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For the Kirton, Ingham, and Lewis families and all the other relatives I never knew I had!

It’s wonderful getting to know you!






PART ONE CROWN ROYALE







1 Mariel Rides Space Mountain


It was the wrong time to be living on the streets.

Not that there was ever a right time, but this new disease—it was picking up steam, threatening to be another pandem—No. No, Mariel didn’t even want to invoke the P word. As if just thinking it would make it so.

“It’s not so bad, baby,” her mother told her. “It’s not like we gotta be near people. Even out here we can find ways to isolate. We don’t gotta be near anyone if we don’t want to be.”

Mariel’s mother lived in denial. Truly lived there. If denial were a solid piece of real estate, Gena Mudroch would have a mansion on it. Or at least a garage so they’d finally have a safe and legal place to park their beat-up Fiesta.

Right now it was parked, all right. Behind a fence at the impound. Which was why Mariel and Gena were standing on a dark street in the seediest industrial part of town, in the middle of the night, waiting on someone who was, in theory, going to help them break their car out.

Unlike her mother, Mariel did not live in a constant state of denial. She was practical. A realist. She had to be; practicality was more than a survival skill—it was her superpower. Because without it, her mom would probably be dead, and Mariel would have been swallowed whole by the foster care system years ago.

“Maybe…,” began Mariel. “Maybe we should be with people.”

“What, and catch this thing? No way!”

“But maybe we should get it over with quick. You know—before the hospitals get full, while there are still services for us.”

Her mom brushed her straggly hair out of her eyes. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said, giving Mariel her suspicious look—the one she usually reserved for anyone and everyone else. “You can’t really believe what the nuts out there are saying?”

“I know it sounds… out there… but there’s always a chance it could be true.”

“Since when do you listen to rumors, huh? You, who’s gotta have scientific proof of everything under the sun!”

Her mother was right—rumor was the currency of ignorance. But anecdotal evidence had to count for something. “I’ve seen interviews with people who’ve had it,” Mariel told her mom. “They seem… I don’t know… different.”

“How can you know they’re different when you didn’t know ’em to begin with?”

Mariel shrugged. “There’s something in their eyes, Momma. Something… wise.”

Her mother guffawed at that. “Trust me, no one gets smart from getting sick.”

“I didn’t say ‘smart.’ I said ‘wise.’ ”

But “wise” wasn’t really the word for it either. “Centered” was more like it. Being at home. Even if you don’t have one.

“You’re dreaming,” her mother said. “That’s okay, you’re allowed.”

As practical as Mariel needed to be to survive life with her mother, she wasn’t immune to the occasional flight of fancy. Especially when it gave her hope. She told herself that hanging on to hope was nothing like her mother’s perpetual state of denial, but deep down, she knew hope and denial were reluctant neighbors. They glared at each other from across the same silty river of circumstance.

Across the lonely street, a man walked with a purposeful gait, which also seemed a bit loose, like his joints were made of rubber. Although he was mostly in shadow, Mariel could tell he glanced over at them. Was this the guy? Or was this just someone who was gonna bring them trouble? Turned out he was neither; he just continued on his merry way toward whatever place a rubbery man goes at two in the morning.

“That’s not true, you know,” she said to her mom, who had already forgotten the conversation and needed to be reminded. “People do grow from being sick. What about Grandpa—he changed. He had a whole new perspective after he beat cancer.”

Her mother gave a rueful chuckle. “I wouldn’t want to go through that just to get some perspective. And besides, a heart attack got him not a year later, so what good did that perspective do?”

Mariel had no answer for that one. Now it was her mom sounding like the realist.

“We’ll be fine, baby,” she said. “We’ll find a place where we can park safe and legal, and then we’ll hunker down and wait it out, once we get the Grinch out of impound.” The Grinch was their green Fiesta. Mom had a thing about naming inanimate objects.

The guy who was coming to help them was late. Her mother had said “two-ish,” but that was from the guy who knew the guy that knew her mom. Three degrees of separation from a nameless man who already had their money.

Realism told Mariel he wasn’t coming. Hope told her that maybe something better was.

Mariel always did her best to align her need for hope with her practical nature. In this case, both told her that maybe it was best to lean into this pandemic—and yes, she used the P word, because clearly that’s what it was becoming. But a different one. A very different one.

The previous one, of course, was devastating. Millions dead worldwide. People fighting science, grasping at absurd conspiracy theories, hearsay, and random social media posts, even as they lay dying. While people who did follow the science and the rules wished death upon those who didn’t. That pandemic exposed the very worst of human nature on all sides.

Her mom, of course, was one of the deniers, and went out partying during the worst of it. She caught it early, and although Mariel never did, it seemed her mom had it bad enough for both of them. Bad enough to land her in the hospital. They still had insurance back then, but it didn’t matter, because there were no ventilators to be had. Her mom made it through—but it took forever. She had the long syndrome—not technically sick anymore, but not actually better. She couldn’t work for months, and once she could, her job was gone. The restaurant she had worked at, like so many restaurants in San Francisco, went permanently out of business.

After that, it was Space Mountain.

That’s what Mariel called her mother’s tumultuous downward spirals—which her mom always rode with her eyes firmly closed and in the dark. And although her mom managed to get occasional work here and there when the world opened up, the damage had been done. Damage on too many levels to count.

So now they were here. On a deserted street, where nobody in their right mind should be, at an hour nobody in their right mind should be there, waiting for a guy who probably wasn’t coming.

“Wouldn’t it have been better to just use the money to pay the ticket and the impound fee, instead of paying some guy you don’t even know?”

To that, her mother just grunted.

That money, which had been demanded in advance, was basically all the money they had left. The last bit given to them by Mariel’s uncle, who said it was the last time. Which was what he always said.

“This asshole ain’t showing,” her mom finally proclaimed. Then she sighed. “Sucks to be us.” That was her favorite expression. Right up there with “It is what it is.”

Well, Mariel refused to accept it being what it was. And she refused to accept a sucks-to-be-me attitude. Feeling sorry for herself wouldn’t help anyone, least of all her.

But that latest interview she had seen… If what she suspected was true, it could help everything. Change everything. Maybe.

It was just a few days ago. They had been sitting in a bar and grill that called itself a gastropub so they could charge more, and eating a meal that her mom would pay only about a third of before bailing. Mariel respected that about her mother: she wouldn’t just dine-and-ditch; she would always leave something.

“I won’t stiff the servers,” she told Mariel. “They deserve better than what we can give.” It was her hope that the server would pocket that money as a tip, and let the restaurant write off the meal.

The gastropub had three TVs, and although two of them were showing sports, the third showed the news. A man who had been hospitalized for “Crown Royale”—which was what they were calling this new coronaform virus—was being interviewed. For a man who had just been at death’s door, he looked pretty happy—and it wasn’t just relief at being alive.

“How do you feel now?” the reporter asked. A dumb but obligatory question.

The man smiled a genuine smile and seemed to focus on the reporter as if seeing something wonderful in her eyes.

“I feel better than ever!” he said. “Really—better than ever!” And then he laughed. He actually laughed. As if all his cares and worries had lifted with his fever, never to return.

Mariel could definitely use some of that.






2 Shark on the Dark Side


“Hi, I’m Rón, with a pretentious accent above the O. You must be the Hogan family.”

Although the door was open, the four members of the Hogan family seemed afraid to step inside. Like everyone else who booked a stay here, they were guarded—convinced that it must be some mistake, or maybe even a practical joke. Like maybe they were on hidden camera.

Rón didn’t have patience for it today. “Or we could ride the elevator again if you like. It’s the fastest express elevator in the city!” Rón said. That motivated them to step in the front door.

“Don’t forget to put on masks,” Rón reminded. “They’re mandatory during the walk-through.”

The family, as befuddled as they were, were even more so now. “Oh,” said the woman. “But we don’t have any. We didn’t think—”

“On the table, in the bowl.” Rón said, pointing to a Waterford Crystal bowl just inside the entryway.

