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4 Leigh Bardugo

Darlington's cat was mad at being left alone. Or frightened by not
being quite so alone anymore.

"Or maybe you're just a picky little shit," Alex murtered, cleaning

up the food. "I'll pass your comments along to the chef."

She didn't like the sound of her voice, brittle in the quiet, but
she made herself finish slowly, methodically. She filled the water and

food bowls, tossed out the junk mail addressed to Daniel Arlington,
and tucked a water bill into her bag that she wor.rld take back to II
Bastone. Steps in a rituai, performed with care, but they offered no

protection. She considered making coffee. She could sit outside in
the winter sunlight and,,vait for Cosrno to come find her, when he

saw fit to leave offprowling the messy tangle of the hedge maze for
mice. She could do that. Push her worry and anger aside, and try
to solve this puzzle, even though she didn'r want to complete the

picture emerging with every new and nasry piece.

Alex glanced up at the ceiling as if she were able to see through the

floorboards. No, she couldn't just sit on the porch and pretend eyery-

thing was as it should be, not rvhen her feet wanted to climb those

stairs, not when she knew she should run the other way, lock the

kitchen door behind heq pretend she d never heard of this place. Alex
had come here for a reason, but now she wondered at her stupidity. She

wasn't up to this task. Shed talk to Dawes, maybe even Tirrner. For

once she'd make a pian instead of rushing headlong into disaster.

She washed her hands at the sink, and ir was only when she

turned to reach for a towel that she saw the open door.

AIex dried her hands, trying to ignore the way her heart had leapt

into a run. She had never noticed that door in the butler's panrry, a

gap between the pretty glass cupboards and shelves. She'd never seen

it open before. It shouldn't be open now.

Dautes might haue lefi it that way. But Dar,ves was licking her

wounds from the rirual and hiding behind her rows oi index cards.

She hadn't been here in days, nor since she had set those holly
branches on the kitchen counter, making a picrure of what life
should be. Clean and easy. An antidote ro rhe rest of their days and

nights, to the secret above.
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6 Leigh Bardugo

She couldn't quite make out the base of the stairs, but there had

to be another switclr or bulb below. She could go down there, make

sure no one had been rooting around, see if she and Da.res needed

to set out traPs.

But why was the door open?

Cosmo could have nudged it on one of his ratting expeditions.

Or maybe Dawes really had popped b,v and gone down to the basement

for something ordinary'-weed killer, paper towels, Shed forgotten

to ciose up properiy.

So Alex would shut the door. Lock it tight. And if, by chance,

there was something dorvn there that wasn't meant to be down

there, it could stav right where it was until she called for reinforce-

ments.

She reached for the twine and paused there, hand gripping the

string, listening. She thought she heard-there, again, a soft hiss.

The sound of her narne" Galaxy.

"Fuck this." She knerv how this particular movie ended, and there

was no way she was going dornn there.

She yanked on the twine and heard the pop of the bulb, then felt

a hard shove between her shoulder blades.

Alex fell. The knife clattered from her hands. She fought the urge

to reach out to break her fall and covered her head instead, letting

her shoulder take rhe brunt of it. She half-slid, half-tumbled to the

base of the stairs, and hit the floor hard, her breath flooding out of
her like a draft through a window The door above her slammed. She

heard the Iock click. She was in the dark.

Her heart was racing now V/hat was down here with her? tW4ro

had locked her in with it? Get up, Stern. Get your shit together. Get

ready to fght.
\fas it her voice she was hearing? Darlingtons?

Hers, olcourse. Darlington would never swear.

She pushed herself to her feet, bracing her back against the wall.

At least nothing could come at her from that direction. It was hard

to breathe. Once bones broke, they learned the habit. Blake Keely

had cracked tw.o of her ribs less than a year ago. She thought they

. F{e

might be broken again. He: :
from some old leak in drc v, a-

She wiped her palms on he r r,

ragged gasps. From somer. L.

have been a whimper.
"\X4ro's rhere?" she rar1.-:

me, you co'n,ardl)' fuck."

Nothing.

She fumbled for her phor

srartling. She directed rhe :.
rools, boxes labeled in a ja:-.

dusw crates emblazoned., t::
Boots.lhen the light slinre c

Alex choked on a scream :

Grays, a man and a u'omar--,

f'ear. But it wasn't Alex rhe-, ','

She'd gottcn it n-ronc -.
\\'ater or some old burst pi: .

were covered in it. She'd .:-.
Two bodies lav heap=- :

ofrclothing, piles of rasr. -'--.

beauty, cast them otlt.

There was so much bir, --:

The Grays hadn't abar:;, :

knew' that was stranqe .

"\flho did this?" sh. as.;,

The man pressed a nn..'
around the basemenr Hi. '

"\Ve're not alone."
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10 Leigh Bardugo

couple, undisturbed by the heary heat of a too-long summer. She

made eye contact with him, his baby face an uncomlortable jolt.
Hed died young.

" Come on alongi' she sang under her breath, then gave a disgusted

snort. She had that gooly song in her head. Some a cappella group

had been practicing in the courtyard when Alex was getting ready to

leave the dorm.
"How are they already starting that shit?" Lauren had complained,

sorting tlirough her crates of vinyl, her blond hair even brighter after

a summer spent lifeguarding.
"Itt Irving Berlin," Mercy had noted.

