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PRAISE FOR

THE PROGENY

“Dark, tense, and gripping, The Progeny by Tosca Lee has all the ingredients thriller fans crave.”

—Joe Moore, internationally bestselling coauthor of The Blade and The Tomb

“One killer story. . . . A roller-coaster ride that picked up speed, racing to the gasp-out-loud conclusion.”

—Ronie Kendig, bestselling author

“Twisting and chilling. . . . A headlong, haunting thrill. With action and romance in spades, this is one to read.”

—Kate Brauning, author of How We Fall

“A brilliant read and a thrilling ride—all the more fantastic because it is set in the real world and based on historic facts and secrets.”

—Michael Napoliello, Radar Pictures

“With each chapter of The Progeny, I became a bigger fan of Tosca’s. Wow! What a ride. Tosca has done it again.”

—Randy Goodwin, actor (The Vampire Diaries) and director (The Job)

“A riveting ride from page one. Historical codes, serial killers, and whirlwind global travel just begin to frame this tale. I galloped through the book and at the end wanted more. Sequel, please?!”

—Lis Wiehl, New York Times bestselling author and Fox News legal analyst

“Lee effortlessly combines The Da Vinci Code’s rolling mystery with the identity puzzle of Memento. Audra’s trials leave you wanting more.”

—Scott Sigler, New York Times bestselling author
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FOR WYNTER, KAYL, KOLE, AND GAGE.

You fill my life with joy, hilarity, love . . . and more laundry than I thought humanly possible.
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CHARACTER LIST


PROGENY (ALSO KNOWN AS UTOD)

Anastasia: Elizabeth Bathory’s illegitimate first child

Paul: Elizabeth Bathory’s son

Audra Ellison: formerly Emily Porter (reported to have died in a car accident)

Eva: Audra and Luka’s infant daughter

Tibor: Prince of the Zagreb court

Jester: French hacker/hactivist; Piotrek and Katia’s half-sister

Piotrek: Claudia’s protector “sibling”

Claudia: Piotrek’s protector “sibling”

Nikola: Prince of the Budapest court (formerly Brother Goran); Amerie’s former protector “sibling”

Amerie Szabo (aka Barbara Bocz): Audra’s mother (deceased—possibly killed by Nikola)

Tamas Vargha: Audra’s father (deceased—killed by hunter)

Ivan: Audra’s former protector “sibling”; Tibor’s biological brother (deceased—killed by hunter)

Katia: Piotrek’s twin sister (deceased—killed by hunter)

Andre: Katia’s lover (deceased—suicide)

Ana: Nino’s protector “sibling” (deceased—killed by Nikola)

Nino: Ana’s protector “sibling” (deceased—killed by Nikola)

Adran Horvat: (deceased—killed by hunter)

Analise: Arrick’s lover (deceased—killed by hunter)

Arrick Drexel: former lover of Analise; not Progeny

SCIONS OF THE DISPOSSESSED (LIVING)

The Historian: leader of the Scions (identity unknown)

Luka Novak: Audra’s former hunter, now husband, turned Scion traitor

Eva Novak: Luka’s mother

Lazlo Becskei: Hungarian Curia president

Giada Borghi: Italian senator

Serge Deniel: French billionaire

Gerald Schelert: German banker

SCIONS OF THE DISPOSSESSED (DECEASED)

Cristian Alexandrescu: (a past Historian)

Attila Bertalan: (a past Historian)

Otto Errickson: (a past Historian)

Gregor: hunter killed days ago by heretic monk/Scion Rolan Vasilescu

Franz Nowak: ancestor of Luka Novak

Tolvaj: one of the original twelve families

Me’sza’ros: one of the original twelve families

Samsa: one of the original twelve families

FRANCISCANS

Brother Goran: Nikola masquerading as a monk on Cres Island

Brother Daniel: curator of Progeny/Scion history at Kosljun Monastery, Krk Island

Rolan Vasilescu: member of heretic sect turned Scion



ABOUT ELIZABETH BATHORY


Hungarian Countess Elizabeth Bathory de Ecsed (1560–1614) is the most notorious female serial killer of all time. The exact number of her victims is unknown, though one witness testified at trial to a total of 650, as detailed in the countess’s private diary.

Her accomplices were burned at the stake, but Bathory herself was spared execution. Instead, she was walled up in a set of rooms in Cachtice Castle (in present-day Slovakia), where she remained for four years until her death in 1614.

Known to be exceptionally educated, wealthier than the crown, and a doting mother to her children, the private life and sins of Elizabeth Bathory remain a mystery. History calls her a monster. Others, a victim of conspiracy and greed.

Legend knows her as the Blood Countess.





BEFORE




Six weeks ago, I woke up in a cabin in the north woods of Maine with no memory of the last two years or any pertinent details of my life before. My real identity, for one, along with the names and faces of anyone I ever loved—all erased by an elective procedure I chose to undergo in a bid to protect a powerful secret.

