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     Chapter 1 


     “Are you the one giving out jobs?” Rue said when the front door opened, a gust of arctic wind throwing it wide. 


     A servant in a uniform—a black dress with a white collar and cuffs—caught the door as it rebounded, a woman as craggy and tall as Mt. Everest. And possibly as old. She squinted at Rue, viewing her from an ancient and lofty height. “The lethiferist job?” She spoke the way eagles screamed. 


     Rue hunched her shoulders against another blast of wind. “Yes, ma’am.” 


     “A little thing like you?” 


     “Very little. Like E. coli.” 


     “I doubt you even know what a lethiferist is,” said the servant, closing the door. 


     “The bringer of death.” Rue spoke quickly, bouncing in place, and not just because she was freezing. “An exterminator of supernatural vermin, and I’ll bet there’s all sorts of vermin skittering around a house like this one.” She tried peering around the servant’s body. “Is it haunted? It looks terribly haunted.” 


     The door swung wide again. “This house is an East Texas historic landmark, an antebellum plantation home that belonged to one of Portero’s founding fathers and has been featured in several prestigious architectural publications.” The servant propped a hand on one fossilized hip. “It ain’t full of vermin. Not supernatural, not otherwise.” 


     “It must be or you wouldn’t need me.” 


     After an eon, the servant shifted a bit, lost a fraction of her natural rigidity. “I said it ain’t full of vermin. Could be there’s a few. Here and there. Could be we need help.” 


     “I like to help. Can I have the job?” 


     “The mister does the hiring around here, not me. And where’re your folks, anyhow?” 


     “At home.” 


     “You don’t think they’re wondering where you are? Late as it is?” 


     “I doubt it,” Rue said, the wind digging icy fingers into the back of her neck. “They threw me out.” 


     “In the middle of the night? Without a coat?” 


     “My mom claimed my coat. It’s better than hers; the pockets are lined with fur. They burned all my other stuff.” Rue sneezed. 


     The servant shifted again. Crumbled just a little. 


     “Come on out of that wind at least. I’ll fix you some warm milk and cookies, take some of the chill outta your bones. But it ain’t up to me what happens after that!” 


     “Yes, ma’am.” 


     Rue stepped into a huge entrance way. Candlelight gleamed gold on the silk-papered walls, the domed ceiling, the elaborate staircase. Candlelight everywhere—islands of light in an ocean of gloom. 


     “Why’s it so dark in here?” Rue asked as the servant guided her to the left. 


     “All this devil wind knocked the power lines down.” 


     “Is the power allowed to go out in such a grand estate?” 


     “The mister loves antiques, and ain’t nothing more antique than the electrical system in this house. You learn quick to work hard and stay busy. The minute you stop working, you freeze to death.” 


     The kitchen wasn’t one of those homey places, like in the movies, with pots of flowers on the window sill and some lady baking a pie. It was steely and industrial and full of appliances complicated enough to launch rockets into outer space. 


     The servant settled Rue onto a stool by the counter, and then bustled about, setting a flame to the stove, unscrewing a glass jar full of soft dark cookies, fetching milk from the fridge. “Before it goes off,” she muttered. 


     “My name’s Rue. What’s yours?” 


     “Shirley.” 


     “Shirley, what do you think of my outfit?” 


     Shirley looked at the pinstriped shirt and skirt combo, and then looked quickly away. 


     “I saw it in a magazine,” said Rue defensively. “A glossy magazine. What to wear to a job interview.” 


     “This ain’t that kind of job. You should have put on some chainmail or strapped a pair of guns to your hips.” She sat a glass of milk and a plate of cookies before Rue. “You look like a kid wearing mommy’s work clothes.” 


     “The lady at the store gave me this stuff. Not my mom. You think I’ll be fired?” 


     “Can’t be fired from a job you ain’t got. You’ll have to make the best of it. If the mister decides he don’t want you as a lethiferist, maybe he’ll want you as a servant. We could always use a new servant. Now drink your milk.” 


     Rue tapped her fingers against the glass, watched the ivory liquid shiver. In fear? 


     “How old are you anyway?” Shirley asked. 


     “Thirty-five?” 


     “See my shoes? They’re thirty-five. You? Not even close.” 


     Rue redid the math. “Eighteen? Or seventeen? Something like that.” 


     “How can you not know how old you are?” 


     “We don’t keep track the way humans do.” 


     “Humans?” The eagle’s shriek was more piercing than ever. “I knew there was something about you. Something in the eyes. You can always tell by the eyes.” 


     “Yes, ma’am.” 


     Before Shirley could speak again, another servant bounded down the kitchen staircase, his black pants ripped, white collar and cuffs stained with blood. Blood also stained the homespun sack draped over his shoulder. In his wake trailed a much younger, bespectacled servant carrying a huge tray of dishes. 


     “Good Lord, Allan,” Shirley exclaimed. “You look like two miles of rough road.” 


     “I can believe it after what I went through. Went into the utility closet and nearly broke my back from slipping on all the blood. And while I’m on the floor, I catch sight of this thing behind the water heater.” He shook the bag, eliciting a series of frightened squawks from the tiny lump within. 


     “What’s in there?” Rue asked. 


     “Imp. AKA unholy spawn.” He turned to Shirley. “Who’s this?” 


     “She came about the lethiferist job.” 


     “That’s great!” The bespectacled servant admired Rue from the sink. “I know I’d feel safer with a lethiferist in the house.” 


     “Frida, run up and tell the mister that Rue...what’s your last name?” 


     “Just Rue.” 


     “Tell him Just Rue,” Shirley said, the grit back in her tone, “is here to see him.” 


     “Grissel sent me down to clean the windows in the music room.” 


     “The stained glass? Not on your life. I’ll do it.” 


     Frida paused at the counter and nabbed one of Rue’s cookies. “Are you sure you want the job?” She had pitched her voice lower, as though sharing secrets. “It’s dangerous here on a good day, but on a bad day—” 


     “Frida, go ahead on like I told you!” 


     After a final hopeful look at Rue, Frida raced up the kitchen stairs. 


     While Shirley filled a bucket with soap and water, she said, “Allan, clean up the blood in the utility closet. Rue, you wait here and finish your snack. The mister’ll know what to do with you.” 


     “Throw you back in the pond with the other small fry,” Allan said when Shirley left with her cleaning supplies. He had been staring at Rue in disbelief ever since he’d found out she was applying for the job. He had a blustery, macho lacquer that Rue was sure would peel off under the right circumstances. Because Shirley was right—the eyes gave everything away—and Allan couldn’t hold her gaze for even a second. 


     As he opened a cleverly concealed closet full of cleaning tools, Rue slipped beside him and unbuttoned the middle button of her blouse. A thin, grayish filament shot forth from her shirt and jabbed Allan’s hand just as it closed around a mop. 


     He recoiled. Dropped the twitching bag. Froze. Stared blankly into the distance. 


     Rue unbuttoned his shirt, just enough, and let the whippy filament abandon his hand for the juicier prize deep within his chest. The filament was stretched whisper-thin because Allan was so much taller than Rue, their chests at different levels, but the transaction was quick. After sixty seconds or so, Rue was back on the stool. Not that she wanted to be sitting. Now that she was recharged—and warm; so very nice to be warm again—she wanted to explore. 


     Allan, on the other hand, looked ready for a sick bed. 


     “What just happened?” He clutched his heart, his shirt still slightly unbuttoned though he didn’t seem to notice. He ducked behind the counter, suddenly, as though someone had thrown a rock at him. He peeped at Rue. “Are you okay?” 


     “I’m great.” 


     “Am I okay?” He wiped his sweaty face with a handkerchief. “Something’s not right.” 


     The filament Rue’d jabbed Allan with had, in addition to releasing an anesthetic into his body, scrambled his short-term memory. Caused a tiny bit of paranoia too. Over the years, Rue had found it best to give prey a reason they could believe in, a reason that would deescalate their panic. 


     “The imp has made you suspicious.” Rue fanned herself with her hand as her temperature spiked, typical after a top up. “Suspicious and fearful. I don’t know why; he’s a cupcake.” 


     “What’re you doing in that bag?” 


     “Relax. I’m not going to hurt him.” 


     “Hurt what? It’s an imp!” 


     “He’s hungry.” 


     “For your soul!” 


     “He’s eating cookies and milk, not my soul.” She gestured to the empty plate and glass. “Can he have some more?” 


     “What you do with imps, lethiferist, is you take ’em to the nearest lake and drown ’em. What you don’t do is feed ’em snacks!” 


     “Going down to the lake is unnecessary; I could beat Mr. Imp to death with my pinky. Not that I would. And the food would have just gone to waste. Mr. Imp is being helpful.” 


     “You know what I think would be helpful? Hiring a lethiferist who ain’t a cupcake. You’re the cupcake—not that demon spawn!” 


     Rue’s bottom lip trembled. “Do you really think I’m a cupcake, Allan?” 


     “Jesus, kid.” Even though his tough guy façade had forsaken him, Allan stopped cowering long enough to snatch a few paper towels from the dispenser and hand them to Rue. “Don’t wipe on your sleeve. Were you born in a barn?” 


     “No.” She swiped at her dry nose and sighed pathetically. “But there was a woodshed nearby. If I don’t get this job, I don’t know what I’ll do.” 


     “You’ll be all right.” Allan patted her on the head. “But you gotta be smart. And letting imps crawl in your ear ain’t smart!” 


     Rue giggled as the imp gripped her earlobe. 


     “Mr. Imp isn’t doing anything wrong. He’s whispering secrets. About…James? Is James the one who left the blood in the utility closet?” 


     Allan looked her in the eye this time. Didn’t flinch. “How do you know James?” 


     “I don’t know him; Mr. Imp does.” 


     “That thing was in James?” 


     “James was his host. A good host. Most humans can’t tolerate imps. They start acting weird and drawing attention to themselves; attention is dangerous for imps. But James always behaved like himself, so Mr. Imp rewarded him with…hard bones and less sick? He strengthened James’s immune system. But none of that saved James from the monster.” 


     “What monster?” 


     Rue listened. Did her best to translate. “The monster in the music room. Tried to eat James. But couldn’t because Mr. Imp had made his bones too hard. Too hard to crunch and munch.” 


     Allan dashed from the kitchen. 


     “Wait! That’s my job.” Her words echoed in the empty kitchen. “Or it will be. If I’m lucky. Too bad no one’s come for me.” 


     Rue told Mr. Imp, “I saw a job opening at Smiley’s, but it doesn’t even pay minimum wage. Lethiferists make tons of money. Bags and bags of it. If I had money, I could take my sister far away and show her the life she’s missing. I could do it with no money, but people aren’t as nice when you’re broke, and to convince Nettle, everything needs to be really nice. No she’s not comfy and warm to live in. Neither am I. There’s already someone inside of me and she would eat you for breakfast. No, you don’t know her.” She scooped Mr. Imp into her palm. “You’re too big to be living inside of people anyway. You have to strike out on your own like I did. Oh it’s safe enough, but no one’s ever truly safe.” 


     A yell, quickly aborted, followed by the ugly/pretty smash of glass, brought Rue to her feet. 


     “See? There’s danger everywhere. What kind of monster did you say it was? Lots of arms and spit? Doesn’t ring a bell. We should investigate.” 


     Mr. Imp hid inside Rue’s fancy work shirt. 


     “Coward.” 


     She left the kitchen and retraced her steps back to the huge foyer. 


     “I know I don’t have to. But if I only did what I had to, I’d never have any fun.” 


     As she approached the grand staircase—a beautiful contrast to the utilitarian kitchen stairs—the electricity flickered to life, bathing Rue in a pale light barely brighter than the galaxy of candle flames. The walls were full of portraits Rue hadn’t noticed before in the gloom, a gallery of photo portraits, all of the same woman. In every pose she was smiling or laughing, fantastically happy, her sea-blue eyes curiously luminous. 


     “Which way Mr. Imp?” 


     Mr. Imp peeked from the gap between her shirt buttons and guided her down a hall to the right of the stairs and through a pair of glass-paneled doors. 


     The huge room, decorated with shiny gold pillars and matching drapes over windows that encompassed two stories, seemed to serve no purpose. Empty, except for a lump near a door that had been left ajar. 


     On closer inspection, Rue realized the lump was a man. 


     He lay face up near the wall behind one of the gold pillars, almost unidentifiable because he had achieved an extreme form of nudity. Both his clothes and skin were gone, the yellowed arc of his rib cage exposed to the open air, heart trapped inside. 


     Rue knelt near the body, awed. His skin had dissolved; his heart was still sizzling, eating itself out. Rue had lived in Portero her whole life and had met any number of arcane personalities, but she’d never met anyone who could melt flesh down to the bone. 


     “Is this James?” 


     Mr. Imp nodded sadly. 


     “But you said he was in the music room. Is this—” 


     Noises from the room beyond. The distinctive grind and crackle of bone splintering. The door slammed shut as she watched. Spattered in blood and something clear and viscous. Slime? Slime that could eat through paint and wood? 


     Rue commandeered one of the heavy, silken drapes from the wall and covered the skinless man with it. And after the noise moved away from the door, Rue kicked it open. 


     A rug lay in a heap on one side of the room, near a stringless harp. A white piano as big as a car stood on a raised platform at the back of the room. Folding chairs leaned erratically against the walls. A frigid wind blew through the shattered window, shattered because of the dead servant slumped over the sill. Her blood pooled on the floor and mixed with the soapy water that had spilled from an overturned bucket. 


     Shirley. So imposing in life, but quite the opposite in death, her bones probably more brittle than the glass she had tried to jump through. 


     Or been shoved through. 


     Beyond the window stretched the dark outline of the East Texas Piney Woods. Night-blooming jasmine from a garden Rue couldn’t see perfumed the air, much nicer than the smell of blood and death in the music room. Blood, death, and a faint animal stink. 


     Rue grabbed Shirley by the neck of her uniform and dragged her back near the stage, out of the devil wind she had so disliked. A shard of stained glass poked out of Shirley’s belly. Rue could have plucked it, but didn’t; a pretty rose had been etched into the glass, and humans liked their corpses to have flowers. Rue spied another portrait of the woman gracing the back wall, her smile inappropriately brightening the room. But no drapes. The rug in the corner would suffice as a shroud but—as if it knew Rue was thinking about it—the rug twitched. 


     A man’s hand crept forth, mouse-like, from the rug’s folds, scritching against the wooden floor. Another servant, judging by the black sleeve and white cuff. The white cuff stained with blood. 


     “Allan?” 


     Rue tamped down her knee-jerk contempt for the sight of a grown man hiding beneath a rug while Shirley bled to death in a window; she supposed it was smart to hide when you were frail. 


     “Don’t be afraid,” she said, making her voice soft and dark, an alternative hiding spot he could creep toward. “You’re safe now. Whatever attacked you has fled.” 


     Allan was still, crippled by his own fear, and so Rue crept forward and gently took his hand. Tugged. Tumbled backward onto her butt when a frightened, snot-nosed servant didn’t emerge from the rug. The arm alone came free. 


     Rue stared at it stupidly, the finger bones snapping in her startled grip, until she flung it aside. When it hit the rug, the pretty gold and green leaf pattern grew dark, the fibers bristling as it bucked and shook off the severed arm, a dog shaking off water. The rug reared back, much taller than Rue and wider, a pale slick underside alive with thin slithery appendages. The “arms” Mr. Imp had mentioned. Beneath it on the floor were a few scraps of flesh—was that the back half of a foot?—and a broken scapula. At the center of the rug, partially hidden by the “arms”, a lipless, slobbering mouth sucked a round bone like a jawbreaker. 


     Rue wandered closer, delighted as always by anything new. Once she was within range, the “arms” spat simultaneous gobs of yellowish fluid that splatted against Rue’s pinstriped shirt and ate through it. 


     This is how the man in the empty room had lost his skin, how the arm she’d found had lost its man. 


     The remnants of shirt sloughed away in tatters, and Rue’s breasts and most of her belly disappeared. Mr. Imp clung to her, pinching what remained of her skin, huddled close to her chest, but he lost his grip and fell. Into a pool of the yellow substance. Rue fished Mr. Imp free, tried to wipe him clean with her burning, melting fingers, but instead found herself with handfuls of gray flesh. 


     “Poor Mr. Imp,” said Rue, staring at the unrecognizable goo in her unrecognizable palms. 


     And then the rug spat again. In her face. 


     ✽ ✽ ✽ 


     A man drifted into the music room and surveyed the carnage. The broken window. The slices of rug leaking across the floor. The dead servants. The half-naked girl. 


     Rue had managed to reconstruct her hands, breasts, nose, and part of the eye that had been damaged by the rug’s spit. The eye would be good as new tomorrow, but her fancy job interview shirt was a lost cause. Her hair, the brown of fire-cured tobacco, waist-length and wavy from the braids she’d unraveled, had become a makeshift blouse. She’d found wet wipes in the pockets of Shirley’s uniform and had done the best she could. 


     At least her hands were clean. 


     “Lethiferists kill monsters, not people,” was what the man offered instead of an introduction. 


     Rue could only sigh as she pondered the sudden demise of what had seemed to be an interesting old woman. “Shirley was dead when I got here.” Rue pointed out the manless arm across the room. “So was Allan. And so was James, the skinless man in the pointless room behind you.” 


     “Is that so?” The man wore a tailored suit, his dark hair parted and neatly combed. He had a handsomeness that came from power and impeccable grooming, and a joyless face that would have been at home in a post-mortem photograph. 


     “You’re John Westwood.” 


     “And you’re Just Rue.” 


     He came further into the room and spoke into his phone. “At least three: one in the apparently pointless ballroom and two in the music room. No, Grissel, none of the men were gray-haired. When Drabbin’s done in the lab, send him down to collect the bodies. We can feed them to the Apparatus at least; something good may come of this yet.” 


     After Westwood ended his call, Rue said, “What’s the Apparatus?” 


     “A machine. Something that will be a machine once I have perfected it. I’m an inventor.” 


     “Of a machine that eats people.” 


     “I was speaking figuratively, Just Rue.” He prodded the rug slices with the toe of one glossy shoe. “Three servants in one day. That must be some kind of record. Shirley and James and Allan.” 


     “And Mr. Imp.” 


     “Pardon?” 


     “I met an imp in your kitchen and made friends with him. He said James was the only home he’d ever known.” 


     “Kill beasts. Don’t befriend them. I’ll tolerate kindness to a point, but not weakness.” 


     Rue had no idea how to interpret such a statement. “You don’t think kindness is weak?” 


     “It can be.” 


     “Are you kind?” 


     “I’ve…improved.” Westwood removed an elegantly crafted pocket watch from his vest and looked at it. “Let’s talk about the job. I haven’t much time.” 


     Rue sat at attention, hands folded neatly in her lap. 


     “Do you believe that things happen for a reason?” 


     “No.” 


     “I do. I think the universe cleared those servants away to make room for you. Which means you must be worth at least three people. I was prepared to send you packing, a young girl like you. But it makes sense, after seeing you this way.” Westwood stared at her chest. “You’re heartless.” 


     Rue waited, but a mob carrying pitchforks and torches didn’t burst into the room. 


     “Why aren’t you screaming for the Mortmaine to come save you from me?” 


     “If they didn’t have their own dark agenda, I’d have hired one long ago. I do wonder what they’d make of you.” 


     “They leave us alone now. They didn’t always. A long time ago, we preyed on Porterenes. A lot. Enough to draw the Mortmaines’ attention. Do you know what decimation is?” 


     “When one out of every ten persons is killed.” 


     “That’s why we prey on outsiders now. Mostly. It’s safer.” Rue thought of Mr. Imp. “As safe as anything can be.” 


     Westwood crouched before her, the creases in his dress pants as sharp as cleavers. “Which do you enjoy killing: monsters or people?” 


     “Neither,” Rue said. “Killing isn’t a form of entertainment.” 


     “You seem young to be on your own. Will your...parents? Is that what you call them? Will they mind?” 


     “I have parents. And brothers. A sister. All that.” 


     “Perhaps I should pay them a visit,” he said, unfazed by her tone, “and get their permission in person. I assume you live in the dark park with the other monsters.” 


     “I don’t live anywhere. That’s why I’m here; it has nothing to do with the universe.” 


     “Not the universe, then. My need called you here.” Westwood fingered the slit that vertically bisected her chest. “My will.” 


     Westwood flew backward and slammed against the music room door. His formerly immaculate hair punked out, the fingernails of the hand that had touched her blackened and smoking. 


     “I bet you think I did that on purpose.” Rue crossed her arms over her torso, over her slit. “I didn’t. I don’t have to. That spot is weak; my body protects its weak spots.” 


     Westwood was slow getting to his feet, but when he managed it, he seemed in control of himself, if not his hair. He didn’t seem put out by the sudden violence to his person. “Does the amount of energy you expended to shock me weaken you? Your stolen heart, perhaps?” 


     It did immensely, but Rue didn’t think Westwood needed to know her secrets. Not even heartless touched each other there. Not without permission. She didn’t have the vocabulary to discuss it in her own language, let alone English. She pulled her knees to her chest to doubly protect it. 


     “I would soak that hand in ice water if I were you. Maybe take a nap or something—you have to play it safe around electricity.” 


     A smile appeared on Westwood’s face, crippled and dying. “I’m pleased that your reaction to my curiosity was relatively mild. The sort of reaction that speaks of a girl who won’t go on a rampage and kill us all in our sleep.” 


     “I’ve never been on a rampage.” It sounded like fun though: go to the country, go to the movies, go on an airplane, go on a rampage. 


     She must have sounded wistful because he said, “My home is not the place to start. Take the occasional heart, if you must, but not from the servants. It would be bad for morale.” 


     Rue tried to keep the memory of draining Allan out of her face. 


     “Of course,” he added sternly, “better the servants than the children.” 


     “Children?” 


     “My sons,” said Westwood, as though it should have been obvious. “The twins. The reason you’re here. I’m working on an important project and everyone is helping—the twins more than anyone.” He nodded at one of the bloody rug slices. “Now that my home has become a refuge for beasts, it’s vital that my sons are protected.” 


     “The ad didn’t mention children. I can’t have them underfoot while I’m working. Can’t your wife take care of them?” 


     Westwood stared at her for the longest time. 


     “Isn’t that pretty woman in the pictures your wife?” 


     Rue, like many heartless, had a keen understanding of how to attract humans, to offer whatever verbal or visual enticements needed to make the human pliable, but unlike other heartless, Rue was actually interested in humans, had learned to read them, their expressions and micro-expressions. Could look into any stony and colorless human eye and divine mysteries. 


     But Westwood may as well have been eyeless, faceless. Headless. 


     “My wife, Elnora, died five years ago. I’m not asking you to take care of the twins, only protect them. Especially them. I’ll pay you one thousand dollars a month, plus room and board.” 


     “Three thousand. Since I’m worth three people,” Rue reminded him. “And vacation time. So I can take my sister to Europe.” 


     “Done. After a six month probationary period, of course. I told you I’ve made up my mind,” he added when she looked surprised. “Something tells me you’re just what this family needs. But I have to ask: why live among humans? Heartless aren’t known for their joy of commingling.” 


     “My folks kicked me out for being kind. ‘Humans are kind. We are heartless.’ But I’m not my family. Humans don’t bother me. I learn a lot from them. Something new every day. At home, nothing’s new. Nothing changes. It’s like being dead, except even dead things change. You don’t mind if I study you? Learn from you?” 


     “May I do the same?” said Westwood, eagerly. 


     “Not if you touch me again.” 


     His ability to remain perfectly motionless was unnerving, but it was the only way he seemed able to think things over. “Deal,” he said, at last. “Any questions?” 


     “One day, my little sister might need to come stay with me. Will she be welcome?” 


     “How old is she?” 


     “She’s a…teenager? Barely?” 


     “If you’re still here after the probationary period, we’ll discuss it then. Perhaps renegotiate terms.” 


     Westwood knelt and went through Shirley’s pockets, extracted a set of keys, and Shirley snatched at his lapels, his tie. Grabbed him tight. 


     “Mister,” Shirley gasped. The blood pooling in her mouth sprayed his shirt front. 


     “You shouldn’t speak, Shirley. You’ve…had an accident.” He turned to Rue. “I thought you said she was dead.” 


     But Rue could only shake her head, transfixed by Shirley’s struggle to breathe through all the blood. 


     “Mister…I was dead.” 


     A fierce light brightened Westwood’s face as Shirley continued. 


     “I…I was sent back. My dear Tony sent me…back to you. He said I was…needed here.” 


     Westwood’s transcendent expression mirrored Shirley’s. 


     “You are needed. Oh Shirley, you’ll never know. This is too perfect.” 


     Westwood ripped away from Shirley’s death grip—back-from-death grip?—tearing his jacket as he stood and stomped Shirley’s head in. It took a surprisingly long time, her skull as hard as a coconut, but the stuff that came out wasn’t white and tasty. 


     When Westwood was done, Rue considered the brain matter clinging to her bare arm, “I’m pretty sure I learned something from you just now, and much sooner than I expected.” 


     He tossed her the keys he’d salvaged from Shirley, only slightly out of breath. “You just learned the importance of sacrifice.” The light in his face had transformed that crippled smile into a masterpiece. 


     “Shirley gave her life for me. What are you willing to give?” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 2 


     The plink of rain against the windows made Rue want to pull the covers over her head, but last night, Westwood had told her to come down early to meet the twins. 


     She fought her way off the overly soft mattress and shivered across the room Westwood had chosen for her. It was decorated in the same cold, grand style as the rest of the house, with massive wooden furniture, a ridiculously ornate chandelier hanging over the bed, and a fireplace big enough to stand in. Big enough to share with Nettle. Maybe. 


     Westwood was weird. Surely too weird for someone as impressionable as Nettle. 


     She checked the stolen phone, one of a pair she had procured for her and Nettle, but Nettle hadn’t responded to any of the pictures Rue had sent last night, nor any of her texts. 


     Rue put the phone away, opened the wardrobe, and found clothes of better quality than she was used to. A few nightgowns—like the one she’d donned after washing off the blood and brains from last night’s job interview—undergarments in the built-in drawers, several uniforms, and best of all, a thick belted coat. 


     Rue changed into one of the uniforms nearest her size—a plain black dress with long tight sleeves, a stiff white collar and cuffs, thick woolen tights, and a pair of heavy black oxfords that were only slightly too large. After pinning her Portero key to her waist, where it gleamed like a buckle, she twisted her hair into the two braids she favored and fastened the ends with her heart-shaped hair bobbles. The blood inside the bobbles frothed, blood from the first heart she’d ever taken. 


     Since she was facing the mirror built into the door of the wardrobe, Rue spent a few minutes perfecting her friendly face. Facial expressions were hard for the stoic heartless to master, aside from the easier ones like hi-I’m-friendly and of-course-you-can-trust-me, critical expressions for anyone who made a living predating on humans. Rue on the other hand, who’d spent more time with humans than other heartless did, was uncommonly good at shaping her face into whatever mask pleased her best. When she had her look down, Rue headed out. And nearly tripped on the items lined neatly just beyond the threshold. 


     A vial of perfume. A little cake wrapped in gold paper. A bundle of paperback books. Stationery with watercolor beetles trundling in the bottom corners. Jaunty ribbons of velvet and lace tied around each item. 


     Gifts. 


     Gifts? 


     Rue stashed them in her room and looked forward to pondering them later, assessing the meaning behind each one. She loved unraveling human puzzles. 


     Darkness hung inside the house like fog, the scant lighting from the wall sconces negated by the dark wood and the shadows that clung to the ceiling like bats. She slid her hand along the banister of the grand staircase as she descended and found it wet. With blood. Her descent slowed. 


     The steps were carpeted in red and squished beneath her shoes with every step. At the bottom of the stairs, bloody footsteps curved to the left and disappeared down the hall, away from the room on her right. Voices came from that room. She recognized Westwood’s; her name escaped his lips, floated through walls to reach her. 


     The blood trail, however, led back toward the ballroom, the same path she’d followed the night before. She was only halfway down the hall when the footprints vanished, but instead of a victim, Rue found a little girl sitting in the shadows beneath the stairs. 


     She was about seven or eight and dressed in a school uniform: black jumper, gray shirt and knee socks, saddle shoes. A red and white snake curled in the girl’s lap like a flaccid candy cane. Rue immediately crossed the snake off the suspect list. As far as she knew, snake attacks didn’t create pools of blood. A little girl could though. Especially one who liked to hide in the dark. 


     Rue knelt before her. “Are you hurt?” 


     “No.” The girl seemed surprised by the question. 


     “I saw blood back there,” Rue explained. “On the stairs. Do you know anything about that?” 


     “There’s always blood somewhere.” 


     Rue found herself charmed by the girl’s sensible attitude. “Why are you sitting in the hall?” 


     “Daddy’s in the dining room, and I can’t be in there when he’s in there.” Her lower face and shoes were supernaturally bright, but only because the rest of her was shadowed. Her mouth was small, but her upper lip was twice as big as her lower one, as though she’d been slapped. No pain in the girl’s face, however; only a child’s open curiosity. “Who’re you?” 


     “Rue.” 


     “Like Kanga and Roo?” 


     Rue’d asked her mother the same question years ago, but no one in her family had ever read Winnie the Pooh and so they hadn’t gotten the joke. Except Nettle. Nettle always got the jokes. “Like the plant,” Rue said, and spelled it. 


     “I’m Karissa.” She squirmed, ticklish, as her snake slithered into a new position around her neck. “And this is Peppermint. Say hi, Peppermint.” 


     Rue waited, but the snake didn’t speak. 


     “He’s a corn snake, but he doesn’t eat corn. Just mice.” Karissa pointed to a dead mouse lying slimy and undigested next to a bunny-shaped backpack. “He keeps throwing up though.” 


     Peppermint butted Karissa’s mouth. It could’ve been affection or simply a warning to shut up—Rue could read humans well enough, but pet snakes were beyond her range of expertise. 


     “You’re the lethi…lethiffa…” 


     “Lethiferist. That’s right. How many children does Westwood have?” Rue could have sworn he’d only mentioned the twins. 


     Karissa held up three fingers. 


     Three small children. 


     It might not be so bad. This one was quiet and tractable enough. Perhaps they all were. 


     “Why don’t we go into the dining room? I assume he wants to introduce you all at once.” 


     “Not while Daddy’s in there. He doesn’t like when I’m around.” 


     Rue filed the information away and stood. “You understand your family better than I do. If I leave you out here, do you promise not to get killed?” 


     “I promise.” 


     Karissa answered with such an amazing amount of confidence that Rue gave her a real smile, not a practiced one. She grabbed the vase from the table beneath one of Elnora’s portraits. 


     “If something comes for you, throw this at it”—she handed Karissa the vase—“and then come get me.” 


     Karissa solemnly sat the vase beside her on the floor and then watched Rue smooth her braids and twitch the skirt of her uniform into place. “You scared of Daddy, too?” 


     Rue made herself stop fidgeting; fidgeting clearly sent the wrong sort of message. “Not scared. Worried. Which is stupid. He hired me, so he must like me.” 


     “Daddy likes chicken,” Karissa said, cradling Peppermint. “Daddy eats chicken. Don’t give him a chance to be sneaky.” 


     Rue retraced her steps and went through the archway into the dining room, hoping she wouldn’t have to demonstrate to Westwood where they stood in relation to one another on the food chain—Rue was nobody’s chicken. 


     The dining room was long and narrow, with tall rain-streaked windows and french doors that opened onto the portico. At the far end of a long table, a pair of identical twins sat opposite each other, mirror images. Like Karissa, the twins wore school uniforms—black suits with gray trim around the lapels, white shirts, and gray ties. Their cheeks were smooth and apple-red, and they had dark Bambi eyes and black hair that curled and snarled and refused to lie flat. 


     They were as lean and sharp as the utensils they used to dissect their breakfast. Such precise cuts, even though they weren’t watching their plates. They were watching Rue, who was at a loss. 


     The twins were her age. 


     They did not look obedient. 


     Rue positioned herself at the opposite end of the table behind a chair, so far away from the Westwoods she may as well have been on Mars. The sideboard at her back made her feel secure; nothing could sneak up on her. Karissa would approve. 


     “Rue,” Westwood said, sitting between his sons at the head of the table, chic in his suit and vest. “I was about to send someone for you.” 


     “Did you leave the presents outside my door?” 


     “That sounds like something the servants would do. Showing their gratitude for your presence—servants are always the first to be eaten.” 


     “Good thing I’m not a servant then.” 


     The crippled smile made a comeback. “No, not a servant. I certainly don’t pay you like one.” 


     One of the twins said, “If she’s not a servant, what is she?” 


     “Didn’t I say? Stanton”—he gestured first to the boy on Rue’s left, and then to the boy on her right—“Sterling; this is Rue, the lethiferist.” 


     She practiced her friendly face on them, but they didn’t seem impressed. 


     “She’s your idea of a lethiferist?” Sterling stabbed the pink meat on his plate like he wanted it to die. “Were they all out of labradoodles at Assassins ‘R’ Us?” 


     “You promised to take this seriously, Dad,” Stanton said, ignoring his food as though, unlike his brother, the conversation had ruined his appetite. 


     Westwood snatched an apple from a fruit bowl near the plate of ham and hurled it down the length of the table. Rue, although surprised, still had plenty of time to grab one of the gold-rimmed plates off the sideboard behind her, turn, and swipe her hand through the air all in one movement. The apple hit the plate in five neat slices. 


     The twins’ jaws unhinged and wonderment made them seem as young as she’d originally anticipated. 


     Westwood poured himself a cup of coffee. “Is that serious enough?” 


     “What is she?” Stanton said, as Rue lowered the plate to the table and wiped her claws on a napkin before retracting them. 


     “She’s heartless,” Westwood announced, as proud as if he’d designed her himself. “If anyone can keep you safe, she can.” 


     “Who’ll keep us safe from her?” Sterling said. “A labradoodle with claws.” 


     Westwood snapped his fingers at Rue. “Come. Let me see you.” 


     She should hurry forward, bow her head, hair to one side showing her bared neck. He’d like that. The way Shirley and Allan had liked fussing over her. But Rue stayed put, watching him as carefully as if he were a scorpion. 


     Westwood seemed to understand. “I’m not going to touch you. Or do anything. I’m just going to sit here. But I have something for you.” 


     Rue crept forward, hoping she wasn’t spattered in apple juice since the twins’ eyes were so heavy on her, no longer resentful, but interested. She had no idea in what. Maybe they were looking for a crooked back or a twisted leg—some weakness beneath her neat uniform and baby-scented skin to exploit. The twins noticed the key at her waist and eyed it dubiously, as though it wasn’t the same key that they carried around their necks or perhaps in their pockets. The same key the Mayor gave to every Porterene at birth regardless of species. 


     She stopped by the chair next to Sterling, having no intention of getting closer to Westwood and his murderous feet than absolutely necessary. 


     “You mustn’t hold yourself apart from us. That’s not how this is going to work,” Westwood told her, somewhat impatiently. He removed a smart phone from inside his suit and then hesitated. “Do you know what this is? Have you ever used one before?” 


     “I’ve seen it done.” 


     Condescending or not, he did have a point. None of the heartless she knew used phones—her people almost never spoke aloud, except to lure humans. She and Nettle had only begun using phones in the past year to help Nettle’s English improve. And then to keep in touch whenever Rue got the urge to leave home, which was often. 


     Relieved, Westwood slid the phone down the table. “I’ve already programmed it with the numbers you’ll need—mine and the twins, and Grissel and Drabbin. Grissel helps me take care of the house and Drabbin helps in the lab and does the cooking. You’ll meet them later. I’ve given everyone your number as well, and they’ll be able to reach you whenever there’s a problem, so keep that phone with you at all times. And Sterling put your phone away. We don’t do that at mealtimes.” 


     “This is business. Drabbin just sent the video he made of Shirley and the bone machine.” 


     “Don’t call it that.” 


     “Did it work?” asked Stanton, peering at the video his brother held up for him. 


     “The Apparatus works fine. I just haven’t figured out how to make it not destroy everything it touches.” Westwood looked at the ceiling, as though a solution might be written there. “I suppose it didn’t destroy everything. The leftovers may prove useful.” 


     “What’s the bone machine?” asked Rue. 


     “What leftovers?” asked the twins. 


     “Never mind your questions. We have important things to worry about. Like finding another NDE. This Saturday we’ll have to hunt.” 


     Stanton said, “We’re taking Kissy to Frostfair on Saturday.” 


     “I wish the two of you wouldn’t allow trivialities to get in the way of our schedule.” 


     “Kissy isn’t trivial, Dad. She’s family.” 


     Sterling said, “And we don’t want to hunt. Get Aunt Grissel to do it; she likes that stuff.” 


     “Kissy?” said Rue. 


     “Karissa,” Stanton told her, but he was looking at his father. “Our sister.” 


     A tension filled the room. Westwood drained the last of his coffee and the tension remained. Increased. “I’ll allow this Frostfair nonsense, but one of you has to volunteer for extraction this afternoon.” 


     “But you said we wouldn’t have to—” 


     Stanton said, “I’ll do it.” 


     Something passed between the three of them, potent and hurtful. It was only when Sterling silently yielded to it that Westwood left. Without another word. 


     Karissa climbed from beneath the table to sit in the chair Westwood had vacated. Her sudden appearance gave Rue a start, but the twins behaved as though Karissa habitually popped out from under tables with no warning. 


     Stanton passed her a plate of toast and eggs, and Sterling poured her a glass of milk. When they ran out of food, they each gave her a kiss. There was a routineness to it. A ritual. 


     “You’re right,” said Rue, studying Karissa’s pigtails and sad eyes. “Westwood does hate you. Just the sound of your name makes him seethe.” 


     “Told you so.” 


     “Where’s Peppermint?” Sterling asked. 


     “In his terrarium,” said Karissa, her mouth full. “He threw up again.” 


     “Does Westwood beat you?” 


     “Don’t upset her with questions like that,” said Stanton, filling a second plate with eggs and triangular toast and holding it toward Rue. “Sit and have breakfast with us.” 


     “I can’t digest human food. Except coconut milk, if I don’t drink a lot.” 


     “Human food?” Karissa asked, gaping. 


     “She’s heartless,” Stanton explained. “And don’t speak with your mouth full.” 


     “What do heartless eat?” Karissa said, after she’d swallowed. “Do you eat hearts?” 


     Rue ignored the question, struck by Karissa’s milk mustache. “I thought Westwood was your dad.” 


     “He is.” Karissa said, as serious as a kid can be with a milk moustache. “But he likes the twins better than me.” 


     Stanton tugged his sister’s pigtail, studying Rue all the while. “So not even fruits or vegetables?” 


     Rue shook her head but wasn’t really paying attention to Stanton. Away from the darkness under the stairs, Karissa’s looks stood out. She had the twins’ florid cheeks and dark springy hair, and Elnora’s sea-blue eyes—startling eyes when seen up close—but Karissa’s skin, like Rue’s, was decidedly brown and her swollen upper lip, outlined in milk, was unique among the Westwood clan. 


     “That’s why he doesn’t like you,” Rue told Karissa, pleased as always to unravel however small a piece of the ambiguous code that was human language. “The twins are his, but you aren’t because you’re a bastard. Am I right?” 


     The silence that followed was so profound that each of Karissa’s tears that plip-plopped into her milk was as loud as a scream. 


     She was surprised the twins weren’t soothing their sister, offering her sweets and hugs and extra toast. Instead the twins stared at Rue, frowning like they wanted her to handle it. 


     “I don’t mean bastard as in jerk,” Rue said, offering Karissa a napkin to cry into. “I just mean you’re not Westwood’s daughter. Not his biological daughter.” 


     Karissa didn’t take the napkin, so Rue reached out to dry Karissa’s tears herself. 


     Sterling smacked Rue’s hand away, hard enough to hurt. “Don’t even think about putting your hands on our sister, bitch,” he said, speaking to her for the first time, the full force of his attention blistering. “And that’s bitch as in heinous individual, not as in female dog. Just so we’re clear.” 


     Stanton scraped the food he’d set aside for Rue back into the serving dishes. “Go back to your end of the table,” he said, not looking at her. “And stay there.” 


     Maybe not bitch as in dog, but Rue felt like one as she slunk back to Mars, slapped down for barking too loudly. 


     Now the twins lavished attention on their sister, drying her tears and making soothing noises. Stanton removed notebook paper from his schoolbag and wrote on it, then passed it to Sterling who folded it into a perfect likeness of a gecko. That was impressive enough but then the gecko hopped from Sterling’s palm to Karissa’s and clambered up her arm. The gecko’s white body immediately turned gray to match Karissa’s sleeve. 


     Karissa petted it, amused but not amazed, unlike Rue. Perhaps her brothers often made such things for her. 


     Shortly after, without a word to Rue, Karissa and the twins grabbed their schoolbags, coats, and umbrellas and left through the doors that opened onto the portico. 


     Rue crept up on the paper gecko as it scampered over Sterling’s plate of half-eaten toast and orange marmalade smears and pretended to nibble the scraps. She caught and carefully lifted it, marveling at the swishy tail and nimble feet that left sticky orange footprints in her palm. She stroked its head, which swiveled to stare at her eyelessly. 


     “I didn’t mean to make her cry.” 


     The gecko nuzzled Rue’s thumb, as if it believed her. And then it stiffened and tumbled off her palm, lying motionless on the table. Lifeless. 


     Rue’s phone rang. She recognized the ring tone—“If I Only Had a Heart”—and would have found it amusing if she hadn’t ruined her chance to make friends on her very first day of work. 


     “Hello? Please? I’m in the servants’ quarters in the basement. Come quick! Pretty please?” 


     “What basement?” Rue said as she ran, holding the tiny black rectangle to her mouth awkwardly, not liking the intimacy of a stranger’s voice in her ear. “There’s a basement? Who is this?” 


     “Frida Ramirez? I met you yesterday in the kitchen? Go to the wall across from the ballroom. Just push against it and the door’ll swing open. But hurry! There’s creatures hanging all over the ceiling, and I’m trapped!” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 3 


     Once she found the basement, it didn’t take Rue long to find the common room, where someone had uncommonly decorated the interior by chopping a servant into fifteen well-preserved pieces and then nailing him, in no particular order, to the wall: a work of art in a hellish museum. Rue guessed that decorating an area with body parts was more demoralizing than stealing hearts, but decided that Westwood probably understood what traumatized his staff better than she did. 


     And the dismembered body wasn’t even the strangest thing—the jellied white growths clinging to the ceiling had stolen the spotlight. 


     “Rue?” 


     The same bespectacled girl she’d met in the kitchen last night hid beneath the billiard table. 


     For no reason. 


     “You’re not trapped,” Rue said, holding out her hand. “They’re not going to do anything. They can’t.” 


     As soon as Rue beckoned to her, Frida dashed into the hall, hands shielding her head despite Rue’s reassurances. She hid behind Rue in the doorway. “What is all that?” 


     Rue escaped Frida’s panicked grip and traversed the room, studying the wet, quivering growths hanging overhead, each one as long as her arm and three times as wide. “Some kind of insect laid a bunch of eggs. The eggs hatched and after a time, the larvae crawled up there to undergo a metamorphosis.” She cocked her head to one side. “Because these are definitely pupae.” 


     “A metamorphosis into what?” Frida asked, not the least bit excited to find such an interesting species of insect. 


     “Could be into something as harmless as butterflies. Giant ones. Wouldn’t that be fun? If they’re gigantic, they might be capable of higher brain functions like—” 


     The pupae directly over her head shivered, an angry sound, as though a million rattlesnakes were cocooned within that dank whiteness. 


     “Butterflies?” Frida said. “Are you kidding me?” 


     Rue backed out of the room. “Or not. These are new to me. So was the rug creature that attacked last night. Why is this house so beset by unusual creatures? Unusual even for Portero. It’s as if there’s a door near here, like really near, but that would be—” 


     “Yeah. On the second floor.” 


     Rue studied Frida’s face. Came to the astounding conclusion that she wasn’t joking. 


     “Door’s been there for at least two years. That’s why things are so thin around here.” 


     “Two years? Why doesn’t Westwood shut it?” 


     “Why should he? He’s in and out of it constantly.” 


     “In and out? On purpose?” 


     “I know! But,” Frida looked around to make sure they were still alone, “they’re queer. The whole family.” 


     “Show me.” 


     After Frida shut the common room door and placed a DO NOT ENTER sign on the knob, Rue followed her to the first floor, utterly disconcerted. A door in the house? For two years? And Westwood was in and out of it constantly? Rue had never heard of such madness. 


     Servants were busy at the foot of the stairs, scrubbing away the blood Rue had discovered earlier. Two other servants passed in the opposite direction, carrying a stained-glass window, to replace the broken one in the music room Rue assumed. 


     Shortly, she and Frida reached the northern end of the second-floor hall. 


     “That’s the mister’s room,” Frida whispered, and then pointed at the room directly across from them. “And that’s the door.” 


     A regular door, no different from the others in the house. That was usually the case, thankfully; doors that looked like something else, or worse were invisible, were much harder to avoid. 


     Frida said, “It’s where he keeps his lab. On a strange world with a green planet hanging just over the horizon. I saw it one day, as I was walking by. And that one glimpse gave me so many sick, feverish nightmares, I had to stay in bed for two days. But they seem to handle it well.” 


     “The twins too?” 


     “And Drabbin and Grissel. Not so sure about the little one.” 


     “But why? Why does Westwood need a lab in another world?” 


     “The mister is very secretive.” 


     “In and out of the world? With the twins? Isn’t he afraid they’ll get trapped? Doors are notoriously unreliable. Especially doors that lead to other worlds.” 


     “The mister’s not afraid of anything. I even heard him argue with the Mayor once.” 


     “He knows her?” 


     “He knows everybody. And everybody knows him. Because he’s rich and beautiful—” 


     “Beautiful?” 


     “And powerful. Powerful enough to get away with anything.” 


     A sharp knock from the lab door startled them. 


     “Hello?” Rue called, but the only answer was more knocking—random and arrhythmic. She tried the knob— 


     “No don’t!” 


     But it was locked. 


     “Only the Westwoods go in there,” Frida said, pulling Rue from the door. “We don’t have permission.” 


     “Do I have permission to quit? Because I do. I quit.” 


     Rue ran from the house and hurried across the lawn, the rain cold and biting. Winter in East Texas was generally mild, but for some reason real winter had traveled down south and refused to leave. 


     “Hey, wait!” Frida squelched through the mud after her. 


     “Don’t follow me. I don’t even know where I’m going.” Rue whirled, and droplets of rain whipped from her braids. “They got mad at me for calling Karissa a bastard, but they allow doors to other worlds to exist in their home? Karissa could wake up in outer space! They all could. I can’t bring Nettle to a place like this. I thought. I really hoped…” 


     “Who’s Nettle?” 


     “Go back inside and don’t. I’m not…just leave me alone.” 


     Rue stalked forward, surveying the dead lawn in front of the plantation and the dripping garden in back that had been designed so that something would bloom year round. Eyeing the best escape routes. Settling on the prettiest one. 


     White gravel paths crisscrossed the garden, ducked beneath trellises, skirted wet benches. Odd knee-high statuary peeped at her from the silvery grasses: a winged ape, a little catboy with whiskers. She passed the jasmine she’d smelled the night before, its buds closed tight, but yellow wintersweet was in bloom, and camellias decorated the bushes like fragrant snowballs. From the garden Rue could see down the hill, past the evergreen treetops, down to the black pool of the Basin about a mile away, barely visible in the freezing rain. 


     Where did she want to go? Home? After the way they'd treated her? 


     If I only had a heart… 


     “Nettle! I was just about to call you. Hi!” 


     “Hello!” Nettle laughed, a sound that always tickled Rue’s ears. “Are you in? Are you safe? I saw the pictures you send. The house look so creepy at night!” 


     “It looks creepy now, in broad daylight. Rainlight?” Rue looked back at the plantation. “Strange shadows in the windows. Dogs howling and roaming the property. Not now, but at night; they unleash the hounds at night.” 


     “Like a horror story.” Rue heard the happy shiver in Nettle’s voice—she loved horror stories. 


     “How are things at home?” 


     “Boring as always. I never have adventures like you. Unless curling up to sleep is adventure.” 


     Rue imagined her family in their house in the dark park, that section of the Piney Woods that Porterenes rarely visited and, if they did, rarely escaped. She could almost hear the slip and slide of blankets across the floor as the family arranged their pallets side-by-side to share body heat as they slept. 


     She moved briskly, traveled under the trees as much as possible to keep the drilling rain off her skin. It had been foolish to run out without her coat. A coat that wasn’t really hers. Nothing really belonged to her. Except Nettle. 


     “You could be as adventurous as you want. I’ll teach you.” 


     “Teach me in Paris. We can still go to Paris?” 


     “Sure, Nettle. In six months.” 


     “Make sure to get enough money for museums, train rides, hotels. And the pretty clothes we will use to lure throbbing foreign boys into our clutches!” 


     “I can earn enough. Paris, Prague, Saint Petersburg: we’ll take the continent by storm. They’ll beg us to stay. They’ll adopt us and make us honorary Europeans.” 


     “But I don’t want to be European,” Nettle said, and then added, in that reconsidering tone Rue had learned to dread, “You think they will force us to stay?” 


     “I was teasing, Nettle.” 


     “It’s too strange, I think. Strange and lonely in Europe where there is no one like us.” 


     “There’s no one like us anywhere.” 


     “Better to stay in Portero where everyone is strange, where it’s easy to blend in.” 


     “Who wants to blend in? Being an aberration’s never stopped me from having a good time. So don’t worry, little sister. I’ll shield you from any humans who try to convince you that you don’t exist.” 


     “Better to stay in Portero, except…” 


     “What?” 


     “Joining.” Nettle’s voice always carried a note of anger whenever the subject of joining came up. 


     Rue had almost joined with Dodder, a dull as dirt boy her family had pushed on her last year. Rue had rejected him immediately and, to put an exclamation point on the rejection, mated with his older brother Heath, who at least knew how to read. Rue’s family hadn’t spoken to her for a month. Except Nettle. Part of the reason Rue had rejected Dodder was because she’d known it would please Nettle. 


     Rue was the pleased one now, warmed by the idea that her family was working so diligently to bring her back into the fold and with such subtlety. “Who do they want for me this time?” 


     “Not you,” said Nettle, spitting the words. “Me.” 


     Rue stopped, disoriented. Found she’d wandered to the kennels. Three dogs stood beyond the fence staring at her, as if waiting for her. Strange dogs that looked like Dobermans, with their slick black coats and small heads. But their hind legs were scaly like a lizard’s. Rue didn’t question it. In Portero sometimes things became altered. 


     She turned away, walking into the wind, hugging herself to keep warm. 


     “You’re a baby.” 


     “It’s just talk.” So upset Nettle didn’t even object to being called a baby. “Talk I don’t want to make anymore. You talk now. About your adventures in the plantation.” 


     Rue told her everything that had happened since she’d arrived last night, speaking words she couldn’t hear over the cacophony of her own thoughts. 


     They wanted Nettle to join. With a man. To make a family. 


     Nettle. 


     Not Rue. 


     “They know you are heartless?” Nettle was screaming in her ear. “You tell them this?” 


     “Westwood saw the slit in my chest, saw the claws. It made him happy. He said so.” 


     “Humans say things always and don’t mean it. They lie even to themselves! Don’t trust a person who can tell his own self a lie and believe it.” 


     “Did they say who?” 


     “To join with? No. There was a big meeting. And talking and talking. And nobody even ask me what I want.” 


     “Of course not. They won’t.” 


     “It’s so unfair.” 


     “At your big meeting, did the family ask about me? About where I am or when I’ll be back? Anything?” 


     “Ask why? You chose.” 


     If Rue threw the phone it would shatter against one of the laurelcherry trees, or drown in a puddle, and Westwood might not buy her another. 


     “And only one day isn’t enough time for them to beg your return. A month, three months, something like that.” 


     “I don’t need begging. An apology would be nice though.” 


     “They say that about you.” 


     “I’m not going to apologize for being me. For doing something they can’t do. For living my life my way. It’s my life!” 


     “I know.” 


     “I don’t mean to yell. I want us to be happy. I thought this was a good place for us, but we can’t stay here.” 


     “Why is it bad?” 


     “There’s a door. To another world.” 


     “I don’t like doors.” 


     “I know.” 


     “But you can close it.” 


     “What if Westwood says no?” 


