 17

			

			
				Chapter 18

			

			
				Chapter 19

			

			
				Chapter 20

			

			
				Chapter 21

			

			
				Chapter 22

			

			
				Chapter 23

			

			
				Chapter 24

			

			
				Chapter 25

			

			
				Chapter 26

			

			
				Chapter 27

			

			
				Chapter 28

			

			
				Chapter 29

			

			
				Chapter 30

			

			
				Chapter 31

			

			
				Chapter 32

			

			
				Chapter 33

			

			
				Chapter 34

			

			
				Chapter 35

			

			
				Chapter 36

			

			
				Chapter 37

			

			
				Chapter 38

			

			
				Chapter 39

			

			
				Chapter 40

			

			
				Chapter 41

			

			
				Chapter 42

			

			
				Epilogue

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

				Excerpt from Harley Quinn: Reckoning

			

		

	_151269552_

	
		
			
			
				To everyone who loves Harley Quinn and sees a piece of themselves in her
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						PROLOGUE

					

				

				
					Dear Harleen,

					You don’t know me. You don’t, but you will.

					I watch you. As you walk home to your dorm from the library at night. You really shouldn’t look at your phone so much—anyone could sneak up behind you.

					I watch you. Drinking your morning coffee out of a dented black travel mug in biology class.

					Maybe I’m watching you now while you read this letter. I’m never very far for very long.

					Today, I decided I needed to do more than watch. And, so, a letter and a gift, the first of many, if all goes well.

					I watch a lot of girls. People. A lot of people. But not just anyone. Some of them don’t look the way they’re supposed to. Mismatches. It’s so frustrating when the real world doesn’t align with what’s inside my head. I have to draw them the right way. One time, sometimes, many times. I draw them until I don’t itch anymore. I know how to draw them correctly. That’s not the hard part. Their insides sing blood songs. Did you know that? I don’t choose. I never chose any of this. I was searching for something else entirely, and there it was—an article about a massive Arkham jailbreak and a Gotham U student who was injured at Ace Chemicals. The student sounded like someone I would like to watch. It wasn’t hard to figure out it was you.

					I put you on my short list. Could you feel it when I did that? Did you get a tingling feeling up the back of your neck when I wrote your name, like I was standing behind you, whispering it in your ear? I like to think that you did. The list I’ve curated is of people with unbelievable physical abilities, beautiful girls, canvases oozing with siren songs. People I need to acquire. Wait—I’m getting ahead of myself. How to explain this…? It’s so important that you understand me.

					One time, I met a girl sitting on a bench outside the train station, and I wondered what it would be like to make her match the visions in my head.

					And I found out.

					I’m an artist, you see. Only instead of working in tired mediums like paints and pencils, I’m creating something entirely new. Stitching and slicing and welding and tearing and composing. I’m breaking the very idea of what art can be.

					Imagine how it felt to learn that you—one of my most exciting potential pieces—were searching for me, were keeping tabs on me too. I knew you were special because your insides are so very loud, but when I found out you were looking for me, we became connected. It’s clear now that you’re meant to be my muse.

					Someday, I’ll acquire you too. But I have so many skills to hone first and so many girls to practice on. Do you want to see what I’ve been doing with them?

					
						—The Dollmaker
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					CHAPTER 1

				

			

			Science experiments that involve kissing should be a lot more fun. Ivy, my girlfriend, my G-I-R-L-F-R-I-E-N-D of exactly twenty-nine days and four hours, purses her lips and leans forward. Her hair glistens in the sunlight, and she smells like summer and overripe peaches. Her lips look soft and so very kissable.

			And…I pull out a box of cotton swabs. (No. Fun. At all.)

			“Think about me!” I tell her.

			The puckering takes on a smiley shape. I run a swab across her lips and then carefully open her mouth so I can make small circles on the insides of her cheeks as I count to five.

			“Perfect!” I remove the swab and stuff it in a tube filled with clear media. “Now think about Woodrue!”

			I take another kiss sample with a fresh swab.

			“Now think about kissing Catwoman!”

			“Wait, what?”

			“Kidding! Think about me again.”

			Another swab.

			I vortex all the vials to homogenize the samples, and then I spin them down so I can run the toxicity assay. Please work. Please work. Please work this time. It’s important to distract myself, because if I don’t, I’ll start thinking about the letters. And what comes with the letters. So I keep my eyes on the centrifuge as it works its way up to 10,000 g. While I’m doing my science, Ivy repots some begonias that she rescued (read: stole) from the nearby home improvement store because “the poor babies had root rot and they needed someone to take care of them.” Her conservatory—the place where we’re working—is unreal. Like a jungle ate a science lab and then settled down in a Victorian solarium. The walls are so thick with greenery, you can hardly see them, and the ceiling is retractable glass.