Because when you’re me, knowledge is dangerous. And my memory is deadly.

It took them one month to find me.

My name is Audra Ellison and I am twenty-one years old. I’ve spent the last two weeks on the run, chased across Eastern Europe, hiding in her underground. Piecing together the past I erased. Not knowing whom to trust.

I am a direct descendant of the “Blood Countess” Elizabeth Bathory, the most prolific female serial killer of all time, and I am being hunted by an ancient organization called the Scions of the Dispossessed, who have sworn to destroy her progeny. For four hundred years they have systematically murdered our kind in revenge for Bathory’s purported atrocities against their peasant ancestors. They are peasants no more; today their secret society backs some of the most powerful offices in Europe, with influence throughout the world.

But the Progeny—also called the Utod—are not without resources. We are gifted with a legacy passed through the female line. We can persuade others without words. We can appear to possess the characteristics that anyone looking at us wants to see. We have unnaturally strong charisma. We stand out in a crowd. Which is great if you want to be a rock star . . .

But terrible when you’re trying to hide.

We can sense others like us. We thrive on adrenaline and have to burn it often—not a problem when you’re running for your life. Most of us don’t live to be thirty, the age at which our gifts begin to fade, making it all too easy for a hunter to take us down.

Hunters—the assassins of the Scions’ lower ranks, each assigned a single Progeny mark—have their own unique powers. They can strip a Progeny’s memory the moment the Progeny dies, making everything we know—our hiding places, our allegiances, and the identities of others like us—as vulnerable as an open vault.

Now anyone I discover from my past is in danger if I die. But everything I erased is what I need to stay alive.

Twelve days ago I fled to Croatia with the help of Luka, my former hunter turned lover. The Progeny underground has pockets called “courts” throughout the world, but nowhere as deep as within the borders of Bathory’s former influence: the ancient Hungarian Empire. There, I reconnected with Ivan, Claudia, and her “sibling” protector, Piotrek—all Progeny, like me. Friends I once knew, strangers to me now. They don’t know what Luka was, or that for helping me fake my death, he’s now as hunted as I. To them, he’s merely common, not one of us.

Hours after we met, Ivan turned up dead. Three more murders—monks, who helped protect our secrets—followed in his wake.

We went into hiding in Zagreb’s underground, where Progeny rave until dawn, exorcising adrenaline in masked anonymity and safety. There, under the auspices of the Zagreb prince, Tibor, I met new friends Nino and Ana and found sanctuary with others like me: Progeny determined to pursue vibrant life on the edge of death.

Until the night Nikola, the high Budapest prince, arrived in Zagreb. In a private meeting, the traitorous “sibling” once sworn to protect my celebrated mother threatened the lives of Luka and the others unless I agreed to retrieve the thing he believed my mother and I both went to such lengths to conceal: Elizabeth Bathory’s diary. A document Scions believe contains the account of her atrocities and justification for their existence . . . and Progeny believe to be the record of her innocence, which will end the murder of our kind. An item so revered that either side will kill for it.

That night, Nino was captured. Now I’m wanted for his murder. Ana disappeared a day later.

We escaped with the others to Vienna, where, with the help of a Progeny hacker named Jester, I located an anonymous safety deposit box—a fail-safe from my former life in case all of this went sideways. In it: my journal, an incomplete chart of the Scions’ genealogy and rise to power, my baby picture, a letter from my mother, a strange set of her notes . . .

And a wedding ring.

Mine. Given to me by Luka.

Separated from the others, Luka and I fled to Bratislava, where he was captured by the Scions of the Dispossessed. Their leader—a figure known only as the Historian, whom I now know to be in league with Nikola—has given me five days to find the diary as ransom for his life.

In the custody of Rolan, a heretical monk whose sect infiltrated Scion ranks generations ago, I have learned what I am: a descendant of Elizabeth Bathory’s firstborn daughter, Anastasia. A line of Progeny hunted nearly to extinction that those like Rolan have pledged their lives to find and defend.

With only my deceased mother’s cryptic notes to go by, my search has brought me to a monastery on the island-within-an-island of Punat in Croatia, where I’ve found no diary, but a cache of information damning to the Scions . . . and something far more devastating:

The thing I would have died to protect. A secret so powerful I hid it even from myself.

I thought I erased my memory to save my friends. I thought I did it to save Luka.

I was wrong.

I did it all for her.
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There are moments that both shatter and restore your existence at once. That hollow you out as your entire life up to that instant—and your entire life from that instant on—collide inside you and leave you gasping for air.

Standing in the monastery’s sunny courtyard, I watch the nun come toward me. I’m startled to recognize her. Clare. My caretaker after my memory procedure as I recovered in the north woods of Maine. I have never seen her in a habit. I didn’t know she was a nun.

But it’s the baby in her arms that has tilted the axis of my entire world.

