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      When the screams come, I can’t be sure that I’m not dreaming.


      I bolt upright in bed. The walls are thin, and I can hear the shouting, the force of something being thrown against the outside wall of the cabin, shattering in the place just above my head.


      The wall shakes.


      The ceiling creaks.


      And I roll off the narrow bed, shaking.


      I know better than to be afraid, but it’s instinct now as I wrap my arms around my knees, pulling my legs close to my chest. In the age-old war between fight and flight, I’m Team Flight. Even in my thin T-shirt and bare feet I want to run faster and faster, farther and farther until I reach the end of the earth.


      But instead I creep toward the window and look out the dirty glass, and a stark truth hits me: I’m already there.


      “Is that all you’ve got?” Alexei’s voice slices through the morning air. The sun is up, but the rays have yet to burn through the heavy fog that covers the ground like a blanket fort we can’t help but hide inside.


      “I’m gaining on you, buddy,” my brother yells.


      “Yeah.” Alexei circles around him. “Let’s see you do it again.”


      How many times have I seen them fight like this? Too many for me to count, I’m sure. This is the part where my brother is supposed to launch himself at his best friend, where they are supposed to tumble to the ground, Jamie a little heavier, Alexei a little taller, the two of them a whirl of limbs and strength. But that doesn’t happen.


      Instead, my brother takes a step, unsteady and uneven. Then another. And another. It’s like he’s being sucked into quicksand.


      Despite the dew on the ground and the chill in the air, sweat gathers on my brother’s brow and his body shakes as he takes an unsteady swing at Alexei, who ducks, then swings back.


      Gently.


      Alexei is being gentle with Jamie. That’s how I know that things really are as wrong as I remembered.


      Jamie lashes back, but Alexei just pushes Jamie’s fist away.


      “Again,” Alexei says, and they resume their positions.


      It’s like Alexei’s training a child, a little boy who is a long, long way from being his equal. And the thought makes me want to cry.


      The pair of them dance around, maneuvering slowly, until I come into view.


      Alexei stops. “Well, I guess the princess decided to join us.”


      It’s a joke. A taunt. A tease. The fact that he’s technically correct is what’s supposed to make it funny, but I don’t feel like laughing.


      I can barely remember what laughter sounds like.


      “Some of us need our beauty sleep,” I taunt back.


      “I’ll say,” Jamie comments, and Alexei smacks him on the shoulder in a way that has nothing to do with Jamie’s recovery or his training. Instantly, my brother’s countenance changes.


      He looks at Alexei. “Don’t make me hurt you.”


      Alexei smiles. “My friend, there is absolutely nothing I would welcome more.”


      He means it, and so the next punch is slow but steady. It’s like watching two fighters wearing training wheels. I’m supposed to think that Jamie’s getting stronger, faster. I’m supposed to be pleased with his progress.


      But I’m too busy being happy he’s alive.


      The slap of skin against skin echoes through the stillness. In the distance, a bird calls. As the fog lifts, a pair of bald eagles swoop across the sky. I’ve seen their big nest on the other side of the island, near the steep stone cliff and rocky ledge. They’ve spent their morning pulling big, fat salmon from the cold water and are now returning to the nest. Safe. Sound. Free.


      Not for the first time, I find myself officially envious of birds. My brother stumbles, catches himself, and doesn’t fall. But he’s slow to regain his balance. He’s still too thin and far too weak.


      “Jamie, why don’t you rest for a little bit?” I suggest.


      “I just woke up,” he tells me as he slaps at Alexei’s broad shoulders one more time.


      “Good,” Alexei says as if he hasn’t heard me. “Again.”


      “Jamie,” I say, “you don’t want to push it.”


      “No, Gracie.” My brother stops and whirls on me. “That’s exactly what I have to do.”


      He sounds like Dad, which means there’s no use in arguing, so I ease away from the cabin and the boys. “We’re running low on kindling, so I’m going to go…” I trail off but gesture toward the tall pine trees that surround us.


      “Don’t go far, Gracie!” Alexei yells as I move toward the shelter of the trees.


      There is no place far enough.


      It’s not a forest – that isn’t the right word. But that’s how I’ve grown to think of the tall trees that grow straight into the air from the rocky soil beneath my feet. The ground is covered in moss, and it cushions my footsteps. I feel like the hunter for once. Not the hunted. I only wish this feeling could last.


      Finally, the trees stop, and I step out from beneath their sheltering branches to look across the huge rocks that are covered by receding waves. The air is too cold. The sky is too overcast. And, most of all, the water is the wrong color. You wouldn’t think it possible. Water is water, after all. But instead of the cool blue of the Mediterranean I’m looking out at an ocean that’s as gray as the sky, and that’s how I know for sure how far we’ve come. It’s the one thing that gives me hope that maybe – just maybe – we’ve come far enough.


      I’m careful on the rocks. They’re big and smooth, wet with the dew and the breaking waves. I leapfrog from one to another as I move down the shore. I close my eyes and think of fire, of sticky nights and the burning sun, and, most of all, another island and another time – another place on the other side of the world.


      I can feel the fire as I plunge my hands into the icy water. Instantly, the cold burns and my skin goes numb. I wish I could submerge my whole body in the frigid depths. I wish I could turn off my mind, so I lean down and duck my head, feel the cold swallow me, jolting me awake. I stay under as long as I can, until my lungs burn and my eyes feel frozen shut. Then, with a cry, I hurl myself back, clawing against the rocks, pushing my wet hair from my face and drawing in deep, burning breaths.


      There’s no one to hear me. There’s no one to see me – nothing but water stretching out to the horizon. There’s no dock. No boat. No witness to my crazy as I throw back my head and scream. Cold water drips from my hair onto my T-shirt, freezing me more with every drop, but I’m not numb yet, so it’s not enough. I want to wade out until I’m too cold to feel.


