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TO THE TEACHERS,

who, despite countless odds, are still fighting to teach the importance of art, the integrity of science, and the truth of history
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GENESIS INSTITUTE GUILDS

[image: An emblem featuring an open book, scales of justice, and a quill in an inkwell, enclosed in a circular frame.]

Sophists—social sciences and humanities

Guildstone: sapphire

High Material: sense

[image: An emblem featuring a harp adorned with two roses, enclosed within a circular frame.]

Artisans—fine art and performance art

Guildstone: amethyst

High Material: loam

[image: An emblem featuring a tree with extensive roots, positioned behind a mortar and pestle, enclosed in a circular frame.]

Alchemists—chemistry and earth sciences

Guildstone: emerald

High Material: glace

[image: An emblem featuring a compass tool and the Fibonacci spiral, enclosed in a circular frame.]

Ciphers—mathematics and physics

Guildstone: pearl

High Material: spidersilk

[image: An emblem featuring a skeletal hand and a human hand connected by a DNA double helix, enclosed in a circular frame.]

Bioscience—biological sciences and healing

Guildstone: amber

High Material: sap







1

It figures that when I’m finally chosen for something, it’s to be kidnapped.

I’m trapped in a box. My knees are pulled to my chest, my whole left side numb from lying here for so long. My head throbs from the blow that knocked me out earlier, and metal gloves restrain my hands behind my back, painfully burning my skin. The burning subsides when I relax, but that’s difficult under the circumstances. If I ever get out of here—please, please let me get out of here—I expect to find my palms burned and blistered like over-grilled cheese.

A sob escapes, and in the cramped space, there’s no room for my breath to go except back to me, warm and cloying against my cheek. Strands of my wavy brown hair stick to my face and tickle my eyes, forcing me to keep them shut.

Maybe if I’d received some training before this ill-fated trip, I’d know what to do. Instead, I’m utterly helpless.

I have no idea what’s going to happen to me.

The allegro of my heart beats faster, and my throat tightens. My palms prickle with a familiar warmth. No.

Breathe. Don’t panic.

I had a glass of wine before I was taken, which, at first, helped subdue my hysteria. But now it’s worn off and traveled from my head to my bladder, where it sits with an uncomfortable, building pressure. I won’t be able to hold it in for much longer.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Think of puppies and guys with dimples.

I was with a guy with dimples when I was captured. A guy who is clearly not who he seemed to be.

Tsss. I gasp as the glove scorches the flesh of my palm near the base of my thumb.

Don’t think about him.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Don’t panic.

Who knows how many hours earlier…

When I was planning my trip to Italy, I daydreamed about falling for an Italian, so this should be no surprise. However, I hadn’t expected him to be over five hundred years old. I also hadn’t expected to cry. Yet here come the tears, blurring my vision as I look up at him.

David.

The veins in his hand pulse with tension. I can almost feel him breathe, can almost see the blood orchestrating the life under his skin of cold, hard marble as he prepares to face his much stronger foe. I’ve heard his expression described as determined, but as his gaze bores into me now, it seems more… unsure, self-conscious.

Same, babe. Same.

I can’t believe I almost skipped coming to the Accademia Gallery where Michelangelo’s David stands ready to sweep unsuspecting tourists off their feet.

I’ve seen enough naked male bodies (only one and a half up close and personal, but who’s counting) to realize how incredibly lifelike he is. Though I haven’t ever seen, uh, anyone uncircumcised, so I can’t comment on that particular bit of artistry. Not that I’m looking.

But the fact that a person could hew this man out of stone absolutely boggles my mind.

My dad often quotes that “Man was created in the image of God.” Having a Jewish father, an agnostic mother, and a Catholic grandfather, I’ve always found the concept of “god” to be pretty abstract. But for the first time, I maybe understand what that quote means. The ability to create something as beautiful as David, to craft flesh and bone from mere marble, is surely some kind of divinity.

But this realization of the heights of human potential kinda sucks.

Because how do I use my potential?

This question settles over me, and for a moment I hate myself. For every unfinished painting, every half-written song, every abandoned story. Every attempt that was never quite good enough. Even this trip, which is almost over, and I have yet to accomplish what I was sent to do. I’d come knowing it was a long shot, finding one man in all of Florence, but I’d hoped to finally prove myself to my family. And the door’s about to close on my one and only chance to do so.

I look up at David again; his intense gaze now seems to be one of accusation.

It’s a familiar feeling. Growing up as the least talented member in a family of artists and scholars, I’m accustomed to being judged. I know I have talents, but they often feel more like expectations.

And I always fall short.

I sniff and glance around to see if I can get away with wiping my nose on my sleeve, but somebody’s watching me. A very handsome somebody. And this handsome body has an actual heartbeat, and, though quite tall, is still within the realm of human size, unlike my new boyfriend towering above us. Now I’m even more self-conscious of my tears.

I look back at the boy—the living, breathing one, that is—and he’s still watching me. When our eyes meet, he smiles, and he has dimples that are so charming that I decide to break up with David on the spot.

Sorry, my love. I’ll still buy a postcard with your face on it.

Mr. Dimples is moving toward me now, or maybe he’s just trying to see the sculpture from another angle. He’s even cuter up close, all long limbs and floppy brown hair. A blue gemstone hoop hugs his right earlobe. I’ve been on the hunt for someone wearing a sapphire earring but… no. He’s nothing like the recruiter I’ve been told to look for: a Black man in his fifties with an eye patch or sunglasses and three piercings in one ear of sapphire, emerald, and pearl. This guy might have a blue earring, but he’s white, looks like he’s in college, and has nothing obscuring his twinkling brown eyes and too-long lashes.

The T-shirt he’s wearing has a picture of da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man playing an electric guitar.

Be still my beating heart.

I pretend to scratch my nose so I can deal with the snot situation as inconspicuously as possible. Then I too decide to see David from another angle, wandering close enough to give Mr. Dimples an opening to flirt with me. Though the fact that he just watched me cry over a statue might reduce my chances.

He smiles in a way that shows he sees right through my ploy, and now he’s close enough for me to see that the dimple on his left cheek is deeper than the one on the right.

“Nice shirt,” I say.

“It’s refreshing,” he responds, “to watch someone truly appreciate a masterpiece.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. “Isn’t it rude to come in here flaunting a rival’s work?” I ask, eyeing his T-shirt meaningfully.

“Da Vinci and Michelangelo weren’t rivals,” he says with complete assurance.

Considering that I don’t know nearly as much about the Renaissance masters as I wish I did, I’ll take his word for it.

He extends his hand to me. “I’m Michael.”

I awkwardly shake his hand. It’s warm and calloused, but his nails have been chewed to the quick.

“I’m Ada,” I reply as I pull my hand from his, though I can’t say I want to.

One of his dark brows arches. “Like Ada Lovelace,” he says.

This takes me by surprise. Only a certain kind of person immediately associates my name with Ada, Countess of Lovelace, the first computer programmer.

“The inventor of poetical science,” he continues, amused. “My very favorite kind of science.”

“Theoretical physics is my favorite kind of science,” I respond. “Too bad I suck at math.”

“Theoretical physics is definitely in my top three,” he says.

“For the time travel, right?” I ask.

“How did you know?”

I should stop grinning so hard; I don’t want to appear too eager. But he’s grinning too.

“So, you’re a fan of sculpture?” he asks.

“I didn’t know I was until today.” No other sculpture has ever hit like this one.

“Ah, yes, the David can have that effect on people.”

I feel the easy flow of the conversation settling to a natural conclusion, see the polite shift in his manner as he prepares to move on. But I dumped David for this guy, so I can’t let him slip through my fingers just yet. I say, “If you know so much about its creator, what else can you tell me about my new favorite piece of art?”

“Ah, so I’ve been unsuccessful at hiding the fact that I’m an insufferable know-it-all.” Michael runs his hands through his thick brown hair, pushing it out of his eyes, and his forearm flexes in a way that makes me want to inspect his form as closely as I just did David’s.

“You say know-it-all. I say kind educator of ignorant, helpless tourists.”