Stormy eyes. Luka’s eyes. I would know them anywhere.

And I know this is my child.

Mine, and Luka’s.

Several facts click suddenly into place, like teeth through a zipper:

The ancient Glagolitic numbers tattooed in ultraviolet ink along my spine: 924615.

September 24. The date on our wedding certificate.

June 15, nearly nine months after that.

The way Luka paled the night we deciphered those symbols, which I used to retrieve my safety deposit box in Vienna.

“Audra,” Clare says. It’s the first time she’s ever called me by my real name. “This is Eva. Your daughter.”

I am shaking.

She hands the baby to me. I take her gingerly, stare at that little face—the tiny nose, the wisps of her lashes. She’s beautiful.

“You gave her up to a foundling box at a hospital in Rome. One monitored by our order for the infants of Progeny who dare not keep their babies or even know their whereabouts in case their memories are harvested and the children discovered.”

She has an accent. Croatian. She must have concealed it from me in Maine.

“A foundling box?” I ask, throat dry as the three other kids she’s tending chase one another, laughing, into the colonnade.

“Yes. A small hatch on the side of a hospital for unwanted infants or babies a mother cannot raise. The Utod have left us their children for centuries, knowing they will be fostered in anonymity, undetected even by other Progeny, who cannot sense them until they come of age.”

But she’s wrong. The wave of hyperawareness I’ve felt on meeting other Progeny is nothing to the insistent pull of Eva’s small figure. She has a gravity like the sun.

I hold the baby close and it’s like I’m taking a missing piece of myself back—the single key to everything that makes sense out of the whole. The lengths I went to hide her. The fail-safes I left myself.

My willingness to die.

I hold her close and inhale the scent of her downy head. My mind may not remember her, but at the mere smell of her, my heart races.

I take in her chubby cheeks, the curve of her tiny mouth, opened in a toothless smile. She blurs through my tears and I don’t know what I’m crying for more—the fact that I don’t recall the little face staring up at me, or the fact that I’m holding a piece of Luka, too. Maybe the only piece I will ever hold again.

Does he know? I wonder.

Someone else has come into the courtyard to stand beside me. Brother Daniel. The monk who received me and spent hours this morning laying out the contents of a subterranean archive chronicling the four-hundred-year rise of the Scions into a massive, unstoppable cabal. The guardian of their true history.

“And now you see,” he says quietly.

“What have you done?” I whisper.

I came here in a blind bid to save Luka’s life in exchange for the Bathory diary. But now . . . how can I possibly put myself in the way of any hunter, let alone go up against the Historian herself with the full knowledge of Eva’s existence firmly rooted in my mind?

“Why would you bring her here?” I say. “Show her to me? Knowing what’s at stake—the danger you’ve just put her in? Everything I did. Everything I erased! You’ve just undone it all!”

Eva starts to cry and Clare reaches for her.

“No!” I back away from them both, desperately clasping my daughter against me. But even as I turn away, I know there’s nowhere I can go. I can’t take her with me. I can’t protect her.

“I knew when you realized the full reach and influence of the Scions, that you would see it as hopeless,” Father Daniel says. “A fight that cannot be won.”

“It is a fight that cannot be won!”

“It must be won! For your sake. For hers. What do you think the Historian would do to her—or worse, with her? The child of a hunter and one of the last—possibly the last—remaining Progeny of Bathory’s firstborn daughter? She will be nothing but a weapon to them! Nor will she find sanctuary at any underground court if your kind find out what she is. She will be ruled an abomination.”

“Don’t you dare call my daughter an abomination,” I say dangerously, as I bounce Eva in my arms, trying to quiet her.

“Now you know what is at stake. What must be done. Abolish both sides of this war, Audra. Or your daughter will never be safe, consigned to living always in hiding—in isolation. Without a people of her own to help or shelter her. Would you have her walled up? Living on an island as Ivan did? You’ve seen what the Scions are willing to do to our brothers! We can no longer protect you as we have. And you will likely not live to protect her, either.”

That last statement sucks the air from my lungs. Not the prospect of death; that shadow has been hanging over my head since birth, bleaker by the day. No, it’s the thought of not being there to protect her, teach her who she is, how to survive. Of leaving her scrambling for the scant written words of a dead mother somewhere in the path of the freight train called the Scions.

“And now you’ve exposed her!” I say angrily.

He reaches toward Eva. “We will take her away, and even you will not know where she has gone—”

“The hell you will!” I clutch her tighter.

“Audra,” Clare says. “If you are captured or killed, they will never find her location. They cannot take a memory of what you, yourself, do not know. And on the day that this is ended . . . she will return to you. I swear it.”

And then, I get it.

They never intended to give her back to me.

They only intended to trigger me. She is the reason I never accessed the cache of information in the vault below, but saved it for the inevitable day I would need it to protect her.