     “Get rid of him and then close it yourself. And if those twins continue in their hateful way, rip open their chests. And when every heart is dry and empty, we will have the house to ourself.” 


     “It is a nice house,” Rue agreed. 


     “I have to go now.” 


     “Already?” 


     “You hear my teeth knockknockknock together? And all of the family is calling me inside. The floor is too cold for them to sleep without me. I hate winter!” 


     “You still have to sneak out of the house to talk to me?” 


     “You know how they are.” 


     “So do you.” 


     Rue abandoned the attempt to hug herself warm and, instead, raised her body temperature. Let Nettle be the good girl, shivering alone outdoors in a bid to conserve energy; Rue would rather be warm. 


     “I guess I will stay here, and as soon as I can, I’m moving you in with me. You won’t have to sneak out of the house to do anything. I’ll call you later. And Nettle? I love you. Don’t let Mom or any of them talk you into doing anything foolish. ‘No’ is always an option.” 


     “Okay. I love you, too.” 


     Rue went back to the plantation and found Frida huddled miserably on the patio, rain streaking her glasses. 


     “What’s wrong?” 


     “I’ll go inside when you do. Or when the bugs are gone.” Frida shuddered. “I mean, if someone like you is scared enough to run—” 


     “I’m not scared. I’m disappointed. And confused.” 


     “It’s not that bad here.” Frida’s attempt to clean her glasses only made them wetter. “The staff don’t have any family, so we’re each other’s family, you know? If somebody died or got lost through a door, you’d still have a lot of people left over.” 


     “I don’t want leftovers. I want my sister. I miss her, and I hoped…” 


     “Is Nettle your sister?” 


     Rue nodded. 


     “Charms make it easier.” Frida pulled an ornate brass key from her pocket. “Charms and keys. I found this yesterday. Thought it was lucky, and it was. For me. Poor old Shirley. If she hadn’t sent me upstairs, I’d be the dead one. The only thing that stands between us and oblivion is luck. Your Nettle has to roll the dice, same as everyone. With or without a door in the house.” 


     The knot inside Rue relaxed. So did her expression, melting back into its human-friendly contours. Frida was right. It was silly to expect guarantees, especially from something as oily and slippery as life. 


     “Let’s go inside before we freeze.” 


     “You’ll kill the bugs?” 


     “Why does it have to be all or nothing? Why can’t you find a way to live with something even if you don’t understand it?” 


     Frida adjusted her glasses, as if Rue had gone out of focus. “I’ll go find some Raid.” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 4 


     “You can’t leave ’em in the common room,” said Frida, rummaging through the cupboards. “That’s the one place we can relax.” 


     “What’s relaxing about a chopped up dead guy on the wall?” Rue washed the slime from her hands at the sink while Frida ransacked the kitchen. 


     “It’s just George. He never makes anyone nervous. Not even when he was alive.” She opened a cupboard and bluish-green leaves spilled forth. A tree framed by sleek cabinetry. A creature perched on the spiraling trunk. Bluish-green like the leaves. Hard to see until it lunged at Frida, who had stood too long in confusion over the lack of plastic-ware she’d been expecting. Bared fangs, sharp talons, lightning reflexes, but Rue was faster. Before the creature could land on Frida’s face, Rue booted her aside and swung the frying pan she’d found near the sink. Smashed it back through the cupboard. It was still falling, screaming, snapping branches on the way down when Rue slammed the cupboard shut. 


     “Sorry about that,” she said, helping Frida stand. 


     Frida rubbed the hip Rue had kicked. “Better a kick than a face full of teeth. I guess.” 


     After sixty seconds—Rue counted carefully—she opened the cupboard. Only plastic-ware now, but a waft of warm rich earth and the sweet tang of unfamiliar fruit still hung in the air as Frida removed a large container with shaky fingers. 


     “This is beyond irresponsible. If Westwood has no plans to close the door, why am I here? Does he expect me to stay forever, fighting this never ending battle?” 


     “Yes. Westwood doesn’t let go too easy. People come here to work…and never leave.” 


     “I don’t want to leave, but that door. I have to convince him to close it.” 


     “He won’t. Not until he’s done.” 


     “With what?” 


     “The project. The one the mister’s been working on for years. What about the hall closet on the second floor?” 


     “Not big enough. The ballroom, though, that’s huge. What kind of project?” 


     “The mister uses that space, likes to show it off to visitors: history buffs and architectural students and the like. No one will want to tour the ballroom if you trash it up with roadkill.” 


     “What kind of project?” 


     “The secret project. Don’t ask me. Nobody tells me anything.” 


     “I have to store dead things somewhere while I figure out how to dispose of those poor dead pupae.” 


     “Poor dead pupae?” 


     A man had entered the kitchen. Claimed the space. Didn’t seem particularly thrilled that Rue and Frida had invaded it. He wore a black butcher apron over a shirt tight on his arms, and pants tight on his legs. His curly blond hair was in a low ponytail and he was pale, as though recovering from an illness; at full health, he would be devastating. 


     “Why are you in my kitchen?” 


     “Sorry, Drabbin,” said Frida, pouring a bowl full of organ meat into one of the containers. “We’re just getting food for the dogs.” 


     “That’s not her job.” Drabbin had an English accent, but not a nice one like Mary Poppins. “Unless you’re taking her out there to kill ’em all.” 


     “No, sir.” 


     His sea-blue eyes stuck to Rue the entire time. Sticky as flypaper and twice as unseemly. 


     “You’re supposed to eat with the kids in the dining room. They’re out there now.” 


     “I have to take care of the poor dead pupae first. But I don’t know where to store them or how I’m supposed to dispose of them.” 


     “How about the root cellar. That’s dark and private-like.” 


     “Sounds great. Where is it?” 


     He put his hand on her hip. “I’ll show you.” 


     “Don’t trouble yourself.” Frida snapped a lid on the last container. “I’m off to feed the dogs anyway.” Frida grabbed Rue’s elbow and hustled her out the back door before Drabbin could protest. Once outside, Frida huddled with Rue against the wind and said, quite low: 


     “You want to be careful with that one, Rue. Don’t let him lead you anyplace ‘dark and private-like.’” 


     Rue waved away Frida’s concern. “The last man who tried to rape me is now paralyzed below the waist, but it’s sweet of you to worry.” 


     Frida parked Rue in front of the root cellar doors near the side of the house, hidden behind tall shrubbery, and went off to feed the dogs while Rue threw open the doors and descended the uncertain cellar steps. Found a switch that didn’t work. The early evening gloom from outdoors was barely enough to light the way, but she was able to pick out myriad shelves full of canned food and water. Electronic equipment. Emergency supplies. The shelves were flush with the walls leaving plenty of floor space. Only one thing, far back in the corner, encroached on the storage capacity. Westwood, recognizable by his glossy wingtips and starched pants, lay on the floor with…someone? A mysterious pale someone that glowed in the dark and radiated the cold of a thousand graves. 


     Westwood moaned and Rue recognized the sound. The sexual tone. 


     Unscrambled the puzzle. 


     “You’re mating! With a succubus! Oh dear.” 


     Rue rushed forward and slashed the pale figure across the shoulders. 


     The succubus didn’t rear back in pain. Didn’t scream. Didn’t bleed. Only tossed her hair, exasperated. 


     “The hell is your problem? Can’t you see we’re…” The words trailed away. 


     Rue thought the pain must have caught up with her, but no. She was just staring at Rue. Mesmerized. 


     Westwood said, “Grissel, this is Rue. The one I told you about. Rue, this is my sister-in-law.” As if they were casually introducing themselves in the parlour. 


     As Westwood uncoupled from Grissel, the scant cellar light reflected off Grissel’s eyes, the sea-blue tint gleaming like eyeshine in the shadows. 


     “Are you a succubus?” 


     “She’s human.” Westwood grabbed a first aid kit off one of the shelves. “A little harder to injure than most, as you’ve learned. Although I have to say, haven’t you ever heard of a killing blow?” 


     “I wanted to talk to her. Not kill her.” 


     “You’re not being paid to talk. In this house, we kill first and ask questions later.” He checked his fancy watch. “You should be having dinner with the twins.” 


     “I had breakfast with them.” 


     “And now it’s dinnertime. The best way to get to know someone is over a meal. That’s why dinner dates are so popular.” 


     As Westwood bandaged Grissel’s gaping, bloodless wounds, she continued to stare at Rue, rapt. 


     “How she shines. Like a star.” Grissel had the same accent as Drabbin, brimming with ice rather than sleaze. She was the glowing one. A creature that had been fished out of such deep, sunless ocean waters, she had learned to produce light within her own flesh, from chemicals and gases and sexual energy. 


     “Is the part of you that isn’t human a succubus?” 


     “We’re busy, Rue.” 


     Now that Grissel’s wounds had been tended to, Westwood seemed eager to begin their mating ritual exactly where they’d left off. “Why are you even down here?” 


     “I need a place to store dead things until I’m able to dispose of them.” 


     “You may use this place,” said Grissel, reattaching herself to Westwood but focused solely on Rue, an unwholesome tone souring every word. “And feel free to feed any corpses to the dogs. They’ll eat anything. Or use the incinerator.” 


     “There’s an incinerator? Where?” 


     “Come close, and I’ll whisper in your ear.” 


     “Leave her alone, Grissel.” 


     “But she’s so—” 


     “Leave it. The incinerator’s just past the patio. Now go away. I don’t have much time, and I refuse to waste it talking to you.” 


     “What about the door?” said Rue, raising her voice—Grissel was a bit noisy once she got going. “The one that opened just now in the kitchen. Frida was nearly attacked. Things like that will keep happening, creatures will keep popping through, until you shut the door to your lab. Permanently.” 


     “This is Portero. The whole town is riddled with doors—what’s one more?” 


     “This one is in your house.” 


     “Let me worry about what’s in my house, Just Rue.” 


     “I’m in your house.” 


     “To do a job. If something gets through take care of it. That’s what I’m paying you for.” 


     “But—” 


     “Take. Care of it. And get out of here.” 


     Rue went to the cellar steps. Paused. Tried on her please-pity-me expression, even though Westwood wasn’t looking at her. But if she did it right, he would hear it. 


     “Can I please not eat meals with your children anymore? They don’t even like me.” 


     “You can’t make them like you from the cellar. We don’t run from problems in this house. We face them.” 


     The wailing increased as she climbed the stairs. 


     “Are you sure you’re not being murdered? Maybe I should stay down here and protect your—” 


     “Go to dinner!” 


     Rue hurried out of the root cellar. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 5 


     After killing the majority of pupae, Rue had tried dumping some of the insect corpses in the kennels where Westwood kept his strange dogs, but they wouldn’t come within ten feet of the pupae, let alone eat them. 


     Fortunately she’d discovered the incinerator Grissel had mentioned—a tall, skinny furnace of red brick shaped like an obelisk with an oval window at its center—that stood between the patio and the garden. An incinerator Rue had passed many times but had mistaken for a grave marker for Elnora. 


     Discovering the incinerator was great; it burned things quickly, without smoke, and only a faint scorched-flesh smell that probably no one but Rue could detect. However, its small size meant she could only burn a few things at a time. So while the incinerator cremated some of the pupae to less than ash, Rue would grab an armful from the stockpile down in the root cellar and dump it below in the small stand of centuries-old pine trees at the foot of the hill upon which the plantation sat, a good dumping ground for the legions of dead pupae. Unlike Westwood’s dogs, the things that lived in the pines weren’t picky about what they ate. 


     As she entered the woods, she couldn’t help scanning for the giant winter-furred moth queen or ice-winged butterfly that had created the pupae in the first place, even though she knew better. Before she began her mass extermination, she had dissected one of the pupae, and no way would the oily, toxic bottle-green sludge that had oozed from her incision have turned into anything beautiful. Or friendly. But just in case, Rue had left two of the pupae alive and spirited them down into the pines. Looks couldn’t always be trusted. 


     She found an animal track and dumped her armload of dead pupae. Repetitive, boring work, but still it was much easier to destroy pupae than her horrible first impression. 


     Several days had passed since she’d misspoken, and the Westwood children refused to let go of their hurt feelings. Her practiced expressions didn’t work. Half the time, they wouldn’t even look at her. They didn’t care if she pretended to have sniffles or seemed on the verge of tears. She learned to sit quickly at her end of the table, and as soon as the meal was over, she escaped to the cellar and went to work. 


     On her way back to the plantation, Rue received two phone calls: one from an agitated servant and one from her sister. 


     “Nettle! Hi! Are you okay? Did they force you to join? Did you tell them to drop dead?” 


     “That is not what I want to talk about.” Rue wasn’t used to her bubbly sister sounding so discouraged. “I’m calling you for you to talk. You are the interesting one. What are you doing these days?” 


     Rue paused by the incinerator. “They talked you into it, didn’t they?” 


     “No.” 


     “You’re already joined, aren’t you?” 


     “No! Stop these questions. I’m telling you, nothing is happening.” 


     “Because I will be over there so fast—” 


     “No! No, okay? I just want to hear your voice.” 


     Rue made herself calm down. Stuffed the remaining pupae she’d left in a nearby bag into the incinerator. Lit it. “Fine. Talking. I can do that. I just got off the phone with a servant who was attacked by a rose bush. How’s that for interesting?” 


     “Attacked?” 


     “You have no idea how wild things can get up here. The servant wasn’t even that upset; they’re such troupers.” As she spoke, Rue followed the directions the servant had given her, found a blue flagstone path that led toward the back of the property near the kennels. 


     “You sound so proud, you and your pet humans.” 


     Red roses trailed along the ground and across the path, scenting the air. Like rambling roses, except the flowers weren’t in clusters and the canes that the flowers grew along were long. And more flesh than wood. Rue approached cautiously. 


     “If anything, I’m the pet. They whistle and I come a-runnin’. But you’re no pet. You don’t have to do what anybody says. Don’t let our horrible, life-stealing parents push you around. You can do a lot better than—ouch!” 


     “What?” 


     “It scratched me!” 


     “What did?” 


     “The roses!” 


     Even as she spoke, two more canes whipped Rue across the backs of her legs, shredding her stockings. 


     “Roses are blooming there? In winter?” 


     Rue leaped off the path as it whipped at her again. “Roses or something pretending to be roses.” 


     “Like the rug from your first day. Lots of pretending going on in that house.” 


     “What should I do? I can reason with beasts. At least most times. But how do you reason with a plant?” 


     “Gasoline and a match sounds reasonable. Or leave it and come home and join with Dodder so I don’t have to.” 


     “You chose Dodder? My Dodder? You said you didn’t choose!” 


     “I didn’t join,” Nettle said, miserable. “I said I didn’t join. And I did not choose. He was chose for me. I thought they want me for the older brother, Heath, but he is not interested.” 


     “Heath’ll never be interested in settling down.” Rue stormed toward the carriage house, panting not from exertion, but from a sudden difficulty breathing. 


     Dodder? 


     “That’s why Heath is so awesome. Unlike his brother. Dandelion fluff has more personality than Dodder. I told our parents that.” 


     “They like fluff.” 


     “What they’d like is to make me jealous. They think they’re so subtle, planning all this so I can run home and protest the joining. Get me back in their clutches without having to beg my forgiveness.” 


     “Only you are subtle,” Nettle said. “Only you have plans and schemes.” 


     In the carriage house, Rue veered around the six-wheeled black car Westwood liked to be driven in. Westwood himself was in the backseat with Grissel, who was being driven in a different way. Not the best spot for a rendezvous since the car barely had any covering, didn’t even have windows; just a bit of cloth stretched across the roof. 


     “What is that noise?” Nettle said, as Rue snatched a jerry can from one of the shelves. 


     “Humans. Mating.” She left them to it, retraced her steps. 


     “Dodder wants to mate, but I only kiss him. He is very good.” 


     “Heath is better.” 


     “No he isn’t.” 


     “So that’s how you spend your time now? Making out with my old boyfriends? Pretending to be something you’re not. Pretending to be me?” 


     “I’m not the one pretending. That’s you. That’s your whole life! I don’t even know you anymore. When you are bored playing house with your humans, call me.” 


     Rue stared at the silent phone and then doused the fake roses in gasoline, ignoring the canes tearing at her flesh. “I’m pretending? To be human? Me? Do I seem anything like a human to you?” When the can was empty, she hurled it at the roses, which had withdrawn into a tight protective ball. 


     Of fear. 


     Afraid of her. 


     Roses with feelings? Rue’s anger drowned under a rising flood of wonder. “Hey there. Hi. Listen, don’t be scared.” 


     The plant stayed in its ball. Was it shivering? 


     “I’m not really going to light you on fire. I mean I was going to, but I can’t because I forgot to get matches. Kind of an oversight on my part. I’m Rue. Do you have a name?” 


     She waited, and though the roses relaxed out of the ball, it said nothing. Couldn’t? Where would it hide a mouth among the leaves and stems? 


     “Can you resettle somewhere else? I know you like it here in this high traffic area, but humans get really ornery about things trying to eat them. How about we move you down to the pines? Lots of animals live there that you can feed on. I’ll show you.” 


     Rue walked up the path and marveled as the roses slithered after her. 


     “Is that what you were doing? Feeding on me? On my blood?” 


     She caught one of the canes—definitely more flesh than wood—and studied it. Found not thorns, but suckers. 


     “So what did I taste like?” 


     The leaves on the branch in her hand turned brownish-yellow and the roses wilted and turned pale. Rue laughed, delighted. Especially when the branch bloomed again in good health, its point made. 


     “Well if humans get ornery, heartless go ballistic. We really don’t like being eaten. I mean, you know, not by strangers. We can make ourselves taste horrific.” 


     Once they’d reached the pines, Rue directed the roses toward a feral hog track where it set down its roots, positioning itself over the trail in fragrant sprawl. 


     “Hey. Why don’t you do me a favor? See those pupae attached to the tree?” She pointed out an old mesquite that had been split in two by lightning. Or a really giant claw. The two halves grew apart in agonized, twisting arcs and she had secured one pupae at the height of each arc. “Can you make sure nothing bothers them?” 


     The rose bush spread further to include the mesquite in its realm of influence. 


     “Thanks!” 


     Rue walked back up the hill. She should have burned the roses. It was weak not to have. Westwood thought so, her family thought so. Luckily she wasn’t at home anymore, and Westwood didn’t get to tell her how to do her job. Nettle could have her old life; Rue didn’t need it anymore. 


     But she’d always need her sister. 


     She called Nettle to apologize. 


     But Nettle’s stolen phone was out of service. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 6 


     “Jake, what the hell? What’re you doing on the floor with that girl?” 


     Rue sat up, her hands on the prone man’s chest. Stared over her shoulder at the crowd in the doorway, at a man with a clipboard standing in front. A boss? Jake’s boss? 


     “I think he was attacked,” she said, using her best of-course-you-can-trust-me face. “I’ve been trying to calm him, get some sense out of him.” 


     Jake looked terrorized, pale and sweaty. Shaking. Holding his chest. She’d definitely overstayed her welcome. Rue surreptitiously buttoned her bodice while her back was still to everyone. 


     “It’s coming.” Jake writhed on the floor, curled into a ball. “Can you hear it?” 


     “You’re safe here.” Rue was lying, but what did it matter? “Nothing can get you now.” 


     Jake’s boss came closer, concerned. “What’s coming? What did it look like?” 


     “Big. Teeth. Wants to kill me. Don’t let it!” 


     Rue tugged at the boss’s pant leg. “There are some things running loose in this house. If I were you, I’d give Jake the rest of the day off, make sure he gets home okay.” 


     “Will do. Come on, Jake. Keep it together.” 


     Rue disappeared in the tumult, heart beating strong. However a fragile quality had developed within the fibrous tissues. She’d had her current heart for nearly a year, and probably wouldn’t be able to hold onto it much longer. But she could think about that another day. 


     Rue went out to resume the chore that the arrival of the big-hearted deliverymen had interrupted. She hadn’t been able to resist the influx of workers, of strangers. Unlike Westwood’s staff, strangers were fair game. 


     On the way to the cellar, she almost crushed a baby bluebird beneath her heel. 


     She scooped up the bird. Carried it to the nearby laurelcherry she assumed it must have fallen out of. In the tree hole, well above Rue’s head, other bluebirds chirruped happily together, unaware that their relative was below freezing to death. Rue facilitated a family reunion but twenty minutes later, as snow sugared the air, the bluebird she’d rescued was on the ground again. Pecked to death. 


     While the bluebirds’ murderous jubilation drilled into Rue’s frozen ears, more deliverymen wheeling huge crates on dollies invaded the kitchen patio. Although Rue was barely above their heads, with only a snow flurry and a damp, evergreen tangle as cover, no one noticed her. 


     In the midst of the chaos, Grissel directed everyone like a traffic cop, yelling over the wind that raised not a goose bump on her bare arms and legs, nor disturbed a tightly wound hair on her head. In the light of day, Grissel’s resemblance to Elnora was striking—a version of Elnora that someone had emptied of color, save for the eyes. 


     Despite the frigid temperature, she wore only a black dress with elbow-length sleeves and a calf-length hem. She didn’t wear stockings either, and while everyone else’s breath hissed dragon-like from their mouths, hers remained invisible, as though the air inside her was as glacial as the air outside. 


     “Take those to the theater,” she was saying. “No, not those.” She stopped one of the workers and stood quite close to him. “Those belong in the music room.” 


     When he tried to wheel his dolly around her, she wouldn’t let him. 


     “How lovely,” she purred, stroking his lustrous gray hair. 


     Grissel was attractive, in her deep-sea succubus sort of way, but the worker quickly freed his hair from her clutches. 


     “I’ll just wheel this thing where it belongs,” he said and hurried away, leaving her to gaze longingly after him and his glorious tresses. Grissel might still have been staring if Karissa and the twins hadn’t returned home from school. 


     Karissa ran inside while the twins paused on the patio to talk to their aunt. They wore the snow well; it nestled in their curls and melted on their noses. Like snow angels, minus the wings and the confusing theology. 


     “We need a servant,” Sterling told his aunt. 


     “The last servant you ‘needed’ can’t listen to birdsong without screaming into his apron.” 


     The twins exchanged guilty looks. 


     “He’s in therapy now,” Sterling said. “He’ll snap out of it.” 


     Grissel brushed Sterling’s hair off his forehead, a spiderlike motion. “Why do you even bother? John doesn’t need you to think for him; he needs you to not die. Go inside before you freeze.” 


     “Don’t go into mom-mode with us. You’re way outta your league.” 


     “Mom-mode?” Grissel’s shriek silenced the bluebirds. “I’m barely old enough to be your aunt, let alone your mother. Don’t mistake my intentions.” 


     “Sorry Aunt Grissel,” said the twins. 


     “We know it must be hard.” When Stanton sighed, Grissel swallowed his breath, but her own exhalation was barren. “Just remember, this is temporary. When—” 


     Grissel moved close, as if to kiss him. When Stanton shoved her away, startled, she pouted and turned hopefully to Sterling, who took refuge behind his twin. 


     “Then give me her.” Grissel pointed at Rue, surprising her out of the languor she’d fallen into from watching them, from drinking their conversation like water. 


     The twins looked up…and then quickly away. They’d been doing so all week, at mealtimes, in the hallways. Ignoring her so aggressively that attention from anyone felt like balm. 


     Usually. 


     Grissel’s attention burrowed beneath her flesh like parasites. 


     “Have you seen the way she moves about that dark pile of bricks, lighting each room she enters? See her now, like a star entwined in those branches? Has anyone ever shone so brightly? I used to. I had this spot under my ear, and when Ethan would tickle me there, I’d laugh fit to bust. That spot has gone.” She touched herself behind the ear. “Perhaps the little star could burn my skin alive again.” 


     “We don’t have time to deal with your issues, Aunt Grissel,” Sterling said. “We just need a servant.” 


     “What about what I need?” Grissel said, hugging herself, since her nephews didn’t want to touch her. “Does no one care about that? I do everything John says, trying to be the kind of person Elnora would have been proud of—trying for your sake!—so the least you could do is care about my needs.” 


     Stanton said, “A servant, Aunt Grissel–yes or no?” 


     “Aye, directly!” Irritation had thickened her accent. 


     “We know what you and Drabbin think ‘directly’ means,” Sterling said. “We need someone a lot sooner than that. Like this century.” 


     “Well too bad!” Grissel stomped toward the kitchen door, the twins close on her heels. “The Spectacular is only weeks away, and I’ve no one to spare to help you satisfy your childish curiosity.” 


     After they had gone, Rue dropped out of the laurelcherry. The snow had mostly melted off her, due to her elevated temperature. Her skin was flushed, yes, but not starry or shiny. 


     “Do I glow?” she asked the dead bird at her feet. 


     Who didn’t answer. 


     Rue decided to leave the bird where it was this time. Maybe the dogs would eat it after they were released for the night. The bluebird was a runt, but strong. Zero parasites. Zero reason to have been cast out. Perhaps the bluebird had found a way to cast itself out. 


     Perhaps it had grown tired of being ignored. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 7 


     Rue paused in the doorway of the twins’ bedroom. They sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the fireplace folding paper into hummingbirds, like little kids playing a grim and cheerless game. It was late, well past dinner. The twins, still in their school uniforms, had shed their jackets and ties and their feet were bare. Such pretty feet, smooth-soled with evenly clipped toenails. Pretty and useless. Rue could rip out someone’s guts with her “toenails” if she wanted to. Not that she did want to, but the twins didn’t even have the option. 


     When they noticed her in their doorway, she realized they didn’t need toe weaponry. The look they gave her was deadly enough. 


     Stanton said, “What do you want?” 


     “To volunteer.” 


     “Aunt Grissel sent you?” Stanton exchanged a look with his brother. “Figures.” 


     “You could have sent for me,” she heard herself say, “if you needed someone.” 


     “What we need is someone to experiment on,” Stanton said slowly, as if to his little sister. “You don’t want to be experimented on, do you?” 


     “I don’t have anything else to do. Not anything interesting.” 


     The twins exchanged another glance, and Rue felt viciously homesick. Heartless were big on nonverbal communication too. She missed that. 


     Stanton asked, “How much do you want?” 


     “Volunteers don’t get paid. By definition.” 


     “Everybody wants something.” 


     “Forgive me for calling Karissa a bastard.” 


     “You can’t negotiate forgiveness,” Stanton said. “It either happens or it doesn’t.” 


     “Then let’s see what happens.” 


     Sterling continued to fold paper, leaving it to his brother to decide. 


     As Stanton looked her over, Rue felt a moment of panic. Her friendly face didn’t work on them; none of her faces did. She tried to relax and hoped Stanton would find something pleasing without her help. 


     Perhaps he did, because after a while he said, “Give us a second to finish up.” 


     Rue entered and shut the door behind her. 


     She’d been in their room many times during her patrols while they were in school. Teetering stacks of uninteresting books lined the walls like dusty shrubbery. Programming books, origami books. The fire in the fireplace was the only light, but Rue could see well enough to read: The Cosmic Landscape by Leonard Susskind and The Body Electric by Robert O’Brien alongside There Are Other Worlds Than These by Runyon Grist and No Such Thing As Magic and Other Falsehoods by Asher Ortiga. 


     The walls were scribbled over with cherry-scented markers, indecipherable sentences composed of numbers and letters, a strange robotic language. “What’s the big project your dad’s working on?” 


     “A secret,” Stanton said. “It’s always a secret until the spectacular.” 


     Rue poked around the bucket of rusted metal dolls near their dresser. When she picked one up it tried to speak to her, but none of the words were audible. She tossed it back into the bucket and wiped her greasy hand on her uniform. “What’s a spectacular?” 


     “A sort of show where Dad reveals his latest inventions and discoveries,” said Stanton. “Everyone goes.” His voice lowered respectfully. “Even the Mayor.” 


     “Staff too?” said Rue. 


     “No,” Sterling said, joining the conversation at last, “but if you’re very good, Dad might let you serve sandwiches to the guests. Come here and lie down.” 


     Rue stayed where she was, watching as Sterling folded the last of the paper. 


     Stanton said, “Did you change your mind?” 


     In answer, Rue went to the twins and sat on the floor between them. Stanton pushed her until she was lying on her back, her two braids curled on either side of her like question marks against the hard floor. 


     Someone had painted their ceiling to look like the summer sky, the sun friendly and warm. 


     “Where’s Karissa?” 


     “Hiding.” 


     “Is she still sad?” asked Rue. 


     “She’s seven.” Stanton stood and walked out of sight leaving her alone with Sterling; Rue closed her eyes to block him out. “And our dad is the only dad she’s ever known. Things are weird between them right now, weird and broken, but we’re about to fix everything.” 


     “How? Are you going to send Karissa off to live with her real father?” 


     The silence lasted for so long, Rue opened her eyes to find Sterling looking at her, like his brother had earlier. Really looked. So intensely, his eyes burned into her retinas like twin eclipses. 


     “You have to get over the idea that Karissa doesn’t belong here,” Stanton said. “We don’t care who her father is—we’re her brothers.” 


     Wind came down the chimney and disturbed the flames as Stanton returned with a notebook and a pillow. His own pillow—it smelled like him, like tree sap, sweet and sticky. 


     He lifted her head and slipped the pillow beneath it. And then he scooped her up entirely, not even straining as he jiggled her in his arms before setting her down again. 


     “She barely weighs anything!” 


     Sterling said, “Maybe being heartless makes her lighter.” He had lined the hummingbirds like a wall before him. 


     “The human heart only weighs about a half a pound,” said Stanton. “That’s not enough to drastically alter someone’s weight.” He poked Rue’s side. “How many other organs are you missing?” 


     “I’m not ‘missing’ anything,” said Rue more sharply than she’d intended, annoyed at being manhandled and discussed like a specimen. “This is how I’m made. I don’t know how it compares to humans down to each individual cell. No one’s ever done any studies.” 


     “You do them,” said Sterling, testing the sharpness of one of the hummingbirds’ beaks, and then eyeing the blood welling on his fingertip with clinical detachment. “Become the first heartless doctor. Dig up a bunch of heartless and human corpses, label everything that hasn’t rotted, and do a huge anthropological study.” 


     Rue thought he might be making fun of her, but there was nothing subtle or sly about Sterling. If he’d decided to poke fun, she’d be bleeding. 


     “We don’t throw dirt on our dead.” A doctor? Dr. Rue? “We don’t let worms eat them. The dead are sacred.” 


     “How’re we narrowing it down?” Sterling asked his brother, flipping open the notebook. 


     “By date.” As Stanton made a note, Sterling leaned toward her, bird in palm, but the bird fell lifelessly to the floor. 


     “Damn it.” 


     “And autopsies are impossible,” Rue continued mostly to keep herself company since the twins had obviously checked out. “When heartless die, there’s never anything left over to cut open.” 


     “Nothing left over?” said Stanton, still writing. About her? She closed her eyes, and Sterling’s intense gaze from before floated Cheshire-like in the private darkness of Rue’s head. So she opened them again. “Do you disintegrate after you die?” 


     Sterling’s hummingbird flew from his hand to Rue’s nose and teetered, flapping its teeny wings to keep balanced, a marvel of cute until it jabbed its beak into her forehead. The sensation didn’t register as pain, but rather as pressure, as though a hippo had mistook her face for a bench. 


     Rue blew at the bird to flip it away like a stray hair, but it was anchored too firmly in her skull to budge. “What’s it doing?” 


     Sterling said, “Taking stuff out of your brain.” 


     “Is it?” asked Stanton. He tapped the bird as though checking a microphone to see if it was on. His frown said it wasn’t. 


     “What stuff?” Rue asked. 


     “Won’t know until it comes out.” Sterling removed the hummingbird, and Rue’s head felt eighty pounds lighter, weightless enough to float up to the summer ceiling. 


     Sterling examined the bird, holding it by one talon as it struggled. Rue had no idea what he was searching for, but he obviously didn’t find it. He cursed again before tossing the hummingbird into the fire. A mad second of fluttering—pain? panic?—before the flames consumed it. 


     Sterling launched another bird from his palm, and Rue flinched as it punctured her in the same place as the first. “We can try two if this doesn’t work.” 


     “We haven’t tested whether that’s safe,” said Stanton. 


     “This is the test.” 


     More hippo pressure, and then Rue’s head cracked. She could almost hear a liquid swoosh as a great river of thought gushed from her ears and circled the drain. The twins didn’t seem bothered. Maybe they liked being drenched by her mind. 


     “Why can’t I move?” 


     “You can’t?” Stanton made a worried notation in his notebook. 


     “Relax,” Sterling told him. “I programmed it that way so she wouldn’t flail around and lobotomize herself.” 


     “Good idea. Although, you should have let me check the math.” 


     “I can math too, genius.” 


     It was so unnatural to not have complete control over her body. What to say, when to sweat, how often to breathe; but now she couldn’t even move. Didn’t even want to. 


     “This isn’t an experiment,” she said. “You’re killing me. Me and the other me. Because of what I said to Karissa.” 


     The twins’ mouths fell open in unison. 


     “The other you?” 


     “My soul. She watches, and if I’m in trouble or can’t function, she takes over.” 


     “She comes out?” said the twins in horrified unison. 


     “No. She does her thing from the inside.” Rue found herself laughing for no reason. 


     “You have dimples now.” Sterling snapped a photo with his phone. “Is this your real face? Finally? None of the other ones had dimples.” 


     “I don’t know why I’m laughing,” she said, even though she had stopped. “I don’t want to be. And worry about your own face. Changing around all the time. Happy, mad, curious, friendly.” 


     “I look friendly?” 


     “I’m glad Stanton isn’t like you. I hate fickle people.” 


     “He’s like me. But he’s also like you, with his mask bullshit.” 


     “Stanton likes me?” 


     “Stop talking.” Stanton said. “Your inhibitions are low right now. I don’t want you to say something you’ll regret.” 


     “What if I already have?” 


     “We’ll pretend you didn’t.” 


     “He’ll pretend,” said Sterling. 


     “Why did I have to come to this ridiculous plantation? I could have gone anywhere. I could have gone to Zaire.” 


     “It’s not called Zaire anymore,” said Stanton. And then to his brother, “It’s struggling. Even two or three won’t be enough.” 


     “Don’t burn me when I’m dead,” said Rue, her voice inappropriately soft, as though her ability to scream had been turned off as well. “Or nail me to the wall in the common room. But especially, and pretty please, don’t put me in the ground and throw dirt on me.” 


     “We’re not killing you,” Sterling said. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure we’re not.” 


     Something scrambled over her right breast. “And don’t molest me. Especially not while I’m dying.” 


     “It might be fun to dissect you, but that’s where it ends.” Sterling snatched the malfunctioning hummingbird off her chest. Its wings had stopped working, and its beak was missing. Sterling tossed it into the fire. “How old are you anyway?” 


     Rue made the calculations as well as she could with a lifetime of knowledge gushing from her ears. She’d be lucky to remember her name when they were through with her. “Seventeen. Ish.” 


     “Us too,” Stanton said. He removed the missing hummingbird beak from her head with a pair of tweezers. Rue wondered if Sterling had also programmed her not to bleed because there was no blood on the beak. 


     She gazed at Stanton. “If I die, take me straight to my family in the dark park. Tell my kid sister I never stopped thinking about her.” 


     “You have a sister?” they exclaimed. 


     “And brothers and parents. Why is it so amazing to you Westwoods that I didn’t sprout independently from the ground like a turnip?” 


     “We thought your family was dead,” Stanton said, as his brother grabbed four birds. “I mean if they’re alive, why are you here with us?” 


     She closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to see those birds fly at her poor head. “They don’t like me.” 


     “So what?” said Stanton, over the bee-like buzz of hummingbirds’ wings. Her soul seemed not to have a remedy for hummingbirds and robotic code. “I don’t like my family either, but they need me. I guess I need them too.” 


     “My family likes to pretend they can get along without me. But once I take Nettle away from them...they’ll realize...” 


     “Realize what?” asked the twins. 


     “I’m bleeding inside.” 


     “Internal bleeding?” 


     Sterling rolled his eyes. “She’s being dramatic.” 


     “I’m not! I hurt in a way my body can’t fix.” 


     “No shit.” said Sterling as the hummingbirds drove their beaks simultaneously into her temples and forehead. There was no feeling of pressure this time; her head simply split open, like an egg into a frying pan. “You can’t slap a band aid over emotional trauma. Over the damage your family’s caused you.” 


     Sterling’s voice sizzled across her diminishing consciousness. “Love hurts, and there’s no remedy. How can you be seventeen and not know that?” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 8 


     “If I Only Had a Heart” woke Rue out of a sound sleep. She snatched blindly at the phone and came further awake when she realized who was at the other end. 


     “Nettle? Why are you calling so late? Is everything all right?” 


     “…yes.” 


     “Where are you? Are you outside? I hear the wind. You shouldn’t be out so late at night.” 


     “I’m not a baby. My phone stop working so I have to go to the phone box.” 


     “Phone booth.” 


     “Phone booth then! Don’t scold me. You treat me like the family; no one lets me have fun.” 


     “If you want fun, just have it.” This was an old argument. “And stop waiting for permission.” Rue flopped back against the pillows, exhausted. “I’m sorry I yelled at you about Dodder. You have every right to play with his emotions. To play with his…whatever. I shouldn’t have tried to make you feel bad for wanting to have a good time.” 


     “It’s okay. It’s stressful for you there. I should not add to your stress.” 


     “I’m older and wiser and built to handle stress. You can always come to me. Especially about boys. Have as much fun as you like, but don’t take it seriously. The family will be pushing you to make a choice, but you don’t have to.” 


     “But they say…” Nettle sighed. “Never mind. What about your twins? Have you kill them yet?” 


     “Not yet. Actually…they’re all right. I had dinner with them tonight, and Stanton came down to my end of the table to pour me a glass of water. He came down to Mars. Just for me.” 


     “Why they stop hating you?” 


     “I let them take things from my brain.” 


     “You let what?” 


     Rue explained about the twins’ mysterious experiment, and why she’d participated. 


     “But this is stupid and dangerous! Why you don’t die all the time is a mystery to me.” 


     “It was worth it.” She had fallen asleep during the experiment, or passed out, because she had awoken in her room several hours later with Stanton’s pillow clutched to her chest. The pillow was still on her bed. She didn’t intend to give it back either. 


     “They like me now.” 


     “You go through a lot to be liked.” 


     “Well not everyone is as naturally charming as you, Nettle.” 


     “This is true.” 


     “I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong. You didn’t call so late just to chat.” 


     “To chat. To live through you. You are right. I wish I could be you. My life will be so different so soon. They want me and Dodder to join. They already make the choice.” 


     “Tell them no.” Rue sat up in bed, shouting in the dark room. “No and no and no and no.” 


     “They insist!” 


     “They can’t choose for you, Nettle. If you don’t want to spend the rest of your life chained to that house in the dark park, you do what I did and run. I know some people, humans who go to Houston every Sunday.” 


     “Humans?” 


     “You’ll like them. They’re real friendly. They both go to the music school at Rice University, but they come home every weekend.” 


     “I will be stuck in a strange place for a week. What will I do? Who will I talk to?” 


     “Do whatever you like. Explore the city. Talk to anybody you like. Stay with Cado and Patricia in their apartment or sleep in the park. Steal a new phone and call me every day. I’d love that.” 


     “I don’t know, Rue.” 


     “You gotta send the family a message right away, or they’ll think they can walk all over you. Unless you want to join with Dodder?” 


     “Of course not!” 


     “Then run—how many times do I have to say it? It’s scary at first, but running away is the best thing for girls like us. Check out the college scene over there. I’m going to college. Did I tell you? I’m going to become an anthropologist. You’d think the Mortmaine would have done some scientific study of the creatures around here long ago, but they haven’t so I’m going to.” 


     “They don’t study us. They kill us. Humans only ever kill us.” 


     “Humans kill everything; I wouldn’t take it personally, Nettle. My point is think what you can aspire to once you leave the dark park. The doors that will open.” 


     “Doors are scary. You go through and never come back.” 


     “Doors of opportunity, not doors to weird galaxies or wherever. Nettle? Nettle, don’t cry about it okay? Listen: if you don’t go to Houston, come here. Come live with me. I’ll take care of you.” 


     “I don’t want to live with people who suck things from my brain.” 


     “Visit then. Just for a little while, just long enough for the family to get the message.” When Nettle didn’t speak, Rue added, “Westwood’s throwing a ball.” 


     “Like Cinderella?” Definitely more upbeat. 


     “You could wear a pretty dress and dance all night.” 


     “When?” 


     “In a few weeks, but you can come anytime. Right now sounds perfect.” 


     “Maybe your brain-sucking twins don’t want me for two visits.” 


     “So go to Houston with Patricia on Sunday. I’ll give you her address. And when she comes back this weekend, come stay with me.” 


     “Is it the only way?” 


     “It is. Believe me, life with Dodder would make a coma seem like a circus.” 


     “O-okay, but—” 


     “Great!” She gave Nettle Patricia’s information. “Just tell her I sent you.” 


     “But what if—” 


     “Good night!” 


     Rue hung up, glad things with Nettle were finally settled. 


     ✽ ✽ ✽ 


     Rue sat in the dirt, her back to the cloven mesquite, the two pupae balanced together in her lap. 


     “And then the woodsman sliced the wolf in half with his mighty ax, and Little Red Riding Hood and her beloved grandmother sprang free,” she recited, brushing the pupae’s hard shells with a milk and sugar mixture that seemed to agree with them. Their cocoons had smelled rotten before, but the daily milk baths had given them a sweeter aroma. And they were maturing so quickly, the cocoons taking on the shape of the insects within: sweep of a wing there, the raised line of antennae here, something that looked like an eye way up top. 


     The pupae were being nourished, but the milk and sugar mixture was also attracting sweetbites. Rue had made herself resistant to them, but sweetbites were persistent. 


     One landed on her arm—a lavender critter as long as Rue’s thumb, with iris-free white eyes and translucent wings—and bit her. Immediately toppled over, holding its tiny belly. 


     “Neither me nor the milk is on the menu. Tell your friends.” 


     The sweetbite nodded and flew away, miserably. 


     “And they lived happily ever after,” Rue continued. “The end. Isn’t that nice, Cindy and Mindy? And such a good lesson. Never pretend to be something you’re not, or you will get hacked to death with an axe.” 


     After brushing on the last of the milk, Rue smelled a predator. 


     The sticky, silken cords that grew from the top of the cocoons made them easy to secure high in the tortured mesquite. When Rue dropped to the ground, the roses had ensnared two feral hogs by the throat and was draining their porcine blood. 


     “Good work!” Rue said as new roses bloomed along the canes and fresh blood scented the air. Blood… 


     And Heath. 


     She sped off, chasing that scent in her nose. All the way to El Camino Real, down a slight embankment, slipped on a pile of leaf litter, and fell into his arms. 


     Heath, stylish in his dark coat and boots. 


     A sleek red car, like a poisoned apple, waited by the side of the road, impatiently chuffing. The name on the vanity plate: Chlöe (with a heart instead of an O). Heath had never been able to resist what he called signs. Heath believed in fate and the gods, and often chose victims based on the roll of dice or the number of grackles lining a powerline. He had mated Rue exactly thirteen times and no more. Fourteen would have broken the stars, he’d told her. He was full of shit, but Rue found his brand of shit entertaining. 


     Heath had chopped most of his hair off since she’d last seen him and dyed what was left purple to match his limbal rings, which blazed as he looked her over. He had woven the fibers of the heart of his first kill into a bracelet he always wore on his left wrist. She caught a glimpse of it when he grabbed her coat and kissed her. Rue pulled away quickly. It had been so long since she’d communicated with her own kind, and she needed to see to do that; it was hard to kiss and see at the same time. 


     What’re you doing way up here? 


     That human in the car is teaching me to drive. Mostly down alleys so I won’t kill anyone. 


     Except her? 


     Heath laughed. I’m glad your sense of irony is still intact. But no. After the way she’s helped me, it would be cruel. He said the word “cruel” aloud. There was no word for it in their language. 


     I smelled you three streets down that way and came racing over. You look so good; much less moody than normal. Human life agrees with you. 


     You too. You’ve never worried about cruelty before. 


     I’m going through a phase. He grinned. At least that’s what my family keeps telling me. 


     Typical. You get indulged and pampered through your ‘phase’, and I get kicked out of the family. 


     You left, Heath was quick to remind her. You chose. I admire that; my whole family does—in private. Don’t worry about Nettle. She’ll fit with us. I’ll make sure of it. 


     That’s sweet, but Nettle’s already moved on. She’ll keep running, you know. First to Houston. Then maybe Galveston. She’ll like the ocean. I know I did. 


     Heath’s eyes jittered in confusion. What are you talking about? Nettle’s at our house, finalizing the arrangement. She agreed to join with Dodder. 


     The words circled unwanted in Rue’s head, so unwanted, her body tried to envelop and devour them, like germs. Tried and failed. 


     She said she didn’t want to. She said she’d hide out in Houston. She said she’d come to me. 


     Had Nettle said that? 


     It was an option, Rue said, yelling at her own doubts. Why wouldn’t she come to me? She checked her phone. 


     Messages? Explanations? Apologies? 


     Nothing. 


     Nettle had chosen Dodder over her. 


     “Rue, look at me.” Aloud to get her attention. Heath’s rings had gone red with worry. 


     I have to talk to her. In person. No more of this phone shit. I want her to look at me and tell me to my face that she’d be happy throwing her life away. 


     The decision was made, Rue. You made it. 


     Stop throwing that in my face! They can’t ruin Nettle’s life before she even gets to have one just to prove a point to me. I should have taken her when I left. 


     She didn’t want to come. She chose not to follow you. 


     Because she’s shy. The unknown frightens her. She’ll adapt. We did. 


     You did. 


     Distancing himself from her. 


     I’m going back. I’ll drag her out of there by her hair if I have to. 


     You can’t. 


     I can do whatever the hell I want. 


     At least let me go first, Heath pleaded. Maybe I can smooth the way for you, tell her you want to meet her somewhere before the joining ceremony. Somewhere private. If you don’t make it a public thing, maybe this could still end well. 


     The red car honked, an impatient sound. 


     Give me an hour. Even less than that. I was going back to give her a new phone anyway. I’ll have Nettle call you and arrange a meeting. Okay? I’m serious, Rue. Don’t do anything stupid. 


     Rue gave him her phone number. 


     I’ll wait. But if I don’t hear from Nettle in an hour, I’m going back. And this time, I’m not leaving without her. Will you tell her that? 


     I will. He nipped Rue on the ear and after one last, worried look, hurried back to the red car and peeled away. 


     She rubbed where he’d bitten her. Tried to rub the sensation of his teeth on her completely away. 


     You chose. 


     As wild as Heath was, cutting his hair before joining, running the streets with humans, even he thought she’d crossed a line. It was a game to him; he didn’t get it. None of them did. Not even Nettle. 


     “Who was that?” the twins asked, startling her. 


     They stood among the pines just above her, a trap fashioned of nearly invisible cord, leaves and twigs between them. A big trap for a big predator. 


     “What’s that for?” 


     “Backstabber. Who was that guy?” 


     “Heath.” Rue brushed past them and stopped, trying to orient herself. Where the hell was she going? She had to wait. She had to think. She had to get away from that stink. “What is that?” 


     “Backstabber urine. To lure them.” 


     “Why do you need a backstabber?” 


     “Eyes. Backstabber eyes are what we need. Why were you staring at him like that?” asked Sterling. “All quiet and intense.” 


     “We were talking.” 


     “How? Telepathically? You didn’t say one word to him.” 


     “I said plenty. With my eyes. That’s how we communicate.” 


     Sterling turned her to face them. “Communicate with us.” 


     She tried, but their dark eyes were dead lumps of coal. “Ouch!” 


     A sweetbite had attached itself to her arm, pretty mouth red with Rue’s blood, licking its lips. Her internal bug repellent clearly was no longer working. 


     Maybe she was out of control internally, but externally, Rue still called the shots. 


     She squashed the sweetbite, flicked it to the ground, spat on it. “I said tell your friends!” 


     “Nice people don’t spit, Rue.” 


     “Who said I was nice?” 


     Rue took a deep breath and arranged her face into her best calm expression. But she didn’t feel calm until, first, she buried the stupid sweetbite beneath a barren mulberry bush and, second, hurried back down to El Camino Real. She couldn’t travel the road yet. Not yet. But being on the road and ready to go steadied her breathing. 


     “Who was that guy?” Sterling asked again. He and Stanton had followed her out of the woods. 


     “I told you.” 


     “‘Heath’ doesn’t tell us anything.” He grabbed her arm and held her still. “What is he to you?” 


     “A boyfriend. An old one.” 


     “Any newer ones we should know about?” 


     She jerked her arm away, nerves jangling again. “Are you mad at me too? First Nettle, now you? Why does everyone hate me?” 


     Sterling said, “I don’t hate you.” 


     “Then why are you yelling?” 


     “Ignore him, Rue. He gets territorial.” Stanton stepped between them. “Why do you think Nettle hates you? Did that guy say so?” 


     “Heath said she chose someone else over me. Why would she, unless she was mad? I have to go home.” 


     “Fine,” Sterling said. “We’re tired of getting bitten anyway.” 


     “Not the plantation. My home. It’s the only way I can find out where I went wrong with my sister. I promised to wait for her to call, but if she says something stupid, I’m going to go get her.” 


     The twins did their own silent communicating. 


     “To bring her home with us?” Sterling said. “That’s a good idea.” 


     “But I—” 


     “We’ll talk to Dad about it,” said Stanton. 


     “In exchange for what? Backstabber eyes?” 


     Before the twins could answer, her phone rang. Chlöe Norris? Heath’s human’s car had been named Chlöe. 


     “Heath?” 


     “He give me your message,” Nettle yelled, “and guess who is listening and overhears everything? Dodder! He tell everyone—everyone!—you are going to stop the joining.” 


     “You bet I am,” Rue said. “That’s exactly the plan. And speaking of plans, what the hell happened to Houston? What the hell happened to us? The ball, Europe. The second you join with that blabbermouth creep, it’s all over.” 


     “You know what you did? Do you even know? What they say they will do? You speak to me of plans, but they are making plans for you. Plans. Do you understand? Stay out of it, Rue.” 


     “Out of what? Your life?” 


     “Yes! Before you ruin everything!” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 9 


     The next morning, Rue lay in bed, no sound but the shuffle of servants out in the corridor. She should have been shuffling with them, should have been out patrolling hours ago. 


     She pulled the covers over her head and, in the darkness, watched the minutes tick by on her phone. 


     It rang. 


     Chlöe Norris. Again. 


     Rue listened to “If I Only Had a Heart” for the millionth time that morning, wishing she could control what ringtone Nettle got to hear as she waited in vain for Rue to answer. Was there a song called “You Told Me to Butt Out, Remember? So Suck It.” A song like that would have been useful. 


     The phone went dark and silent. Stayed silent. 


     Rue had just decided to get up and start the day, since the morning’s entertainment seemed to have ended, when there was a tap at her door. 


     A servant entered. Some man Rue didn’t know. “A Nettle on the phone for you, Miss. Says it’s urgent.” 


     He gave Rue the cordless phone and left, and Rue almost couldn’t be angry. No one had ever tried this hard to reach her. 


     “You’d better be calling to apologize.” 


     “Leave the house. Right now.” 


     The panic in Nettle’s voice propelled Rue from the warm cocoon of her bed. She shot across the chilly floor and yanked her coat on over her nightgown. “What happened?” 


     “What does this matter? They come for you. They come right now.” 


     She was about to shove her foot into her shoe, but paused. “Mom and Dad?” 


     “No, you idiot! The Mortmaine.” 


     Rue burst from the room and was barreling down the stairs when Frida opened the front door. 


     “Frida, don’t!” 


     But it was too late. 


     The Mortmaine gathered in a line in the foyer, three of them, shoulder to shoulder. Rue shivered in the cold blasting through the open door. Shivered as their eyes fastened on her. 


     They were just kids, barely older than Rue. Initiates who weren’t skilled enough to wear head to toe green, only splashes: a scarf here, a pair of boots there, and the one in the middle wore a green hat that was almost comically elfish. 


     They had no guns, not that Rue could see. The one with the scarf had a stick that occasionally sizzled with electric blue sparks. The booted one held a bat with the word Honeyside branded along its length. The one in the middle, the one with the elf hat, held two short-handled axes. 


     “Listen,” Rue began, but Ax interrupted her. 


     “Don’t do anything stupid,” he said. “Sheathe your claws and let’s make this as painless as possible.” 


