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For Janie, may her memory be blessed.

And for my grandfather, Robert Kramer, the strongest person I know.


Mara,

If your story was a memoir, then mine is a confession. My confession is that I regret it. I never thought it was possible. I didn’t think there would ever be a day, a moment, a second, when I would look back and wish I’d never met you, but that is my every moment, now.

You are an ocean away at a café on Fulton Street. We’ve been there together, I know the address and the name. But you aren’t with me. And I miss you. You are missing from me.

I want you here, now, more than I’ve ever wanted you anywhere. I want to breathe you, drink you, devour you—I want you inside me so that I never have to miss you again.

I want to own you, is what I want, and yes, I do know how fucked up that is, thanks. But we’ve always been fucked up, really, and we said we would never lie to each other, didn’t we? (Though, we have lied to each other, haven’t we?) So I’m telling you the truth now. I want you to belong to me. I want to ask you if you’re mine, and I want you to say yes.

It’s funny, or not funny, but ironic, but not really ironic—the point is, once, not very long ago in fact, I claimed you before I’d even kissed you. I did it so easily, thoughtlessly, because we both knew it wasn’t real, though I knew, even if you didn’t, that I wanted it to be real. And then, after I did kiss you, there was a time when you wanted me to claim you. I could ask “Are you mine?” and you would say yes.

But I can’t ask you now. Or I could, but I don’t know what you’ll say anymore, and I’m too much of a pussy to risk it. So I’m writing this to you, even though you’re never going to read it, in the hope that I can exorcise these thoughts, these words from my mind. Are you mine? Were you ever mine? Or were we always what we said we’d never be, idiots who made promises to each other that we would choose not to keep?

Because it is a choice, after all. You can choose to be claimed, or refuse. You can choose to claim someone, or choose not to. You can leave them unclaimed, alone. And no matter what we say to each other—no matter what we’ve said to each other not even two weeks ago, breathless and sweaty with love in our eyes and lies on our tongues, both of us knew, and know, the truth. You are not mine. You never were mine. But right now, I feel like I would do anything to have you—leash you, cage you, trap you, so that you’ll have to be mine, whether you want it or not.

You once told me that you were poison, and I was the drug that made you forget it. You were right and wrong; I’m not a drug, I’m a wound. And your poison is in me.

It feels like lightning and tastes like sugar, a fevered sweetness that I would give anything, anything to forget. I would tie stones to the memories of you and drown them before tying myself to you again. I would beg for nothingness, pray for blankness, but there’s no one to beg. I know no God but you.

I have nowhere to send this, and no reason to believe you wish to receive it. I can feel the night behind me as I write these words to feed to the flames. You wrote because you had something to prove. I write because I have to speak, and there’s no one left to listen.

Yours, still,

Noah



Part I

The truth is a snare: you cannot have it, without being caught.

—Søren Kierkegaard
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MY TRAGIC HEROINE

THE DAY STELLA JUMPED, THE day Mara left, her grandmother turned up in a white dress and a black car and told me to get in if I wanted to save her.

She looks so much like Mara.

Or rather, she looks like someone Mara’ll look like someday, a living, breathing perversion of her. The shadow of laughter behind her eyes when something amuses her but she won’t share. When Mara closes her eyes to search for just the right word, she closes hers as well. The shape of Mara’s mouth when she’s hiding a secret behind her lips is the shape her grandmother’s takes, too.

The first thing I asked her wasn’t how she was alive or why, but—

“What shall I call you?”

She sits beside me, looking straight ahead, but I see her smile in profile. “I told you my name.”

“I can’t call you . . .”

“Mara?” She finishes for me. “Why not?”

Because her name sticks in my throat. Because the sound of it might kill me.

“It was my name first,” she says.

Her voice snaps me back to attention, to this moment, facing this not-Mara beside me.

“Fine,” I say. “Your family name, then.”

“Which one?”

Her eyes are quick, laughing.

“If you don’t give me a name, I’ll choose one for you myself,” I say.

She arches an eyebrow. “Go on, then.”

My thoughts are furred, though, and even as I try and think the name Mara, I’m hardly able to get past the first letter.

“M,” I say.

One of her hands reaches for the collar of her white silk dress. She rubs the fabric with her thumb and studies me. “Good choice,” she says eventually.

Her stare is bold, unflinching, and as the silence stretches between us, I feel more exposed, more raw. “Why are you here?”

She blinks, once. “I told you. I need your help.”

A matter of life and death, she said. Someone we both love.

“Right. That got me in the car,” I concede. “But I’ll need more if you want me to stay.”

She watches me, unnaturally still and calm. “You have questions.”

“You have no idea.”

That cryptic, smug smile again. “I have some idea.”