Though the rational side of my brain knows taking her with me now would be tantamount to killing her, I feel brutally betrayed—by myself, most of all. Standing here with Eva in my arms . . . how am I supposed to let her go again?

“Please. Just . . . let me have a little time with her.”

I could make him let me keep her. Could persuade him to give me another hour with her, which would still never be enough.

But even as I think this I know that time is running out. I glance up toward the sun, slanted far enough west to hide behind the roof of the courtyard. Luka had two days left to live when we arrived on this island, and the day is dwindling fast.

I turn away, cuddling Eva, memorizing her face. The little whorl of her ear. Her sparse hair—dark blond, like mine. The furrow of her feathered brow as she stares at me with Luka’s blue eyes.

I cradle her head in my palm, kiss her chubby cheek. “Next time there’ll be no good-bye,” I whisper.

I pretend not to hear when another monk comes to say the boat is waiting. Or when Clare calls the children, saying it’s time for them to go.

Too soon, Clare takes her from my arms. My breath leaves me all at once, like a sucker punch to the gut. Eva begins to fuss, and I try to make shushing sounds that come out as sobs instead. She begins to wail, and even as my heart shatters I tell myself it’s because she is like me. That her eyes recognize patterns, faces, and that she knows me. And I hope that I am right, and that she does—in case it has to be enough to last a lifetime.
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The minute Clare, Eva, and the other children are gone from sight, Brother Daniel’s hand is on my shoulder. He’s talking, saying something, but my attention has vanished with my baby, and it’s all I can do not to scratch and kick my way past him to chase after her. I can feel her leaving me.

“Where will they take her?” I demand.

“You know I cannot tell you that,” he says, trying to steer me the opposite way. And for a moment I have the sense that this must be what it’s like to be the ward of a mental institution.

“Are you sure she’ll be safe? Will you be able to check on her?” Adrenaline is sizzling in my veins and I don’t have the time or luxury to run or swim to exorcise it.

“Yes. I promise.” Brother Daniel stops, turns toward me. “And one day, Audra, you will see her again. I believe it. I have prayed for it. As I have prayed for you since you were small.”

I stagger after him, pressing the heels of my hands to my eyes. And though his words are meant to be reassuring, they’re not. Because prayer’s what you do when you have no options left.

Luka deserves to know—that we have a daughter, and that she’s safe. But chances are he’ll never live to meet her.

I feel sick.

“Is there a bathroom around here that I could use?” I ask, and Brother Daniel escorts me down a visitors’ hallway.

I lock myself inside the restroom, slide down the chilly wall.

My breath comes in ragged wheezes, the result of a toxic cocktail of exhaustion and grief. At Luka’s pending murder. At letting my daughter go—again. My mind may not remember her, but my body knew—perhaps in the same way that it knew Luka, and reached for him, even as I questioned whether I could trust him not to kill me.

My heart won’t stop pounding in my ears. I squeeze my temples, eyes shut, and wonder if I’m having a panic attack.

Because I don’t like the thoughts that are coming to me.

The first is that my odds of getting Luka back alive, assuming I could find the so-called diary, were slim to none to begin with. Even if the Historian were to release him, she could never afford to let me survive now that I’ve laid eyes on the information in Brother Daniel’s vault.

The second is that no hunter can harvest my memory of Eva if my brain is too damaged or has been dead too long.

Third, I threatened to drop myself into the Danube just the other day if the Historian’s lackeys laid one more hand on Luka. It was enough then to stop their brutality. And she could have killed me the night I met her in the Budapest underground, but she needed me to decipher my mother’s notes. Which means there is something—something—she wants very badly in that cache of information.

And the minute she knows I’ve found it, I have no more leverage to keep Luka alive. I’m a dead woman again, either way.

And Eva is an orphan.

My last thought is this:

Screw them!

Because I will not let them take one more thing—one more person—I love from me while I’m still breathing and alive enough to do something about it. And I will not die a victim.

If the information in the vault truly is a weapon, then by God, I’m going to wield it.

I shove up from the floor, remembering the pings that exploded from my phone after I emerged from the vault with Brother Daniel earlier.

I pull out the phone, slide the screen to life, and note the time with alarm: 1:47. The longest I’ve spent in a single location, even to sleep, since leaving Budapest.

Claudia: Well??

Claudia: Anything?

Jester: Audra, what is happening?

Jester: We are worried.

Claudia: Piotrek is about to leave for Croatia if we don’t hear from you and it’s your fault.

The last one was just twenty-eight minutes ago.

I tap out a quick reply:

Am fine. Hold tight.

A rap on the bathroom door.

“Audra? Are you all right?”

For a dead girl, I sure have a lot of people worried about me.

“Fine,” I call, moving to the sink to splash water on my face. My eyes are red, grainy from lack of sleep. I squint at myself in the mirror. But all I can see is the masked face of my enemy, the Historian.

My name is Audra Ellison. I am twenty-one years old . . . and you have just poked the mother bear.

