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			This day I vow,

			To dedicate my life to God, 

			By service to my fellow Humans,

			Through the Order of the Secret Keepers;

			To go,

			Without question,

			Wherever I am most needed;

			To form no attachments,

			Of family, friendship, profession, or politics,

			Which might prevent or hinder this vow;

			To live simply,

			Owning nothing,

			Which might prevent or hinder this vow;

			To reject all 

			Prejudice,

			Oppression,

			Injustice,

			And Evil,

			In whatever forms they may present themselves;

			To let no wrong pass unchallenged;

			To keep secret

			That which is confessed to me in secret;

			And to speak for those who have no voice.

			~The Oath of the Secret Keepers

		

		
		

	
		
			Chapter  1

			Manor Vaulkery

			Charles Morry counted each step out of old habit. Twenty-three, by the time he reached his destination. Twenty-three concrete steps between the third floor of the Manor-house and the first room in the tower. They had been wooden once, in his childhood, dented by the passing feet of a dozen generations of Vaulkeries. When had the concrete come? And why? Someone had covered the wooden floor of the first tower room, too, stone tile, pristine, as if no one had set foot there before him.

			Otherwise, the room was the same as it had always been. Towers of spare chairs, with the chipped bust of some Vaulkery ancestor proudly stacked on one of them, gathered dust in the corners. Two battered tables stood end to end across the center of the room. There were two windows, one taking up the entire front wall, the other taking up most of the back wall. Both came to high, pointed arches, looking down in grandeur on the village below. One old heater, under the front window, worked valiantly, but in vain, to warm this lofty space.

			Charles paused in the doorway. Behind him, the spiral staircase continued its climb up into the sky, but the stone and plaster walls hid its ascent from view. There was another room, Charles knew, thirty or so steps up, at the very top of that very tall tower. But for all the hours he had spent here as a child, Charles had gone higher than the first room on only eight separate occasions. Twice he had been chasing a cat. Once he was playing hide-and-seek. The other times he did not remember. The second room was always locked, anyway.

			In the first tower room, where he had spent a significant part of his now-past childhood, Charles glanced to his right. There, a battlement hung outside the arched, four-pane window. Its crenelated balcony jutted out over the village like the toothed jaw of some guardian monster. It was an echo, the reminder of a bygone age when the towers and the battlements and the castles beneath them were the only things standing between their villages and annihilation. To the survivors of a galactic cataclysm, six hundred years earlier, the battlement stood as their only hope against chaos. To Charles and the man who owned this house, it was a childhood plaything. 

			But it was difficult to remember those days now, when Charles and the owner of this house had called each other friends.

			Across the room, a young woman stood at the front window, watching people below as they moved about their business on the village’s two broadest streets. She wore a white sweater, open in front, over a dark blue dress, clean clothes, but old, with visible patches in several places. She must have heard Charles enter, but did not turn, even when he went to stand beside her at the window.

			“I’m glad you came,” he said after a moment.

			“They didn’t want to let me in the door,” she said. “I thought about waiting for you. But, I have to admit, being able to force my way into a High-blood Manor-house felt pretty good.”

			“You’re a Secret Keeper on Secret Keeper business. You have every right to be here. And I say that as a High-blood.”

			A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “A very unusual High-blood.”

			“How have you been, Megan?” he asked.

			She sighed. “Mostly the same. My brother’s having a baby—did they tell you?”

			“No.” Charles looked at her. “Cory? When?”

			Megan shrugged. “Next January, I think. They just found out. Anyway, who else’s coming to this?”

			“Wash and Seeks for sure,” he said. “And Bowler, of course. And I’m sure we couldn’t keep Morca away.”

			They were silent again, watching the village, normal life carrying on despite all the reasons people had to hide at home and ignore life right then.

			“I’m glad to hear about Cory,” Charles said after a beat. “It’s nice to have some good news, for a change.”

			“Should we be glad though?” Megan ran a hand through her hair, taking a deep breath. “I don’t want to teach my nephew how to dive for cover and load a gun, not three days after he’s born, anyway.”

			“If every person in this country put their lives on hold because of the war, we’d have no good news at all.”

			“I suppose. But that hardly changes the facts.”