			Also? There are lab benches with science equipment and a sitting area for relaxing and shelves filled so tall with books that you have to use a vine-covered ladder to reach them. (I honestly still haven’t been able to decide if the ladder is alive—the last time I was stretching out my fingers to grab a book just beyond reach, one of the rungs SHOT OUT A VINE to help me.)

			And then there are the flowers as big as people and the vines hung thick with mysterious fruit and the ones that smell like death or cinnamon or banana pudding. This place feels like a mythical parallel world—something hidden and primordial. Our own personal oasis on the outskirts of Gotham City. A break from the horrors that find their way to my campus mailbox. I have been here two days, and I never want to leave.

			“Have your professors posted grades yet?” Ivy asks as she makes cuttings of her Monstera deliciosa. (It has a ton of white patches and streaks within its tropical green leaves, which apparently makes it some kind of celebrity in the plant community.)

			I shake my head and do another rinse step for my assay. “No.” I say it like I’m personally offended, because I am. “And refreshing every ten minutes doesn’t make the grades appear.”

			Ivy smirks. “Cruel and unusual.”

			It really is. I’ve been working like a fiend to make all A’s so I can get into a top-tier med school, even while the darkness at the back of my mind whispers that I could do more good by putting on my Harley costume and taking to the streets.

			“What are you thinking about?” asks Ivy.

			I blush. “Nothing.”

			It’s not that I think she’d judge me, but it’s one thing to do some fun and nefarious secret missions on the side, and it’s entirely another to say you’re considering them as a whole life plan/alternate career. Especially when all you have is some amorphous picture in your head of tearing through Gotham City by night with glitterbombs and truth bombs and actual bombs, and not, like, a specific plan of how this entire setup would work or what the point would be. It’s better to tell her when I have a solid plan. Yep. I’m sure an epiphany about my life goals will strike any day now.

			Just then, the Isleys’ housekeeper bustles in with a monogrammed cheese board straight out of a magazine. Baked brie. Fig jam. Fruit I don’t even know the names of.

			“Thanks, Dorothy,” says Ivy kindly.

			I choke out a “thank you” too. I wish I could feel more comfortable around this woman, who is almost like a mother to Ivy. But I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to people waiting on me.

			The minute I leave the conservatory and set foot on the rest of the Isley estate (because it’s definitely not just a house, this place), I’m reminded of exactly how different Ivy and I are. When she found out I didn’t have a place to stay during that awkward week between spring and summer semester when they don’t let students live in the dorms, she didn’t hesitate—I just had to stay with her at Hawthorne.

			Do I have to call it Hawthorne?

			She rolled her eyes. “Only in front of my parents. I used to try to think up awful nicknames just to piss them off,” she continued, and I grinned. “But they’re going to be away at their Tuscan villa all summer, a fact that my mother has worked into conversation ad nauseam with everyone from the neighbors to our dentist, which means we’ll get the house to ourselves.”

			Ivy looked positively gleeful. At the thought of them leaving? At the thought of me coming to stay? Probably both.

			And because I adore her, I only teased her a little about how I didn’t realize “to ourselves” meant us plus a staff of seven.

			Ivy sprinkles the cheese board with edible flowers, and I abruptly stop spacing out because (A) Ivy, and (B) cheese.

			I walk over to the sitting area to pop a bite of baked brie into my mouth and eat a couple of round berries the color of an egg yolk.

			“So, you think it’ll work this time?” asks Ivy.

			“The cheese? It’s definitely working.”

			I give my belly a comical rub, but she doesn’t laugh.

			“The experiment.” Ivy tucks her legs underneath her and picks at some pomegranate arils.

			“Are you kidding?! It’s totally gonna work!” I hype myself up so I can hype her up. Don’t let the doubts slither into my brain. The whispers that tell me we’ve been trying for months and we thought we’d have it figured out in weeks. The shadows that hiss that it may be impossible, and what are we going to do then? Oops, guess the doubts slithered in after all.

			I leap up from the table. “HEY, WHAT’S THIS?”

			Ivy glances at me. “Huh?”

			“These flowers.” I point at the furry pink cotton balls that strongly resemble the trees in a children’s book my mom used to read to me. “I’m, like, fascinated by them. What are they?”

			“I know what you’re doing.” The left side of Ivy’s mouth curves upward.

			“What? Showing an interest in your hobbies? Being curious about nature’s wonders?”

			“Distracting me.”

			“Is it working?”

			She can’t help but crack a grin. “Yes.”

			“So…what are they?”

			“Mimosa trees.” She walks over and plucks one of the fluffy pink flowers. She holds it out to me. “Smell it.”

			I breathe in, and then I sigh out because these flowers, wow. “They’re amazing. Like honey and almonds and a summer breeze, and something spicy I can’t quite put my finger on.”

			“Ginger,” says Ivy, looking incredibly pleased with my assessment.

			“Yeah, that.” I sigh again because I still feel a little daydreamy after inhaling the flower.

			“When I was little, I used to call them powderpuff trees, and I’d pick the flowers and pretend to do my makeup with them.” She brushes the flower along my cheekbones like a blush brush, and I shiver.