It helps, her smiling like that. It’s harder to be awed by someone so irritating. “Your family thinks you’re dead,” I say.

“Yes.”

“Mara saw it.” Not strictly true, but it catches M’s attention.

“What did she say?”

I reach back through the door in my mind, the one I closed on Mara minutes or hours ago, God knows which, wincing in anticipation of the memory of her voice, and hear—

Nothing. Silence.

M waits.

This is what I remember instead: my father’s ghastly Florida mansion. An unused sitting room with furniture draped in drop cloths. Mara’s tentative, shaking hands lifting a soft, crude little doll between two pinched fingers, then tossing it forcefully into a fire. The smell of burning hair. The curl of singed paper.

That was what we thought was left of Mara’s grandmother—that doll, the pendant sewn inside of it, and the ashes of her suicide note. The note Mara saw—remembered—M writing.

I look at her grandmother now and consider, not for the first time, that I might be well and truly mad. Maybe something broke in me the moment Mara left. Maybe it broke before.

It’s a strange and unfamiliar sensation, not knowing whether to trust your own mind. Not knowing if your own senses are betraying you. I never quite got what it was like for Mara, when we met. Never quite understood why she’d wanted me to keep that journal, writing about her, for her, when she thought she was losing her mind. Losing herself.

I’m beginning to get it now.

M watches me expectantly, head tilted, a fall of black hair curling on her left shoulder.

“Mara said you killed yourself when she was three days old,” I manage to say.

“That is what her mother believes, and so that is what she was told.”

Told? “No. Mara saw you. She remembered—”

Everything. Mara remembered everything, and she recounted it in extraordinary detail. The scents of the village her grandmother had lived in as a girl. The hushed voice of an older girl sitting beside her, sewing her a friend. My own memory of that day plays like a silent film in my mind; Mara desperate for answers, Mara desperate for my help. Mara’s face open and earnest and trusting—

The memory stings, and I shy away from it. “Did you come back?” I ask stupidly, filling the silence to drown out my thoughts.

“From . . . ?”

“Did you die?”

“Not yet.”

A start. “How old are you, then?”

“How old do I look?” she asks, amused.

Mara and I did the maths once, back when I’d found a photograph of my mother at Cambridge, with M standing beside her. My mother couldn’t have been more than twenty-one, twenty-two perhaps. The woman sitting beside me looks exactly the same.

“I don’t know,” I say casually. “Thirties, I suppose?”

She tips her head, acknowledging. “Thirty-six.”

“How long have you been thirty-six?”

“A while.” She grins, light and teasing.

“Cute,” I say. The car hits a pothole, reminding me that we’re being driven somewhere. Which begs the question—

“Where are we going?” I glance out the window, but all I see is city, still, and traffic.

M doesn’t answer right away. When I turn around, her expression’s shifted again, into something blank and unreadable. And then she says, “Home.”
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FOR WHICH I AM WILLING

MY FIRST INSTINCT IS TO think: I’m homeless. Mara was my home and I left her, scorching the earth behind me. I burned down our house thinking it would set me free, but instead I’m like a dog, circling the ashes, hoping the only family I’ve ever known will one day come back.

I say none of this, obviously. Instead, I ask, “Which home?”

“The flight will take you back to England.”

“England? Why?”

“I told you—”

“You haven’t told me anything,” I say, feeling frustrated and bitter and sorry for myself.

M, meanwhile, is maddeningly calm. “I told you it’s a matter of life and death, which is true. I told you I need your help, which is also true.”

“Why me? I’m sure Mara would be quite interested to meet you,” I say, gauging her reaction.

“She can’t know about me, not yet.”

“And what if I tell her?”

“You won’t,” she says plainly. She looks out the window at the passing streets. “Mara’s chosen a different path, and a different person to lead her through it,” she says to the glass. Then, to me, “If she reaches out to you again, it won’t be her reaching. It’ll be him.”

Him.

She could be referencing almost anyone, technically, but the pendant around my neck feels heavy, oppressive, and my anger knows its target. “The professor.”

She nods once.

“How do you know who she’s with right now? What she’s doing?”

“Just because I can’t see the people I care about doesn’t mean I’ve stopped caring. Surely you understand that.”

An artful dodge. “You haven’t answered the question.”

Her expression shifts. “It would be hard to explain if I had a lifetime to do it, let alone a single conversation,” she says, sounding older for a moment. Her left hand drifts to the collar of her dress again, but this time, her thumb rubs the hollow of her throat. “We’re connected to those who share our Afflictions,” she says. “Particularly those who share our genetics.”