      But then who would gather the kindling? I remember. I turn around and start up the rocks again, toward the trees.


      Down the beach I can see the tall tree where the eagles have built their nest. They’ll mate for life, returning here day after day. This is our home now. And a part of me wants to stay here, cold and isolated forever.


      That’s why I think it must be in my mind, the sound of the motor that carries on the wind. I stand on the rocks and look out through the fog. I can barely make out a shadow in the sky. I have a hard time breathing as I watch and listen to the motor getting closer and closer.


      Then I bolt toward the tree line, hiding like the coward that I am. But the plane doesn’t get any lower. It doesn’t land in the water off our shore, and so I breathe deep and start back through the trees.


      As I go along, I pick up wood and check the traps that Jamie’s set, looking for any small game that might stretch the supplies we brought from the mainland. I’m getting sick of fish.


      My route takes me the long way around. The island is about the same size as the one off the shore of Valancia. I can walk the perimeter in less than two hours, and when I reach the far side, I climb steadily until I reach the highest ridge. The stone is solid beneath me, nothing but a steep cliff that has stood for ages against the battering ram of the sea.


      I stand there for a long time, waiting.


      And then I see it, bobbing on the waves: the plane.


      It didn’t fly on, I realize now. It circled. And then it landed.


      I don’t even realize I’ve dropped the wood that fills my arms until I hear it hit the rocks. I’m spinning, my feet slipping as I rush down the rocky ridge. I’ve got to tell Alexei. I have to help Jamie.


      I have to run – I know it like I know I need to breathe. But as soon as I turn I freeze.


      The woman wears a white suit, a fur stole around her neck. The breeze pushes her white hair back from her face, and she looks almost like an angel – like a ghost.


      I’d give anything for this island to be haunted, but the woman on the rocks is flesh and blood. I’m certain of this as soon as the prime minister of Adria says, “Hello, Grace. You’ve been a very hard girl to find.”
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      This isn’t a dream, and I’m not sleeping. If anything, it’s a nightmare, the waking kind.


      “What are you doing here?” I say. One piece of wood is still in my hands, I realize. I grip it like a bat, ready to swing, to fight, to get dirt all over the prime minister of Adria and her pretty white suit.


      My pulse is pounding, and the roar of the waves has been drowned out by the pounding of my blood.


      I want to scream for the boys, but maybe she doesn’t know they’re here. Maybe I can delay her – delay this. Maybe, just maybe, my brother might live to fight another day.


      “How did you find me?” I ask.


      Alexandra Petrovic studies me, then shakes her head, as if I’m so sweet and naïve.


      Just goes to show what she knows.


      “Grace, we’ve been looking for you for weeks. We’ve all been very worried.”


      “How did you find me?” I shout this time, but the PM merely smirks.


      “We have our ways.”


      I don’t ask who she means by we. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that the secret society that my mother and grandmother were a part of doesn’t take kindly to answering questions.


      I grip and regrip the piece of wood. Splinters bite into my hands, and I welcome the pain.


      “Leave,” I say.


      “Grace, we need to talk.”


      “Leave!” I repeat. As if I’m in a position to give orders.


      “I came alone,” she says. I glance down at the plane that bobs on the water near the rocks. “There’s a pilot, but, don’t worry – he will remain with the plane. I came alone. For you.”


      I start toward the woods, skirting the tree line and walking along the rocky shore. I have to lead her away from the boys. I have to—


      “Gracie!”


      I skid to a stop just as my name echoes through the air. Someone bursts from the trees.


      “Grace!” Alexei is out of breath, and I know it’s not because he’s been running. It’s because he’s terrified. “A plane is circling. We’ve got to—”


      I turn, and he follows my gaze to the woman in white.


      “Alexei,” she says, and something in the word stops me. He’s supposed to be the most wanted man in Adria – a murderer. A fugitive. But the prime minister isn’t shocked to see him. She is anything but afraid.


      Alexei couldn’t care less. He never takes his gaze off her as he tells me, “Gracie, come over here and get behind me. Now.”


      “Don’t be silly, young man. I’ve come a long way to see Grace. Now, who is going to take me to Jamie?”


      On our way through the woods, we climb down steep ravines and over muddy trails, but the prime minister doesn’t complain. Neither does she try to talk to Alexei. He keeps his head down, leading the way, almost like he’s trying to outrun something that he can neither see nor name. But I know better. There are some ghosts that live inside us, and we can never lose them, no matter how far we run.


      When we come around the edge of the cabin, I hear the cocking of a gun. I don’t bother to turn, but I can see Jamie out of the corner of my eye. The shotgun is heavy, I know, but he’s found an untapped reservoir of strength somewhere and both barrels are steady as they stay trained on the prime minister.


      “What are you doing here?” Jamie practically growls.


      “Hello, James,” the PM says, then slides her gaze to me. “My, what a family resemblance.”


      “Stop!” Alexei yells, spinning on her. “Stop your lying. Stop… Go away. Go back.”


      “Alexei,” she starts, but then seems to realize he’s not her ally here. She has no allies. No friends. But she still has a mission, and when the woman speaks again, she very much resembles the most powerful woman in Adria. “Gentlemen, I need a word with Grace. Alone.”


      “I don’t know how you found us, but we’re not—”


      “It’s OK,” I say, cutting Jamie off. It’s not that I trust her. It’s that, so far, there are no black helicopters on the horizon, no SWAT teams bursting through the trees. If the prime minister wanted us dead, we would be, and all of us know it. She certainly wouldn’t have come herself and risked getting blood all over her pretty white suit.


      “I’m fine,” I tell the boys. They don’t try to stop me as I lead the PM into the cabin.