			“I bet you were the cutest kid ever.”

			Her smile falters, but just for a second. She doesn’t like to talk about her childhood.

			“You can make a tincture with the flowers that alleviates depression. Well, that’s the folklore anyway, but I think there might be some scientific merit to it.” (Classic Ivy recovery.)

			I move along to another raised flower bed, and Ivy pushes the flower into the soil next to me with her hand, then swoops her fingers around it gracefully like a ballerina until it grows into a tiny mimosa tree.

			“I will never get over you doing that. It’s like magic.”

			Ivy narrows her eyes. “Science.”

			“But in some ways, aren’t they the same thing?” I skip along to some shiny-looking blueberries before she can get too ruffled. “Oh! How ’bout these?! Let me guess! They turn you into a blueberry. Nope, too obvious. Temporary telepathy? I’ve always wanted to know what Officer Montoya thinks about when she’s not interrogating people.” If I could really have that, the ability to break into people’s minds, I could find the location of the man stalking me in the time it takes to snap my fingers. I open my mouth wide, ready to eat a berry right off the branch.

			A giant elephant’s ear leaf leans over, forming a bright green barrier against my face. “Um, those are belladonna, and they can kill you,” says Ivy.

			“Oops.” And then I eye the plant skeptically. “Just one of those little berries?”

			“I mean, maybe if you’re lucky, it’ll just be delirium or hallucinations, but yes, deadly nightshade. Poison of the ages. Used to make witches fly and women’s eyes dilate.”

			“Wut.”

			“It was a whole thing to look prettier in medieval times. Zero out of ten. Would not recommend.”

			“Oh-ho-kay. No belladonna for me.”

			But what if it wasn’t just poison? What if it was poison and powers? Would the juice be worth the squeeze?

			My timer buzzes from across the room.

			“Oh! My experiment!”

			I run over and eyeball the toxicity levels and then export the results so I can analyze them. Ivy buzzes around me while trying to pretend she’s not hovering.

			“Huh. It’s still showing high levels of toxins when you think about me. Or when you think about anything at all, really. Not as high as when you think about Woodrue, though, so that’s something!”

			Ivy takes a step back and sits on the table. “Yeah. For sure.” But her voice is hollow, and I know no amount of excited plant questions are going to fix this.

			I sit next to her and press my shoulder against hers.

			“It’s okay. We’ll keep trying.”

			She nods.

			I have another idea I’m working on—one where I try to isolate exactly what it is in Ivy’s saliva/body/whatever that’s keeping her from dying from her own toxin, but I’ve had absolutely zero luck finding it so far, so I don’t mention it. It’s been hard to keep our hopes up lately.

			It’s not just our kissing problem. We’ve hardly made any progress on trying to find the missing girls or the trafficking gang either. I remember how powerful I felt last semester watching The Scarecrow get arrested during grand rounds. Realizing that I hadn’t been pushed into those chemicals—I’d jumped so that the very last of the mind-control chips would be destroyed. And even though I knew it wasn’t over, that The Scarecrow had intended to supply those chips to a bigger operation that had been kidnapping girls all over the city, I wasn’t worried then. I told Ivy we’d cure ourselves and find the missing girls in a single spring-break road trip. And now it’s summer, and we’re still right where we started. No progress. And that’s with the mastermind behind the missing girls sending me serial-killer letters in the mail for the last two months.

			Sometimes the letters aren’t all he sends. Sometimes there are “gifts.” Packages tied up with twine. Dolls nestled in tissue paper. Horrific, ugly little things with bat wings sewn into their backs and tentacles coming out of their faces.

			And the letters that come with them…

			
				I discovered the most intriguing girl in a back alley yesterday. Her face is plain, and I think she may be addicted to a couple of vices, but I already have ideas for how to transform her. What do you think? Beautiful, no?

			

			Because it turns out the dolls he sends me aren’t just dolls. They’re plans. Blueprints. This isn’t your usual human-trafficking operation. He’s taking the girls because he wants to make them “transcendent.” Turn them into what his sadistic brain thinks of as art. I shudder just thinking about it.

			Every time he takes a girl, I get a letter and a doll. Every time. He used to keep them on a shelf in his (no doubt dreadful) lair, but now he sends them to me because apparently I’m just that special. And every time I get one, I feel that much more like a failure. Another girl mangled. One more I’ve failed to save. It got to where my hands shook every time I checked my Gotham U mailbox.

			Another benefit of staying at Ivy’s? The Dollmaker doesn’t know where I am. I’ll get a break from his ghastly presents, if only for a week.

			When I got that first letter, and the first doll that went with it, I was disgusted. Panic-stricken. But it gave me something to follow up on. The man behind the trafficking gang, one of the two men who were collaborating with The Scarecrow, had revealed himself to me. Named himself, even—The Dollmaker. And I already knew one of his other aliases, Anton, from his emails to The Scarecrow. He wasn’t being nearly as careful as he should have been.