			They heard feet on the stairs then. Daniel Seeks and Ced Washington arrived together, followed minutes later by Daniel’s sister, Morca. The men, like Charles and Megan, dressed in simple clothing—jeans and long sleeve shirts and dark jackets, though only Megan’s clothes were patched. Morca had on a dress, still simple, but elegant. From the knees up, she could have been headed to a party. The heavy combat boots, however, muddled the look from knees down. Charles stifled a laugh when he saw them.

			“Where’s Vaulkery?” Morca Seeks asked the moment her head came through the tower door.

			“What? You didn’t expect him to be on time, did you, Orky?” Daniel said. “That would mean he respected us.”

			“Don’t call me that!” Morca said. “I already hate you for making me wear these things!” She jabbed the floor with the rubber toe of one boot.

			“I knew it,” Charles said.

			“You are going to destroy your feet in those torture devices you insist on wearing!” Daniel said.

			“You try being five-foot-one!” Morca glared at him, crossed her arms, then uncrossed them to heave herself up onto one of the wooden tables to sit crossed-legged, further contradicting her elegant dress.

			She’s so young, Charles thought. Twenty-four. Barely an adult. That fact usually slipped his mind, but every once-in-a-while, she would do something, or say something, and it would hit him again. She was far too young for the responsibility forced on her. But then, they all were, he would remember a second later. He and Megan and Daniel—only a few years ago they had all been in school together, worrying about tests and papers. 

			Three men and a woman arrived over the next ten minutes. They were all older than Charles and the others, with faces hardened by the years that passed in violence and confusion. They said their polite “Hellos,” and little else. One old man produced a briefcase and began in silence to sort out papers on the table next to Morca.

			“Orky, get down from there,” Daniel said. 

			“Would you stop calling me that!” Morca slid to the floor and into a pace, one end of the room to the other, and back, unable to hold still.

			A minute later, they heard footsteps again, coming up the stairs. The old man straightened up from his papers and glanced around at his comrades. “We’re all here,” he said. It was a warning. The time had come.

			Lord Brian Vaulkery arrived in style, a guard in front and a tail of clerks behind. A few years ago, he had been another classmate, also given more responsibility than someone trying to pass Advanced Calculus should have been able to handle. But in the dark times, the young took power, and an overwhelming vote put a twenty-seven-year-old recent graduate in charge of the Senate and the army.

			At the sight of him, Charles stood up straighter, and Morca stopped pacing, wedged between her brother and Megan.

			“Dr. Bowler,” Lord Vaulkery said, looking at the old man and the seven neatly stacked piles of paper. “Oh, and Charles,” his eyes flicked toward the younger man. “Of course you would be in on this. And you brought your little Low-blood playmate, too, how cute. Hello, Giltmen.”

			“Lord Vaulkery,” Megan said.

			“Could we have a civil conversation, Brian, maybe just this once, do you think?” Charles asked.

			“Enough,” Bowler said. He bent his white head toward the papers, then looked up again, and cleared his throat. “Thank you, Lord Vaulkery, for seeing us in your home.”

			Vaulkery eyed the papers with a cautious expression. “If I had a choice, I would not be here.”

			Bowler ignored the other man’s pointed lack of respect. “And please, accept my congratulations. We’ve all heard by now, your wife is...”

			“Pregnant, yes, I’m going to have a child,” Lord Vaulkery said with neither pride nor interest. “Truly glorious news, we’re all thrilled. Dr. Bowler, you have come a long way to waste my time. What do you want?”

			The clerks, trained to be invisible, fidgeted behind him.

			“Brian, I said this to you many times at school. I take no pleasure in repeating it now. Respect is a tool that you would benefit from learning to use,” Bowler said.

			“I owe you no respect at this moment,” Vaulkery said. “The common people may worship you, but your little church group is not above the law, and it’s about time you remember that.”

			“You’re not the law!” Morca said. Her brother elbowed her in the shoulder, but not before Vaulkery’s glare landed on her.

			“The Secret Keepers are one of this country’s oldest institutions,” Charles said. Bowler held up a hand, but he ignored it. “We do deserve your respect...”