      It’s dusty and dim inside. Three rooms with a roof and a generator and a well for running water. It’s not much else, but it’s home. For now. I try to put on my best Ms Chancellor smile. I ask myself, What would Noah do?


      “Would you care for some tea?” I ask, and the PM smiles.


      “That would be lovely.”


      I can hear Jamie and Alexei pacing across the porch while I boil the water and steep the leaves.


      They might be outside, but the door is open, so the PM doesn’t say a word. I learned a long time ago not to ask questions that no one is going to answer, so I don’t ask again why she’s here. I don’t demand details about who’s been trying to kill us. Or why.


      “It’s not that good, but it’s hot,” I say as I hand the prime minister one of the mismatched cups.


      “Lovely. Perhaps we can enjoy it outside?”


      When we step onto the porch, my brother and Alexei glare at us, but neither says a thing as the prime minister of Adria and I wrap our hands around our steaming mugs and walk toward the trees.


      The sun is higher now, but it still doesn’t burn through the fog or lighten the gray. Inside the cover of the trees it might be dawn or dusk or the middle of the day. It doesn’t matter. The clock is the same in any case, and it simply reads, Time’s up.


      We walk in silence. Whatever brought the most powerful woman in Adria to the other side of the world, she isn’t in a hurry to share.


      Overhead, birds squawk. If the fog would clear, we might see whales breaching in the rough waters in the distance. But we stay shrouded in our cloud cocoon.


      “I’ve not seen this part of America before.” The prime minister brings the hot tea to her lips and takes a sip, careful to avoid the chipped section of the old cup.


      “Few people have,” I say. “That’s kind of why we chose it. You didn’t tell me how you found us.”


      “You’re right – I didn’t.” She takes another sip of tea. “You can’t run forever, Grace.”


      I stop. I grin. “Watch me.” The words are like a dare.


      “Your brother doesn’t look well. Is he receiving medical care?”


      It’s my soft spot, and she knows it, so I snap back defensively, “Jamie is fine.”


      She raises an eyebrow but doesn’t say a thing.


      “Do they…” I start but falter. “Does the royal family know where we are?”


      “I am not certain.” Her words are clipped, measured. There’s something she’s being very careful not to say.


      “It is the royal family, isn’t it?” I ask. “I mean, my brother is supposed to be king. He is Adria’s rightful king. Why else would someone want to kill him? So it has to be them. Is it them?”


      The words are desperate, but I can’t help it. I need a face for the threat in the dark. I need her to tell me that I’m right. Because I don’t know how many more times I can survive being wrong.


      “There is much we do not know. Yet.”


      “Yes or no?” I snap. “Is the royal family of Adria trying to kill me?”


      The PM carefully considers her answer. “Probably.”


      It’s all the verification I need. The truth hurts, when I let myself remember. Better to keep it like a thorn pressing against my skin, never quite piercing through.


      “I met the king once,” I tell her. “He was nice. But that was before he needed my brother dead.”


      Sometimes I hate my mother for what she found, what she learned. She was about my age when she first started this hunt, and now she’s gone. I think about my mom’s best friends. One now lives in the palace with the people who want me dead. One hasn’t been seen in a decade.


      “Where’s Karina Volkov?”


      The PM studies me. “Where is who?”


      “Alexei’s mother. Where is she? What happened to her?”


      I expect a lecture on understanding my place or respecting my elders. I’m not at all prepared for the look in the PM’s eye as she turns back to the gray waters of the sea and says, “Why should I know?”


      “Because she was part of the Society. And the Society knows everything.”


      “Karina went away several years ago, but that was no surprise to anyone. She was always…flighty.”


      “Why does everyone think she could just run off and leave Alexei?”


      “Are you saying you could never leave Mr Volkov, Ms Blakely?”


      I don’t know if it’s her smirk or her question that knocks me back a step, but I move anyway, carefully across the slick rocks.


      “I’m saying moms don’t do that.”


      “Your mother didn’t do that.”


      “No. She didn’t. She just kept picking at a wound that was two hundred years old until some powerful people needed her dead. And now they want to kill me. They’ve already gotten way too close to killing my brother.”


      I take a step closer. She might be powerful in Adria, but I know every inch of this rocky shore. This is my turf. I’m not going to be intimidated by anyone here. Even her.


      “Why are you here?” I demand, but the PM only smirks again.


      “You’ve been a very bad girl, Ms Blakely.”


      I ease closer. “You’re under the impression that I care, Ms Petrovic.”


      The wind blows her white hair around her face, and it’s almost like she’s risen from the sea, an omen or a curse.


      “The Society has operated in secret for a thousand years. Four times longer than this” – she gestures to the land and water that surround us – “has been a country. Regimes rise. Dictators fall. Wars rage the world over and still we stand. Do you know why, Ms Blakely?”


      “Because I wasn’t around to ruin everything?”


      She raises an eyebrow as if to indicate I have a point, but she doesn’t say so.


      “We survive because we take care of our own. I’m here because you need a friend. I’m here because you need us.”


      “Am I supposed to believe that you care about me? Or do you just care about the lost princess of Adria?”


      That I can even ask that with a straight face shows how surreal my life has become. But, then again, maybe it’s not real?


      Maybe I’m still in a psych ward, strapped to a bed. Maybe that would be better than this, because then, at least, Jamie would still be at West Point – Jamie would still be safe.


      “The Society needs you, Grace. And you need the Society.”


      “The Society needs me for what?”


      Sometimes the scariest answer is silence. I stand in the wind, listening to the waves crash and the birds cry. It sounds almost like Adria. Perhaps I could close my eyes and pretend that I am back on the beach, looking up at the wall. But I don’t want to. I’m on the other side of the world for a reason.


      “You are significant. And for that reason you’ve been summoned.”


      “I’m doing just fine on my own, thank you.”