“Ah, yes, ignorant and helpless, the exact two adjectives I would use to describe you,” he says with a dimpled grin. “Well, did you know that in order to familiarize himself with human anatomy, Michelangelo dissected cadavers?”

“I did not know that.”

Michael mimics the position of David’s hand with his own. “So much of the realism is because Michelangelo was as knowledgeable about the human body as any physician.”

I add, “And he was also a painter, architect, and engineer. Talk about a know-it-all.” I roll my eyes dramatically.

“You say know-it-all. I say true embodiment of the Renaissance ideal.” He lowers his hand.

“The epitome of a Renaissance man,” I say wistfully and perhaps with an edge of bitterness.

The concept of a Renaissance man—someone who’s an expert in multiple fields—is an ambition I’m all too familiar with. It’s the very ideal that’s been hammered into me by my family ever since my hands were big enough to hold a paintbrush and plink at the keys of a piano. But I couldn’t keep up with those expectations. So while my brilliant best friends, Kor and Izzy, spent years training in all sorts of disciplines, I was left home to merely dabble in various hobbies just long enough to start to get good at them and then get bored and move on to something new.

“And here’s another fun fact,” Michael continues. “The piece of stone used for the David had been discarded by other artists for being too flawed. But Michelangelo saw its potential. He carved it freehand, with no model, claiming that he was revealing the form that was already inside as opposed to designing it himself.”

I look up at the statue of an underestimated boy about to fight a giant with nothing but a slingshot. The knowledge that the stone he was created from was equally underestimated adds an additional layer to my appreciation.

Am I underestimated? Or do I just suck?

Considering that many people are relying on me to accomplish a crucial task, but instead I’m getting my flirt on—I’m leaning toward the latter.

“That’s really cool,” I say. “Seeing something’s truest potential instead of its most negative outcome. Unfortunately, I’m a chronic cynic.”

“Is that so? Then what’s this interaction’s most negative outcome?” He motions his hands between us.

“You turn out to be a kidnapper who’s hoping to add my teeth to the collection hidden behind your bedroom mirror?”

His eyebrows shoot up, and his eyes widen. “Okay. Thank you for reminding me of the realities of being a woman alone in a big city. My answer was going to be you leaving before I get the chance to ask you out. But you’re right, molar harvesting is a lot worse.”

I tuck escaping waves of brown hair behind my ear. I heard correctly: the hot, smart dude wants to ask me out. “Well, I can’t possibly go out with you now that I know what you keep behind your mirror!” I say.

Michael steps closer. “Or instead of planning for the most negative outcome, you could consider the positive potential.”

My breath hitches. “Well,” I say. “What do you think the most positive outcome of our interaction could be?”

“I have a few ideas.”

“Is that so?”

“Indeed.” He winks. “Starting with more titillating discussions of sculpture.”

“You think you’re joking, but that sounds excellent to me.”

He grins. “In that case…” He motions for me to follow him as he heads away from David and down the corridor. It’s lined with statues of men. But they’re incomplete, their shapes emerging from rough, unfinished stone.

“These are Michelangelo’s Prisoners,” Michael explains. “He deliberately left them unfinished to represent the struggle of humanity.”

Prisoners. Like they’re trapped in the rock, trying to escape. God, don’t I feel just like that sometimes. Like I could just break free if—

“Sometimes I feel just like that,” Michael says. Our eyes meet, and I’m flooded with the warmth of shared experience.

“I know what you mean,” I say, finding it hard to break his gaze. I blink and clear my throat. “So, where does all your sculpture knowledge come from?” I ask. “Do you read up on art trivia just to pick up tourists?”

“I do, actually,” Michael replies.

“I knew it.” I’m grinning too big again. “Okay, but what’s the real answer?”

“Well, I have a vested interest in Michelangelo because I was named after him.”

It takes me a moment for it to click. Michael, Michelangelo. My eyebrows rise.

“I applaud your valiant effort not to make fun of me,” Michael says.

I scrunch up my nose. “No! I was just… thinking about what kind of parents you must have.”

“Ha. The kind who read Machiavelli and Maimonides to my sister and me before we were old enough to read on our own.”

“I see. I was only getting Shakespeare at that age. My grandfather didn’t graduate me to the philosophers until middle school.”

“A kindred spirit! Have you too been raised constantly terrified to fall off the pedestal you’ve been placed on?”

“Oh, no. I fell off my pedestal long ago. I’m now officially ‘the disappointing one.’ ”

“You? Disappointing? The standards must be high.”

I feel a blush creep up my cheeks. “You have no idea.” He really doesn’t. The standards I’m compared to are ridiculous. Kor is at Columbia with a growing collection of honors, has his artwork displayed in various prestigious galleries around New York City, and have I mentioned his recent Grammy nomination? Izzy’s in her first year at MIT, and an app she designed was just bought by one of the world’s most successful companies, Ozymandias Tech. Meanwhile, I—though I’ve been aggressively avoiding thinking about it—have already missed the deadlines on some of my (very mid-tier) college applications.

I brush my bitter thoughts aside and ask Michael, “What has you worried about falling from your pedestal?”

He looks away, talking to the statue instead of to me. “Sometimes… I want to question the status quo. Do what I think is right instead of what I’ve been taught is right.”

“What’s the worst that could happen if you do?”

“I’ll let people down, lose their trust.” He pauses and then adds, “Not know who I am if I’m not who I’m expected to be.”

It scares me just how well I know what he means. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this connected to someone this quickly. And that’s scary too, like holding something impossibly delicate, just waiting for it to fall apart.

“And what’s the best that could happen?” I ask.

He looks at me contemplatively without answering.

I teasingly poke his arm. “What happened to seeing the truest potential instead of the most negative outcome?”

He cocks his head, watches me for a moment, then says, “I needed to hear that. I feel like meeting you today was meant to be.”

Meant to be. It does feel that way. But I’m not about to admit it. “I don’t know. That sounds an awful lot like something a kidnapper would say.” I jokingly back away.

He lifts his fingers toward his mouth as if to continue the decimation of his nails, but he catches himself, lowers his hand, and instead says, “Come out with me for a drink.”

My heart is thumping so fast. I want to say yes. But there’s a small tug at the back of my mind telling me that he’s too handsome, too sophisticated to actually be interested in very average me. I can’t help but wonder if he’s taking interest for another reason. He does know an awful lot about Renaissance history….

No. I’ve given him no reason to suspect who I am. He’s asking me out for real.

“A drink sounds lovely,” I say.



When we exit the museum, the sun has mostly set. The days are short during these winter months.

Mom would not be happy. Me going out with a boy was definitely not something she had in mind when she agreed to let me go on this assignment during my winter break. To alleviate my guilt, I send her a quick message saying that I’ll call her before I go to bed. I’ve been good about calling her daily, though I don’t know why I bother since she’s always too busy to talk. I also text my aunt who I’m staying with to let her know I’ll be back late.

Apparently, in addition to art, Michael is also extremely knowledgeable about Florence, and as we walk to a restaurant he recommends, he tells me about the different churches and piazzas we pass. We stop a few times to listen to buskers filling the squares with their crooning covers of every generation’s greatest hits. I even hear a rendition of “Mona Lisa Smile,” the single that skyrocketed Kor from playing the underground Columbia University music scene to the top of the Billboard charts last year. He’s still pissed about it, considering that everyone thinks it’s a love song, and he insists that it is not a love song.

But even though I know Kor’s intention with the song, I can’t help but find it romantic when the lyrics You’ll see whatever you want to see, her truth is whatever you want it to be pull Michael’s gaze to mine. And when the line If that’s what you seek, then she’s sure to beguile, but don’t lose yourself in her Mona Lisa smile draws his gaze down to my lips, I don’t think I’m reading this wrong. I’m pretty confident I’m getting kissed tonight.

Michael leaves a jangle of coins for each busker before we move on. I like that. I like a lot of things about him.