			Dr. Bowler put his hand on one stack of paper, causing a louder than expected thud that reverberated in their stone surroundings. “I am sorry. This conversation is a trap, and I should not have started it.” He tapped the stack of papers again, two fingers pressing down into the white surface. “This is a petition, signed by twenty thousand names.” He slid the stack of papers down the table to Vaulkery. “Read it.”

			The nearest clerk took the papers to Vaulkery, but he waved them away. “This is a government matter. Respect or no respect, that is a line you Secret Keepers are not allowed to cross.”

			“No, it’s not,” Bowler said. “You control the government, and we speak for the people. If we bring a petition, you have to read it.”

			“I believe that law applies to petitions brought before the Senate.”

			“The Senate won’t convene until summer,” Charles said. “We are operating one hundred percent within the law, and you know it, Brian, so please just shut...”

			Bowler held a finger up to silence him, but Charles had already stopped himself. Childhood friendships aside, telling the Minister of Affairs to shut up during an official meeting was in no one’s best interest.

			“Fine.” Lord Vaulkery snatched the papers from his clerk, glanced at the title, then lowered the pages. “But I don’t have to read it, of course. I know you want me to withdraw troops from the Manor-villages and put them in the cities. I have ten military generals who say that would be a mistake.”

			“High-blood generals!” Morca said.

			“Trying to protect their own homes,” her brother said.  

			 “The Braud live in the cities, not in the villages,” Megan said. “They don’t murder High-bloods, because you all have your castles to hide in. The Manor-villages do not need those troops!”

			“My advisers say differently,” Vaulkery said.

			It was his calmness, the complete lack of any emotional connection, that made Charles want to slap him. Brian Vaulkery had always been like that, ever since they were children, cold, calculating, and calm about it all. People were numbers to him. That had always been true, but grew more and more upsetting as the war dragged on.

			Charles took a breath to compose himself, and said, “Brian, this is not an attack, and it doesn’t have to be a fight. We’re just looking at the facts. Hundreds of Low-bloods get pulled out of rivers and cracks in walls every day. We know because we’re the ones who find the bodies! The Secret Keepers have been on the front lines of this war since day one, but we’re not supposed to be an army, and we can’t do what the army does.”

			“We’re at war,” Vaulkery said. “During war, the most sensible position is to protect your most valuable assets...”

			Bowler put his hand on Charles’ shoulder before he could say something they would all regret. “You are obligated to read the petition,” he said.

			Vaulkery locked eyes with him for several seconds. Then he huffed and lifted the papers.

			“Your claims are unsubstantiated,” Vaulkery said after a long pause for the turning and examining of pages.

			“The evidence is here,” Bowler said, motioning to the six stacks remaining on the table.

			Vaulkery flipped pages, eyes scanning. “Most of these names are from Kohar.”

			“Kohar’s our largest city,” Charles said. “Of course most of the names are from Kohar.”

			“I mean, that probably makes most of them irrelevant at this point,” Vaulkery said. He looked up, over the pages, at the nine people across from him and their suddenly blank expressions. “You don’t know? Oh, of course not. You were up here waiting for me... The Braud began a full-out attack on Kohar half an hour ago.”

			The nine across from him stood dumbstruck, not moving, not breathing.

			“I dispatched troops, of course,” Vaulkery said, tossing the petition at a clerk. “But by the time they get there, I’m pretty sure it’s going to be over.”

			Charles’s expression had become fixed, glaring at his once-friend’s skull. “What will be over?”

			“The Braud took the city center,” Vaulkery said. “They spread from there. By now, we’ve lost the city.”

			“The Braud don’t take over cities. They’re terrorists!” Charles said. “They don’t have the numbers to do something like this.”

			Vaulkery shrugged. “And yet, it has happened. Even you must understand, we cannot allow this. Our largest city in the enemy’s hands, all of its resources, all of its factories...” He shook his head. “I’ve ordered a counterstrike.”

			“He’s going to blitz the city,” Morca said. Her eyes were unfocused, staring straight through Lord Vaulkery’s chest. “Not a surgical strike, a blitz. Air-to-ground missiles. The city and all in it erased.”

			“You can’t do that!” her brother said.