      I’m starting to turn. I’m desperate to leave. I’m going to run, swim…fly. But then the PM calls, “If I found you, then others will too!”


      And that’s the point, isn’t it? That I wasn’t safe in Adria. And, in time, I won’t be safe here.


      Someone managed to blow up a car belonging to the Russian government. Someone managed to kill a West Point cadet and frame an ambassador’s son. Someone wants my brother dead.


      The wind blows the PM’s chic white hair across her face, but I can see her eyes. I just can’t read them.


      For a second, I am tempted. I really, truly am. But then the PM says, “Come with me, Grace. Come home,” and something inside of me snaps.


      “I’m not going back to Adria. I am never going back to Adria. I made that decision while I watched my brother lie on a dining room table with his blood all over my hands. I am never going back there. Ever.”


      I turn and start down the beach. As I round the bend, I can see the little water plane that brought her here, bobbing on the waves, waiting to take me away.


      “We can help,” the PM offers, as if it is a last resort.


      But it just makes me want to laugh.


      “Like you helped my mother? Like you helped my brother? He’s learning to walk again, by the way. He doesn’t even need the canes anymore if he goes slowly. We’re just lucky that he never lost blood flow to his brain, because then… Excuse me if I think your help might be a little too late.”


      I spin and start back toward the cabin; the conversation is over. It’s not really up for debate.


      But Alexandra Petrovic did not become the most powerful politician in Adria by taking no for an answer.


      “You seem to think that I’m asking, Ms Blakely. Which I’m not.”


      I stop and turn. “And you seem to think that you scare me, Ms Petrovic. Which you don’t.”


      The conversation is over, but the PM is smiling. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m here?”


      “I think we’ve already established that. Thanks.”


      “I mean why I am here and not Eleanor Chancellor.”


      At the sound of the name of my grandfather’s chief of staff, I go still. The PM’s right. Ms Chancellor should be here. She’s the one who took me deep into the tunnels beneath Valancia and told me the Society’s tale. She’s the one who introduced me to this world and started guiding me on this journey.


      She should be here.


      But she isn’t.


      “What have you done to her?”


      “This problem is larger than you, Ms Blakely. It is larger than me. It is hundreds of years old and lives in the shadows of the darkest halls of power in the world. So once again I’ll say: You need to come home.”


      “No.” I shake my head again, like my consciousness is trying to drag me from a very bad dream. “No. I’m not going back to Adria.” It’s a mantra now. “I’m never going back to Adria.”


      The smile on the PM’s face doesn’t belong there. She looks like someone who has almost won.


      “Well that works out nicely then because that isn’t where we’re going. I will be in Washington, DC, for a few days, and I’d like you to come with…”


      She doesn’t finish. She just looks at me, a confused expression upon her face as her steps falter. It’s like all her strength is fading, her mission clearing from her mind like the fog.


      I look down at the cup in my hands. My tea has gone cold, so I toss it to the moss-covered ground. The prime minister has almost finished hers.


      “No, you misunderstand, Madame Prime Minister. I’m not just good at staying alive. I’m also really, really good at drugging people.”


      She slumps slowly to the ground, getting mud and grass stains all over her pretty white suit. Well, that ought to show her, I think. It’s time she learns that I mess up everything I touch.


      There’s a shout in the distance. I can hear my name being carried on the wind.


      “Gracie!” Alexei is standing on the rocky shore of the beach. Behind him, the water plane is coming to life, and I know it’s time to go.


      I don’t look back at the woman on the ground; I just run along the rocks to where my brother waits inside the tiny plane.


      Alexei helps me inside as Dominic punches at the plane’s controls. The pilot lies on the rocks, unconscious, and the Scarred Man looks at me.


      I knew he’d see the plane, subdue the pilot, collect my brother and take him to safety. I’m only a little disappointed that they bothered waiting for me. The smart move would have been to leave me here on this island, but I’m not the only one who acts stupid sometimes, and I’m my mother’s daughter, so the Scarred Man will never, ever let me go.


      “Grace Olivia, hurry!” he tells me as I climb inside. Alexei follows and slams the door.


      The water is rough, and the plane bounces, fighting gravity and the current. Soon we’re in the air and rising through the fog. This must be how Jack felt when he went up the beanstalk. I wonder if we might find treasure, up here in the air. More likely there are just bigger, meaner people who want to see us dead.


      Jamie’s in the seat beside Dominic, a headset over his ears, and the two of them talk like soldiers. Like grown-ups. Alexei and I are in back, and with the roar of the air around us – the whirling of the small plane’s engines – it’s almost like we’re alone.


      He puts his arm around me and pulls me tightly against him, warm. Solid. Beneath us is a massive mound of stone, but Alexei is the rock I lean on. He is the only thing that can still make me feel safe.


      “What are we going to do?” Alexei asks.


      “I don’t know.”


      If my brother and Dominic hear, they don’t reply. The four of us just stare out at the clouds and the horizon, looking for a safe place to land.
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      It takes three days for them to break me.


      Three days of flying and then driving, of fast food and sleeping in the old car that Dominic may or may not have stolen. But I’m too tired. I’m too sore. And, frankly, I smell too bad. We all do. You’d think running for your life would involve a lot more exercise, but so far it is just a long strip of asphalt and an endless stretch of sameness that lays before us, day after day.


      So it’s no wonder that, eventually, I snap.


      “Where are we going?” I say while Dominic pumps gas.


      Jamie’s in the backseat of the car, covered with blankets but sweating, shaking. He’s been like this for hours, but I’m the only one who seems to care.


      “Dominic!” I shout, and, slowly, he turns to me.


      It’s dusk – that time of day when you may or may not need headlights. It’s neither day nor night, bright nor black. We are in the gray area of life, I know. And I don’t like it.


      “Where are we going?” I ask him.