When we’re not talking, there’s a comfortable quiet between us that buzzes with possibility. I watch his hand, which swings beside mine. It’s constantly animated, stretching, tapping, emphasizing his words. If I shift just a little, our hands would inevitably brush against each other the next time he swings his arm. I imagine the thrill of the contact, but I don’t step closer.

We arrive at the restaurant, and it’s crowded with people enjoying their meals, nursing glasses of wine and plates of decadent carbohydrates. The room is small and echoes with the sounds of live piano. Really good piano. I breathe in the smells of crusty bread, simmering sauces, and melting wax.

Michael is familiar with the necessary choreography to get us a cozy, candlelit table with a bench facing the music. He slides in next to me and asks me if I want anything to eat or just a drink.

“Just a glass of red wine,” I say, trying to sound like the type of girl who might actually have a preference between red and white grape water. It must work well enough because no one asks to see my ID.

While we wait for our drinks, Michael asks, “What instrument do you play?”

“How do you know I play an instrument?”

“I can tell,” he says. “I have a sixth sense when it comes to pretty musicians.” Grin. Dimple. Eyebrow raise. His eyebrows have more expression than my entire face. “Also, you’re tapping your fingers along with the music in a very telling way.”

My cheeks warm. “I play guitar, but I’m hardly a musician. I’m really bad at it.” Despite growing up surrounded by multiple musicians, this is true. I’m even worse at the other instruments I’ve dabbled with. I try to hold off the descending wave of mediocrity and focus instead on the part where he called me pretty.

“I play guitar too,” he says.

“Yeah, I had a feeling.” His hand is resting on the table next to mine, and deciding to be bold, I trace the callouses along the tips of his fingers. The kind earned by the intimacy of stringed instruments.

He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I’m… not bad at it.”

“I bet.” Who knew I had a thing for Adam’s apples? I very much do.

My fingertips are still touching his, and he gently twines our fingers together. His hand is strong and warm, and everywhere our skin touches feels sensitive, like the nerves are directly connected to my tightening belly.

The waiter arrives with our wine, and Michael raises his glass while keeping one hand linked with mine. “To seeing the true potential despite the flaws.” We clink our glasses. In the candlelight, his brown eyes look almost amber from beneath his thick, long lashes. His thumb is tracing circles on my palm, spreading heat along my skin. My breathing starts to go wonky.

It feels a little too intense, so I pull my hand away. I also instinctively work to calm the tingling sensation in my hands. The tingling is something that often happens when I’m nervous or excited, but I don’t want to worry about that right now, even though it has everything to do with why I’m in Florence in the first place.

I take a sip of wine. It’s tart and, honestly, not very tasty. But definitely better than the craft beer that Kor likes (and that I pretend to like to impress him). I take another sip and feel it warm my empty stomach and my excited nerves.

“You seem really familiar with the area,” I say to Michael. “Do you live here?”

“No. I live quite far away.” He doesn’t elaborate, and his expression tells me I have reason to be curious.

“Where’s far away?”

“I doubt you’ve heard of it,” he says with a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.

Why is he being cagey?

The gemstone in his earring glitters in the candlelight, and I feel a fizzing in my blood, a return of that nagging feeling from earlier. He approached me first. He won’t tell me where he’s from. He knows more about Renaissance history than the average college guy.

No. I’m being silly. He asked me out because I shamelessly flirted with him. Do I really find it so hard to believe someone would want to go out with me without ulterior motives?

“What about you? Where are you from?” Michael asks, diverting the attention away from himself.

I shake off the feeling that this is anything other than what it is. “New York City,” I respond, and take another sip of wine. “How did you know about this place?” Maybe it’s the alcohol in my blood that encourages me to shift closer to be heard over the rising noise in the room, so close our thighs press together.

Michael leans even closer to answer. His breath tickles my ear. “I’ve been coming here for the pianist. We’re considering recruiting him to the school where I work.” His nose is so close that it brushes against my cheek. But I don’t respond to the physical touch because I’m confused by what he’s said.

Recruiting for a school? It’s too much of a coincidence.

But also, if he’s not a college student, how old is this guy?

I’d assumed around nineteen. The fact that he was clearly older than me had felt exciting, but how much older is he actually? I try not to stare as I reassess. Full head of dark hair. Crinkles around his eyes, but only because he’s smiling. There’s certainly a maturity about him that I hadn’t noted before. Suddenly, he seems kind of ageless, and I feel panicky. How old does he think I am? Will it matter? I really don’t want to ruin this.

“So, you’re a teacher?” I ask.

“I guess you could call it that. What do you do? I’m guessing you’re still in school.” His smile is wide, and by the way he says “school,” I know he means college and that he’s not going to be comfortable when he realizes I’m only a senior in high school.

“Um… yeah, still in school. I’m on winter break,” I respond.

“What are you studying? Wait, let me guess… art history?” Still with that smile and those oh-so-playful dimples. I really don’t want to, but I know I need to tell him.

“Actually, um, Michael, I’m still in high school.”

His thigh that is pressed against mine tenses. His eyes widen, and he assesses my appearance much like I did his a moment before.

“How old are you?”

“Almost eighteen.” Depending on what constitutes as “almost.”

“Oh.” He sits up straight, shifting over so none of his body is in contact with mine. I feel cold air replace his warmth. “I should’ve… I just assumed… I mean, a smart, beautiful—uh, traveling on your own…”

The bench is small, and we’re still very close, and the music is loud, and it’s just too much for me. I stand, my napkin fluttering to the floor. “Maybe let’s go outside and get some air?”

“Good idea.” As Michael leaves some euros on the table, I rush into the cool night. He follows behind me tentatively. We dodge a couple of smokers and lean against a stretch of the cast-iron gate. The leaves of a dying potted plant sag along the rails, crunchy and brown. I busy my fingers by massaging the stem of the plant. Michael starts to nibble his nails, then catches himself and instead pulls a Swiss Army–style multi-tool from his pocket. He flips the bottle opener open and shut, open and shut. We both look at the ground instead of at each other.

He called me smart and beautiful.

I’m too soft, too frizzy to meet the standard definition of beautiful. I have some nice features: large brown eyes and a button nose, a butt that’s too big, or just right, depending on who you ask. Average pretty. But I understand that there is a distinct difference between pretty and beautiful.

Unfortunately, “average pretty” has never been good enough for Kor, but Michael seems to like it.

Not that it matters anymore. The disappointment burns deep. I guess I should have known Michael was too good to be true.

“So how old are you?” I finally ask him.

“Twenty-one.”

Okay, that’s not that bad. I went out with a senior during my freshman year of high school, and he must be about twenty-one by now. Kor’s already twenty. But the active distance Michael is keeping between us makes it clear that my age is a hard no for him.

I continue fiddling with the plant, wrapping it around the bars of the gate. It brings that tingling warmth to the skin between my fingers, a feeling I’m so used to suppressing that I immediately remove my hand from the leaves. I don’t quite know where to look or what to think as the silence descends between us, the buzz from earlier now completely unbuzzed, doused with a cold bucket of awkward.

The easy thing to do would be to walk away. But I can’t. No matter how disappointed I may feel right now, the fact that Michael is here to recruit students is not something I can ignore. I need to establish whether he’s who I’ve been sent to find.

Despite my instincts warring against the action, I reach out to touch the plant again; I can use it to help confirm my suspicions. I normally try to avoid the tingling in my hands at all costs, but now I do the opposite and let it flow freely. As I do, I pry for more information.

“Twenty-one seems pretty young to be a teacher at a graduate level,” I say. There’s no way he’s teaching anyone younger; that piano player had been a full-on adult.

Michael blushes at this and looks down as he says, “I was the youngest, uh, graduate in my field in the past two decades.”

Handsome, sweet, and a prodigy. Figures.

I’m itchy with nerves as I feel the warmth still flowing from my hand into the plant. I can’t help but hear my mother in my head warning me that someone is watching, my father telling me to take deep breaths and hide it.

But when Michael glances at the plant curling around my fingers, his eyes light with wonder.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“Just adjusting the stem so it will have better sunlight in the morning.”