     Rue hadn’t even realized her claws were out. She retracted them as Frida closed the front door and nervously asked: 


     “Want me to get the mister?” 


     “It’s fine.” Rue walked the rest of the way down the stairs. She hated that they’d seen her running, seen her panic. It gave them an advantage—she wouldn’t give them any more. “We’re civilized people here. So let’s talk about this. Make what as painless as possible?” 


     “Your journey to Nightshade.” 


     Rue gave them her most charming smile. “Am I being recruited?” 


     The smile Ax offered in return was less than charming. “We don’t recruit beasts. Your people disowned you. That makes you fair game. We’ve been ordered to take you to Nightshade for study.” 


     “Study?” Rue was no longer smiling. “If you mean torture, why don’t you just say so?” 


     “My apologies. We will study you after you have been vivisected and catalogued. Is that the level of clarity you needed?” 


     Rue considered making a run past the initiates and their weapons…and stumbling into whatever backup they had waiting outside. Instead she ran down the back hallway, into the ballroom, toward the french doors that opened onto the backyard. But just as she grabbed the gold door handle, she was stopped short by a rope around her neck and jerked backward. 


     Rue swiveled, grabbed the rope, yanked it, and the Honeyside bat girl holding the other end crashed into her. More specifically, Honeyside’s nose crashed into Rue’s forehead. Honeyside hit the floor, holding her nose, and Rue had just managed to unknot the rope from her neck and catch a quick breath when Electric Stick zapped her in the back. 


     Rue absorbed as much electricity as her body would hold and then released a burst of it from each hand, one into Electric Stick and one into Ax, who stood next to her. After a prolonged, juddering second, they joined Honeyside on the ballroom floor. 


     “Come on!” Frida stood in the doorway, jingling a pair of car keys. 


     Rue followed her back into the hall. 


     “Do they not have back up waiting out front?” 


     “I didn’t see anyone. Can you drive?” 


     “I was hoping you could.” 


     “I can and I will. The nerve of them, treating you like that! I sent Claudia to track down the mister. I sure hope he’s in the world today. He always knows just what to do. In the meantime, we can find you a hole to disappear into, at least until—” 


     An ax sliced through the air between Rue and Frida’s heads and thudded to a stop in the front door. 


     The initiates stood behind them, one with blood dripping down her face, the other two with their electrically-styled hair teased out like members of an eighties rock band. 


     “Leave her alone, you bullies!” Frida said, which would have been more impressive had she not been hiding behind Rue. “You can’t take her away like she’s a rabid dog. She’s our lethiferist. She’s kind and gentle. Even with the things she kills. Or doesn’t kill. She let a couple of giant bugs go free once. I saw her. If she can have mercy on a bug, can’t you have mercy on her?” 


     Ax grabbed the much taller Frida by the hair, pulled her forward, shoved her to the right. 


     Frida vanished. 


     Through a door, Rue assumed. One of the dreaded invisible ones people stumbled into from time to time. Or were shoved through. 


     The Mortmaine used such doors as weapons. 


     “Finding holes to disappear into is our specialty,” Ax said, aiming his remaining one at Rue’s head. “Come with us now, or I’ll find one for you too.” 


     Rue swiped at him, and a second later the hand and the ax it held clattered to the floor. Before she could reverse and swing her claws toward Ax’s neck, a slap across the face took Rue down. Hard. 


     Honeyside had slapped her, and not with the bat. Just her hand; Rue lay on the floor, paralyzed. 


     By a slap? 


     Her body could overcome paralysis. In time. Time, she was sure, the Mortmaine wouldn’t give her. 


     Honeyside kicked Rue over onto her back and grabbed her legs. 


     Had they somehow drugged her? If so, her body should have fought it off. Her heart was still strong enough, pounding as it was. 


     Westwood appeared on the stairs as the initiates dragged Rue to the front door. He paused midway down the stairs. “Is there a problem?” 


     Electric Stick said, “Yeah, and we solved it. You’re welcome.” 


     “Her clan has forsaken her for the good of their community,” Honeyside added. “They’ve offered her to us for study.” 


     “They offered her in error.” 


     “She’s on the list,” said Ax sternly, but his expression remained half alive with pain and shock. He had bound his own limb and shoved his severed hand into his back pocket, the fingers poking out like a curious pet. 


     Westwood said, “Go back to Nightshade and get a new list.” 


     “We don’t answer to you.” 


     “You answer to the Mayor, who wouldn’t like to see me upset. And neither would you. I’ve claimed Just Rue, and anyone who wants to dispute it is welcome to discuss the matter with me personally.” 


     A look passed among the initiates and without speaking, Honeyside dropped Rue’s legs and Electric stick retrieved Ax’s weapons from the door and floor. 


     Ax pointed his stump at Westwood. “My elder will hear about this. About your phony claims of ownership…and about the unusual number of doors on your land. In your house. Freaky unusual. Will that upset the Mayor?” 


     The three initiates stepped over Rue and left the house. 


     Westwood squatted beside her. “Where are you hurt?” 


     “I can’t feel anything.” 


     He angled Rue’s face to the side and after a sharp ripping sound, her body regained control of her nervous system. 


     Westwood was only able to examine the rectangular bit of purple paper he’d removed from her cheek a few seconds before it disintegrated. “Very tricky, the Mortmaine.” 


     A sharp scream caught her attention and she turned just in time to see Frida fall from nothing and hit the floor, rattling the candelabra on a nearby table. 


     After a few breathless seconds, Frida sat up, groaning, glasses askew. “Hello, sir.” 


     “That’s why Nettle doesn’t want to come here. Doors all over the place, just like they said. I’m slipping into one right now and it’s raining. Can you tell? It’s burning my eyes.” 


     Westwood and Frida looked at each other. “Frida, tell Stanton I need him in the lab. And then take it easy for the rest of the day.” 


     “Thank you, sir.” 


     He scooped Rue into his arms and didn’t complain when she wiped her burning eyes against his shoulder. Moments later, Westwood set Rue on her bed. 


     “I just got out of this thing. I’m not sleepy. The rain will drown me if I sleep.” 


     “It’s not raining, you idiot. You’re just crying.” 


     “Crying is what humans do. I’m…nothing? They disowned me, my whole family. What am I now?” 


     “Traumatized and no good to anyone. Lie there and get well. Quickly.” 


     When Westwood left, Rue was glad she’d been made to lie down. Everything kept going black and slipping away. Karissa had come to her room at one point and patted Rue’s head and fed her ice cream. Rue could taste it still, the ice and lemon mingling on her tongue. Could see the damp spot on the carpet where she’d spat it out, but Karissa was long gone. The day was gone. Time was gone. 


     She was on the phone with Nettle, but couldn’t remember how long they’d been talking. Or why she’d answered. 


     Nettle was talking and talking. “You tell Heath to tell everyone you will go home and make a scene like you always do. And the people have enough of you and your drama. They vote, and then they go to the Mortmaine. Now you see why I want you to stay away?” 


     Rue went to the window and opened the drapes, and though the stars shone bright and blue and pretty, it remained dark. 


     “Even so I try to fix your disaster. I go to Nightshade. I find initiates. But they are worse than full Mortmaine! They stick a sticky paper on me that make me tell where you are. I think to myself they will lock me in a cage and take my spleen. Something horrible. They say to me these horrible things.” 


     “Was it the boy with the axes?” Rue asked, marveling at the wan quality of her own voice. Like her real voice had died and only its ghost remained. “Was he mean to you? Because I cut off his hand. I could find him and cut off something else. Off him and his friends. You could come with me. It could be an adventure.” 


     “You’re stupid. Why you always want to do stupid things?” 


     “I have too much time on my hands. Not like you. You’re too busy saving the day and making babies—” 


     “Not yet.” 


     “—and being the good daughter. So you do that. You be the good one, and I’ll be the happy one.” 


     “You and happy have never even seen each other. Don't say to me you are happy.” 


     “Well I am. I will be.” 


     “Just apologize and come home.” 


     “What home? They tried to kill me!” 


     “Not kill. Only try to…give you away.” 


     “To people who want to kill me. Oh I’m sorry, ‘study’ me.” 


     “Like Westwood? He want to study you. Him and his twins. This is the type of people you like, no?” 


     Rue stared at the phone, its toxic blue glow. 


     “The family, the people, all of us want you to act normal. Like heartless, not human.” 


     “And join with some non-entity like Dodder? Like you did?” 


     “Dodder’s nice.” 


     “Nice isn’t good enough. I want to travel and go to college and—” 


     “And learn about everything in the whole world except what matters.” 


     “Enlighten me, Nettle.” 


     “Family!” 


     Rue laughed. When she stopped, the stars were gone. She’d laughed them right out of the sky. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 10 


     Rue found herself standing in the kitchen at the sink spitting out an unpleasant mix of bile and char and…what the hell? 


     “Not popcorn, either,” Karissa said, and made a note on a piece of paper. “We’re running out of stuff to try.” 


     “Why do you keep feeding me these things?” Rue said. “Ice cream and popcorn.” She turned on the tap to wash the half-eaten remains down the drain and then rinse out her mouth, clean out the foulness Karissa had shoved into it. 


     “I told you that I can’t eat human food.” 


     Karissa looked hurt. “It was your idea. You said if you could find a human food to eat, you’d never have to go to the dark park again. You said to make a list.” 


     Rue glanced at Karissa’s extremely lengthy list of foods, all of them scratched through. 


     “If I said that, I really am stupid.” 


     Like Nettle said. 


     “Not stupid. Depressed. Because you were crying all the time.” 


     “I was?” 


     Karissa regarded her, wide-eyed. “Crying and being weird. You went outside and skinned a wild hog and tried to turn the skin into a coat because you said you didn’t have family to keep you warm anymore.” 


     The last thing Rue remembered was talking to Nettle on the phone and being told that the family who had tried to kill her were more important than Rue’s hopes and dreams. Her soul must have taken over. Rue wished she would take over again, not ready to be in the world, to hear how weak everyone must think she was. 


     “And at dinner last night you poked a fork in the back of your hand and waited for it to heal and then poked it again and again and—” 


     “I don’t want to hear about stuff that happened while I wasn’t me. What I want is for you to stop feeding me shit!” 


     Karissa vanished, like smoke in a storm. 


     Rue crouched near the sink, focused on settling her turbulent breathing. She’d nearly succeeded when Frida entered the kitchen. 


     “Uh-oh.” Frida hurried closer. “Are you okay?” 


     “My stomach’s upset. It’ll get better. I just have to wait.” 


     Frida gathered her Tupperware and organ meat. Stole glances at Rue. 


     “You seem…lucid.” 


     Rue hesitated, not wanting to yell anymore, but unsure that would stop her. “How long have I been non-lucid?” 


     “A week. It’s Saturday.” 


     “Only a week?” Rue said, relieved. 


     “Only? Does this sort of thing happen to you a lot?” 


     “No, but it happens. When my mother’s father’s first mate died, his soul isolated the emotional pain and hid it away so that he could move on with his life. And he did. He joined a second time and had babies and when the hurt was diminished enough not to ruin his life, his soul let him have his mind back.” 


     “How long did that take?” 


     “Twenty years. What's one week compared to that? Mother’s father didn’t remember anything, didn’t recognize his new family, wanted nothing to do with them, with any of us.” 


     Frida left the organ meat on the counter and crouched next to Rue. “His soul.” Tasting the words. “Like it’s a thing inside that controls what you do. A little command center with switches and directives and a self-destruct button.” 


     Rue smiled wanly at Frida, then poked her in a few places, curious. “Are you okay? You didn’t come back…strange or anything?” 


     “I got shoved someplace dark where I was hanging upside-down for a while, but I’m not any more strange than usual.” 


     “Karissa said I was crying all week. Did you see me cry?” 


     Frida nodded. 


     “Did…other people?” 


     “Sure. The twins. The mister. A postal worker.” 


     Rue looked at the floor, face burning. 


     “Nettle. But she didn’t see you, obviously.” 


     “What?” 


     “She’s called a few times, but whenever the twins tried to give you the phone, you’d just stick whatever was nearby into your ears.” She tugged Rue’s earlobe. “I’m still not sure they got all the raisins out.” 


     “Why would Nettle call me? She disowned me. Everyone did.” 


     “After the mister ran off those horrible initiates, the very next day, the Mortmaine called to apologize. The initiates were supposed to bring you in, but only if you were in a rabid-dog sorta condition. Not, you know, a functioning, rational individual.” 


     “They were supposed to bring me in because my family disowned me. My own sister disowned me. Did Westwood tell everyone that part?” 


     “Nettle was the one who warned you about the initiates. Remember? If she didn’t care, she wouldn’t have bothered. To me, it sounds like she wants you to back off and let her make her own choices.” 


     “Is that what it sounds like to you?” Yelling again. “Don’t talk about situations you know nothing about.” 


     “I don’t claim to know every little detail, but maybe go talk to your sister.” 


     “I’m never talking to her again! I’m never talking to anybody again.” 


     Rue scrambled to her feet and slammed out of the kitchen. The sun startled her. She hadn’t seen it in so long, it didn’t seem to belong in the sky. But even as she watched, a thick swarm of clouds swallowed the hurtful light. Her ill-temper, her ill-wishes, altering the universe. For the worse. 


     It was the heart. That was the reason she felt so out of sorts. She needed to fill it. Or get a fresh one. Rue didn’t like to kill people, liked that her soul had developed a new method of getting Rue the energy she needed, even if every other Heartless she knew thought it bizarre. Even gross. 


     Maybe Rue should have stayed locked away from her mind, like her mother’s father had. She didn’t know why her soul thought kicking her out into the cold like this was acceptable, but what could she do? Rue’s soul was the boss. 


     She decided to make her way to El Camino Real—roads always drew humans like flies to picnics—but as she descended the hill and entered the pines, Rue remembered her insect charges. 


     “Shit!” 


     A whole week without her, without milk or stories or companionship. Cindy and Mindy must think she’d abandoned them. 


     If they were still alive. 


     Rue checked the mesquite, once and then twice more, but the pupae were gone. 


     She turned to the roses, sprawled just off the animal trail, tightly knotted around an unidentifiable lump. “What happened to Cindy and Mindy?” 


     Several canes pointed skyward where a pair of dragonfly-green wasps hovered over the treetops. 


     “Cindy! Mindy! Hi!” 


     The wasps spiraled down and settled into Rue’s familiar embrace. 


     “Sorry I was gone so long. It wasn’t on purpose, I swear. Just look at you two! Y’all are so grownup now.” 


     The wasps preened and buzzed contentedly in her arms. Until a wave of dizziness made her swoon against the mesquite. She released the wasps, had nearly crushed the poor things as she’d collided with the tree. 


     Cindy flew up into the pines and returned, four of her legs clutching a dead bluebird, which she dropped at Rue’s feet. 


     “Oh, that’s sweet.” Rue tried petting Cindy’s head, but both wasps had unpleasant stinging hairs. “But hunger isn’t the problem. My heart is empty.” 


     “Stomach.” The word buzzed slowly from Cindy’s throat and, by the time it hit the air, was barely recognizable. And yet… 


     “You can talk! How?” 


     “You. Stories.” Cindy and Mindy took turns with each word, drifting in slow circles around each other. “You. Teach.” 


     “I knew you’d be smart. I knew it!” Rue’s leap for joy ended with her on her knees, shaking. 


     “Eat,” Cindy and Mindy insisted. 


     “I’m not hungry. It’s just…my heart needs to be replaced.” 


     “Stomach.” 


     “I’m not hungry.” 


     “YESSSS. YESSSSS. YESSSSSSS.” 


     Rue was silent a long while. So long, that Cindy and Mindy landed on either side of her, leaned into her, as if they were cold. 


     “I. I would have to go home to eat. How could I risk seeing my family after they tried to—” 


     “Kill. You.” 


     Rue hung her head, ashamed. 


     “Nettle.” 


     “Why is everyone obsessed with Nettle?” 


     “Sister. Is. Important.” The wasps leaned over Rue’s lap and nuzzled each other affectionately. Rue envied them. 


     “Even Frida said I should call her. Should I?” 


     “NETTLE. NETTLE. NETTLE.” 


     “All right! All right. Shh!” Rue said, dialing the number. “Or I won’t be able to hear her.” 


     She settled back against the mesquite and as soon as she heard her sister’s voice: 


     “Please don’t join. Just don’t do it. Please?” 


     “They are counting on me.” Rue hated hearing the tears in her sister’s voice, the hopelessness. “I am what is left.” 


     “Our brothers are there. Why is it your burden?” 


     “I do not like unhappiness. Mine or other peoples. You only care about your own unhappiness.” 


     “Why is it selfish to live a little? Dodder’s not going anywhere; what’s the hurry? What’s so wrong about waiting a year? You could do so much in a year.” 


     “Like go to a ball?” Nettle blew her nose. “That ball does sound fun. And Europe. And living away from home. It sound like scary fun. Something for you to do, my brave sister, not me. I am sorry for what happen to you.” 


     “I know. Of course I know that.” Rue didn’t mean to start crying, especially not in front of Cindy and Mindy, so she hid her face against her knees. 


     “Food.” Cindy and Mindy nudged her. “Food.” 


     “What is that noise? Bees?” Nettle asked. 


     “Wasps. I need to eat soon. I guess. Maybe we could meet in the dark park and—” 


     “No! Rue, no. You cannot be here. If the people see, if the family see you? I don’t want to think what they do to you.” 


     “I have to eat,” said Rue, the words muffled against her knees. 


     “Not me. Not yet. You use too much energy. You burn it up.” 


     “Food would be a lot more helpful than a lecture right now.” 


     “Sorry. I will go with the family for food next week. When we go, I can text where we are, so you can go the other way. Far the other way. Okay?” 


     “Okay.” 


     Nettle said, after a while, “I want to make you and the family happy. You want to do as you please. Maybe there is a way to both have what we want?” 


     “You can’t make the family happy unless it’s at the expense of your own happiness. If you want to be happy, become me.” Rue laughed, weakly. “Then we’ll both be happy.” 


     “Still thinking I want to be you?” The tears had gone from Nettle’s voice. “Do your weird trick and sip someone’s heart; that will help a little until we hunt. But stay away until I text, or it is you they will hunt.” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 11 


     The next day, Rue wandered across the cold grounds of the du Haven plantation. The clouds bloated with unspent rain had left the late morning sky so dark, it could have passed for evening. 


     “Let’s cut through the garden,” she said as the bells of Evangeline Church called the Catholics to prayer. “It’s so pretty there, even in winter. I can’t wait to see what it’s like in the spring. When will you begin to bloom? Spring or summer? Both! I’m so jealous; you’re going to be so beautiful. More beautiful. But I have to say, you’d be most beautiful if you stopped biting yourself. You can’t get rid of fleas by gnawing your flesh to shreds. As soon as I get you settled, I’ll go to the house and get you some flea powder or a flea collar from the—” 


     In the center of the garden, a metal table had been draped with a white tablecloth and set for tea with pink china. Circular sandwiches on tiny saucers, and even tinier cups filled with dark tea. A large plate with a glass dome held a small cake covered with pink frosting and strawberry slices. 


     Sterling sat at the table, dressed in a funny, old-fashioned hat and waistcoat. Karissa, across from him, wore a white velvet dress trimmed with lace, a bow perched fetchingly in her curly hair. Very cute. 


     And then she vanished. 


     “What are you doing?” Sterling asked, unperturbed. 


     “How does she do that? Can y’all do that?” 


     “No.” Sterling looked, not at Rue, but at her new friend. “What. Are. You. Doing?” 


     “…taking a walk.” 


     “With a blue sloth?” Sterling poured milk into Karissa’s cup, considerably lightening the dark tea. “You’re not supposed to befriend beasts.” 


     “We’re not friends?” 


     “Then why are you holding hands?” 


     Rue looked at the blue sloth, who didn’t seem interested in fielding questions. “I’m guiding it. To its…bloody fate.” 


     “Why do you have to guide it anywhere? Just rip the thing apart. Did you break a claw?” 


     Heartless claws were the toughest substance she’d ever heard of. Tougher than diamonds. “Maybe?” said Rue. 


     “Do you need a knife?” 


     “Ah. No? I’m…taking her to the root cellar first. So that…I don’t have to drag dead weight behind me.” 


     “But the root cellar is that way.” 


     “Look here, pay attention to your own business! Lots of interesting things are happening right in front of you so why pay attention to me? Maybe then you’ll notice things like your sister’s ability to vanish and the charm of hummingbirds swarming the table and eating your food.” 


     Sterling’s smug expression was replaced by real concern. “Hummingbirds?” 


     The charm arose from the ruins of the pink cake, jewel-toned feathers smeared with frosting. Beaks glinting as though reinforced with metal. Beaks aimed at Rue’s face. They darted at her. 


     And Rue awakened on the ground, her head in the blue sloth’s lap. Sterling knelt nearby, scribbling into a notepad as the sloth stroked her hair. Something chirped above, and Rue screamed. 


     “The birds!” 


     “Stop yelling,” Sterling said. “You’re fine. Just having a flashback, a side effect of the experiment. I thought I debugged this particular effect but…guess I should have let Stanton check the math.” 


     “It wasn’t real?” As the sloth helped her stand, Rue spied Karissa peeping beneath the table and the pink cake intact atop the table beneath the glass dome. She held her head. 


     “But they were eating the cake.” 


     “Hummingbirds don’t eat cake.” Sterling ripped off the notebook paper and dropped it into a dark cup of tea where it dissolved and turned the liquid pinkish and cloudy. “Drink this. It’ll help with the hallucinations. And the weakness.” 


     “I’m not weak!” Rue slapped the proffered cup into the bushes. Grabbed the blue sloth’s hand. Marched off. 


     “Rue?” 


     She stopped. 


     “The root cellar is that way.” 


     Rue changed directions, cursing under her breath. 


     “It doesn’t matter what Sterling says or what direction we go,” she said, once she and the blue sloth were out of hearing range. “There’s plenty of woods all around. You can go across El Camino Real and into those trees and follow them back to the dark park without ever being seen.” 


     The blue sloth began biting her hind leg again. Not nipping the way she had earlier, the way a flea-ridden dog would. Gashing. Tearing. Trying to bite her own leg off. 


     Rue hunkered down and touched the blue sloth’s sore leg, burrowed her fingers through the thick blue fur, felt the blood from the bite marks, felt the huge wriggling mass just beneath the skin. 


     Definitely not fleas. 


     Rue extended one claw and sliced into the blue sloth’s skin, quick and deep, and in no time had grabbed hold of the problem. Wrenched it free. Purple, glistening with blood and ooze, as long as Rue’s forearm. Slick and whippy, desperate to be free, but Rue secreted a sticky residue from her hand that let her keep a tight grip. A barbed tongue flicked out of the round opening of its head. Swiped at her hand and arm, licking the skin away in strips. As painful as it felt, the parasite only got in two or three licks before it began to slow down. To stiffen. To cool. 


     Rue held it high, let her hand go cold to speed the process, and between her icy hand and the icy wind, the parasite quickly froze into the world’s most hideous Popsicle. Rue set it aside on the cold ground and used her wet wipes to clean the blue sloth’s wounds, sealed them with more of the sticky resin. As she worked, the blue sloth rested its hand on her knee. A hand with four fingers and a thumb, fur lifting in the stiff wind. 


     When Rue had done everything she could medically, the blue sloth stood and walked with Rue to the edge of the property. 


     “Stay safe,” Rue told her. “And if you run into any more trouble like that, instead of chewing yourself to death, come find me.” 


     The sloth nodded. Crossed El Camino Real without getting hit by a car. Crossed into the woods without being mauled by a cackler. Rue waited a bit longer for any signs of distress, but nothing happened. 


     Not on her watch. 


     Rue carried the purple parasite into the kitchen and dumped it down the disposal, listening to the icy grind and crack as it was reduced to mush. She tarried a moment, soaked up the heat blasting from various pots bubbling and steaming on the stove. The brown liquid in the largest pot began to smell increasingly familiar the longer Rue stood there, but before she could place the scent, arms surrounded her. Strong, supportive, cold. Ice fingers plucking at the buttons of her uniform. 


     “Come on then.” Warm breath in her ear. “Show us your tits.” 


     Rue broke free, putting space between herself and Drabbin. 


     Drabbin tsked at her and when she didn’t comply, began to pull things out of cupboards: a bowl, a box with a smiling tiger on it. A spoon. His eyes never left hers. “I just had a long session in the lab with the mister. He said when he first clapped eyes on you, you was starkers.” 


     “I wouldn’t go to a job interview naked. The rug acid ate away my shirt.” 


     “No fair the mister having a look and not me. A feel too, from what he said.” 


     “A smack too. Did he tell you that part?” 


     “Aye. Because he didn’t ask first. I know birds like to be asked.” Drabbin’s eyes went misty and faraway, like he was remembering something pleasant. “Some of ’em.” 


     Rue clutched the front of her uniform, remembering how Westwood had groped her in the music room. 


     The music room. That smell. 


     Rue looked at the bubbling pot. “Shirley?” 


     “Quite a nose on you.” Drabbin poured himself a bowl of cereal. “Yeah, it’s Shirley.” 


     “Why are you cooking her?” This new mystery replacing the memories of Westwood’s hand on her. “Who do you expect to eat Shirley?” 


     Drabbin took his cereal to the island at the center of the kitchen. The metal stool made a horrid screech as he dragged it out and sat. “Karissa and the twins. Who else?” 


     “They’re cannibals? Really?” Rue continued to clutch her chest, but for different reasons. “I never would have guessed.” 


     Drabbin said, “John’s a wanker, but he’s right sharp he is. He says to me, human flesh has soul in it; the more flesh you eat, the more soul you has. It’s important to feed the kids’ souls, make them bigger and brighter.” 


     “Only the children? Why don’t you eat it, if souls are so important?” 


     The steam from the cooking pot. She was breathing it in. Breathing Shirley in. 


     Rue hurried away from the stove and sat across from Drabbin who looked even better up close. 


     “No point,” he said. “I’ve not got any soul. If you got no soul, what’s there to increase?” 


     “Did you lose it?” 


     “‘Twas et. Me and Grissel’s. But no matter. The twins got plenty, and John wants every bit of it.” 


     “NDE! That’s what Westwood meant: near-death experience. He killed Shirley because she’d come back from the dead and…it affected her soul in some way?” 


     “Aye. People who have NDEs have a special kind of soul. A strong kind, capable of moving between our world and eternity. Usually that’s a one way trip. But a soul that can travel back and forth, that’s the kind as makes the best lab subjects.” 


     “For the bone machine. What happens to a soul in the bone machine?” 


     “Gets shredded. At least, so far. John’s clever, but he ain’t God, no matter what he thinks.” 


     Rue was stunned. “You can destroy a soul?” 


     “John can. John and his machine. Or they can be eaten.” Eyes heavy on her. “Yours looks…meaty. Large as life itself.” 


     “You see it?” If Rue could have shielded it from his sight, she would have. 


     “Comes with not having one of my own. I get to be tormented by other people’s. By yours.” Drabbin leaned toward her. “Grissel was right about you, about the light inside. Little star, she called you.” 


     Rue leaned away, head on the verge of explosion. “This is what Westwood’s spectacular is going to cover this year. Souls.” 


     “Pretty and clever,” Drabbin said. “Always a bad combination.” 


     “What kind of project requires Westwood to steal your souls?” 


     “Weren’t stolen.” Drabbin said. “I told you. Westwood got on the wrong side of a souleater, and me and Grissel had to pay for it.” He shoved the cereal bowl aside so violently that milk sloshed onto his hand. “Reason food tastes like swill.” He rubbed the milk into his skin as though it were lotion. “Nothing feels right.” 


     When he reached for her, Rue dodged him. 


     “I answered your nosy questions, yeah? You owe me.” 


     Rue thought about it, decided she did owe Drabbin. He’d volunteered more in five minutes than anyone else had in over a week. 


     She unbuttoned her uniform and peeled it down to her waist, and as she pulled her arms free, Drabbin came around the island to sit next to her. 


     “Don’t touch me.” 


     “Why?” His eyes rolled over Rue, made her skin feel as crawly as Grissel had the other day. “Afraid I’ll reach through that slit and grab whoever’s heart you shoved in there? I bet that’d feel intense.” 


     He leaned close, like he wanted to kiss her, except he was inhaling, trying to vacuum out a piece of her soul. 


     “Stop that.” 


     “Not even a taste?” 


     “Get Westwood to give you a new soul if you want one so badly. He owes you more than I do.” 


     “I don’t want a new soul. I want to taste yours. Selfish to keep all that to yourself.” 


     “Why would you want to taste any part of me? We’re not even family.” Rue decided she’d more than repaid him for answering her questions, but before she could tell him so, Stanton came into the kitchen. Dressed like his brother in an old-fashioned hat and waistcoat. On the way to join his siblings no doubt. But he paused at the sight of her and Drabbin. Gave Drabbin such a look, Rue was surprised Drabbin’s head didn’t burst into flames. 


     “Dad’s waiting for you in the lab; go see what he wants.” 


     Drabbin gave Rue’s breasts one last, wistful once-over. Popped up from the stool. “I know what John wants. Same thing he always wants. Someone to clean up his mess.” 


     “You can’t prance around here like it’s a nudist colony,” Stanton told Rue when Drabbin had gone. “That’s not allowed. Do you understand?” 


     Rue waited to see if his eyes would slip down to her chest. They didn’t. “I understand.” 


     “And don’t let Drabbin talk you into…anything. You’re an employee; it wouldn’t be ethical. Do you understand ethics?” 


     Rue nodded. “Like white people and Eskimos.” 


     Stanton came forward and threaded Rue’s arms back through her sleeves, as though he didn’t trust her to cover herself. 


     “Ethics means keep your clothes on.” He buttoned her uniform from her waist to her neck and as he buttoned the last button, Rue’s head popped like a balloon. 


     When she awakened, Stanton was cradling her on the floor. She reached up, quickly. Paused, fingers trembling. Touched her head. It was still there, still intact. 


     Stanton smiled at her, reassuringly. “The side effects of that experiment are killer, aren’t they?” 


     “That’s what Sterling said. Side effects.” 


     “You talked to him? He didn’t tell me.” As though that was unheard of. 


     “I only just did.” Rue told him what happened at the tea table. “And then Sterling called me weak and tried to fix me.” She closed her eyes, relaxing into Stanton’s embrace. “Maybe I should have let him.” 


     “Sterling is gauche, but that’s my fault. In our mother’s womb, I gobbled up all the tact and left none for him. Do you want to come to the Basin with us? Kissy and Sterling and I are going tomorrow.” 


     Rue was dumbstruck. Searched Stanton’s face for clues that he was joking. He was not. 


     “But Sterling hates me. Karissa too. She hides from me.” 


     “Inviting you was Sterling’s idea, and Kissy hides from everyone. Though she would be less inclined to hide from you if you didn’t feel the need to call her a bastard.” 


     “Tell her I won’t do it again.” 


     “You tell her. She’ll listen. Especially if you show up just as you are.” He helped her rise to her feet. “Fully dressed.” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 12 


     The du Haven plantation stood off in the distance, floating above the tree line, holding court over the smaller but equally grand houses that overran the Basin like illegitimate offspring. 


     Would it be impolite to call someone’s house a bastard? If Rue had been with the twins, she would have asked, but it was just her and Karissa, snug in her black velveteen coat and a pink knitted cap with bunny ears. She’d learned her lesson about using that word around Karissa. 


     The kite she carried was also bunny-themed; she handed it to Rue because it wasn’t that windy, which meant she’d need to draw out the line and run the kite to get it in the air. Little kids loved holding toys and running around. 


     Except Karissa didn’t seem particularly excited. And Rue thought she knew why. 


     “Sorry I made you cry. When I called you a bastard? Sorry I yelled at you for feeding me gross things when I’m the one who asked you to. My soul asked. Probably because I keep not eating, and she has to come up with some new way to keep me alive that won’t hurt me psychologically. My soul is the one who discovered the trick of draining hearts without stealing them. Because I don’t like killing people. Problem is I use way more energy than other heartless do; I use as much energy as warm-blooded people. That used to mean hearts. Tons of them. I killed so many people…and it made me feel bad.” 


     Karissa waited as if Rue had not yet said enough words. 


     “Hurting people, hurting anything, makes me feel bad. Talking is hard for me sometimes. I know all the words, but not all the meanings. I didn’t know bastard had a meaning that makes people angry. Or sad. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but sometimes I don’t know how to say things the way humans want to hear them.” 


     Karissa nodded, thoughtfully. 


     “I have a sister, a little older than you, named Nettle.” Rue heard weeping from the open window of one of the houses, but it was probably from the TV. “If anybody made Nettle cry, the way I made you, I’d punch him in the nose.” 


     “I thought Sterling was gonna punch you.” 


     “I wouldn’t have blamed him.” 


     The twins sat a few yards away at the communal pier stretching over the calm water. Stanton rose and walked to a house with a willow in the yard, and when he caught her looking, he gave her a thumb’s up. She had no idea why. 


     But she liked it. 


     “That’s stupid.” Karissa continued backward with the kite, distancing herself from Rue’s stupidity. “Boys aren’t allowed to hit girls. It wouldn’t be fair.” 


     “Why not?” 


     “Boys are stronger. They have more muscles and stuff.” 


     Muscles and stuff? The human definition of strong was dangerously limited. 


     “It was stupid to cry. Like a baby. It’s just...you seemed nice.” 


     The friendly face did work on them. 


     “I wasn’t expecting you to say mean things.” Karissa sighed. “But I know better now.” 


     “I’m not really a nice person, that’s true. But I don’t want to make anyone feel bad.” Rue replayed that and then said, “I don’t want to make you feel bad. So if I say something hurtful, tell me, and I’ll stop.” 


     “You will?” Karissa seemed pleased. Finally. “You promise?” 


     “I promise.” 


     After judging the distance between them, Karissa said, “Let go.” 


     Rue did, and Karissa took off, circling the Basin until her kite was high in the air. So high, a drake swooped down from the heavy clouds, a drake with scales that were the same perfect blue as the twins’ painted ceiling. He pursued the kite, his wingless snake-like body undulating like an ocean wave. A mane of white feathers ringed his head, fluttering as he snapped playfully at the bunny kite, and when Karissa hooted in glee at the sight of him, he hooted right back. 


     Rue joined Sterling at the pier where he watched Karissa and the drake, tense. 


     “She’s fine.” 


     “I know.” And he did. Everyone knew drakes were harmless, but Sterling would know it better if he had picked someone else’s sister to play with. 


     Instead of reflecting the gray sky, the Basin water remained black, so black it was impossible to see the many creatures Rue sensed lurking below. Out of sight. Leaving her with only Sterling to talk to. But Sterling, as usual, had nothing to say, and so Rue sat near the edge of the pier to give him his space. 


     The wooden slats were far enough apart to see the water. It was high this time of year, swollen with winter rain, making it impossible to dangle her legs over the pier without getting them drenched. So she sat cross-legged like Sterling, only more gracefully, he wasn’t nearly as flexible as Rue. Not his legs. His fingers, however, were incredibly nimble, twisting sheets of paper into doll-sized men complete with fingers and toes and wings and Mohawks as sharp as pinking shears. He’d made seven so far, and they stood in a line bobbing up and down on their feet, peering into the water excited, as if they couldn’t wait to dive in. 


     “How are you able to make paper do that?” 


     She didn’t really think he would answer, but he surprised her. 


     “We build in circuitry so we can program it. Write the code to let the paper know what to do. Shape it into whatever. Voila.” 


     “What are you making?” 


     “Dumb stuff. To pass the time.” 


     “So you make things to torture people with, but sometimes you make things just for fun?” 


     “Is that what you do? Things? For fun?” The word didn’t seem to hold any pleasant associations for him. 


     “This is fun.” She looked across the water. “It will be when Stanton gets back. When will he be back?” 


     “When he gets the drinks. One of our friends lives back there.” He pointed to the house with the willow in the yard. “He went to ask her mom for hot chocolate.” 


     “You can drink chocolate?” 


     Sterling didn’t answer, but not because he was being mean. He seemed…confused? Shocked? Something like that. “I keep forgetting you’re from outer space.” 


     “Where killer labradoodles come from?” 


     He smiled and went back to folding his dolls. “Of course you can drink chocolate. Can drink anything if you blend it well enough.” 


     Through the gap in the slats, Rue caught a flash of movement, which turned out to be a blinking eye. As big as her fist. 


     She waved. “Hi.” 


     A tentacle reached out of the water and patted her head, and then Sterling yanked her away from the edge of the pier, closer to him. 


     “The hell was that?” 


     “I don’t know. It seemed friendly.” The eye and the tentacle were gone. “I think you scared it.” 


     “Me?” He was giving her that look again. “Just sit next to me, and stop making friends.” 


     Rue looked across the water and sighed. “I like making friends.” 


     “Are you the one who left the backstabber eyeballs?” 


     “Yes.” She gave him a quick glance—no rapture, no gratitude—and then looked away. 


     “We haven’t talked to Dad yet, if that’s why you did it. But we will.” 


     “Don’t bother. I did it because backstabber urine doesn’t attract backstabbers.” 


     “It was female urine.” 


     “Who cares? Their urine is toxic. To them,” she added when he seemed worried. “It makes them sick; they pee far from their dens for a reason.” 


     As Rue spoke, Sterling set the doll he’d finished in line with the rest, but it didn’t stay where he’d placed it. Instead, it leaped into the air and dived, but as it unfurled its wings, it burst into flames. 


     Sterling looked stunned for a moment. And then he snapped his fingers. “I know what I did wrong.” He grabbed his dolls and lined them in front of his folded legs, shaking his gloved hands as though they were beginning to cramp. One at a time, he lifted them carefully and scribbled onto their wings. 


     “What are you planning to do with the eyes?” Rue grabbed one of the dolls he hadn’t reached yet and waved it about in the air, since it seemed so desperate to fly. “Cook them into a stew? Or do you only eat human—” 


     “Don’t touch that!” 


     The doll ignited and so did her hand. The flame only lasted as long as the doll did, a few seconds at most, but when the fire was out her hand was a blistery ruin. 


     Sterling grabbed her wrist and then seemed to run out of ideas. 


     Rue pulled away from him and hid her hand against her chest. “I wasn’t gonna hurt your doll.” 


     “Who said you were? I messed them up. Didn’t I say that? I programmed them to burn instead of glow. I’ll get some burn ointment. Why aren’t you wearing gloves anyway? It’s freezing out here.” 


     “I don’t need ointment.” When he reached for her again, she said, “And stop touching me.” 


     “I just want to see—” 


     “No.” 


     Sterling went back to fixing his dolls, handling them roughly. “Too bad they didn’t have flame-resistant labradoodles at Assassins ‘R’ Us.” 


     “I’m self-healing. That’s much better than being flame-resistant. I’m lucky I can heal a paper cut let alone third-degree burns after what you did to my brain. I think you must like hurting me.” 


     “I’ll get an ice pack. Or a doctor. Something?” 


     “No.” 


     “So sit there, then! Be in pain. See if I care. And nothing’s wrong with your brain. We put everything back the way we found it. Mostly.” 


     “What did you do to the stuff you took out of my head?” 


     Sterling said, “We’re decoding one of your memories. We’re almost done. We think.” 


     “That’s what your experiment is about? Reading people’s minds?” 


     He nodded. “People’s thoughts, memories, are complicated, encrypted, in a way. We want to see if the brain can be decoded and searched in a methodical way, like a database.” 


     “What do memories and thoughts have to do with the soul?” 


     That was definitely shock on Sterling’s face. 


     “You said you were helping with the spectacular,” Rue told him, “and since this year’s project is about souls, your memory experiments must be related.” 


     “But how do you know it’s about souls?” 


     “Drabbin told me.” 


     “And then he made you get naked. I was wondering why you’d…” He shook his head. “Don’t try to turn Cousin Drabbin into a trusted news source. Tit for tat is a literal thing with him. As you discovered.” 


     “I don’t care. I like to talk to people who like teaching me things.” 


     “Then go to college. And hey, bonus, you won’t have to do the professors afterwards.” 


     “I don’t have to do anything. I don’t have to sit here freezing. I don’t have to talk to people who’d rather burn me than let me touch their stuff.” 


     “I’m sorry! Okay? I’m sorry you were hurt. I don’t care if you touch these stupid dolls, just let me fix them first. Okay?” 


     Rue squeezed her hand and thought about it. “Is school hard?” 


     “If you like it, it won’t be hard. If you like it and can read.” 


     “Heartless make a study of human beings. We watch your films, read your books. Follow you here and there. We learn all about you, and what we learn we use to lure you into dark places. Where we can kill you. Successful predation requires years of study, Sterling. So, yes. I can read.” 


     He stared at her for the longest time. “Which college are you going to?” he said, at last, “so I can go to a different one.” 


     Sterling finished his dolls and set half of them before her. “There. Just pick ’em up and toss ’em. They need air under their wings.” 


     Rue did as he said and soon the dolls were crisscrossing the Basin, glimmering over the dreary water like the world’s largest fireflies. She shared a smile with Sterling, but she smiled again in a deeper place that was just for her. Smiled because she liked the idea that he would create something so pretty and fragile, simply because he could. 


     “Dimples! And a smile. Must be your real face.” 


     Rue stuck out her tongue, and then the pier groaned beneath them as Stanton returned, balancing four blue, lidded cups and shooing Rue closer to Sterling with his knee so that he could sit on her other side. 


     “Don’t run so close to the water,” he yelled to his sister, racing along the shore to their left. “And stop trying to lasso that drake!” 


     “What took so long? Sterling asked, as Stanton passed out the drinks. 


     “Mrs. Phipps tried to convince me to give her spectacular invites. In exchange for hot chocolate. I mean…” He stopped, too mindblown to finish his thought. 


     Rue said, “Is she interested in science?” 


     “Nobody’s interested in science,” Stanton said, “Only in an excuse to wear fancy clothes and rub elbows with even fancier people.” 


     “Fancy clothes?” 


     Stanton took a long drink and then said, “There’s a ball right after the spectacular.” 


     “Nettle would love to go to something like that.” 


     Stanton said, “Your sister can’t come. Neither can you. Staff’s never invited.” 


     “Westwood might invite me if I asked real—” 


     “Absolutely not. You don’t want to owe Dad any favors. Understand?” 


     Rue didn’t like being told what to do, but Stanton’s bossiness seemed to come from such a kind place. 


     “Okay.” 


     She removed the lid from her cup, and then wished she hadn’t. The stuff inside was brown and soupy and full of white lumps, and it steamed in the cold air like it was breathing. She sipped the chocolate, and it was as bad as if it was still in solid form—the overly sweet sludge didn’t even quench her thirst. Useless. 


     Rue popped the lid back on and set the drink to the side, spat out as much as she could. 


     “Hey,” Stanton said. “Don’t spit in public. Nice people don’t do that.” 


     “I’m not nice. I keep telling you.” 


     “You don’t have to be nice; you just have to appear nice. Appearances count for—” Stanton’s jaw dropped. 


     “Her eyes!” 


     “The limbal rings? Yeah.” 


     “What do you mean, yeah? They’re green!” Stanton tilted Rue’s chin to the sky, even though the lighting was dull at best. 


     Sterling said, “Yesterday, they were blue.” 


     “It’s like that for all heartless,” Rue said. “The rings change colors according to our mood.” 


     “What does blue mean?” Stanton asked, fascinated. 


     “She was nervous.” Sterling smiled at her expression. “I study you too, you know. Even if I didn’t, all that babbling gave it away. Your face sure doesn’t.” 


     “You think I’m hard to read?” 


     “You think I am?” 


     Stanton waited patiently until they’d both wound down, and then asked, “What does green mean?” 


     “That’s what they are under ideal conditions, when I’m….” 


     “Contented?” Stanton pressed. “Comfortable?” 


     “…yes.” 


     “Happy?” 


     Rue smiled and frowned at the same time. She didn’t think that was the right word. But it was a nice word. 


     The Basin roiled in the silence as a pale, lipless mouth broke the surface and caught one of the dolls that had been skimming its wing along the dark water. 


     “It’s not food, idiot!” Sterling yelled as the creature submerged again. As it sank, Rue spied a small object bobbing near the pier. 


     A lick of ice water swallowed her hand briefly as she snatched it free. 


     “Your hand still hurt?” Sterling asked. 


     “No.” 


     “Then don’t put it in the water like that. It’ll get eaten off.” 


     “Don’t tell me what to do. Nothing in the Basin wants to eat me. Or you. Not the alive, non-decaying version of you,” she amended. 


     “You hurt your hand?” Stanton asked. “Was it during the experiment?” 


     Rue explained how Sterling had set fire to her hand to punish her for being curious. 


     “That’s not what happened!” 


     Stanton ignored his brother and said, “I can go back and ask for an ice pack.” 


     “I don’t need ice. It’s healed.” 


     She showed them. 


     “How’d you do that?” Sterling reached for her hand again, and this time she let him hold it. “It was all raw and blistery.” 


     “I told you I heal fast.” 


     “A good skill to have in your line of work,” Stanton said. 


     “This isn’t my work. I don’t plan on killing things forever.” 


     “Is that right, heartless?” 


     She snatched her hand away from Sterling. “That’s different. I don’t kill for fun or profit, usually, but I need the money to travel and for college. I might become an anthropologist. I’ll study all the creatures in Portero and publish my findings and become world famous.” 


     “I could see that,” Stanton said, and she could tell he meant it. “You could be a supernatural Margaret Mead. Or Zora Neale Hurston.” 


     “Every time people try to do a big survey of what’s creeping and crawling in the dark park, they get eaten. This way, you would be the one eating people.” 


     “I’m not the one who eats people.” 


     “What then?” Sterling asked, disappointed. “Drakes? You know a lot about them.” 


     “They’re too leathery and tough.” 


     “So you have eaten them. Or how would you know that?” 


     “I gnawed on a dead one when I was little,” Rue admitted. “But I used to eat mud pies too. The bark of elm trees. The wings off sweetbites—typical little-kid madness.” 


     Karissa squeezed past Rue and Sterling and set a bunch of rocks in a row along the edge of the pier. “What do sweetbites taste like?” 


     “Pustular sugar. What happened to the drake?” 


     “Another drake came, and it left to play with her.” Karissa pointed, peeved at losing her playmate. 


     The new drake was bigger but equally blue. A female, so it didn’t have feathers. The two drakes coiled lazily around each other in the air, a bright blue Celtic knot pinwheeling across the sky. 


     “Found a better game to play,” said Sterling, handing his sister her cup of hot chocolate. 


     Karissa drank all of her chocolate in what seemed like one big gulp, and then asked, “What kind of game?” 


     Rue said, “They’re mating.” 


     “Don’t tell her that,” said Stanton, aghast. “Kissy, don’t look at them.” 


     “Why not?” Rue asked, as Karissa looked even harder. “She lives in the real world and so do those drakes. In the real world, animals mate. It’s what we do.” 


     “Do you?” Sterling asked. “You’re not even human. Can you?” 


     “Drakes aren’t human either,” Rue said marveling at the ridiculousness of the question. “Humanity has nothing to do with libido.” 


     “Can we not talk about s-e-x in front of the k-i-d?” Rue wondered if he knew his hand had fallen over Karissa’s eyes. Or maybe they were playing a game? 


     Karissa smacked his hand away. If they were playing a game, it wasn’t her favorite. “I know how to spell.” Karissa skipped one of her rocks across the Basin. “Can I have that green one? That looks like a good skipping rock.” 


     “It’s a toadstone.” Rue cradled it, protectively. “They’re rare and lucky. It’s like finding keys or pennies, except that’s superstitious, and toadstones are real. They suck out all the bad things, and whoever owns one will have nothing but good luck from then on.” 


     Sterling snorted. “Yeah that doesn’t sound superstitious at all.” 


     “If it’s not a rock,” Karissa said, taking a closer look, “what is it?” 


     “An organ. Drakes used to be able to breathe fire about a million years ago. The toadstone is what fueled the flames. It’s vestigial now but still grows below their hearts.” 


     “What’s vestigial?” Karissa asked. 


     “Something that used to have a purpose,” Stanton said, “but doesn’t anymore. Like body hair or tonsils.” 


     “I don’t have tonsils anymore.” Karissa showed Rue the back of her throat. 


     “And I don’t have body hair,” Rue said, in a show of solidarity that made Stanton’s eyes nearly fall out of his face. 


     Rue whispered in his ear. “Does it not appear nice to say so aloud?” 


     “It’s not that,” he whispered back. “I’m just suddenly curious about your body.” 


     “I draw the line at vivisection.” 


     “Are you sure? A little vivisection is good for the soul.” 


     “You’re obsessed with souls.” 


     “Not just souls.” 


     “You’ll get hypothermia if you keep your arms around me. I soak up heat. I do it on purpose. Because I’m cold-blooded, and it’s freezing out here.” 


     “I’m not cold.” But he was already shivering. He hadn’t been shivering before. 


     “What’re y’all whispering about?” said Sterling. 


     Rue squirmed out of Stanton’s embrace before he turned into an icicle and sat back on her hands. “Stanton was asking me several pointed and detailed questions about my sexual organs.” 


     “Oh, yeah? I have a few questions of my own, actually.” 


     “Stop talking about s-e-x in front of the kid!” 


     “S-e-x-u-a-l-o-r-g-a-n-s,” Karissa corrected Stanton as she threw another rock. “Sexual organs.” 


     Rue and Sterling burst into laughter as Stanton turned an even darker shade of red than usual. “What? How do you even...you barely know how to tie your shoes!” 


     Karissa looked back at Stanton, as if contemplating bouncing one of the rocks off his head. She decided against it and instead skipped it across the lake. “I’m not a baby,” she said. 


     “And I told you I could spell.” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 13 


     At dinner that night, they sat in their usual places—Rue at one end of the table while Karissa and the twins sat far opposite her—silently eating their stew. 


     Peppermint lay curled on the wooden table, a more interesting centerpiece than flowers. Darkness painted the tall windows and hid the sight of the howling dogs that had been released from the kennels. 


     A pitcher had been left at her end of the table, like a message. Rue poured herself a glass and drank the cold pure water. Watched the Westwood children gulp their grisly stew. Drank more water in self-defense. 


     Something had changed. The warmth generated at the Basin had disappeared so completely, Rue thought she had imagined it, or worse, that she’d traveled back in time a week, back to when they still hated her. 


     “Peppermint looks better today,” she said, to hear something other than them eating and not speaking to her. 


     “I fed him a small mouse, and he didn’t throw it up.” Karissa would have said more, but Stanton shot her a look that silenced her. 


     Sterling said, “Why do you have blood in your hair ties?” Rue’s hands went automatically to the bobbles at the ends of her braids. “Is it for emergencies? Like, an emergency snack?” 


     “I don’t drink blood.” 


     Sterling snorted. “You sound so disgusted.” 


     “The blood came from the first heart I took. What’s the matter with y’all?” 


     “You’re the matter,” said Stanton and gave her a look so heavy with disappointment, she was surprised the chair beneath her didn’t break from the weight. “Our experiment was a success. I almost wish it wasn’t, but it’s too late now.” 


     Sterling pulled out his phone, fiddled with it, then slid it down to her end of the long table. “A random day in January,” he said. “That was the only criterion. We expected almost anything: you ripping out someone’s heart, you and your family chasing rabbits in the dark park—” 


     “We’re not a pack of wolves.” 


     “But what we saw was a million times worse.” 


     She lifted the phone and turned it sideways, all the better to see her family framed on the screen, seen from her point of view. 


     They were crammed in the tiny front room of the family house. A house she’d never thought of as small until she’d come to the plantation. Her parents and brothers and sister and Rue formed a circle around Rue’s grandmother, who’d died earlier that morning. She’d gotten so old that no heart in the world could have kept her alive. She stretched before them—nude, freshly washed—while Rue’s parents sliced her into sections with their claws and doled out portions. Nettle, the youngest, received easy bits like the eyes and ears and fingers. Rue and her brothers got the limbs. Her parents saved the organs for themselves. 


     And then the image, the memory froze on the phone’s screen, finished. Rue slid the phone back to Sterling. 


     “So?” 


     They gaped at her. 


     “You’re a cannibal!” Stanton said. “You didn’t think we needed to know that?” 


     “That wasn’t cannibalism. Who else was going to eat grandma if not us?” 


     Stanton said, “That was your grandmother? You ate your own grandmother?” 