They grabbed a few, still cautious; still worried that the elaborate nature of this place was an elaborate trick.

“Mom,” said one of the kids—a boy, maybe about ten, “these are those digital masks! I read about them.”

The masks were a filament fiber screen that projected an approximate image of your face, making it look like you weren’t wearing a second-generation N95 mask at all. Of course, it didn’t get your facial expressions quite right, so at best it was a little creepy.

“Aren’t these expensive?” Mrs. Hogan asked.

“They’re included in the rental fee,” Rón told her with a smile that never completely left his own masked face—because he had tweaked the output on his own mask to be a little more cheerful than he actually felt.

Finally, Mr. Hogan voiced what they all must have been thinking. “I’m… I’m afraid there must be some mistake. I don’t think we’re supposed to be here….”

“Trust me, you are. C’mon, I’ll show you around.” Rón swung his arm, beckoning them to follow him into the expansive penthouse. “We’re on the sixty-first floor, facing west. From the living room you can see the Golden Gate Bridge. And there’s a bedroom and bath to the left, but since there’s just four of you, you won’t need it. The main bedrooms are upstairs.

“There’s an upstairs?” breathed out the girl, who seemed the same age as the boy. Maybe twins.

“It’s this way. Follow me.”

Upstairs were three more bedrooms, including a primary suite that was as large as most people’s homes. “The bathroom floors are all heated,” Rón told them. “Blinds are controlled by your phone—just connect by Bluetooth. And if you’re worried at all about earthquakes, don’t be; the building’s on rollers, like the ones in Japan.”

The family was breathless. Speechless. The two kids were oohing and aahing, pulling out their phones to play with the blinds, and already posturing for their bedrooms of choice.

The father, who didn’t seem like a timid man, was pretty timid right now. “But… but we’re only paying one hundred dollars a night.”

“Yeah, I know. For four nights.”

Still, they just stood there, looking around like they had popped into an alternate dimension and were about to explode. Rón sighed and took it upon himself to explain. “My father believes everyone should have a chance to experience this level of luxury. So he rents this penthouse out on Airbnb way below market price.”

“Who is your father?” Mrs. Hogan asked.

Rón chose not to answer. They’d figure it out. And if they didn’t, it didn’t really matter, did it? “Enjoy your stay. This is the west penthouse—but I’m just across the hall, in the east penthouse—so if there’s anything you need, you can call me anytime.” Then he left them to their own devices—of which there were many.



When your father is the third-richest man in the world, it’s hard not to be defined by him. Hard not to define yourself by him. No matter how hard you try. Especially when he sees you as an extension of himself.

“You are overwhelmed by my notoriety, I know. The only remedy is to climb your way out of it and establish a stronghold of your own above it.”

His father loved to give advice, but his advice often felt more like cheerleading than anything useful. Although Rón had to reluctantly admit that being forced to be the host of his father’s jackpot-surprise Airbnb was good for him. His illustrious father insisted that Rón be more sociable and interact with strangers on a regular basis. Vetted strangers, perhaps, but strangers nonetheless.

“In this world you must learn how to conduct yourself with all types of people from all types of backgrounds, and in the most awkward of situations. Developing social skills is like learning to drive. With enough practice it becomes second nature.”

Yeah, well, maybe until there’s a crash and burn—and there’s no insurance for a social fail.

To be a top-notch host in an international city like San Francisco, Rón was required to memorize his Airbnb spiel in seven languages, which was even more of a chore than he thought it would be.

Leona, the kindest and least superficial of his siblings, had the most useful take on it all.

“Think of being his son as a part-time job. You get to live your life, but for a few hours a week, you have to be what he needs you to be.”

“So why don’t you do it?” Rón had asked.

Leona had shrugged like it was nothing, even though Rón knew it must have hurt her in a way he could never understand. “I would, but he didn’t choose me.” Then she had flown off to Paris.

He never imagined that greeting starry-eyed strangers would become a highlight of his day. The thing he liked most was the look of wonder on their faces as they stepped into the penthouse. It was nice to live vicariously through their amazement. It had been a very long time since he had experienced that kind of wonder, and it reminded him that his life was anything but mundane, even when it felt that way. Besides, renting the penthouse out on Airbnb violated the building association rules in a major way and pissed off the other owners, a fact that Rón liked as much as his father did.

“Don’t go anywhere,” said Kavita, his father’s current girlfriend, calling to him from the living room as soon as he stepped inside. “He wants to talk to you.”

Where would I go? Rón wanted to say, but instead just said, “I’ll be here.”

He went up to his room, peeling the smile off his face—literally—and threw himself on his bed.

Rón’s father invented the digital N95 mask. Rón’s father invented a lot of things—or, more accurately, came up with the concepts and paid other people to invent them. Blas Escobedo was past the age of invention—he was an idea man now, because he could afford to be.

“Intelligence can only get you so far. True genius isn’t in merely being smart; it’s knowing how to wield your own intelligence, and that of others.”

His father was prone to pontification on any subject he was an expert on. Which was everything. He was even writing an inspirational book filled with aphorisms and uplifting advice. Or rather, he was paying someone else to listen to him talk, and write the book. Even before publication, it had already presold nearly a million copies. Because everyone wanted a piece of Blas Escobedo. Either a torn chunk of his flesh, a slice of his fortune, or just his attention—which is what Rón’s dad loved more than anything. Negative attention, positive, it didn’t matter as long as a sizeable number of the world’s spotlights were turned toward him.

And the brighter the light on his father, the darker the shadow for Rón to hide in. Or, more accurately, get lost in—because even in the rare moments he didn’t feel like hiding, he was stuck in his father’s shadow anyway; a territory as vast as the dark side of the moon.

There were times that Rón had tried to escape it. Forever. Only once seriously, though.

Rón was not short for Ronald, or Ronaldo, or anything remotely typical. His full name was Tiburón Tigre Escobedo—Tiger Shark—because that was his father’s favorite apex ocean predator. All his siblings were named for apex predators. It was his father’s little joke that they all had to live with. (Of course, it turned on him ironically—as Rón’s brothers and sisters were increasingly predatory against their father.)

While his father had called him TeTe ever since he was small, it was far too diminutive for a sixteen-year-old who was already taller than him. He preferred Rón. It was simple and straightforward—but he kept the accent mark, which was entirely unnecessary in a single-syllable name; however, he wanted to give a nod to his actual name. While also being ironically pretentious.

Rón was the youngest of six siblings and half siblings, and the only one living with their father. For some reason, above all his other siblings, Blas Escobedo chose Rón as his mini-me, keeping him close at hand. While all the others spent their time and money partying in the Maldives and Ibiza, Rón stayed home in San Francisco to learn how to be rich and famous in a world that would rather he wasn’t.

“There are many people who don’t want to see someone with a name like Escobedo be the third-richest man in the world. And many more who think someone with a name like Escobedo must have gotten there through illegal means, instead of through education, inspiration, and hard work. Let them eat their sour grapes as we prove them all wrong.”

It was another quote from his father’s book. By “we,” he meant himself and Tiburón. He often included Rón in statements about himself, and always did his best to never let Rón feel left out, although he invariably did, because the world wasn’t interested in the young man in Blas Escobedo’s shadow. Not when his siblings were so much more flamboyant, photogenic, and badly behaved. Which was the reason why his father wasn’t grooming any of them to take over his various businesses. He’d made it clear that Rón was to be his successor in the world of high-stakes tech.

“It used to be that inheritance went to the eldest. The old ways are fine and good when they make sense. In this case they do not. Your brothers and sisters would squander, and bicker, and tear each other apart. Better to just give them a stipend enough to satisfy their appetites and send them on their way.”

That particular morsel wasn’t going into the book, but he had spoken it to Rón as if it was. Any potential inheritance, of course, was too far off the horizon to see. His father was still relatively young, and besides, he had a good portion of Silicon Valley working on ways to live forever.

“The way I see it, there’s big money in longevity. Because human greed for money is only surpassed by human greed for time. Someone has already come up with a pill that can add several years to a person’s life. I think we can do better.”