My mind darts back to Mara, to Florida, to her memories of M. To the book I’d thought I found at random, New Theories in Genetics, authored by the professor, though I didn’t know it then. “Genetic memory,” I say aloud, remembering the passage I read to Mara. An explanation for what was happening to her, impossible as it seemed.

M smiles approvingly. “Some of us find ourselves remembering things that didn’t happen to us, but rather someone who shared our Afflictions, or our genes. A relative, usually, but not always.”

I think of what she said about Mara, and what M seems to know about her now. Has she lived any of Mara’s memories? “Does it go both ways?” I ask.

“It can.”

“But I’ve never experienced . . .” What are they? Fits? Hallucinations? “Memories. Not like that.”

“Because you’ve closed yourself off from them,” she says.

I bristle at her tone. “You seem quite sure about that.”

She ignores my stare, looking out the window instead. “If your mind was as open as Mara’s, she would be here and safe.”

She doesn’t finish the rest of that sentence, so I do. “Here and safe, instead of with the professor and not, you mean.”

A pause. “Something like that.”

Anger rises, coiling at the back of my throat. I gave Mara a choice; she chose not to be here. “Hate to be the bearer of bad news,” I say, “But if Mara’s with the professor right now, it’s likely his safety you ought to be worrying about.” She doesn’t respond. “Right, I think we’re done here—”

“The professor was my professor, once,” she says, cutting me off. Then turns to stare at me directly. “Did you know?”

Words written in elegant longhand appear in my mind.

Mr. Grimsby calls him the professor, and everyone seems to accept that.

“He was my tutor,” M continues. “When I was first brought to London.” She swallows. “I know him. He’ll use her as he used me.”

The words hang in the air, sticky and rotting. “I’m sorry,” I say carefully. “For whatever . . . happened. But I don’t know what you expect me to do about it.”

She exhales through her nose. “Mara’s memories of me helped her understand what was happening to her. She found answers in them, sometimes to questions she couldn’t voice.” She leans forward slightly, encouraging. “I think you’ll find the same is true for you, and that once you let them in, you’ll unearth answers that can help her.”

“How would my memories help her?”

“You’re her balance,” she says.

Her words provoke a bitter smile.

“Your fates are tied together.”

You will love him to ruins.

I feel ruined. Ruined and wretched. Maybe fate was right.

“I don’t believe in fate,” I say indifferently.

“You don’t have to. You’re connected to each other, in ways you can’t begin to appreciate. She needs you.”

My voice goes flat. “She doesn’t need anyone. She can take care of herself.”

“You’re wrong about that.”

“Am I?” She seems genuinely hopeful, which only proves that whatever she thinks she knows about Mara, whatever she’s seen, fails to account for one fundamental truth:

“Mara doesn’t want help,” I say. She doesn’t want to be fixed. She doesn’t need to be saved.

“She does.” The way M says it, I half-wonder whether she’s heard the thoughts I haven’t voiced.

“She does want your help. She just doesn’t know it yet. But she will, and it will bring her back to you.”

It is shameful how badly I want that to be true. To realise that that’s why I’m still sitting here, allowing myself to be led by the collar in the hope that I’ll be taken in a direction that’ll bring her back to me. I might’ve thrown Mara away, but I haven’t let her go. Not really. Not yet.

“If you believe that, then you don’t know her any more than you know me,” I say, rather snottily.

She looks at me, her dark eyes narrowing slightly. “Your mother’s chin would lift and her lip would curl in exactly the same way yours is doing right now, when she got defensive. And you could always tell David Shaw was lying if he met your gaze without blinking.”

The mention of my parents brings me up short. I swallow hard, collecting myself. “You knew them. You don’t know me.”

“Perhaps I know more than you think.”

Whatever cards she thought she was playing, she’s played them wrong. “I guess we’ll never know,” I snap. Then, leaning forward, “Stop the car,” I say to the driver.

The driver meets M’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Ma’am?”

“Keep going,” she says to him. Then, before I can protest, “I didn’t just know your parents,” she says. “I knew everyone in your family—or at least, everyone after the first Simon. You were supposed to have his name, actually.”

“My father wanted me named Elliot, for his father,” I argue despite myself. I try to remember when he said that, because I’m certain of it.

“That was the compromise he reached with Naomi. She hated Simon.” She half smiles. “So you ended up with two middle names instead of merely the one.”

“Cool story,” I say tonelessly. The anger is still there, white and cold and familiar. Anger at her for tempting me, and at myself for being tempted. “I’m not interested, all right? I’ve already watched my mother die the once. I don’t need to pry open her memories and relive it.”

M looks incredulous. “Noah, your mother had an ability, but she wasn’t the only one. You did know that, right?”

Wrong. “Who else, then?”

She runs both hands through her hair, and in that moment she looks like Daniel, surprised and frustrated at once. “Your grandfather’s grandfather. The one who took me.”