     “Whose grandma was I supposed to eat? And eating isn’t the right word. There’s no…nourishment involved. Stupid English.” She had to think for a bit. “We….absorbed her? Preserved her? That’s closer. It’s a type of preservation. We ‘eat’ our family so they’ll live on inside us. It’s ceremonial.” 


     “It’s repugnant.” 


     “It’s tradition. And who are you to judge, Stanton? I know why I ate my grandma, but why are y’all eating Shirley? You can’t tell me she was a relation.” 


     “What?” 


     “I smelled Drabbin cooking her earlier. I smell her right now. On your breath.” 


     Their faces were so utterly blank, Rue didn’t know whether she was seeing an expression brand new to her or if they simply didn’t understand what she was saying. But it was so simple. 


     “Shirley? She was your servant? She died in the music room my first night here. You’ve been eating her this whole time, and you didn’t even know her name? I would never eat someone I didn’t know. Not that I’m criticizing. I don’t believe in judging other people’s long-standing traditions.” 


     As the Westwood children stared at their empty bowls of stew, their blank expressions filled with…horror? 


     Yes. 


     Definitely horror. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 14 


     Toctoctoctoctoctoctoctoctoc— 


     Rue sat up, eyes on her bedroom window where the sound was coming. Nothing was visible from her vantage point, but two shadows had commingled, painting the wall in winged shadows. 


     “Cindy? Mindy?” 


     Rue went to the window, but Cindy and Mindy were gone, though they left behind their usual dead animal tribute, a possum this time, in danger of tumbling below into darkness. Cindy and Mindy understood a lot of things, but not the difference between edible and inedible. Not where heartless were concerned. 


     Instead of lying awake, Rue flopped face-first in Stanton’s pillow, and let her hopes lull her back to sleep and into a dream about her family. A lovely dream because it didn’t hurt to think about them when she was asleep. 


     But her dream was short-lived. 


     This time, a moan woke her. 


     She stared crabbily into the dark before hopping out of bed to investigate; she didn’t go far. 


     Stanton lay curled in the fetal position in his bed, making the awful noises that had dragged Rue from sleep. 


     Sterling tossed a blanket over his brother, grabbed the blanket off his own bed, and tossed that one over him too. 


     “Was it something he ate?” 


     “Save the jokes for when he’s not dying,” Sterling snapped, not even looking at her. 


     “Should I call someone?” 


     “Who? No one can help him.” 


     “Westwood could help by not stealing his soul.” 


     “Fat chance.” 


     Rue left the drafty doorway and climbed onto the left-hand bed—Sterling’s bed—and positioned herself beneath the painted sun on the ceiling, as though it would ward off the chill. When she was comfortable, she told them what Drabbin had told her in the kitchen. 


     “So I figured why would Westwood need to feed you human flesh to increase your souls unless he was stealing it? Not too much obviously or you’d be as weird as Drabbin and Grissel. The thing that gets me is how you didn’t even know you were eating people.” 


     “Of course we didn’t know,” Sterling said. “Dad doesn’t always…tell us everything.” 


     “But why does Westwood want your soul in particular? To see what it’s made of? To make you hurt for the hell of it?” 


     “Not for the hell of it,” Stanton said, struggling to sit up and failing. 


     “But it does hurt, having a piece of your soul sucked out of you. Stanton handles it better than I do. I take weeks to recover. Stanton only takes a day, maybe two. Which means he’s the one always getting hurt.” Sterling smoothed Stanton’s sweaty hair. “He’s a tough son of a bitch—I’m just back up.” 


     “Well I’m tougher than the both of you,” said Rue. “Maybe if Westwood took my soul he’d leave yours alone.” 


     “He’d put you in his lab,” said Stanton, shivering, as corpse-white as Grissel. “And when the servants go to Dad’s lab, they never come back. He likes to experiment too. Intense experiments that make ours look like Disneyland.” 


     “A lab on another world. It’s so insane, but insanity can be fun sometimes.” 


     “Don’t talk like that,” said Sterling. He kicked the bed, jiggling her. “You’re not going to Dad’s lab. We might not even go back. The bone machine is brutal. It’s no fun having your soul torn out of you piece by piece.” 


     “You mentioned it before. The Apparatus.” 


     “Animus Apparatus.” 


     “But you call it the bone machine.” 


     “Because that’s what it’s made of. Flesh is better—souls are naturally attracted to flesh—but Dad thought a machine made of human skin would be too gruesome. He said clean, elegantly carved bone would do just as well and look nicer. Very important for everything to look nice.” 


     “My family is fond of bone too. I befriended a stag in the dark park once, and Father killed it; made a necklace of its horns. For himself. What did Westwood say when you confronted him about Shirley?” 


     It took Sterling a few tries to spit the words out. “He said he thought we knew.” 


     “He has had a lot on his mind,” said Stanton, panting as though being in pain was exhausting. “But his reasoning makes sense. Whenever I lose a piece of my soul, a piece of Sterling’s soul fills in, to balance things. We never knew that until Aunt Grissel pointed it out. So even though I’m losing more and more of my soul to the bone machine, Sterling is losing his to me. It really does make sense that Dad would try to heal us. That he’d try anything. We made him promise to stop feeding people to Karissa though. That was just…” 


     “Evil?” Rue suggested. 


     “Pointless.” 


     “But you’re not going to stop?” 


     “It’s for a good cause,” Stanton said, after a long pause. “We understand that.” 


     “He should have told us,” said Sterling. “I don’t care how busy you are. How do you forget to mention cannibalism?” 


     “Cannibalism isn’t the point. We’re helping Dad create the greatest invention of all time. If it’s a success, everything’ll be fixed. And none of this will even matter—” 


     Stanton’s breath caught as he twisted on the bed and made more of those awful noises, tearing the sheets, hurting the bedding in the same way he was being hurt. 


     Sterling shot to his feet, threw more wood on the fire. Didn’t stop, even when the flames grew almost wider than the fireplace. Didn’t stop until Rue joined him. 


     He turned his back to her and said, “The pain’s not as bad when Stanton’s warm, but warmth is impossible in this drafty-ass house. I can’t even do anything for the pain. He’s alone with it.” He stumbled over “alone” as if it were an obscure Babylonian word. 


     Rue briefly left the room, and when she returned, she tossed the toadstone at Sterling and hopped back into his bed. 


     “Put it in your brother’s hands,” she instructed. 


     He didn’t question her, just closed Stanton’s hand around the stone. 


     Nothing happened. 


     “It is superstition,” Sterling said. “Told you.” 


     “Not if it belongs to you.” Rue sighed. “You can have it, Stanton.” 


     The toadstone began working right away, she was pleased to see, the green stone bulging organically in time with Stanton’s breaths, the pain visibly untying its knots from his body. His cheeks regained their color—pink instead of red, but a step in the right direction. 


     By the time the toadstone had stopped bulging, Stanton was sitting up, the covers pooled in his lap as he traced the cracks that had developed in the formerly smooth organ. 


     “Back when drakes breathed fire,” Rue told him, “the toadstones absorbed their pain and rage and converted it into fuel. That’s why drakes are so friendly; their toadstones suck all the bad feelings away.” 


     “What do you want for it?” the twins asked. 


     “I just gave it to you.” 


     Sterling sat opposite her on his bed. “Nobody gets or gives anything without some kind of catch. So what is it?” 


     “I’m glad Stanton’s not in pain.” She looked at her knees. “That’s enough.” 


     They sat together in a somewhat charged but comfortable silence, until Sterling said: 


     “Take this.” He gave her one of his pillows. “You can keep it in your room. On your bed. With Stanton’s.” 


     She smelled it, breathed him in: warm and green, like sunlight through leaves. 


     “You cracked it,” she said, so that she wouldn’t say something really stupid. “I’ve never seen that before. You must have been really hurt.” 


     “Sorry,” said Stanton. He didn’t sound sorry; he sounded blissful. 


     “For what? It’s yours. Crack it all you want.” 


     “Are you magic?” 


     Rue said, amused, “There’s no such thing as magic, Stanton. But if there was, toadstones are, not me. It feels good just to hold it, doesn’t it?” 


     Stanton agreed. “You should have it back.” 


     “Is Westwood and his bone machine done with you?” 


     “No.” The bliss faded slightly. 


     “Then keep it.” She laughed as the bliss returned full force. “I’d give anything to feel the way you do.” 


     “Impossible,” Sterling said. “You’re heartless. That’s why the toadstone never cracked for you. It sucks out feelings. How can you feel intensely about anything without a heart?” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 15 


     The following Saturday, the weather was much less dreary than it had been in a long time, the wind brisk, but absent any trace of snow or rain. The sky so thinly lined with gray that Rue could almost see the blueness just on the other side. She sat on the patio, on a cold metal chair, bandaging the pumpkin-sized head of the cackler kneeling at her feet. 


     She had almost completed her task when it snapped its needle-y teeth at her knee, but Rue was too quick for it. 


     “If you could avoid being a jerk for two seconds, maybe people wouldn’t kick you in the head all the time. I’m trying to help you, and don’t act like you don’t understand me.” 


     The cackler settled down and allowed her to finish nursing it. 


     “There. All done.” She helped it rise. “Now do yourself a favor and don’t come around here again. Go back to the dark park; it’s safer there.” 


     Drabbin came out of the kitchen door dragging the upper half of a corpse in one hand, and the lower half in the other. 


     She and the cackler exchanged a look, and Rue said, “See?” 


     The cackler took off and quickly disappeared down the hill. 


     Drabbin, startled, said, “What kinda lethiferist lets vermin run free?” 


     “She was injured and cranky and far from home. She won’t come here again.” 


     “How do you know?” 


     “I asked her not to.” Rue followed Drabbin’s gory trail to the incinerator, studying the corpse halves. 


     She couldn’t tell if it was staff or a stranger because his face was burned off, and he was nude. More than nude. Rue could see through him: bones, stomach, a heart in excellent condition. 


     “Why is he transparent?” 


     “The mister made him swallow a glowfish.” 


     “Why?” 


     “To see inside him,” said Drabbin as though she was slow. 


     “But why is he in pieces? And why are the pieces so ragged?” 


     “Because the fish exploded out of him, didn’t it?” Drabbin kneed her away from the body as his phone rang. “Never mind all your questions.” He put the phone to his ear, biceps flexing stylishly. “I’m burning him right now, ain’t I? Be a lot faster if someone wasn’t calling me every five minutes. Aye, John. Aye, directly!” 


     “He won’t fit in the incinerator,” Rue said when Drabbin put his phone away. 


     “He will if you chop him into bits; use your brains, me lass.” 


     Rue helped Drabbin put word to action. The cackler had interrupted her in the middle of burning the last of the pupae, and the sooner Drabbin finished his job, the sooner she could finish hers. After the chopped pieces were blazing in the incinerator, Drabbin wiped his bloody hands on his apron and reached for Rue. 


     She dodged him easily. “I told you no touching.” 


     “Don’t pretend to mind.” He grabbed his phone, which had begun ringing again, and switched it off. “And anyway I’d rather you touched me. With those claws.” 


     When he caressed her fingertips, Rue hid her hands behind her back. “You’re crazy.” 


     “Ain’t crazy to want to feel something. Use your claws on me, and I’ll tell you a secret. Any secret you wanna hear.” 


     Rue didn’t even have to think. “Why does Westwood need souls?” 


     “He wants one for Grissel.” 


     “But not for you?” 


     “I don’t want some used soul. I want my old one back.” 


     “Is that possible? I thought it was eaten.” 


     “Anything’s possible. And if the mister’s too busy to sort it out, maybe I can. I have all sorts of potions and nostrums in my room. Ain’t none of them worked, but there’s hope yet.” Drabbin removed his butcher’s apron and pulled his black shirt over his head. He had gotten much paler since she’d first seen him, and the chill air didn’t raise one goose bump on his flawless skin. “Come on, then,” he said, when Rue hesitated. 


     She took a swipe at him, slashing him across the nipples. She did it with her left hand, which was naturally weaker, but even so Drabbin staggered backward and crashed into the incinerator, clutching his bleeding chest. 


     “Too much?” she asked, cleaning her claws with the wet wipes from her pocket before retracting them. 


     The joy in Drabbin’s face was almost holy in its purity. “Too perfect.” 


     She gave him his apron, so he could use it to stanch the blood flow. Instead he used it to reel her in, to put his face near hers. 


     Rue turned away. “You can’t have any part of my soul. She’d get mad.” 


     “I don’t want your soul, you silly git.” He kissed her, and if he was trying to de-soul her in some sneaky way, Rue couldn’t detect it. “Open your mouth, so I can do a proper job.” 


     “Anything between us would be improper. I can’t imagine what Stanton would say.” 


     “To hell with Stanton. Ain’t nothing improper about feeling good.” 


     She eyed his chest and the sodden apron between them. “That felt good?” 


     “Gets harder and harder every day to feel anything now that me soul’s gone. You’re a right help, you and those claws.” 


     He kissed her again, and she let him. 


     Why not let Drabbin do as he pleased? Mating was fun. She’d never done it with a human, but from all accounts it was the same process. She could even make Drabbin hold her afterward so that she could pretend she belonged to someone, for a while at least. 


     “Even your kisses have claws,” Drabbin said, appreciatively. “Bet I could get all my feeling back with you, a heartless girl who wouldn’t be afraid to give me what I need.” 


     “Are you in need, Cousin Drabbin?” 


     Sterling stood on the patio, a roll of sheet metal the color of the sky in his arms. He tossed it at his cousin’s feet. “Because Dad’s got all sorts of chores in the lab that will fulfill you.” 


     “I just took him some sheet metal yesterday.” 


     “Yesterday is not today. And turn your phone on; I’m not your damn secretary. And here’s a tip: when a girl scratches you up like that? Maybe take a hint that she’s not interested.” 


     Drabbin picked up the sheet metal, deeply amused. “You have no idea what this one’s interested in, boy.” He winked at Rue and disappeared into the house. 


     Sterling looked mad. “Dad already told him he’s not allowed to screw around with the servants anymore.” 


     “I’m not a servant, so that rule doesn’t apply to me. Me and my weak feelings. Maybe if Drabbin and I work at it, we can find something as intense and real as people feel.” 


     “You don’t need him for that. You need a heart. I’ll make you one.” 


     “Out of what? Paper?” 


     “Paper is more than you have.” 


     “I have a heart.” 


     “That doesn’t belong to you.” 


     “I have feelings.” 


     “Fine, you have feelings. I just told you I will make you a heart.” 


     “A heart that is only mine?” What he was proposing suddenly struck her. Painfully. “What would I be? My family already thinks I’m weird.” 


     “Who cares what they think? You’re with us now.” He fingered the red stains on her formerly pristine collar. “Why don’t you help me with something?” He walked her a short distance to the driveway where a blue car was parked. A storage trailer was attached to the back and this is where Sterling led her. 


     “I’ve never seen a car like that.” 


     “It’s a Renault Dauphine,” said Sterling as he opened the trailer to reveal a mass of cramped boxes. “It’s French. And old. And a rust bucket. But it belonged to Mother.” 


     “She was a Francophile?” 


     “She was. My middle name is Pierre. And if you tell anyone, I will pack you up in one of these boxes and ship you to Bahrain. Stop looking so excited!” 


     After rounding up a few stray servants to empty the majority of boxes, Rue and Sterling grabbed the last two and carried them up to the second floor, to Westwood’s bedroom. 


     On the far wall, a portrait of Elnora dominated the space. She lounged elegantly in an evening gown the same blue as her eyes, which couldn’t be seen because she was laughing so hard that tears spilled down her dimpled cheeks. Much smaller photos of the rest of the Westwood clan orbited Elnora’s portrait like stars around the sun. Random green rugs dotted the reddish wooden floor, and Karissa skipped from one to another, bouncing a yellow ball to the pop music blasting from the stereo. Stanton knelt on the floor near the bed, cutting open the stacks of boxes the servants had deposited, and his pleas to change the station were gleefully ignored. 


     After dropping off the last box, Rue tried to duck out, but Sterling caught her arm. 


     “Look who came to help,” he yelled over the music. 


     “Rue!” Karissa flew forward and hugged her. 


     “I think your ball just rolled under the bed,” she said, but when Karissa released her to fetch it, Rue still had to contend with Sterling blocking the doorway. 


     “Take off your coat,” he told her. “Get comfy. You might as well.” 


     “I have some stuff to finish burning in the backyard.” 


     “Stay and help.” Stanton glanced over at the two of them. “Did you offer her something in return?” 


     “She doesn’t want anything,” said Sterling. “You know what she’s like.” 


     He didn’t mention his insane idea about making her a heart—for herself? that had never been used?—and it felt strange, this secret between them. 


     “Why’re you staring at Sterling so hard?” Karissa asked. 


     “I’m not. I can’t. Not with my weak feelings.” 


     Stanton got off the floor and helped her out of her coat. “Get her a box cutter, Aunt Grissel. Rue’s going to help you unpack.” 


     Grissel peeked her head from the closet. Her normally tightly drawn hair was unbound and swayed about her face like cobwebs as she pulled a box cutter from her pocket. “What will she give me for this?” 


     “Manual labor,” Stanton snapped. 


     “Or a taste of your soul?” Her screamingly sea-blue eyes burned into Rue’s. “Just a sip? Everything tastes like snow, but you look like you’d taste of fire.” 


     Stanton said, “Stop being weird and toss the box cutter, Aunt Grissel.” 


     She huffed and grumbled, but did as Stanton said. 


     “You’re going to get your own soul pretty soon,” Rue said conciliatorily. “You don’t need mine.” 


     A brief, stunned silence. 


     Grissel said, “How’d you hear about that?” 


     “Lemme guess,” Sterling said, wryly, “Drabbin?” 


     “He trusts me.” 


     “He trusts you to let him do whatever sick thing he wants in exchange for family secrets!” 


     “Sterling.” Stanton’s gaze was censorious, even though Karissa was bouncing her ball around the room, obliviously. 


     Sterling clammed up and set himself to opening boxes. 


     “I don’t understand Drabbin mouthing off the way he does,” Grissel said. “It’s disloyal.” 


     Rue cut open a box, “I’m glad you’re moving into Westwood’s room. Now you can have sex in bed instead of the backseat of his car or the cellar floor.” 


     “I know. I can’t wait to have a go in that bed; looks dead comfy, it does. Oh grow up,” she said over the twins’ groans. “I’m glad to finally settle in and make it official, but oh I got so much stuff.” 


     “How long have you and Westwood been a couple?” 


     “A few months after I lost my soul. Been holding out until I sold the house in Castelaine, but that’s finally done.” 


     “Does Dad know you brought these?” Stanton’s voice was so grim, he drew everyone’s attention. He knelt over a box that contained a severed head neatly nestled in white tissue paper like fine china. 


     Sterling said, “You made me drive all the way to Castelaine on a Saturday morning for this.” 


     Stanton and Sterling and Rue opened the rest of the boxes, but it was all the same: men’s heads with long gray hair that flowed over dead-eyed faces. Like the mover with the dolly, the one Grissel had so admired. Was his head among the...yes, there it was in the box Sterling just opened. 


     “You can’t nail heads on the wall,” Karissa told her aunt, bouncing circles around Grissel as she knelt on the floor trying to sort her shoes. “Mama wouldn’t like it.” 


     “Well, Mama ain’t here now, is she? And I need my comforts.” She swatted at Karissa until she bounced somewhere else. 


     “Why gray-haired men?” Rue asked. 


     Grissel smiled fondly at her morbid collection. “Gray-haired blokes are quite regal, aren’t they? Like my father.” 


     “Is his head in here somewhere?” Rue asked, and got a shoe thrown at her in response. 


     “Don’t be cheeky.” 


     One of the heads wasn’t old and gray. It had belonged to a young man with short brown hair and a heroic jaw. But the eyes were queer—bloodshot white orbs with no irises. The head was sealed inside a glass case like a priceless artifact. 


     “Who’s this?” Rue asked. 


     “My husband.” Grissel blew a kiss at the head. “Ethan was very sweet, but too interfering for his own good.” 


     “So you beheaded him?” 


     “No. The mister did—he hates being interfered with.” 


     “Did Westwood do that to his eyes?” 


     “That was me.” Grissel brushed her spider web hair out of her face. “Ethan was always staring at me, disappointed like, even after he was dead. So I popped out his eyes and put them in backward.” 


     Sterling stared at his aunt like he wanted to remove something of hers and not replace it, backwards or otherwise. But when he noticed Rue’s eyes on him, he went back to work. 


     Rue wondered whether Sterling would be as upset if Grissel had put the other heads’ eyes in backwards too. So that it wouldn’t seem as if she were picking on his uncle. Humans had a weird sense of fair play. 


     Unlike Ethan, the gray-haired men’s heads had been handsomely mounted on wooden plaques and inscribed with things like Moroccan flatmate ‘96 and Greek taxi driver ‘11 and Romanian street busker ‘05. 


     “You must travel a lot,” said Rue enviously. 


     “Before I moved here,” Grissel agreed. “Sailing on the Nile, camping in the Alps—” 


     “Adele asked me to go camping for my birthday,” Karissa yelled, bouncing her ball off the ceiling. 


     “You’re spending your birthday with us,” said Stanton. 


     “Not on my birthday. The day after. Please?” 


     “He said no,” Sterling yelled. “And turn off that stereo!” 


     Karissa did and then threw her ball so hard it ricocheted around the room. She parked herself on a green circle in the corner with her back to everyone. 


     Sterling left the rest of the boxes to Stanton and Rue, and sat with his hands pressed to his forehead, as though his family had given him a headache. 


     “Who’s Adele?” Rue asked. 


     “Mama’s best friend,” Karissa said, “who doesn’t treat me like a baby. And how come there’s no pictures of me on the wall?” 


     Everyone took a moment to study the photos circling Elnora’s portrait. “Could be Elnora never took any,” Grissel said. “Too ashamed and that.” 


     “There’s plenty of pictures of Kissy,” Sterling said. “Hundreds. Mother just didn’t waste any on you.” 


     “Give me at least one.” Grissel went to the wall and rearranged the photos. “I’ll put it right here in this bare spot.” 


     Karissa jumped to her feet. “I’ll get it.” 


     When she ran out, Rue said, “Drabbin’s always complaining that he can’t feel anything. Can you, Grissel?” 


     “No and not because I’m soulless. I stopped feeling things when Ethan died.” She thought about it. “Sometimes I feel a glimmer of something when I go head hunting. Sometimes.” 


     “Did Ethan know about the heads?” 


     “No!” Grissel shushed Rue. “Ethan was sweet. I liked him that way. You can’t remain sweet if you know things. Knowing…curdles you.” 


     Karissa came back a few minutes later with a three-ring binder, from which she removed a five by seven photo. 


     “Fat but cute,” Grissel decided. 


     “I stayed fat until I was four then I got tall and skinny like the twins.” Karissa admired her brothers’ starveling physiques as Grissel scrounged for an empty frame in one of her boxes. 


     When Karissa’s photo was in place, Grissel said, “Break time!” 


     She spread Rue’s coat on the floor like a picnic blanket and set several tiny snacks atop it. “For Mama’s little helpers.” 


     The twins gobbled down the candy bars and potato chips. “God, it’s nice to eat something without skin, for a change,” said Sterling. 


     “I don’t like eating people,” Karissa flipped through the binder, sipping from her juice box. 


     “You don’t have to anymore. We told you.” 


     “I wish nobody had to eat people.” 


     “If wishes were horses,” Grissel said, “beggars would ride.” 


     Rue looked over Karissa’s shoulder at the photos in the binder. Unsurprisingly, there were numerous ones of Elnora, but not the Elnora Rue had come to recognize. 


     “She’s not smiling,” Rue exclaimed. “She looks absolutely miserable.” 


     “All the pictures of Mama in the house are doctored,” Karissa said, matter-of-factly. “Daddy liked to remember her when she was happy.” 


     Rue flipped through the entire album and found not one photo of Elnora smiling. “When was she happy?” 


     No one answered. 


     “Westwood must be crueler than I thought. Maybe I shouldn’t invite Nettle here after all. Not to live. Maybe an invite to the spectacular will have to be enough.” 


     Grissel laughed. “Fat chance you’ll get an invite from John, let alone your sister.” 


     “Dad would do it,” Stanton said, “for a price.” 


     Sterling added, “A price you don’t want to pay. We told you, you do not want to owe him.” 


     “I’m not afraid of your father. I don’t have to be—I’m not his wife.” 


     “Does Nettle like reptiles?” Karissa asked. 


     “She doesn’t dislike them.” 


     “I’ll introduce her to Peppermint. She’ll like that. Peppermint knows how to make people feel real comfortable.” 


     “All moved in?” 


     Westwood’s sudden appearance didn’t comfort anyone. So tall and starched in his business suit, so out of place in the playful room. 


     “This is the last of it,” Grissel said in tones of relief. 


     Karissa jumped up and instead of disappearing, she ran to the wall of photos, beaming. “Aunt Grissel put my picture on the wall, Daddy, see? Right next to yours.” 


     Westwood passed Rue on the floor, smelling of warm air and sunny skies. 


     He joined Karissa at the wall. Ripped down the framed photo and smashed it over her head. Snatched all the photos from the wall, tossing them here and there, the whole room a tornado of smiling faces and breaking glass. 


     When Westwood was done, panting and smoothing his slick hair back in place, only Elnora was left, laughing alone on the wall. 


     Rue had remained on the floor, but the Westwood children had vanished, abandoning their pitiful picnic and Karissa’s yellow ball. 


     Shards of glass littered the floor, some of it embedded in Grissel’s feet as she crossed the room to Westwood and sat with him on his bed. 


     “That was all my fault,” Grissel said. “I thought it would be nice to have other pictures on the wall for a change. We like change in this family, don’t we?” 


     “Yes.” Westwood smiled at her like he meant it. “Change. New directions.” He stroked Grissel’s white hair. “Better directions.” 


     “Elnora would want us to be kind to Karissa.” 


     “Kindness to her is kindness to him and I will never—” 


     “Don’t attack Karissa again.” 


     Westwood blinked at Rue as though he’d never seen her before, had no idea why she was even talking to him. “Is that an order?” 


     “Yes.” Rue ignored Grissel’s startled expression and gathered the yellow ball and her coat. 


     “Is it your place to give me orders?” 


     “You’ve put me in that position. Karissa’s nothing to you. I could claim her as family just as easily as you. Easier since I actually care if she lives or dies.” 


     “The question is, who cares whether you live or die?” 


     Nettle cared, Rue reminded herself. Nettle was counting on her to ease the way when she passed on Dodder and their parents inevitably kicked her out. Nettle was counting on her not to get on Westwood’s bad side. 


     But Karissa was counting on her too. 


     Rue said, “You hired me to kill monsters. I suggest you don’t become one.” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 16 


     When Rue caught up with the Westwood children, they were on their way out of the house. She didn’t speak to them as they were clearly not in a talkative mood; she followed them into the blue Dauphine and from there to Evangeline Park, one of the prettiest parks in Portero, even during the dregs of winter. 


     The Westwood children marched straight through it to the residential area opposite the park, with an abandoned lot marring the neat row of houses like a missing tooth. They came to a stop at this emptiness and sat on a set of concrete porch steps that led to a large, irregular square where a house had once sat. Someone had spray painted Do Not Build Here in a vibrant yellow that hurt Rue’s eyes. 


     Surrounding the square was a mangy lawn overrun with pink and yellow teacups, late winter flowers that were a favorite of sweetbites. 


     The property was swarming with sweetbites. 


     “Are you sure you want to stop here?” Rue asked, eyeing the deceptively twee creatures as they flitted from flower to flower. 


     “Yeah,” said Stanton. He sat Karissa between his legs and picked through her thick hair to remove the bits of glass the picture frame had left behind. She was holding the yellow ball Rue had rescued for her and seemed more embarrassed than wounded. “Kissy likes sweetbites.” 


     “Do you like mosquitoes too?” Rue asked. “And fleas and ticks?” 


     “Don’t be stupid,” Karissa said. “Sweetbites are pretty. Pretty counts for a lot.” 


     “Don’t call her stupid,” Stanton said. “How could you let Dad catch you like that?” 


     “We were having fun.” 


     “That doesn’t matter. You can’t afford to let your guard down no matter what’s going on. And stop fidgeting.” 


     Karissa lowered her head, hugging the ball to her chest, as her brother searched through her hair for more glass. 


     When Stanton caught Rue’s gaze, he said, “I know you must think we don’t care, but the whole Dad’s-trying-to-kill-Karissa thing has been happening for years. Like how a tornado plows through once or twice a season and tears everything apart. Sometimes you just have to hunker down.” 


     “Does Westwood hurt her a lot?” 


     “Only when he catches me.” A thin line of blood dripped from Karissa’s head to the yellow ball. “Hardly ever. It’s not Daddy’s fault. I’m the one who messed up the family. I messed it all up when I was born, so I gotta work harder than other people.” 


     “Work harder for what?” asked Rue. 


     “The right to live,” said Karissa. “I gotta earn it.” 


     “What kind of way to live is that?” 


     “Temporary,” said Stanton. “If the spectacular goes well, it’s only a matter of time before everything’s fixed.” 


     “Westwood killed your uncle. Can that be fixed?” 


     “Everything can be fixed.” Stanton’s zealous conviction burned into Rue. “And Uncle Ethan’s death was his own fault. In part. He thought Dad wasn’t sane enough to be raising us.” 


     “Westwood chopped off your uncle’s head.” 


     “Because he was angry.” Stanton tossed another sliver of glass onto the lawn. “Not because he was insane. Dad always knows what he’s doing. When child protective services came around asking questions, Dad used one of his inventions on them to make them not care.” 


     “They actually didn’t care,” Sterling added. “Uncle Ethan was British, and Porterenes only care about Porterenes.” 


     “Dad made them not care,” Stanton continued, “and he made them tell who’d snitched. Dad was not happy with their answer.” 


     “I miss Uncle Ethan,” Karissa said. “He gave me Peppermint, and it wasn’t even my birthday.” 


     “That’s why Westwood killed him,” Rue decided. “Because he was a rival for your affection.” 


     “And Daddy wants to kill me,” Karissa told her brothers, “because I’m a rival for your affection.” 


     “Westwood wants to kill you because you’re not his kid. It’s like with male lions. They kill cubs that aren’t theirs. Kill them and then make new cubs of their own blood.” 


     “She’s our blood,” said Stanton. “And Mother’s. Dad’ll get over it.” 


     “Can I go play with the sweetbites now?” Karissa asked. 


     “I’d better check it first,” Rue said. 


     “We’ll both check it.” Sterling sprayed himself with noxious gas from a can. “Need some?” He held out the can to her. “Or are you immune to bug bites?” 


     “I can make myself immune.” And so she did, her skin taking on a sharp herbal tang. When she was bug-bite resistant, she and Sterling searched the high grass for danger. 


     Kids were playing freeze tag nearby. Rue could hear them on the other side of a tumbledown privacy fence at the rear of the property. As they neared the fence, they spied a long lump that turned out to be a corpse. Female, shriveled, desiccated. Rue’s first reaction was to ignore it. To add to Karissa’s earlier truism that there was always blood somewhere, likewise, there were always corpses. But this corpse was different—what remained of the skin had turned an odd shade of rust. 


     “That looks like red clot,” Rue said. She and Sterling lifted their feet and looked around, but saw nothing untoward. 


     “Doesn’t mean anything,” Sterling said, worried. “That stuff creeps.” 


     “Not onto concrete. She’ll be fine if she stays off the grass.” 


     They continued their search, and despite his precautions, Sterling was bitten several times. “Cheap ass bug spray.” He smacked the sweetbite nibbling his neck. “Bloodsucking bugs everywhere. Some nice poison oak over there. And oh look at this: prickerbrush right at prick level.” 


     “So why’d you bring your sister here?” 


     “She loves sweetbites. She likes to pretend they’re fairies. And she never gets bitten. With bug spray, without; doesn’t matter. They can tell she’s damaged and don’t like the flavor.” 


     “She’s not any more damaged than you, and they’re eating you alive.” 


     “Don’t tell me she’s not damaged! Eating people, trying to stay two steps ahead of Dad every day. We’re all damaged—I don’t even know whether Stanton and I will still have souls when this is over.” Sterling was deeply angry, but not at Rue. “I never noticed how screwed up our home life was until I saw it through your eyes, thought about how we must seem to you.” 


     “So run away with me and Nettle. Have you ever been to Europe?” 


     “Yeah. It sucks. Every place sucks. Home isn’t a place, anyway. It’s people. My people are here.” 


     Rue sighed. “Wish I had people.” 


     “You could. If you wanted.” 


     “You care what I want?” 


     “You know we like you. You say what you mean and you like to get naked. If you didn’t have such commitment issues you’d be perfect.” 


     “Commitment issues like your mother had?” 


     Rue mentally kicked herself as soon as the words were out. She didn’t want him to turn all that anger on her. She still couldn’t believe he’d said he liked her. 


     We like you, blowing over her skin, a second breeze. 


     But Sterling didn’t get mad. 


     “Her issues were worse than yours. She ran away to go live with the Bastard. You called Kissy that, but there’s only one of those. Mother ran away with him because I wasn’t old enough to stop her. But I’m not a kid anymore. Neither is Stanton; he’s sure we can fix everything.” 


     “How?” 


     “Why do you care? Are you offering to help?” 


     Rue hadn’t realized how closely she and Sterling had been walking together until she had to put several feet of space between them. “It would be pointless. As soon as my six months are up, I’m taking Nettle to Europe. I might stay there. I might even go to college there. In Liechtenstein. I can’t do anything for you from Liechtenstein.” 


     “Adele all over again,” he said. “If you can’t do anything for us, why’re you so interested in our secrets?” 


     “What secrets?” Stanton said. 


     Sterling and Rue had come full circle, back at the steps where Stanton was spraying Karissa down with the bug spray. 


     “Family secrets,” Sterling said. “You can go play, Kissy, but you have to stay on the concrete, you hear?” 


     “Okay!” 


     Karissa ran off. 


     “How did he kill Elnora? Chop her head off, or stomp it in like Shirley’s?” 


     “He pushed her off the family room balcony.” The pain in Sterling’s voice, that he was volunteering information instead of forcing her to dig for it, cooled her fevered pacing. “Dad talked her into coming home, but he didn’t know she’d had a baby. She hid Kissy from him for years. Me and Stanton helped. So did Shirley. Especially Shirley.” 


     “That’s why Karissa’s so good at hiding.” 


     “She is now. Back then she used to slip up. One day Dad found her playing on the balcony in the family room. He took one look at her and knew. Kissy has Mother’s eyes, but she looks just like the Bastard.” 


     “Dad wanted to throw Kissy off the balcony. He would have, but Mother interfered.” 


     “And he hates being interfered with,” Rue remembered. 


     “She broke her neck when she hit the ground. Then Dad burned her body in the incinerator. He designed that thing to burn so hot, nothing would remain. Not even bone. Not even smoke. He would have done the same to Karissa, but she hid. Real good that time; no one saw her again for nearly a month. Not even us.” 


     They watched their sister twirling among the sweetbites; their wings fluttered with a sound like polite applause as they swarmed her, landed on her, fanciful barrettes resting in her hair, gaudy jewelry weighing down her tiny fingers. 


     “We want her to grow up right. Not hiding from everyone or thinking she doesn’t have a right to live. We want to heal the family, but we really want to heal what we’ve done to Kissy.” 


     “Karissa’s growing up all right enough,” Rue said. “Even in a good home, you can’t go through life unscathed. I mean, look.” 


     Rue pointed at the corpse she and Sterling had discovered earlier. The corpse that was inching nearer to the concrete square where Karissa stood, watching with great interest. 


     “That’s not the face of a girl that’s traumatized.” 


     “Holy shit, Rue! Do something,” Sterling said as Stanton rushed over and snatched Karissa into his arms. Ran her over to the car and locked her in. 


     “It can’t get on the concrete,” she reminded him. “What’s the fuss? Besides, I’m surprised the fungus was able to live so long in such a decomposed body. Like Karissa said, seems like it’s earned the right to live.” 


     Sterling stormed over the concrete, stopped near the edge. The corpse crooked its body at an unnatural angle to gaze at Sterling, and so was splashed in the face by Sterling’s urine. 


     “You could just use vinegar.” 


     “You have some? In your pocket maybe?” 


     Sterling peed as far as he could aim and soaked the red tendrils, like insect legs, growing out of the corpse’s orifices that enabled it to creep about. As the urine splashed on it, the red tendrils withered and grew still and the corpse collapsed under its dead weight. 


     “The minute it went after my sister, it lost its living privileges.” 


     “I guess Karissa is pretty scarred now. After having to watch you pee on a dead body.” 


     Sterling looked over his shoulder. Saw Karissa’s face pressed to the passenger window. 


     “Damn it.” 


     “Emotional trauma,” Rue said. “If it’s not one thing, it’s a penis.” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 17 


     Rue entered the kitchen and was assaulted by the smell of burned popcorn. She gagged. God, she could still taste that charred bitterness in her throat. But this time Karissa wasn’t trying to force feed Rue; she was removing a scorched popcorn bag from the microwave. 


     “Just make some more,” Stanton said, wearily. “And watch it this time.” He wandered over to Rue at the sink as she washed her hands. 


     “What did you kill?” 


     “Nothing. I was helping a backstabber give birth.” 


     “Oh that’s nice. Because the world needs as many backstabbers as possible.” 


     “It was the one I blinded for you. I owed her.” 


     Stanton gave Rue a look she’d never seen before, like he was sad for her but liked her anyway? Such a useless expression, no need to remember that one. 


     “Come watch the movie with us,” he said. “Sterling’s setting up the projector in the family room. It’s some martial arts thing; Kissy’s obsessed.” 


     “Lady Kung Fu!” Karissa exclaimed, sitting on the counter to reach the cupboards. 


     “I don’t want to get sucked into all that again: family pretending to care about you, but secretly plotting your demise.” 


     “I was no good at pretending, even as a child. I care.” 


     Rue would have kissed him then—how could she not?—but he stepped back and glanced meaningfully toward Karissa. Rue grabbed him, but Stanton was more than tall enough to stay out of reach of her mouth. 


     He laughed at the look on her face, holding her at arms-length. “Sterling would get mad.” 


     “It’s none of his business.” 


     “It is. We share everything, you know?” Like he was warning her. 


     “I don’t even like Sterling.” 


     “No?” 


     “I don’t know. Sometimes. But not like you,” she was quick to add. 


     He let go of her arms and held her face. Eyes roaming, like she was a favorite book. “I should kiss you first and not tell him. I’d be justified since I know he’s working on something for you and not sharing. Sharing is caring. But I won’t be like that. When we kiss I don’t want it to be petty. Go check on Sterling, see if he needs help setting up.” 


     Rue didn’t move. 


     “I made a choice once,” she whispered. “I still don’t know if it was the right one. I hate choosing.” 


     “You don’t have to choose.” 


     And he meant it. Rue felt herself melting, hadn’t even known she’d been tense. Everything rushed out: “Sterling wants to make me a heart. That’s what he’s not sharing.” 


     “A heart. Is that what you want?” 


     “Maybe. It doesn’t matter. Sterling wants to make me a heart. I didn’t think I liked him, but now…” 


     Stanton turned her around and pushed her in the back. “Go tell him if he talks to me about it, I’ll help him. And then tell him to hurry and kiss you so that I can get my turn.” 


     Rue raced up the kitchen stairs, weightless; the burden of confessing had left her feather-light. 


     You don’t have to choose. 


     It looped repeatedly like the most annoying pop song in the world, but with lyrics she’d never get tired of hearing: You don’t have to choose. 


     On the second floor, random knocking chased off the weightlessness, brought her down to earth. Knocking. Like she’d heard that day against the door of Westwood’s lab. But this was coming from the family room. 


     Rue ran down the hall and charged inside; buzzing assaulted her ears. 


     The room was dark but for the glow from the projector against the back wall. Sterling on his belly in the pool of beaming light, stark and still, face shiny and swollen. Swelling. A hand with fingers the size of sausages, a foot splitting the seams of his shoe. Because of the wasps. 


     And dozens more filling the room, flying low and slow as airships over a stadium. This is what would have emerged from the pupae had she not destroyed them; what the sludge had portended. What eclosed without love and bedtime stories to keep genetics at bay. Hideous segmented things with opaque wings the color of spoiled milk and bloated bottle-green bodies. Three of them curled on Stanton’s legs, back and shoulders, big and as docile as cats, inch-long stingers dripping poison like piss. Bigger than the flying wasps. Wingless. And just lying on him. 


     Feeding on him? Laying eggs in him? 


     The wasps knocked into the walls, then jabbed the walls with their stingers, as if the wall had attacked them. They knocked into Rue. 


     An evil green rainstorm suddenly swept her up. 


     Rue battled her way through the storm and kicked the wasp off Sterling’s back. It burst from the impact. She kicked the other two with similar results and grabbed hold of Sterling’s limp arm. 


     The rainstorm became a hurricane, stinging flashes of pain in her back and arms and sides like lightning strikes that she had to ignore. Rue wasn’t sure what had enraged the wasps: killing the wingless ones? Moving Sterling? Some creatures were territorial about their kills. 


     But Sterling wasn’t dead. She had his wrist, could feel his pulse. It was strong. 


     She dragged him into the hall and slammed the door. A couple of wasps followed her out, leading with their stingers, but they were slow, and Rue easily sliced them out of the air. 


     Sterling lay in the hall, his head now as big and round as a cackler’s. Snorting and snuffling, as if he couldn’t breathe very well. Eyelids reddened and sealed tight. 


     Rue sliced the dead wasps again, but they didn’t die a second time. 


     The smell of unburned popcorn preceded Stanton and Karissa’s arrival. Karissa dropped the bowl at the sight of Sterling. 


     “What happened?” 


     “The family room’s full of wasps. Giant ones.” 


     “His face.” 


     “I know, but it’s his breathing I’m worried about.” 


     “You’re swelling too.” Karissa pointed to various parts of Rue’s body. “You’re swelling everywhere.” 


     Rue was. She felt it, the buttons on her uniform uncomfortably tight. But her soul would take care of it; she had to focus on important matters. 


     Stanton pulled his sister close. “Stay next to me. We have to get Sterling in bed. And then Rue.” 


     “Not me. I need green wood.” Rue ran off, crunching through the spilled popcorn. “In the meantime, keep everyone out of the family room and get Sterling to a doctor!” 


     She found some unseasoned logs beneath a tarp in the garage and was back in the family room within minutes. The bottle-green storm was still raging, and she was immediately set upon, but Rue dumped her armful of logs on the fire, making sure to close the flue so that the room would fill with smoke. 


     As the air thickened, the hurricane downgraded to a rainstorm, and soon even the rain stopped as the wasps thumped to the soft carpet. They squirmed like drunken worms, even over Rue’s feet. She kicked them. Stomped them. Some of the wasps pleaded with her. Bristly limbs clasped before them like they knew what that gesture meant. Scores of them mirrored the posture. Buzzing at her in a pattern that almost made sense. A speech pattern. They were intelligent just as she’d originally thought. Higher functioning lifeforms with large brains. 


     That Rue thoroughly crushed beneath her feet. 


     When she was done, she opened the flue and then the balcony doors, coughing, eyes teary and burning. Refusing to look down at what she’d done, refusing to think about it. Not while Sterling lay hurt. Dying. 


     Dead? 


     When she’d caught her breath and the smoke had cleared, she went out into the hallway, leaving greenish-black footprints in her wake. She crouched before the overturned popcorn bowl, let the poison leaking out of her drip into it. When she made her way to the twins’ room, Sterling was in bed, barely breathing, while Stanton talked to Westwood. Karissa, as usual, was nowhere in sight. 


     “So I called Adele and she gave me a list of ingredients that’ll fix Sterling right up,” Stanton was saying. “I already sent the servants for what we need.” 


     “Where was Rue?” Westwood asked. 


     “I’m here.” Rue came further into the room. “But why are you? Why aren’t you on your way to a hospital?” 


     Westwood whirled on her. “How could you let this happen?” Westwood must not have been interested in the answer because he punched her so hard, one of her canines popped free and she fell to the floor. Because the poison had left her slow and wobbly, not because she was weak. 


     “All you had to do was protect them! But no. You think it’s more important to wallow in your own family drama than pay attention to my sons.” 


     He was right, but Rue lashed out anyway. 


     “I know I burned every one of those pupae,” she said, the loose tooth rolling in her mouth like hard candy. “Those particular wasps must have come through your lab door, the one you refuse to allow the Mayor to close the way any sane person would.” 


     “I’m not the one with a soft spot for rampaging beasts. That would be you. Did you kill every one of those pupae? Did you?” 


     “Stop it,” Stanton said. “Arguing doesn’t help Sterling.” 


     Westwood’s pocket watch chimed at him and he ran his fingers through his hair. Reset the watch. “I don’t have time for this. I just need to know that he’s okay.” 


     “He will be, Dad.” 


     A servant rushed in with a bowl of various items. “We found everything except the bone fragment.” 


     “Dig up the back yard,” Westwood yelled. “The dogs are always burying things. Hurry! Or I’ll take the bone fragment from you.” 


     “You can have this.” Rue stepped before the frightened servant and spat out the broken tooth. “It’s sort of like bone.” 


     “Will that work?” 


     “Let’s see.” Stanton took the tooth and ground it in the big bowl with the other items and made a gooey brown paste, which he quickly slathered over his brother’s swollen face, rubbing it in like lotion. 


     The results were immediate. Stanton wiped away the venom that drained from Sterling’s ear, collecting it in the now empty bowl. Slowly, slowly, Sterling’s body returned to its normal dimensions, just as Rue’s had. 


     When Sterling was resting comfortably, Westwood relaxed, then tensed again when his watch resumed chiming. 


     “Sterling’s fine, Dad. You can go to the lab. Everything’s fixed.” 


     “Not everything. Not yet.” Westwood glared at Rue. “Maybe there’s a filter…a screen of some sort that will fit over the lab door.” 


     “Maybe I can kill things more…thoroughly.” 


     Stanton squeezed Rue’s hand. 


     “Thanks. Both of you. That’ll be a real help.” 


     Westwood eyed his watch a final time and then left the room. 


     After the door closed behind Westwood, Karissa appeared on Sterling’s bed, head on her brother’s chest as though listening to his heartbeat. 


     She asked Rue: 


     “Does the tooth fairy give you money for knocked out teeth?” 


     “No.” 


     “The twins will give you a dollar. That’s what I get when I lose mine.” She showed Rue all the gaps in her mouth. 


     “She doesn’t need money.” Stanton touched Rue’s jaw. “She needs a dentist. Or maybe a doctor.” 


     “I can heal myself, remember?” She showed Stanton the white point of the canine already filling the gap. “But why not take Sterling to a doctor?” 


     “Doctor exams might raise questions Dad doesn’t want to answer, but it’s okay. Adele told me what to do.” 


     “The one who wants to take Karissa camping?” 


     “She’s good with medical stuff. She delivered Karissa.” Stanton said that last as though it proved Adele’s expertise beyond a doubt. 


     Sterling smiled at Rue from the bed. “I feel your tooth inside me, gnawing at my pancreas.” 


     “What’s wrong with Sterling?” Karissa sat up, concerned when Sterling wouldn’t stop giggling. 


     “I’m made of very potent stuff, it’s affecting him, I guess.” She sat next to Sterling on the bed. “You have to relax, give in to it. Let it help what it can, while it can.” 


     Sterling’s breathing evened out and the fits of laughter subsided. “You’re really amazing. Have I told you that? But why can’t I feel your heart?” 


     “Because you’re touching my back.” 


     “Let me touch your front.” 


     “Sterling. Kissy’s right there.” 


     “There’s nothing to feel,” Rue said. 


     “I’ll be the judge of that.” 


     “Sterling!” Stanton choked back whatever he’d been about to say. “Kissy come over here and help me tidy up.” 


     “Okay!” 


     “I mean my heart,” Rue explained when Sterling put his hand over her chest. “All that poison just now, all the other damage I’ve taken working here. It’s barely beating. I’ll have to get a new one soon.” 


     “Take mine. I got your tooth, you get my heart. Fair trade.” 


     “That’s not fair. I can regrow my tooth; you can’t regrow your heart.” 


     “But we owe you.” 


     “I screwed up, like Westwood said. Too caught up in my own problems. Too weak to do what needs to be done. I didn’t kill all the pupae. Your death would have been my fault. It really would have. So you don’t owe me. There’s nothing I want anyway.” 


     “You said you wanted a heart.” 


     “I said maybe. I’m beginning to think they’re more trouble then they’re worth.” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 18 


     Rue herded the Westwood children to the square, the downtown area of Portero. St. Teresa Cathedral was its highest point, the gray spire easily visible from anywhere in the square. The giant tearing apart the insurance building in the distance, however, was bucking for second place. 


     Such a pretty day, despite cobblestone streets gummy with blood and the length of intestine hanging from a wrought iron balconet over one of the shops. The smell of fresh bread from the Miss Bitsy factory mingled as ever with the smell of blood, an uneasy perfume. But the sun was finally out. Karissa had removed her bunny ears because it was too warm for them, though Stanton insisted she remain buttoned up in her velveteen coat. 


     The sheriff’s deputies had put down cones to block off Claudine Street, but people ignored them, especially shop owners still open for business. The streets were as full as ever, maybe fuller because of the spectacle. A couple of people wore gas masks like it was the end of the world, but the atmosphere was more carnivalesque than apocalyptic. 


     It took a lot more than one monster to shut down Portero. Even a giant one. 


     Sterling stepped over a strip of inconveniently-placed police tape and weaved among the bodies lying in the street. 


     One of the deputies yelled. “Kid! Get away from that body!” 


     Sterling ignored him and said to Rue, “Want it?” The corpse he’d found had had its chest ripped open, and the heart was exposed. 


     “What would I do with it?” 


     “Needs to be fresh, huh? What a waste.” He looked around. “Maybe some of them are still clinging to life.” 


     “Sterling that’s weird. Now come back here where I can keep an eye on you.” 


     “Yes, ma’am.” He crossed back over the police tape as another body went sailing overhead to land with a splat near the other bodies sprawled in the street. 


     Rue positioned the Westwood children so that she was between them and the street of death. And the monster who was reenacting that scene from Alice in Wonderland and was now wearing a three-story building as a dress. 


     “Maybe we should try an alternate route,” Rue suggested. 


     “Why?” asked the twins. 


     “We could die.” 


     “Isn’t that always true?” 


     “I wanna see the monster.” Karissa pulled on Rue’s hand. 


     “You are seeing it,” Stanton said. “Just stay close to us.” 


     “Close to me. I’m the lethiferist.” 


     Rue knew she was being mean, but she got like that when she was hungry. So hungry, and getting hungrier every day, but she couldn’t risk going into the dark park yet. She hadn’t heard from Nettle, and if her family caught her, they might think she was “interfering” and send more Mortmaine after her. Real Mortmaine. Like the ones swarming toward the giant, a wave of green poison. 


     Karissa and several other lookers-on began to cheer as the Mortmaine went to work, climbing the giant and the building it wore, hacking away at boulder-sized muscle and redwood bones. Rue knew she was lucky they hadn’t come for her instead of initiates. 


     “Are you okay?” Stanton asked. 


     “Better than him.” 


     “That’s a him?” Sterling shielded his eyes from the sun, better to see the giant. “If we hurry and get that X-ray vision figured out, we could tell its sex too.” He took Rue’s elbow, trying to lead, so she pulled away and marched ahead. 


     “X-Ray vision?” she asked. 


     Sterling grabbed her again, pulled her off course to a street vendor. “Dad thinks he can get glowfish to work, but seems to me you’d have fewer side effects with actual radiation, up to and including explosions. But backstabber corneas are perfect; no side effects.” Sterling bought a box of petit fours from the vendor and gave it to Rue. 


     “Now feed them to us.” 


     “Why?” 


     “Because you like to take care of us. Isn’t that what you’ve been screaming all afternoon?” 


     “I don’t scream.” 


     A box of nine miniature square cakes. Lemon and lavender and peach colored. Topped with glazed flowers that didn’t look edible. Until she held one near Stanton’s mouth and he devoured the whole thing in one bite. 


     “Why do you need X-Ray vision?” 


     “Backstabbers are specialists,” Stanton said. “They only eat human kidneys, and so they use X-ray vision to make sure they’re getting the best quality. No scrawny or diseased ones.” 


     “That’s why backstabbers need it. Why do you need it?” 