I emerge from the bathroom to a relieved-looking Brother Daniel, and move with him swiftly down the hall.

“You look like a new person,” he says.

“No,” I say. “Just more of the one I was before.”

I follow Brother Daniel to the storeroom sealed with the biometric lock and the archive he has risked his life to curate. Seventy-nine Franciscan monks have died in its service through the centuries—three of those murders in the last two weeks alone.

“The true diary,” Brother Daniel called the collection, gesturing to the piles of intercepted letters, testimonies, pictures, e-mails, and articles that he spent hours removing from their locked drawers this morning. Some of them crumbling from age. Some of them printed as recently as this year. My own mother contributed to this account before she died.

It’s now after 2:00 P.M., and Rolan has been waiting at the jetty this whole time.

“The guy who brought me here,” I say. “Can someone let him know I’m okay?” I ask.

I volunteer you.

“I’ll take the message myself,” he says.

I thank him and watch him go, already sensing the slight drop in my adrenaline from that tiny act of persuasion alone. Just enough to help me focus.

I wonder what Brother Daniel would think if he knew that Rolan is a heretic—a member of the secret, fanatical sect that left monastic life a century ago in order to infiltrate the Scions by essentially breeding themselves in. Which technically means he’s a Scion hunter with the ability to harvest my memory. As far as the Historian knows, I’m in Rolan’s custody.

But right now, he’s the only non-Progeny I trust, other than Brother Daniel.

Alone in the vault, I work my way through the first pile, taking photo after photo with my phone. Not all the items are in English, but it isn’t hard to make out the story of account ledgers, money transfers, news stories on deaths, accidents, and suicides. IMF rulings, a brief crash in the European market a couple years ago. Investors who profited from the crash. The rise of a media mogul. A large merger. Stock surges. A squelched investigation. All the makings of one of those conspiracy theory string boards, and just about as linear.

I move swiftly. For all I know, we might be hundreds of kilometers from Luka, and he has less than two days to live. Don’t think about the fact that if a single one of these cases could be proven, it might take years and hundreds of thousands—perhaps millions—of dollars to convict. Or that I am not powerful or acquainted enough with foreign law to know where or how a person would even begin.

The adrenaline building in my veins makes me feel like screaming, but I pause when I get to the heavy book of Bathory’s descendants. It is the only complete genealogy of its kind. How many of the victims in this book had children whose names were never recorded?

Eva’s face floats before my eyes. Her baby smell clings like a gentle touch. I grab the front of my shirt and lift it to my face, inhale deeply. There it is, just faintly. Proof that she is real.

I force the thought away and take pictures of several e-mails I can’t make sense of until there’s only a small stack of printouts and clippings left. There’s a flash drive, too. I shove the items into one of the folders there, pocket the thumb drive, and let myself out, closing the vault behind me.

I jog down the corridor, willing my phone to regain a signal. The moment the first bar appears, I dial Claudia.

“What’s taken you so long?” she snaps, her accent heavier when she’s irked.

So much I could say. So much I don’t dare. I settle for: “I’ve got it.”

Silence. And then an audible exhale. “Oh my God.”

“I need Jester.”

“She found it,” I hear Claudia whisper. Someone grabs the phone.

“Audra?” Jester says, strange incredulity in her French voice.

“It’s not what you think.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m going to start uploading pictures.”

“Pictures? No! It’s not safe. You have to come here.”

I’ve just let myself through the door at the end of the private corridor when Brother Daniel meets me in the outer hall.

He’s visibly upset.

“I’ll call you back,” I say and abruptly hang up.

“I tried to send your driver away,” Daniel says. “I told him you no longer need him . . .” And then he notices the folder in my hands. “What are you doing?”

“I’m leaving.”

“You cannot leave—not now!”

“I’m sorry. I have to. I’ve already been here too long.”

“We have a safe house waiting for you on the mainland. We will arrange your safe passage tonight, after dark. Please! Eva is young, many years away from coming into the legacy. There is time.”

“No. There isn’t.”

I don’t tell him about Luka. That I have just over a day to make a single effort to get him back.

Just then Rolan appears behind him.

“We need to go. Now.”

“You cannot be here! This is a private wing!” Daniel says to Rolan. “Please,” he says, turning to me. “There are things you do not know.”

I hesitate. What else could there be?

“You cannot just leave like this. As you are.”

I know what he means is having seen and learned all that I have. With the archive’s location and contents in my memory. My getting killed by a hunter now would expose it all.

“Audra,” Rolan says.

I don’t know what’s happened to put that urgency in his voice, but right now I’m not going to question it.

“Start the boat,” I say. “I’m right behind you.”

He disappears down the hall, and I turn to Brother Daniel.

“What things?” I ask.

“Your powers of persuasion, of charisma . . . We were the ones who helped those before you learn to exercise their gifts,” he says, drawing me aside. “Let me help you, teach you!”

“I’ve already . . . exercised them.”