			Why is it so hard to find him, though? I’ve been to every dive bar and hole-in-the-wall in the East End, seeing if I can get some drunk person to spill that they maybe thought they saw something a few days ago. I’ve pumped my underworld connections for any information they might have on a guy named Anton or someone who goes by “The Dollmaker.” I’ve asked all the girls in my old neighborhood if they’ve noticed anyone more suspicious than usual lurking around. But other than the confirmation that, yes, girls are disappearing more rapidly than normal, and a couple people claiming to have seen the same idling black car, I’ve got nothing. I think back to my gap year, when I was part of the Reckoning. How much the five of us accomplished in such a short amount of time. Sometimes I wonder if the reason Ivy and I are having trouble making progress is because it’s just the two of us.

			I never ended up hearing back from Jasmin and Bianca last semester, even though I sent them a bunch of texts. Jasmin’s still a grad student at Gotham U for another year, so I guess I could find her on campus taking summer classes. I want to find out how Bianca’s back surgery went too. It was months ago that she broke her back trying to follow a trafficking gang on a mission that I couldn’t risk helping with. Months ago that they flew her to Santa Prisca for experimental surgery.

			The fact that I haven’t heard from her since before the surgery worries me. So, I guess I could try to track down both of them, but I don’t know. They could easily get in touch with me, and they haven’t. Maybe I need to respect their boundaries. It is my fault we’re not talking, after all. The result of me damaging our friendship by not being there for them when they needed me. Being too laser focused on what I thought my future was supposed to look like. Trying so hard to do things the “right” way that I wronged everyone around me.

			Turns out the right way doesn’t work for me. I’ll take the way that gets results any day. Though it may be too late to get my friends back.

			I shake away the thought. Thank goodness I’ve got Ivy.

			Our eyes meet and she says, “You want to do our nails? Or go swimming? The sunlight always makes me feel better.”

			I blink. Wow, if Ivy is trying to cheer me up, I really must look deep in my feelings.

			“Yeah. That would be awesome,” I say.

			She frowns. “Which one?”

			“Both,” I answer quickly, jumping up from the table. “Um, in whatever order would make the most sense.”

			She rolls her eyes. “You are so weird.” She starts to move from the table to a flower bed, but I grab her hand and pull her closer to me before she can turn away.

			“You like it.”

			“Maybe I do,” she says in a teasing voice that makes me think all kinds of dangerous things. Her thigh is touching my hip bone. Her peaches-basil-summer-rain smell feels like a drug. Kissing her would be like eating a fistful of belladonna berries, but I’d do it. Cure or no. If she asked me right now, I’d—

			Ivy pulls away, panting, which is good because the rational part of my brain would actually like to live to see tomorrow.

			“We have to be careful,” she says.

			“Yep.” I close my eyes because the being-careful thing is a whole lot easier if I can’t see her.

			Especially now that we spend almost every second with each other, working in the greenhouse, elbows touching, waking up in Ivy’s bed. Double especially if we’re about to go swimming and I’m going to see her in a bathing suit for the first time.

			Ivy. In a swimsuit.

			“Definitely gotta be careful,” I squeak out.

			There’s a knock at the conservatory door, and THANK FREAKING GOODNESS, because I’m not sure how I was supposed to survive the next five minutes.

			The Isleys’ butler enters.

			“I’ve got a package for Miss Quinzel.”

			And I tear my eyes away from Ivy long enough to really look at him and what he’s holding. Not just any package. A pretty white box tied with twine. Big and rectangular—the same size as the others. The feeling of safety I had here evaporates. Dissolves like cotton candy in a rainstorm.

			I glance at Ivy, and the dread I’m feeling is mirrored on her face.

			“Thank you, Mason,” she says with only the tiniest quaver in her voice, and he nods and places the package on the table gently and obliviously because he doesn’t know there’s a time bomb of suck inside.

			As he leaves, I walk over to the table so I can look at the tag.

			I confirm what Ivy and I already suspect.

			“It’s from him.” The pieces connect in my head, a horrible puzzle taking shape. “He knows I’m here.”

		

	
		
		
			
				On Dollmaking

				
					There are five steps required to make a doll.

				

				
					First, the Taking.

					Second, the Trials.

					Third, the Metamorphosis.

					Fourth, the Calming.

					Fifth, the Engraving.

				

				
					Most of the deaths happen during the third step.
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					CHAPTER 2

				

			

			I slide the lid off the box, wincing because I don’t know exactly what version of cruelty is waiting for me today, but I know it will feel like a punch to the gut. That’s what it always feels like. I hiss when I see the doll’s face. Is that…real skin? I touch her cheek because I have to know, and no, (mercifully) it isn’t. She’s made of plastic or rubber or whatever it is dolls are made of. But her cheek and forehead are charred on one side, and the skin-like material is burnt and has bubbled in such a way that for a split second, I thought it might be real.