			Vaulkery looked at them in silence, like a teacher, deciding how to best communicate some mathematical equation to his students. “We have an opportunity here. You’re right. The Braud don’t have anywhere near the numbers we do. To pull something like this off, most, if not all of them, must be in Kohar at this moment. Striking the city now will end this war. By the end of the day, the Braud will no longer be an issue.”

			“You’re not that naïve,” Charles said. 

			Finally, a hint of emotion, a flash of annoyance across Vaulkery’s face, upset, perhaps even regret. “We’ve already lost Kohar. I didn’t start this, but I will end it.” He turned to Megan, and said, “Now, Giltmen, if I remember correctly, don’t you have family in Kohar?”

			Megan stepped right up to Vaulkery, then past him, through the cloud of clerks and down the concrete stairs.

			“Megan, wait!” Charles said, turning to Bowler. “Authorize me to dispatch the Secret Keepers to Kohar.”

			“Yes, of course, go,” Bowler said before Charles had finished speaking.

			“There’s nothing you can do, Charles,” Vaulkery called after him as he charged down the stairs after Megan.

			Two hours later, with a motorcade of Secret Keepers, armed to fight or to heal, Charles Morry arrived on the outskirts of Kohar. It was not a city as cities had been in Earth’s past. The wars, centuries ago, had leveled all of those. Buildings were rarely taller than five stories now, and the roads were small, almost impassable by car. But in the cramped places, thousands of people lived and worked, and rarely slept.

			Even from a distance, Charles knew that it had all ended long ago. The thousands of lights that should have twinkled across the night skyline were gone, replaced by a tangible darkness. As they jumped from their vehicles at the edge of the city, something else met them: a Human cry, sounding through the dark as if worked into the very air, inseparable from it. They had no choice but to breathe it in, to take it into their bodies and accept it along with the oxygen they needed to live. It had become a fact of existence.

			The floodlights and headlamps turned on the city revealed a carnage of concrete and metal. The streets, always cramped, had become fields of debris, stretching on for miles, interrupted every so often by the skeletons of factories and homes. Familiar landmarks in the skyline were gone, replaced by smoke and ashes. The floodlights also showed dark bodies crawling toward them, dragging the dead and the dying. They held back long enough to be sure the lights belonged to Secret Keepers, then flooded forward.

			No matter how many were with them, each person came alone, desperate, seeking those still lost in the rubble. “My child…” “My husband…” “My wife…” “My parents…”

			Again and again, the same petition, for help that was probably impossible, broke against the compassion of the men and women who had come as perceived saviors into the land of death.

			Their car stopped. Megan’s feet hit the ground, and then she was running. Charles ran after her, thinking he could do just as much good behind her as anywhere else. They clawed their way through once familiar streets, digging out anyone they found with a pulse. They pulled a seven-year-old boy, dead, from beneath a fallen wall, and Megan threw the most massive rock she could lift, screaming at the top of her lungs. Then she rushed on. At least nine people must have owed their lives to her that night, but she hardly noticed any of them.

			Before long, Charles found himself lost in this once familiar place. The night had reached its darkest point, and soot blocked out even the starlight that should have lit their way. There was nothing recognizable left, not that he could see, anyway.

			“Charles!” Megan’s voice ground in the air, hoarse from hours of breathing through ash. “Charles, help me, now! Please!”

			He was already running to her, straining to see through the dust. First, there was a streak of hair, poking out between the rocks, and then Megan’s hands just above it, torn and bloody from the work they had already done that night. She clawed at the stones, pale fingers, like the talons of some suffocating bird, scratching its way back to the air.

			“This is it,” she said. Charles feared she would make the entire pile cave in and grabbed her arms to slow her down. “I recognize it now. The drugstore was there. And the factory there. See? One wall’s standing. I grew up here. They’re here! They have to be here!”

			But all they found were bodies. Piles of bodies, wedged under and between stones, just like every other collapsed housing complex they had seen. Families inside collapsed rooms. Three floors and twelve apartments compressed into the ground. Charles recognized some of the people. He suspected that Megan knew them all.

			And then, there was a man on his stomach, lying on something, with brown curls beneath him.