His father wasn’t a terrible person. Far from it. But the world loved to paint the filthy rich as filthy in every way. As for the money, Rón knew the truth. What people don’t understand is that money doesn’t change you. Instead, it constrains you. It limits who you are allowed to be in the eyes of the world, in the eyes of your friends, and even in the eyes of your family. When you have as much money as the Escobedos, it becomes a Victorian corset. Wear your wealth long enough and it cuts off your circulation, until you can barely breathe.

And so sometimes you don’t even want to breathe anymore.

Because although Blas Escobedo could buy his youngest son anything under the sun, he couldn’t by him the one thing he wanted. A reason to be here.

They called Rón’s first two attempts cries for help. Perhaps they were. But he got help. All sorts of help. His mother came back to live with him for a while—because divorce suddenly seems insignificant when your child’s life is at stake. His father put his entire tech empire on hold to be there for Rón.

Medication, therapy, support. And it all helped for a time. But the black hole always came back.

Rón’s third attempt was the serious one. He lost more blood than a person should and still be alive. But like his father, he was a fighter. A survivor, even if survival hadn’t been his goal. And the fact that he lived through it made him think that maybe his body knew better than he did. That leaving was not the answer.

His father sat by his bedside the whole time he was in the hospital, praying over Rosaries Rón didn’t know he had, and then in Hebrew, which Rón didn’t even know he knew. Old Testament God, New Testament God. Yahweh, Jesus, Allah, Vishnu—it didn’t matter as long as one of them answered.

Tiburón had never seen his father so humbled. So human. He remembered many of the things his father said to him when he was too weak to respond. He didn’t orate or pontificate; he spoke in whispers from the heart. And sometimes he still did.

“You don’t know this—only your grandparents do. But when I was your age, TeTe, I had similar thoughts of leaving this life. And like you, I tried, but luckily it was one of many things I wasn’t very good at.”

“Neither was I,” Rón had croaked, which had made his father smile.

“Was,” repeated his father. “I hope that means you’re starting to see it as something in the past.”

His father had taken his hand then. Gently, so as not to disturb the bandages. “I found my passion in technology and invention. It answered the why of my life. You know… destruction and creation are two sides of the same coin. And self-destruction? It can become an act of self-creation given time and perspective. You will see. I promise you will see.”

Everyone at the hospital was paid handsomely to keep his attempted exit quiet, so Tiburón Tigre Escobedo did not become a banner headline, and the subject of media attention. Surprisingly, they all kept their silence. Not even a single tabloid exposé. It was the one time Rón was truly grateful for being invisible.

That was more than a year ago. And although the black hole was still there, he had become better at skating around its event horizon. But that didn’t mean there weren’t bad days.

“TeTe, are you home yet? Come downstairs and let’s talk a bit.”

Rón hauled himself up and went down to his father’s home office. It was a corner of the penthouse where the glass walls came together, kind of like a fish tank. His desk was turned at forty-five degrees. A lot of their furniture was cornered like that; damn the feng shui, Rón’s father loved angles.

“All good?” his father asked. It was a catch-all question—like the set of five red-to-green emoji buttons they have outside restrooms to let management know your general impression of their hygiene. Today Rón gave him the second green button. Good but not great. Which was a respectable place to be.

“New family’s in. They want to know who to worship.”

His father chuckled. “Whoever they want, as long as it isn’t me.” A call came through on his phone, and he dismissed it. One thing about his father: he never let work interfere when he was having a conversation with Rón.

Through the fishbowl corner of the room, Rón could see across the mouth of the bay to the picturesque communities of Sausalito and Tiburon. When he was very little and thought the world revolved around him, he used to think Tiburon was named for him. Then, when he got older and realized that the world revolved around his father, he accepted there was no connection between himself and the place across the bay.

“Some sad news, TeTe. Bennett, the evening doorman.”

“Oh no….” Rón knew what was coming before his father said it.

“He died of Crown Royale this morning.”

Rón had spoken to Bennett, couldn’t have been two weeks ago. Talked about the Giants, and their prospects for the season. Now he’d never see another game. “Is there anything we can do?”

“I’ve offered to help his family… but when someone goes like that, nothing you do will ever be enough. But there’s something I’d like you to do, TeTe. It’s too late to help Bennett, but maybe it will help others. He cleared his throat, and hesitated. That’s how Rón knew it was the kind of ask that would hurl Rón way out of his comfort zone. “I’d like you to record a speech to help galvanize young people to fight Crown Royale.”

“A speech…”

His father waved his hand. “Speeches are easy. If you don’t want to write them, they can be written for you. The important thing is to mobilize people early. Prevention matters when facing a contagion this serious. You could make a difference and save lives.”

Maybe… but would a speech given by Blas Escobedo’s shadow matter to anyone? And if people did care, Rón didn’t know how he’d fare as the center of attention. He had seen how some of his older siblings had suffered when the spotlight flicked from their father to them. Pitón’s drug problem, Jag’s anger issues, Pantera’s nude photo shoot. While his father was both loved and hated, Rón’s siblings were universally reviled by the press, even when they weren’t doing anything particularly obnoxious. The world simply hated the offspring of the rich and famous. Which was why Rón’s father had tried so hard to shelter him from that world. Until now.

“Leona should do it. People will listen to her more than they’ll listen to me. I’m fine just hosting the west penthouse.”

“I’m winding that down,” his father told him. “Crown Royale is getting worse—we shouldn’t be renting anymore. The CDC now says there’s a four percent mortality rate—one in twenty-five people who catch it will die. And there’s reason to believe you might be at greater risk, Tiburón. It is best to limit your close interactions. Perhaps isolate entirely.”

Rón suppressed a sigh. His “greater risk” was still only hearsay, but when it came to Rón, his father approached things with an abundance of caution.

“I’m not worried,” Rón said. “Your masks work.”

“Yes, but they’re not one hundred percent. Nothing is. And besides, we’ll soon be leaving the city, because you know how the city gets during these things.”

“But what about school?”

“So you’ll be remote when the school year starts.”

“And my friends…”

“If they’re true friends, they’ll stay in touch. And if not, best to know now, so you can make others.”

Rón took a moment to gauge his father. There was something in his eyes Rón didn’t like. A certain rare kind of fear. Like the kind when he was by Rón’s bedside in the hospital last year. Over his career, Blas Escobedo had watched his rockets explode. He’d seen his stock take nosedives. He’d even had an attempt on his life. But those things hadn’t rattled him. Rockets get rebuilt. Stocks rebound. Attackers get put away. This look was different. And Rón thought he knew why.

“Is it true what they’re saying about Jarrick Javins?” Rón asked.

His father shifted in his seat. Rón could practically feel the man’s blood pressure go up. “The news will report it tomorrow. The moment Javins recovered from Crown Royale, he gave all his money to charity, resigned from all of his companies, and vanished.”

How does the richest person in the world vanish? Rón wondered.

“No one’s seen him for days. Rumor has it he’s walking the world with nothing but the clothes on his back.”

Rón didn’t know what to say, except, “I guess that makes you the second-richest man in the world now.”

His father pursed his lips. “That’s not how I wanted to get there.” Then that look again. That look of secret terror. “This disease… if it doesn’t kill you, it steals your agency. Your ambition. It turns you into someone you’re not and ruins you.”

Rón tried to shrug it off. “You’ve always been charitable.”

“If I give my money to charity, it’s because I choose to—not because I’ve lost my mind. That’s what’s happening, TeTe—people are losing their minds.” He tapped his fingers on his desk for a moment. “Have you ever heard of Howard Hughes, TeTe?”

Rón nodded. “Airplane guy, right? Richest in the world, like, what, fifty years ago?”

“On top of the world, then he disappeared. He lost it up here,” his father said, tapping his temple. “I’m not going to become that.”

“If you get Crown Royale, you’ll deal,” Rón said. It was weird being the one to talk his father in from the ledge like this. “You always deal.”

“If I go the way of Javins, there’ll be nothing left for you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Who says I care all that much?”