“Took you?”

She inclines her head a bit. “Found me. Claimed me. Took me.”

“From whom? Where?”

“I don’t remember,” she says, her voice flattening out. Then she looks out the window, at the city. “I remember jungle. Trees that grew so thick and wild you’d think they were sentient. Stars that jewelled a sky a richer shade of indigo than the ink we used to write with.” She inhales deeply. “The words I have now can’t do it justice. And the languages I knew then were . . . not common.” She pauses a beat too long, and her tone shifts again. “Plus there was no one to talk to when I was that young, anyway.”

“Surely you had parents . . .”

She turns her gaze back to me. “Surely I did, but I don’t remember them.”

“Maybe it’s not the worst thing,” I say, thinking of my own father. “What you don’t know can’t hurt you.”

She fixes me with a stare that raises the hair on the back of my neck. “You’ve never been more wrong about anything in your life.”

The silence stretches out, spiky and oppressive. Then she says, “Mara needs—”

“You don’t know what she needs,” I snap. “You might be her family, technically, but really you’re just a stranger. You don’t know her, what she’s done or why, and you know even less about me.” I glance out the window; we’re on the FDR, but if the car pulls over I could get a taxi, if I manage not to get hit. Hitchhike, if it comes to it.

“I know she’s seventeen years old, and that people make stupid decisions when they’re seventeen.”

“I’m seventeen as well.”

“Precisely.”

“You’re not helping your case,” I say. “Mara’s not stupid, or naïve. She made her choice, eyes wide open.”

M tilts her head to one side. “If you spend your life in a house with no windows and no doors, if you’ve never seen a tree reaching for the sky, or felt grass under your feet, or heard a bird’s wings beat the air, your eyes might be open, but how much can you see?” She pauses. “I was told, once, that killing myself could save her. Prevent her death. But when she was born and I looked in her eyes, I knew that it would change nothing. That I’d been lied to, by someone who built a house with no doors or windows around me, someone who told me the sky was red and grass is poisonous. I almost died believing it,” she says. “I almost killed myself because he told me to.”

“Mara wouldn’t.” The words come immediately. “She wouldn’t kill herself.”

“Would you bet her life on it?” she asks, just as quickly.

My stomach clenches with nausea. I turn away to hide it, but my limbs grow heavy with the memory of Mara’s weight in my arms, the ghost of her lips at my neck as she thanked me for stopping her heart.

She made that choice with her eyes open, too. Her life for Daniel’s, when my father forced her to choose. And I agreed to it. I’ll never not loathe myself for agreeing to it.

But at least I respected her freedom to make a choice that I hated, loathed, rebelled against with every cell in my body. Mara swore, before she left me, that she’d never grant me that freedom. She’d end a thousand lives to save my useless one, no matter what I want.

The car stops in traffic and I reach for the door handle. “It’s Mara’s choice,” I say, my voice low and cold. “Her life. She can live it as she chooses. With whomever she chooses,” I add, unlocking the door. If that’s the professor, so be it.

“Your abilities are gone,” M says quickly. “I can help you get them back.”

“Not interested.” I step out onto the pavement, not caring about the cars. Not caring how she knows, about my ability and the lack of it.

M’s tone shifts into something sharper. “The life I have now began when I was taken. Your family owes me a debt.”

“Let me know where to send the cheque.”

“All right,” M says, her voice clipped but louder, now, to rise above the noise of New York at night. “I’ll keep your friend Alastair in my thoughts.”

The words catch me just as I’m about to close the car door on her. My fingers tighten on the steel frame, and I lean down to meet her eyes. “What?”

“He’s in the hospital, isn’t he?”

A car honks insistently behind us, which sets the other cars off. I don’t give a single fuck. “How do you know?”

“Your other friend attempted suicide. It was all over the news.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“That’s true,” she says.

I don’t like the way she says it.

“There’s been a rash of them lately, hasn’t there been?” She holds my gaze. “Teen suicides?”

I’m supposed to ask what she knows about it. To ask her for answers. Let her drive me in the direction of her choice. She’s waiting for me to say the words.

I could. I could get back in the car, follow her to England, turn out the pockets of my memories or my mother’s memories or whoever’s memories and offer her whatever shakes out. Or I could slam the door behind me and walk away.

I shut the door. I don’t look back.
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UNDERSTOOD BACKWARDS

IT’S ONLY ONCE THE TAXI arrives at Mount Sinai that I realise my wallet and phone are missing, and only after the driver grudgingly lets me go without paying that I remember Goose isn’t even at the hospital anymore. Jamie had said he checked out—yesterday, was it? Time feels elastic. Warped.