			Ivy leans closer, her hair brushing against my shoulder, so she can see the doll. That one small act pulls me out of this living horror show for a moment, and I’m grateful.

			“Do you think he really burned her face like that?” asks Ivy.

			I shudder. “Either he did or he’s planning to.”

			I pick the doll up carefully because sometimes they contain hidden surprises. I still haven’t gotten over the one that sliced into my finger when I touched her arm the wrong way. The tag next to this doll’s head reads Firefly, and she’s dressed in a black suit and helmet that look flame-retardant. There’s a tank on her back, and one of her arms holds a big black flamethrower. Or maybe it’s fused to her sleeve? I inspect the doll’s forearm more carefully. No, not the sleeve. It’s fused to the doll’s arm. Does that mean it’s fused to the real-life girl’s arm?

			I bring the doll closer, and the motion of it sends a wave of air wafting toward me. A particular brand of noxious. Between an ill-fated sleepover when I was thirteen and the number of curling irons and flat irons I’ve used over the years, I recognize it immediately. Burning hair is the kind of smell that gets in your nose and doesn’t let go.

			I turn the doll over, investigating the ponytail coming out of her helmet, the hair shiny and oh-so-real and ending in a burnt tangle. Against my better judgment, I sniff.

			And then I gag.

			“It’s hair. He used real hair.” I drop the doll into its box, and Ivy slaps on the lid like it’s going to come alive and murder us.

			“Do you think—?” begins Ivy, but she can’t finish her sentence.

			“Do I think he set this girl on fire and used her real, actual, burnt-to-a-crisp hair to make me Little Sally Burns-A-Lot here? Yes. Yes, I do. What the actual eff is wrong with this guy?”

			“Everything.” Ivy shivers and pushes the box farther away from us like it’s filled to the brim with black widow spiders and venomous snakes.

			And now that we’ve done the worst part, the inspecting-the-doll part, our brains start to work again. We pace back and forth in the conservatory. We talk only in questions.

			How did he know you were here? (Ivy)

			Do you think he has people following me? (Me)

			Has he been watching us this whole time? (Ivy)

			What if he has people outside right now? (Me)

			Or drones? (Ivy)

			Do you think I should check the security feed? (Ivy)

			You have a security feed? (Me)

			The fact that he’s found me—here—in this place where I thought I was safe makes this whole thing feel like that much more of a violation. I’ve only been here two days. It makes me feel like I’m never not being watched. Can I change my clothes and feel safe? Or take Ivy’s hand without him seeing? I know we were alone in her dorm room when we talked about me staying here—but he could have bugged our rooms! Or maybe he just saw us hauling my stuff to her car and followed us here. I search the grounds outside the window like I’m expecting to see him hiding behind a bush or hanging from a tree. Not that I know what he looks like. Not that I’d be able to tell if he was standing in line behind me in a coffee shop or walking his dog past me at the park.

			“Hey.” Ivy wraps her arms around me from behind and rests her chin on my shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. You’re safe here. We have really excellent security.”

			I nod, even though I can’t shake the feeling that I could be anywhere, and if he really wanted to get to me, he would. He takes these girls like it’s nothing, and the police don’t even care. Because he’s smart—he takes the right kinds of girls. The ones the police don’t look for. And every time, he taunts me with how he’s taken another, and I’m not one bit closer to stopping him.

			I pull away from Ivy’s hug and turn around to face her.

			“I’m just—I’m over it. It’s been months. I want to find this guy and take him out already. I’m sick of him toying with me.”

			I think of the letters he’s been sending. That very first one and then the ones a few weeks ago:

			
				There were times when I doubted myself. You’ve no idea the struggle white men face in finding their footing in the art world these days. But now I know that all those years of toiling without so much as a scrap of recognition from the critics were worth it, because I’ve hit upon something next-level. It’s genius or madness. Probably both. I’m enclosing a model of one of my most recent pieces here. I’ve only ever trusted one other person with my ideas.

				
					

				

				Today I was doing some digging, and I discovered your connection to Talia al Ghūl. You were Talia’s sidekick, but she didn’t value you. She didn’t treat you the way I could. I’ll put you on a pedestal. You’ll be my inspiration. My right hand.

				
					

				

				I fear I’ve hit one of those low points that we creative types are wont to have. Two of my pieces weren’t working this week, and I had to completely discard them. I suffer a great deal for my art. The only thing that could cheer me up was you. I went to campus and waited in the building where you have your biology class. We shared an elevator ride, and for three floors we were breathing the same air, and your energy was contagious. It gave me the strength to get through the day.

				I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since.

				
					

				

				Tonight I tried something with one of my pieces: genetic manipulation. Like that old movie about the scientist who turns himself into a fly, only nothing as coarse and ugly as that. The end result gave me chills, and even though she only lasted for a few days, I knew I had to explore that idea some more.