“You’d care if it happened. It’s easy to imagine yourself happy without money, TeTe, but the reality is very different. It’s true that money can’t make you happy—but lack of it can’t make you happy either.”

They both let it sit for a while, allowing all the simmering fears to stew. Then something occurred to Rón.

“Didn’t Howard Hughes go into hiding because he was afraid of germs, too?”

His father grunted and tried to wave that off, but it still hung heavy in the air.

Looking back, Tiburón Tigre Escobedo would mark this as the moment he realized he was stronger than his father.






3 Morgan Suits Up


It was a full-blown space suit. Not a mask, or a rebreather, or even a hazmat suit, but the thing that astronauts wore.

“Really? Do I really have to wear this?”

“I’m afraid so, miss. It’s nonnegotiable. Dame Havilland requires it. Come; there are four of us to help you put it on.”

Morgan had come a long way for this interview, but now it was feeling like a really bad idea. What was up with this weird internship? This place—this grand estate in the lush English countryside—was already overwhelming. But on the other hand, it suggested she wasn’t going to be merely shuffling papers in some cubicle. The internship would pay well if she got it; she knew that much. And thankfully, while her luck was running both hot and cold today, it had gotten her here on time.

Well, not exactly luck. The only luck that Morgan Willmon-Wu believed in was the kind you made yourself.

But right now, Morgan was eying that space suit with serious concern. “What if it doesn’t fit?” She really did not want to get into the thing. What—were they sending her off to Mars or something?

“Oh, it will fit,” said the butler, or footman, or whatever a stodgy person in his position was called. “It was made precisely to your measurements.”

There were so many red flags that statement sent up, Morgan felt herself tangling in them. What the hell had she gotten herself into?



Morgan’s day had begun early, and with an intensity bordering on panic, taking her through a chain of events that was maddening.

It started with her trip to the airport. Knowing it was hard to get an Uber at the crack of dawn, she had scheduled two in advance, willing to accept the cancellation fee for the one that showed up second. But both of them canceled at the last minute—and of course none of the ride-share apps could pull down another driver. In the end, she had to call in a favor from one of her dormmates and have her drive, bleary eyed, to Zürich Airport from the university at five a.m. so Morgan could make her flight.

The queue at security was a Kafkaesque nightmare, and the tension hung heavier than usual, thanks to Crown Royale. People who had masked up glared daggers at those who hadn’t, but since masks were not yet mandatory, they glared right back. Morgan had to slip between disgruntled travelers who were more than happy to be solid obstacles before her—until she had the bright idea of coughing in their direction as she pushed. Suddenly people, masked or not, were more than happy to part just to get her out of their airspace. Every errant cough, sneeze, or sniffle was another reminder to people that Crown Royale’s bass was about to drop.

Her gambit got her halfway through the line, but then she encountered a security guard, who took his job way too seriously.

“Nein!” he said. “Sie müssen wie alle anderen in der Schlange stehen.”

Ha! “Wait in line like everyone else.” As if that was even an option today.

The security officer, Morgan noted, spoke German with an Austrian accent—and so she responded by putting on her own fake, but convincing, Austrian accent, while turning on tears so suddenly it was as if she had burst some internal water main.

“Bitte, bitte, bitte!” she cried. “Please, please, please! I can’t miss this flight. You don’t understand! My father! You don’t know what he’ll do to me!” Then she suddenly, spasmodically, began tugging her hair as if in a fight with herself. “Please, please, please!”

The combination of it all—the tears, the disturbing hair pulls, and the fact that this girl, who was clearly Eurasian, was speaking like someone from his hometown—was just enough to do the trick. He not only let her pass; he escorted her to the front of the line.

Then, just past passport control, as if to reward her performance at security, a man, who was also racing to his gate, dropped a fifty-Euro note.

Morgan stepped on it before anyone else saw it. She had two choices here. She could be the Good Samaritan, catch up with him, and give it back… or she could keep it for herself.

It really wasn’t much of a dilemma.

With the bill in her pocket, she picked up her pace to her gate—but then fortune turned against her once more.

“I’m sorry, Fräulein,” said the gate agent. “You were late to arrive, and we’ve already given your seat to someone flying standby. There’s another flight this afternoon.”

Again, not an option. She considered the waterworks again, but a quick assessment of the woman made it clear that she had seen it all, and would not be moved. In fact, this woman’s picture was probably in the German dictionary right next to the word “schadenfreude.” The more miserable Morgan looked, the more pleasure the gate agent would derive from it. This called for a different approach.

Morgan looked over the counter to see a boarding pass the agent had just printed out for the individual about to take her place on the flight. Morgan noted the name.

“Who’s Jern van Vleck?” Morgan asked.

The woman’s eyes flicked to an elderly gentleman sitting nearby, looking forlorn and morose.

Morgan pulled out her passport. “I understand that you have no choice but to rebook me on the next flight,” she said, sounding resigned. “But I’d be forever grateful if you’d reconsider.”

Then she slipped the fifty Euros into her passport, and slid it across the counter toward the gate agent.

Jern van Vleck did not fly to London that morning.



The flight was less than two hours, and gave Morgan some time to consider how she might best present herself. She had applied to this particular internship on a whim. She never thought her bullshit essay would be considered. After all, she was probably younger than most applicants. She had started university at fifteen, barreled her way through to two degrees, and was still only nineteen.

She was surprised when an invitation for an interview arrived at her dorm just a month before graduation. The invitation didn’t come by email—it came by post—and it wasn’t for a virtual interview, as all the others had been. They wanted her in person. In England. A flight that they were paying for. They. The Havilland Consortium.

Their website was minimal and vague. A bunch of philanthropic pursuits. With degrees in linguistics and international marketing, Morgan couldn’t imagine what they wanted with her, but she liked their style. The fancy gold invitation. The free plane ticket. And the chocolate bar that inexplicably came with it. It had melted, of course, in the student mail center, but its presence had intrigued her nonetheless.

Problem was, the interview was on the same day as her graduation. It would have to be one or the other. The way Morgan saw it, commencement was for parents and egos. Well, in spite of her pleas to the security guard about an abusive father, her father was actually dead, her mother was not likely to attend, and her ego was plenty healthy without a cap and gown to bolster it. The decision had been easy.



A space suit was not easy to walk in. Aside from looking, and feeling, like an idiot, Morgan found it hard to balance, hard to even shift her feet forward. And what made it worse was that the grand salon she was led to was full of fragile things. Bone china; glass figurines; furniture with spindly legs that looked like it belonged behind the velvet ropes of a museum.

And in the midst of it all was a woman who seemed as fragile as her belongings.

She sat in a wheelchair, with a plastic tube snaking from an oxygen tank clipped to her nostrils by two tiny nubbins.

“Sit, sit,” said Dame Glynis Havilland, for whom the Havilland Consortium was named. “I trust your journey here was uneventful,” she said, her lips slightly screwed into an unsettling smirk. She spoke the sort of English that the most upper echelons of society spoke, although there was the faintest hint of Eastern European to it. Morgan considered matching her way of speaking, but instead took on a “Home Counties” accent, which made her sound like a standard middle-class Londoner.

“Are you sure the furniture is sturdy enough? This suit makes me all the more heavy.”

“We’ll find out soon enough, won’t we?” the old woman said—then raised her cane, pushing it against Morgan’s chest. The suit was so top heavy, it shifted Morgan off balance enough to plop down in the antique chair behind her.

The chair creaked with sorrowful complaint, but in the end held.

“So glad you could make it!” Dame Havilland said. “Originally you were to wear that suit for my protection. But as it turns out, it’s now for your protection instead.”

The woman let that hang in the air for a few moments, then explained.

“In spite of extreme precautions, I have recently been exposed to Crown Royale by a careless, and possibly spiteful, member of my staff, who has since been fired. As you probably know, the incubation period is three to six days, and I am on my fourth day, which means filling this internship position is an extremely high priority—and it is critical that I don’t infect the applicants.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Morgan said. “But I still don’t know what the job is.”

“And you won’t until I’m ready to tell you.”