He shakes his head. “Yours are not like the others’,” he says, fingers biting into my arm. “They are stronger—more deadly. If you do not learn to control your powers, they will destroy you. You will lose everything you are fighting for!”

I feel those words like ice on the back of my neck.

But if I don’t at least try to save Luka—now—with the hope that one day we’ll see Eva again, there is nothing to fight for.

“Tell me now,” I say, drawing him along with me toward the courtyard, and out.

“It is more than I can tell you here!”

“Talk fast,” I say, pulling my hat from my pocket, tugging it down low over my head.

“The harder you try to impose your will, the worse it will be for you. The more you act out of desperation, the more it will cost you,” he says, breathing harder but keeping up with my swift clip. “Your ancestor, Erzsebet, was given to seizures. The same could happen to you. There is a physical cost. No, this way,” he says, taking me out through a side exit, toward the jetty.

This is not news to me. Incessant nosebleeds have become a way of life—most recently in Bratislava just before Luka was taken. But as far as I know I have never suffered any seizures or debilitating brain damage.

Well, that last might be debatable.

My phone pings. Jester.

Do NOT send photos. Unreliable.

Daniel keeps talking as we move. “There is a spiritual repercussion as well, Audra. The adrenaline you burn by using your gifts, by reacting out of fear, by holding to what you love too tightly—”

“You’re telling me not to be afraid? Not to care?” Fear of losing what I love is the sole thing that has driven me since the day I erased my memory. Unafraid is the one thing I don’t know how to be.

He stops on the edge of the jetty, where the last of a group of perhaps fifteen tourists is boarding a ferry bound for the larger island of Krk. The private boat Rolan and I arrived in is nowhere to be seen. Rolan stands, one foot on the gangway, waiting.

“I’m telling you that if you cannot control your mind, your gifts will destroy it. As they nearly destroyed your mother. I wish you would not go. I fear I will not see you again in this life.”

In that moment, I feel for Daniel. I really do. And wish I could reassure him.

But right now I can practically feel the minutes ticking down.

“I’ll come back. I promise,” I whisper, rising up on my toes to embrace him. “Keep my daughter safe.”

“She is safe. But as for you . . .”

“Eva’s all that matters.”

Daniel’s brow furrows in dismay as I release him.

“There’s one more thing I need you to do,” I say. “Pack up the contents of that vault tonight. Send them somewhere I would never know to find them.”

He nods as Rolan gestures impatiently from the gangway.

“Please do not make me regret the day I let you leave like this,” he says.

“I’ll do my best.”

I hurry to the ferry and board, turn back toward the dock as we pull away.

Maybe he’s right. Maybe the smartest thing I could do right now would be to flee to a safe house on my own.

But Eva is, for the moment, safe beyond even the reaches of my vulnerable memory. And Rolan is my sole hope of keeping Luka alive.

Brother Daniel clasps his hands, watching us go. I offer a wave, and to my surprise, Rolan does, too. No. Not a wave. He’s making the sign of the cross, his tattoo visibly displayed on his wrist.

The double-barred heretic’s cross.

Brother Daniel staggers on the dock, eyes wide, already shrinking in the distance.
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“What happened to our boat?” I mutter to Rolan halfway across the turquoise bay.

“Better to leave in a group,” he whispers, doing his best to sit forward, blocking me against the gunwale as I pull a wad of toilet paper from my pocket and feign seasickness.

Easy for him to say. He’s not the one risking an aneurysm by having to persuade the others on the ferry they haven’t seen my face on the news.

Just another tourist. One who might barf at any moment. Look away, folks.

But I’m grateful for the burn as it siphons off the adrenaline and my knee slows its jackhammer bounce against the wale. Five minutes ago, I was ready to jump out of the boat and swim my way to shore.

My nose is bleeding by the time we arrive in Punat on the larger island of Krk eight minutes later.

“We’ve got problems,” Rolan says the minute we’re back in the car. It smells like stale coffee and Turo Rudi chocolate bar wrappers.

“What now?” I ask. I don’t know how many more revelations I can take today. Especially of the problem variety.

“They found Gregor’s body.”

“Whose?”

“The other hunter I killed the night we left Budapest.”

This is how far I’ve come. That I can forget the fact that just three days ago we dumped the dead body of Rolan’s Scion partner in Budapest’s inner city.

“So they’re onto you. That you’re helping me.”

“The body hasn’t been identified.”

“Yet.”

“Yet. And there are Scions on the police force.”

“Which means the Historian could find out any time.”

With Luka still in custody.

“That’s not all. I had to give them something. They’re undoubtedly tracking this car. We were in one place so long, I had to tell them you were close—very close—to finding the diary. And so I took the liberty of telling them you now demand proof of life every six hours for the next twenty-four.”

He pulls out his phone, thumbs through to a video. Today’s proof of life, which came in just over an hour ago.

I exhale a sigh of relief.