			“Cory? Cory! No, no, no!” Megan backed away, a hand over her mouth and tears suddenly, from nowhere, streaming down her face, as if she had been crying for all these hours already. Charles let her be and dragged the body away from the red hair. It was almost impossible to do because this was Cory, the boy he had lived with for seven years at school, whom he had teased about having freckles, his best friend’s little brother.

			But another classmate was below him, her curls shining like a beacon even in the darkness.

			“Georgiana!” he coughed out her name, throat burning from the dust, and pressed his fingers into her neck. Somehow, by some miracle, there was a pulse. “Georgie... Megan, she’s alive!” He checked quickly, looking for reasons not to move her. “Megan!”

			Megan stood several feet away, sobbing. He wanted nothing more than to let her cry, let her mourn, but they had no time.

			“You said she was pregnant,” he called to her. “You said Cory was going to have a baby. Georgiana’s here, and she’s alive, so there might be a chance. Megan, help me!”

			It worked. Megan’s eyes came back from delirium. She looked first at Charles, then at her sister-in-law, then scrambled over the debris, running, he knew, for help.

			Charles stayed. He got up three times, dug for bodies, came back, three times, to the only one with a pulse. Three tries were enough. After the third, he stayed cemented beside Georgiana, clutching her hand, with two fingers pressed into the veins on her wrist. “Georgie, please,” he said. “It’s me, I’m here, it’s Charles. Please. God please. Please.”

			The Secret Keepers had already set up triage facilities in the city, and it took Megan less than ten minutes to return with help from the nearest one. With Georgiana in their hands, she set off again, tearing through the rubble with the determination of stifled grief. Charles followed her, working beside her until dawn, then well after. 

			Meanwhile, Georgiana Giltmen was transferred with a thousand others to the nearest hospital. Every doctor and nurse was called, then doctors and nurses from other cities, then medical students from the nearby schools. The sheer volume of patients made triage nearly impossible. 

			Less critical patients lined the halls, holding broken limbs, or bandages to bleeding wounds. Nurses ran ragged just from the effort of distributing painkillers and sedatives. Phones rang nonstop, and family members converged on the hospital from all over the country, seeking loved ones. Secret Keepers and soldiers kept these family members outside, but by midday, Megan was cutting through the crowded halls to her sister-in-law’s room. Charles followed a step behind her. They needed to intercept the doctor on his way out. It was the only way to get information.

			They almost missed him, but managed to grab his arm as he came from a two-bed room holding ten people, filling out paperwork on his way.

			“And you are?” he asked wearily, barely looking at Megan.

			“She’s my brother’s wife,” Megan said. “He’s dead. They just found out she was pregnant. Please, just tell me how she is!”

			“You’re talking to a Secret Keeper, by the way,” Charles said. “Two of them, actually.”

			The doctor looked from Charles to Megan, sighed, turned a page on his clipboard, then filled out more papers while saying, “She’s stable.”

			“But?” Megan asked.

			“But she’s in a coma, and her chances of coming out are not good.”

			Color bled from Megan’s face as he spoke.

			“However,” the doctor turned the page again, taking a longer look. “You’re right. She is pregnant.”

			“Still?” Megan asked.

			“Still,” the doctor said. “And from what we can tell, the babies are fine.”

			“Babies?” Megan said.

			The doctor raised one eyebrow and rechecked the chart. “There were two heartbeats.”

			“What...” Megan backed into Charles.

			“Look,” the doctor said. “Even if she doesn’t come out of the coma, we can probably keep her alive until she comes to term, but it would require some pretty expensive medical intervention, and for a Low-blood...”

			Megan had stopped listening, turned around so that her face pressed into Charles’ shoulder, so deep he didn’t know how she could breathe. She stood stiff as a board against him, unresponsive.

			“Do it,” Charles said. “Whatever you need to keep all three alive.”

			“And you are...?” the doctor asked.

			“The High-blood who’s going to pay all the medical expenses! Now do it!” Charles said. 

			The doctor eyed him, eyed Megan, decided he wasn’t paid enough to bother with this bizarre situation, and nodded. He took Charles’s name, made a note in the woman’s file, and marched off down the hall.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Heir

			A little more than thirteen years had passed since Brian Vaulkery ordered a strategic attack on the city Kohar. The city was abandoned, the war ended, and life went on.