Then the woman coughed several times. It was a dry cough. Could have been just the musty room. Could have been something more. Morgan had once heard that most household dust was dead human skin cells, and a palatial estate like this one must have had several centuries of the stuff haunting the halls like Shakespearean ghosts.

“Did you like the chocolate, by the way?” Dame Havilland asked. “It’s the best in the world by my reckoning. Puccini Bomboni. Sounds Italian but it’s Dutch.”

Morgan didn’t tell her it had melted. “A strange thing to send to a girl from Switzerland, the chocolate capital of the world.”

“It was for my own amusement,” the woman said. “An homage to Roald Dahl, after whose most infamous work I modeled my internship program.”

“Then should I expect little people to hop out of the woodwork and burst into song?”

The old woman chuckled. “Had there been more time, perhaps I could have arranged it. Truth be told, Mr. Dahl was quite a miserable human being—but if we judge the work by the sins and temperament of the creators, the world would be virtually void of art, literature, and music.” Then she raised a crystalline glass full of some spirit Morgan could not share in, or even smell, due to the space suit. “Here’s to tortured souls! They vomit forth the most interesting Rorschachs.”

And as Morgan looked around, she could see sculptures and paintings featuring the most tortured of souls. Works brooding and evocative. The types of things you wouldn’t want to be alone with at night.

    “I narrowed the field of applicants down to five finalists,” Dame Havilland said as she put down her glass, “and then set out to test each of them to see who had the mettle to meet my exacting requirements. All were given approximately the same test. The first four failed.”

“So I’m here to be tested?”

“You already have been. Your test was this morning, dear.” Then Dame Havilland gave that twisted, smug smirk again. “I was the one who canceled your rides this morning, forcing you to be resourceful in getting to the airport in time for your flight.”

“Okay…”

    “Upon arrival at the airport, my representative—you may call him Slugworth—witnessed your stellar charade that got you through security. He is also the one who dropped the fifty-Euro note, which you wisely chose to keep rather than return. Had you returned it, you would never have gotten on that flight—because the gate agent was instructed to allow you on only if you bribed her with that particular marked bill.”

“I suppose the sad old man was in on it too.”

“No, he was just a sad old man. Probably still waiting there in the airport for all I know.” And then Dame Havilland laughed long and loud.

“You’re a very odd woman,” Morgan dared to say.

Dame Havilland was not offended. “I enjoy games. Especially ones of my own design. You could say my whole life is a long game, as I’ve spent much of it in strategic maneuvers, reinventing myself when necessity warranted.”

Morgan was still trying to process the woman’s byzantine manipulation at the airport. Was there method in this madness?

“I was Hungarian by birth,” Dame Havilland continued, “then a British aristocrat by marriage. Although I was well and truly hated by others in that putrid social class. But I endured.”

“And your husband?” Morgan asked.

“Dead. I had nothing to do with that; I was honestly widowed by a heart attack. I loved him, he died, and I mourned. But I knew all the while that broken hearts mend. And in time, I was able to use my modest fortune to turn the tables on those pompous stuffed shirts who so despised me. Because it is not good enough to merely succeed; one must also push those you despise into the tar, and watch them slowly sink like the dinosaurs they are.”

The vitriol in the woman’s voice made Morgan smile. And it also made her think back to one of her classes. A math class with an old-school professor who graded on a strict curve. Morgan’s greatest joy in that class was acing the test, and throwing off the curve, ensuring that several kids toward the bottom flunked out. Kids who might have been fine had she not been there to shift the curve against them. It felt good to have that kind of power.

“But enough about me,” said Dame Havilland, rolling forward. “Let’s talk about you. Morgan Willmon-Wu. Fluent in Cantonese, German, French, Spanish, and English. Born in Hong Kong to an Anglo mother and Chinese father. Identified early on as exceptionally gifted.” Then she wagged a finger. “There’s one bit of your vitae that’s misinformation, though, my dear. Your father wasn’t really your father.”

“Excuse me?”

“My research team is thorough, and you’d be amazed at the things you can dig out of the dark web. In this instance, they found an ancestry test that your father had done for you when you were very young. Apparently, your mother had an affair with one of his coworkers. We’re not certain which one.”

Morgan suddenly found herself wanting to fling the woman through the stained-glass window, but controlled her anger. Perhaps this was also a test. But she doubted it was a lie.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you deserve to know why your late father became so distant before he died, and why your mother moved to Zürich with you all those years ago.”

“I’ve heard enough.” Morgan tried to stand, but found the chair threatening to buckle beneath her if she moved another inch.

Dame Havilland laughed. “My dear, you can’t effectively storm out in a space suit. Your righteous rage loses all credibility when you need my domestic staff to peel you out of that thing. Now let’s get down to the crux of the matter. I am most likely going to come down with Crown Royale over the next few days. At my age, and in my poor state of health, it will probably kill me. But if I survive, it will be much, much worse.”

Quite honestly, Morgan was heartened by the thought of the old woman dying, but held her tongue, and listened.

“I’m sure you’ve heard rumors about the effect of the disease on its recovered victims. The rumors are apparently true. Which means, should I survive, I would likely give my property, and everything I own, to my staff, or to my bogus charity, or, God forbid, to my no-account nephew. My eyes shall miraculously be opened to the simple things in life, the joy of giving, Tiny Tim will walk again, and God bless us, every one.” But the scowl on her face made it clear she was not that kind of Scrooge. “Let me make this perfectly clear. I do not wish my legacy to be one of graciousness to my fellow human beings. No one in this world is worthy of my grace. But to bring about the legacy I have in mind, it will take someone with more life in them than I currently have….

“Therefore, I needed to seek out a youth. A jaded, self-interested, shrewd, and savvy youth. With whom I could trust with all that I hold dear. Someone to take up the mantle after I am either gone, or transformed into a person I do not wish to be.”

Suddenly Morgan’s hatred of the woman seemed a small and insignificant thing. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Then Dame Glynis Havilland stood up from her wheelchair on legs that were not quite as weak as they appeared. “Morgan Willmon-Wu, I wish to turn over to you all that I have. Because I trust you’ll know what to do with it. And because time is too short to find someone better.”

Morgan found herself lightheaded and wondered if she was getting enough oxygen within the suit.

“Do you accept my offer?”

“If I accept,” said Morgan, “what is it that you want me to do?”

Dame Havilland hobbled close, locking eyes on Morgan through the curved glass of the helmet.

“I wish to have one legacy and one legacy alone,” Dame Havilland said. “I want to eradicate Crown Royale from the face of the Earth.”






4 Victimless Staycation


“It was there on the bench—what was I supposed to do? Let someone steal it?”

Today, after a miserable night of not getting their car back, Mariel’s mother decided the world owed her something, and had taken a businessman’s wallet.

“I only just borrowed it,” she told Mariel. “I gave it back, didn’t take a penny—he didn’t even know it was gone!”

What Gena did take, however, was a credit card number, expiration date, and CVC code.

“Mom, you can’t do things like that! You worry about being at the shelter—this kind of thing will land you in jail!”

Her mother had done this once before—or at least once that Mariel knew of. That first time it was from someone they knew. A friend and neighbor. The woman had a daughter Mariel’s age, although they only tolerated each other. Nothing in common except that their mothers were friends. Then, when Mariel and Gena’s world came crashing down, that “friend” dished out a shallow casserole of sympathy and wiped her hands of them. They all met for lunch sometime later, when Mariel and her mother were living at a run-down motel. You could tell that they were afraid that nouveau poverty would rub off on them.

The woman insisted on paying for the meal of course—made a big show of it. Then Gena went to the bathroom. Only instead of going to the bathroom, she caught the waiter and gave him her credit card instead—because they still had a functional one at that time—and paid for the whole meal. “Because we don’t need her holier-than-thou charity.”

Turned out when she switched cards, she also got the woman’s credit card number, which Gena then used to order them Grubhub for weeks. One meal in exchange for more than a dozen.