			

			I was actually able to find a photo of that particular missing girl. At least, I’m pretty sure it was her. Her resemblance to the doll was remarkable—from the nose up. Blue eyes and curly brown hair. But poking out of her body in every direction were jagged black legs. Insect legs, bending in impossible angles. And where her mouth should have been, another set of legs. But strange ones. A cross between spider legs and mantis arms. Able to unfold and snap back just as quickly. Ivy searched the internet and figured out the girl had been genetically crossed with a whip spider. Was he really able to do this? To make someone look like this? That letter and that doll coupled with a picture of the girl before The Dollmaker had gotten to her—it was one of the worst days I’ve had in a long time.

			His most recent letters, though. They’re different. More urgent. There’s been a shift in him.

			
				I’ve created so many mock-ups of you, but none of them are right. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I’m obsessed with the idea of turning you into something that will become the model for all of my future creations. I’ve decided I need to increase my doll output to better determine what I’ll do with you when you come to me. I’ll take as many girls as I need in order to perfect my methods. It makes me itch all over that I haven’t figured it out yet.

				
					

				

				I hate how I can’t simply discuss these things with you. Our creative partnership feels so one-sided. Don’t you understand? We are nothing without each other. Our greatest heights can only be achieved together. What do I have to do to get you to return my attention?

			

			I shake my head, trying to block out the letters playing over and over in my brain. The ones where he describes what he’s doing to the girls. The ones where he calls me Talia’s sidekick. It bothers me that an outsider would see it that way. I’m so much more than someone’s sidekick. But I think that’s really what he’s looking for when he says he wants me to be his muse. What is he like with the others, the ones he doesn’t want to be his muse?

			I grit my teeth.

			“Every time he takes one of these girls, I feel so much worse,” I tell Ivy. “And the letters, they’re getting worse too.”

			Her head shoots up. “Wait a minute. Why doesn’t this one have a letter? They always come with a creepy letter.”

			“You’re right. I got all freaked-out by the hair and forgot.”

			I hurry to remove the lid again. Try not to inhale or think about the charred hair as I pick up the doll from the box.

			Ivy sorts through the tissue paper. “I don’t see a letter.”

			I flip over the tag that says Firefly, the only writing I noticed in the whole box, but there’s nothing there either.

			We comb over the box and the doll and the tissue paper one more time. And then it hits me.

			“Ivy, the doll. What if it’s in the doll?”

			Ivy stares at the pint-sized monster in front of us.

			“You think we should rip her open?” Ivy eyes the doll like a bunch of centipedes are about to come pouring out of her insides.

			I pick up the doll and try to gauge whether she feels weirdly heavy or something.

			Ivy is scrutinizing the lid to the box. “Does it seem like there’s just the faintest outline of something? Like words or pictures?”

			I frown. “Like invisible ink?”

			“Maybe?” Ivy runs off and comes back with a black light, which she just happens to have in her conservatory because of course she does. She tries a UV light too, and we see a little more, but it’s still hard to make everything out.

			“I wonder…” Ivy purses her lips, tilting the box lid this way and that. “Well, the black light could suggest something organic, and the fact that it’s paired with that fire doll…. What if we’re supposed to burn it?”

			“You mean set the box lid on fire? Don’t get me wrong, setting things on fire is my eighth favorite activity, but—”

			“Not the whole lid. Just, like, hold a small flame against the letters.”

			“Lightly burning the letters. Huh.” I narrow my eyes at the doll. “You don’t think—?” I inspect the tiny flamethrower and the tiny black button that I thought was just for show. And then I push it.

			WHOOSH.

			I dodge the flame, but only just, almost losing an eyebrow in the process.

			This time I aim the doll and her flamethrower at the message on the lid, carefully sweeping back and forth. Close enough that words start to appear in a color that makes me think of French toast but not so close that the lid catches fire. I get to the end and lean in to read the jagged letters, and my entire being fills with dread at the words silhouetted on the lid. At this newest message from The Dollmaker.

			
				I’ve given you so many gifts, and I haven’t received anything in return. Maybe it’s time I take something of yours.

			

		

	
		
		
			
				I Used to Be a Person

				
					Once upon a time, I was a toddler, playing with my blocks as my mom’s boyfriend screamed in the background.

					Once upon a time, I was in second grade, and I looked forward to school and a hot lunch and markers and a hug from my teacher.

					Once upon a time, I was fifteen, and it seemed better to walk the streets at night, sneaking cheap wine with a pack of girls, than to stay in my apartment.

					Once upon a time, I got in the wrong car.

					Her memories are all there, right alongside my new ones, but I keep them to myself.

					Mr. Tetch doesn’t like to talk about her.
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					CHAPTER 3

				

			

			I paw through my duffel bags like a drunken raccoon, flinging clothes and shoes in every direction while Ivy meticulously inspects her jewelry box.

			“If you were The Dollmaker, what would you take?” I ask as I completely upend my makeup bag.