“Ada, look at the vine. It was practically dead a few moments ago. Now it looks one sunny day away from pollinating.”

“I’ve always been good with plants,” I say. It’s true, but that’s not all this is. This is me using the abilities that make me different. The abnormality that, if I play my cards right, could get me the invite I’ve been sent across the globe for. The curse that, until recently, I was convinced no one must know about but now may finally prove useful for something.

Michael’s eyes are rapidly roving over me, but not in a suggestive way; it’s more… clinical.

“Do you heal easily?” he asks.

Alarm ignites in my gut. This line of questioning practically confirms my hunch. The answer to his question is “yes.” Though I’ve injured myself many times, it’s never been serious. Like the first time I went snowboarding and crashed into a tree but was completely fine, or when I cut halfway through my finger with pruning shears and didn’t need stitches.

When I don’t answer, he presses on. “Does your hair grow fast?”

Yes again. My wavy brown hair, and my nails too, no matter how often I cut them, constantly seem to grow, grow, grow. I have always suspected that these traits are symptoms of what makes me different, but the only way Michael could guess these things is if this rendezvous was less of a coincidence than I thought.

I still haven’t responded, but he senses the affirmative in my gaze.

“Eureka,” he says in a quiet voice. His playfulness has been replaced with seriousness, and now he looks older. More his age. “I’ve been coming to this place every night this week to recruit a pianist when I should’ve been looking for you all along.”

I should be excited by this; instead, my stomach is heavy with disappointment. I just wanted to go on a date with a cute boy.

Not a boy, I remind myself. A man.

And over the course of our flirtatious banter, I have learned almost nothing about him. I don’t know where he’s from or what he’s really doing here in Italy.

Which probably has to do with why I was sent to Italy.

My pulse picks up. I’m so close to what I came here for, but I’m also scared. I’m alone at night with an older stranger, who I accepted a drink from, who’s watching me like I’m a science experiment. I need some space.

“I need to use the bathroom,” I say.

“Oh, okay. I’ll wait here for you.”

I reenter the restaurant and wind my way through the throng of people to the hallway in the back. A draft from the service entrance to the parking lot chills me as I push through the bathroom door.

I go to the sink and press cool water to my flushed cheeks. The door creaks, and I twist around, but no one’s there. The hair on the back of my neck rises, and I turn off the water. The faucet continues to drip.

Drip.

Drip.

I see movement in the mirror, but when I whip around again, there’s still nothing. I reach into my pocket for my phone, fumbling to unlock it, too scared to even breathe.

A large arm snakes around my torso. Panic jolts through me as my phone drops and skitters across the tiled floor. I push against my attacker and almost manage to slither out of his grasp, but then pain explodes behind my eyes as I’m struck on the back of my head. Everything goes fuzzy around the edges.

That’s when I’m shoved into a box.
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I’m considering peeing my pants.

I’ve spent all my time in this box calming my fears to prevent that tingling in my hands, which seems to trigger the gloves to burn me, but now my anxieties have been reduced to one thought:

Hold in the pee.

But who knows how much longer I’ll be in here?

Izzy had said she had a bad feeling about this trip, and now I wish I’d taken her more seriously.

Maybe I should just…

Is this really what it’s come to? I finally get to become part of my family’s historic order. I finally get the chance to do something meaningful with my life. And I fumble it all so bad that it ends with me peeing my pants? Am I actually doing this?

Cons of just doing it:

1) My clothes will be wet.

2) I’ll be stuck in a box that smells like pee.

3) I will have peed my pants.

Pros of just doing it:

1) The glorious lack of pee in my bladder.

Yup, I’m doing it.

But before I relax the necessary muscles, I hear movement outside the box. There’s no way I’m facing my captors covered in pee.

My bladder is a steel fortress. It will not yield.

The walls of the box are creaking and shaking. Someone is finally opening this thing. My fear returns, and with it, the painful burn of the gloves. I’m still acutely aware of the pressure down below, but with the knowledge that I’m about to be out of here, and possibly on to some new kind of horror, letting it flow no longer feels like an option.

My bladder is a concrete dam. The floodgates will not fail.

There’s a lot of bumbling and fumbling. These guys don’t sound particularly well orchestrated.

Not guys plural, only one guy. Or so I see after my eyes recover from the light that streams in once he manages to pry open the crate. The face that greets me is the same one that’s been on my mind most of my intolerably long imprisonment. Disappointment mingles with my fear; I had really hoped he wasn’t involved.

Michael helps me up, and I immediately stumble and end up flat on my butt on the floor of what looks to be a conspicuously empty garage. I have no sense of balance with my arms still restrained and my legs cramped. Michael helps me back up again. There’s a large gash on his forehead with blood crusting over a blossoming bruise.

He gives me a tired smile.

I trusted that smile. It makes me so angry that I forget to be afraid. So angry that despite the risk of accidentally losing control of my bladder, I knee him squarely in the groin.

His eyes go wide as he folds over clutching himself. Lucky for him, my legs are still pretty noodley, and there wasn’t as much force behind my strike as I would have liked.

“What was that for?” he chokes out.

“You put me in a box!”

“Of course I didn’t!” He’s recovered somewhat, though he’s hopping around awkwardly. “I’m here to rescue you!” His hands remain protectively over his crotch. “I knew you might be in danger, so when I saw two guys loading a girl-size crate into a truck and then saw your phone on the bathroom floor, I went after them. I actually stole a kid’s bike to tail them. Stole a bike. From a child!” He finally drops his hands, then sighs. “I’ve been waiting for hours for a chance to sneak in without being seen. Now here I am”—he levels an accusing glare at my knee—“the lucky recipient of your gratitude.”

The gash on his forehead is seeping fresh blood, and it looks pretty bad.

“What happened to your face?” I ask.

He looks away and mumbles something about not having a lot of experience riding bicycles.

Ouch. “Well, what do you mean, you thought I was in danger?”

“Once I realized that you’re a Sire,” he responds.

“A what?”

“A Sire. It was obvious once I saw you revive the plant.”

My mostly-a-mystery-to-me abilities have a name, and this can’t-tell-if-he’s-safe-or-not stranger knows what it is. Which only strengthens my suspicions about who he must be.

“I’ll explain more once we get you out of here,” he says.

“No. Why does me being a, um, Sire mean I’m in danger?”

“There’s been a slew of Sire abductions recently. Which is why my school has been recruiting Sires—to bring them somewhere safer.”

Abductions. I wasn’t prepared for any of this.

Granted, this whole trip came together very quickly.

Despite my family’s generations-long participation in a historic order, I was never able to be a part of it. I’d grown up with all the stories, heard so many of their wild, secret theories, and I couldn’t wait to be trained to take part in their important work. Kor and Izzy were both initiated into the order on their thirteenth birthdays, but then my own birthday came and went with nothing. My mother said I probably just needed to wait until they considered me ready. I worked so hard the next few years, hoping to impress whoever needed to be impressed, but nothing I did ever seemed to be good enough. Eventually, I stopped trying.

Until last month, when the Families discovered the condition I’d been hiding for so long. And it turned out they needed someone exactly like me for this job. I was given an itinerary, basic explanations of what to look out for, and that was it. I knew there were some risks, but no one had said anything about any abductions.

I feel my panic rising, but I’m still wearing the gloves and am not in the mood to have my hands cooked again. At least I’m out of the box.

I was in a box.

The reality of what I’ve just been through floods through me. I’ve been damming up my emotions as much as my need to pee, but now they’re breaking through.

“I was trapped for hours.” I choke on a sob. “Why didn’t you call the police or something?”

Michael is immediately at my side, laying a comforting hand on my arm. “Ada, I’m sorry, but these are not people that the police can protect you from. Hopefully I can. I promise that I’m here to help you, but we need to move quickly. The guards are gone for now, but I don’t want to take any chances. We’ve been incredibly lucky so far.”

I swallow past the lump in my throat and try to regain as much control as I can. “Well, if you’re here to help, can you get these off.” I shake my hands behind my back, the metal clanking loudly. “They really hurt.”