Mariel should have stopped her, or at least tried. But she resented that woman and her perfect prissy daughter, too. Knowing that they were paying for Wingstop and Wendy’s made the food taste better. After all, it was a victimless crime, right? Because when the card statement showed up with all these charges, the woman would complain, and the bank would cover it.

So rather than stopping it, Mariel became an accomplice, picking up the orders herself, since delivery would have given the bank a beeline to their motel room door. “Fraud’s not fraud when it’s simple payback,” her mother had said.

But revenge on a fair-weather friend wasn’t the same as taking an Amex number from a total stranger.

“You have to throw that number away,” Mariel insisted.

Her mother tapped her temple. “Can’t. It’s right up here.”

Exasperating. Her mother was good with numbers. Too bad she couldn’t find a way to put that skill to use. Or at least legitimate use.

“Just because you remember it, doesn’t mean you need to use it!”

“Already did when we were back at the library. But I swear, crisscross applesauce, I’m only gonna use it once.”

They often spent time in libraries—where you could stay all day without being asked to leave. She had seen her mother on one of the library computers. Mariel assumed she was posting her usual opinions on social media. But this time she was up to something else.

She put her hand to Mariel’s face, cradling it. “I did it because we deserve one nice thing in the middle of all this, don’t we? You deserve one nice thing.”

Mariel sighed. What was done was done. “So what did you buy?”

“I bought us one night where we don’t have to worry about the Grinch, or the rain, or assholes who take our money and don’t show.” Then she smiled. “Tonight we’re staying at an Airbnb.”



The guests showed up early, but the doorman was instructed to keep any prepunctual guests in the lobby until four o’clock.

Tiburón was waiting for them when they were finally sent up in the express elevator. These were unexpected guests, in that they had made a one-night booking before Rón could suspend the account as per his father’s orders. All future bookings were canceled, but this one slipped in under the radar. Rón was glad for it; with his whole life about to be put on indefinite hold, he was determined to savor this last in-person interaction, before it all became faces on a screen.

From the moment they arrived, Rón could tell that this woman and her daughter were not like the usual tourists that booked the place. They were pungent. A more judgmental person would say that they reeked. And on top of it, there was a weariness about them that was palpable. Like they were both caught in the undertow of a relentless ocean.

Both the girl and her mother were blond but clearly had not, or had not been able to, attend to their grooming. The mother’s hair was beginning to go gray before its time.

Rón spent much of his life trying not to be defined by the privilege of wealth the way so many were defined by the privilege of their birth. He knew what it meant to be rich, but he also knew what it meant to be Brown—and, as his father pointed out—there were many people who couldn’t accept those two things going together. So Rón fought to never look down on anyone in any circumstance. But it was hard to keep himself from forming an opinion of these two. Whatever their situation, this night was to remind themselves of their humanity, which the world was stripping from them, layer by layer. Even so, he could sense a spark to the girl, which he found interesting. He was never intrusive into the guests’ lives, but this time he definitely wanted to know more.

Then, before he could welcome them and give them his standard spiel, the girl gasped. Not at the penthouse, but at the sight of him.

“No way! You’re Tiburón Escobedo!” she said.

That threw him for a loop—because nobody ever recognized him. Even when people figured out who owned the penthouse, they never figured out who he was, or at least not by name.

His first thought was the realization that he had forgotten to put on his mask—although since the mask projected a reasonable approximation of one’s face, he wondered if the girl would have guessed who he was anyway.

He grabbed one of the digital masks from the bowl on the credenza and quickly slipped it on. “Masks, please,” he said, and handed them each one.

“Holy crap!” said the mother, looking around. “This is an Airbnb?”

But the girl wasn’t taking in the penthouse; she kept scrutinizing Rón. “So… your father rents out a penthouse to make himself feel less guilty for being the third-richest guy in the world?”

No one ever nailed it so quickly. “Pretty much so, yeah. But now he’s the second richest.”

“Baby, look at this view! Jesus, we won the fucking lottery!”

“Language, Mom.” Then she smirked. “He might think we’re too common and kick us back to the curb.”

Rón found he couldn’t hold her gaze when she smirked like that, so he glanced at his tablet. “It says the reservation is under the name Vincent Cornell….”

“Yeah, that’s me,” said the woman a little too quickly. “My parents wanted a boy, so whatcha gonna do?” Then she moved toward one of the sofas.

“Momma, don’t sit down till we’ve showered,” said the girl, then turned a little sheepishly to Rón. “We’ve been traveling all day. Got a little ripe.”

Well, if that was her story, Rón was okay with her sticking with it. He didn’t comment on the fact that they had no luggage.

“C’mon, I’ll give you the grand tour… Miss Cornell.”

“You can call me Mariel,” the girl said.

“And you can call me Rón.”

“Right. With a pretentious accent.”

That made Rón smile—which was much broader on his tweaked mask. “It’s ironically pretentious.”

She shrugged, and grinned right back. “Which makes it even more pretentious.”

Mariel and her mother probably didn’t want the grand tour—he imagined they just wanted to be left alone, and explore the place by themselves. But Rón had his script to go through, and besides, he wasn’t in a hurry to leave. His curiosity was piqued by them in multiple ways. When he finally wrapped up the tour, he said, “I’ll be back with wine and cheese at five thirty. It’s included.”

“Cool,” said the mother from across the room. “Hope it’s fancy-schmancy cheese.”

“Only the best,” Rón said.

“Great,” said Mariel. “See you soon.”

Then Rón crossed the short hallway to his own penthouse. Of course, he had made up the whole wine-and-cheese thing on the spur of the moment, but he was sure he could put something fancy-schmancy together by five thirty.



Espresso-rubbed fontina, and black truffle Camembert. Fancy enough cheeses—although Rón had to cut them into neat wedges, because he had already gouged chunks out the day before. For wine, he brought a robust Malbec. He knew absolutely nothing about wine; he just heard his father call it robust.

“Even if your palate isn’t educated, your wine knowledge will send the right signals in any pompous circles you wish to advance in,” his father once told him. “Rich fools don’t need to be drunk to be under the influence of wine.”

By the time Rón returned, Mariel and her mother—who still claimed to be named Vincent—had both bathed, and Mariel had on fresh clothes that must have been in her backpack—the only item she had arrived with. The clothes were worn out and a little torn—but not in a fashionable way. And yet it still looked fashionable on Mariel. Her mother was wearing the bathrobe that the Escobedos provided all their guests, and didn’t seem at all shy about being so indisposed. The antithesis of his father’s girlfriend, Kavita, who had to get dressed in order to get dressed.

“Very nice,” said the mother, looking at the writing on the wine bottle. “French?”

“That’s not French, Momma,” Mariel said.

“It’s an Argentinian wine,” Rón told them. “My father is partial to South American vineyards.”

“Well,” said the mother as they sat down, “the cheese looks French.”

And since the wrappers were long gone, Rón could only agree.

While Mariel had fully blown out her hair, her mother’s was still damp in places, as if she didn’t have the patience to dry it completely. From the few interchanges he had heard, Rón knew their dynamic without having to be told. Mariel was more the parent here. Not by choice but by necessity. While her mother seemed a force of nature, Mariel could wrangle it—and someone with the power to control the weather was far more intriguing than the storm itself. Rón didn’t comment on any of it, though. His father had raised him to be acutely observant, but he also knew that sometimes it was best to keep the things he observed to himself.



Mariel was also observant, but for an entirely different reason. For her, it was a matter of survival. If you couldn’t read between peoples’ lines, you could get taken advantage of, or worse. Her mother was bad at reading people, and it had left them in trouble more than once. But reading their host was hard. Having not been in the company of someone as rich as Rón Escobedo before, she wasn’t sure what to make of him. She didn’t know whether this was a game of chess or a game of chance. With him, she was up for either.

While her mother chowed down on cheese and crackers, drinking her wine in gulps, Mariel ate more deliberately. Took only the smallest sips of her wine, slipping her mask down, then back up.

“So is your company part of the package?” Mariel asked.

“My company?”