Until I start the recording.

Luka, bound in the same metal truck trailer as before. He’s gagged, but the blood has been cleaned from his face. His left cheek is purple, an eye swollen mostly shut. But I release a slow breath if only because he looks far more alive than he did two days ago.

The minute his eyes fasten on the screen, they widen in horror and he begins to thrash in his bonds. And then I realize: I wasn’t there when the video came in. All Luka saw was Rolan, staring back at him from the other side of the camera where I was supposed to be.

“She’s alive,” I hear Rolan say. “I’ll relay the message that you are, too.”

Luka quiets, chest heaving.

The video ends and I click the phone off.

“Thank you.”

Rolan nods.

“So if they’re tracing this car, and we were on Košljun nearly four hours . . . They’re going to think I found something.”

He glances sidelong at me.

“I take it you found it.”

“I guess this is the point where you’re supposed to kill me and harvest my memory,” I say slowly.

“Actually . . . I was supposed to kill you, take the diary, and not harvest your memory.”

I blink.

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“It does if I’m not to know what’s in the diary.”

“It’s not a diary,” I say at last.

He looks at me but doesn’t ask. And the fact that he doesn’t somehow makes me feel unexpectedly alone.

I have a daughter. Her name is Eva. I saw her, and she’s beautiful.

The knowledge wells up inside me. I want to blurt it out—to him, the world.

But as much as I trust him, Rolan is not the person I should be telling.

He accelerates down Highway 102, breaking the speed limit.

“What are you doing?”

His jaw tenses. “We need to get as far from Košljun as possible, go somewhere else. Somewhere south, out of the way. Sarajevo or Montenegro.”

Though I see his logic—we’ve zigzagged all across Hungary, Slovakia, and Croatia already—we don’t have time. Gregor’s body could be identified any minute. The Historian might even now be receiving an urgent call about one of her hunters, exposing Rolan.

I can’t think. The images from the vault are crashing together with the video of Luka, the map of Croatia I memorized with a single glance—the curse of a photographic memory and what I used to think was ADHD.

I chug the remainder of a cold cup of coffee, willing the caffeine so calming to the Progeny to take effect. But all I can see is Eva’s tiny face. I squeeze my eyes shut, fighting for focus.

A minute later, I dial Jester.

“I don’t trust any VPN outside of Sweden for you to upload those pictures,” she says.

“Can you exchange our car’s GPS for that of another car heading south?”

“And the location on my phone,” Rolan adds.

“Not in the time you have. Get a different car.”

As soon as we’ve crossed the mile-long bridge from Krk to the mainland, we turn south to the small village of Smrika, ditch the car in the back of an apartment complex.

Coming around front, I persuade a woman just getting into a white Citroën SUV to give us her keys.

Fifteen minutes later, we’re headed back north and then east on the A7.

“You realize you’re going to be a fugitive,” I say.

The sun is setting behind us, an extravagant display of reds and purples. And all I can think is that it looks too much like blood and bruises. Somewhere, presumably west of us, I imagine Eva being fed and bathed, prepared for bed.

My arms ache at the thought of her. And I’m probably doing the stupidest thing in the world by trying to get her father back. But I can’t fathom trying to tell her ten, fifteen years from now that I could have tried, and didn’t.

Assuming I live that long.

She’s safe. She’s safe. As long as I don’t know where she is, she’s safe.

Jester won’t talk about the specifics of what I found, insists that we meet them in Zagreb or Maribor tonight. When I hedge, Claudia and I end up in a heated argument about the selfishness of risking my life that ends with her yelling at me. But I know her well enough to know she’s afraid.

“Rolan’s about to be made,” I say. “He can’t go back. If anything happens, he’ll get everything I’ve got to you.” I don’t have to say “including my memory.”

It doesn’t help.

“So there never was going to be an exchange,” I say to Rolan, as the sun drops below the horizon.

“No.”

Well, that puts a damper on things.

“Just me dead and you delivering the so-called diary to the Historian. And Luka presumably killed as soon as she knew I was dead.”

Rolan is silent.

“How long until they identify the body?”

“A day, if we’re lucky.”

It’s nearly seven. The offices are closed unless their forensic experts work in the evening, though that might just happen on American TV. By morning then, just to be safe.

“Where were you supposed to take the diary?” I ask.

“I was to be given a drop location.”

“You don’t even get the honor of giving it to the Historian face-to-face?”

“No one sees the Historian’s face.”

But I nearly did, five nights ago in Europe’s largest underground gathering: the Budapest court. The same night she sent me on the mission for this cache in exchange for Luka’s life. I don’t know how many times I’ve cursed myself for not lunging for her mask—or better, her throat. Except for the problem of her holding a gun on me with one hand, and Luka’s life in the other.

I’ve already quizzed Rolan about how all this Scion stuff works.

Who knows who the Historian is?

No one except her immediate circle.

How do they communicate with you?