Which is why I’m brought up short by the sight of Goose in the hospital lobby, chatting with a blonde in a tan pantsuit.

“Goose!” I shout, turning a few heads.

A broad grin appears on his lips when he spots me, and he takes his leave of the blonde.

“Mate,” he says, pulling me in for a one-armed hug. “What are you doing here?” we both say at once.

“I thought you checked out?” I ask first.

“Tried to. A doctor came in at the last minute, though, said I’d be leaving ‘against medical advice.’ Wanted me overnight for more tests.” He shrugs.

“You all right?” I ask, leaning in a bit to look at his eyes. His pupils are blown.

“Smashing,” he says brightly. I can’t help but think of what M said, though. Keeping Goose in her thoughts. Did she know something? Was it a threat, maybe?

“What did they see, on the tests?” I ask him.

Goose sighs, adding an eye roll. “A teensy little skull fracture. I fainted after your friend . . .”

After Stella dove off the Manhattan Bridge, neither of us says. An image of her shoe floating in the East River surfaces in my mind.

“Apparently I’ve got an extraordinarily hard head—didn’t even need staples. It’s hardly even sore.” He reaches around to feel the back of his head. “They gave me splendid drugs, though.” He sticks his other hand in his pocket, rattling a bottle of pills. “Not that I’ll need them, now that you’re here, right? Or is that not how it works?”

About that. “About that . . .” I start. The words drift in the air as I realise I’ve no idea how to finish that sentence. “Did Jamie mention anything before he left?” Better off changing the subject.

Goose shakes his head. “Just that he was heading to his aunt’s, that your flat would be mad what with . . . what happened . . .” He shifts uncomfortably. “He mentioned that Daniel and Leo and Sophie were being questioned, I think? Said I ought to check into a hotel before heading home.”

“Home?” The word feels loaded, now.

Goose shrugs one shoulder. “Guess he assumed I’d head back to London? Oh! He said something about Mara’s dad—or mum, maybe?—being a solicitor?”

“Dad,” I say. Marcus Dyer’s a criminal defence lawyer.

“Right. He gave me his number in case the police wanted a chat.” Goose looks over his shoulder, toward the lift. “Have you heard anything?” he asks in a low voice. “About what happened?”

I follow his gaze. Two police officers are talking whilst waiting for the doors to open.

There are a thousand reasons for them to be there, of course, reasons that have nothing to do with me or Stella or any of us. “No,” I say. “It’s been . . . an odd day.” My eyes drift from the police to the lobby’s other occupants. The woman Goose had been talking to is standing in my line of sight, texting.

“Who is that?” I ask, tipping my head toward her.

“Mmm . . . Mandy, maybe?” He presses his forefinger to his lip. “Mattie? Something like that. Works for the hospital, I think. The nurse who brought me down here was called away, so she came to let me know the car was here to pick me up.”

Thank fuck. “Brilliant. Where are you staying?”

Goose looks puzzled.

“Where’s the car dropping you off?”

He cocks his head to one side. “I thought you’d sent for it?”

I shake my head once, then look at the large windows facing the street. Three cars are waiting by the curb in the dark. Two are black.

“Maybe Jamie called it,” he suggests. “Or Mara?”

“Doubtful.” I look back over at the woman Goose had been talking to. Her phone is at her ear, now, and she’s approaching the lift.

“We ought to go,” I say, feeling slightly paranoid and greatly annoyed about it.

“Right,” Goose says. Then, “Where?”

Fair question. “I’ve lost my mobile and wallet, I think,” I say. “You’ve got yours?”

“Wallet, no mobile,” he says. “Might’ve dropped it on the bridge.”

Bloody hell. “You all right to walk?”

“Of course, but we could just take the car, no?”

“Rather not,” I say, after a moment. We’ve barely made it out of doors, though, before Goose trips. I catch his arm. “Careful, mate.”

“I’m fine,” he insists. “Look.” He points to his left shoe—his laces are undone.

“Mr. Greaves?” a voice asks in an Eastern European accent. We both look up. An older man is holding open the door of one of the black cars.

“Well spotted,” Goose says to the driver, who doesn’t smile.

“What car service are you with?” I ask.

“Eastern,” he says. He points to a small placard in the front window.

At least it’s a real car service, one I’ve heard of. “Where are you headed?”

“Teterboro.”

I exhale through my nose. “Well done, M,” I mumble under my breath.

“Pardon?” Goose asks.

“We’re being herded, I think.”

“Herded . . . where?”

“England,” I say.

“Could do.” Goose nods amiably, until he notices my expression. “Unless you’ve got something else in mind?”

“Not quite.”

“Are we waiting on Jamie or Mara to join us?” he asks slowly.

I shake my head once.