     “For the spectacular. At the one last year, Dad demonstrated that it was possible to witness the last thing a person saw before he or she died. And after the spectacular, in his lab, he proved that it was possible to alter whatever had been seen before death. If the person was murdered, you could replace the murderer with a different murderer, or erase the murder altogether and make it look like an accident.” 


     Karissa said, “And the year before that, Daddy rearranged DNA to make something into something else. He made a bird into a lizard! But then he killed the lizard. I don’t know why he did that. Me next!” 


     Rue fed her a little cake. 


     Stanton said, “That was afterward, in the lab. He tried to turn the lizard into a dog. It didn’t work the first time, but he’s figured out how to do it. Sort of.” 


     “Those dogs in the kennels used to be lizards?” said Rue. 


     “Yes. Changing mammalian DNA into reptilian DNA doesn’t produce a seamless result.” 


     “Mammalian to mammalian works really well,” said Sterling. “As long as it’s not human. Dad’s tried to do certain things with humans—turn them into ants or X-Men type superhero mutants—but they all failed. Those were all lab experiments, not anything he did during a spectacular. The spectacular is a test; the real experiments he does in his lab.” 


     “This year we’re trying to see inside the body, see the soul. There are ways already, but nothing consistent or reliable. We’re trying to mechanize the process.” 


     “So at this year’s spectacular, you want to see someone’s soul, determine what quality it has, like whether it’s NDE, and then you want to use the bone machine to rip it to pieces? That doesn’t make sense.” 


     “Not rip it to pieces: separate it into disparate elements to see what it’s made of.” 


     Rue fed the others, but when it was Sterling’s turn again, he bit into her finger as well as the cake. 


     She nearly dropped the box, unable to believe he’d done something so blatant in front of everyone, in front of his sister, but no one seemed to have noticed, least of all Sterling. She had begun to think it was an accident, but when she fed Sterling the final petit four, he bit her harder, and held her finger in his mouth as they walked along before releasing her. 


     A release that left her ensnared. Entangled. He smiled at her, like he knew. 


     Did he know? 


     The giant’s head hit the street and rolled to a stop just ahead of them. Such sad eyes. 


     “Say,” said Karissa, pointing. “If they chop the giant into real little bits, could you eat it?” 


     “Why do you keep trying to get me to eat disgusting things?” 


     “You’re getting sick. Peppermint gets sick if he doesn’t eat right.” 


     “Am I a snake?” 


     “When was the last time you ate?” Stanton asked. 


     Sterling felt her forehead. “Are you sick?” 


     “It’s not your job to look after me. You think I need you to do my job? If you could do my job, I wouldn’t be here. I don’t need people worrying about me, so stop it.” 


     “You need something. You’ve been bitchy all morning.” He mouthed the word at her, one eye on Karissa. “For no reason. I mean, look around. It’s the first pretty day in forever.” 


     They were surrounded by the rubble of collapsed buildings. Corpses. Dust, pools of blood. A giant severed head. But she knew what he meant, had been thinking it herself earlier. 


     “Sterling’s right. Put on a happy face. Fake it if you have to. I don’t want Adele to see us fighting.” 


     They watched her, waiting for the kind of happy face they could believe in. When she finally produced one, they led her around the corner. 


     One of the buildings down the street had a blank door with a hand-lettered sign bearing the single word APOTHECARY. They pushed inside and followed the stairs down into what would have been darkness except for a dull yellow gleam. Fuzzy lichen and mushrooms flourished in the dampness, the only source of light until Stanton opened another door at the bottom of the stairs. 


     The light in the shop was electric, highlighting the dense jungle of herbs and jars of chicken feet and other grotesqueries. The air was heavy and cold enough that Rue was glad of her coat. There was no low roar of air conditioning, either; only the mausoleum chill of damp walls. 


     “Adele!” Karissa raced to the woman who’d stepped from behind the counter, and leaped into her arms. 


     “How’s my Kissy Face?” Adele said. Everything about her was tidy and crisp—her side bun, her pressed blue smock. The glow of the mushrooms growing in the cracks of the floor stained her white shoes yellow. 


     The twins guardedly allowed Adele to kiss their cheeks, like she was a relative they hadn’t seen in years, whose touch they’d forgotten and were no longer sure they wanted. 


     “Sterling, your face looks like it healed nicely. And fast!” 


     “Yeah. I used her tooth, instead of a bone,” he said, pointing at Rue. 


     “After Mr. Westwood knocked it out of her face? Good substitute.” Adele gave Rue a professional smile. “I have a salve if you need it, for the pain. On the house.” 


     “I’m stronger than I look,” Rue said, flattered that Adele seemed to know who she was. 


     “I can believe it.” Adele kissed Karissa’s cheek. “Another hardy pioneer woman like my Kissy Face. Did you ask about our camping trip?” 


     “They said no.” Rue took a moment to admire that singular mix of tragic pitiful cuteness. A hard look to pull off, but Karissa nailed it. 


     “Why?” 


     “Because we said so.” 


     Adele looked like she wanted to argue with Stanton, but the twins’ faces discouraged further discussion. She shrugged. “Guess we’ll have to find something else to do for your birthday.” 


     “Can we do love spells?” 


     “Love spells?” said the twins. 


     “Adele’s got this book in the back, and it’s full of all kinds of spells.” 


     “You don’t want to be casting spells on people,” Sterling said. “First of all, there’s no such thing as magic. And second of all love spells? Love is awful. Why would you afflict someone with that?” 


     “Love isn’t an affliction.” Adele gave the twins the strangest look. “Y’all don’t know the first thing about love.” 


     “What is it then?” the twins asked, curious. 


     “Yeah,” Karissa said, “How do you get somebody to love you if they hate you? Can you turn hate into love like lead into gold?” 


     “What about when you’re disowned and nearly killed?” Rue asked. “Because your love is too weak. Can you turn weak love into something stronger?” 


     The flurry of questions drove Adele to retreat behind her counter. “Humans understand love organically. It’s something to be experienced, not intellectualized.” 


     “What if you’re not human?” 


     Rue’s question seemed to stump, even frighten her. “I don’t know about…nonhumans.” She took refuge behind professionalism, behind a mask. Proffered a jar of eyeballs to the twins. “Did y’all still want these?” 


     “Is that all you have?” Stanton said, disappointed by this new turn of conversation but willing to let it go. 


     “There’s more in the store room.” 


     “We’ll wait.” 


     “Can I help, Adele?” 


     “You bet, Kissy Face.” 


     As they disappeared into the back, Rue weaved through a mix of tall orderly shelves and low battered tables with brightly colored pills on display. Powders in dark jars with the ingredients handwritten on neat labels. A bunch of charms were on sale: necklaces for luck, candles to repel danger, patchwork quilts stitched with blessings. 


     Rue bypassed it all and sat on a wide bench, careful not to upset the jars lining its edge. Sterling joined her. 


     “Karissa would be safe here. Safe with that woman. You ever thought about leaving her here?” 


     “We asked Adele to take Kissy when Mother died. Adele knows what it’s like for Kissy back at the house, but she refused. Adele’s great and we like her a lot, but she’s one of those types who wants to have all the fun with none of the work.” 


     “Like the Little Red Hen; no one helped her bake the bread, but everyone wanted a slice.” 


     “Exactly! You at least will crack a few eggs for us. Or teeth. Thanks for saving my life.” 


     Rue almost said it was her job, but they didn’t treat her like staff, so she decided not to treat herself that way. 


     She touched Sterling’s back. “Do you still feel like I’m gnawing your pancreas?” 


     “Not exactly.” He pinched her on the finger he’d bitten. 


     “Is that why you keep biting me? In revenge?” 


     “What is your brain even like?” he said, amused like he didn’t know what she was talking about. “That reminds me. I still need to open you up and look in your chest. Learn your dimensions.” 


     Rue didn’t know what face to wear to counteract something that bold, so she wore her own face. Something she usually shared only with people right before she ripped out their hearts. 


     “Stanton says you should hurry up and kiss me.” 


     “Stanton can go to hell, and while he’s there, he can wait his turn. I like having you all to myself.” 


     “That’s petty.” 


     “Very. But I’m okay with that.” 


     She rescued her finger from him and picked up one of the jars on the bench. Was stunned to see a heart inside floating in a broth of some kind. 


     “You want that?” Sterling asked. “Hey, Adele, is this human?” 


     “What kind of shop do you think I’m running here?” 


     “I told you it needs to be fresh.” It was so beautiful though. Big and meaty. 


     “Have you ever tried the other kind? Maybe the jarred kind lasts longer. Like pickles or peanut butter.” 


     The one in her chest skipped a beat, excited or malfunctioning. Probably both. 


     “Is that possible?” 


     “Isn’t everything? When I make you a heart, will you share it?” 


     “What do you know about sharing? You won’t even share your sister with people she cares about. You’re more interested in punishing Adele for not caring enough, than rewarding your sister for surviving as long as she has. Don’t ask me to do what you can’t.” 


     She’d barely finished speaking when: 


     “Kissy. We changed our minds. You can go camping.” 


     Karissa, who’d been in the middle of pouring a stream of eyeballs into a glass jar, spilled a few to the floor in her excitement, where they rolled stickily to a stop at Stanton’s feet. He ignored them, too busy scowling at his brother. 


     “I know,” Sterling said. “But Rue and I think it’s for the best. Majority rules, man.” 


     Stanton’s gaze softened in surprise. “If they say it’s okay, then fine.” 


     Karissa threw herself at Adele. “I can go!” 


     “I heard!” 


     “So when I make your heart,” Sterling asked, ignoring the squealing and camp planning happening across the shop, “will you share it?” 


     “Yes.” 


     “A yes? For me? Finally?” 


     He was so happy, Rue felt bad. She hadn’t been that mean to him, had she? 


     “After I finish making your heart, I’m gonna carve an inscription into it: Property of Sterling Westwood. Of Sterling and Stanton. Of Sterling and sometimes Stanton Westwood.” 


     Or maybe she hadn’t been mean enough. “That’s not sharing; that’s owning.” 


     “Different branches, same tree.” 


     “A tree you want to tie me to? Like a dog?” 


     He looked shocked. “Not a dog. A boat. A boat can sail around the world, but when the journey’s over it needs to be tied up, so it doesn’t get lost at sea. That’s all I mean. We know when to let go. 


     “And we know when to use rope.” 


  




   
    
    Chapter 19 
 
    Rue sat in her room by the fireplace, hands folded in her lap. The twins sat opposite her on the padded bench at the foot of her bed. They’d brought a camera bag, sketch pads, huge lights that Stanton was aiming at her. When the lighting was optimal, he asked his brother: 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “A camera, genius. Borrowed it from Jimi.” 
 
    “A Rolleiflex? This is for science, not art.” 
 
    Rue said, “Why can’t it be both?” 
 
    “Thank you!” Sterling beamed at her. “People always want you to choose.” 
 
    “I hate choosing.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” Stanton rolled his eyes at the both of them. “Just sit there.” 
 
    “This is strictly professional,” Sterling told her, screwing a lens onto the camera. “No need to be nervous or shy.” 
 
    Rue peeled her uniform down to her waist. 
 
    Sterling’s borrowed camera hit the floor. “What was I saying?” he asked Rue’s breasts. 
 
    “Something about how professional you are. Sit down!” 
 
    Sterling scooped the camera from the floor and sat next to his brother. 
 
    Stanton stared into Rue’s eyes, patiently. “You can open up anytime.” 
 
    “I know.” Rue’s hands were folded again, fingers digging into her flesh. The slit in her chest was clenched so tight, it was nearly invisible. 
 
    “We won’t touch you or come closer than we are. We don’t need to. I don’t know about Sterling’s piece of junk, but this camera has a terrific zoom lens.” 
 
    “My Mom would kill me if she knew…we don’t do this.” 
 
    “We won’t tell anyone. Don’t you trust us? It’s just us.” 
 
    Rue nodded. “You won’t stand up? You’ll stay over there?” 
 
    “We promise.” 
 
    Rue softened and relaxed all over. Took a deep breath. On the seventh breath, the slit slowly parted. 
 
    The twins stared a long time, motionless. 
 
    “Where’s your ribcage?” 
 
    “Don’t have one. Not like yours.” 
 
    A thin, bony plate slid across, hiding her organs, then slid out of sight again. “A cage would get in the way, impede access..” 
 
    The twins gave each other a look. And then went to work, snapping photos and sketching Rue’s thoracic cavity. 
 
    “What’s that thing?” Sterling pointed to the burning orb between the tangles of vein and artery, floating unconnected, vibrant and swirling with grays and purples, but translucent. A sense of something churning within. 
 
    “Some weird organ?” Sterling guessed. “Like the toadstone?” 
 
    “It’s not weird. It’s my…” Rue thought about it, but gave up in frustration. “There’s no name for it in English.” 
 
    “Say it in your language.” 
 
    Her limbal rings flashed and swirled, the same grays and purples as the organ. So bright the twins squinted. 
 
    “Did that help?” 
 
    They laughed. 
 
    Rue tried again. “It’s the place where my soul lives.” 
 
    “Some sort of antrum?” Stanton said. 
 
    “If antrum means the place where your soul lives.” She thought it over. “Or a place to rest when your soul takes over. When I go away. When my soul takes over and sends me away, this is where I go.” 
 
    “Your soul?” Stanton didn’t seem convinced. “Sounds more like a split personality.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is.” 
 
    “Do you really believe a little person lives inside you?” Sterling said. “And that you can disappear inside yourself?” 
 
    “It’s not a question of belief. That’s what happens. When my family sent the Mortmaine after me, I hid in there and got better.” 
 
    “And that’s why you weren’t making sense. We weren’t talking to you, but to your soul? That was her?” 
 
    “She has no social skills.” 
 
    “You’re such an absolute freak,” Sterling said, pencil flying over his sketchpad. “If I stabbed you in that split personality organ, would your soul die or would you?” 
 
    The slit zipped closed with such force, all three jumped. 
 
    Stanton smacked his brother’s head. 
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    “We’re not going to stab you,” Stanton said. 
 
    “I know,” Rue put her hand protectively over her chest, “but she doesn’t.” 
 
    “It was just a question,” Sterling said. “I wouldn’t hurt you.” He spoke to her chest. “And I wouldn’t hurt you either. How could you think that, Rue’s soul? I thought we were cool.” 
 
    The slit reopened. 
 
    “That’s better.” Sterling grabbed a notebook and wrote several pages of observations before asking, “So what’s your soul do when she’s not possessing you?” 
 
    “Many things I don’t understand. Things on a cellular level. She works hard to keep me strong and healthy.” 
 
    “Must be nice. Our souls don’t do shit.” 
 
    The twins combed through Sterling’s notes and added several more. Worked out the measurements of Rue’s ideal heart. Scrolled through their photos one last time. “Okay. You can close it now. We have what we need.” 
 
    “Don’t feel like you have to button up though. You’re among friends here. If you look at it a certain way, this is like a double-date. You and me, and Stanton and your split personality.” 
 
    “Don’t be weird, Sterling.” 
 
    “If you want me to take my dress off, you have to get naked first.” 
 
    “And don’t you be weird either!” Stanton primly zipped the camera bag. “There’s a time and place for that sort of thing. And this doesn’t qualify.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Sterling and Rue. 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” 
 
    “That’s why not,” Stanton muttered. 
 
    Westwood stood in the doorway, furious. He hadn’t looked like that when Rue had returned the twins to him earlier that day, after the trip to the square. Westwood had been waiting by the door like a nervous dad in a sitcom, and when he’d seen that Rue had delivered everyone safe and sound, he’d directed one of the servants to get her aspirin and a glass of water. For her sore tooth, he’d said. As if he hadn’t remembered that the “sore tooth” he’d knocked out of her mouth had grown back the same day. Or maybe he hadn’t noticed since Rue hadn’t been in a smiling mood since the attack on Sterling. 
 
    Rue had pocketed the aspirin but drank all the water, and Westwood had patted her on the head like one of his dogs. He was no longer in a head patting mood. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re wasting your time playing doctor when we are supposed to be working. You’re five minutes late.” He checked his pocket watch. “Six minutes!” 
 
    The twins gathered their things and hurried away, Westwood berating them the whole time. Rue hurried with them, hoping to get a glimpse behind their otherworldly laboratory door. 
 
    “We have a fresh soul that needs testing,” Westwood was saying. “The booji are waiting with the cornea solution. I can’t afford to pay them to wait forever.” 
 
    Westwood unlocked the lab door with his silver Porterene key, which he carried in the same pocket as his watch. 
 
    Beyond the door stood a cream stone building with House of Pain spray painted across the façade. Dead wasps on the steps—the same gigantic wasps that had nearly killed Sterling!—and a…person? In a mask: a human face with plastic blond hair, painted blue eyes, and a rosebud mouth. A mask that enhanced the inhuman, misshapen lump of a head it was supposed to conceal. This masked person waved impatiently for the Westwoods to come forward. 
 
    The twins passed through the doorway first. Rippled, seemed to disappear before reappearing on the steps next to the masked person. 
 
    “Shall I come with you?” Rue asked Westwood. “You look like you could use some help.” 
 
    Westwood looked her over. “Not that kind.” He passed the threshold and, though Westwood didn’t touch it, the door clapped shut in her face. 
 
    Rue buttoned up her uniform and went back to her room to get her coat—she still hadn’t patrolled the grounds today—but there was a package outside her door. 
 
    The servants still left gifts for her occasionally, and she always got a kick out of guessing what was in them. 
 
    She sat on her bed and lifted the sheet of vellum stationery. 
 
      
 
    Dear Rue, 
 
      
 
    I’m told you might be a possible ally, the lone beacon of reason in a home run by a madman. Have you learned of his schemes? The unholy abominations he takes joy in creating? I would advise you to trust no one in the house. Not even yourself if you have been blinded by wealth and privilege. Those things will not save you. 
 
    I’ll contact you later. 
 
      
 
    Warmest regards, 
 
    “The Bastard” 
 
      
 
    P.S. I hope you like your gift. Wind her three times, no more no less. 
 
      
 
    Rue removed a small doll from the box, as tall as a fountain pen. Brown ponytail, white lace dress. Rue wound the key on the doll’s back, and it opened its eyes and sat up in Rue’s hand, its cheeks dimpled, its gray eyes bright as glass. Because they were glass. 
 
    “Hi, Rue!” 
 
    “Hi?” 
 
    “Where’s the floor? I want to go play.” 
 
    It had that sweet, plastic doll-smell, and its breath was warm on Rue’s cheek. 
 
    She stroked her finger over the humanlike hair and down the sunny face. “Even the skin feels real!” 
 
    “It’s not,” said the doll, almost defensively. “But I’m made of high quality material and manufactured right here in the US of A!” 
 
    Rue’s finger paused over the doll’s chest. “You have a heart!” Rue could feel the tick against her fingers. One of which the doll suddenly bit. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    “I want to go play! I WANT TO PLAY!” 
 
    “Sorry. Of course.” Rue set the doll on the floor and smiled as it gamboled about her black oxfords, skipping and singing to itself. 
 
    Before darting out of the room, quick as light. 
 
    Rue was still smiling. “What game is this? Hide and seek?” 
 
    She stepped out in time to see the doll pause before Westwood’s bedroom, way at the other end of the hall. That doll was speedy. And startled when Stanton stepped out of his father’s room, holding a jar of eyeballs. 
 
    The doll looked up. Way up. “You’re not John Westwood.” 
 
    Stanton stomped the doll flat, twisting his heel into the floor. He looked very like his father in that moment. He lifted his foot, eyeing the broken tangle of plastic and circuitry and little white stockings. Eyeing Rue. “Where did that come from?” 
 
    Rue held up the note that was still in her hand. “The Bastard.” 
 
    Stanton snatched the note, face blazing. She’d never seen him angry before. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “Outside my door.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought one of the servants left it.” 
 
    “Left it to do what? Why was it coming for Dad?” 
 
    Rue was silent, imagining possibilities, none of them peaceful. “I guess it was a trap.” 
 
    “And you didn’t know about it?” 
 
    “Of course not!” 
 
    “If you’re lying, I swear to God…” 
 
    She didn’t know how to combat Stanton’s suspicions, his sudden distrust, so Rue waited, let him work it out for himself. 
 
    Stanton kicked the doll parts, scattering them as though worried they might somehow reform. 
 
    “Be ready to go at noon tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re throwing me out?” 
 
    “You don’t get off that easy. If you’re not for the Bastard, you’re for us. And if you’re for us, you’ll help us find another soul for Dad. A heartless soul. It doesn’t have to be Nettle,” he added quickly, “or anyone in your family, but it has to be someone. 
 
    “So get ready to choose.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The twins led Rue into the dark park, Sterling in front and Stanton behind. She the prisoner in the middle, marching to her doom. 
 
    “Why don’t you just admit it’s my soul you want? Give me that much credit.” 
 
    “We don’t want it,” Stanton said. “Dad does.” 
 
    Sterling hopped over a branch lying across the path. “But Stanton and I think this is a better alternative.” 
 
    “Did you tell Westwood about the Bastard’s doll?” 
 
    “No!” said the twins. “And don’t you tell. Dad’s already paranoid. We can’t have him thinking you’re a spy.” 
 
    Stanton said, “We weren’t going to involve you in any of this, but it’s a good test, just in case you are a spy; and if we capture a heartless, Nettle gets to stay with us.” 
 
    Rue froze. “Really?” 
 
    “It’s a fair trade.” Stanton had been leery of her since the doll incident, but now he touched her shoulder. Then pushed it, to get her moving again. “Everyone gets something. As long as you’re ready to choose.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it. I told you about my mother’s father, how his soul took over after his mate died, and he ended up rejoined with children he had no memory of because he stayed in the, uh, antrum too long. He ended up leaving us to live on his own in exile. I choose him. What I don’t get is, why does the soul have to be heartless? What is Westwood so curious about? I could just give him a piece of mine the way you do. I’m not scared of the bone machine.” 
 
    “Dad doesn’t want a piece,” said Stanton. “He wants it all. And we don’t want to risk you that way. Take us to your grandfather.” 
 
    “His name is Thyme. He stopped being my grandfather the day he left.” 
 
    “The way you stopped being your parents’ daughter the day you left?” 
 
    Rue didn’t answer Sterling’s tacky question, only led them deeper into the forest. To the deepest part where the paths sometimes changed their minds beneath the feet of unsuspecting travelers. Sterling collected specimens here or there, anything he thought unusual or pretty, often veering off the path. 
 
    “Mind the groundhog dens,” Rue warned. “They’ve developed quite a taste for human flesh.” 
 
    Sterling hopped back onto the path. “Glad Stanton blackmailed you into coming.” 
 
    “It wasn’t blackmail.” 
 
    “Why’re you defending him? He gets to act like a dick, but not me?” 
 
    “There’s a difference between acting like a dick and embodying its very essence.” 
 
    Stanton said, “Did any of the staff ever talk to you about the Bastard?” Still suspicious. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because there probably is a spy in the house. It’s just the sort of thing the Bastard would do. That doll was actually the world’s cutest dirty bomb. Dad would have been killed. That’s how the Bastard is, you know? He’ll say anything to get what he wants. Do anything.” 
 
    “That’s so gothic.” 
 
    “More like medieval when we find out who left that doll at your door.” 
 
    “Maybe there is no spy. Maybe the Bastard snuck in himself. Or even—” 
 
    Rue tripped over a corpse. A corpse with its ribcage visible, broken open. A corpse with no heart. 
 
    “Thyme did this.” 
 
    Sterling helped her rise. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because it’s so sloppy and disrespectful. This is what you become when you’ve been away from people a long time; you stop following the rules of basic civilization.” She dragged the corpse into the bushes, out of sight, near a spot where the groundhogs could get to him and pick his bones clean. “Thyme’s nearby. I smell him.” 
 
    “I see him,” said Stanton. 
 
    Rue and Sterling turned in his direction. 
 
    “Is that him,” said Sterling, squinting, “or is it a transy?” 
 
    Transients, newcomers to Portero who had no idea how to live in a town overrun with monsters, almost never stayed around very long, because they did foolish things like take walks in the dark park while wearing brightly-colored come-eat-me clothes. Much like the person staggering toward them. 
 
    But what looked like a red shirt at first glance was actually blood on a pale, haggard body. Thyme’s body. 
 
    “Rue?” 
 
    She waited as he ventured closer, unsure what to say to him, this man who had sired her mother, but was nothing to Rue. A stranger. That had been decided a long time ago. 
 
    Though Thyme seemed to have forgotten. “Well look at you! All grown up. And you smell so wrong. Very wrong.” 
 
    Talking to her aloud. Like she was a human. Words instead of his eyes, which were colorless, dead to her. 
 
    She was dead to him. 
 
    “You smell like humans. These humans. Hi, humans!” 
 
    The twins waved, awkwardly. 
 
    Thyme licked blood off his fingers. “There’s so much tastiness this season. Such abundance.” 
 
    Rue’s stomach rumbled. 
 
    “But it smells very family, and it’s affecting my appetite.” 
 
    “I keep thinking I smell Nettle,” Rue admitted. “Like she’s close, but it’s coming from everywhere.” 
 
    “Senses go awry in the dark park. I can smell my own corpse. I can see it too, lying over there.” 
 
    “Is he drunk?” Sterling whispered as Thyme stared blankly into the distance. 
 
    “Not the way you mean. It just feels…you get…emotional.” Rue felt like Nettle struggling with English, but there were no English words for that feeling of not only shoving a heart into your chest, but of life itself—it left you giddy. Vulnerable. “Heart drunk. Fresh hearts are intoxicating.” 
 
    “It won’t last,” Thyme said, startling them. “Nothing does.” 
 
    He joined them on the path. Rue hadn’t noticed because of the blood, but Thyme’s slit was splayed open. Exposing him to danger. The antrum within as cold as his eyes. Gray as a stone and just as lifeless. 
 
    She averted her eyes, deeply embarrassed. 
 
    “The heart I took before this one only lasted two days. But I lost that one while I was searching along the paths for food and had to get this one. Sometimes my soul rejects my hearts for no reason.” 
 
    “Because he’s tired. Are you tired, Thyme?” It was the only thing that made sense. Disrespecting corpses was one thing, but exposing himself? Heartless didn’t do that. 
 
    “Very tired. You shouldn’t be here, even with all the yummy food.” 
 
    “I know.” Before Rue could speak again, Stanton stabbed a hypodermic needle into Thyme’s antrum. 
 
    It was painful to watch his collapse, the boneless, lifeless quality of his descent. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Rue said. 
 
    “This was to knock him unconscious,” Stanton explained. “To get him back to the lab with no trouble.” And then to his brother, “He’s not too big. We can take turns carrying him.” 
 
    “To the lab,” Rue repeated. “Where you will, eventually, kill him.” 
 
    “Dad,” Sterling said, “not us. We only—” 
 
    A sharp yelp silenced them. They looked up, toward the sound, and Sterling was knocked to the ground, as a girl landed heavily on him. 
 
    Nettle had cut her hair since Rue had seen her last. Because Nettle was joined now and had no need for enticements like long hair. What remained puffed and swirled about her face, dark and mischievous. But Nettle’s eyes weren’t as playful as her hair. A worried blue rimmed her irises. 
 
    I knew I smelled you. But in a weird place! An animal den, so I crawled inside thinking you were hiding, even though I told you to wait for my text, and then I fell. And here I am. Stupid doors. I hate doors. 
 
    As she was speaking, Stanton hurried off as fast as he could down the path, Thyme a heavy weight over his shoulder. Rue was sure she could keep Nettle distracted enough not to turn around. 
 
    Rue said, It led you to me. How is that stupid? And why didn’t you text? I’ve been waiting. 
 
    We’ve only just gone hunting today. All of the family. And Dodder’s family. I guess just one family now. Dodder doesn’t want me to have a phone anymore, so I had to wait to ask Heath to do it. 
 
    Tell Dodder to mind his own damn business. 
 
    You shouldn’t be here, Rue. I told you. What if someone smells you like I did? 
 
    I can take care of myself. I have to; I’m not the one with the huge extendo-family. 
 
    What am I sitting on? 
 
    Sterling. 
 
    One of your twins? Where’s the other one? 
 
    Never mind. If you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all. 
 
    Rue pulled Nettle to her feet, and Sterling jumped up, wiping dirt from his face. “Hi.” 
 
    Nettle nodded at him. 
 
    “I’d better go find Stanton.” 
 
    “Yes.” Rue gave him a speaking look. “Two of you can move faster than one.” 
 
    He took off down the path. 
 
    He’s cute, Nettle decided. Too skinny, though. Tell me about the Basin. You go already? 
 
    Rue told her sister all about it, and how the progress made there had come undone during dinner. 
 
    And the whole time they sat there berating me, Rue continued, they were eating their servant. The hypocrisy had to be seen to be believed. 
 
    I was having high hopes for these twins of yours, but not now. They sound awful. Why are you here with them? To leave them here to be eaten? 
 
    It was just a misunderstanding, Nettle. They’re okay. Even kind of nice. Especially Stanton. 
 
    Do you smell that? Is that Grandpa Thyme? 
 
    He’s not our grandpa anymore. I’m sure he’s around. Nettle wait! 
 
    But she wouldn’t. Nettle ran down the path, a much speedier runner than Rue had ever been. Rue caught up with her just as she was tackling Stanton to the ground, pulled her away before she slashed him. 
 
    “What are you doing with Grandpa!” 
 
    “Nettle stop. It’s Stanton. He isn’t doing anything.” 
 
    “He’s kidnapping Grandpa!” 
 
    “They need him.” 
 
    The worried blue of Nettle’s limbal rings iced over. You did this? You killed Grandpa? 
 
    He’s not dead. 
 
    Nettle stood. Pointed at Rue. “You did this.” 
 
    “I just need to borrow him.” 
 
    “We,” said Sterling. He and his brother stood next to Rue. “We need to borrow him. She was helping us.” 
 
    “Helping you to harm the family!” 
 
    “He’s not family.” 
 
    Nettle looked at the twins and then her. “So what is the plan with him? What will you do?” 
 
    Before Rue could think of an answer that wasn’t damning: 
 
    “Nettle?” 
 
    The sisters drew together, startled by their mother’s voice. The nearness. Calling to Nettle, who was uncharacteristically out of sight. 
 
    Sudden frantic rustlings, all around, as of a herd of deer trampling the woods. So many heartless out hunting together. If they saw Rue. 
 
    If they smelled her. Smelled Thyme. If they smelled her on Thyme. 
 
    “Go,” Nettle hissed. “Go with your twins. I’ll take care of this.” 
 
    Sterling grabbed Thyme, and when Rue would have spoken, would have said anything to erase the color of betrayal from her sister’s eyes, Stanton grabbed her hand, “Come on.” 
 
    “Is there food where you are?” said Nettle and Rue’s mother. 
 
    “No! No point to come this way,” Nettle called, staring Rue in the eyes. “It is not worth it.” 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     Rue had been back from her sojourn into the dark park for several hours when she came upon Karissa in the garden near the camellias. She sawed through the neck of a dead dog so vigorously, the woolen cap with bunny ears sat askew on her head. 


     Rue almost didn’t say anything, but it was near dusk. The servants would be freeing the dogs from the kennels at any moment, dogs that might not take kindly to Karissa dismembering their brethren. 


     “Do you need help?” 


     “No.” A few more strokes and the hacksaw completed its job. 


     Rue wondered if something similar was happening to Thyme. She made herself stop wondering. 


     It was done. 


     Karissa tucked the severed head under her arm and headed toward the house. 


     “You shouldn’t leave your kills out in the open,” Rue told her. “It’s disrespectful.” 


     “I didn’t kill it.” Karissa shook a bit of gore from her hand. “I’m glad it’s dead though. I need the head for my experiment.” 


     But when Rue continued to stare, Karissa sighed and dragged the dead dog to the incinerator. Rue helped her burn it, and Karissa even said a little prayer. “I hope you go somewhere you can jump and play. Amen.” 


     “You should take a bath,” Rue said as they entered the house. 


     “Aunt Grissel’s not back yet. She won’t be back until nine or ten.” Karissa took Rue’s hand, left it bloody and sticky. “Will you do it?” 


     After giving Karissa a bath, a nice steamy one with lots of bubbles and bath toys, Rue sat in Karissa’s room as she wriggled into her nightgown. The room looked nothing like a little girl’s normally did, according to the films Rue had seen—no pink lace or white ruffles, no pony decals on the walls or doll collection lining the shelves. On one side of the room, Karissa had a massive bed like Rue’s, and the other side was crowded with terraria. A box turtle eating a strawberry. A gecko on a rock licking its own eye. A skink shedding its skin. 


     “No snakes?” 


     “Peppermint gets jealous.” 


     A table near the window held a pile of model dinosaur bones in various stages of assembly. 


     “You’re going to add the dog’s skull to your bone collection?” 


     “The dog’s for my experiment. I told you that.” Karissa tugged a bunny from beneath her pillow and gave it to Rue. “What’s that smell like?” 


     “Lavender and…something.” 


     “That something is what Mama used to smell like. That’s the only thing I really remember about her. The smell is too faded for me right now, but if my experiment works, I’ll be able to smell her again.” 


     “How?” 


     “That head and the lizlings.” 


     Karissa swung a magnifying glass before what Rue thought was an empty terrarium, and through it Rue saw several white microscopic lizards crawling along the branch of a tree. 


     “The twins made them for me last year for a joke. Usually their dolls stop working after a while, but they never put a limit on the lizlings, so they keep being alive, and I’m glad. They can fetch things. Anything, as long as it’s super small. Like bacteria and molecules. They fetched me some camouflage from a chameleon one time. That’s how I can hide from Daddy.” 


     “The lizlings fetched you some camouflage,” Rue repeated, not sure she’d heard right. 


     “They went into a chameleon, got the camouflage and then they put it in there.” Karissa pointed at a row of hypodermic needles lined up on her desk. I mix in some disinfected water, just a little bit, and then I inject it. It hurts like everything, but it works real good. See?” 


     Karissa disappeared and then reappeared. 


     “That’s how you do it!” 


     “This time, I’ll send in the lizlings to get the smell glands from the dog’s head. Or,” she gave Rue an appraising look, “I could send them into you. You can smell good too cuz the smell’s been gone from Fluffster for a long time.” 


     Rue lifted the magnifying glass out of her way. “If you put those in me, my soul will destroy them.” 


     “Like white blood cells and germs,” Karissa said, and yawned. “That’s too bad. Stay til I go to sleep?” 


     Karissa let Rue tuck her into bed with Fluffster, and then held her hand. 


     “I can be your new sister.” 


     “I don’t want a new sister.” 


     “That was mean.” 


     Rue rested her head on Karissa’s back, exhausted suddenly. She listened to Karissa’s heart, such a strange heavy beat for a small girl. 


     “I already have a sister.” 


     “You can have more than one. I have two brothers.” 


     “I already have a sister, and I don’t think she likes me anymore. And I can’t blame her. I don’t want you to feel that way; I want you to like me.” 


     Karissa yawned again, and closed her eyes. “That’s gonna be my birthday wish—for Daddy to like me more than he hates me.” 


     “I wonder why it’s so hard to be loved,” Rue whispered. “Do you know?” 


     “It’s because we care. People only love you when you don’t care if they do.” 


     “How do we stop caring?” 


     “I haven’t figured it out yet. But it sounds like a neat experiment.” 


  


   


   
    
    Chapter 20 
 
    The next night, while patrolling the grounds, Rue checked her phone for what felt like the millionth time, but Nettle had not returned any of her calls or texts. She put the phone away, shivering, and tried to focus on something else, like how beautiful the plantation looked in the moonlight. How fun it would be to twirl on the lawn in a floaty dress. To be twirled and then kissed beneath the stars. 
 
    Instead of romance, Rue found vomit. 
 
    She followed the trail of ejecta to the kennels. Found the twins throwing pieces of raw meat over the fence. Most of the dogs were out hunting, except the older and younger dogs who couldn’t keep up, and the ones that were more lizard than dog and preferred to stay in their little houses instead of braving the cold for scraps. 
 
    As they fed the dogs, the twins took turns retching. Toss an arm. Heave. Toss a leg. Heave. Toss some fingers. Heave. Toss half a face. 
 
    Rue recognized the face. 
 
    “Thyme?” 
 
    The twins straightened from their task, wiped their mouths, their chins, but neither twin seemed embarrassed to have her there at such an undignified moment, not even Stanton who was usually so priggish. 
 
    “Are we being offensive?” Stanton asked. “We remembered what you said about not wanting to be buried. How you prefer to be eaten.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Rue grabbed a handful of fencing. Squeezed as a few of the friskier dogs fought over Thyme’s face. “He didn’t really belong anywhere. The dogs have as much right to him as anyone.” She swallowed hard. “Did Westwood learn what he needed to about heartless souls?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Stanton after a brief glance at his brother. “Dad fed part of Thyme to us while he was still alive, to see if it would strengthen our souls. It didn’t. Just made us sick.” 
 
    “Heartless aren’t good to eat. Our bodies manufacture toxins to make us inedible to predators. If Thyme had been less heart-drunk, less eager for death, you’d be dead.” 
 
    “I wish I was dead,” said Sterling. “Jesus. But at least now Dad isn’t curious about what’s inside you anymore, and Nettle gets to come to the spectacular. Everybody wins.” 
 
    “Except you.” They looked like the opposite of winners. Blood in their hair, puke on their shoes. So sick, but only thinking of Rue. 
 
    “Are you mad?” Sterling said. 
 
    Rue laughed mirthlessly. “My parents wanted me to…marry, I guess you’d call it…a boy I can’t stand. I said no. Your dad asked you to kidnap an innocent man and then eat him alive. You said yes. There really is something wrong with me. Something missing. Why can’t I just do what I’m told?” 
 
    “Must be nice.” 
 
    “Very nice. Until they disowned me. Now even Nettle hates me.” 
 
    “She said that?” said Stanton. 
 
    “She saw what I did; how could she not hate me?” 
 
    “Don’t assume. Talk to her.” 
 
    “She’s not allowed to have a phone. So I left a message with Heath. She hasn’t responded.” 
 
    “She will. Give her a chance.” 
 
    The twins carried their empty buckets back toward the house, occasionally retching, but nothing was left but saliva and bile. 
 
    “Y’all should eat to replace what you lost.” 
 
    “Don’t even mention food,” Sterling said. “I can’t eat anyone else—cooked or raw. Maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    “Or the day after.” 
 
    “Do y’all always throw up after eating people?” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “I’m no doctor, but that can’t be healthy. You should eat food you can keep down. I’ll cook something for you.” 
 
    “You can cook?” said the twins. 
 
    “I’ve seen it done.” 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     An hour later: 


     “What is it Stanton’s always scolding me about?” Rue asked. 


     Karissa looked up from her ice cream, wide-eyed and chipper despite the late hour. “Keep your clothes on, don’t spit, and close your legs when you sit.” 


     “That’s right. But what does he say about eating so piggishly that more of the food ends up on his face than in his mouth?” 


     “Ooo, that’s a big no-no.” Karissa wagged her finger. “That’s not proper table etiquette.” 


     “Cut us some slack,” Sterling said, he and Stanton’s faces covered in gravy from the mashed potatoes. “This is the first food we’ve tasted in forever that couldn’t taste us back.” 


     Their plates were piled with a random assortment—potatoes, raisin bread and cream cheese, cold mango slices, trail mix, and chocolate cake. Rue had had a mind to cook something balanced and nutritious, like they did on TV, but she hadn’t been able to find a cookbook, and the twins didn’t trust most of the items in their kitchen. And so she improvised. 


     “Yeah,” said Stanton. “I forgot what it was like to be hungry, to actually want to eat. I could eat the whole world!” As he threw open his arms, the mashed potato from his spoon landed on Rue’s cheek. 


     He grabbed Rue and ate the food off her face, nibbling at her in the process. 


     Rue flinched when his mouth found her neck and pushed him away. “The idea is to get you to stop eating people.” 


     “But we’re your family now,” Stanton said, stroking the red mark he’d made on her cheek. “So we’ll have to be the ones to eat you someday. We’d never feed you to the dogs.” 


     “It wouldn’t even be cannibalism, since heartless aren’t human. You look like you’d taste good, too.” 


     “Like lamb or something.” 


     “Did Thyme taste like lamb?” 


     “No,” Stanton shuddered. “But we’re not predators. You could make yourself taste like lamb for us.” 


     “I could also make myself taste like stink radish. Maybe I would just to spite—ow!” 


     Karissa giggled, her cold little teeth still embedded in Rue’s forearm, a good sharp grip for someone whose incisors were still missing. 


     “Your turn,” Sterling said, offering Rue’s other arm. 


     “Absolutely not,” Stanton said, glowering at them. “You know I’m a leg man.” 


     Somehow, Rue wound up on top of the dining table, howling as the Westwoods pretended to eat her. The twins were pretending; Karissa was more interested in squirting everyone, including herself, with chocolate syrup. 


     Would it be like this when she died? Devoured with such passion. Floating above the table, except their teeth anchored her. Such friendly teeth. 


     “Don’t that look right cozy?” 


     They sat up and gaped as Drabbin strolled in, wiping his bloody hand against his apron. He looked photo-ready as always from the neck down, but his face… 


     Someone had filled his head past capacity with air and then popped it, like a balloon. This was not the hallucinatory side-effect that Rue had experienced; this was real. Folds of skin hung over his left eye. His curly hair had drifted backward and to the side and had settled like a furry pet, hitching a ride on his shoulder. Other things had gone astray: his nose slightly sideways, his mouth twice as long and nearer his chin. His right eye was in the right place but, in the warped landscape of Drabbin’s new face, didn’t seem to be. 


     “What happened?” Stanton said. 


     “I let slip to the mister that I told Rue about his plans.” Drabbin didn’t look at them as he spoke. Instead he scanned the room, the walls, until he found a target: a mirror. “So he sent me down here to remind you what happens to family what talks too much.” 


     He stared at himself and then smashed the glass with his fists. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 21 


     Drabbin circumnavigated the house and killed all the mirrors. He’d already been in Rue’s room to destroy the mirror over the dresser and the one in the wardrobe. He’d used his fists, and blood and glass stippled the fluffy carpet. 


     Rue lay awake and restless in bed, long after the crystalline crack of glass had quieted. Running her fingers over the bite marks Karissa and the twins had left in her arms and legs. 


     “Rue?” 


     She sat up, embarrassed, even though Karissa couldn’t see anything in the dark. 


     Rue switched on the bedside lamp. 


     “Careful. There’s glass everywhere.” 


     “I know. My room too.” 


     Karissa stomped over in her galoshes but kicked them off before climbing onto Rue’s bed. “I don’t want to sleep in my room tonight. It doesn’t feel safe right now. Can I sleep in here?” 


     “You don’t want to sleep in the twins’ room?” 


     “They’re in the lab. I’m tired.” 


     Rue made room and pulled back the covers. 


     Karissa snuggled against Rue who recoiled from her at first—Karissa was freezing. 


     “Did you go outside?” 


     “Aunt Grissel saw how dirty I was after dinner, from all the chocolate syrup, so she took me another bath. She made the water really cold. She can't tell the difference between hot and cold anymore. Then Drabbin came in and broke the mirror.” Karissa shivered. 


     “I’ll bathe you from now on, but why don’t you want to sleep in your room?” Rue asked, rubbing Karissa’s back to warm her. “Because of what Westwood did to Drabbin?” 


     Karissa mimed zipping her mouth and locking it. Then, for good measure, she reached up and zipped Rue’s mouth as well. 


     Rue turned out the light and thought she’d have trouble sleeping, but fell asleep immediately, even before Karissa. Who had turned into a bird. The same bluebird Rue had tried to rescue several days ago. 


     “See, I knew you were strong.” 


     The bluebird flew to Rue’s shoulder and began to peck it, ripping thin strips of skin away. As much as it hurt, Rue could only feel glad. 


     “I knew you’d find a way to survive.” 


     The bluebird swallowed her flesh and said, “Death isn’t the worst thing. I’m not even dead. I just like to eat dead things.” It jabbed its beak into her shoulder again, and the pain in her shoulder blazed. 


     Rue awoke with her shoulder sizzling and Westwood above her, his head eclipsing the overhead light. Aiming something at her. A gun? But it wasn’t shaped right. 


     Before she could ask what he was doing, he touched her face with the “gun”. Pulled the trigger. 


     Rue scrambled backward, but not far, trapped against the headboard. She recognized the pain, the same pain she’d felt when Sterling had almost died. She was half-asleep enough to search the ceiling for lumbering green wasps. 


     But there was only Westwood, sharply dressed despite the late hour. Karissa, thankfully, was nowhere in sight. But Rue could see her own head from the corners of her eyes, expanding, until her soul stopped the swelling. Reversed it. 


     “Regenerative ability,” Westwood said, impressed. “If my wife had had your gift, she’d still be alive. You have no idea how lucky you are.” 


     It hurt. Rue couldn’t make it not hurt; her heart wasn’t strong enough to manage both pain and repair. Not simultaneously. 


     “Why’re you using that stuff on me? You already used it on Drabbin. You know that it works.” 


     “You’re not the same species. And this isn’t an experiment. This is anger.” He shot Rue in the belly, watched it swell as if with a grotesquely misshapen child. “What exactly has Drabbin been telling you?” 


     It was a long moment before Rue could speak, but she held her stomach and finally gasped, “That you’re stealing souls with a machine. So you can give one to Grissel.” 


     “And?” 


     “That’s all.” 


     “I would have told you eventually, but to have heard it the way you did, from Drabbin tattling. What must you be thinking?” 


     “I don’t care.” 


     “That’s a problem, Rue. Family should care. And you are family now; you know too much to be otherwise.” 


     “I don’t want a family. It hurts too much.” 


     “More than this?” 


     He aimed that horrible gun at her again, but it jerked from his hand and disappeared. 


     “Karissa! Damn that kid.” He sat next to Rue on the bed as if suddenly tired. He checked his watch. “I couldn’t test this particular venom on Thyme. I needed him for other things and was afraid he was too old to recover. Unlike you.” 


     The venom filling Rue’s belly reversed into her mouth and exited in a violent spew that Westwood was too quick to get caught in. 


     “Amazing.” Westwood listened to her painful gasps, watched her belly return to a normal size. “Can you heal yourself indefinitely? What would happen if I decapitated you? Would you grow another head or would your head grow another body? Maybe I’ll collect another of your brethren to answer that question.” 


     He texted someone, and a few moments later, a servant appeared in her doorway. Helped Rue out of bed and out of her soiled nightgown. The servant then stripped the foul sheets and replaced them with clean ones. Dressed Rue in a fresh nightgown and tucked her into the newly made bed. 


     “Leave now,” said Westwood, and the servant did. 


     He checked his watch again. 


     “The twins care about you, are willing to do unspeakable things for your sake. How do you feel about them?” 


     “Fine.” Feverish beneath the mound of bedding. 


     “Perhaps that’s as much as you can feel without a heart. Of your own. My sons are dreaming up plots around you and that sister of yours and artificial hearts, even though we have so many more important things to think about.” 


     “I’ll go then, if I’m a distraction.” 


     “Where? Home? Would they have you back?” 


     “I don’t know. If I begged…” 


     “Are you the begging kind?” 


     “I could go to Louisiana. I heard people are real nice over there. I could go anywhere. What do I get?” 


     “Pardon?” 


     “For being your guinea pig.” 


     “A prize? I wondered why you weren’t fighting back. What do you want?” 


     “Stop making the twins eat people. They’re getting sick and losing weight they can’t afford to lose. They can’t help you do important things if they die of malnutrition.” 


     “They are dangerously thin. Fine. I’ll find some other way. Which way though? That’s the question. Thyme’s soul, unfortunately, was not the answer. Remarkably uncooperative, you heartless. When we attempted to remove Thyme’s soul with the animus apparatus, it exploded. 


     “Thyme’s soul?” 


     “No. The machine. Which in turn, blinded and crippled the servant who had been standing next to it.” 


     “Which servant?” 


     “Not one of ours, Rue.” He pinched her foot under the covers. “One of the booji, a thing that lives in the laboratory. Sometimes I wonder if you have the answer. Sometimes, I’m sure of it.” 


     He checked his watch. 


     “I’m as bad as the twins, wasting time with you when I should be working. Such a distraction.” He gave her a long look from the doorway and then left. 


     The window swung open and Karissa tossed the gun out into the darkness. 


     “I’m sorry you had to see that,” Rue said into the pillow. “I guess it’s not safe in here either.” 


     “That’s okay.” Karissa joined Rue beneath the covers and yawned. “It’s not safe anywhere.” 


     This time Karissa fell asleep first. Rue couldn’t sleep at all. 


     Because her heart had stopped beating. 


  




   
    
    Chapter 22 
 
    After school, the twins picked up Rue and drove to the square, a much less eventful trip than their last one. No monsters this time, only workers clearing rubble and repairing building facades. After dropping Karissa at Adele’s apothecary, they drove to Ducane’s Department Store, to the penny arcade down in the basement. A dark windowless space full of middle schoolers shoving coins into huge beeping machines, and a lunch counter way in the back. 
 
    “Sorry to bring you here with all these dumb kids,” Sterling said after he came back to the table with food, “but I’ve been dying for a Bitsy bun. I always start craving them in the spring.” He hadn’t touched the bacon Drabbin had prepared awkwardly with his bandaged hands, but ate the meat-filled pastry he’d just bought with gusto. 
 
    Stanton was less ravenous, playing with the straw in his ginger beer. 
 
    “I can’t believe you stayed after what happened last night.” 
 
    “Love hurts.” 
 
    “That wasn’t love!” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Stanton opened his mouth, then closed it, uncertain. 
 
    “Love hurts,” Rue repeated, thinking of Westwood’s decree that she join his family. “But if something good comes of it, then it’s okay.” 
 
    “What good came of Dad torturing you?” 
 
    “You don’t have to eat people. Unless you want to, of course.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Sterling asked. “You still haven’t eaten anything, have you?” 
 
    If Rue had been welcome at home in the dark park, she’d have eaten by now, eaten herself sick. “I’ll eat later.” 
 
    “You should be pigging out with us. You deserve it.” Sterling took a huge bite of his bun. “You got Dad to stop making us eat people. Even we couldn’t do that.” 
 
    Rue was barely listening. Over the computerized bleeps and pings, over the ching of coin changers, over laughter and screams of encouragement. The beating of hearts. Even Rue’s hunger had been buried beneath the growing silence within her chest. 
 
    “Her limbal rings are so gray,” Sterling said. “Probably because she’s sad about what Dad dudthudthudthudthud.” 
 
    “Could be a side effect of the venom. She feels warm. Rue? Rue. Drink this. You can drink ginger beer, right?” Stanton waited until she took a cautious sip from his straw. 
 
    Cool and good. Even the burn in her throat was good. Much better than the goopy chocolate goop they’d tried to feed her at the Basin. 
 
    “Kissy likes toys okay,” Stanton was saying—why was he saying that? “But she loves reptiles, so that’s what we’re gonna get her for her birthday. “We’ll go to the pet studthudthudthudthudthudthud.” 
 
    “I think I’ll get her something, too,” Rue said loudly. Trying to drown out the beating. 
 
    “Kissy likes paper dolls.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I could buy her that would be better than what you could make. How about an anatomy chart with the sexual reproductive organs clearly labeled?” 
 
    “Poorly thought out tasteless gift ideas are a result of extreme dehydration. Have another sip. No.” Stanton handed her Sterling’s glass. “Drink from his now.” 
 
    Rue did and then Sterling toyed with the straw for a moment before putting it into his mouth. 
 
    “You’re worried about my germs?” said Rue. 
 
    “I probably should be. Is that why your limbal rings are gray? Not because of Dad, but because you’re sick.” 
 
    “How old is Karissa?” 
 
    “She’ll be seven,” said Sterling, frustrated. “Are you sick?” 
 
    “What would a seven-year-old like?” 
 
    A busboy clearing the table next to theirs said, “Get her something like this.” 
 
    The golden box, only about a square-inch, fastened to his wrist opened and a wee mechanical mouse peeped out and squeaked, “It’s 5:32 p.m. Don’t forget to pick up Larry at 7 tonight!” 
 
    The busboy snapped closed the box. “Cool right? I was about eight when I got it andUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUD.” 
 
    Rue caressed the busboy’s wrist, thrilled at the strength of his pulse. “I bet Karissa would love something like that. Where’d you get it?” 
 