      “Mexico,” he says. It’s not a question, not a debate. “There is a woman there who owes me a favor. She will help us.”


      “Mexico?” I ask.


      “Yes. Don’t worry about the language. I am fluent. It will be—”


      “I’m not worried about speaking Spanish, Dominic. I’m worried about my brother.”


      “It is for your brother that we go.”


      “He needs to rest.” I glance down to where Jamie leans against the window, eyes closed. He looks worse than I’ve seen him in weeks, since the hospital. Since Germany. “We’ve got to stop. He’s not strong enough for this.”


      “America is no longer safe.”


      “America is a big freaking country.”


      “We must get you both someplace safe,” he says again, and for the first time, I hear it. Dominic isn’t just worried. Dominic is scared.


      As a boy, he loved our mother. As a man, he watched her die. It is far too late to save her, but it’s not too late for us, and so he is going to keep driving – keep moving. He will never, ever stop.


      “How did they find us?” I ask, thinking back to the sight of the prime minister in her white suit, appearing out of nowhere like a ghost.


      When Dominic turns to me, he looks me squarely in the eye. I’m not just the pesky kid sister anymore, the brat, the burden. Dominic and I have been through too much together, and now he knows me well enough not to lie. I almost wish he would, instead of saying, “I don’t know.”


      If there was a leak we could plug it, a trail we could clear it. There are few things in the world scarier than the unknown. I’ve learned that the hard way. And now the only thing Dominic knows is to run and keep running until there is no room left to take another step.


      “Jamie’s fever is back,” I say.


      “We will give him fluids in the car, hang a bag. He’ll be—”


      “He will not be fine!” The gas station is empty, but I don’t care. I’d yell even if a crowd were watching. I have to make him see. No. I have to make him stop.


      “He needs a bed, Dominic. And a shower. And a meal that doesn’t come out of a bag. We all do. When was the last time you slept? I mean really slept?”


      “I’ll sleep when you’re safe.”


      “Oh, Dominic.” I shake my head slowly. “I will never be safe. And that goes double if you collapse or give out on us. We need you. I know you know that. But I’m saying it anyway. We need you at your best. And you’re not now. You can’t be. It’s just not possible. So…”


      I don’t realize Alexei’s behind me until Dominic glances over my shoulder, but even before I turn I can hear it: the conversation they are having without me. It consists of glances and shrugs. Neither one of them wants to admit that I’m right. But they probably don’t want to spend another night sleeping in a twenty-five-year-old Buick either, so Alexei shrugs.


      “I will see about getting us some rooms.”


      The little motel on the far side of the parking lot probably has only twenty units, and it doesn’t seem busy. The opposite, in fact. Which is worse.


      “Stop,” I call out, and Alexei turns. “You’re still front-page news,” I tell him. With all that’s going on with me and Jamie, the fact that Alexei is a wanted fugitive is easy to forget sometimes. But the headlines are real. The manhunt is months old but ongoing. “Even if no one in their right mind would expect you to run to the US, we probably shouldn’t take the chance.”


      Then I look at Dominic, the scar that will forever mark his face. “And you’re…memorable,” I tell him, then hold out my hand until he passes me his wallet. “You two stay here. I’ll go see about the rooms.”


      There’s a smell that comes from being on the run. It’s the odor of stale, reheated coffee and dim, abandoned rooms, of seedy motels where a decade’s worth of cigarette smoke has seeped into the curtains. Inside the little motel office, the coffeepot has been on all day, and the smell of it hits me as soon as I step inside.


      But, otherwise, the place is clean. Tidy. The woman behind the counter is busy with a pair of knitting needles and pink yarn. Then I realize that the entire room is covered in yarn. There is a knit sleeve over a jar of pens, a calendar holder on the wall, and at least a dozen dolls with brightly colored yarn dresses. Whoever this woman is, she really must believe that idle hands are a devil’s plaything. I doubt she’s been truly idle a day in her life.


      “How can I help ya, hon?” she asks me, a big, bright smile on her face. I might be the only real person she’s seen for hours. Maybe days.


      “Do you have any adjoining rooms?” I ask.


      “Well” – she gives a little laugh – “we’re not exactly fully booked at the moment. I think we can take care of you.”


      The sun is almost down now, and a neon light is coming to life. The word VACANCY glows green against the glass.


      “Can I have two, please?”


      The woman eyes me then, a little skeptical. I don’t want to know what she’s seeing. I’m still too thin, too tired, too haggard and dirty and worn. I probably look like the chased animal that I am, and there’s not a doubt in my mind this woman sees it. From her place behind the counter, looking through that perfectly clean window, this woman sees everything.


      “You OK, sweetie?” she asks me, tilting her head.


      “Yes. Thank you.”


      Dominic is still by the car. Alexei is looking under the hood.


      “Who you got with you out there?” she asks.


      “Uh…” I glance over my shoulder as if I can’t quite remember the answer. “My dad,” I lie. “And my brothers. We’re…”


      Running.


      Lost.


      But not quite lost enough.


      “Where’s your momma?” the woman asks.


      I look down at a neat stack of knitted coasters, finger the stiff yarn.


      “She died.”


      You can’t fake the way my voice cracks, my fingers tremble. And finally the woman is convinced that I’m not lying.


      “Oh, heck, sweetie. I’m sorry. Here. I’ll get you those rooms.”


      She’s busy for a moment, typing on a computer that might be older than I am. Then she reaches in a drawer for two heavy metal keys attached to massive plastic tags. Rooms five and seven. Our home for the next twenty-four hours, if we’re lucky.


      The woman runs one of the many credit cards the Scarred Man gave me. They all have different numbers, different names. I have no idea where they came from. They may be stolen or just attached to one of his many identities. It doesn’t matter as long as they’re clean and untraceable.