“Right, then,” he says. “Is there some other reason we should look this gift horse in the mouth?”

I’m not used to being cautious, but I feel responsible for Goose. “Chalk it up to past experience,” is all I say.

“Fair, I suppose.” Goose bites his lower lip. “What are you worried about, though, exactly? Think there’ll be a gingerbread cottage at the other end of the flight?”

“It’s not entirely out of the realm of possibility,” I say.

“It’s only England, mate. Not the edge of the world. Why not go until things die down, here?”

“Unfortunate choice of words,” I say.

“Perhaps. But look.” He points to the car. “It’s a Honda Civic. People don’t get kidnapped in Hondas.” The driver looks on, unsmiling.

I can’t help my grin. “All right, you’ve made your point.”

“Marvellous,” he says, climbing in. He pats the seat beside him. “See? No bloodstains or anything.” Once I’m in, he leans his head back, closing his eyes as the car starts.

“Are you allowed to sleep with a concussion?” I ask.

“They encourage it, actually. Says it helps the brain heal.” He lets out a contented sigh. “Wake me up when we get there.” Within minutes, he’s unconscious.

I can’t remember when I last slept. The night before last, maybe? I let my eyes close on the blink.

An afterimage of Mara’s face appears in darkness, after kissing me awake in the middle of the night. My hands ache with the memory of her heat, her softness.

Fuck. We’ve barely started the trip, but I can’t stand the stillness.

“How much longer?” I ask the driver, after a few more minutes.

“Twenty minutes,” he says. “No traffic.”

I run my hands through my hair, crackling and restless as I watch the clock. I nearly leap out of the car once it comes to a stop.

I give Goose a shake. “We’re here.”

He yawns. “Pip pip,” he says groggily, before letting himself out.

“Mr. Shaw?” the driver asks through his open window. I haven’t mentioned my name once. He hasn’t asked.

“Yes?”

He nods once, gruffly, and offers me a plain white envelope with no name on it, no address.

“What’s this?”

“This for you,” he says, extending his arm farther out of the car.

I take it. He drives off that same second, leaving Goose and me to stare at the planes lined up.

“Which plane’s ours?” Goose asks beside me.

“Don’t know,” I say.

“Maybe it’s in there?” He tips his head at the envelope. I open it.


Go slay the dragon, and save your girl.

x M
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SMILING VANITY

ANY HINTS IN THERE?” GOOSE asks.

“Not as such, no.” I fold the note back up and pocket it. The sound of heeled footsteps approaches, and a cheerful crew member introduces herself as Madison, before leading us to a plane Goose is damn near giddy about. She offers him a tour before we take off, and I settle into one of the white leather seats.

A second flight attendant appears, offers me a drink.

“What’ve you got?”

She tips her close-cropped head at a glossy bar at the far end of the cabin. “Everything.”

“Whiskey, then. Neat.”

“I’ll have what he’s having.” Goose reappears, sinks into the seat opposite me. “Quite something, I must say.”

I arch an eyebrow. “Doesn’t your family have a plane?”

“We’re only Embraer rich, not Gulfstream rich.” He takes a sip from my glass. “Mmm.”

“My theory is that the size of one’s private jet is inversely proportional to the size of one’s cock,” I say, unimpressed.

“Interesting,” Goose says, setting his glass down on the side table. He presses a button by his seat, and a head pops out from the galley.

“Is there something I can get for you?” the attendant asks Goose.

“There is, in fact, Jessa. Do you happen to know whose plane this is?”

She flashes a smile. “This is the newest member of EIC’s fleet.”

“Thanks ever so.”

“Anytime.”

Goose raises his glass, pretending to examine the amber liquid in the glow of the reading light. “EIC,” he says slowly. “That would make this your plane, wouldn’t it?” He lifts the glass to his grinning mouth.

I nod slowly. “Walked right into that,” I say.

“Without so much as a setup. A thing of beauty.” He clinks his glass with mine. “To your plane, and your cock.”

[image: Image]

I wake up just as the wheels touch the ground. My head throbs and my mouth is dry and bitter.

“Goose,” I say, and he startles awake.

“Shite, was I out the whole flight?”

“Think so.”

“You?”

I nod, a bit wary. I never sleep on flights.

“Good morning,” one of the flight attendants says. Jessa, was it?

“What time is it?” I ask.

“About noon. Are you hungry?”

“Famished,” Goose says, just as I say, “Not really.”

“I can have something prepared for you if you like, before you deplane?”

I look out the window, expecting to see London City Airport, but this isn’t it. “Where are we?”

“Darlington.”

“Darlington?” Goose repeats.

Jessa nods. “Your driver is already here and waiting to take you to the house.”

Goose looks at me quizzically. “What house?”