“They’re causing you pain?” He looks confused by this.

“A lot of pain,” I say through gritted teeth.

Michael circles me and crouches to inspect the gloves. He winces as he bends, and I feel a twinge of guilt for my testicular assault. He prods the gloves, then sniffs them. “By the Conductor,” he whispers in awe.

Who the hell is the Conductor?

I crane my neck to watch what he’s doing. He flips through the different functions of his multi-tool and uses one to tinker with the locking mechanism. “Are you still able to conduct?” he asks me.

“What?”

“Sorry, I mean like you did with the plant. Can you push energy through your hands?”

I stare at him blankly, but my mind is the opposite of blank. Push energy through my hands? Is that what I have been doing all my life?

“Never mind,” Michael says in response to my clear confusion. “Are the gloves still hurting you? Right now?”

They’re not, actually. My current discomfort is from the preexisting burns. I shake my head.

He bites his lips and continues to work at the lock, now with more urgency. He swipes at his brow, irritating the messy wound, which starts to bleed again. Seeing his panic causes my own to rise, and with it, my hands begin to sting against the metal.

“Ouch!” I gasp, jerking my hands away from him.

“Good,” he says with relief. “If they’re burning you, then it means you’re still conducting, and the compound probably hasn’t done any permanent damage to your abilities.”

Whatever that’s supposed to mean.

He finally gets the lock open, and the gloves fall away, hitting the floor with a metallic clack. Still crouched behind me, Michael gently inspects my hands. His rough callouses ghost over my sensitive burns. My palms flare with that familiar tingle of warmth, but this time, instead of pain, most of the lingering soreness fades completely.

Michael lets go of me and rises. “Looks like your abilities are functioning.”

I stretch my arms up, working out the stiffness before I finally look down at my hands. They’re not the blistered mess I expected. In fact, they look almost normal, except that each of my palms has a scar along the slope connecting my thumb and pointer. Twin half-moons of pink, new flesh. I’ve never had a scar before. What did the gloves do to me?

I think about the healing warmth I just felt. I’ve always healed quickly but never instantaneously.

What did I do to myself?

“Okay, let’s get out of here,” Michael says. He uses the hem of his T-shirt to wipe his bloody forehead, exposing quite a bit of too-old-for-me abdomen.

My gut says I shouldn’t go anywhere with him, but the sound of a door slamming followed by threatening footfalls has my gut changing its mind in favor of any option that will get me out of here fast.

“Quickly,” Michael urges, tugging me by the arm, and I follow, every cell in my body wanting to flee from the people on the other side of that door. The ones who knocked me out and put me in a crate.

The interior doorknob rattles with the sound of a key as Michael lifts the garage door—the lock has already been busted open—just high enough for us to scuttle through into the cool night. He pulls the door down with a bang and then takes my hand and starts to run.

“I’ll bring you somewhere safe,” he says over his shoulder. “I’ll explain everything once we’re there.”

His long strides are too fast for me to keep up, but the mechanical sound of the garage door rising behind us convinces me I really don’t have a choice. I clutch tightly to his hand and run until my chest is heaving, my thighs are burning, and my bladder feels like an overfilled water balloon.

This safe place better have a bathroom.
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Earlier in the evening, the thought of us ending up at Michael’s place, panting and hearts racing, had been a tempting outcome.

Fleeing kidnappers isn’t quite what I had in mind.

We’d kept running long past when Michael thought we’d lost our pursuers. Now we fumble our way into his building. I’m sweaty and shaky and still trying to catch my breath as I follow him through a cramped hallway to his door. My eyes dart around, and it sinks in how very alone we are and just how difficult it would be for me to escape if I’ve made a terrible error in judgment.

We enter a cozy studio with only enough room for a kitchenette, a desk, and a bed. I do my best to ignore the intimacy of the space as I dart into the tiny bathroom.

Finally peeing is oh so satisfying, but the walls feel too close. The drip of the sink causes my gut to clench, and I want to get the hell out of here.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

It’s just a bathroom.

Once the panic has subsided, I feel around my head with my fingers. There’s no pain where I was hit, but there is some dried blood. The lump must have healed along with my palms. My long brown hair is wild and full of snarls. I comb through it with damp fingers and twist it into a knot at the base of my neck. I splash my face with water and wipe off the bruises left by tired makeup.

No, I don’t care that the handsome stranger on the other side of the door saw me looking like the Picasso version of myself. Or that he probably just heard me pee. I can’t care about any of that. Because I need to focus on not letting anything slip that could alert him to why I’m actually here.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

I have a job to do.

I can’t get distracted by fear. And I definitely can’t get distracted by Michael’s dimples. Especially now that I know who he must be.

I’m here to do what I’ve always wanted: to be a member of the Families, the historic order that my ancestors have long been a part of. That I too am finally a part of.

The Families have spent generations passing down the secret history of a group of exiles rumored to be in hiding. They supposedly have artistic talents and scientific knowledge far beyond anything we know to exist in our own society. I’ve grown up on stories of the exiles’ incredible innovations and their tragic disappearance, and I’ve heard countless fantasies of what the world could be like if we ever found them again and could share their knowledge.

And I’m pretty sure Michael is one of the exiles.

I take a few more calming breaths, ready to face whatever happens next.

When I come out, Michael is sitting at the desk chewing his nails and inspecting the gloves. His face is illuminated by the strands of dawn peeking through the window; his wound has been cleaned up, and there’s little evidence that it was ever there at all.

There’s nowhere else to sit, so I perch myself on the edge of the bed. I cross one leg over the other, then awkwardly uncross them.

“Here’s your phone,” Michael says, handing it to me.

“Thanks.” The screen is cracked and the battery is dead. No one knows where I am, and I have no mode of communication. Great.

Michael continues to tinker with the gloves. He lifts his multi-tool and uses a tiny magnifying glass to peer at the metal. “How did they get ahold of antimatter?” he mutters. “I can’t wait to bring these back to Genesis; they’re incredibly valuable.” He looks up. “And so are you.”

No one has ever called me valuable.

As his gaze locks on mine, his floppy hair a wayward mess, I remind myself that I have no reason to trust him. But I really need to convince him that he can trust me.

He blinks, looks away, then looks back at me. “Uh, what I mean is that we need to get you to the institute as well.”

I swallow. “What institute? Why?” I don’t have to fake my curiosity, even if I may not be quite as clueless as Michael believes me to be.

Finding out about this supposed institute is the whole purpose of my mission. Over the years, the Families have come closer and closer to tracking down the exiles. Recent intel led them to believe that someone with my abilities could make contact with them at the right place and the right time and could maybe even be invited to join them. I’m not sure whether I ever truly believed it was actually possible. But here I am. And it’s suddenly seeming very, very possible.

“You’re a Sire. You need to be trained and protected.”

Mission aside, I can’t deny that I’m desperate to know what it means to be a “Sire.” These people understand this part of me that has been a mystery—and a weight on my shoulders—for so long. It might not be my main purpose for being here, but a little more probing would only be natural from a girl who’s supposedly never heard about any of this.

“So, what, I’m some kind of scientific anomaly?”

“What? No. Not at all. Having Sire abilities is a normal recessive genetic trait. Just like blue eyes or red hair.”

Normal. I feel so much relief in that one word.

I’ll never forget the time my parents first saw evidence of my abilities. I accidentally revived some wilted roses at our dining room table, and they freaked out like I’d gotten a face tattoo. My mom threw the flowers out immediately, and my dad’s hands were actually trembling. It’s a horrible feeling, seeing fear on your parents’ faces and knowing they’re terrified of you.

I could never understand what made them so afraid, until I saw the book.

I was in middle school, and Grandfather had brought me to visit Mom at her office. As I was waiting for her, I could tell the big, gilded book on her desk was the kind of thing that those not yet initiated into the Families were definitely not allowed to see. Of course, I couldn’t stop myself from looking.