Via the same voice you’ve heard.

Did you know it was the Historian herself, that night in Budapest?

It’s the question that caused his hands to ball into fists. I’ve replayed the night in Budapest over and over. The way Rolan and the other hunter came in. Robed and masked as she was, even her own hunters didn’t know it was her.

No. Had I known, she would be dead. But given all the guards there, most likely so would you. And there would be no one to stop the Historian’s successor from assuming power.

I slide down in the passenger seat, mind racing.

“So once I retrieved the ‘diary’ you would have been given a drop. And then?”

“And then, I assume, I would have found a sum of money in my bank account. Or a job offer with a large salary waiting for me.”

“Sorry.”

He shrugs. “When the members of our sect began to marry into Scion families, we put ourselves in the path of wealth. I was always embarrassed by it. Not because I was holy—definitely not that. But because I had parents who forgot what it was to live under Communism. I left when I was a teenager to attend military school. I already knew then what I was, had been taught by my grandfather, who considered my father too corrupt to carry our mission. But I . . . I abhor wealth. It is maybe the only one of our original vows I have ever honored.”

“Well, this works out fine then. Because I can help you be poor.”

He gives a slight smile.

“Rolan, where are the others like you?”

“Scattered across the continent. I just happened to find you first.”

“So, how are we going to do this?”

“I don’t suppose I can convince you to run and let Luka go.”

“No, sorry.”

He’s quiet for a moment before he says: “Then you have to kill me.”
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The next proof of life comes promptly at 6:00 P.M.

Luka, looking more refreshed even than before but visibly tense, bound and tied to the same chair that is seemingly bolted to the floor of the truck-trailer. The cords on his neck instantly relax at first sight of me.

“I’m close to finding it, Luka,” I say, trying to sound unrehearsed and hopeful at once within our darkened car. “The diary—it’s real.”

At those words, however, he tosses his head, trying to yell something behind the gag. And I know he’s telling me to take it and run. To get away from Rolan. Because he doesn’t know about him. The truck hits some kind of bump and the camera jolts in the hands of his captor, and then the feed abruptly shuts off.

“Good,” Rolan says.

But I am far from good.

It was shorter than the others. Far too short.

I thumb through to the folder of feeds dating back the last four days, pull up the one that just recorded.

“Something happened at the end. Did you see that?”

“They’re not going to give you any more than they have to,” he says.

“No, something else.” I play the feed again. The camera has never been perfectly steady, obviously held in human hands. But something about that jolt—

“There,” I say, hitting pause and scrolling back.

“I don’t see it.”

I advance the recording a frame at a time. Just before the feed ends, the picture tilts, inadvertently incorporating the first other object I have ever seen in the truck interior. Something mostly yellow and linear that’s normally beyond the angle of the camera.

“What is that?” I say.

Rolan frowns. “How did you even notice that?”

“It’s a gift,” I mutter.

I back up a frame, and then swipe forward. The object is in a total of three frames at the end.

“It looks like a—” He fumbles for the words in English. “The metal instrument for moving . . .”

“A pallet jack!”

“Yes. But so what? Any truck can have a . . . pallet jack.”

I replay the frame.

“It has something on it. Looks like a company name.” Though it’s too fuzzy to read on the tiny screen.

I call Jester.

“I’m sending you something,” I say, plugging the minidrive from my pocket into Rolan’s phone.

“I told you not to—”

“It’s the latest video of Luka. There’s something there, at the end, with a name on it.”

I download the file, transfer the drive to my phone. I don’t trust Rolan’s. A moment later, I’m uploading the video to Jester, full resolution.

“At the end, there’s something in the truck.”

“What is that?” Jester says, switching to video chat.

“A pallet jack. But I can’t read the name on it.”

“A what?”

“For moving things from a truck.”

“Aha . . . ah, yes. All right. Let me see what I can find.” She clicks off.

We drive in silence for an hour after that, head east for lack of a better direction. Luka was taken in Bratislava. I met the Historian in Budapest. Either one of them could be anywhere by now. I tell myself it doesn’t matter—that I have the thing the Historian wants.

We’ve just pulled into the parking lot of a large hotel on the outskirts of Zagreb by the time Jester videos back.

“Audra, I think I have something for you,” she says. Her dreads are tied high on her head with a purple scarf. Claudia and Piotrek peer at me from over her shoulders. I give them a little stupid wave. It’s good—so good—to see their faces.

“If I render the image, this spray-paint lettering that seems black—but is really blue—spells out ‘Vad . . .’ ”

“ ‘Vad’?”

“Which are the first three letters of the Vadasz Freight Company . . .” An image takes over the screen: a trucking fleet painted in yellow and blue.

“It is the largest freight carrier in Europe,” Piotrek says. “Hello, Audra.” He waves back.

“And . . . they are based out of Budapest,” Jester says.

“Then he’s in one of—what? A couple hundred trucks?”
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