      “What brings y’all to Fort Sill?”


      For a second, I’m sure that I’ve misheard her. I hope that I’ve misheard her. But I haven’t. I know it in my gut. I should have seen it before now. I should have felt it like a magnetic pull, a steady, constant tug. There’s a flag on the wall that was knitted out of yarn that’s red, white, and blue. I see the map now, a pin over where Fort Sill sits in the southwest corner of Oklahoma. I should have noticed the tidy stacks of fliers like tourists always grab, announcing the local sights. Almost all of them have the words Fort Sill blazoned across the top.


      Maybe this was why, deep down, I was so desperate to stop here.


      Maybe this is why the Scarred Man was so desperate to stop me.


      “Sweetie?” the woman says, bringing me back.


      “We…we used to live here.”


      I’d give anything for it to be a lie, but the woman brightens at my words. She glances through the window again. Dominic is still standing by the car, so broad and tall and strong.


      “Oh. Was your dad a military man?”


      I look at the window at the coming darkness. A cold seeps into my bones as I say, “Yes.”


      The room is dim. Heavy, old-fashioned curtains cover clean windows, and only a little light creeps into the room from the bathroom. I’m part bat now; I can see in the dark, hear every drip of water from the leaky faucet, every buzz and hum from the bathroom lightbulb that is getting ready to blow. But, most of all, I hear Jamie.


      His breath is deep but labored. Just lying in bed is hard work for him. He’s no longer the boy who could wake before the sun and run around the great walled city twice before breakfast. He’ll probably never be that boy again. But he’s alive and that’s enough.


      That has to be enough.


      I lie atop the covers and watch him. When he shudders and mumbles something in his sleep I get up and feel his pulse. Faint but still there. At least his fever seems to have broken. There’s no blood coming through his bandages and staining his white T-shirt. My brother is alive. For now. And I know it’s up to me to keep him that way.


      But that’s just the start of the things I have to do.


      The connecting door is slightly ajar. There’s silence on the other side. Dominic is in one bed, sleeping. But I know that with the slightest noise, even the smallest disturbance, he’ll bolt awake, alert and alarmed, so I move slowly to where Alexei sits in an overstuffed chair that’s pointed toward the window. The curtains are open just a crack, and the light from the parking lot slashes across his face, an eerie yellow glow. He’s supposed to be keeping watch, I know, but I don’t wake him. He needs his rest.


      And I need the keys.


      They’re on the tiny table between the two beds. I pick them up gently, close the connecting door behind me when I go.


      Outside, I pull on my cardigan, not looking back. I just keep walking to the Buick. Only Jamie’s voice can stop me.


      “Don’t do it, Gracie.”


      He’s not yelling, but the words are too loud in the still night air. Dominic or Alexei will hear him.


      “Do what?” I ask, turning back.


      Jamie gives a weary laugh. “Do you really think I don’t know where we are? We’re five miles away, Gracie. I’d know it blindfolded.”


      He coughs then, doubles over. His color is better, but he is so far from well that I step toward him, half-afraid that I might need to catch him before he hits the ground.


      Jamie holds out a hand, stopping me.


      “I’m fine.”


      He is so not fine.


      “Go to bed, Jamie.”


      “OK.” My brother gives me a smile. “When you do.”


      “I can’t sleep,” I say.


      “Then neither can I.”


      “Jamie, you’re…”


      “You can say it, you know. I’m lucky to be alive. I’m not ashamed of that.”


      He’s right, but that’s not the point.


      “You need to rest, Jamie. You need to get better.”


      “I need to keep my kid sister alive, is what I need to do. Even if she’s dead set against it.”


      I wish he were joking, but he’s not. I wish he were wrong, but Jamie is never wrong. Ever.


      “I just…”


      The town is a few miles away, and I glance in that direction, unsure of what I’ll see.


      “I know, Gracie.” Jamie’s voice is soft and understanding. He’s maybe the only person in the world who has some idea why I’m out here in the dark, what has called me to this place.


      “I need to see it,” I say.


      “OK,” Jamie says, no longer fighting. “Tomorrow we’ll tell Dominic we need to make a pit stop. He won’t like it but—”


      “Tonight,” I say. “Alone. I need to see it alone.”


      But Jamie’s already shaking his head. “Alone isn’t an option.”


      “No.” I’m not shouting, but I want to. “You saw it after, didn’t you? Well, not me. I was…”


      Tied up. Locked up. Dying.


      Jamie doesn’t need me to say any more. When my brother walks closer, every step is a struggle. He’s going on steam and sheer force of will. He should be in a hospital. At the very least a rehab center or that motel bed. But he’s not going back. Not without me. He just drags himself to the Buick and reaches for the door.


      “You drive.”


      It’s been almost five years since we moved here, since Dad surprised our mom with a little white house in town. Since they sat Jamie and me down and explained that Fort Sill would be Dad’s last post, our last stop. But it wasn’t the end, our parents told us. No. It was the beginning.


      But of what we had no idea at the time.


      “It’s up here,” Jamie tells me. I turn the Buick off of the highway and onto a street that is bathed in the yellow glow of streetlights. They’re so different from the gaslights of Adria; their light doesn’t flicker. The fire inside them doesn’t burn. Everything around me feels too foreign, too new. The town is small, even by US standards, and it feels like we’re a world away from Embassy Row.


      It’s the dead of night, but morning comes early in an Army town, and I know the streets won’t stay empty for long. A few lights shine inside the cute little shops on Main Street, but there is one shop that stands in darkness – like a string of Christmas lights with one blown bulb, a solitary dark spot, fading into the night.


      That is where I park. And sit. And stare.


      “We don’t have to get out,” Jamie tells me.


      I turn off the Buick. “Yes. I do.”