    “Walter’s Repairs. He’s this great clockmaker. I mean he comes from a long line of them.” He tweaked the heart bobble holding her hair together. “You look cute with braids.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Rue. “Is the shop close by?” 
 
    “Nope, but I get off in an hour. I could walk you down—” 
 
    “She doesn’t need you to walk her anywhere!” said Sterling. “Especially not to any fourth-rate repair shop.” 
 
    “It’s not fourth-rate,” said the busboy. “The Hill family is a legend around here. Back in the ‘60s, Walter’s great-aunt and uncle saved the whole town from—” 
 
    Stanton said, “Look, busboy, go scrape gum off a table or something and let us eat.” 
 
    He backed away from the natural authority in Stanton’s voice, but not before swiping Rue’s phone from the table and leaving his number inside it. “If you change your mind, hit me up.” 
 
    Rue watched him escape and tried to go after him, but Stanton was holding her hand. Tight. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” she pleaded. 
 
    “You’re delirious.” 
 
    “Too much noise,” Sterling agreed. “Too many dumb little kids. She’ll feel more like herself upstairs.” 
 
    They dragged her to the elevator and when the doors closed, Rue could no longer hear the busboy’s delectable heart. But she could hear the twins’. Very well. She tried not to listen. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the twins had bought suits for themselves and a dress for Karissa, but were still trying to find the right dress for Rue. 
 
    “We can buy you anything,” Stanton said. “A new wardrobe, if you want—it’s on Dad. After what he did last night, you more than earned it.” 
 
    “I prefer my uniforms,” Rue said from the dressing room. “I like not having to think about pleasing ways to arrange my clothing.” 
 
    “How low-cut is that one?” asked Sterling. 
 
    Rue drew back the curtain and showed them. The layers of froth that didn’t reach her knees, the severely truncated bodice. 
 
    “That’s...a lot.” Stanton seemed impressed by the overall effect though. “Definitely shouldn't wear that in public. Not unless you’re gonna jump out of a cake and strip. Which would be totally inappropriate at the spectacular.” 
 
    Sterling grinned. “After the spectacular however….” 
 
    “Hand me that one.” Rue pointed to the clothing rack behind them, to the red dress sparkling on it. 
 
    Sterling did and she closed the curtain in his face. As she bent over to shimmy out of the cake-jumping dress, her silent heart slipped out of her chest. Bloodless and so dry it crackled when she accidentally kicked it under the bench. 
 
    “Why’d you squeak like that?” Stanton asked. 
 
    THUDTHUDTHUD 
 
    No. 
 
    She pressed her hands to the open slit, willing it to close. It wouldn’t. It wanted to be filled with one of the hearts so near to her. 
 
    THUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUDTHUD 
 
    But she couldn’t. Not Stanton. Not even Sterling. 
 
    Close! 
 
    “What are you boys doing in the ladies’ changing room?” 
 
    A startled silence, and then: 
 
    “No one’s in here but us, ma’am,” said Sterling. “And our sister. Who has…special needs.” 
 
    “Well then I’ll help her. Y’all wait outside.” 
 
    Rue held the dress over the slit as the woman drew back the curtain. 
 
    “Hi, there,” she said gently. “Your brothers said you need help? Do you like that dress?” 
 
    Rue shook her head. And the woman pried the cake dress from her fingers. 
 
    The slit had closed, but Rue didn’t dare relax, not even in relief. She pressed her hands to it, and the woman misunderstood the gesture. 
 
    “I have a scar too.” She put the dress away and grabbed another from the rack outside. “A friend asked me once if I wanted to get a tattoo with her and I said why would I want a fake pretty scar when I already have a real one.” The woman raised her skirt and showed the twist of scar tissue on her upper thigh. “A battle scar. If it wasn’t for the dress code here, it’d be on display 24/7. When I’m on my own time, I pretend it’s jewelry and find ways to showcase it. You should do the same.” 
 
    The woman bent to straighten her skirt, and Rue raised her claws. 
 
    hudthud…thud…udthudthudddudthu 
 
    Rue’s claws retracted. 
 
    The woman said, “Now how about this? A scar like yours needs a dress like this.” 
 
    Rue tried on the champagne-colored evening dress and was stunned by her reflection in the mirror. The keyhole neckline that exposed Rue from her throat to the bubble of bright jewels on the sash at her waist, an unexpectedly elegant frame for her “scar”. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “I think your ‘brothers’ will feel the same.” 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     “What’s wrong?” Stanton asked when they left the store. “What did she say to you in the dressing room? Was she mean to you?” 


     “I lost my heart.” Rue leaned against the blue Dauphine. 


     They regarded her, stunned, and said, “Why are you still alive?” 


     “I don’t need hearts to live. I need them to live well. To move, to function, to heal. To move! God. I feel like I have rigor mortis.” 


     “Why didn’t you take that woman’s heart in the dressing room when you had a chance?” 


     “Something was wrong with it. It sounded sick. Anyway, a male heart would be nicer. They’re bigger and last longer. Like that busboy. I bet his was huge.” 


     “Bet it wasn’t.” Stanton carried the purchases to the trunk of the car. 


     “Why didn’t you say that’s why you wanted to go with him?” Sterling said, opening the back door of the car and climbing in after Rue. “We thought…never mind.” 


     Rue played with the buttons over Sterling’s chest. 


     “You want my heart?” He put his hand over hers. 


     “I could make it so that you wouldn’t mind.” 


     “I don’t mind.” He reclined, eyes closed. 


     “I mind!” Stanton yanked Sterling out of the car. “Drive.” 


     “Where?” 


     “That’s up to her.” Stanton leaned into the backseat. “Where do you normally go to get hearts?” 


     Rue put her head on her knees. “I wasn’t really going to hurt Sterling. I know how to keep it from hurting.” 


     “Rue, focus!” 


     “I’m fine. I don’t need a heart yet. I’ll wait until you make me a heart.” 


     “You can’t afford to wait that long.” 


     “We’ve never done anything so complex,” said Sterling from the driver’s seat. “And…necessary. Other people could—” 


     “Screw other people! We’ll do it, Rue, but we need time. Take one more heart; it’ll be the last one. We’re nearly finished helping Dad, and after that, we can concentrate on creating something really great for you.” 


     “What will I owe you?” 


     “Nothing. Like when you let me have the toadstone. It’ll be just because.” 


     “Then can I have the busboy? Just because?” 


     Stanton’s thunderous frown was hard to withstand, but she managed. 


     “Please?” 


     “You want him so you can kill him. Right? That’s the only reason?” 


     When she nodded, Stanton squeezed her hand. 


     “Fine. Take him.” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 23 


     Small groups of high schoolers dressed in black sat in clusters around the sandbox and merry-go-round on the playground of Torcido Park, smoking. A thick cloud overlay them, like crows in a fogbank. The busboy sat off by himself, crammed into a swing seat much too small for him, wrapped in a jacket the color of blood. Rue sat in the swing next to his. 


     “Where’re you from?” she asked. 


     “Castelaine. After my sister died, my folks sent me away. Wendy was the good one. Me they never had any use for.” 


     “Good.” 


     “Good?” 


     “I have use for you.” She had to hurry. If she sat still for much longer, she wouldn’t be able to move at all. “Did you come here to find a recreational drug to help ease your pain?” 


     “What are you, a cop?” 


     “Do I look like a cop?” 


     He looked her over. “Not at all. What’s your name anyway?” 


     “I’m Rue. I’d give you my last name, but I don’t have one. My people don’t use them.” 


     “Who’re your people? Indians? India Indians? American Indians?” 


     Rue, used to such human questions, said, “You’re not one of those horrible racists, are you?” 


     “No! I’m Polish. My great-great-grandpa killed a Nazi with a rock.” 


     Rue had no idea how that proved he wasn’t racist, so she just shrugged and said, “Cool.” 


     It seemed the right response because the boy relaxed. “I’m Peter. I’m—” 


     He looked more surprised than Rue when he began weeping. “Man, where did that come from? Stupid grief. One second I’m fine, and the next…” He sniffed. “Goddamn irritating.” 


     She handed him a braid and let him wipe away his tears. 


     His laugh was short and watery. “Can I blow my nose on it, too?” 


     “Snot I can handle.” 


     Instead of blowing his nose—maybe that had been a joke?—he fingered the hair bobble on the end of the braid. “What’s that stuff inside?” he asked, shaking it like dice. 


     Rue might have told a different boy that it was blood, but this one didn’t seem morbid enough to appreciate such info. So she changed the subject. 


     “If I mate with you, will you stop crying?” 


     “Mate?” The word seemed to stump him. “With me?” 


     “Only if it’ll make you stop crying. Otherwise there’s no point.” 


     “I’d stop crying.” He’d already stopped. “Are you serious?” 


     “Come see if I am.” Rue stood, suppressing a moan only with great concentration. It took a lot of concentration to fend off rigor mortis. 


     “Tell me about Wendy.” Rue couldn’t believe she was asking. It was never a good idea to get personal with victims. 


     “She was short and loud.” Peter’s smile was sad. “Always asking questions, always wanting to tag along.” 


     “They only want to tag along when they look up to you. Was your sister your most favorite person in the world?” 


     “Not while she was alive. She was always underfoot, you know? But now—” He turned to Rue, alarmed. “You cold? You’re shaking like—” 


     “I know. I’m freezing.” The weather had been pleasant, but as twilight approached, the wind grew teeth. 


     “You want my jacket?” he said, already tugging down the red zipper. 


     “That’s not what I need.” Rue looked back and saw the teens. Still in sight. She led him on, down the dark trail. “How did your sister die?” 


     Peter yanked up his hood, the question chilling him as the biting wind hadn’t. “Cancer.” 


     “Do you imagine her in heaven, looking down on you?” 


     “I don’t believe in heaven.” 


     He put his hand over hers, and then jerked away. 


     “What?” 


     “You don’t have fingernails.” 


     “Does that disgust you?” 


     “It’s okay,” Peter said, after an endless pause. “I have hammer toes. Nobody’s perfect.” 


     Rue grabbed his elbow, careful not to touch his hand again, and hurried him onward. “Let’s go sit over there,” she said, pointing toward a hillock just off the path and out of sight of the teens in the playground. 


     “No way,” said Peter. “That’s too close to the dark park.” 


     “The dark park is downsquare. We’re upsquare, miles and miles away.” He looked doubtful so she said, “Don’t be scared.” 


     “I’m not,” said Peter. “I just know what it’s like here. I’m from Castelaine, but my folks ship me over here to my aunt whenever they wanna fight in peace, so I know about all the monsters. Still. Better to get eaten by a monster than by cancer.” 


     Peter allowed Rue to take him further off the path toward a cluster of newly blossomed azalea bushes. When she pulled him down and unzipped his jacket, Peter kissed Rue. A basketball court was nearby, the thudding bounce of the ball a counterpoint to Peter’s heart. 


     He jerked away, without warning, staring nervously into the woods. 


     “Did you hear that?” 


     “Hear what?” said Rue, the pain in her stiffening limbs balanced by the warmth of his body. “Peter relax.” 


     “I am relaxed. My aunt was telling me the other day about some guy who was found dead near the woods”—he lowered his voice—“with his heart missing.” He looked down at his chest as if making sure his own heart was right where he’d left it. “They looked around but couldn’t find it. Whatever stole that poor bastard’s heart probably ate it with a side of fries.” 


     “Ridiculous.” 


     “It’s true! You’re from here. You know what Portero’s like.” 


     “I do know,” she said, exasperated. “I mean it’s ridiculous you think the man’s heart was eaten. We don’t eat them.” 


     Rue cracked Peter in the face with her elbow and knocked him unconscious. Normally, she would have bemoaned such poor technique, but too much time had passed. 


     She unbuttoned her uniform to prevent blood spatter, freezing in the wintry air. She manhandled Peter until his back was pressed to her front, and sank her protracted nails into his chest. After much splintering of bone, and spurting of blood, Rue held his heart in her hand. It seemed fine, healthy. As strong as it sounded. 


     She slipped his heart into the gaping place between her breasts until her arteries latched hold and snatched it out of her hands. Her slit sealed tight on its own, and after the first few pumps, Rue relaxed all over, limbs loosening as her blood warmed and began to circulate. The pain left her body in a heated rush. She collapsed next to Peter in a kind of ecstasy, luxuriated in the warmth and painlessness as she watched Peter’s blood drip-drop from the Christmas green leaves. She raised her body temperature, just because she could; she hadn’t been able to in forever. The fullness and motion in her chest was soothing. 


     When she heard curious animals approaching, wanting to investigate Peter’s body, she made herself get up and drag him deeper into the woods, to rot out of sight among the bare oak trees. 


     “Are you okay?” Stanton asked. 


     The twins stood behind her. She could tell they’d watched the whole thing, even though they didn’t seem disgusted. 


     “I’m fine!” She raised her temperature even more, a luxury she’d dearly missed. “I think Peter heard y’all galumphing around though.” 


     “We just wanted to see,” Sterling said. “I loved the part where you made out with him. That was awesome.” 


     “I like to make their last moments pleasant.” 


     “Elbow smacks to the face are pleasant?” 


     “I was…impatient. It’s usually a lot smoother than that.” 


     “Do you feel better?” 


     “Much better.” She took their hands and held each one over her heart. “Say, ‘May it last.’” 


     They did. “Why did we do that?” 


     She buttoned up and slipped into the coat Stanton held out to her. “Because that was what my family would have said. If they didn’t hate me.” The tears caught her by surprise. “Sorry. The heart’s just really fresh.” 


     “Heart drunk like Thyme?” Stanton put an arm around her. “It’s okay; I like you like this.” 


     “Why? I really thought about killing you. I would have.” 


     “I know.” Sterling put his arm around her as well. “But we already gave you our hearts. Tearing them out would be redundant.” 


  




   
    
    Chapter 24 
 
    The next day found Rue tracking an unfamiliar beast’s footprints through the mud. A five-toed creature with freakishly long middle toes and the unexpected scent of the ocean, as if the beast had traveled up from the Gulf just to befuddle her. The fog intensified the befuddlement, a thick fog that cloaked the pines, the world, unless Rue was within a few feet of what she wanted to see, like the prints she followed into the pines below the hill. 
 
    “You walk by twice without smelling me.” 
 
    Rue shrieked in surprise, then delight as her sister materialized next to a tree with peeling bark, a sharp contrast with Nettle’s baby soft skin, her delicate throat draped with the necklace that had been made of their grandma's flesh. An irrefutable sign of her matronly status. Any other time, Rue would have hugged her sister, but baby-soft skin or not, Nettle may as well have been covered in thorns. 
 
    Rue kept her distance. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting you. Hey there. Sorry. I never thought you’d really come. But here you are. For the ball? Forever? Forever’s okay. The twins worked it out with their dad. That was why I needed Thyme—to get permission for you to stay here. You can stay here. I’ll take care of you. 
 
    “He was our grandfather.” 
 
    The flood of words evaporated in the face of such heat. 
 
    He left. He turned his back on us. 
 
    “So did you. I can kill you or Dodder can, and for your logic, it’s okay?” 
 
    The fog pressed against Rue with clammy hands. She shivered. Tried to stop. Couldn't, even after raising her temperature. 
 
    “Heath’s waiting for me on the road. He only drive me here so I can—” 
 
    STOP SPEAKING ENGLISH. 
 
    Nettle looked away, squinting, as if it would damage her eyes to stare at Rue too long. “English is better. The distance is better.” 
 
    When the beast leaped out of the fog at Rue, she dodged it, its marine smell having reached her long before its attack. Hairy. The blue-black of deep night. The stuff covering it? Not hair, but antennae of some sort that wriggled independently. Sensory organs since the beast had no face with which to make sense of the world. 
 
    “Can you speak?” Rue said, then gasped at the pain in her belly. One of the antennae had shot forward and lodged just above her waist. 
 
    Nettle slashed the antenna, severing the connection. Sliced into the beast two handed and ripped it down the center. A rainbow spilled from the beast: red, purple, orange-yellow. A child’s watercolor set, regurgitated. Vibrant in the fog. 
 
    Nettle cleaned her claws on a handkerchief. “Why you let it get so close?” 
 
    I wanted to know what it was. Rue’s belly had healed, but her uniform would need mending. Again. I wanted to know what it wanted. 
 
    “To eat you.” 
 
    What are all these colors? She dipped her fingers into the various fluid, painting question marks in the beast's entrails. How interesting. 
 
    “So soft you are. You live too long with humans.” 
 
    Humans didn’t change me. I’ve always been this way. But my way isn't weak. Not always. A little compassion never hurt anybody. 
 
    “The compassion that made you kill Thyme? You keep your compassion to yourself.” 
 
    I did it for you. Westwood wouldn't have let you stay here. Don't you get that? 
 
    “Why you care about Westwood? He’s nothing. Kill him and take over his house, and you make the rules.” 
 
    His kids like him. Rue licked the purple goo from her finger, absently noting the salt flavor. They would be sad. 
 
    “You care about their sadness but not mine? Or the family’s? You killed Grandpa because a human tell you to. Did you eat him at least?” 
 
    The dogs ate him. 
 
    Nettle burst into tears. 
 
    I did it for you. 
 
    “Don’t say that again! Whatever you do for me, you waste your time. This is a waste. I won’t tell anyone what you did. I can’t even think about what you did. I can never speak it—” She held her hands over her mouth, sobbing. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    “You are not. You do not care. You never did.” 
 
    I care about you. 
 
    Nettle recoiled, as though slapped. Rubbed the tears from her face. “I found food for you. A lot of food. I will leave it with Mr. Beardsley.” 
 
    Nettle— 
 
    “So you have no reason to come near us! Not you. Not your twins. Not any of you. Do you understand?” 
 
    I love you. 
 
    “I love you too, but not enough. I can never love you enough. Not more than family. Goodbye.” 
 
    Nettle disappeared into the fog. 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     Rue went down the hall to the twins’ room, and though the fog no longer surrounded her, it had infiltrated her head. Made it hard to think. When she found the twins peeling some sort of clear membrane from the backstabber eyeballs, the way some people peeled grapes, and separating them into bowls, she assumed they meant to eat all those eyes. 


     “Nettle hates me.” 


     Stanton said something, flicking a membrane from his finger into the bowl, but the fog in her head made it hard to hear. The twins poured the bowls of membranes into two huge jars full of violet liquid, acrid enough to bring tears to Rue’s eyes. That was definitely why her eyes were so wet. When they carried the jars out of the room. She followed. 


     “Nettle came up here. To talk. It didn’t go the way I imagined. Nothing’s happening the way I imagined. She thinks I’m a monster. What if she’s right? Do you think she’s right?” 


     The twins unlocked the door to the lab. Shimmered away over the threshold. 


     The door closed in Rue's face. 


  




   
    
    Chapter 25 
 
    As the sun began to set the following Sunday, the day of the spectacular, Rue sat in the garden photographing the flora. She had decided she needed to get in the habit of identifying and classifying specimens—her professors would expect it. 
 
    Dr. Rue. She really liked the sound of that. 
 
    One of Rue’s favorite statues in the garden was of a woman with tentacles, outstretched as though she was showing them off or exposing them in horror. Such a tough expression to read. Rue sat in the statue’s embrace, feeling small and safe, going over her notes and the photos she’d already taken, when Karissa hurried over. 
 
    “It’s almost time. The twins said to tell you.” 
 
    “Time for what?” 
 
    “The spectacular!” 
 
    “You look so pretty in that dress.” 
 
    Karissa smiled and pirouetted. 
 
    “Go on back to the house, though, before you get mud on it.” 
 
    “But the twins said—” 
 
    “I don’t care what they said.” 
 
    Karissa gave her a troubled look and then flitted back to the house. 
 
    Rue twisted in the statue’s arms to consider whether the teacups growing nearby counted as plants or animals and where you could reasonably draw the line. The showy petals—and the liquid they encircled—attracted a dragonfly that didn’t alight. The teacup seemed to droop in disappointment as it zipped past. Rue recorded the interaction on her phone, fascinated. 
 
    “You look like a messed up love deprivation experiment.” Sterling arrived, half-dressed in tuxedo pants and a tee shirt. “Why are you out here, alone in the cold?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you noticed. You’ve been so busy in the lab all week. Busy with all the things that matter to you.” 
 
    “What are you, jealous? Is that what this is about? You don’t strike me as the needy type, Rue.” 
 
    “I’m not. You don’t need me. I don’t need you. And I especially don’t need to see your father showing off in front of a bunch of easily impressed humans. But I hope y’all have a great time, just the same.” 
 
    “Rue—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are we back to that again?” 
 
    When she didn’t answer, he stormed off. 
 
    “Can you communicate?” Rue asked the teacup nearest her. “I think that’s a good way to draw the line between plants and animals—interspecies communication.” Rue tilted her head. “Do you know what I mean?” 
 
    The flower tilted at the same angle as Rue’s head. A considering angle. Rue photographed it for her notes and then took a selfie with the teacup because it was just that adorable. 
 
    “Rue.” Stanton stood before her, fully dressed and imposing in a tuxedo. “Come with me.” 
 
    Rue put her phone away and took his hand. Felt like one of the teacup flowers, trapped between kingdoms, unsure of her welcome. But when she tried to pull away, Stanton wouldn’t let her. 
 
    “It was all for nothing, what I did. Betraying Thyme. Nettle disowned me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I needed to talk. I just wanted to talk to someone. And you slammed a door in my face.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Last week. I haven’t said one word to anyone all week, and no one noticed. I may as well not exist. Only your experiments matter.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened with Nettle.” 
 
    “I tried to! I tried last week.” 
 
    “Try again.” 
 
    She told him what happened. 
 
    “The next time Nettle calls—” 
 
    “She won’t. Weren’t you listening?” 
 
    “The next time she calls, tell her we’ll make a heart for her too. If it’ll change her mind. If it’ll make you happy. Sorry we’ve been ignoring you, shutting you out. We won’t anymore.” He pulled her into his arms. “If you think you can stand it.” 
 
    Hugging him was different from hugging a statue. 
 
    “Well?” she said. “This is it. The big day. Was the experiment a success?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet.” Stanton led her into the house via the kitchen, which was full of staff racing up and down the stairs, and a catering company crew trying to find room for the tons of food they’d prepared. “There’re two shows: a public one and a private one. If this public one is a success, we’ll know whether the private one is even possible. Frida!” He snagged her in the foyer. “Help Rue get ready. I have to meet Dad in the theater.” 
 
    After Rue showered, Frida brushed and styled her hair and helped her into the champagne-colored dress. 
 
    “Too bad you’re not going,” said Rue. “I won’t know anyone there who’s not a Westwood.” 
 
    “Who says I’m not?” 
 
    “Grissel said staff were never invited. You were invited?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Frida’s cheeks were scarlet. “But I’ll be at the ball, for sure. Don’t tell anyone!” 
 
    “I won’t,” Rue promised. “I've been disowned and have no one to tell secrets to.” 
 
    “You have the twins. They’re obsessed with you.” 
 
    “They’re obsessed with something.” Rue slumped in the chair as Frida slipped a pair of heels onto her feet. “But it’s not me.” 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     “Damn, Rue,” said Sterling. “You clean up nice.” 


     “It’s not…indecent?” Rue asked, hands hovering over her exposed slit. 


     “It’s beautiful,” said Stanton. “Classy, even.” 


     “You don’t think anyone will touch me there? Just because it’s on display?” 


     “I doubt it,” Sterling said, “but if anyone does, use your claws—there’s plenty of room in the root cellar for an extra body.” 


     Squeezed between them, Rue felt safe enough to lower her arms. 


     They entered the theater and went upstairs to a balcony overlooking the rest of the theater and the stage. There was only one other balcony across the way, where the Mayor sat with a handful of Mortmaine, the real kind in head to toe green. 


     Heavy velvet draperies and dark wood. Hundreds of people wearing enough diamonds to create a new ice age. Karissa passed among them like a little ambassador, shaking hands and taking pictures with everyone who asked. Peppermint rested languid upon her shoulders, sporting a bow tie that matched her dress. 


     Brass eyeglasses with violet lenses had been placed in the center of each seat. Rue looked through her pair and discovered that she could see inside everyone in the theater, the glasses revealing, not organs or skeletons, but the bright light that filled everyone’s torso or head. Often both. 


     Other people had also discovered the glasses and were gazing upon one another. Gasping. 


     “Took us all weekend to get them working.” Stanton shoved the glasses on his seat to the floor, unimpressed with them. 


     Rue tapped the violet lenses. “The backstabber corneas!” 


     “Dad thought he could use glowfish, but the fish kept exploding. They’re too unstable out of the water. So Sterling and I came up with backstabber corneas. If you alter them just enough, you can see through people. See their souls.” 


     Rue was as full of light as everyone else. A different kind of light though. Curious, Rue lowered the glasses and blew into her palm. Her breath grew increasingly hotter until it became visible tendrils of light—orange and purple and green swirling into a bright ball that floated above her hand. Even without the glasses she could see it, once it was outside her body, a colorful ball of light, zippy and friendly, unlike the white, static human souls. 


     “How is that possible?” said Sterling as she inhaled the bit of soul back into her body. 


     “I’ve always been able to control my body—how often I breathe, whether or not to sweat or bleed—as long as my heart is in good shape.” 


     “But I thought you said your soul controls all that.” 


     “Only when I can’t.” 


     She adjusted the zoom wheels that circled the lenses and brought the twins into focus. She didn’t like what she saw. 


     “Yours are so small and dim—why is that? I thought you said Westwood didn’t want the whole thing.” 


     “Every time Dad takes a bit of Stanton’s soul, half of mine replaces his. We don’t have a separate soul; we’ve just been sharing the one. We thought it was a twin thing, but we’ve seen twins around town with separate souls. Clearly something went wrong with us.” 


     Rue was as amazed by them as they were by her. 


     “Dad fed us Thyme’s soul hoping it would help ours regenerate," Stanton said, "since heartless have regenerative abilities. It didn’t.” 


     “Why would Thyme help you do anything? He wouldn’t even help himself.” 


     Karissa bounced over to them just as the lights began to dim. 


     “Look at the Mayor!” she said. “Did you see? Everybody’s talking about it.” 


     Rue peeked and nearly yelped. Not only was the Mayor’s soul invisible, so was she. An empty space surrounded by Mortmaine. But only when viewed through the glasses. 


     “I’m gonna ask her why she doesn’t have a soul.” 


     “You’re not gonna ask the Mayor anything, you hear?” 


     Karissa stuck out her tongue at Sterling, but it went unnoticed by the twins in the dark. 


     The crowd hushed as a lone spotlight lit the stage. 


     Westwood stood in the light; strangely, it seemed as if the light came from within him, illuminating even his teeth to a pearly brilliance, an eerie effect in the dark. 


     “Is it possible to resurrect a corpse?” Westwood asked, his voice carrying easily to the very back row. “Not can you animate dead flesh—make it walk and talk and do your bidding—but can you bring back the person? That indefinable essence that creates a specific individual? I think the answer is yes.” 


     He removed a pair of violet-lensed glasses from inside his tuxedo jacket. 


     “If you’ve already been using these, you’ve realized that they allow you to see a person’s soul. Easy enough if the person is living, but what about the dead? 


     “The soul generally disappears three days after death, but leaves traces of itself behind. I believe you can use those traces to draw the soul back from eternity.” 


     Grissel and Drabbin appeared on the stage in a light that seemed to leap from Westwood’s finger. The audience gasped, nearly screamed. Because of Drabbin’s melted face, because neither he nor Grissel had a soul, because they were wheeling in a corpse on a gurney. Possibly all of the above. Staring at them through the glasses was deeply unsettling like staring at silhouettes of nothingness. Human-shaped black holes. 


     Grissel and Drabbin rolled the corpse before Westwood, who briefly disappeared into the darkness, but returned with a small table upon which sat an elegantly grotesque machine. Elegant because its long cylindrical design gave an impression of sculpture. Grotesque because it was constructed primarily of human bone. The base upon which it rested was metallic. Electronic. Westwood pushed several buttons, as Drabbin and Grissel stepped out of the light, and then addressed the audience. 


     “This machine is the animus apparatus. I designed it to catch and hold souls, something that is quite difficult otherwise. Souls can’t be held by human hands or seen with human eyes, but with the right technology, anything can be trapped.” 


     He went to the gurney and removed something from it—a severed hand. 


     “If you’ll look through your glasses, you’ll notice the hand has a faint glimmer. Now look at the corpse.” He pulled back the sheet, revealing a nude male body. “Do you see it? The soul is still there, beaming away, but if you’ll look along the limbs, you’ll see a similar glimmer, particles of soul that have migrated and settled along the body. Now, what I’ve learned is that if you liberate these scattered particles of soul, they will rejoin and attempt to find the larger soul they belong to. I’ll show you what I mean.” 


     Westwood dropped the hand into the bone machine and turned it on. A faint banging and then silence. “The machine acts as a centrifuge,” said Westwood. “The soul particles will fly out of the hand and then merge into a ball of light. See it rise above the mouth of the machine?” 


     The audience could, but only through the glasses. 


     “Remember I said the soul, once gathered together like this, would rejoin the larger soul whence it came? The apparatus is holding it trapped, so that it can’t float over to the corpse. However, the attraction works both ways.” 


     Even as he spoke, the huge ball of light in the corpse’s chest arose and floated toward the miniature version of itself held captive over the whirring bone machine. It absorbed the smaller bit of soul and hovered fitfully, unable to escape its pull. 


     “Usually at the moment of death, souls escape into eternity, but there are a few exceptions. The most common exception are people who’ve had near-death experiences. The souls of such people remain in the body for much longer than three days after death. Like this person, who has been dead just under a week. I’d like to introduce you to the owner of this particular soul.” 


     Grissel came onstage and stood beside Westwood. “Grissel, as you’ve surely seen by now, has no soul. Hers and Drabbin’s were devoured by a soul-eater. When a person in Grissel’s condition inhales anywhere near an untethered soul, like this one.” He pointed to the light hovering over the bone machine. “It rushes straight into the vacuum of the soulless person’s body. Assuming it’s not being held in place by an animus apparatus of course.” Westwood switched off the machine and the soul began to float away. 


     “Inhale, Grissel,” Westwood ordered. 


     Grissel took a huge breath and, like Westwood said, the soul flooded in through her nose and mouth, seemed to choke her at one point, and then her demeanor changed. She lost her self-confidence, and her ease on stage greatly diminished. She undid her bun and draped her hair over her shoulder. Chewed it. 


     Westwood said, “What’s your name?” 


     “Kevin.” Grissel, or Kevin in Grissel’s body, looked from him to the audience in almost moronic confusion. “What is this place?” 


     “You’re in my home,” said Westwood, “helping me put on a show. Tell us, Kevin, where have you been the past, say, two days?” 


     “I don’t remember,” he said, surprised. “Some place warm and lovely, but I can’t—” It was then that he saw the corpse on the gurney, his handless arm, his rotting flesh. 


     Rue actually saw it, the exact moment Kevin’s mind snapped. 


     “I’m afraid we won’t be able to get more out of him,” Westwood told the audience, over the screaming. “It can be traumatic coming back from the dead. No one seems to like it.” 


     He muscled Kevin over to the machine and turned it on, holding his screaming face over it. Through the glasses everyone saw his soul spew from Grissel’s body and bob over the bone machine, trapped once again. 


     Grissel fell to the floor, writhing, and Drabbin came onstage to scoop her into his arms. 


     “Are you okay, Grissel?” Westwood asked. 


     “Yes,” she said, even though she was in obvious pain. “But I don’t need to do that again in a hurry.” Drabbin disappeared with her into the darkness. 


     “I hope you didn’t find that too cruel,” said Westwood, turning off the bone machine. “But it’s painful to lose a soul, even one that doesn’t belong to you.” 


     The soul floated away once again and this time, with no soulless person to suck it in, the soul dissipated, just as Westwood had said it would. “Good,” he said, once the soul was completely gone. “Now poor Kevin can go back to that lovely, warm place.” 


     Westwood pushed the bone machine away until only he was in the spotlight. “Kevin was less than a week dead,” he said, “and so I still don’t know whether it’s possible to call back a soul that’s been dead longer or how to make the transition less jarring, but I am and will forever remain interested in learning the answers. Thank you.” 


     The stunned silence was broken by thunderous applause that went on for several minutes. It took several more minutes before the cheering ended and the theater emptied, and when it did, Rue and the Westwood children remained seated. 


     “That’s the real experiment, isn’t it?” said Rue, shocked. “He wants to bring a soul back from eternity.” She looked at the twins. “He wants to bring your mother back from the dead.” 


     “We’re so close, Rue,” said Karissa, bouncing in her seat. “I can almost smell her!” 


  




   
    
    Chapter 26 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Rue said, frozen in the theater seat. “You’re going to bring Elnora back from the dead, put her in Grissel’s body, and then what?” 
 
    “Be together,” said Stanton. “The way we always should have been. Dad figures he can break our soul down into separate elements, and that one of those elements will be Mother’s soul—at least a piece of it. If so, he’ll use it to call her back.” 
 
    “But he hasn’t managed it yet,” said Sterling. “Pretty soon we won’t have any soul to separate. I don’t think that souls are made that way anyway, from parents’ souls mingling and then creating their kids’ souls. I think each soul is unique.” 
 
    “Obviously we’re hoping Sterling’s wrong,” said Stanton. “There may be another way to get a piece of mother’s soul, but it's risky. Too big a risk to take considering we haven't even figured out a way to open a door to eternity.” 
 
    “Eternity? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “Maybe a little.” 
 
    “The entire universe could unravel!” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. Depends on which book you read.” 
 
    While Rue was still reeling from the twins’ utter nonchalance about the possibility of destroying the fabric of reality, Karissa said: 
 
    “Shh! The Mayor.” 
 
    They silenced as Westwood and the Mayor, in her swirling black robe, traversed the lit stage. 
 
    “You remind me of Runyon,” the Mayor was saying, circling Westwood’s bone machine. “Such cleverness. Runyon knew how to manipulate souls too. Even ones that had been long dead. And then he created a Key that could open doors to other worlds. No one had ever done that before.” She didn’t sound pleased about it. “It really threw the town off kilter. Runyon kept me on my toes. I think I grew a second set of toes just to keep up with him. It saddened me the day he went insane.” 
 
    “By insane, you mean refused to obey you.” Westwood said this as though the Mayor couldn’t kill, resurrect, and then kill him again with the twitch of her robe. 
 
    “Precisely. But I don’t have to worry about that with you. You wouldn’t attempt to meddle in things outside your wheelhouse.” She kept trying to catch his eye, but he refused to look at her. The Mayor had mirrors for eyes, and Westwood seemed uninterested in seeing himself. 
 
    “You’ve no need to worry about me.” He looked at his watch. “A shame Runyon isn’t around, though. I’d love to pick his brain.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what he’s not here to say: the dead should stay dead.” 
 
    “You can’t believe that,” Westwood exclaimed. “You have power over the dead.” 
 
    “I’m not referring to myself. I’ve a certain flexibility in such matters because I, of course, am a god and know many things. For instance”—she caught his gaze, caught and squeezed from the way he winced—“there are doors that should never be opened. And if a door has already been opened, you would do well to lock it.” 
 
    She removed a shiny brass key from the massive keyring at her waist and gave it to Westwood. “If you turn it three times, clockwise, the door will lock and we will have no need to speak further about this.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Mayor,” Westwood said, shoving the key in a pocket, “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Do you?” She waited, but when Westwood would not cower before her, she sighed exasperated. “I know you miss your wife. I’ve had to dissuade you from pursuing her once before, not out of cruelty, but for your own good.” 
 
    “That was a lapse of judgment on my part. I now have other ways to get what I want.” 
 
    “What you want is aberrant. Plucking apples from the lowest branch, when what you really want is to pluck the very stars from the sky. Apples are not stars. Or does your hand need to melt before you can appreciate the difference?” 
 
    “I understand the risk.” 
 
    “Mortals understand nothing. Certainly nothing of death, yet you seek to control something of which you are ignorant.” She kicked the table upon which the bone machine rested and sent it rolling offstage. Smiled when the crunch of bone echoed back to her. “But I suppose a man as clever as you must do as he pleases. Will it please you to save one dance for me at this ball of yours?” 
 
    “Nothing would make me happier,” said Westwood unhappily as they exited stage right. 
 
    “That’s it!” Sterling’s eyes were blazing. 
 
    So were Stanton’s who said, “Why didn’t we think of it before?” 
 
    “Think of what?” asked Rue. And then gasped. “Runyon Grist? The guy who knows how to bring back the dead? You’re going to ask him?” 
 
    “Runyon’s dead,” said Karissa. “You can’t ask dead people questions.” 
 
    “No, but we can ask his brain,” said Stanton. “It’s on permanent display at the museum.” 
 
    “But what good is a brain if the nerves and synapses and things aren’t working.” 
 
    “What the heck do you know about synapses?” Stanton asked Karissa, taken aback. 
 
    “I know stuff.” 
 
    “Guys, relax. If the thought extractor works the way it’s supposed to, it might not matter whether Runyon’s brain is operational. How do we know unless we try?” 
 
    “So what’s got you so excited?” asked Rue. 
 
    “The Five Keys, like the one Runyon made. We can use one.” 
 
    “To make a wish? Good luck. The key at Chery Glade only gives wishes once a year, the Ortiga key…well Mrs. Ortiga doesn’t allow any wishes since that time it got stolen, no one knows where the dark park one is, and I don’t know anyone who’s ever gotten a wish granted by Wet William.” 
 
    “He’s always full of excuses,” Karissa said, as though reciting a line from her favorite fairy tale. 
 
    “But the one at Luna Swamp is guarded by the Lazarus snake,” Sterling said. “Lazarus can get us the piece of Mother’s soul we need.” 
 
    Rue said, “A piece from where? I thought your dad set her on fire?” 
 
    “Not all of her burned,” said Stanton. “After Dad dragged her body to the incinerator, a few of her teeth were still on the patio so I took them, and Sterling and I made a robot.” He looked embarrassed. “A mombot. We were twelve. Anyway, we put the teeth in and dressed it in her clothes, but it ran away.” 
 
    Sterling said, “I guess we made it too much like her. But if it’s out there, Lazarus can find it. There’s a price. Always a price, but it’s worth it.” 
 
    “Why’re you sad?” Sterling turned to Rue. “This is great news. Everything we’ve been working for is within reach.” 
 
    Rue said, “What if Elnora doesn’t want to come back?” 
 
    After a stunned silence, the Westwood children laughed at her. 
 
    Laughed and laughed. 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     Grissel drifted onto the dancefloor in a black, semi-transparent gown, gossamer strands of silk trailing behind, a doomed gentleman with beautiful gray hair on her arm. Drabbin had parked himself at the buffet table. He wore a mask, the same mask that the creature had worn on the steps of the House of Pain, the booji. Drabbin tried to feed himself, tugging at the mask to get to his mouth, but his entire lower face spilled free, causing one gentleman to faint, punch staining the floor beneath his tuxedo like blood. 


     The twins were across the room saying hi and nice to meet you and welcome to people Rue didn’t know, and Karissa was chatting with the Mayor. 


     “Daddy threw it away in the bushes.” Karissa showed the Mayor the key she had just given to Westwood on stage. 


     “Oh did he?” she said, icily. 


     “He did! Finders keepers, losers weepers. Will you sign it? That’ll make it extra lucky.” 


     The Mayor gripped the key in her fist and when she released it, the key had turned black. 


     “Thanks!” 


     Rue weaved among people carrying plates filled to capacity with food. And drinks with food in them: olives, onions, cherries. A fire blazed in the fireplace and the ballroom was warm and vibrant. 


     Rue drank bubbly stuff that made her sneeze and wakened a hunger she was unable to satisfy. She watched the others enviously as they ate creamy things and crunchy things and juicy things with abandon. Even the musicians nibbled food between notes. 


     Rue’s stomach growled loud as a beast. 


     “Such a look in your eyes.” 


     Rue turned and came face to face with the Mayor. She stepped back, and the Mayor smiled. Her teeth weren’t razor sharp, but they may as well have been. “They’re wondering if they’re on the menu.” 


     “They’re not.” Rue wasn’t hungry for musicians. 


     “Why haven’t you fed?” 


     “I’m biding my time.” 


     “So far from home?” 


     “I can go where I want.” 


     “Hush child.” Soothing, motherly words. The Mayor, however, was nobody’s mother. “Don’t speak nonsense. Must I drift from one grandiose human mortal to another? You absolutely cannot go where you want.” 


     “Why not? Heartless followed our food across a multitude of worlds, some less hospitable than others. It’s why we’re skilled at healing ourselves…so that we can go where we want.” 


     Rue gave the Mayor a pointed look that was returned with interest. 


     “I begin to understand why your family disowned you.” 


     “What’s not to understand?” Rue refused to wither into a pile of nothing. “No one can stand to be around me.” 


     “Rue!” The twins raced to her side, ruddy and cheerful, as if they’d had too much of that bubbly stuff. 


     “We’ve been looking for you.” 


     “Yeah, let’s dance.” 


     “Me first.” 


     “I called it.” 


     The Mayor smacked at the twins’ hands. “Don’t pull on her like that. She’s not a wishbone. Let her choose for herself.” 


     “I don’t like choices.” Rue took them both by the arms, and dragged them onto the dancefloor, into the crush. She thought she heard the Mayor behind her, laughing, but when she looked, the Mayor was gone. 


     If the band played fast, the twins both danced with Rue, and it was fun, matching her steps to theirs, in sync or counterpoint, creating intricate physical harmonies. But if the band played slow, they took turns. Sterling was having his turn while Stanton twirled Karissa round and round. 


     “You’re squeezing me.” 


     “Squeeze back.” Sterling demonstrated, squishing the air from her lungs. “You know all our secrets now; tell me yours. What do you eat? Blood? Babies? Beets?” He grimaced. “Please tell me you don’t eat beets.” 


     “Drake eggs,” said Rue, grinning against his shoulder. 


     “That’s it? That’s the big secret?” 


     “I never said it was a secret. Sorry it’s not as interesting as bringing someone back from the dead.” 


     “That’s okay. Sometimes life is too interesting.” 


     Drabbin’s hand landed on Sterling’s shoulder, disrupting their dance mid-step. 


     He’d abandoned his mask and his melted face glistened with sweat. “I wanna dance with her now,” he said, and before either of them could speak, he grabbed Rue’s arm. 


     She’d thought Sterling would tell Drabbin to hit the road—he and Stanton had been hogging her all night—but he said nothing as Drabbin dragged her across the ballroom, out onto the patio, into his lap. 


     “I could have had any one of them hoity-toity folks, once upon a time.” He wiped his forehead—cheek?—with a hanky. “Now they won’t even look at me. Not with this face.” 


     “Maybe Westwood can fix it.” 


     “Or maybe you can.” 


     He pressed the middle of her palm and when her claw shot forth, he dragged it across his throat. To the bone. 


     Rue removed Drabbin’s bowtie and cleaned her claw with it. And then tied it tight around Drabbin’s neck to tie off the artery. The blood flow was sluggish and cool, and so was his breath. 


     “Perfect.” He wheezed, swooning. “I feel almost warm.” 


     Rue felt the opposite. The ballroom had been stifling, but the cool, rainy air refreshed her. 


     After a while the twins came out and found Rue still in Drabbin’s lap, watching the rain fizz and shimmer in the dark like fireflies. 


     “Is he dead?” Stanton said. 


     “Not really. He needs stitches.” 


     “If he was bothering you, you should have come and got us,” said Sterling. 


     “I’m a lethiferist. I can rescue myself. And anyway, I wanted you to think we were out here mating. Isn’t that what you wanted, since you handed me off to him? Since you love to share everything?” 


     “We feel bad about his face.” Stanton pulled her off Drabbin’s lap. “That’s all. We don’t want to share you with him. I don’t even wanna share you with Sterling, but technically he called dibs.” 


     “And don’t you forget it.” Sterling took Rue in his arms and kissed her. So delicate and fragile that she had to make herself super soft to keep him from shattering against her. 


     When he pulled away, she said, “I thought you hated me.” 


     “I did, but I’m over it now.” 


     “Real smooth, Sterling.” Stanton shouldered his brother out of the way and took charge of her. “What he means,” he said, kissing her on the ear, “is that usually when people know you like them they use it against you. But you never ask for anything. We can like you and not worry about what it’ll cost us.” 


     Nothing delicate about Stanton’s kisses. He gave her a tour of the inside of her own mouth, pointing out scenery she’d never noticed before. 


     “That thing you do with your tongue? That’s really clever.” 


     “What thing?” Sterling asked, so Rue embraced him and taught him his brother’s technique. 


     “Damn.” He shot an admiring look at Stanton. “That is clever.” 


     “Too bad you’re not half as clever.” 


     “Don’t be mean to me.” 


     “You’re the mean one,” Rue said, surprised he didn’t understand that. 


     “You are,” he insisted, “but I love you anyway.” Her surprise gave way to shock. “I didn’t want to say it first, but I don’t want to sit around waiting for you to get a clue either. So it’s done. I did it. I love you.” 


     “How do you know?” she asked. “Adele said you don’t know anything about it.” 


     “Well, if it’s not love, it’s near enough. Some tumorous thing that keeps multiplying; whatever that’s called.” 


     “Cancer.” 


     “And I never said I know,” Sterling continued, ignoring his brother. “I don’t know. I feel.” He put her hand over his heart. “See?” his heartbeat thundered into her palm, and thunder rumbled in the dark clouds. Like Sterling’s love was so big it was everywhere. 


     Meanwhile, her own heart plodded along like always. Never raced or thundered, unless something was horribly wrong. Her body wouldn’t allow it. 


     And then a different rumbling. More of a grumbling as Frida dragged a protesting Westwood through the second set of french doors a few yards ahead. Beyond the portico and out into the rain. 


     What’s gotten into you, Rue heard. No servants allowed, Rue heard. 


     And then Frida embraced him, her body tightly entwined with Westwood’s startled frame. 


     Rue and the twins gaped at each other and then sniggered behind their hands. 


     “Frida? And Dad?” Stanton’s laughter was tinged with pity. “Oh, that kid. That poor kid.” 


     Rue was about to suggest they go back inside, give Frida her privacy for when Westwood inevitably crushed her spirit. 


     But Frida’s face began to crackle. To fracture. To spark with blue-orange-white hot fire. And then she disappeared in a terrific explosion that sent Rue and the twins backwards into the windows. 


     Startled guests poured out of both sets of doors to find Westwood standing as before, tall and straight and dapper despite the explosion, despite the rain. He picked up the arm that had belonged to Frida pointed it at the darkness. 


     “Are you out there, Bastard?” His voice was full of snaps and scratchings, like damaged audio. “I know this is your work. You think you can hurt or stop me? You have no idea what I can do. Who I am. You think a man stands before you? Flesh that can be cut or pierced or blown apart?” 


     He threw the arm, and it landed at Rue’s feet. The rainbow of wires snaked around her heels like they wanted to trip her. 


     Wires? 


     “Not flesh, you bastard. Will. Desire so deep that it was given form, my form. I will not be denied. I will not be stopped!” 


     A bolt of lightning lit Westwood from the inside. Even after he collapsed onto the lawn, the light was slow to fade from his skin. 


     One of the Mortmaine gave the Mayor a speaking look. 


     “Well, you know how much I hate cocky humans.” She raised her voice. “Just a warning not to aim too high, John. A misstep from such lofty heights will always be fatal. Remember Icarus?” 


     “To hell with Icarus.” Westwood remained in the dark, remained on the ground, but Rue could see his eyes, see the remnants of lightning burning in them. His voice electric, broken. “Nothing can stop me. Not even death.” 


  




   
    
    Chapter 27 
 
    Westwood lay in his bed, his family around him. Without the handsomeness of impeccable grooming, he was nothing to look at. A purple lightning mark zapped over his bald head, his left eye twitched. His sweat smelled of storm clouds. 
 
    Grissel sat at Westwood’s side, studying a picture of Elnora on the night table and adjusting the fit of a black wig. She checked herself in a looking glass, then snatched off the wig, frustrated, suddenly indistinguishable from the pale wall behind her. Drabbin sat opposite Grissel, a scarf wound around his neck, a smile full of schadenfreude. The hair that perched on Drabbin’s shoulder was lighter than Rue remembered, almost as white as Grissel’s. 
 
    Westwood’s children sat in a semi-circle at the foot of the bed in funereal silence. 
 
    “Is he dying?” Rue asked. 
 
    “Just sulking about his watch,” said Drabbin. “Lost it after the Bastard’s attack. Or the Bastard’s thievery.” 
 
    “It’s the sort of thing he’d do,” Westwood said. “Just to spite me.” 
 
    “Maybe I can find it.” 
 
    After searching the patio and the lawn outside the ballroom, Rue spied the watch in the grass. Only the chain was melted, the rest in fine working order. On the back, an inscription: To my beloved Walter. Time is eternal, and so is our love. Walter had been scratched out and written over. Not a professional engraving either. Just a series of angry slashes that spelled the name John. 
 
    Rue took the watch back to Westwood, who hurled the watch at Drabbin’s head. 
 
    “I can’t believe you didn’t notice no one noticed that Frida wasn’t human! Didn’t you see she had no soul?” 
 
    “Who notices servants?” Drabbin fingered the knot the watch had raised on his...forehead? “Especially ones with no bosoms.” 
 
    Grissel stroked the wig in her lap as though it were a pet, and Rue could see the wig through Grissel’s hands. Could see the tag of her dress through her neck: Lady Jane. Dry Clean Only. Grissel stared back at Rue with an intense hunger that felt like teeth. 
 
    But she said, mildly, “Frida did have a soul. A strange slithery one that slipped off into the woods like a will-o’-the-wisp.” 
 
    “Back to that asshole no doubt.” 
 
    “Bastard, Daddy,” said Karissa, in half-view. 
 
    “Isn’t that what I said? I know there was a spy.” 
 
    “Too bad it was Frida,” said Sterling. “I liked her.” 
 
    “We all liked her. She was programmed to be liked. Clever bastard. He knows I’m close, knows I’ve as good as got her in my grip.” Westwood made a fist so tight that if Elnora had been in it, she’d have been crushed. 
 
    “I’ll retaliate. See if I don’t. I’ll strap explosives to someone”—but he was looking at Karissa—“and send her into his shop and BOOM!” 
 
    “We have to go.” Stanton took hold of Karissa and hustled her from the room. 
 
    “Go where?” said Westwood. “To some park to frolic and play while I lie alone in my bed of pain?” 
 
    “To see the Lazarus snake.” Sterling said, bringing up the rear. He gestured for Rue to go ahead of him. “We won’t be long.” 
 
    “The Lazarus snake.” Westwood’s eyes were a mixture of pride and fear. “You protect my boys, you hear? You and that girl should be payment enough.” 
 
    “You could be payment. We could give him directions to your bed of pain.” 
 
    “I cannot be killed. I tried to kill myself seven times after Elnora’s death. I failed every time. If I want to be with her, I have to bring her to me.” 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     “So what happens after the Lazarus snake kills us all? Is there a plan B?” 


     After dropping Karissa at Adele’s, Stanton had driven south. The further downsquare they drove, the sparser the trees became as the forest gave way to marshland, and the marshland gave way to Luna Swamp. 


     “If we’re all dead, why would we need a plan B?” asked the twins. 


     “Flawless logic, as usual.” 


     They parked at the lot where the nature trail began, and shed the jackets they’d needed earlier in the day. No sun, but yellow streaks painted the sky, as though winter had lasted so long, the world had forgotten how sunny days worked. The nature trail, a boardwalk, stretched through the marsh, and the three of them tramped over it toward the middle of the stagnant, slushy land that was more water than earth. Black-necked stilts tiptoed on long red legs, hunting bugs in the shallow water, and frogs and ducks she couldn’t see were in full voice. 


     Rue tried again. “Your father is sick.” 


     The many zippers on Stanton’s school bag jingled as he hitched it high. “He’ll get better soon.” 


     “He’s sick,” Rue insisted. “Him and Drabbin and Grissel. Sick in the head, and maybe in a contagious way. Why would you want to bring your mother into an environment like that?” 


     “If things are sick, it’s because she left,” Sterling said. 


     “She was murdered.” 


     “And once she’s back, everything’ll be fixed,” Stanton said. 


     “You keep saying ‘fixed.’ What does that mean? The time to fix things was before Westwood killed her.” 


     “It’s different now,” said the twins, stepping over several red stilts lying dead on the boardwalk. 