It was all in a language I couldn’t read, but the illustrations were clear enough, and I knew why my mom must have been reading it. I couldn’t grow a vine out of my hands, throw lightning, or stop someone’s heart with a touch like the people in the colorful sketches, but whoever they were, my mom thought I was like them. And the pictures told me what happened to people like me. Drowned, burned at the stake, excommunicated. It was enough to make me want to do anything I could to prove that I was not one of those monsters.

Can it possibly be true that everything I bottled up for so long is just… normal?

Michael continues, “Being a Sire means you can manipulate Ha’i—life force—like when you made the plant grow and how you heal rapidly.”

Ha’i. He says it like the Hebrew word chai, the sound coming from the back of his throat in a way I sometimes struggled to pronounce. Ha’i. The warmth that flows through me and tingles from my palms is life force. I’ve always thought of that feeling as more of a reaction, like a blush or a shiver.

“So, how can you touch those without them hurting you?” I ask Michael, looking at the gloves.

“Because I’m not a Sire. These”—he holds up the gloves—“are made with antimatter, which counteracts Ha’i and incapacitates Sires.”

“You’re not a Sire?” I ask. “But your cut healed so quickly.”

“Ah. Right.” He gestures toward a tube of ointment. “Where I come from, medicine is more advanced.”

“I see.” I look at his forehead, where the injury still shows, but hardly. “Well, if you guys have such great medicine, how come you haven’t shared it with everyone else?”

I don’t really have a sense for how much more advanced these exiles actually are compared to the rest of us, but I know that medical knowledge is one of the things the Families most hope to gain from them. Exactly what kind of healing are these people capable of? I can’t help but think of how ill Grandfather has been recently….

“We’ve tried,” Michael answers vaguely, his lips downturned. “A lot of our medical advancements are dependent on Sire abilities. If you understood your skills, you could have healed me without any need for the patch paste.”

Is that true? For a moment I wonder if perhaps he’s recruited the wrong person after all. As far as I know, my abilities are more likely to hurt someone than help them. Could I truly be using them to heal others?

And if there are more people out there with my abilities—all apparently capable of advanced healing—then what the hell are these supposedly idealistic people doing gatekeeping that kind of knowledge?

I get up from the bed and wander over to the window.

“I’m sorry, you must be very overwhelmed,” Michael says.

“Yes, but I’m ready for you to explain it all.” I don’t turn, but I can see his reflection through the glass. He puts down the gloves and turns to give me his full attention. I meet the reflection of his eyes.

“My people are called the Makers, and I’m from the Genesis Institute, which you would not have heard of.”

I exhale. My breath fogs up the window, and I trail my finger through the condensation.

He continues. “Though we keep our existence secret, we occasionally recruit Sires like yourself to join us.”

It’s difficult to swallow past the tightness in my throat. “Look, Michael, or whatever your real name is—”

“My name is Michael. I haven’t lied to you about anything.”

That makes one of us.

“Well, you failed to mention that you’re from some secret society looking to recruit me,” I say bitterly.

“I didn’t realize it was relevant.” He stands. “I had no idea you were a Sire. That was completely coincidental. We got a tip that there was a Sire in the area, but I thought it was the pianist—”

“Then why did you ask me out?” I ask, twirling to face him. This suddenly matters very much. Was it all an act? Did he know I was a Sire all along?

“Because I thought you were… cool!” His puppy-dog eyes are annoyingly sexy.

“But you would have disappeared, and we would never have seen each other again.” I don’t know why I’m so upset. But if I’m going to try to play the part to find out more about these people, I need to know who I’m dealing with. I need to know if he’s the kind of guy who would use seduction to manipulate me or if our meeting truly was a freak coincidence.

“That’s… I wasn’t overthinking it…. I didn’t realize how young—I mean, sometimes that’s normal, to go out and never see each other again.”

I blush at the implication of his words. “It wasn’t like that.”

He shakes his head. “Maybe not. But what about you? You’re going back to school in a few days. You knew it wouldn’t work out either.”

I mean, he has a point.

“Moving on.” He brushes the conversation away. “We’re in agreement. It was a mistake.”

Even though I am firmly in the “it was a mistake” camp, it still stings to hear him say it.

“Fine,” I snap, and I feel so childish.

“Look, Ada, what’s important is that you need to learn about your Sire genetics.”

“Yeah, well, if being a Sire is as normal as you say, then why isn’t it common knowledge?”

More than ten years of my own insecurities would really like to know the answer to this.

“Because in the provincial world, the manipulation of life force using Sire abilities was made illegal more than six hundred years ago. And many Sires have been recruited to join the Makers, limiting the gene pool. So abilities like yours have become rare in your world, or so latent that they never surface in any obvious way.”

Your world.

What is his world?

Growing up among the Families—but not as an initiate of the order—meant I heard a lot about the exiles before they were exiled. Everything else was classified, and I’d been given only the barest sketch of the secret stuff in the rush to prepare me for this trip. I don’t even know whether what the Families think they know is accurate.

But I can be the one to find that out. That is, if I don’t completely bungle this.

Okay, irritatingly attractive recruiter, time for me to squeeze some information out of you.

“Fine,” I say. “Tell me about these Makers.”

I gingerly settle myself back on the edge of the bed feeling skittish, like a bird on a windowsill, unsure of what is glass and what is sky.

Michael swivels the desk chair to face me and sits. He takes a deep breath, then says, “Imagine a society devoted to advancing the world scientifically, artistically, and socially. Where everyone is committed to bringing more beauty to the world and eradicating the horrors of inequality and illness and ecological damage.”

I hear the passion in his voice, and I envy it.

“You’re describing a utopia.”

“Not quite, but as close to it as history has ever seen.”

A bubble of excitement expands in my belly.

“And you’re saying this society exists?”

“I’m saying it exists and that I want to take you there.” His eyes sparkle with excitement, and his smile is so wide I almost forget I’m not supposed to trust him.

“But if what they’re doing is so great, why does no one know about it? Why aren’t these ideas helping the rest of the world?”

“Because we’re hunted,” Michael says matter-of-factly. “We’re in hiding. And we have been since the original Makers were forced to flee during one of the Roman Inquisitions. Before then, they were scholars of an academy in Italy renowned for its advancements in art, science, and philosophy. It attracted scholars from around the globe who wished to be modern ‘muses,’ like the mythical goddesses said to have inspired the arts and sciences.”

This is the confirmation I’ve been waiting for. These Makers are definitely the exiles.

“What happened to the school?” I ask, and I’m genuinely curious to see if his account will match the blurry version I’ve been told.

“The Makers’ science, and their philosophy in general—the Church hated it. Some of the academy’s research was definitely… ethically questionable. Amazing, but highly experimental. They believed that humankind being ‘made in the image of God’ meant it was their job to ‘continue the creation of the world,’ to perfect upon it. And this philosophy was considered deeply heretical.

“And when the school refused to conform to the Church’s narrow restrictions of what could be taught and studied, Inquisitors came”—his voice grows quieter—“and burned the academy to the ground.” He looks away, and the column of his throat tightens as he swallows. This is ancient history, yet he acts as if the pain is still raw, as if it hurts him personally.

Michael collects himself and stretches out his long legs; his feet jostle into mine, and he quickly snaps them back. Sitting up straight, he continues. “Luckily, much of the academy’s research was rescued and hidden before it could be destroyed. The Makers, like many other groups of the time, were forced to denounce their ways or be expelled or even executed. Some did, and some went into hiding and continued their scholarship. A group of those in hiding eventually arranged for passage to the New World, where they went on to found the Genesis Institute.”

My rapt interest in the story is no act. It’s wild to hear the things I’ve only ever been told about in theory confirmed by someone outside of the Families. I try to wrap my head around how much could have been lost with the destruction of such a school.

A flop of dark hair obscures Michael’s face, and my fingers itch to push it away. We’re sitting close enough that if we both leaned forward, I could. Instead, I lean back, lacing my fingers together in my lap. I school my features to look skeptical and say, “If what you’re saying is true, shouldn’t everyone have heard of this Inquisition?”

“Have you heard of Galileo’s trial for his belief that the Earth revolves around the sun? And the Spanish Inquisition that followed the expulsion, when the Jews and Muslims were exiled from Spain?”