      I honestly don’t know what I expected to see. It’s been three years, after all. “It’s still…” I start, easing closer to the brick walls, a burned-out shell of what used to be one woman’s dream.


      “Dad never sold it,” Jamie says. “He hired a crew to come in and clean it up, remove the debris and make it safe if kids should wander in or something. But yeah. It’s still the same. I think he… I think he was afraid to change anything without her permission, you know? It’s still hers. In his mind, it will always be hers.”


      I remember the first time our mother ever brought us here. She made us stand across the street with our eyes closed until she yelled, “Ta da!” Then we opened them to find her standing in front of an old hardware store, her arms thrown out as if she was showing us a palace.


      A palace…


      Suddenly, I’m shaking. My blood is pounding too hard in my veins. Jamie is no longer beside me, and I’m alone on the street, looking through the window at the smoke that fills the shop. I’m screaming out my mother’s name, watching a man I’ve never seen lay her body on the wooden floor.


      Cases line the walls, full of old clocks and crystal vases, dolls and watches and books – so many books. And when the man sees me, I yell. I scream. A bag lies at my feet. Shiny metal peeks out from the depths and I reach for the gun. I reach for the gun, and—


      “Gracie. Gracie!”


      Jamie is squeezing me, holding me tight.


      “It’s OK. It’s OK.” His fingers are in my hair, pushing my face toward his broad shoulder, muffling my screams.


      The flames are gone and the night is clear, but I swear that I can still smell the smoke. It hasn’t been three years. It isn’t over. A part of me wants to lunge through the place where the door used to hang, run back through time to that night, to stop the stupid girl I was. But it’s too late.


      Inside, the wide wooden floorboards are sturdy but covered in dust. The roof is still standing, and the old tin tiles on the ceiling are now charred and stained with soot. Mom loved those tiles. She spent hours sanding and scraping and painting them to shiny white perfection. But nothing about our family will ever be perfect again.


      “Every now and then Dad talks about selling it, but…”


      I get it, even if Jamie can’t put it into words. There are some books you can never get rid of, even if you don’t like the ending.


      It’s not a shop anymore; it’s a grave. There is nothing alive within it, and it can’t hurt me. I know this, but when I close my eyes, I hear the crackling of the fire, the shattering of the glass.


      I shake and I want to scream, but most of all I want to wake up in my old bed and find that the past three years were nothing but a very bad dream.


      I don’t realize I’m shaking again until I feel Jamie’s hands on my arms.


      “We don’t have to do this, Gracie. Whatever test you think you’ve got to pass, you don’t.”


      I do. But I can’t say so. I just pull away from Jamie’s grasp and steady my pounding pulse, take a deep breath. And soon I’m standing where the stairs used to be. The second story balcony is breaking free, crashing down and taking Dominic’s perfect face with it.


      That’s one way the Scarred Man and I are different. It takes more than a glance to see the way that this place changed me.


      “Grace?” Jamie is beside me, here to stop me from doing something stupid.


      He’s three years too late.


      “Gracie, come—”


      But I don’t care what Jamie has to say. There’s a brick at my feet, and I pick it up and hurl it as hard as I can through one of the remaining pieces of glass. It shatters and falls to the floor, and I just pick up something else and lash out again. And again.


      And again.


      Jamie doesn’t try to stop me. Maybe he knows he’s too weak now. Or maybe he was never strong enough to hold back the wave of emotion that is crashing through me.


      One of the interior walls is half-collapsed, but I kick at the part that still stands. Over and over I pound and I pummel until the bricks move. The wall shifts, and soon it’s crumbling, just like me.


      “Gracie, stop!”


      His arms are around my waist, pulling me away from the bricks that are crashing to the floor like an avalanche that’s been held back for too long. Dust swarms around us. The old wooden floor creaks. And, suddenly, I wonder how long and how hard I’d have to kick to make the wall around Valancia come tumbling down. I’m half-tempted to try it.


      “Are you OK?” Jamie holds me at arm’s length and looks me up and down. Poor Jamie. When will he learn that I only get hurt on the inside?


      When he sees that I’m as whole as I was when I started, he tips up my chin and makes me look him in the eye. “Feel better?” he tries to tease.


      But Jamie wouldn’t smile at my answer, so I don’t give it.


      I just try to ease away, but in a flash Jamie’s arms are around me, jerking me back, and he’s screaming “Look out!” as we realize that the heavy bricks have crashed through the weather-beaten boards, disappearing into some unknown below.


      For a moment, my brother and I just stare at the massive black hole that has opened up before us.


      “I didn’t know it had a basement,” I say.


      Jamie shakes his head, a hint of fear is in his eyes. “It didn’t.”


      I shouldn’t be surprised. My life has become a never-ending spiral of dusty, secret rooms and even darker secrets. We’re thousands of miles from Adria, but this shadowy space is connected, I can feel it, like maybe I might drop into that dark hole and start walking and, in a year or so, emerge somewhere behind the wall.


      “Do you have your flashlight?” Jamie asks, proving he’s one of the few people on earth who really know me, because of course I have it. I hand it to him, and he kneels slowly to the dusty floor.


      He’s nowhere near recovered, but adrenaline is the most powerful medicine there is, and right now he’s not feeling any pain. He has more energy than he’s had in weeks as he leans over the broken boards and shines my small, bright flashlight into the space below.


      “I’m going down,” I say.


      “Gracie—”


      Jamie wants to tell me to stop, to slow down, to be careful, but as soon as he looks up he realizes he really should just save his breath.


      “I’ll lower you down.”


      “No,” I say, but I can’t tell him he’s too weak. “There’s a desk. I can just…”


      In a flash, I’m on the ground next to Jamie and dropping into the darkness below.


      The desk I land on is solid; it doesn’t even shimmy when I touch down.


      “Light?” I hold out my hands, and Jamie lets the flashlight drop.