			“I don’t know,” Ivy calls back. “Do you think you’d notice if anything was missing?”

			It’s a good point, but he seems like the type to take something that would make a statement. (You better believe Bernie was the first thing I checked.)

			“What are you girls doing?” That last question comes from Ivy’s mother (who, honestly, cannot leave for the Tuscan sun soon enough), and it barely meets the grammatical requirements because while it is technically a question, she means it as a command. A judgment. Whatever it is, you shouldn’t be doing it.

			I glance up from my duffel, wishing I hadn’t thrown the clothes quite so far and with quite so much vigor. A white T-shirt punctuated with holes rests directly in front of Ivy’s mom’s Chanel flats. She eyes it the way you would a pile of dog poop.

			Every time. Every damn time I am in this woman’s presence, it’s like I can feel the poor radiating off me.

			Poor-people things I have learned are poor-people things because of how scandalized they made Ivy’s mom look:

			
					
					Eating chips directly from the bag instead of putting them in a bowl first. (I’ve just never seen anyone do that.)

				

					
					Taking public transportation. (Oh gosh, how many times were you mugged?)

				

					
					The way I talk. (I swear her nostrils flare every time I say “ya know.”)

				

					
					Keeping perfectly good things like my laptop charger that I repaired with electrical tape. (Why don’t you just buy a new one?)

				

			

			“I’ll have one of the maids come up and sort through this for you. She can get rid of the old things.” Her eyes drift from the shirt to a pair of (artfully) ripped jeans. I grab them to my chest protectively.

			“It’s no trouble. I can do it myself.” If I let someone throw away every piece of clothing with holes or stains, I’d have about two outfits left.

			“Mom?” Ivy gently interrupts us. “Did you need something?”

			Mrs. Isley shakes herself back to her freshly-starched-clothing reality. “Right. Your father and I are leaving for the villa soon.”

			As she says this, he passes behind her in the hallway, a quick blur.

			“Charles?”

			“Yes?” he calls from down the hallway.

			“We’re saying goodbye to Pamela?”

			(Ivy has asked them repeatedly to call her Ivy.)

			“Yes, right.”

			He backtracks and stands next to Mrs. Isley in the doorway.

			“We’ll see you in a few months,” says Ivy’s mom.

			“If you need anything, be sure to tell the butler,” says Ivy’s dad, even though Mason has literally worked for them since before Ivy was born, and he clearly has a name.

			The moment stretches. I wait for some embraces or “I love yous” or, at the very least, a pat on the shoulder. Ivy’s waiting too. I can tell by the way she straightens her back, like if she can appear perfect enough, they’ll decide she’s worthy of their affection.

			And when she realizes that it’s not coming, that she’s going to have to stand up and walk across the room and make them love her on their terms, it is the saddest thing I’ve ever seen.

			Ivy rises from her chair, defeated. This walk is going to take eleven hours—I want to look away, but I feel like I should witness her getting these goodbye hugs, even if they are sad, brittle ones.

			And then her father checks his watch. “Oops. Better get going. Private planes wait for no man.”

			Even though, isn’t that the whole point of a private plane?

			Her parents deliver the most robotic goodbyes possible and disappear from the doorway. You’re on your own, kid. Nice knowing you. Ivy sits back down, but she doesn’t even sigh.

			I—I can’t. I just can’t.

			I fly across the room and pick her up off her chair and hug her as tight as I can.

			“What’s that for?” she says.

			I squeeze her even closer. “Because they should have done it.”

			Her body relaxes (collapses?) into mine, and we stay like that for a minute or two or ten. Like if I hold her long enough I can mend all her broken pieces.

			

			◆

			Ivy grips the steering wheel tightly, navigating her berry-pink convertible through the heart of Gotham City and into a seedier part of town. The brick buildings shoot toward the sky proudly, but they’ve seen better days. A rat with a gnarled tail fights a squirrel over who gets to be king of the trash can.

			My eyes slide over to her. “Where exactly are you taking me?”

			“On a date,” she answers back quickly, but she can’t hide her smile, even though I can tell she’s trying to.

			“Uh-huh. And what are we doing on this date? Searching for the best ice cream truck in Gotham City? It’s a couple blocks that way. Oh! Or are you taking me to my high school, so we can break in and re-create prom?”

			“You’ll see.” She pulls through an alley and into a decrepit parking lot that is empty of all other cars.

			Then she grabs a ginormous backpack from the trunk and ignores all of my other totally helpful date-night guesses as we climb down a rusted set of stairs that end at an even rustier set of doors attached to what I’m assuming is the basement of a factory or a warehouse or something.

			Ivy pulls a crowbar from her pack, and I realize that she’s about to break the lock and also that I suddenly feel tense all over.

			“Holy crap, Ives, did you find out where the trafficking gang was hiding?”

			She turns. Winces. “No, sorry. I was actually bringing you here to take your mind off all that.”