     “How? Who’s different?” 


     But they didn’t answer. Maybe they couldn’t. 


     “I’ll ask the Lazarus snake to explain. Better yet, I’ll ask him for a heart, since apparently that’s the only way I’ll ever get one.” 


     “No!” said the twins. 


     “Why not? You’re going to ask for your mom back from the dead, so why can’t I—” 


     “That’s not what we’re doing,” said Sterling. “This is the Lazarus snake, okay? It’s not like us, doing nice things just because. It’ll want something in return, and the bigger the wish, the bigger the price.” 


     Stanton said, “All we want is to find something we misplaced.” 


     The boardwalk ended in the middle of a pond. A pond that appeared to be on fire. The flames were cool and low and purple, however, and didn’t seem to bother the wildlife. The frogs and ducks she’d only heard were now visible, half-congealed in water that looked like something had died and decomposed atop it. Organic slush floated and collected like bath water scum. 


     “Lazarus!” called the twins. 


     The scummy patches shaped themselves into a snake and then reared out of the marsh. Twenty feet tall, as wide as five men standing shoulder to shoulder, purple fire where eyes should have been, fangs a brilliant white contrast against charcoal flesh. 


     Despite the frantic skipping of the twins’ hearts, they wore their resolve like armor. 


     Stanton stepped forward. “Hello, sir. We were hoping you could help us find a sort of robot we lost a long time ago.” 


     “It’s really the teeth we want,” Sterling said. “The robot is only good if it has our mother’s teeth in it.” 


     “What do you offer in exchange?” Lazarus’s voice spit and crackled like flame. 


     “What do you think would be fair?” said Stanton carefully. 


     “Three fingers will be enough.” 


     “Deal!” 


     The twins turned their backs to the snake and fumbled a severed hand out of Stanton’s school bag. Rue was sure it was the hand that Westwood had used at the spectacular. 


     Mostly sure. 


     Sterling snipped off three of the fingers with garden shears, turned, and tossed them high into the snake’s mouth. 


     The purple fire blazed red, and the three of them stepped back from the sudden heat. 


     “That wasn’t fresh. And it wasn’t yours.” 


     “You didn’t say it had to be,” said Stanton. 


     The snake brought its head down to their level. He’d banked the heat, as if he didn’t want to cook them, but the smell of decay was debilitating. 


     “I also didn’t say I wouldn’t eat you alive, but here we are.” 


     After an awful snap, only Rue and Sterling stood on the walkway, but Lazarus’s mouth had developed a bulge. A Stanton-sized bulge. 


     “Stanton!” 


     “Wait a minute.” Rue hooked her arm around Sterling to keep him from leaping fruitlessly into the pond. She raised her free arm. “I’ll give you my three fingers for their mother’s teeth. Okay?” 


     Lazarus spat out Stanton with a gratifying swiftness, sent him skidding down the boardwalk, nearly back to the Dauphine, trailing a clear slime. He was coated in the stuff. Sterling rushed to his brother and then attempted to figure out a way to help Stanton to his feet without touching him. 


     “You shouldn’t spit in public,” Rue said, as Lazarus lowered his massive head and nibbled the fingers from her hand, like peppers from a vine. “Humans hate that; they say it’s not nice.” 


     “It’s well for you to please humans. You can pass. I never could and so I must do what I think is nice.” 


     He ate each finger separately, savoring them, gentle and precise and so neat, she barely felt the loss. 


     Using up her heart again—it took so much energy to regrow body parts—but it was worth it. She’d never been so close to a guardian before. 


     She whispered, “If I let you eat the rest of my fingers, can I come back and talk to you? Ask you questions? It’s nice talking to other types of people instead of just humans all the time.” 


     Lazarus regarded her, clearly charmed. “That wish I will grant, free of charge.” He cast a baleful eye upon the twins. “Your wish is also granted.” The purple fire consumed him, and he melted, spreading his flesh and flame over the water once more. 


  




   
    
    Chapter 28 
 
    “Where’s the iodine?” Sterling rummaged in the medicine cabinet, knocking pill bottles and lozenges into the sink. 
 
    “I don’t need iodine,” Rue said from her seat on the toilet, hair waving in the steam from the shower. 
 
    “It’ll get infected.” 
 
    “I don’t get infected. Besides, the wounds have closed.” 
 
    “There’s some under the sink,” Stanton said, poking his wet head around the shower curtain. 
 
    “Thanks!” Sterling brandished the iodine triumphantly. “This might sting a little.” 
 
    “What will? There’s nothing—” 
 
    “And a nice bandage to seal the deal.” 
 
    “My fingers are growing back, Sterling. See the nubs?” 
 
    “Tell me if it’s too tight.” 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “No! So shut up and let me do this. What else can I do? You let that thing eat part of you, and not even to get a wish of your own. You did it for us. Always for us. Why?” 
 
    “You said you’d make me a heart.” Rue picked at the bandage, but Sterling smacked her hand. 
 
    “Tell me why.” 
 
    “I have to protect you.” 
 
    “Tell me the truth. Why can’t you just say it?” 
 
    “I like you.” 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “You.” She stood and left the steamy bathroom, unable to breathe as well as she was used to. “You. And Stanton. And Karissa.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I want to help.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Rue.” He followed her out of the room. “Tell me. I told you, and I didn’t drop dead. Stop running away and say it.” 
 
    She bit him. 
 
    He yelped and shoved her away. Wounded. Betrayed. Because Sterling didn’t understand her, and she didn’t have the vocabulary to explain. 
 
    The shower running in the bathroom emphasized the silence, the gulf between them. Reminded Rue of those early days when he’d seemed so distant. When she’d had to work so hard to win him over. 
 
    And she had. 
 
    She’d won. 
 
    Rue was on her feet and in his arms before she could finish the thought. Kissing him. He understood kissing. She bit his mouth a little, just a little, and his jaw and his neck. Tiny bites that felt like kisses, too gentle to bruise even a peach. Sterling was still, head cocked to the side as though listening. Finally listening. 
 
    She lifted his shirt to bite him in a new place, but before she could, he began unbuttoning her uniform. She waited while he stripped her down. Waited while he moved her to his bed. They sank onto the covers together, but it was too much like drowning. She sat up and steadied her breath and waited. Straddled him, and when he was sufficiently distracted—stroking her breasts, tracing the slit that ran between—Rue bit him on the same shoulder, in the same spot, but twice as hard as before. Deepening the marks. 
 
    This time he didn’t seem to mind. 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     Later: 


     “Sterling? Sterling?” Rue poked and poked his chest, but he remained motionless. 


     “Don’t bother. I think you killed him.” 


     Stanton sat on his own bed watching her through the violet-lensed glasses. He smelled good from the shower, curly hair slicked straight with water, cozy in his blue robe. 


     “You glow when you finish. Your soul expands; it’s really beautiful.” 


     “He’s finished. Not me.” Rue joined Stanton on his bed, zeroed in on the brown nipple peeking out of his robe, but before she could bite it, he grabbed her face, fingers digging into her cheek. 


     “You’re not in the woods anymore. And I’m not Heath. Or Sterling.” He set the glasses aside and she lay on her back while he removed his robe. 


     “Sorry.” 


     He lay over her, steamy and damp, and kissed her apology away. “Say ‘I love you’. Look at me when you say it.” 


     Where else would she look? 


     “I love you.” 


     “That’s a start,” he said, his approval as warm as his body. “When you get an urge to bite, say I love you instead.” 


     “What if the urge doesn’t go away?” She didn’t know why it was such a relief to look to someone else for answers, but it was. Stanton always had the answers, even if they weren’t always right. 


     “You’ll have to keep saying it. Biting’s okay, but words have power.” 


     Water dripped from his hair onto her face as he spoke. Sometimes he brushed the droplets away. Sometimes he kissed them away. 


     “I love you.” Rue sighed. “People say that. Westwood says that. It could mean anything.” 


     “Just get used to saying it; we’ll figure out what it means later.” 


     “I love you. Do you love me?” 


     His patient expression twisted into something she didn’t understand. Until he bit her nipple the way she’d been about to bite his earlier, so hard that the thing inside her she hadn’t known was tense, loosened. 


     Humans might express themselves differently from heartless, but the punctuation was the same. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 29 


     Rue awoke later that afternoon, Grissel’s chilly lips atop her own, Grissel’s smell, of wormwood and ice, suffocating her. 


     Rue turned her head to the side, mouth numb. She didn’t want to smell Grissel. She wanted to drowse unmolested in Stanton’s bed and wait for the twins to return to her. 


     The hairs of Grissel’s black wig slithered across Rue’s face as she straightened and pulled a chair to the bed oh so close to where Rue lay. 


     “You can’t have my soul. How many times do I have to say it?” 


     “Just a piece? Drabbin says he always feels better after he’s been with you.” 


     “That’s not what I give him. I give him pain.” 


     “That’s what he needs. Give me what I need.” 


     A sudden shaft of fading sunlight from the window painted claw marks across Grissel’s face and she winced, shifting her chair out of range, but not before Rue noticed that the transparency Grissel had been afflicted with had spread. Her bones were visible, here and there, as if floating in milk. Rue looked for her heart and couldn’t see it. 


     “What happened? Why can I see through you?” 


     “It was Kevin. Losing his soul. It wasn’t even mine! But it may as well have been.” Grissel’s tongue was grayish-white and wriggled oddly in the cage of her mouth. “When Kevin left, he took part of me, a part I can’t spare. Now John is wondering out loud whether I’m a fit vessel for Elnora.” 


     “I need my soul.” 


     “The tiniest crumb? We’re family now; we may as well be.” 


     “You’d owe me.” 


     “Of course, of course.” 


     Rue sat up and tossed her hair out of her face—the twins had unraveled her braids, Sterling the right, Stanton the left—and blew into her cupped palm. A vibrant wisp of her soul drifted free, lit up her hand. She offered it to Grissel. “Just this once.” 


     Instead of inhaling, Grissel ate Rue’s soul as though it were fruit. Something juicy and succulent, like a plum. She licked her fingers when she was done. 


     “Why are you crying?” Rue asked, watching the tears freeze on Grissel’s cheeks. 


     “These aren’t my tears. They’re yours. For Nettle.” Grissel relaxed in the chair, a fist unclenching. 


     “Better you than me. I don’t like to cry.” 


     Stanton had left his glass of water, now rimed with frost thanks to Grissel’s nearness, on the bedside table; Rue grabbed it. Bright lemon peels curled in the water and bumped her lips as she drank, her mouth where Stanton’s mouth had been. She might have licked it clean of his taste if the door hadn’t slammed open. 


     “Rue, there’s something in the theater—” 


     The servant’s eyes darted between Rue and Grissel, and then he yelped and hopped backward out of the room. 


     Faintly irritated, Rue kicked the covers the rest of the way off and left Stanton’s bed. Yanked her uniform back on, resenting the barrier between her and what she’d done with the twins. Resenting everyone. 


     The servant waited in the hall, an older man whose teeth were too big for his mouth. “Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “But we were cleaning, and then it grabbed me.” 


     Rue tidied her hair as they hurried downstairs. “What grabbed you?” 


     “I don’t know!” He couldn’t quite look Rue in the face. “But it’s still in there. You can hear it moving under the stage.” 


     About fifteen minutes later, Rue held an armful of what had so frightened the servants in the theater. 


     “Puking Buddhas?” the servant said, as they walked outside in the humid garden. Yellow streaky sky covered in clouds now, and the smell of rain was pervasive. “But they’re cute. Puke and cute don’t go together. Aren’t you cute?” He said to his own armful. “Yes you are!” 


     They were. Fat cheeks, fatter bellies. An orange undertone, like they were slowly ripening. When Rue squeezed them, there was a warm, liquid give, and they were too adorable not to squeeze. It made them chuckle. They were even cuter when they chuckled. “We can release them right here,” said Rue, stopping on the slope leading down into the pines. “They’ll be okay, if they remember what I said about avoiding the fake rosebush.” 


     The puking Buddhas nodded. 


     The servant released his armload and watched delighted as they toddled down the hill on their chubby legs. 


     “I’ll see if there’re any more.” 


     Rue would have gone with him, but by the time she and the servant reached the house, the twins’ blue Dauphine pulled up. 


     Karissa ran to Rue from the driveway and hugged her. 


     “The twins said you fed the Lazarus snake your fingers. Did you really?” 


     “It wasn’t a big deal.” Rue showed Karissa nubs that were almost long enough to have knuckles. 


     “It was the biggest deal of all time,” said Sterling, his expression out of sync with his words. Because he’d noticed her lack of bandages. 


     Stanton on the other hand was beaming, as if he didn’t care that all she had to offer were random body parts. He even kissed her. Right in front of his sister. 


     “You can’t kiss Rue like that,” Karissa said, doing her best Stanton impersonation. 


     “It’s okay. She’s our girlfriend now.” He kissed Rue again. “See?” 


     “Why would you wanna kiss the twins? They’re stupid.” That’s how Rue knew Karissa was still upset about not meeting the Lazarus snake. 


     “I’ll show you stupid,” Stanton said and chased Karissa around the patio. 


     Leaving Rue alone with Sterling, who was scowling so fiercely that Rue hid her offensive almost-fingers behind her back and said, “They can’t grow as well, all wrapped up.” 


     “I’m the one who needs bandages.” He lifted his sweater, revealing the wound on the soft flesh below his navel. “This one’s still bleeding.” 


     “Sorry.” 


     “Stanton gets all the love and kisses and I get bitten to death?” 


     “I know Stanton likes me. I’m not always sure about you.” 


     “You don’t have to be mean to me.” 


     “Heath loved it when I bit him.” 


     Sterling’s mouth twisted at the mention of Heath, but she could see him thinking it over as he traced the bloody bite mark. “This means you like me?” 


     She nodded. 


     “And you bit Stanton like this?” 


     “Not as hard.” 


     Stanton wouldn’t allow it, but before she could say so, Sterling let go of his sweater and kissed her. For a long time. When he pulled away, he was no longer frowning. 


     “Okay.” 


     “Rue!” Karissa ran toward her, Stanton right on her heels. “Help!” She flung herself into Rue’s arms, even though Karissa, being tall for her age, was almost as tall as Rue. But if she was taller than average, Karissa was also thinner, and Rue carried her weight easily. 


     “You think you’re safe now?” Stanton blustered. “No one is safe from the tickle monster. Especially not little sisters with overly sensitive earlobes. Grr. Argh.” 


     Karissa hid her earlobes under her hands and squealed. 


     “She’s safe with me.” 


     Karissa stopped squealing. “I am?” 


     Rue pondered this. “As safe as anyone can be.” 


     She looked surprised and then put her arms around Rue’s neck. “If you’re their girlfriend, that means we’re sisters now. We have to be. Or else it’s not fair.” 


     “Then I guess we’re sisters. I wouldn’t want you to think I was unfair.” 


     Karissa’s hug nearly strangled Rue, who didn’t mind one bit. She didn’t mind the twins’ smiles. Didn’t mind the warm rain beginning to drip on her head. 


     Rue knew what happiness was, what it felt like. She recognized it now, but there was so much of it, as if she’d stuffed herself full of something heavy, like cake or mud. Heavy but weightless. If the wind had blown Karissa and Rue up to the clouds, it wouldn’t have surprised her. 


     Grissel managed to burst Rue’s balloon, however, when she came outside, as pale as ever, but opaque at least, half her wig braided in a single plait, the rest a crazed tangle. She carried a puking Buddha, a dead one, Grissel’s grip on its neck so tight, its orange face had turned blue. 


     She stared suspiciously at a shaft of sunset- colored light beaming in the far distance. Over their own heads, though, was nothing but gloom. Grissel darted forward and bit Karissa, who screamed. 


     “You should have put your name on the food list Kissy Face,” Grissel said, as the twins pulled their sister away and tended to her bleeding arm. “A lot tastier than burnt popcorn.” 


     “What’s gotten into you?” Stanton said. 


     “Her!” But Grissel’s laughter was painful to hear, a sharp contrast to the puking Buddhas adorable chuckling. “And now I’m hungry! So hungry.” Grissel dropped to the muddy lawn and gnawed on the dead puking Buddha while the four of them watched aghast. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 30 


     “Me and Rue could distract the guards,” Karissa told her brothers as the four of them piled out of the blue Dauphine. “And what about the alarms? We could short circuit them or something.” 


     “Relax, James Bond,” said Sterling. “It’s just a dinky small town museum, not the Louvre.” 


     “What’s that?” 


     “A famous museum in Paris,” Stanton said. “Where they keep the Mona Lisa.” 


     “I know Mona Lisa. She smiles like this.” Karissa shaped her face into an accurate imitation. 


     “Don’t worry about the museum. The only thing you have to do is what we told you.” Stanton passed the satchel to Karissa. “Five minutes.” 


     Sterling squeezed Rue’s hand and asked for the millionth time, “You’re sure you’re okay?” 


     “I’ll wait for you.” 


     “That’s not an answer.” 


     “Then ask me later.” 


     “So you can not answer me again?” 


     “Later.” 


     He looked like he wanted to ask now, but after noting Karissa’s interest in the conversation, Sterling let her go and joined his brother. 


     The twins crossed the avenue and disappeared into the museum while Rue and Karissa stayed in the parking lot, settling on the hood of the Dauphine to better enjoy the sunshine. A street vendor was selling green dark peach juice and paper hats plastered with four-leaf clovers. Because it was St. Patrick’s Day, Karissa explained, and everyone had to pretend to be Irish. It was also the first day of spring break, and so the street teemed with young people. With the schools shut against them, they had to find some other building to hide inside, and a number had chosen the museum for some reason. 


     “It has interesting stuff inside,” said Karissa. “We went there for a field trip, and a lady showed us around. There’s a painting of Pili Carmona; she was a town hero and she was only my age. There’s photos of the Mayor from a hundred years ago and two hundred years ago and three hundred years ago. There’s a dead spider thing as tall as Daddy. There’s lots of creatures in the museum. No heartless though,” she added quickly. 


     “I would’ve been the first, if my folks had gotten their wish. I’d have been stuffed and propped up in some lame diorama.” 


     Karissa put a hand on Rue’s knee. “Just because somebody tries to kill you, doesn’t mean they don’t love you. Your family sent initiates after you, so you know they weren’t trying too hard. Like with Daddy and me. He tries, but not too hard. Love means never killing the people you really like.” 


     “He killed your mother.” 


     “But he didn’t mean it. That’s why he’s trying so hard to bring her back.” 


     The museum street car trundled past full of tourists dressed in reds and blues and yellows, snapping pictures of every little thing. Even Rue and Karissa. Or maybe just Karissa, who looked especially cute in her bunny ears. 


     “Do you think Elnora will like me?” 


     “I don’t remember her.” Karissa put her chin in her hands, thinking. “Or what she liked. One time Stanton said she liked puzzles. And cotton candy, the blue kind. They went to the county fair and that’s all she ate.” 


     “Did she like people who weren’t human?” 


     “She had a dog when she was a little girl. But it died.” 


     Rue checked her phone when it beeped. “It’s time.” 


     Karissa opened the satchel Stanton had left with her and a swarm of bees wafted into the air, propelled forward by the brisk wind. Paper white bees that looked more like the fluffy stuff that spilled out of huge packages that came in the mail. A few swirled around Karissa’s head, but she only laughed and shooed them on. 


     The bees flew into the museum just as a crowd was filing out. That alone was enough to cause a disturbance but, minutes later, a frenzy of people exited the building, yelling and trying to shield themselves and their children from the aggressive bees. Several people ran in Karissa and Rue’s direction, narrowly avoiding traffic as they raced for their cars. 


     “See those old people running down the street? In the jackets? Those’re museum people. I think the twins can go wherever they want now—Rue? Rue?” 


     Karissa touched Rue’s arm and then yelped as Rue fell off the hood of the car and smacked against the asphalt. 


     “What’s wrong?” she asked, kneeling beside Rue. “Is it your heart?” 


     “It’s my brain.” She barely had energy to push the words from her mouth, laughing weakly as Karissa helped her stand. “I’m stupid to have waited so long.” 


     “For what?” 


     “To eat.” Rue wiped the blood off her forehead and swayed, but remained upright. “I’m so hungry.” 


     Karissa hid her bandaged arm behind her back. “You want me to get the twins?” 


     “No!” Rue lowered her voice when Karissa winced. “I don’t want to be the reason their plan doesn’t work. Stay here in the car and wait for them. Lock the doors. Tell them I had to go to the dark park.” 


     Rue stumbled forward blindly off the lot. Everything went white, but a few moments later, her vision cleared. She walked but, after a few steps, couldn’t feel her feet touching the ground. She was afraid to look down to check, afraid she’d fall over again. 


     She was going to fall over. 


     A car honked in the street. The blue Dauphine, bunny-eared Karissa at the wheel. 


     Rue opened the door and sat on upholstery she couldn’t feel. Why couldn’t she feel anything? 


     “I never waited this long to eat. I’m not sure what’s happening.” 


     “I know what’s happening. You’re sick. I can’t leave you alone when you’re sick. You can’t even walk good. Besides, the car can move faster than you can.” 


     “Are you allowed to drive at your age?” 


     “Stanton left the keys in the satchel.” 


     “That’s not an answer.” 


     “Ask me again later.” Karissa merged into traffic and sped off. “Do we have to go deep in the dark park?” 


     “No.” Rue reached for the flap on the roof of the car that could be used to block out the sun. Wanted to reach. Tried and tried to reach. Her arm remained at her side. “Just along the edge. Nettle left drake eggs for me with Mr. Beardsley, so I wouldn’t have to risk running into anyone.” But it hurt to think of Nettle. 


     “Which street is close to Mr. Beardsley?” 


     “The darkside of Acanthus. It’s not that far.” 


     “It would have been real far without me,” said Karissa. 


     When Karissa parked on Acanthus, Rue fumbled her way out of the car and faced a huge snarl of pine forest that comprised the dark park. 


     “Drive back to the twins. Back where it’s safer.” 


     She couldn’t feel her mouth. 


     Rue hurried into the dark park and remained upright until she was sure Karissa couldn’t see her. Once the tangled forest had swallowed her whole, she dropped to her knees and crawled. 


     And then she was on her feet again. 


     “Lean on my shoulder.” 


     “Dammit, Kissy!” 


     “I won’t tell the twins if you won’t,” she said, her arm curled around Rue’s waist. 


     “It’s not about them. The dark park is dangerous.” 


     “Where’s Mr. Beardsley?” said Karissa. 


     Rue gave directions as best she could despite the drool that sometimes dripped from her unfeeling lips. 


     A slight break in the trees revealed a mossy stump. Rue scrambled away from Karissa, crawled over and around it. Clawed inside and dug beneath it. 


     “Mr. Beardsley?” Karissa cupped her hands over her mouth. “Mr. Beardsley!” 


     “Hush. The stump is Mr. Beardsley. Nettle and I named it that because of the moss. The way it hangs like a beard. It was our place to hide things, to meet. She promised to leave food here. She lied. She...” 


     Rue fell face first in the dirt. 


     “Rue!” 


     “It’s just my body conserving the last dregs of energy. If I eat, I’ll be fine.” 


     Rue wanted to say all that, but couldn’t. Couldn’t move or speak. A free meal to anything that stumbled upon her. 


     Upon the both of them. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 31 


     Rue couldn’t see anything but treetops and faraway patches of sky. She lay as Karissa had left her, on her back near Mr. Beardsley, helpless and…worried? That couldn’t be the word. You worried about the weather, about a strange dog growling on the street. But Karissa had left her. Karissa had gone. Rue didn’t have a word for the feeling eating her from the inside. 


     After Rue’s collapse, Karissa had hovered over her for a time and then lifted Rue’s wrist. Checking the pulse? She must have found it because she’d seemed relieved. 


     “Can you hear me?” she said. “If you can, don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything.” 


     Karissa had then bustled about the clearing, out of sight, but very much in earshot. There had been the sound of branches snapping. Several such sounds. And rustlings. And heavy things hitting the earth. And then footsteps moving in the wrong direction, moving deeper into the dark park, instead of back to the car. 


     And then silence. 


     Not a true silence—a forest is never silent—but among the slithering and susurrations, Karissa’s particular brand of noise was missing. 


     Until: 


     “…glad I ran into you. Adele says you always come out around spring and that you’re real friendly, and she’s right! Adele knows everything.” 


     So many footsteps now. Rue had a crazy idea that Karissa had found her family, found Nettle. Had convinced them to come to her aid, but heartless didn’t “come out around spring,” and they sure as hell didn’t have a reputation for friendliness. 


     “That’s her. That’s Rue. She can’t move, and she’s too heavy for me. I made a litter out of twigs and some lianas from over there. She’ll be more comfortable in a litter and easier to carry.” 


     No one responded to Karissa’s chatter, but moments later, Rue began to move, the sky first rotating, and then scrolling past. She was still low to the ground though, as if whatever—whoever?—was carrying her was incredibly short. 


     It wasn’t Karissa. Her voice was too far ahead. Hers was the only voice. She kept speaking to her helpers, but they weren’t speaking back. Nor were they carrying Rue out of the dark park, but deeper within. The deeper they went, the darker it got, the treetops knotting together in an arboreal conspiracy to blot out any semblance of light. 


     But Karissa didn’t seem to mind the growing darkness, the eyeshine that occasionally marked their passage. She didn’t even sound scared. Although, growing up the way she had, there probably wasn’t much that did scare her. 


     Karissa asked, “Can y’all see? I can’t. Not well enough to track. No, no, no. No fires. Not here. Not with all these low-hanging branches and mosses and things. Smokey the Bear says, only you can prevent wildfires.” 


     Karissa came into view, shadowy and focused as she hovered over Rue. “Got it.” Rue’s phone cast a blue glow onto Karissa’s face as she slid her thumb across the screen. 


     Dialing the twins? 


     “Night vision app,” Karissa said, triumphantly. “Hooray!” She ran away out of sight. 


     After several moments, she said, “See that up there? Drake scat.” 


     Rue’s heart pounded. She felt it pounding, and she hadn’t felt anything since she’d collapsed. 


     Karissa said, “Yes, it is. I can tell because it’s cone shaped. Keep your eyes peeled for a nest. It’ll look like a pit in the ground, and it’ll be full of eggs.” 


     Not full. Not so late in the season. Rue would be lucky if one or two eggs were left. It had been stupid to wait. 


     They slowed, almost to a crawl, searching the woods. Rue could smell the nest close by. So close. If only she could— 


     “Found ’em!” 


     Rue was lowered, rocks digging into her back. So nice to feel something. Be even nicer to eat something. 


     So close. 


     Rue heard more rustling and footfalls and branch snappings, and then firelight peeled a few layers from the darkness. 


     A fire? To cook the eggs? Her eggs? 


     “Just in time,” Karissa said. “You need to charge your phone, Rue.” 


     More sounds, like rocks slamming together. Repeatedly. 


     “This thing is like a bowling ball. Can you do it?” 


     More frustrated knocking. And then silence. 


     Karissa appeared before Rue again, kneeling over her with a drake egg, hard and stony, the size of a volleyball. 


     “Can you hear me? I found your drake eggs, but I don’t know how to—” 


     Rue unsheathed her claws and swiped at the egg in Karissa’s lap, startling her into a scream, which turned into a shriek of delight when a flood of drake spawn flew free of the stony shell, tiny, wingless snakes zigzagging through air as though it were water. 


     Rue thought she was too weak to catch them, but she was already on her feet, snatching handfuls of them out of the air and shoving them into her mouth. None of this movement was voluntary, and she felt very much like a passenger in her own body. Maybe this was her life from now on, relegated to the backseat while her body ran itself autonomously. It was no more than she deserved. 


     Rue leaped into the pit and found several more eggs, not a lot, but more than she’d dared hope for. Enough, anyway, to eat her fill. She broke the eggs apart and gorged until her stomach was gravid, until she fell back onto the ground, sated. 


     “I guess you’re feeling better now.” 


     “Mmmm.” Rue moved her arm and her leg and her head, deeply surprised the reins had been returned, and so quickly. She listened to chipmunks cheeping like birds in the trees, glad she was alive to hear them. 


     Karissa sat on the other side of the fire, eating raisins from a box and sharing them with at least ten puking Buddhas. Some of them toddled over to Rue when she sat up and climbed into her lap like they knew her. Maybe they did. 


     “Didn’t I meet you, way upsquare?” 


     They nodded. 


     “Thank you.” The inadequacy of the words lay heavy on her. “Thank you so much.” 


     Karissa waved the words away as though they were harassing her. “You’d have done it for me. Or the twins.” 


     “The twins!” 


     “Don’t worry. I sent them a text message right before your phone died.” Karissa handed it back. “So how come there aren’t more drakes around? There were at least twelve in each egg, but I hardly ever see any drakes. Maybe one a year.” 


     “Hardly any of them live long enough to grow up—they’re much too tasty. The only reason they have a shot at any kind of survival is because of us, our claws. The babies can’t get out of the eggs without heartless.” 


     “Symbiosis.” Karissa said it in such a world weary way that Rue smiled. 


     “What would happen if the drakes all died?” asked Karissa. “All the drakes in all the worlds. What would you eat then?” 


     “Nothing. I’d starve. Being a specialist really limits your options.” 


     “When will you need to eat again?” said Karissa. 


     “Not until the drakes lay a new brood. In about six months. So how did you learn so much about nature?” 


     “Adele. She has to go into the woods all the time for herbs and things for the shop. She taught me a lot, but some stuff I had to learn on my own.” She looked at Rue. “What’s sacrifice?” 


     “When you give up something you love to get something you love even more.” 


     “Like when we give up chocolate for Lent?” 


     “Bigger than chocolate.” 


     “Like how you gave up your fingers for us?” 


     Shrugged. 


     “That must’ve hurt.” 


     “It has to hurt, otherwise it’s just an inconvenience. Why do you want to know about sacrifice?” 


     Karissa chewed her fingers and stared into the fire. Would have spoken, but a furry thing flew out of the tree behind Rue and latched onto one of the puking Buddhas near Karissa. A furry thing with leathery wings and a proboscis that it buried into the puking Buddha’s eye. 


     Another flew at Karissa who easily dodged it. When it banked and came at her again, Rue leaped forward and sliced it out of the air. And another. And another. After a chorus of retching noises, the air was clear of furry critters. They were now pinned near the fire, trapped beneath pinkish globs that looked like bubblegum but smelled like death. 


     The puking Buddhas pushed at Rue and Karissa, shooing them along back the way they’d come. When Rue hesitated—there were more of those things in the trees; she could see them—Karissa grabbed her and pulled. “They can take care of themselves. Come on!” 


     Rue knew this part of the dark park well and had no trouble finding the path that led to freedom. She moved slowly at first, but when she saw that Karissa could easily keep pace with her, she began to run. In no time, they were clear of the dark park, shielding their eyes against a day that was now much brighter than it had been an hour before. 


     They headed back to Acanthus, to the blue Dauphine. 


     Where the twins were waiting. 


     And there was nothing bright about the looks on their faces. 


  




   
    
    Chapter 32 
 
    After Karissa had gone to bed, the twins sat in their room at their desks, building a computer from scratch. Something that would interpret the information they’d siphoned from Runyon’s brain. 
 
    “We had to go high tech,” Stanton said. “Despite how cute some people think hummingbirds are. We’re not just looking for one memory but everything Runyon knew about souls.” 
 
    “Hummingbirds are cute,” said Sterling. “Computers are shit. We’re going to be combing through this stuff for years.” 
 
    “Years?” Rue asked, hopeful. 
 
    “Not years,” said Stanton, twisting a screw into something. “We’ve got some systems in place to help us sort through it all, but it won’t happen overnight, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “As soon as your mother comes back, I’m leaving.” 
 
    “I knew she would start that.” Sterling looked at her. “You mad because we fussed at you for dragging our little sister into the dark park? God could have dragged her in there and we would have fussed at him. You’re not that special, Rue.” 
 
    “I’m not mad. I take full responsibility for what happened in the dark park.” 
 
    “So why’re you trying to run away?” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a fifth wheel.” 
 
    “You’re our girlfriend,” Stanton said. “A girlfriend can’t be a fifth wheel. The math doesn’t add up. You have a place here. Your own Rue-sized niche. Mother’s return won’t change that.” 
 
    “I can be your girlfriend without living here.” 
 
    “Where would you go? Back to your folks? Who wanted to kill you?” 
 
    “They didn’t try very hard, so obviously they care.” 
 
    Sterling said, “Even if in some bizarre way that made sense, even if they wrote I’m Sorry across the sky with whipped cream and framed it in a goddamn rainbow, who cares? Your family had their chance and they blew it.” 
 
    “Kissy thought it made sense.” 
 
    “You and Kissy are officially no longer allowed unsupervised visitations.” 
 
    “I don’t have to go home. I could go anywhere. Michigan. Madagascar. The moon.” 
 
    “You can’t run away to the moon every time things get weird.” Stanton draped his arm around her. “And you for sure can’t run away from us. We won’t let you.” 
 
    “You can’t stop me.” 
 
    “Sure we can,” said Sterling. “It’s called rope. I wasn’t kidding about that. We will tie the crap outta you.” 
 
    Passion, anger, love took so much energy. Nobody had ever felt energetic enough to hold her hostage. 
 
    “You might have to,” said Rue, relaxing into Stanton’s embrace. “I feel pretty skittish.” 
 
    “For real?” Sterling said, as though he’d been kidding after all. “I mean...for real for real?” 
 
    “Maybe if I’m tied to the both of you physically, I’ll start to feel tied to you emotionally. Do you think that’s possible?” 
 
    “You know us,” Stanton said. “We’re all about the scientific method.” 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     They’d ended up in Rue’s room because her bed was bigger and Stanton was untying her. 


     “Shabby knots.” Rue yawned. “Could’ve got free anytime.” 


     “Is that what you think?” they asked, knotting their limbs around hers. 


     Rue stretched and purred and stayed put until the vulnerable skin of Stanton’s forearm drifted into view. She bit it. 


     Stanton smacked her lightly on the mouth with his forefinger. “Stop that and say it.” 


     “I love you.” 


     “You love who?” Sterling propped himself on one elbow. 


     “Good.” Stanton kissed her. “If you bite us in public, people will think we’re deviant.” 


     “Sorry. I love you.” 


     “You love Stanton? Just him?” 


     “That was even better. You looked me in the eye that time. You always have to look the person in the eye when you say it.” 


     “You love who?” 


     “Baby steps, Sterling. She’s getting there. Don’t scare her.” 


     Sterling flopped onto his back, scowling. “In heartless culture, is there a rule about how when you mate with someone, it’s for life?” 


     “No.” 


     “Is there a rule about how you’re forbidden to mate with more than, like, two guys at a time?” 


     “No.” 


     “Well those are the rules around here!” 


     “I love you, Sterling.” 


     “Really?” He bounced onto his knees. “You really love me?” 


     “How would I know?” She squealed when he bit her shoulder. “Okay, okay, I know, I know!” 


     Stanton’s phone beeped. He read the text and groaned. 


     “What is it?” Sterling and Rue asked. 


     “It’s Dad.” Stanton gathered his clothes from the floor. “The lightning must have sparked a brilliant idea. He wants me to bring him the bone machine, see what he can get done from bed. Say what you want about Dad, but his work ethic is killer.” 


     After Stanton left, Sterling rubbed Rue’s belly. “You look like a puking Buddha.” 


     Rue decided that was a compliment. “It’ll go down in a few days, and it’ll all get turned into fat.” 


     “Your pillow talk needs serious work.” 


     “You wanna mate again?” 


     “I take that back. Your pillow talk’s excellent.” 


     Rue picked up the rope Stanton had abandoned near the pillow. 


     “I can’t tie you up again. Stanton said not to.” 


     “He said not to tie me up. He didn’t say I couldn’t tie you up.” 


     Sterling lay back, hands behind his head. “The most excellent pillow talk of all time.” 


     ✽ ✽ ✽ 


     Rue awoke because someone was shaking her foot. 


     “Okay, okay.” She rolled out of bed and slipped her nightgown on. She hadn’t rolled over Sterling, so he must have gone to the bathroom or to check on Karissa; the twins often took turns getting up in the middle of the night to make sure she was still alive. 


     “Where is it? What is it? And did it eat anyone already?” 


     “It’s not a monster, not this time.” 


     “Frida?” Rue turned on the lamp. Marveled at the sight of Frida, standing with all her limbs in tact and functioning. The glasses, the part in her hair, everything in its right place. 


     “But…you were in pieces. Robotic pieces.” Rue couldn’t resist stroking Frida’s skin, feeling the pulse in her throat. 


     “The good thing about robots is they can be reassembled. Or remade from scratch in my case. It’s not the first time Walter’s had to put Humpty Dumpty together again. So? How’ve you been?” 


     “You could have killed everyone! The twins, Karissa, me! Don’t stand there and make small talk.” 


     “I only had one target, and I had him. God. John must have good luck charms sewn into his underpants or something.” 


     “He wasn’t that lucky. The Mayor threw some lightning at him. Blew his underpants to smithereens.” 


     Frida laughed. “I love the Mayor.” 


     “Why do you want Westwood dead?” 


     “Are you kidding me with that question? Do you know what he’s planning? What all of his little experiments have been leading up to?” 


     “Yes,” Rue said, her outrage fading. 


     “If you think for one second Walter’s going to let those sadists get their hands on Elnora again—” 


     “Karissa and the twins are nothing like their dad. They’re not sadists.” 


     “Then get them to see reason! Convince them to leave Elnora in peace. Walter should never have let her leave.” 


     “Let her? He threw her out when he found out she was pregnant.” 


     “Elnora went back to Westwood because he threatened to kill the twins if she stayed with Walter. That’s the only reason Westwood wants her back; he can’t stand to lose. Can’t stand that she loved Walter and not him. Can’t stand that he’s raising Walter’s child. Raising her to hate him. All of them hate Walter. Sorry, ‘the Bastard.’ They’ve been brainwashed.” 


     “It’s less terrifying than hating Westwood,” said Rue. 


     “If you want to psychoanalyze something, how about analyzing the fact that Elnora never liked it here. To force her back would be wrong.” 


     “Wronger than murdering someone at a ball?” 


     “I only do what I’m programmed.” 


     “Well, that’s very convenient, but you have a soul—Grissel saw it. If you have a soul you should know better. Unless Walter enslaved your soul and is forcing you to do his bidding?” 


     “I’m nobody’s slave. I can leave anytime, but I like to be needed, and Walter likes to surround himself with things he can fix, so we’re good for each other.” 


     “Stanton thinks they can fix it, everything that’s wrong in this house. The scary thing is, he might be right. What’s my role in a happy home?” 


     “Your role is whatever you want it to be. I was a spy, but you? You’re a cuckoo. Cuckoos don’t leave the nest, Rue. Cuckoos take over.” 


     Frida removed a wrapped package from her backpack. “Walter sends his regards.” 


     “Another bomb?” 


     “You’re more use to Walter alive than dead. Open it. You’ll see.” She leapt through the window. 


     Rue uncovered a tin box with a note attached. 


  


   


  

       


     Dear Rue, 


     Frida told me about you, that you might be a possible ally in my quest to ensure that John never gets Elnora into his abusive clutches ever again. I hope you like the gift; it was a fun project to work on. The only payment I ask is that you do the right thing and sabotage any and all of John’s psychotic schemes. I’m unsure if heartless are capable of pity, but you have a heart now—use it well. 


     “The Bastard” 


     P.S. My friends call me Walter 


  


   


  

       


     Rue popped open the tin box and saw a bright red heart on a bed of white tissue paper, life-sized and as fresh looking as if it had just been stolen. It even smelled right, like blood and life. 


     Rue turned the heart in her hands, admiring its heft. It was clearly hand-made—she could see the wiring inside the valves—but an excellent simulation. 


     A simulation that would piss off the Westwoods in ways she couldn’t even imagine. 


     Rue should be the pissed one. A stranger thought well enough of her to make her needs a priority while her own boyfriends— 


     Rue couldn’t follow such a ridiculous thought any further. She wasn’t a priority to the Bastard. He wanted revenge on Westwood, and she was his second bite at the apple. 


     Someone in the hall. Running. She closed the tin. Managed to shove the box beneath the bed, just before the door opened. 


     “It’s Stanton,” Sterling said, frantic but quiet since it was after two in the morning. He was wearing the violet-lensed glasses, and had the look of a mad scientist. 


     She followed him to the family room where Stanton sat on the couch, staring at the portrait of their mother over the fireplace. 


     Sterling removed the glasses and handed them to Rue, but she already knew. 


     “Stanton?” He was cold and unresponsive to her touch. She felt for his pulse, hand shaking, and when she felt his heartbeat, she threw her arms around him, relieved. 


     “Me too,” Sterling told her. “I thought for sure he was dead but he’s just sitting there. Not moving or talking or—” 


     “What’s the point?” said Stanton, startling them. His breath was freezing against Rue’s cheek. “I’m basically dead. May as well play the part.” 


     “You don’t have a soul, do you?” said Rue. 


     “Dad took it,” said Stanton. “Said he was tired of waiting. Said Lazarus may take years to deliver. Said pieces here and there weren’t giving conclusive results, so he took what was left. Unraveled the whole thing in the bone machine.” 


     “Did it work? Did he find a piece of Elnora’s soul?” 


     “Won’t know for a while.” 


     “So why don’t you share your soul with him,” Rue asked Sterling, “like you’ve been doing?” 


     Stanton said, “I never have to do anything except be near him. Problem is he doesn’t have enough left to lend me. Not without becoming like me.” 


     “You can see my soul? Without the glasses?” 


     “The tiniest spark, hiding from me. Like a curse, seeing what I’ve lost. Grissel is always hugging or kissing us to get close to our souls. That fire. I always pushed her away, but now I understand.” 


     Rue exhaled a bit of her soul into her hand, just as she’d done for Grissel. Held the glowing tendril out to Sterling. “Breathe this in.” 


     He did, before she’d finished speaking. His face reddened immediately, but it was his brother who spoke. 


     “It’s coming back!” 


     Rue put on the glasses, watched not only Stanton but also Sterling fill with light stippled with orange and gray and violet, traces of her own soul threaded with theirs, so bright her eyes began to sting. 


     “Can you still see our souls?” Sterling asked his brother, who no longer looked like a corpse that had been forgotten on the couch. 


     “No. Thank God. That was so bad. Like being shut out of the world.” 


     Sterling gave Rue a big squeeze. “I should chop you into little pieces and charge crazy money to feed you to sick people.” 


     Stanton said, “Or we could nominate her for sainthood. How many people can say they’re literally good for your soul?” 


     “I’m no saint.” 


     They pulled Rue down to sit between them. “You’re better than that. You’re part of us now.” 


     “Is this love?” she asked, watching the way their souls had knotted around hers. “Like being tied up, but from the inside?” 


     “Knotted feels right. But now you can’t run away when Mother returns. You’ve made it impossible.” 


     Rue thought of the box in her room. Thought of her sister. 


     I’ll leave it with Mr. Beardsley. 


     Nettle had lied to her. Had forsaken her, but a heart of her own? One that always worked? Nettle wouldn’t be able to resist that. 


     Knots could be untied, but a sister, even a pissed off sister, was forever. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 33 


     Rue watered the east lawn with a few gallons of vinegar to kill off the red clot that had overtaken the grass. When the orangey-red vegetable matter had disintegrated, she disposed of the empty jugs, headed back to the house, and came upon Karissa in the garden. 


     She sat in a familiar spot—the lap of the octo-woman. Rue suddenly understood what Sterling had meant when he’d come upon her in a similar position the day of the spectacular, when he’d made the crack about how she’d looked like a love deprivation experiment. Watching Karissa try to comfort herself against the unyielding stone sent Rue rushing to her side. 


     “What happened?” 


     Karissa didn’t raise her head from the statue’s breast; instead she placed the lilac hatbox she’d been cradling at Rue’s feet and removed the lid. 


     Peppermint was coiled inside, nestled against white fleece, his body sliced into two almost equal pieces. 


     Rue scooped up Karissa and gave her the hug the statue couldn’t, despite a plethora of arms. 


     “When it’s warm, Peppermint likes to lay on that rock right there in the sun. I’m glad it’s warmer now. He hates being cold.” 


     Rue sat on the warm rock with Karissa. “Your father killed him.” 


     Karissa shook her head, and tears flew this way and that. “Adele has books in her shop and I read one and it said how to make a sick person, like Daddy, feel better. There were all these things, herbs and spices. And shapes. Different circles and triangles. And a sacrifice. That was the last thing.” 


     Rue remembered being questioned about sacrifice that day at the museum. She’d clearly given the wrong answers. 


     “Someone I love to save someone I love. Like a balance. That’s what the book said. So I thought about the twins and you, but the feeling was too big. And I thought about Grissel and Drabbin, and it wasn’t big enough. But when I thought about Peppermint, it felt just right. Balanced.” 


     A snake for a snake. Of course it was balanced. 


     “What did Westwood give in return?” 


     “Mama. He can’t bring her back if he’s dead. She’s the only thing that really matters.” 


     Rue set Karissa on her feet and snatched up the hatbox. Karissa chased her as she marched into the house, awfully worried about a dead snake that, according to her, didn’t really matter. 


     Westwood was in his bedroom, which had changed drastically since the last time Rue had seen it. 


     The circle rugs and cherry bedspread were gone. So were the heads. Including Ethan’s. Everything Grissel had added had been stripped away, and the room was as black and white as an old film. Except Elnora’s portrait—the one splash of life and vibrancy—hanging alone on the wall. 


     For the first time in a week, Westwood was out of bed, dressing before a mirror, though the results so far were less thorough than usual. He was slightly palsied, as though electricity still pulsed through him. 


     “Feeling better?” 


     “Much.” He knotted his tie, clumsily. “Thank you for asking.” 


     “Know why you feel better?” 


     “Time heals all wounds?” 


     “Because Kissy traded Peppermint’s life for yours.” 


     Rue shoved the hatbox at Westwood. He stared at it, then at Karissa peeping in the doorway. 


     “Why such drama? We’ll just bring him back.” 


     Karissa burst into tears. “We will?” 


     “If snakes have souls, then yes.” He held the box to Karissa. “Take this. Tell Drabbin to put it on ice immediately.” 


     Karissa stepped forward, wavering in and out of visibility, Rue ready to spring forward at the first sign of danger. But when Karissa grabbed the box, Westwood turned back to the mirror. 


     Karissa ran off. 


     “You seem deflated.” Westwood fastened his pocket watch to his vest. “What did you think would happen?” 


     Rue said nothing. 


     “Why are you so determined to make me the villain?” 


     “You killed your wife, you nearly killed Stanton, you have a God complex, you’re selfish.” 


     He laughed. 


     “You have an evil laugh.” 


     He stopped, hurt. 


     “Stanton was never in any danger. Not with you around. Grissel told me you shared your soul with her. Of course you would share it with Stanton. That’s the kind of person you are, the reason you fit in so well here. I only wish you had the same esteem for me as I have for you. In attempting to right past wrongs, I’m having to make my own rules. Rewriting the laws of the universe would give anyone a complex, God or otherwise.” He slipped on his suit jacket. 


     “And my laughter is sensuous. Not evil.” 


     “They aren’t mutually exclusive.” 


     “I’m not the villain! How can I be the villain in my own story?” 


     “Heroes don’t rewrite the universe. Heroes don’t force the dead to come back.” 


     “And I should do what heroes do? Only that? How like heartless are you?” 


     The sting of his remark was unexpectedly painful. 


     “If you’re allowed your deviations, Just Rue, then so am I.” 


     He reached for the pomade, then laughed at his bald head. “It doesn’t need any extra shine, does it?” 


     “What will you do when Elnora returns? Ask her forgiveness? What if she doesn’t forgive you? I wouldn’t.” 


     “I told you this is my story. The hero always wins the girl.” 


     “What does the girl win?” 


     “Her life.” 


  




   
    
    Chapter 34 
 
    Rue left Westwood’s room, defeated, and had only just wandered down to the opposite end of the hall when the twins came bursting from their room. They accosted Rue and danced her in a circle, talking both to her and over her head to each other, spinning her faster and faster. 
 
    She freed herself. Tried to leave. 
 
    But they blocked her way, dancing with each other since she wouldn’t participate. “We figured it out,” they kept saying. “We know how to get her back. We know how to open a door to eternity. We figured it out!”  
 
    “What good is that, without part of her body?”  
 
    “You were there when the Lazarus snake said he’d grant our wish.”  
 
    “Did he say when?”  
 
    “Stop trying to kill our joy, killjoy.” Sterling kicked his heels together. “We figured it out!” 
 
    “We looked over all the info we got from Runyon’s brain—”  
 
    “—the stuff that we could comprehend, which wasn’t a hell of a lot.”  
 
    “—and there’s only one thing we need to get her back. Just one thing. Aside from her teeth.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “An hourglass beetle!”  
 
    “That’s insane.” Rue backed away from their disturbed enthusiasm. “That’s dangerous. I knew a heartless woman old enough to be my mother who caught one and regressed so far back, she looks about Karissa’s age. Younger even.”  
 
    The twins waved that off. “You just have to know how to handle them.”  
 
    “Hourglass beetles can be very reasonable if you know how to bargain: one beetle for something of equal or greater value.”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    They grinned at her.  
 
    Rue was astounded not only that swapping her for a beetle could make them so happy, but that being the cause of their happiness should please her so. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The clock tower atop the courthouse in Fountain Square had four clocks. The one facing north had the correct time. The one facing south ran backwards; west’s clock displayed random times from one second to the next and east’s had stopped completely.  
 
    It was because of the beetles. Hourglass beetles had infested the clock tower a hundred years ago, and it hadn’t been the same since. The Porterenes were unsure how to get rid of them; they couldn’t be killed because the beetles, like time itself, were eternal.  
 
    Rue and the twins went into the courthouse, which was closed on Sundays, but the tower remained open, mostly because no one was dumb enough to go up there while it was infested with hourglass beetles. Until today. 
 
    They climbed the circular tower stairs, opened the trapdoor at the top, and climbed up into a dreamlike scene. Gears floated in midair, cogs drifted past their noses like pesky insects. The beetles themselves, quarter-sized and colored a shiny gold, skittered along the floor and over the clockwork mechanism. 
 
    Rue’s phone beeped at her, and she almost didn’t hear it over the flutter of wings and the ceaseless ticking. As the twins stalked the beetles, glass jars with holes punched through the lids at the ready, Rue received a text so absurd, she dismissed it as a cosmic anomaly, the result of being in the presence of so many hourglass beetles. 
 
    As she put the phone away, Stanton scooped one of the beetles into a jar, and as soon as the lid was screwed on, a huge baseball sized beetle flew before Stanton’s face. So huge, it could only be the queen. 
 
    “What will you give me in exchange for my daughter?” The queen beetle didn’t speak, exactly; the hive spoke, fluttering their wings in a way that imitated human speech. 
 
    Rue raised her hand. “Me.” 
 
    Stanton pushed Rue behind him, but the queen beetle followed. 
 
    “You’ll stay?” 
 
    “No!” said the twins. 
 
    “Sure I will. I’ll sit right here and I won’t get in anybody’s way.” 
 
    “Excuse us, ma’am.” The twins backed away respectfully from the queen, dragging Rue with them before turning on her. 
 
    “What the hell is your problem? You can’t stay here with a bunch of insects.”  
 
    “Isn’t this why you asked me to come?” 
 
    “You for a bug is not a fair trade,” said the twins. 
 
    “Then what did you bring me for?” 
 
    “Your soul.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Yes, you unbelievable idiot. Even less than you gave us.” 
 
    After a moment to fully understand what they were saying, Rue breathed out her soul.  
 
    “Just a little,” said Stanton. “Too much can hurt the beetles.” 
 
    “And time itself,” Sterling added. “Let’s not forget that part.” 
 
    Rue held up the marble-sized bit of her soul for the queen to examine. The beetle queen gripped the colorful ball of light between multiple legs, while the other beetles crowded around. “This is a fine replacement. A fair trade. You may go.” 
 
    Outside, Rue’s phone beeped at her again, revealed another message just as absurd as the previous one but, away from the beetles’ influence, she had to take it seriously. 
 
    While the twins studied the trapped beetle, their backs to her, Rue slipped away. 
 
    It took a while to run to the dark park, to Mr. Beardsley, but Rue finally made it, only panting a little. 
 
    “Nettle?” 
 
    She read the two absurd messages again. 
 