“Noah.” The crew member who gave Goose the tour last night appears from the rear of the plane. “I have Victoria Gao on the line for you.”

“Who?” Goose asks me.

The last time I heard from my father’s solicitor was at his funeral, I think, when she handed me my inheritance. Her assistant has helped sort out a few things since then, but that’s all. “Back in a sec,” I say to Goose.

Madison hands me the phone, then excuses herself wordlessly. “Hello?”

“Next time you decide to take one of the planes, I’d appreciate at least a day’s notice,” Ms. Gao says. My memory of her is one of elegance, composure. She sounds surprisingly put out.

“Sorry ’bout that,” I say, glancing at the exit door. “Trip came together at the last minute.”

“Well. At least you’re all right,” she says.

Odd thing for her to say, isn’t it? “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“No one’s heard from you in days. I’ve left several messages, texts, and emails,” she says.

“I left my mobile in New York,” I say slowly. “Wallet, too.”

“I’ll send someone over to check the flat,” she replies, matter-of-fact.

“You have keys?”

“It would’ve been rather difficult to move your furniture in without them,” she says. She has a point, but the thought is mildly unsettling anyway. “As I said, I’ll send someone to check the loft, and have your things sent to you if they’re found.”

“Sent where?” I ask.

“The manor,” she says, as if it’s obvious. “Your grandparents will be relieved to have you there, I’m sure.”

“It hasn’t been that long since I’ve called,” I say.

“Things are a bit sticky in New York, at the moment. Better you’re in England just now, and out of the press.”

“Sticky?” Her tone gets my back up. “A girl died, another’s on life support in hospital.”

“Felicity Melrose is on camera having set fire to company property. You’re a minor still, in America. There’s no evidence that you even knew her.”

Knew Stella, though. From Horizons. But Ms. Gao doesn’t mention her, or acknowledge that I have.

“Doesn’t it look rather dodgy, me leaving the country?”

“If you’d asked my advice before you left . . .” Her voice trails off. “I might’ve suggested adjusting the timing of your trip. But we can work with it. Your family’s in the UK, after all, and the archives incident is a civil matter, at best.”

The archives incident. Still no mention of what happened on the bridge.

“What about Stella?” I ask. The line is silent. “Hello?”

“Sorry, you cut out for a moment.”

“I asked, what about Stella,” I repeat.

“Stella . . . Benicia?”

“Yes,” I say, growing annoyed. “The girl who live-streamed her suicide attempt to the world.” Victoria Gao must know of her. What’s she playing at?

“What about her?” she asks perfunctorily.

“I knew her,” I persist. “I was there, when she jumped.”

Silence on the line again. Then, after a beat, “We’ll get it sorted.”

Sorted. A practical word. Efficient. Fitting, for Ms. Gao. She seems like a practical, efficient person.

If she has keys to my flat, it’s likely she has keys to other things. The archives, no doubt.

What else has she sorted?

A burst of laughter erupts from the front of the plane. A woman and a man I can’t remember meeting are doubled over at something Goose has said.

I shift away, leaning down a bit to look out the window. “How did you know I was here?” I ask Ms. Gao.

“We keep track of our investments,” she says, not at all ominously. “The Gulfstream’s brand-new. The shareholders would have my head if it was lost on my watch.”

“I see,” I say. “For a second I thought you were referring to me,” I add drily.

“I’m afraid the board is less compelled by nonmonetary value. Though of course it’s good to know where you are. I am here to help you, whatever you need.”

“Thanks,” I say, with sarcasm.

“You’re welcome,” she says without it. “I’ll have your things shipped from New York within the week, along with Mr. Greaves’s belongings. Madison will show you where to meet the car. Safe travels,” she says, and hangs up.
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I SHALL FETCH HER UP

SO MUCH FOR THE GINGERBREAD house,” Goose says, when he hears where we’re going.

“Early days, yet,” I reply, as we’re driven through the Yorkshire Dales.

“Disappointed to have had our conspiracy theories dashed, are we?”

Not disappointed, but not relieved, either.

The problem with Goose is that he’s not wrong; in his position, I’d be equally sceptical. It’s just that I’ve spent the past year falling in love with a serial murderer, finding out that my father helped arrange it, discovering that a centuries-old man engineered my parents’ own marriage and my existence, and learning that everything I spent the first sixteen years of my life believing is wrong.

I could try explaining all that to Goose—he’d probably take it in stride, like he has everything else. But his perspective is limited. I can’t rely on it.

Daniel’s perspective would be useful, though. I wonder what he’d make of M’s reemergence? Or of the mission she tasked me with, which I seem to be unwillingly complying with despite my best efforts?