“You said wine and cheese was part of the deal, but you didn’t say anything about you sitting there watching us eat.” She had said it to prod him just a little. To test the timbre of his intentions. But he suddenly became awkward, and even though his mask still showed him smiling, his eyes were not.

“Do you want me to go?”

Then her mother chimed in. “Absolutely not!” she declared. Then she refilled her wine and got up. “I’ll leave you two to get acquainted.” Her parting shot to Mariel was a conspicuous wink that could probably be seen from street level. Then she and her bathrobe swished away, taking half of Mariel’s self-respect with her.

Mariel sighed. “Clearly my mother thinks you’re a catch.”

“Like every mother in the world.”

He might have meant that to be quippy, but it rubbed Mariel the wrong way. “Well, it must be such a burden to be Prince Charming.”

“You do realize that if you go there, that makes you Cinderella.”

She gave a halfhearted guffaw that puffed up her mask. “Right. So if I leave my ratty old sneaker here when we go, will you try to find me?”

He shrugged. “Honestly? The cleaning service would throw it away before I even saw it.”

She took another sip of wine. He just kept on smiling, and she had to ask.

“Why do you keep smiling like that?”

“It’s not me, it’s the mask. I… uh… programmed it that way.”

“So if you programmed it, it is you.”

He hesitated for a moment, then reached up and took off the digital mask. He was still smiling, just not nearly as much. “I know the pandemic is still in its early stages, but I need to be careful. I’m colorblind.”

Mariel was going to take her mask off, too, but stopped herself. There were several factors affecting the prognosis of anyone who contracted Crown Royale. The aged, the sickly, the diabetic, and, oddly, the colorblind were most at risk. As if God threw a dart at a wall of random biological traits, and colorblindness took the hit.

Tiburón Escobedo was high risk. So what was he even doing here?

“Oh,” she said, trying to find the least awkward thing to say. She failed. “I guess that makes it hard to see traffic lights and stuff.”

“That’s a myth. And anyway, that’s red-green colorblindness. I can see red and green just fine. I have tritanopia. Blue-cone deficiency.”

“You can’t see blue?”

“So I’ve been told. Yellow’s pretty iffy too.”

Mariel looked at the wine bottle between them, then picked it up. “What do you see when you look at this label?”

“Greenish gray,” he responded.

“Maybe because it’s greenish gray,” she said.

His grin took on a slant. “Trick question. No fair.”

Mariel took a moment to reassess. Maybe this wasn’t chess at all. Maybe they were partners in a hand of bridge.

“Anyway,” he said, “I just need to be more careful than most.” But he didn’t put his mask back on. Stupid, considering he didn’t know them or where they’d been.

Then, noticing he hadn’t touched the cheese, or poured himself a glass of wine, she asked, “Aren’t you going to have any?”

“I brought it for the two of you,” he said. “So you’d… have something.”

And there it was. Pity. That was a game she definitely didn’t want to play.

“Thanks, but we don’t need your charity.”

“It’s not charity. It’s hospitality.”

She responded by pushing the cheese plate back toward him. “Whatever you think you know about us, you don’t.”

He looked at the plate for a few moments, then back at her.

“You couldn’t afford the hundred dollars you paid for this place. You haven’t been eating regular meals. You may not live on the street, but you don’t have a home address. And you’d never leave your sneaker, because you know you’d have to replace it.”

And since he was right about all of it, there was only one thing she could say.

“You’re an asshole.”

Then, to her surprise, he folded. No—he imploded. Like a shell that couldn’t withstand the pressure of whatever place his billion-dollar head was at.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and stood, turning toward the door. “I should go. Enjoy the place.”

Mariel jumped to her feet. “That’s it?” Mariel said. “You get called an asshole once, and you bail? Are rich people really that fragile?”

He turned back to her, palms open and neutral. “Listen, I just wanted to help.”

“With wine and cheese…”

“What do you want? A house?” he blurted. “A Lambo? A hundred grand?”

“All of the above would be nice.”

And he stood there, like he was actually considering it. She let out a bitter laugh. She could play him. The way her mom played people. She could, if she was that person.

“So you want charity instead of hospitality after all,” he said.

Mariel found her self-respect flagging. She wished her mother would come out and shamelessly conduct the orchestra of his pity, but she had already been distracted by some other shiny object in the massive penthouse.

“Maybe you could let us stay here a few more nights,” Mariel suggested. “Until we can… figure out our situation.”

Rón pursed his lips. “I can’t. You’re our last guests—the place is being mothballed. A whole team is coming in tomorrow to cover the furniture and prepare for lockdown. My father’s orders. I’m sorry.”

Mariel nodded. She should have known that any doors that open in a place like this would have security chains.

“So… are you at least gonna bring us breakfast in the morning?”

He perked up. “Do you want me to?”

There was something sad about what an eager puppy he was. Sad and maybe a little endearing. “Turning a billionaire’s son into my bitch is very tempting,” she said.

She meant it as a playful barb, but it didn’t land well. He frowned, clearly feeling laughed at, rather than laughed with. Then he slipped his mask back on. “The fridge is fully stocked. Eggs, juice, whatever you want.”

She secretly wished he would be back for breakfast, but she had killed any hope of that.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to—” But she realized anything she said would just make it worse. Crash and burn. Move on; nothing to see here.

“You have my number if there’s anything else you need,” he said, slipping back into his hosting script. “Enjoy your stay.”

“Thank you for the wine and cheese,” Mariel said. “It was nice of you.”

He nodded instead of saying “you’re welcome.” Only after he had left did she realize he had done that on purpose. To make sure she had the last word.



That night, with the lights of the bay twinkling outside the floor-to-ceiling windows of their luxurious suite in the sky, Mariel and Gena watched comfort TV. Cheesy episodes of some show that aired years before Mariel was even born. Mariel leaned into her mother, who gently stroked her hair, while two smooth Miami detectives, dressed in pastels, chased criminals that they always caught.

“This is like the old days, baby,” Gena said.

“We never had a TV this big, or a couch this comfortable,” Mariel pointed out.

“I know… but still.”

And she was right. There were plenty of good times before the dark spirals of Space Mountain became a regular occurrence in their lives.

“Y’know… that boy likes you,” Gena commented.

Mariel shifted her shoulders. Not uncomfortably, but settling in. Maybe her mother was right about Rón. And maybe the feeling was mutual. But what did it matter?

“He’s on a different planet, Momma.”

“You mean in a Mars/Venus kind of way? Men and women are all from the same planet, baby. Earth. We each gotta face that sooner or later.”

“No,” said Mariel. “I mean, he lives in penthouses, and limos, and private jets.”

“And five’ll get you ten he’s tired of his own kind of people.”

Mariel shifted again and sighed, not willing to entertain her mother’s pie-in-the-billionaire-sky kind of thinking. They’d shared too much disappointment lately to add one more thing to the list.

There was a quiet moment between the car chases and the nightclubs of mythic Miami, and Gena surfed to other channels, landing for a moment on a news report. A descending graph and some loudmouth saying that commodity futures were plunging.

“What does that even mean?” Gena griped.

“It means people aren’t buying stuff,” Mariel told her. “Or at least they don’t think people will be buying stuff tomorrow, or next month, or whenever.”

Gena razzed, either in disgust, or dismissal of the notion. “People are people. They don’t stop buying; they just get it cheaper somewhere else.”

“They don’t buy what they don’t want anymore, Momma.”

Gena threw her a suspicious look. “Are you talking about Crown Royale people again?”

Mariel grinned. “Maybe.”

“Yeah, well, maybe let’s just watch stuff blow up in Miami.” Then she flipped the channel back, and within seconds guns were blasting and things were comfortably exploding again.






5 Theater of Concern


The hammer came down.

Dame Havilland knew it would. She thought she was prepared; that all the hatches of her worn and weathered soul were battened down for this final storm. And final it would be. She would go down with this ship. Because what choice did she have? She was old; she was frail; but more importantly, she was ready. This mortal coil, as Shakespeare had called it, had become too constricting. Too chafing. She despised things that lingered when they ought to be gone. She supposed that now included herself.