      
 
    I change my mind. Dodder is boring. Just like you say. I want to have fun. Can we go someplace? Austin or someplace? 
 
      
 
    Meet me by Mr. Beardsley. I don’t care where we go. I do love you enough. I love you too much. 
 
      
 
    Rue waited near the stump, claws extended, waiting for a flood of heartless to ambush her. Nettle wouldn’t have simply forgiven her for Thyme. Eventually yes, but the wound was too fresh. But someone had written the texts from her phone. 
 
    Except Nettle wouldn’t have told anyone about Mr. Beardsley. She had neglected to leave food for Rue, but Nettle didn't want her dead. Maybe she hadn’t neglected to leave food. Maybe someone had tricked her. Hurt her. 
 
    She dialed the number. 
 
    “You get my message?” 
 
    “Yes. Yeah, but...Nettle?” 
 
    “What? Why you sound confused?” 
 
    “You want to run away? With me?” 
 
    “Yes. When I go to take you food, to leave it in our secret place, Dodder stop me. He tell me I have to wait and he will go with me. And his parents and grandparents and cousins. And when they learn the food is for you, they take it all to eat for themselves. I tell Heath, but he don’t want to hear. Just go away in his red car. I don’t want this.” 
 
    “I can take you with me to the plantation.” 
 
    “No! Not to them that killed Grandpa. We have to go some other where. It will be better for you to get away from them. They make you do bad things.” 
 
    “They just want to...maybe.” 
 
    “I am almost ready with my bags. Pick a place for us, okay? Here I come.” 
 
    Rue put the phone away, unable to settle on what she was feeling. Happy that Nettle had finally come to her way of thinking. Sad to leave the Westwood children. She had been on the verge of some great revelation that would now have to wait to be unveiled. Nettle would always be first with her. 
 
    So she waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    Hours later, when the sun began to go down, she was still waiting. And then, a text: 
 
    I change my mind. Sorry. 
 
    “Are you hungry again?” 
 
    The twins stepped forward, flashlights in their hands, trained on her. 
 
    “How did you know I was here?” 
 
    “Your phone. Dad likes to keep track of everyone. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The wind had picked up, a chilly north wind that smelled of rain. Sterling watched Rue shiver like she was doing it to irritate him. Except he put his arm around her. 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Because I’m stupid.” 
 
    “You really thought we were just gonna leave you?” 
 
    It took Rue a moment to understand the reference. “Oh. Yes.” 
 
    “And you would have stayed?” 
 
    “I’d rather leave than be left.” 
 
    “No one is leaving. Especially not us. Let’s go home.” 
 
    “I don’t have a home. What does that even mean? Home?” 
 
    “We’re still trying to figure out what love means—one thing at a time, huh?” 
 
      
 
  


   


  

     The curtains billowed in the wind like a sail, like Rue’s room was drifting away. Pleasantly chill in the darkness, but only because the twins were in bed with her. 


     “I love you,” she said, trying the words on for size. “I love you!” she said louder, in case volume made a difference. Or perhaps quantity? “I love you I love you I love you I love you I love—” 


     “Shut up.” Sterling put his hand over her mouth. “And don’t say stuff you don’t mean.” 


     “Don’t shut her up,” said Stanton from her opposite side. “She’s having a breakthrough. I never believed she’d say it without me goading her. This is great.” 


     Rue bit Sterling’s hand and he drew it away hissing. She licked his blood from her lips. “I don’t know that I don’t mean it. I don’t know what love is any more than you do.” 


     “I do know what it is.” Sterling sucked the sore spot where she’d bitten him. “A gnawing pain like hunger. But the only thing I’m hungry for is you. That’s what love is. That’s what it feels like.” 


     “What you’re feeling is actual hunger,” said Stanton. “A sandwich or two will take care of that.” 


     “I’m not talking about food!” 


     “I know what you mean, Sterling. Sort of. It doesn’t feel like hunger though. It feels like knots. It can’t be both, can it?” 


     “I don’t think it has to feel one specific way.” 


     Stanton watched them kiss, sleepily. And his stomach growled. “Sure could go for that sandwich.” 


     Karissa burst into the room, throwing the door wide. “I can’t sleep.” 


     “Is it your dad?” Rue switched on the light and scrambled out of bed. “Did he try to hurt you?” 


     “Daddy doesn’t want to hurt me anymore. But I think there’s a monster in my room.” She climbed onto Rue’s bed and said, “I thought you were gonna stop walking around naked.” 


     “I wasn’t walking around. The twins and I were—” 


     “Never mind, Rue!” He and Sterling were bright red and holding the covers up to their chins. “Uh, Kissy...do me a favor and go make Sterling and me a sandwich.” 


     “Okay.” As soon as she was gone, the twins leaped out of bed and into their boxers. Stanton tossed Rue a nightgown and she tugged it on as she hurried to Karissa’s room to investigate. After a thorough search she went back to her own room and found Karissa on the bed with the twins eating tomato and cream cheese sandwiches. 


     “Did you find the monster?” Karissa asked. 


     Rue climbed in with them. “No. I searched the rest of the floor, too. Nothing.” 


     “Can I still sleep in here?” Karissa asked. “It’s lonely without Peppermint.” 


     The four of them curled up, Karissa a heavy weight against Rue’s chest, the twins bookending them. 


     Just as she was relaxing into sleep, Rue’s toes curled against something cold and sticky. She asked Stanton to turn on the light, and when he did, Rue lifted the covers. 


     A dead bird lay below, soaking her feet and the sheets with its blood. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 35 


     Karissa’s birthday party was Friday, the first day of spring. Paper fairies smacked into the dining room windows, Shonen Knife sang about strawberry cream puffs, Rue and the twins sat at the table in conical hats watching the birthday girl in her white bunny costume. Her pink ears twitched every time she thwacked the bear-shaped piñata with a stick. Because the twins had made the piñata, it writhed in agony, growling and batting its paws at Karissa who quickly put it out of its misery and then squealed when a shower of hard candy and chocolates rained on her. 


     After eating her fill of sweets, Karissa joined the others at the table and unwrapped the stack of presents piled there, starting with Adele’s presents—a plaid sleeping bag and a red lantern shaped like a Tyrannosaurus Rex. 


     “I’m going to take these on my camping trip!” 


     “I like that you’re so excited about that camping trip,” said Stanton, dislike coloring very word. “But don’t have too much fun with Adele. Don’t let her talk you into fleeing the country with her or something crazy like that.” 


     “I won’t,” said Karissa, and exchanged a do-you-see-what-I-have-to-deal-with look with Rue. 


     Sterling rolled a large, draped object that had been in the corner nearer to Karissa. “Well since you’re not abandoning us, I guess you can have this. Happy birthday.” 


     He pulled off the sheet, unveiling a terrarium and the inhabitant inside resting on a log. 


     “A Jesus lizard!” Karissa reached into the terrarium and scooped it into her hands, covering it in kisses. “I’m gonna name him Bojangles. I bet Peppermint…” 


     Much of the excitement left her and she sat once again in her chair, quietly stroking her new pet. 


     Stanton said, “Dad’ll come through. You know how he is when he sets his mind on something; he doesn’t give up.” 


     Rue passed Karissa her phone. “This is my present for you, but it’s not the sort that can be wrapped.” 


     Karissa moved Bojangles to her shoulder and pressed the play icon on the screen of Rue’s phone. 


     The Lazarus snake swayed awkwardly and then exclaimed in his booming voice, “Hello, Karissa. Happy birthday. I’m sure your age is important to you, but for me, time has no meaning.” He cleared his throat, and then shot a desperate look off-camera where Rue’s voice floated back: 


     “The invitation?” 


     “Oh yes!” Lazarus faced the camera again. “I understand we missed an opportunity to meet formally, and so I extend an invitation to you now. Any time you’d like to visit with your charming friend Rue, you may.” 


     When the video ended, Karissa gave back the phone and turned to the twins, hopeful. “Can I meet him this time? He said it was okay. Please?” 


     “Only with Rue,” said Stanton, like it was costing him. 


     “And only if you swear not to ask him for anything,” Sterling added. 


     “I swear. Hooray! Rue, can we go when I get back from my camping—” 


     “I see you started the party without me.” 


     As the fun screeched to a halt, Westwood strolled to the Mars end of the table, presiding over his brood. A fine mist of stubble had finally grown back over his head, white, as though the lightning had aged him twenty years. A paper fairy landed on his head, but he didn’t shoo it away. 


     “Don’t look so wary,” he announced. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. I’m here to make peace. I thought about how much you, all of you, have sacrificed for my sake, for my dream.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Your souls, your beloved pet, your family. But what have I sacrificed?” Westwood bowed his head, like he was ashamed. 


     Once he was able to look up again it was Karissa he focused on. Karissa, who had been wavering between there and not there since he’d arrived. 


     “And so I shall sacrifice my rage. I hated you for being born, for what you represented: that Elnora no longer loved me. But I’m letting it go. I…” He tried again. “I’m sorry.” 


     “You won’t try to hurt me anymore?” said Karissa, fully opaque. 


     “I promise I won’t.” He put his hand over his heart, and then held out his arms to her. 


     Karissa remained in her seat, disbelieving but hopeful. 


     Grissel and Drabbin entered from the kitchen, carrying drinks and dinner platters covered with silver domes that Rue had only ever seen in the movies. 


     “Thanks for that bit of healing the other day,” said Grissel, setting dishes before Rue and Karissa. “I feel much better.” 


     She was still pale but no longer see-through, and she was wearing the black wig again, the one that was supposed to make her look more like Elnora, but instead made her look as if something foul had been dumped over her head. 


     “Did your soul come back to you?” Sterling asked. “Like ours did?” 


     “No, but it’s just as well, isn’t it? Pretty sure Elnora wouldn’t like to share.” 


     When everyone had been served, Westwood said, “Lift the dome, birthday girl.” 


     Karissa did, and Rue instantly recognized her mom’s head, even though she’d been cooked and her skin had rippled and darkened. 


     Karissa sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. “I don’t have to eat people. The twins said so.” 


     Westwood laughed. “It’s not for eating. There’s a prize inside. Pull off the top of her head.” 


     Karissa did. She had to use both hands, and what she saw made her scream. 


     With joy. 


     “Peppermint!” Karissa lifted his stitched together body out of the empty head. 


     “A sneak peek of what we’re going to do for Elnora.” 


     Karissa kissed Peppermint’s nose and let the twins pet him. “He remembers me! I can tell.” 


     Peppermint lunged at Karissa’s shoulder and in moments Bojangles was sliding down his throat. 


     “Peppermint! That wasn’t nice.” But Karissa’s face couldn’t hold on to anything like displeasure. “I guess I deserved it. I’m sorry, Peppermint. I’ll never hurt you again, no matter what. I promise.” 


     After the snake sucked down Bojangles’ tail, he bumped noses with Karissa. 


     “I love Peppermint so much,” she burbled, as he curled in her lap to digest his meal. “The only thing is, if sacrifice means giving something up, are you allowed to get it back?” 


     “Of course. Sacrifice carries with it the idea that if you let go of something, you’ll get it, or something even better.” 


     “I wish I knew all that before. I wouldn’t have worried so much.” Karissa pulled the dome off Rue’s dish. “I wanna see what everybody else got!” 


     Westwood said something, but Nettle’s head was on the platter, and Rue couldn’t hear him. 


     That’s why she hadn’t heard from Nettle since that day she’d waited so fruitlessly beside Mr. Beardsley. Because she was dead. A crazy flood of relief washed through Rue. A deluge. She began to drown. 


     “Who are these people?” Karissa said, staring at everyone’s plate. 


     “Rue’s family,” said Westwood. “This is Rue’s sacrifice. The price she was willing to pay. What do we say, children?” 


     “Thank you.” 


     “Peppermint says thank you, too,” Karissa added, grinning. The twins…their faces were blank, but Rue had gotten so much better at reading their eyes. 


     They were horrified. 


     Her brothers’ heads on the twins’ plates. Her father’s head on Westwood’s plate. 


     “Open them!” 


     “You’re the birthday girl,” Westwood told Karissa. “Only you get treats.” 


     The nightmare Rue had the other day came back. The dead bird soaking the bed in blood. All the nightmares came back, every wretched thing she’d ever dreamed or witnessed. All harbingers that one day she would find her sister’s head on a plate. If only Rue had read the signs. She could have prevented this. 


     “You don’t mind?” Westwood asked her. “It’s such a nice sacrifice on your part, don’t you think? And now that the twins won’t have to worry that you’ll leave or do something foolish—like run away with your sister—they can focus on what really matters.” 


     He said more things, but Rue’s brain ceased to function the way it usually did. She kept blacking out. 


     Staring at Nettle’s head. 


     Blackout. 


     Playing pin the tail on the lizard. 


     Blackout. 


     Sitting with Stanton who wiped her face. Rue didn’t understand why until she looked down and saw that she was covered in vomit. Because she’d tried to eat her sister, even though Rue couldn’t eat cooked things. 


     Blackout. 


     The twins, with a red wheelbarrow they had gotten from somewhere, carting the desecrated heads of her family through the kitchen door. 


     Blackout. 


     Sitting in the twins’ room while they talked and talked. Couldn’t hear them. Could only hear the rush of nothingness filling her, spilling out of her, flooding the room, drowning her. 


  




  

     Blackout 


     Drabbin sat cross-legged on the floor of his room, a pungent den in greens and browns with sloping attic ceilings. He’d gathered his superfluous skin at the crown of his head and banded it into a fleshy topknot that had put his face somewhat into alignment though his nose had a tendency to shift out of position. 


     She’d interrupted him in the act of pouring something dark and sweet-smelling into a tiny vial. 


     “Rue! Come to pay me a visit, then?” 


     “I didn’t want to. I’m not ready to be out yet.” Rue closed the door behind her. Locked it. “Not where there are people.” 


     The calendar on the wall, of a pack of wolves licking their chops, claimed it was April 1972. 


     “Your calendar lies.” 


     “Yeah, but it also tells the truth. My father died April ‘72. Most important date of my life. The day when I started to go wrong. And here I am: how much wronger could I be?” 


     “You cooked my family.” 


     “Precisely.” 


     “I shouldn’t be here. I wish she’d let me go back.” 


     “Back where? What are you on about?” 


     “What are all these items?” 


     “Surplus from the lab. I take a few things now and then, what won’t be missed. Figure I can luck on to a recipe to reverse what Westwood done to my face.” 


     “Ask him to reverse it. Doesn’t he owe you? For cooking my family? Why did you cook them? To eat them? Did you eat them?” 


     “I’m a cook, not a cannibal. I thought you were the cannibal. I cooked them for you.” 


     “I can’t eat cooked things!” 


     She recoiled from the lustful look on Drabbin’s face. 


     “I wanna go back. Let me go back.” 


     “Back where? Who’re you talking to?” 


     “Her. The other. My soul? That bitch. She won’t let me back in where it’s safe. I can’t heal out here.” 


     “Some hurts can be healed on the inside, but only after the outside pain’s been nixed. And it’s no good to run from problems. The bleeders’ll follow you straight to hell. May as well face ‘em and save the fare.” 


     “Nix the outside pain? How?” 


     “Ha! Sexual healing’s my specialty.” 


     “Who chopped off Nettle’s head? Was it you?” 


     “Nah. Grissel’s the head chopper in the family. I shot them all through the chest, though. To paralyze them. My aim’s better than Grissel’s by a damn sight.” 


     Had the twins shared the anatomical diagrams they’d made of Rue? But then Westwood could have made his own diagrams from Thyme. Maybe the healing Rue had to enact out here wouldn’t require a visit with the twins. Maybe. 


     “I remember this,” she said, pausing before a bottle full of yellow fluid. “From the rug creature that hurt me. I had such a hard time knitting my skin back together.” 


     “From here, looks like you did a pretty good job.” His mouth had frozen into an unrelenting smirk thanks to his tightly drawn skin. 


     She would have spoken, but his fingers against her tongue silenced her. 


     “You have a lot of canine teeth. Twice as many as humans.” He cut his thumb against one of them and she couldn’t tell if it was on purpose. Drabbin released her and put his thumb in his mouth, tasting his own blood, tasting her. “You ready to be healed?” 


     Rue walked deliberately to the shelf and removed the bottle of rug venom. “Are you?” 


     “On your knees, then.” 


     She knelt and waited while Drabbin unzipped his jeans. 


     Rue removed the plug and swished some of the venom in her mouth. Slowly, so he could see. His breath quickened, but he didn’t move. Not until she swallowed his erection. 


     He pulled away almost immediately and she sat back, ignoring the pain in her mouth as the acid tried and failed to destroy her flesh. But it was a small price to pay to watch the acid do to Drabbin what it couldn’t do to her. 


     The acid spread outward from his penis and engulfed his skin like fire over flash paper. 


     “Haven’t felt anything in so long.” Drabbin’s smile lasted until his lips dissolved. 


     The acid took very little time to eat Drabbin’s flesh; his bones hit the floor like a musical thank you. Rue lay next to the bones. 


     “You’re welcome.” 


  




  

     Blackout 


     Rue was sitting in the garden in what she assumed was her summer uniform: black cotton gauze with short sleeves trimmed in white to match the collar. She didn’t remember putting it on or who had given it to her. Or why she was in the garden. Or what day it was. The sun was setting, so if it was the same day, it had grown much later. 


     Grissel joined Rue at the metal table beneath the magnolia tree. 


     “What the hell did you call me out here for?” Grissel asked. “More of your tasty soul, I hope?” 


     “You’re as well as I can make you. Now you have to make me well.” 


     “How?” 


     “You have to play a game with me.” 


     “And if I win?” 


     “My soul. A small taste.” 


     “Every day for a month. And what do you get?” 


     “Oblivion. Deal?” 


     “Deal! But what do you mean, oblivion?” 


     Rue dropped out of sight behind the red tip photinias where she’d hidden Drabbin’s skull and showed it to Grissel at the table. 


     “You have to guess who this is.” 


     When Grissel stared at it blankly, Rue worked the jaw. “Even though I’m dead, all the guys and ghouls want to bone me. Hyuck, hyuck.” 


     “That’s not Drabbin.” Grissel was still blank. With shock, Rue decided. Not confusion. 


     “The accent is hard.” 


     “Not my Drabbin.” 


     “Are you sad? You shouldn’t be. He died smiling. So will you.” 


     Grissel touched the skull, fingers trembling. 


     “I thought about the countless ways I could kill the two of you,” Rue told her, “slicing bits off you and making you feed them to Drabbin and vice versa. Ripping out your hearts while you were still conscious. Really vindictive things. But we’re family. Isn’t that what you said? So I’ll make it pleasant for you too.” 


     Grissel backed away and tripped over something. Over the box Rue had set there. The box with Ethan’s head in it. 


     “I thought the mister threw them all away.” She freed the head from the case, blankness washed away in a flood of joy. “Where did you find him?” 


     “The servants saved Ethan. They…loved him. Love could be the reason, couldn’t it?” 


     “I don’t know why the mister threw everything away. I was so afraid I would never…. Oh, Ethan!” 


     “Why would Elnora have Ethan’s head? Or any heads? He still wants you to be Elnora, doesn’t he?” 


     “It has nothing to do with her or what she wanted. There’s nothing of Elnora’s in that room either. Nor anything of himself. Sometimes I think he died when she did, and something profane and unspeakable took over his body. That’s how I felt when my Ethan died—like the walking dead. If I’m dead, what does anything matter?” Grissel laughed, a sweet girlish sound. 


     “Ethan would laugh to hear me waxing philosophical. God, I’d give anything to hear him laugh again—” 


     Rue jabbed her claws into Grissel’s throat and sliced her head off her shoulders. Black wig one way, her head the other. Even headless it took a while for her body to stop twitching. 


     But when her head rolled to a stop, the smile remained, blissful. 


  




  

     Blackout 


  




  

    

     Chapter 36 


     At dinnertime, Westwood prowled about the house screaming for Drabbin and Grissel. 


     The twins were silent as their father’s frantic voice echoed down the corridors. They didn’t touch their eggplant parmesan, too busy staring at Rue who sat across from them, covered in blood. She hadn’t bothered to clean up; she couldn’t focus, not even on the twins. 


     Just one more to go before her soul would let her escape. 


     “What have you done?” the twins asked Rue. 


     “I’m writing a new ending, and hoping I won’t have to write the two of you out of the story too. Did you know what Westwood had planned for my family?” 


     Stanton said, “We would have told you. What kind of people do you think we are?” 


     “The kind willing to sacrifice anyone as long as they can bring their mother back from the dead.” 


     “You’re looking at this the wrong way. Sure Dad killed your family, but only so that you’d have to be a part of ours. It’s kind of flattering when you think about it.” Sterling flinched from the look on her face. “As long as you don’t think too deeply.” 


     “He’s right. Tactless, but right. Even if we had known, you almost starved to death to avoid your family. I understand that you want to balance things, but Nettle for Grissel and Drabbin is enough.” 


     “Is it? Your father said I was worth three people. If I am, Nettle definitely was. So for true balance, I need a third head.” 


     “And I’m number three?” Westwood came into the room. “Did you bury them at least?” 


     “Yes. What was left.” 


     “Jesus, Rue,” said Stanton. 


     “I can show you.” 


     “Please do.” 


     She led Westwood out to the garden, and the twins came following after, pleading: it had been a misunderstanding, mistakes had been made on both sides, why not drop it and be friends. 


     Rue only wanted to make friends with darkness. The blackouts her soul allowed were the only bright points left in the world, the only way to escape the pain. 


     The sky stretched above, purple and starless, as they walked the gravel path. She’d buried Drabbin and Grissel slightly off the path, among the red cockscomb. She’d thought it fitting since the flowers looked like brains, and she’d only buried their heads. Shallowly. The top of Drabbin’s skull made a white dome in the ground, and Grissel’s blond hair flowed over the grass, nearly as bright as the gravel behind them. 


     Westwood grabbed the pale strands and Grissel’s head came free of the earth like a ghastly turnip. While he was busy weeping over Grissel’s head, Rue stood over him and unsheathed her claws. 


     “No!” The twins grabbed her and held her fast. “Don’t.” 


     “Why not? Grissel’s dead, Elnora has no body to possess; so what’s his purpose now? Other than a way to avenge my sister.” 


     “Vengeance? I stand on the precipice of greatness, the secrets of the universe mine for the taking, and you want to sabotage my life’s work for vengeance? Are you incapable of rising above trivialities?” 


     “Don’t talk about her like that, Dad. She gave up her fingers for us!” 


     “And they grew back,” said Westwood, unimpressed, dashing tears from his face. “It was nothing to her. A job.” Westwood turned on her. “I made a place for you here. I trusted you with my children—even the ones I didn’t like!—and the whole time you were plotting against us. Tell them what you were really after.” 


     “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 


     “Then let me refresh your memory.” He pulled out a piece of paper and read. “‘Dear Rue. Thanks for the fun project. The only payment I ask is that you don’t allow Westwood to bring Elnora back. Perhaps if you use the heart, you’ll feel pity for her and me as well. Pity enough to prevent this abomination by any means necessary. You have a heart now—use it well. Warmest regards, “The Bastard”. P.S. My friends call me Walter.’” Westwood handed the paper to the twins. “Ring a bell?” 


     Stanton looked up from the letter after reading it twice. “You went to the Bastard for a heart?” 


     “I didn’t go to him,” Rue said. “Frida gave it to me.” 


     “Before or after she tried to kill me?” 


     “Were you in on that?” asked the twins. 


     “No. This was after.” 


     “After how if Frida was blown to pieces?” 


     “She’s a robot. Walter rebuilt her and sent her to me with that.” 


     “‘My friends call me Walter.’” Westwood spat, but Stanton said nothing about appearing nice. “Is he your friend?” 


     “No.” Stanton answered for her. “And she’ll prove it. Burn the heart. Burn it in the incinerator.” 


     “I need it.” She discharged the busboy’s heart, mealy and drained and already failing. “Rebuilding my fingers, rebuilding my mouth, not eating, emotional trauma! I’m not letting you ruin this one.” 


     She place Walter’s heart in her chest, and it attached right away, beating strongly. With none of the euphoria that came with a new heart. 


     The twins looked devastated. “We would have made you a heart.” 


     “When? You’re all too self-absorbed in your unholy mission to bring your mother back from the dead and hand her over to the man who murdered her! When would you ever have time for me?” 


     “We’re self-absorbed? The only reason you want us to fail is because you’re afraid we won’t love you when Mother comes back. Afraid of anyone who can take attention from you. That’s why you wanted to bring Nettle here. Because you couldn’t compete with her at home.” 


     Rue cried and it hurt. And her soul wouldn’t make it not hurt. 


     “I’d never stand in the way of anything you wanted. No matter how selfish. I love you.” 


     Sterling crumpled Walter’s letter and threw it at her. “Your understanding of love is bullshit.” 


     “Stop it! Stop being mean and saying mean things!” 


     Karissa stood near the entrance to the garden beside the hedges. The fairy lamps lighting the garden glinted off her tears. “You’re scaring her.” 


     “Kissy.” Stanton put on his big brother face. “You’re late. We were starting to worry. Why don’t you go inside—” 


     “That’s why she ran away, cuz you’re always yelling and being mean!” 


     “You’re right.” Stanton knelt and hugged her. “We’re sorry.” 


     “I thought we were gonna be nice from now on.” Her voice muffled against his shirt. 


     “We are. I promise we are.” 


     “Because I brought something back to make everybody happy.” 


     “What? Souvenirs from your camping trip?” 


     “No. I don’t know souvenir. I was using my new smell glands to look for herbs so I could find more than Adele, but that’s not what I found. I found this. Look.” Karissa went back around the hedge and returned with a rusted twist of pipes that had been shaped into something vaguely human. It even had a skirt and long black hair and a halfway decent smile. Karissa led it by the hand. Or rather by the stump. It had nothing so defined as a hand. “It was tangled up in a briar patch. I had to cut it free.” 


     The twins beamed at each other. Grabbed Karissa and swung her around. 


     “I asked Adele to take me to the shop first,” she said, laughing and dizzy when they set her on her feet, “so we could get her all cleaned up and she’d look nice when I showed you.” 


     “What is that?” Westwood asked. 


     The twins said, “Our mombot.” 


     “We asked the Lazarus snake to help us find it.” Stanton petted the robot and it trembled under his touch, still carrying the last echo of mechanical life he and Sterling had given it long ago. “There’s a piece of Mother inside it.” 


     “Where?” asked Westwood, trembling as though electricity ran through him again. 


     Stanton pulled apart the metal that formed the halfway decent smile. Several teeth gleamed inside, pearly and perfect. 


     “Elnora’s teeth,” breathed Westwood. 


     Sterling said, “We scooped them off the ground after you dragged her body away.” 


     “And you found it?” Westwood scooped a surprised Karissa into his arms. “You’ve saved this family. Do you even understand that?” 


     “The twins got their wish,” said Karissa, squeezing him almost as hard as he was squeezing her. “And now I got mine. You’ll get yours too, Daddy. I know it.” 


     He gathered the twins into the embrace and they were just one big tangle of arms and tears. 


     “Forget Grissel and Drabbin,” said Westwood. “Once Elnora’s home, this will all seem like a bad dream. We don’t need them. We don’t need anyone but each other.” 


     He was looking at Rue when he said that last part. Rue, who stood apart, wondering how everything had gone so horribly wrong. Frozen as he rewrote her fairytale ending and gobbled the children in his embrace. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 37 


     Rue sat in a car, traveling down El Camino Real. 


     “So where you headed?” asked the driver, a young man in a beanie that looked as tired as he did. 


     “Get me out of Portero. I’ll figure the rest out from there.” 


     “No prob. On my way to Longview, actually. Ever been up there?” 


       


     Blackout 


     Rue stood in front of a store. A closed store because it was the middle of the night. 


     Walter’s Repairs. 


     Rue walked to St. Teresa Avenue, which was busier, and flagged down a car. A lady in a fedora pulled over. 


     “Need a ride?” 


     “Yes. Preferably out of town.” 


     “Hop in. How far out of town? I’m on my way to Castelaine. My niece is about to have a baby. Just move the gift basket to the back seat. And help yourself to a cigar. They’re just chocolate, no worries. Had ’em special made at Gourmandise just for this occasion. They even have that sweet, smoky cigar flavor. What’s the matter? Don’t you like chocolate?” 


       


     Blackout 


     Rue stood before Walter’s Repairs in the daylight, a chocolate cigar in her mouth. She spat it into the gutter and screamed, “Goddamn it! You won’t let me into the shelter. You won’t let me out of this horrible town. What do you want me to do?” 


       


     Blackout 


     Rue stood in a shop full of toys and eviscerated junk on tables. A man sat at one of the tables. 


     “Help you?” 


     A grimy and rugged man with an aggressive jaw and nothing of the artist in his bearing, certainly nothing whimsical. Nothing at all to suggest he’d been the one to make the dapperly dressed owl cradled in his hands. But he had; this was Walter. He looked just like Karissa, minus the blue eyes. 


     “Where’s Frida?” 


     “On assignment. You’re Rue? What happened? Did you kill Westwood? I’ll hide you, don’t worry.” 


     “I didn’t kill anyone. Well, I did, but not Westwood. I don’t know why I’m here.” 


     The heart Walter had made for her, burst from Rue’s chest, ruining her bodice and nearly smacking Walter in the face. But his reflexes were excellent. 


     “Or maybe I’m here to return your heart. My body seems to be rejecting it.” 


     “I don’t want it back. Frida said you’d understand.” 


     “I do. I tried.” 


     “And?” 


     “They love him.” 


     Walter sat back, disappointed. 


     “They found your letter. They think the two of us are plotting against them.” 


     “We are. He’s a monster.” 


     “They don’t see him like that. They don’t have to. That’s your role. And mine.” 


     “If I’d been informed you were using the heart, I would have activated it.” 


     “Informed by who? How many spies do you have in that house?” 


     “Doesn’t matter. I’ll find a new way. I won’t let them have Elnora.” 


     “Are bombs your answer to everything? What about Karissa and the twins? The servants?” 


     “What about them? The only innocent person in all this is Elnora.” 


     “I don’t feel sorry for her. Can you imagine being loved like that? A love that hunts you down all through eternity and never leaves you in peace?” 


     “I don’t have to imagine it.” 


     “Kill Westwood, if that’s what you need, but don’t hurt his kids.” 


     “She’s not his kid.” 


     “Don’t hurt anyone’s kids, especially your own. I’ll know if you do. I’ll find you.” She reached for the door. 


     “Where are you going?” 


     “Away. Finally.” 


     “Without a heart? Won’t you die?” 


     “Does it matter?” 


       


     Blackout 


     Rue awoke in a strange bed in pajamas with dolls’ heads printed on them. The twins and Walter stood nearby, and Karissa lay next to her, propped against the pillows. 


     “She’s back! Hooray!” 


     “I knew it wasn’t good for you to be walking around with no heart.” 


     “Whenever her soul thinks it knows more than Rue does about how to survive,” Karissa explained, “it takes over.” 


     Rue plucked at the pajamas. “What are these clothes?” 


     “You puked all over yourself,” said Walter, grimacing at the memory. “Chocolate. Your uniform is in the wash. I’ll stitch up the tear down the front when it’s dry, and you’ll be good to go.” He looked at everyone. “You will all be good to go.” 


     Rue glowered at the twins. “Why are you even here, instead of with your precious father? Where even is here?” 


     “My apartment over the shop,” said Walter. 


     “And shut up,” said the twins. 


     Stanton said, “What do you mean she has no heart? We saw her insert it.” 


     “She removed it. Violently.” 


     “Why? Because it’s shoddy and a piece of crap?” 


     “Because it was a bomb, Sterling. I didn’t want to come here. I want to leave town but…” 


     “But your soul won’t let you, not with a bomb inside. Good job, Rue’s soul. Well done.” 


     “It knows you need to stay where you are,” Stanton said. “With us.” 


     “She, not it. And I’m not with you. Why are they here?” 


     “I called them,” said Walter. “Got the number from your phone. I thought they’d know what was wrong with you.” 


     “The twins thought he was holding you ransom—” 


     “For ransom.” 


     “And I told them while they were fighting the Bastard, I could sneak you out the back way or something.” 


     “Everything’s James Bond with her,” Sterling said. 


     “I’m not sneaking anywhere. Certainly not back to that house.” 


     “You should, Rue. If you don’t want me to bomb John back to the Stone Age and his kids with him, why won’t you try to change his mind?” 


     “About bringing Elnora back?” Rue snorted. “Good luck.” 


     “Maybe the twins could convince John. He likes them.” 


     “Daddy likes me too,” said Karissa. “I can convince him.” 


     “No you can’t,” Stanton snapped. “I mean…you shouldn’t. Mother has the right to the life Dad took from her. It’s only fair.” 


     “You wouldn’t be doing her any favors. The problem is, John’s selfish. He wants Elnora for his sake, not yours, not hers. She hated him. If you brought her back, she’d only wind up here with me again. Only I won’t make the mistake I made last time. I won’t let her go. So either way, you won’t get to have her.” 


     Karissa said, “We want her back so we can be happy again. But I already am happy. Say! If we leave Mama where she is, we could still talk to her. I can read one of the books in Adele’s shop and find out how to talk to dead people.” 


     “No more books from Adele’s shop!” said the twins. 


     “And this is off topic anyway,” said Sterling. “First things first: Rue needs a heart.” 


     “Help us make a good one for her,” Stanton said to Walter, through gritted teeth. “A non-explosive one.” 


     “And you’ll talk your dad out of desecrating the dead?” 


     Stanton sighed. “We’ll try.” 


     “Deal.” 


     When the twins left with Walter, Karissa said, “That’s my real dad.” 


     “I know.” 


     “He’s a bastard.” 


     “So’s Westwood. So was my dad. Maybe all dads are.” 


     “Yeah.” 


     On the night table, Karissa found a photo of Elnora and Walter. 


     “That’s me.” She pointed to Elnora’s pregnant belly.” She removed the photo. “Mama’s smiling in these ones. Really smiling; not like in Daddy’s fake pictures. She was happy here. What if we bring her back, and Daddy makes her sad again?” 


     “The twins are going to talk Westwood into not bringing her back. They made a deal.” 


     “But what if it’s an unfair deal? If the experiment was to bring Nettle back to life, would you talk Daddy out of it?” 


     “They cooked her! On purpose so I couldn’t eat her. I can’t bring her back and put her in a cooked body. With no head. I can’t bring her back and I can’t go away and it hurts.” 


       


     Blackout 


     Rue awoke, her head in Karissa’s lap. The twins and Walter stood in the room. 


     “She’s too cold,” Karissa said, as Walter threw another blanket over Rue. “Peppermint gets the same way when he’s too cold.” 


     “I’ll turn off the air.” 


     “This will help. The B—Walter gave us some pointers, and we worked up a prototype.” Sterling stood over Rue holding a paper heart, waiting. 


     Rue was too sluggish to move except to open her slit after Karissa unbuttoned her pajama top. Sterling put the heart into her chest, and when the slit closed around it, Stanton said: 


     “We should get home. It’s past our dinner.” 


     “When will you talk to John?” 


     “Today. We have time. He can’t use Aunt Grissel…because of reasons. He’ll need time to find a replacement.” 


     “Will you at least let me know how it goes?” 


     Stanton nodded, once. “I guess we owe you that much.” 


     “Is it working?” Karissa asked, after a time. 


     “Yeah,” said Rue surprised. But if anything attacked her, she’d be toast. No way would such a wisp of a heart allow her to withstand a hangnail, let alone a serious injury. It might not be able to withstand her current crying fit. 


     “Is it the heart?” Stanton asked, as she wiped her tears. 


     Karissa said, “She’s sad because she didn’t eat Nettle.” 


     “No worries, Rue,” said the twins. “We ate her.” 


     “You ate someone?” But everyone ignored Walter. 


     “We saw you keep trying and failing to eat her,” Sterling said, sitting beside Rue whose crying had ceased. “And we’re your family now; we figured it was our responsibility. So while you were out of it, we ate her.” 


     “It wasn’t like lamb, but it wasn’t bad. We thought we’d get sick, like with Thyme, but it was…okay. Not like lamb, but okay.” 


     “Did you eat her too?” Walter asked Karissa, horrified. 


     “The twins eat all the people so I don’t have to.” 


     “We couldn’t eat the bones, so we gave them to the Lazarus snake. We told him we were paying tribute.” Sterling rolled his eyes. “He liked that.” 


     “We didn’t eat the rest of your family. We didn’t think they were worthy. Nettle at least tried to be a good sister.” 


     Rue hugged them both and through them, she hugged Nettle too. As long as Rue remained close to the twins, Nettle would always be close to her. 


     “This is what your old family should have done,” Stanton said into her ear. “The minute you ran out, they should have chased you down and grabbed you like this. Problem solved.” 


     “Take me home.” And for the first time there was no doubt in her mind about which home she meant. 


     “Guys.” 


     Sterling’s tone put everyone on edge. He held up his phone. 


     “It’s Dad. He’s in the lab. He says everything’s ready.” 


  




  

    

     Chapter 38 


     When they made it back to the plantation, Karissa made a quick stop in her room to get Peppermint—“He’ll want to say hi to Mama.”—and then they were rushing down the hall to the lab door. 


     “Who did he get to replace Aunt Grissel?” Sterling asked. “One of the servants? None of the servants look like Mother.” 


     “You think Westwood even cares at this point?” said Rue. 


     “Maybe he brought Aunt Grissel back to life.” Stanton laughed and the ghoulish sound made them all stumble a bit. “Drabbin too. Maybe the past couple of days never happened. Maybe I’m dreaming all this.” 


     “Don’t start losing it, Stanton. We need to be all systems go on this one. Especially if we have to talk Dad out of this.” 


     “He has a right to lose it, Sterling,” Rue said. “You all do. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have killed Grissel and Drabbin. It’s a lot to deal with on top of the whole resurrection thing. Maybe too much.” 


     “Forget it. All you did, really, was put Drabbin and Grissel out of their misery.” Stanton shivered. “Being soulless is awful.” 


     “We forgive you, Rue.” Karissa smiled at her. “And Daddy will too. When he gets Mama back, Daddy will forgive everything.” 


     “We promised the B— Walter that we’d try to talk Dad out of it.” 


     “Promises to Walter don’t matter,” Stanton said. “He tried to kill Dad. Tried to turn Rue into a bomb. But since he helped us with Rue’s heart, I’d say we’re even.” 


     He unlocked the lab door and the Westwoods filed through nonchalantly. Rue felt extremely chalant, but followed: numb and deafened, pulled taut as taffy, squeezed. And then she was standing in another world. 


     The same burning hot world she’d seen before. She climbed the steps of the House of Pain, dead wasps no longer marring the entrance. They passed through a gate fashioned into the shape of a man, and the inside of the building was almost as hot as the outside. There was an air of abandonment, paintings hanging crooked on the walls, a reception desk with no receptionist, and it smelled like a zoo. 


     They entered an elevator; Sterling’s Porterene key sent them to the top floor where a lovely view of the horizon met them, the green planet hanging above that Frida had once mentioned. Everything below the planet, however, was unlovely and desolate; a vast stretch of whitish bedrock as far as the eye could see. 


     “What is this place?” Rue said. 


     Stanton shrugged. “Some world Dad found. The Mayor has a way of knowing what people are up to in town, so Dad figured if he left town, he could keep his secrets.” 


     “He couldn’t have just gone to Castelaine?” Rue said, as Stanton opened the door at the end of the loggia and waved Rue and the others into an antiseptically white laboratory. 


     Westwood stood before them, dressed in a lab coat, so white it made his hair look jaundiced and dingy. His eyes blazed feverishly at the sight of them. “You came!” 


     No one returned the greeting, too caught up in the sight of the gurney where Westwood was working. The body atop it. 


     “I knew it,” said Stanton. 


     “It was too late to find a replacement.” Westwood put the final stitch into Grissel’s neck. 


     “But Aunt Grissel’s dead,” said Sterling. “And rotting.” 


     “A little rot. And not quite dead.” 


     “I chopped off her head!” Rue reminded Westwood. 


     “It was easy enough to pop it back on. And this machine is forcing her to breathe. That’s all I need. As long as she can breathe in Elnora’s soul, everything will be fine.” 


     “But Mama won’t like living in a rotting corpse.” Karissa chewed on her fingers, Peppermint wound his tail around her hand and made her stop. 


     “It’s only temporary. Until we find the right replacement. A woman who looks enough like Elnora to pass. A woman who won’t mind cosmetic surgery. A woman who’s willing to give up her own soul.” 


     “Yeah, the world is crawling with women like that,” said Rue. 


     “Exactly,” said Sterling. “Dad, it’s okay to…wait until—” 


     “I’ve waited five years! I’m tired of waiting. Tired of being interfered with. Who put the idea of waiting into your head? Was it Rue?” 


     “Not me,” she said. And then nearly added, “It was Walter’s idea,” but thought better of it. “You were right about the Bastard. He wanted to sabotage you. The heart he made for me was a bomb. But just because Walter’s a bastard, doesn’t mean he isn’t right. You said at the spectacular how traumatic coming back from the dead is. So imagine coming back and waking up inside a corpse. What do you think that will do to Elnora? It will be hard enough as it is.” 


     “Maybe you’re right. But I have to try. To make sure I can do it. I won’t…keep her.” Saying that seemed to hurt Westwood deeply. “I won’t make her stay. I just want to make sure I can do it. Everything is set up! I’ll say her name, and make sure it’s really her, and then I’ll turn off the apparatus.” 


     “Maybe that’s how we can get her acclimated to coming back from the dead,” said Stanton. “Just a series of short visits so that she can get used to making the transition.” 


     “After we find the right body for her,” Sterling added. 


     “Of course, of course.” Westwood rubbed his hands together. “Now that we’re all on the same page, let’s begin.” 


     He gestured toward the chairs in the middle of the room “Please sit. No, by the shaded windows. The sun is unbearable on this world; you’d burn over there, and I don’t want to stop to administer first aid. We’ve had to wait too long as it is.” 


     “Don’t you need us to help?” 


     “With what? You’ve done everything. I could never have gotten as far as I have without you. Just sit, and I’ll bring forth your mother.” 


     They sat in the folding chairs while Westwood wheeled the bone machine out from beneath a table. Elnora’s teeth glistened faintly in his hand before he tossed them inside where they rattled briefly when he powered it up, but in the silence that followed, what remained of Elnora’s soul drifted up through the mouth of the bone machine and formed a tiny glowing ball. 


     Westwood grabbed the lidded jar from the counter behind him, freed the beetle inside. It flew at the bit of soul, fluttering its golden wings in figure eights. 


     “Hourglass beetles like souls almost as much as they like clockwork,” Westwood said, “which is unfortunate. You know what happens when a moth flies into the sun?” 


     Even as he spoke, the beetle burst into flames. 


     “Turns out hourglass beetles aren’t immortal, as people believe. It would be better if they were, as their deaths tend to disrupt time and space.” 


     As the beetle burned away into nothing, the air ripped open, a thick tearing sound that was painful to hear, as though reality had skin and could be ripped into bloody pieces. The tear was wide and jagged. And not bloody. Black. 


     “That,” said Westwood, “is eternity. Not another world like this one, but a place beyond all worlds. Beyond time, even. We can’t see it because we’re mortal. Our minds have no way to process it, and so all we see is black.” 


     Rue nodded. She understood all about the blackness. 


     A white light oozed out of the tear and engulfed the smaller ball of light hovering over the shaking, struggling bone machine. Westwood switched it off and waited, the only sound Grissel’s mechanized breath. When she inhaled, the light was immediately swallowed by the void of her soulless body. 


     “Elnora?” Westwood bent over the gurney. Stroked Grissel’s pale hair. 


     Grissel’s eyes opened, and Westwood began to weep. 


     “Mama!” 


     “Shh!” he said. “Don’t frighten her. Let her get her bearings. Darling, look. Your children.’ 


     Grissel’s eyes rolled their way. 


     “Don’t worry about anything. We won’t keep you long. It’s just…we wanted to see you again. We’ve waited so long to see you. So long…to apologize.” He touched her cheek. “I’m so sorry, El.” 


     Grissel’s head turned and swallowed Westwood’s hand to the wrist. 


     And ate it. 


  




  

    

     Chapter 39 


     “Dad!” 


     Westwood fell back, stunned, holding what remained of his arm as blood gushed from his wrist. Sterling raced forward. Froze. Raced to the cabinets instead. Grabbed bandages. Made a tourniquet. Stanched the bleeding. Stanton stayed back, holding Karissa who was screaming. 


     “She’s eating Daddy!” 


     “Don’t worry, Karissa,” Westwood said as the thing tried to get up from the gurney despite the tubes and straps restricting its movement. “Your mother’s just hungry. Is that it baby? Are you hungry?” 


     The thing snapped its teeth—so many rows of wicked teeth—at Westwood’s face. 


     “We just need to feed her.” 


     “What, Dad?” Sterling said. “You? That thing is not our mother.” 


     Westwood shoved Sterling back into the counter, knocking over flasks and a surgical tray full of shiny, sharp tools. 


     “Don’t talk about her like that. You’re the one who found her soul, and that”—he pointed at the thing on the gurney—“is what it attracted. It works! It even worked for that goddamn snake.” 


     “It’s obviously more complicated than we thought. Let’s go home and—” 


     “And what? Start over?” 


     “Or let it go.” 


     “What?” 


     “That thing came from there. That thing and our mother wouldn’t be in the same place.” 


     “I don’t smell lavender from the rip. Mama’s not in there.” 


     “She is. I’ll prove it.” 


     Westwood grabbed a bonesaw from the counter. “Forgive me,” he said and sawed through Grissel’s foot. 


     “Dad!” 


     Westwood ignored Stanton and through the foot into the rift. 


     “What are you doing?” 


     Before Westwood could answer, the foot came flying out of the tear, smacking into the window. 


     “See? Because it's your mother. She doesn't want to go back. She wants to stay with us.” 


     “Is that what it means?” 


     Karissa took off her shoe and threw it into the rift, with the same result. 


     “Daddy, I don’t think that’s what it means.” 


     “Don’t contradict me. I’m telling you this is your mother. Are you going to sit there and let her starve?” 


     “I’ll feed her,” said Rue. “I know what I’m like when I’m hungry.” 


     “Feed her what?” 


     “Something I can spare. A limb. Something like that.” 


     “Sounds great.” Westwood pushed Rue toward the gurney, toward the Grissel-thing’s mouth, and her arm disappeared inside of it, to the shoulder. 


     As her arm fell free, Rue also fell, to the floor. And the Grissel-thing fell atop her. 


     But not for long. 


     Everything began to fall. The gurney tipped over, the ventilator shut down, the bone machine smashed into nothing but metal and bone shards. Because of the Westwood children. They were fighting the Grissel-thing. And it took all of them, as the Grissel-thing was quite formidable when nothing was holding it back. 


     Peppermint had tied himself into a knot around its throat. Stanton and Sterling had put a few scalpels and surgical scissors to work and had turned the Grissel-thing into a grotesque pincushion. And Karissa. She had worked one hand into the Grissel-thing’s belly and was pulling Rue’s severed arm free, like the world’s goriest magic trick. 


     “I got it!” she yelled. “Don’t worry, Rue. I got it back!” 


     And then Westwood grabbed her. 


     “Stop! Get away from my wife or…I don’t want to hurt your sister.” 


     “You said you wouldn’t hurt me anymore.” 


     “I won’t. All I’m asking for is a trade. You for your mother.” But he was speaking to Stanton. “Deal?” 


     “Deal,” said Stanton, his face as stony as his father’s was desperate. “You first.” 


     Westwood shooed Karissa toward Rue. And the twins shoved the Grissel-thing toward their father. 


     Which ran into his arms. Tumbled with him to the ground. Fed on his flesh. He smiled the whole time. 


     “Jesus, Rue.” Sterling helped her rise. “Are you okay?” 


     Except for the initial severing of bone, Rue wasn’t in pain. Not terrible pain. She wasn’t bleeding. For a makeshift job, the paper heart the twins had made for her was doing a standout job. But instead of responding to Sterling, she retrieved her severed arm and walked toward the couple writhing on the floor. Took aim. And with one swipe, severed the Grissel-thing’s head. Again. 


     The head rolled to a stop at Stanton’s feet. He lifted it. “Weird. It looks like Aunt Grissel. Before she lost her soul.” 


     Plain brown hair. Plain pink skin. Same remarkable eyes though, even in death. 


     “If you take Dad’s head, we’ll have a set.” 


     Westwood’s head was no longer recognizable. “I don’t think I will. I’d rather go home.” 


     “Me too,” said Karissa. “Peppermint’s up past his bedtime.” 


     Stanton led them to a door at the back of the lab that had a keyhole. Once unlocked it opened onto the second floor hallway across from Westwood’s room. 


     They filed through and closed the door. 


     “Do you still have that key, Kissy Face? The one the Mayor signed?” 


     “Yeah, it’s my lucky key.” 


     “Do you remember how she said to lock the door to Dad’s lab?” 


     Karissa showed Sterling that she remembered, turning the black key three times clockwise. 


     “Open it.” 


     “I just locked it.” 


     “You locked the lab door. I hope. Let’s see if you did.” 


     Karissa tried the knob and the door opened easily…onto an empty spare room. 


     “Do you think we should have brought his body back?” 


     “No,” said Stanton. 


     “Family sticks together,” said Karissa. “It’s supposed to.” 


     “It did.” 


     The four of them went to the family room where Sterling placed Grissel’s head next to Uncle Ethan’s on the mantle. 


     “There’s room for your arm, Rue,” he said. “A place of honor.” 


     “I left it back in the lab.” 


     They collapsed together on the marshmallowy couch. 


     “I guess Mama didn’t forgive us.” Karissa said, her voice muffled against Stanton’s chest. 


     The twins didn’t answer, so Rue did. “That wasn’t your mother. That was someone who wanted you to know you have to leave Elnora where she is. It’s just as well. Getting your heart’s desire never makes you happy like you think it will.” 


     “Didn’t get to speak to her or hug her or introduce her to Peppermint or anything.” 


     “We must have opened the wrong door. Or there’s more than one kind of eternity.” 


     “Or that was a door into Westwood’s personal hell,” Rue said. 


     “Daddy was mean to me. And he said he wouldn’t be.” Karissa bounced up and opened the curtains and the balcony doors. As sunlight poured in, Stanton screamed, startling everyone. 


     He ripped the painting of Elnora from the wall and tossed it over the balcony. 


     “I tried so hard to make it right,” he said. “To fix everything that went wrong. Failure doesn’t even begin to describe what happened today.” 


     “Fix it with what?” said Sterling. 


     “Love.” 


     “There was never any love in this house.” 


     “But we changed. I wanted her to see that we’d changed.” 


     “I think love is a choice,” said Rue. “We chose and so did Westwood.” 


     “If Dad doesn’t regret choosing mom over us, I guess I can’t regret choosing us over him. Over her too, I guess.” 


     Stanton sat beside her, deflated. 


     “I can’t dwell on it. We have things to do. Lawyers to see. Papers to sign. Now that dad’s not coming back.” 


     “We still have my dad. We can share him. Sharing is caring. The painting was a lie. All the paintings are. Lies are bad.” 


     “No more lies,” said Sterling. “We’ll build something good and strong. Something we can believe in.” 


     “If you make it as good as you made this heart, we’ll be just fine.” 


     “Did you stop the bleeding yourself, or did it happen automatically? Or autotomically, I should say.” 


     “I stopped it. Stopped the pain too. I didn’t think that heart you made was any good; it seemed so flimsy, but so far it’s doing a fabulous job. My new arm is already growing in.” Rue made the stumpy appendage wave at them. 


     “It is flimsy. It’s paper. We’ll make you another heart,” said Stanton. “A stronger one.” 


     “You’re my heart.” Rue looked at each one of them in turn, watched the emptiness in them slowly fill. Glad she had enough to fill them. “All three of you. I don’t need anything else.”  


  




  

    

     About Heartsick 


     This book took years to write, and I still don’t like it. I rewrote it a billion times, but I could never get it to be like the cool idea in my head. This is definitely a case of “books aren’t finished, they’re abandoned.” There are parts of it I like—Karissa’s my favorite character, and I like all the scenes with her—but mostly I’m just glad this book is over. Maybe your reading experience will be better than my writing experience? I certainly hope so, but do leave a review and let me know what you think. You can also sign up to be notified of my new releases here. 
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