He’d never answer, if I messaged him. He’d be likelier to hit me for hurting his sister. And it’s hard to imagine him hitting anyone.

“Never thought I’d be spending my gap year at home,” Goose says, looking out the window. A mist of rain clings to the glass, fogs the air outside.

“We won’t be here long,” I say. “Our things’ll be shipped in the next week, the lawyer said. We can leave after that.” I don’t love the idea of strangers rummaging through my things, or of Ms. Gao having my mobile, but the thought of missing a text or a call from Mara is unbearable.

If she reaches out to you again, it won’t be her reaching. It’ll be him.

“Or we could leave before,” I add, remembering M’s words. “I don’t much care,” I lie.

“A week in the country,” Goose says, with a definitive nod. “Could be refreshing.”

“Could be,” I say. M could be wrong about Mara and the professor. She could be lying.

“Just what the doctor ordered.”

“Quite,” I agree. What did the professor write, in Mara’s letter? If you put it on, I will know. Something like that?

“Will Mara be joining us?”

She might not be wearing it. My hand rises to my neck, finding my pendant beneath the collar of my shirt.

Even if she is wearing it, though—who bloody cares? I’m wearing mine. It’s not the One Ring. She’s not a slave to him any more than I am. I press the point of the pendant into the underside of my thumb.

You kind of are, though.

The thought echoes in my skull, in Mara’s voice. I grit my teeth.

I mean, you’re here, just like they wanted.

“They?”

“Mate?”

The sound of Goose’s voice surprises me, and I look over at him. He seems puzzled, and a tad worried, which makes sense because I’ve just talked to myself. Out loud.

“Stop,” I say to the driver.

“Sir?”

I lean forward in the seat. “Pull over whenever you can.”

“Of course, sir.”

“You all right?” Goose asks.

“I’m fine.” Just mental. “Just need a bit of air.”

“Very well, sir.” He pulls onto a side road and I get out. Goose follows.

I take a few long strides away from the car. There’s a white sign marking the crossroads to a small village just outside the borders of the estate. “I’m fine,” I repeat, convincing absolutely no one. “Really.”

“Of course you are. You haven’t mentioned Mara once in the past twenty-four hours, but coincidence, surely.”

“I’d rather not deal with family shite right now,” is all I say, staring fixedly at the sign.

Goose comes to stand beside me. “All right, fuck the country, then. London’s calling.”

Not far enough.

I shake my head. “We’ll run into people we know.”

“Madrid? Paris?”

“Maybe,” I say, trying to imagine it. Disappearing into another city. An anonymous tourist like anyone else.

“Fine, I’ll choose. But first I’ve got to eat, mate. Let’s find a pub, shall we?”

“If you’re buying,” I say, when another thought occurs to me. “You’ve got cash?”

Goose reaches into his pockets. “A bit.”

“Enough for a taxi?”

“For a short ride, yeah.”

I nod. “Let’s do it.”

“Do . . . what, exactly?”

“Walk to town, get a ride someplace else.”

He places a hand on the sign. “A stupid question, probably, but . . . why?”

Because I don’t like being used. Because I like being tracked even less.

And because I can’t even think here without Mara invading my mind. Going back to the place where my father’s corpse is rotting won’t help me be rid of her, knowing she’s the one who put it there.

Goose is looking at me with concern. “Is there something wrong with the car we’ve got?”

“No,” I say, searching for a reason that won’t sound mad. “Except that the family solicitor hired it, and I just want a day or two to myself. Where no one knows where I am or what I’m doing and I’m not responsible for anything.”

Goose hovers for a moment, between believing me and not. When he sighs, I know I’ve got him. “Fine. But if I pass out, you’re carrying me.”
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THE TRAGIC CLOWN

WE DISMISS THE DRIVER WITHOUT incident, but after that, our options thin. We end up walking into a car park outside a closed pub in Darlington, and stumble upon a couple of Dutch tourists on their way to Whitby who offer to bring us along.

Working out the lodging situation is a bit of a challenge, as I have to convince Goose not to use his credit cards without sounding mental. He ends up borrowing the Dutchman’s mobile, hacking into his brother’s Airbnb account, and stealing some of his credits. (“He invested early. He can afford it.”)

The scenery changes from moor to seaside, and it’s late afternoon by the time the car pulls up to a row of small houses that hug the edge of the cliffs, in full view of Whitby Harbour.

“Lovely people, the Dutch,” Goose says, waving goodbye as their car pulls away. I lean back against a low stone wall for a moment, closing my eyes. I’ve been running on anger and annoyance—mostly anger—but now I’m just fucking tired.

“I haven’t been here in ages,” he says. “Not since I was little and my brothers thought to scare me by making me walk the graveyard at night. Ever done that?”
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