She took pride in how worthy an opponent she had been to death all these years—for he had tried to take her more than once, but failed. Scarlet fever in her youth. Malaria on her honeymoon. Ovarian cancer in her middle years. And then, finally, a car accident that had killed her driver, and left her Bentley an unrecognizable hunk of crumpled steel a hundred yards from the road. Yet she endured. Not only endured, but thrived, thumbing her nose at that dark specter.

But death was patient, and ever present. Always breathing behind her, making the small hairs on the back of her neck rise.

“Someday I will have you, whether you’re ready or not,” it seemed to say. “But it’s oh, so much easier if you’re ready.”

And now she was.

Crown Royale was upon her, growing and replicating in her blood, ripping into her cells and replacing her RNA with its own.

She knew the basic symptoms, and marked them as they arrived. It began as a tickle in the back of her throat. Then her fingertips and toes began to tingle, and her lips to burn. There were bruises in unpredictable places. And a smell. A cross between burning lavender and yeasty bread right out of the oven. Everyone claimed to smell something, although for everyone it was something different.

Before the fever came on, she called Rooks, her butler, in. She was already isolated—hermetically sealed within her bedroom suite. Only Rooks and her lady’s maid, Anna, were allowed entrance, in their own sealed suits. Simple white hazmat suits, for there was no need for the same overwhelming caution she had demanded for Ms. Willmon-Wu.

The maid, however, had become far too nervous once she donned the suit, making interactions unsettling. Besides, she was a sweet but dim-witted girl. Dame Havilland did not want her last human interactions to be empty calories.

“Sit with me, Rooks,” she said as he entered. “I have a rare desire for conversation; be so kind as to indulge me.”

“Of course, Dame Havilland.”

She pursed her lips into a grin. “In all your years in my service, it’s always been ‘madame,’ or ‘Dame Havilland.’ Never once have you called me ‘Glynis.’ ”

Although she couldn’t see clearly through the protective faceplate of his suit, she liked to imagine he reddened a bit.

“Had I done so,” Rooks responded, “I have no doubt you would have discharged me instantly for such inappropriate familiarity.”

Dame Havilland guffawed at that. It hurt her chest to do so, but sometimes things struck a person so that a burst of laughter could not be avoided. “You’re right! I would have—and without so much as a letter of recommendation for your troubles.” She thought about it a moment more. “Then a day or two later I would have hired you back out of the ‘kindness of my heart.’ ”

Rooks remained stoic about it. Still, he asked the most curious question. “And would I have been grateful, madame?”

“Oh, you would have pretended to be. But really you would have just been relieved.” She shifted positions in her wheelchair. She could get around without it, but she had fallen once. Hurt her hip. Bruised, not broken, but even so, that helplessness was unbearable. The very idea of being sprawled on the ground without the leverage to pick herself up. She had needed both Rooks and two others to get her to her bed. After that humiliation, a dependence on the wheelchair felt like the lesser evil. The problem was the more she used it, the harder it was to get around without it. Well, she wouldn’t be needing it for much longer. She was already feeling the onslaught of the illness. The telltale aches, the hint of chills. It was beginning. But she wasn’t ready to let Rooks leave her alone with it just yet….

The silence between them was only broken by the sound of her breathing, which was labored even on the best of days. To keep the moment from becoming too unsettling, Rooks took it upon himself to engage in small talk.

“I’ve heard the crowds are still strong at Cornwall Castle.”

“My charitable efforts at work!”

“Yes, people are still coming in droves, in spite of…” Then he faltered. Glynis found his hesitance irritating.

“You can say it, Rooks. In spite of Crown Royale.”

“Yes, madame.”

Thinking of the castle—one of the plum projects of the Havilland Consortium—made her smile with guilty, and admittedly, sinister pleasure. The restoration of Cornwall Castle, and the push to have it named a national monument, had nothing to do with any love of antiquity. That moss-covered eyesore could have been left to ruin—but it just happened to be right next to the estate of Lord Gallick—an old-money highbrow who ignored no opportunity to publicly malign Glynis. And now, with Cornwall Castle a new national attraction, there was a plague of tourists to torment him on a daily basis. The path to his estate was perpetually filled with slow-moving traffic and tour buses, and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it! The cherry on this tasty sundae was that now some Hollywood type wanted to film a TV series there. Murder and mayhem among inbred aristocrats. Oh, she would pay a king’s ransom to have seen the look on Gallick’s face when he heard about it!

Glynis Havilland was no philanthropist. Her charity was as unapologetically self-serving as any of her other endeavors. She wielded the force of charity for spite, or for tax benefits, or merely to stroke her ego. There was something entertaining about attending galas in your honor. Especially when those who thought themselves better than you were forced to applaud.

“Are you worried about it, Rooks?” It occurred to her she never called him by his first name either. “Crown Royale, I mean.”

“I take precautions, both publicly and privately,” he said. “And if I contract it, it’s not like I’m in danger of giving away a fortune.”

Glynis took offense to that. “I pay you sufficiently—are you implying that I don’t?”

“Not at all, madame, not at all.”

Still, she knew she had not been particularly kind to him. Well, what of it? It was a harsh world. He should be thankful for a stable, long-standing position.

“Should I get the disease, and survive it,” Rooks said, “I’m not entirely opposed to knowing what it means to be truly happy.”

“Truly happy? My dear Mr. Rooks, what makes you think that truth and happiness ever share the same bed?”

Rooks shrugged. “They may dally on occasion.”

“Nonsense! And besides, happiness is overrated.”

As far as Dame Glynis Havilland was concerned, there was no pit deep enough for the perpetually cheerful. “Show me someone who always smiles, and I’ll show you someone with bodies in their basement,” she had been quoted as saying. She didn’t remember actually saying that, but she was pleased to have it attributed to her. She never hired such sunshine people—which was why her staff always appeared somewhat dour and emotionally anemic. The more perky people could keep their distance and serve her coffee at the local Starbucks. Beyond that, she had no use for them.

“Vacant, vapid joy is every bit the scourge that abiding misery is,” she pontificated to her captive audience of one. “Worse—because it pretends to be something better. If I leave the world knowing I have set the wheels in motion to defeat this disease of mindless euphoria, at least I will have accomplished something worthwhile in this life.”

Rooks offered no response to this. She hadn’t expected him to. A cold spark shot randomly through her body, jagged as a lightning bolt. The fever was upon her. It was time.

“Mr. Rooks, I am instructing you to dismiss the staff for the next few days. Give them a short vacation. And you are to leave as well. You shall be the first to return, but not until four full days have passed.”

Rooks protested of course. “Madame, why would you—”

“Never mind why. It is my wish to be left alone.”

“I should like to call in Dr. Ezrin to attend to you, then.”

“Call no one, and spare me your ‘theater of concern,’ Mr. Rooks. I know you care no more about me than your job requires. Consider your objections logged, and your job done. Now leave with the others, and come to collect me in four days.”

They both knew what she meant by “collect.” And why she set the clock at four days. Because most people who succumbed to Crown Royale did so before the end of that fourth day.

“As you wish, madame.”

She took a moment to consider the man. What will Rooks do once I am gone? she wondered. He wasn’t a young man—only ten or fifteen years her junior. Retirement age, surely. Or maybe Miss Willmon-Wu would have him stay on to assist in the transition once she took over. Well, either way it would not be Glynis’s concern.

“Thank you for your time and attention, Galen,” she said, for once calling him by his first name. Then before he had a chance to respond, she said, “Now get the hell out.”



Once he was gone, and she had watched through her window as the staff left, she labored out of her chair and into her bed. Then she began the laborious business of dying.

The fever began to spike, and with it the room began to spin. She had heard about the dizziness, but this was beyond anything she could have imagined. There was no longer up or down, this way or that, because directions were swirling, and changing, as if she were trapped within a ball tumbling down a tunnel—Alice’s rabbit hole, but so much more twisted and cruel. With her head spinning, she called out for death—not knowing whether it was in her mind or aloud.
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