“Yes, but not anything about the loss of major scientific advancements.”

“That’s because the Church simply denied that any of it ever existed. They buried all the evidence of the Makers’ heretical experiments and blasphemous ideas, and they forbade anyone to speak of them. Except for an elite group of Inquisitors who were tasked with hunting down those that fled.” His eyes bore into mine, telegraphing sincerity and urgency. “And the loss of all that knowledge, it set advancements back centuries. But the Makers kept it all and have continued their mission of advancement in secret.”

“I don’t understand,” I interject. “If these advancements were so great, how did everyone just go along with the Church and pretend they never existed?”

My feet are jostled by Michael’s again as he makes another attempt to stretch his legs. He pulls them back and stands instead, pacing the length of the small room. “Sorry,” he says, running his hands through his hair. “This version of history is very standard for me, and explaining it to someone with a totally different paradigm is always confusing. But don’t underestimate the Church’s power.” He looks at me. “Even in your own lifetime, you’ve observed enough to see how world narratives are formed. How easy it is to reshape history through propaganda and misinformation.”

He’s starting to sound like my grandfather.

“It’s scary how quickly truth can be rewritten,” he continues. “Within one generation after the Exodus, the truth of the original Makers and their discoveries was mostly forgotten, and by the next generation, completely so. Remnants of their legacy remain, but only under the guise of myths and legends.”

There’s a part of me that was never sure whether I really believed all the Families’ stories, that wondered if it has all just been exaggerated and lost in translation over the years. But hearing how Michael’s story fits with what I’ve been taught—it starts to sink in that this could all actually be real. I feel almost weightless, my muscles tight and trembling with a mix of excitement and confusion.

Michael’s pacing takes him to the kitchenette. “It’s been a long night,” he says. “Let me get you something to eat.” As he putters around, I observe him with new eyes, looking for signs that he’s from a society hidden by some big historical conspiracy. He looks normal. But there are subtle hints. There’s no branding on anything he’s wearing. His shoes look well worn, well made, and just a little too old-fashioned. He wears no watch. And I don’t think he has a cell phone, or if he does, he hasn’t pulled it out all night. I mean, that alone is weird.

He sits next to me on the bed and places a tray with a cup of tea and some cookies between us.

I’ve been too distracted to realize how hungry I am. I take my time eating the cookies and washing them down with tea. Michael’s not very good at sitting still. He runs his hands through his hair, chews his nails, drums his fingers on his knees.

“You know that you sound crazy, right?” I ask him, the way I assume a random teenage girl who has not grown up among the Families would. “Hidden society, centuries-long conspiracy, and all that?”

He stills his fidgeting and turns to face me. “I understand that it’s hard to second-guess everything you’ve ever learned. And there’s so much more than what I have told you. If you come with me to Genesis, I can show it all to you.”

It’s the exact invitation I’ve been hoping for. And it sounds incredible. But being kidnapped has really clobbered my enthusiasm.

Michael’s eyes brighten, and his dimple makes an appearance. “You know, Michelangelo was a Maker.”

This gets my attention. “What?”

“Yes, and a Sire; he was at the academy before the Inquisition. He, and others who didn’t want to abandon their lives, chose to stay behind and denounce all Maker activity considered to be heretical. Whenever I look at his prisoner statues, I see the struggle of the life he chose. Like he’s the one trapped in an unfinished state, confined by the new rules of the world, most of his fellow Makers gone.”

He is annoyingly adorable when he gets passionate about art stuff. And this is not anything I’ve heard before. The Families revere the well-known masters for sure, but not in the same way as the ones who were exiled.

“And what other historical celebrities would you like to claim?” I ask.

“Many. Da Vinci, Ada Lovelace—both Makers.”

“No way.” Do the Families know this?

“It’s true. Da Vinci was another who stayed behind. Ada was a Sire recruited later in life; she didn’t die young as your history says. One of her direct descendants is my guildmaster.”

This is far beyond anything I thought I knew. My mind is racing, trying to rearrange what it thinks is true.

“Look, if I haven’t convinced you yet, at least understand this.” He waits for me to look up at him, and the expression in his eyes has grown urgent. The warmth of his body is far too close to mine on the bed. “Someone has been abducting Sires around the globe, but the Makers can keep you safe.”

Why would anyone be capturing Sires? I wonder if it’s related to what I saw in that book and why my parents were so insistent I suppress my abilities.

“Your kidnapping means the Inquisitors know who you are, which means you’re still a target.”

“Wait, Inquisitors? Who are you talking about?”

“The initial group of Inquisitors who were tasked to hunt us down—they never stopped. Our ancestors hoped that they would forget about us, but that hasn’t happened. They’ve passed on their hatred to their children, and we’ve been hiding from them ever since.”

Well, that, at least, he’s totally wrong about. I’ve heard stories from the Families about those Inquisitors, and they definitely don’t exist anymore. But someone tried to kidnap me. Who would want to harm Sires?

“Ada, don’t you get that you’re in danger? We need to get you to the Genesis Institute as soon as possible.”

As soon as possible. No way I’m waltzing out of the country with this stranger. “I can’t go with you right now,” I say.

He massages his forehead as if it will somehow give him the words to convince me. “Please,” he says, “you were abducted because you are a Sire. I can help you.”

Sire. It’s still strange to have a name for whatever I am. I try to call up the tingling warmth between my fingers, but nothing happens. I want to know how to control it. And I want to show the Families that I’m worthy of being one of them. But I shouldn’t make any impulsive decisions on my own. Me being kidnapped was not part of the plan. I’ve found the recruiter, got the invite, and now I need to get the hell out of Italy. I just hope that refusing to go with Michael won’t lose me my chance.

“I believe you, but I need to go home to my family before I make any final decisions.”

“That’s fair,” Michael says, resigned. “I’ll send you a formal application to Genesis, and I hope you’ll choose to come.”

I’m relieved that his offer is open, but selling the lie of my indifference is safer than the truth. “I’ll think about it,” I say.

“Until then”—his tone sharpens—“you can’t tell anyone about any of this.”

“Right, hiding for hundreds of years, hunted by dangerous people and all that.”

“We’ve stayed hidden for a long time, but things have changed in recent decades. Your world has airplanes and satellites and the internet—hiding an entire society has become more difficult. Telling anyone is a risk. Can I trust you with this knowledge?”

“Yes.” I avert my eyes and aggressively inspect the scars on my hands.

“Good. Because I really don’t want to have to muddle you.”

I look up sharply. “Muddle me?” Dread churns in my belly.

“Um, can we pretend I didn’t mention that?”

“Michael,” I insist. “What does it mean?”

“It means to make you forget.”

The dread rises into my throat, and I stand, taking a few steps away from him.

“I hate muddling people, but sometimes it’s necessary. Don’t worry. I’m not going to do it to you.”

“You can steal memories?”

“No, no, it’s only a blend of tea—”

“You were going to drug me?” I look down at my empty cup in horror.

“No!” He stands but doesn’t move toward me. He holds up his hands placatingly. “Ada, calm down. I’m not going to muddle you. I’m going to make sure that you get home safely, and then I’m going to hope that you’ll come to Genesis when you’re ready.”

I take a deep breath. He says he hasn’t done anything to me, and I’m going to believe him, because I don’t really have another choice. “Okay.”

By now the sun has fully risen; morning lights up the room, and I realize how thoroughly exhausted I am. I need to sleep and then think about everything with a clear head and copious amounts of caffeine.

Michael pulls a leather billfold from the pocket of his cloak, opens it, and takes out a white folded paper. It’s an origami bird. “I’m still worried about leaving you knowing Inquisitors are looking for you. Take this pigeon,” he says. “Use it if you need me.”

Even if I know it’s not these Inquisitors who are looking for me, it seems that someone else is, so I do need to be careful. I take the bird from him, and I’m surprised to find that it isn’t made of paper but of something that feels like lightweight clay.