			“Oh! I mean, yeah. Good thinking. I love abandoned factories. Especially rusty ones. The rustier the better. This one looks like it’s got some good ghosts living in the attic. Maybe even a couple raccoons too, and—”

			“It’s more than just a factory.”

			She smiles that sly smile again. Just as she slams the lock with her crowbar. HOT. Turns out my type is “girls who smile wickedly while wielding crowbars.”

			The lock falls to the ground, and I find myself getting entirely too turned on for someone standing outside a giant industrial eyesore and sweating through their tank top.

			“She’s a ten, but she knows her way around a crowbar,” I joke.

			Ivy wiggles her eyebrows at me and completely shoots off all human standards of rating scales. She’s a damn fifteen, I swear it.

			She pulls open the rusted door (it screeches like a dying cat), and we go inside, and then she pulls it shut behind us like she has never seen any horror movie ever. But whatever, it’s cool, I follow her and the feeble light of her phone upstairs to certain doom anyway.

			I can tell that the room we’re in is huge—spacious, tall ceilings, painted concrete floor that spreads in every direction. But it’s so dark, I still have no idea what kind of place this is. Ivy rustles around in her backpack beside me, pulling out two solar-powered lanterns that I vaguely remember seeing on her back porch this afternoon. She hands one to me and clicks a little button to turn it on.

			Oh.

			I raise the lantern higher, taking in the equipment around me. Huge metal hoppers and drums and vats forming a skyline. Paint peeling paper-thin in snowflakes that litter the floor.

			“What is this place?” It reminds me of Ace Chemicals, only the feel is different. You know in just a glance that this place isn’t sinister. Maybe it’s the white ceiling striped with candy-apple red. Or the vibrant colors of the metal tanks. No industrial gray-green-yellow-beige here.

			I spot heaps of white powder under some equipment in the corner. “Whoa, is that—?”

			“It’s flour.” Ivy smirks at me. “Or confectioners’ sugar. I haven’t actually tried it.”

			I run closer. “But it’s in piles like snow. Why would you ever need that much sugar?” I eye the nearest pile. “Or flour.” I touch my finger to the tippy top of the powdery mountain and lick the mystery substance off. “Nope, definitely sugar.”

			Ivy looks horrified. “I cannot believe you just ate that.”

			“Well, I had to know.”

			“It’s probably ancient.”

			“Still standing by my decision.” I shrug cheekily.

			“There could be bugs inside!”

			I feign surprise. “Is that what that extra crunch was?”

			“OHMYGOSH.” Ivy rakes a hand down her face. “Look, I’m going to show you the rest of the place, but no more eating things off the floor.”

			“But what if I find a trail of macarons? Or a gravity cake? Or an entire case of Girl Scout cookies?”

			Ivy narrows her eyes, but I can tell she’s not really mad. “I’m going to hold your hand, just to be safe.”

			She laces her fingers through mine. That familiar heart-stopping, electric-jolt feeling chases through me. Thirty days and eleven hours later, and it still hasn’t gone away.

			“You know you’re just rewarding my bad behavior?” I squeeze her hand as I say it, and my voice is no longer playful. It’s soft like velvet and dark with longing.

			Ivy’s cheeks turn pink, and my stomach flips.

			“C’mon,” she says, pulling us through a series of hallways.

			She stops only once, consulting a hand-drawn map tucked in her back pocket. “Almost there.”

			“You’ve been here before?”

			“Mmm-hmm,” she replies in a voice that hides VOLUMES.

			She pushes open another deliciously creaky door, and then we’re in a big open room again. Ivy lifts her lantern higher, and a jelly-bean-shaped desk and lollipop swirl of a floor and huge see-through pipes full of every candy you could ever want take shape.

			“CANDY FACTORY!!!”

			I yell it like a five-year-old. I can’t help it. But Ivy just grins like this is exactly the reaction she was hoping for.

			“I thought it would be fun to do some urban exploring as a date, and then I found out about this abandoned candy factory, and I may have snuck in here yesterday and set up a picnic….”

			She lifts her lantern higher, and I realize there is a whole-ass picnic laid out in the center of the lollipop swirl. A thick celery-colored blanket. Bohemian throw pillows. A small wooden folding table, just the right height for eating on the floor. And there are plates and real cloth napkins and silverware and a candelabra and the most beautiful flowers growing through all of it. Live ones, I can tell.

			“This is gorgeous.” I run closer, still holding her hand. “How did you do all this? It must have taken you a million trips.” A realization. “Wait, but the door was locked when we got here. How did you get in the first time?”

			“Oh. Well.” She hesitates, but she’s proud of herself. I can see it in the set of her shoulders. “When I said I set up the picnic, what I really meant is that I sent some of my vines in through a second-story window.”

			“You did all this with plants?!”

			She nods proudly.

			“Wow. I mean, that is some enchanted-castle-level stuff right there.” There are heart-eye emojis radiating from my pores, and Ivy can see each and every one of them, but I don’t care.
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