      He doesn’t try to join me, and I’m glad. I don’t have the strength to tell him just how fleeting his own strength is. At least Jamie is smart enough to know it.


      So I stand alone in the darkness once again. The beam of light is small but startlingly bright as I shine it upon walls covered in maps of Europe and Asia and the Middle East. There’s a globe on the end of the desk, piles of notebooks; Post-it notes cover the walls. And on every piece of paper there’s a handwriting that I haven’t seen in years.


      My mother’s lipstick stains the rim of the cup by my feet, but the coffee has long since grown cold and evaporated away.


      If not for a thick layer of dust, the room would look like she just popped out to take a call or help a customer. Maybe she’s gone to pick me up from school and will return at any minute. Maybe she’s been down here this whole time, just waiting for me to come back.


      “Gracie.” Jamie’s voice breaks through my mind. “What’s that?”


      I turn and follow his finger, directing the light at the wall farthest from the desk. I have to hop down off the old metal desk, push aside a dusty chair, but soon I’m standing in front of something like I’ve only seen in movies.


      From a distance, it looked almost like wallpaper – maybe a mural of some kind. But the closer I get, the clearer the images become, and I can tell it’s really more of a collage.


      Newspaper articles are pasted over magazine pictures that cover maps and photocopies of what must be ancient books.


      There are more Post-its and calendars. The dates go back hundreds of years.


      Ms Chancellor told me that my mom was responsible for antiquities, lost artifacts that were relevant to Adria and the Society. But one glance at this wall, and I know it was so much more than that. She wasn’t looking for something. She was looking for someone. And now she’s dead because, in a way, she found her. “Gracie, what is all that?”


      “It’s the inside of Mom’s head,” I say without even having to think about the answer. Really, the most amazing thing is that I haven’t already made a dozen walls just like it.


      “What?” Jamie calls.


      “Amelia.” I turn and glance up at my brother. “It’s how she figured out what became of Amelia.”


      Jamie doesn’t believe the story. Not really, I can tell. And I can’t blame him. I spent my summer sneaking through the tunnels beneath Valancia – I’ve seen the inside of the Society and heard their tales, witnessed their power. And even I can’t really believe what is, by all accounts, unbelievable.


      But you don’t send assassins after things that are make-believe.


      Two hundred years ago, there was a palace coup and, in the chaos, a baby was smuggled free. The Society hid her among their own. She was raised in secret. Protected. Safe. And, eventually, she grew up, and her bloodline survived.


      Until someone started trying to kill us.


      I ease even closer, shine the light up and down, sweeping across my mother’s old obsession.


      Maps. Articles. Notes. And in the center of it all, a picture.


      My mother looks so young. Her hair is long and her skin is tanned, and she’s smiling as if the future would hold nothing but more good days. Two dark-haired girls flank her on either side. One is famous now, the mother of Adria’s future king. And one is a stranger.


      “Who is it?” Jamie asks.


      “It’s mom and Princess Ann and…is that Alexei’s mother?” I ask. Carefully, I pull the picture off the wall. Then I climb back onto the desk, reach up, and hand the photo to my brother.


      “Yeah, that’s her,” he says. “I remember her. Barely. She and Mom used to get together and tell me and Alexei to go play.”


      I’ve always known that Alexei had a mother, of course, but for years she was never mentioned, never seen.


      “What was she like?” I ask, as if that is the great mystery here.


      “I don’t know,” Jamie says, pondering. “She was—”


      “Gone,” a hard voice says from behind him. Soon, Alexei is down to the dusty desk beside me. “She was gone,” he says as if that’s all that matters. And I guess, to him, it is.


      I’m not surprised when Dominic appears over Jamie’s shoulder.


      The sun must be rising, because a gentle golden glow has begun to fill the room. It’s easy to see the hurt on the Scarred Man’s face.


      “I never knew this was down here,” he says. “I came and… She didn’t tell me. I never knew.”


      I turn and let the light sweep into the corners, and that’s when I see a box sitting on a high shelf. About the size of a shoe box, it’s covered with dust and cobwebs, but I can tell the wood is gorgeous. There seem to be a bunch of different kinds all melded together in an intricate pattern. When I reach for it, I hear my mother’s voice.


      “See this, Gracie? It was Grandma’s. And before her, it was Great-Grandma’s, and so on and so on for a very long time. And someday, sweetheart, it’s going to be yours.”


      My finger traces through the dust and through the years.


      “How do you open it?”


      My mother laughs. Smiles. “You’ll open it when you’re ready.”


      “Are you ready?” Alexei’s voice cuts through the fog and pulls me from the dream.


      “What?” I ask.


      “Are you ready?” he asks again.


      “Alexei, if our moms were working together…if your mom was part of this, then maybe—”


      “Maybe Karina’s dead? Or maybe she just left me? Which one of those is supposed to make me feel better?”


      There are some questions that even I know better than to try to answer.


      The light that fills the shop overhead is brighter, and I can hear Dominic return to himself as he says, “We can’t stay here. It’s someplace they might expect to find you. We can’t stay.”


      “But—”


      “Take it down,” Dominic orders. “Take it all down. We’ll bring it with us. We cannot let it be found.”


      Obsession.


      That’s the word Ms Chancellor and Prime Minister Petrovic had used when Alexei and I overheard them in the tunnels. I never really understood what they meant until now, as I stand surrounded by my mother’s work.


      Her obsession.


      Three years have passed, but this room is like a wound, and Alexei and I peel away the layers of it piece by piece, shoving them into boxes and bags, preparing to carry my mother’s obsession away.


      When the last wall is empty, Dominic reaches down and Alexei boosts me up. The last thing he gives me is the ornate box. I don’t care about the dust and the cobwebs – I hold it close to my chest and I walk, almost crying, to the car.
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