"I don't care."

"It's also racist."

"That shit is racist!" Lauren had called out of the window and

put AC/DC on her record player, turning the volume all the way up.

Alex loved every minute of it. She d been surprised at how much

she d missed Lauren and Mercy over the summer, their easy talk and

gossip, the shared worry over classes, the arguments about rnusic

and clothes, all of it like a tether she could grasp to bring her back

to the ordinary world. This u m! lf€,she <l told herself curled up on

the couch in front of a noisy fan, watching Mercy hang a garland of
stars orrer the fireplace in their ne\ r comrnon room, quite a change

from their cramped rooms on Old Campus. The couch and recliner

had made it into their new suite, the coffee table thevd all assembled

together at the start of freshman year, the toaster and its seemingly

inexhaustible supply of Pop-Tarts sent courtesy of Lauren's mom.

Alex had asked Lethe for a bike and a printer and a new tutor at the

end of last year. They'd been happy to agree, and she wished sheU

asked for more.

Their freshman dorm on Old Campus had been the most beau-

tiful piace Alex had ever lived, but the residential college-JE
proper-felt real, solid and elegant, permanent. She liked the stained

glass windows, the stonework faces in every corner of the courtyard,

the scullbd wood foors, the heavily carved fireplace that didn't work
but that theyd decorated w.ith candles and a vintage globe. She even

, Hell

liked the little Gray in an old-fa

up in crisp curls who liked to I

swing.
-She and Mercy were shari-q

the single in their draw. Alex u

much mind. It would have be

a room to herself, but there w
lying in bed at night and hearir

at least they werent stuck in bu

AIex had planned on hang

a few hours before she had to

Snake, listening to records and I

ooh of a singing grouP Prrnishir

Corne on along. Come on &
But then the text from Eitar

So now she was eyeing fie
out of the shadows when a bLe

sleek and quiet as a deegsea p

a brief belch of the siren, a w
indeed take notice.

'Yeah, fuck you," someonr

drifting into the club or wear

cars. It wasnt properly late yer

another party, anothsl chance

Alex didnt want to think

whatTirrner might say if she g
assault charge. She hadnt hear

her freshman year, and she dou

best of circumstances.

Once the cruiserwas gong

of possible witnesses and cruo
just a couple doors down fror

looked the same. Tiash quxs (

junked-up porches. I'll ga an

new truck in the drivewav of
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personalized license plate: ODMNOUT. At least she knew she had

the right spot.

Alex drew a mirrored compact frorn the pocket of her jeans.
'!V'hen 

she hadn't been mapping New Haven's infinite churches for
Darves, shed spent the summer digging through the drawers of Ii
Bastone's armory. She told herself it was a good way ro \vaste time,

get familiar with Lethe, maybe eye up rvhat might be worth stealing

if it came to that, but the truth was that when she w,as rummaging

in the armory cabinets, reading the little handwritten aalls-sl1g
Carpet of Ozymandias; Monsooru Rings for calling rairu, irucomplete set,

Palillos del Dios-she could feel Darlington with her, peering over

her shoulder. Those cdstAnets tuill banish a polrcrgeist, Stern, if one

plays the correct rbythm. But yu'll still walb ataay with your fngers
burned black.

It was comforting and troubling at the same time. Invariably,

that steady scholar's voice turned accusing. Vhere llye you, Stern? Why

ltauen't yor,t come?

AIex rolled her shoulders, trying to shrug offher guilt. She needed

to stay focused. That morning, she'd held the pocket mirror up to
theTV to see if she could capture a glamour frorn the screen. She

hadn't been sure it would work, but it had. Now she popped it open

and let the illusion fall over her. She iogged up rhe steps ro the porch

and knocked.

The man rnho answered the door was huge and heavily muscled,

his neck thick and pink as a cartoon ham. She diclnt need ro consult

the image on her phone. This was Chris Owens, also known as Odd-
man, record as long as he was and twice as wide.

"Holy shit," he said rn hen he saw Alex at the door, his eyes trained
on the space a foot above her head. The glamour had added rwelve

inches to her height.

She raised her hand and waved.

"I . Can I help you?" Oddman asked.

AIex bobbed her chin toward the apartment interior.

Oddrnan shook his head as if rvaking from a dream. "Yeah, of

' Hell

course." He stepped aside, swe

of welcome.

The living room was surpr

into the corner, a big leather

ranged to face a massive fat-scr

thing to drink or . . ." He hesi

he was making. There was only

on his doorstep on a Thursday

to score?"

Alex hadnt really needed cc

owe twelve large."

Oddman took a lurching r

balance. Because he was heari

ro try to disguise it, and the d

glamour ofTom Btady creatd
to waver. It didnt matter. Alr
inside Oddmant apartment rA:

"Sfhat d1g fu6k-"
"Twelve large," Alex repeatr

Now he saw her as she u'as,

black hair parted in the midc

through the foorboards.
"I dont know who the fud

the wrong damn house.'

He was already striding to

shake.

Alexs arm shot out, reach

sidewalk in front of t}re Tauru

rush into her, tasted green apl

smoke of weed. His spirit feh

ming itself against a windowp
rras pure and ferocious. She pr

Oddman square in t}re chesr

The big man went fl,r'ing. Hi
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