Michael reaches over and strokes the bird’s beak. The flat wings unfold and begin to flutter. The bird elevates off the top of my palm and hovers there, wings flapping, its faceless head twitching from left to right.

I’m transfixed by its delicate beauty.

“It’s like magic,” I say in wonder.

“Or advanced science.” Michael winks. “This is a homing pigeon golem. It will find me wherever I am, anywhere in the world. You can write a message inside, or just send it off if you’re in danger. All you need to do is flick its tail, and it will know to find me.”

“This is… impossible.”

“Your understanding of what is possible and impossible is about to change,” Michael says with a smile. The sentiment tangles in my chest, making it hard to breathe, whether from amazement or fear, I’m not quite sure.

“This golem utilizes magnetoreception—the same force that allows real pigeons to navigate using Earth’s magnetic field—and it is entirely scientifically possible.” He reaches over and strokes the bird’s beak again. It folds flat and floats back down into my hand. Michael’s hand comes down on top of it and presses it into my palm. His fingers are warm and strong, and I try my best to ignore the growing tension coiling inside me as his eyes find mine earnestly. “Promise me that you’ll deploy the pigeon if you need me and that you’ll keep it with you at all times while you’re still at risk.”

“Okay,” I say, quite sure that I am indeed at risk—but of what, I do not know.
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“And he was a native English speaker with an American accent?” Counselor Avellino asks me for the third time.

“Yes,” I confirm, trying to sound polite instead of pissy. I’ve been interrogated by the Families about every single interaction I had with Michael and then asked to repeat it all again. And despite my promises to Michael, I’ve told them everything. Well, besides the fact that I went on a date with my mark before I realized who he was.

“And he said only some of the exiles traveled to the Americas?”

Counselor Avellino is the Families’ lawyer and, let me tell you, he knows how to cross-examine a witness.

It’s been hours of this. My head is pounding, and I just want to go home.

One might think that after the crippling trauma of being abducted and the exhaustion of an international flight, I would be allowed to go home to recover. But if one is now a spy for a historic order, they apparently cannot expect such treatment. Instead, as soon as my plane touched down at JFK, I was whisked to the seat of the Families’ Inner Chamber—which is hidden in the basement archives of the Cloisters in Fort Tryon Park—to be debriefed.

The flight back had not been easy. I was constantly looking over my shoulder for some unknown threat. When I attempted to use the lavatory on the plane, I almost had a panic attack from the small space and had to ban myself from drinking so I wouldn’t have to go again. And it’s not like anyone here has offered me a drink since, so my mouth feels as dry as the ancient illuminated manuscripts displayed in the Cloisters museum upstairs.

Despite being in a building renowned for its epic architecture, the actual room where the Inner Chamber convenes is just a boring boardroom with a long table seating a lot of Very Important People. Not all of the Inner Chamber is present, but those that are include members as illustrious as a US senator—who if the Families get their way may be our next president—the French minister of culture, a big deal film director, an even bigger deal Italian fashion designer, and my mom. They are each a representative from one of the families that have been stewards to the memory of the exiles—or the “Makers,” according to Michael—for hundreds of generations. The order is built around this stewardship, with the intent of recovering the exiles’ lost innovations and sharing them with mainstream society. And now that I finally have a seat at the table, I don’t want to screw it up.

“I’d like to take another look at the golem bird,” the senator says.

Kor bumps my knee with his, and when I glance at him, he gives me an encouraging smile. Just a little longer, he mouths silently.

Despite the subtlety of Kor’s actions, they’ve still drawn the table’s attention, and now everyone’s watching us uneasily. I’m used to this when I’m in public with Kor.

With his dramatic cheekbones, pale skin, and almost-black hair, Korach Chevalier is the kind of person who always attracts a lot of admiration but seems completely unapproachable. Whenever someone who thinks they know him sees him acting close and comfortable with me—an average person in every way—it shakes their image of his cool, enigmatic nature.

It’s hard for me to see Kor through the eyes of the masses. To them he’s a mysterious paragon of artistic genius. To me he’s just Kor, one of my closest friends, who is two years older than me and technically a distant cousin. (Very distant. Through marriage.)

Kor clears his throat, and the activity around the table resumes.

“We’re sorry for the repetition,” Dr. Ambrose says to me. He’s a kind physician with salt-and-pepper hair and gold-rimmed glasses. When my mother had grudgingly allowed the Inner Chamber to assess my abilities, he’d been patient and transparent through the whole process. “We know you have been through an ordeal, but we must make sure we have all the proper facts for the sake of our research and for your safety. If we decide to send you to study at this institute, we need the whole picture.”

The Inner Chamber is split on whether I should be sent to infiltrate Genesis. Most of them are in favor of it, but there are a few who don’t trust me to pull it off.

“Not to mention that your story doesn’t add up,” the loudest in the Ada-can’t-be-trusted contingent interjects.

Alfie Avellino: son of Counselor Avellino and the most annoying person in my acquaintance.

“You still haven’t answered why you didn’t follow the protocol when you first encountered the exile.” He glares at me accusingly as he pats down a strand of his perfectly parted hair—a shade of brown just light enough that he’ll try to tell you it’s blond.

Alfie liked me fine when we first met a few years ago. In fact, he worked hard to ingratiate himself with me to get closer to Kor, but the moment he realized I wasn’t going to be initiated into the Families, I slid below his notice like runoff into the sewer.

“She couldn’t follow the protocol because she was kidnapped.” Kor comes to my defense. It’s clear that Alfie has more to say on the matter, but he won’t talk back to Kor. He will, however, straighten his ugly paisley tie and scowl down his nose at me, trying his best to make me feel like I don’t deserve to be here.

He doesn’t have to work very hard. I’m already pretty sure I don’t belong.

Nothing can make me feel quite as hazy with inferiority as being surrounded by these people who have shaped their lives around the values of the exiles by actively improving the world through innovation and art. The abilities that earned me my initiation might mean I need fewer Band-Aids than the average person, and sure, I’m good with plants, but no one’s looking for a ficus at the Met. Everyone else at this table gained their seats by pushing themselves to be masters of a modern Renaissance.

Okay, maybe not Alfie. I’m pretty sure he just earned his seat through generations of nepotism and his family’s deep pockets. But even he went through years of training after being initiated. Whereas I was never even good enough to be considered until the Families needed to use my abilities as bait. Whatever, at least I have abilities. It’s not like Alfie’s bringing anything new to the table, besides his seemingly endless collection of hideous ties.

If he deserves to be here, so do you, I remind myself as I try to muster up the confidence of a mediocre trust fund white boy.

“Not only did Ada succeed beyond our wildest expectations in Italy,” Kor says, “she did so despite having incorrect information about the mark.” Whenever Kor speaks, everyone listens with rapt attention. The French minister of culture is making doe eyes at him and twirling her hair around her finger. Even my mother—whose eyes always seem to shift away from me when I speak up—is listening intently to Kor.

Kor has transformed the Families in recent years.

The order’s influence had been steadily growing over the centuries as they reintroduced some of the exiles’ lost innovations––derived from the order’s extensive archives and from centuries of hunting down relics––back into society. They’ve funded a lot of research based on their knowledge, which has contributed to everything from health care to agriculture to clean energy. But most of that was based on ancient knowledge. Now, because of Kor, the Families have a path to the exiles’ actual living descendants and whatever far-more-advanced innovations they may have since developed. And it’s all because Kor made contact with Prometheus, the anonymous informant from among the exiles who provided the information about how and where they would be recruiting. Between Kor’s success with Prometheus and the influence that’s come with his recent fame and public advocacy, the entire Inner Chamber is basically as obsessed with Kor as the teens who run his online fan clubs.

“Ada has the perfect cover, a direct invitation, and has already proven herself to us,” Kor continues. “Having her infiltrate the institute is the best course of action.” He sounds so sure of this plan. So sure of me. I, on the other hand, am the farthest thing from sure.

“She has no training,” Alfie argues. And he’s not wrong.

“What of our training would have better prepared her for this?” Kor challenges. “The tutoring in Aramaic and Latin? The art restoration and document preservation techniques?”
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