			In the first tower room of the Vaulkery Manor-house, almost nothing had changed. Stacks of chairs still crowded the walls. An ancient bust still sat atop them. Two battered tables still ran across the center of the room. In fact, had the red-faced housekeeper been there thirteen years earlier, she would have noticed only one difference—a chair had been taken from its stack and used to prop open the window leading out onto the battlement.

			The housekeeper let out a squeak when she saw that window propped open, gathered up her skirt, and scuttled over as quickly as she could.

			“Um, Mr. Vaulkery?” she said, sticking her head out the window. The shoe that came flying at her face was not exactly unexpected.

			“Go away, Hilda!” came the voice from the roof. There, perched on the crenellations, his feet dangling over the edge, back to the window, sat a thirteen-year-old boy, blond-haired, short, and skinny. He spoke as one speaks to a fly that has not yet become a nuisance, but soon will.

			“Mr. Vaulkery!” The housekeeper attempted to haul herself out onto the battlement. The bottom of the window was a good three feet off the ground. No obstacle at all for the boy. The middle-aged housekeeper, however, hardly did any physical work anymore, had on a long, heavy skirt, and was a bit overweight. Three feet proved insurmountable. She could get no grip on the stone wall, either inside or out. Her feet went up over the windowsill, hands clutching desperately for something to hold before she crashed down onto her back on the floor.

			“Mr. Vaulkery!” she said, breathless, hauling herself to her feet. “Are you trying to fall to your death?”

			“Maybe I should,” The boy turned so quickly on the crenellation that the housekeeper shrieked in fright, and toppled backward again, one leg caught over the windowsill.

			“Maybe then people will leave me alone!” the boy said to her heels.

			“Mr. Vaulkery, it is your birthday!” The housekeeper gave up on getting out and instead leaned as far as she could through the window, her face beet red. 

			Directly beyond the crenelated balcony rose the chimney and slate-covered roof of the staff-building. There the servants had their rooms, apart from the Manor-house. Beyond that lay a truly magnificent scene. Over the quaint roofs of the village houses, one could see green gardens and half-cultivated woods, stretching across a quarter mile to the banks of an enormous lake. The boy spent hours each day soaking in this view. The housekeeper saw none of it.

			“Your guests are arriving,” she said.

			“I don’t want guests,” the boy said. “And I don’t want a party, and I don’t want presents. I want to be left alone!” He yanked at his other shoe.

			“Your father wants you in his study!” the housekeeper said, seeing the shoe come off.

			“Good for him!” the boy said.

			“He will come and get you himself!”

			The boy froze, perched on his bare toes on the ledge with his left hand drawn back to throw. For a long moment, he and the housekeeper engaged in a silent duel. By invoking his father, she had already won, but he made her wait as long as possible.

			“Fine,” the boy said at last. He shoved his foot back into his shoe, grabbed the other one from where it lay below the window, then pulled himself inside over the windowsill with an agility that made the old woman dizzy. 

			“Good then…” The housekeeper said, the flush fading from her face. “Good. So, I’ll just take you...”

			“I know the way,” the boy said.

			In his dark study on the second floor of the Manor-house, Lord Brian Vaulkery waited at his desk, under the glare of a single reading lamp, tapping his fingers. He kept the room dark, to prevent distractions, heavy curtains over the windows, door closed, and just that one lamp.

			On the opposite wall, next to the door, hung a full-length mirror in a gilded frame, almost invisible in the darkness, reflecting a distorted, shadow world back into the real one. With nothing to do but wait for his son, who was, as usual, taking an unseemly amount of time, Lord Vaulkery examined his dark image with a mild sense of curiosity. It wasn’t really his reflection in the mirror, but the eyeless, twisted shade of some monster who had taken on some vague resemblance to his features.

			Finally, there was a knock at the study room door. “Yes, Elias, come in,” Vaulkery said.

			The face he turned to the door, exposed to the light outside, differed greatly from the one in the mirror. Middle-aged and still quite handsome, Lord Vaulkery possessed the stately gaze of a scholar and the poise of a politician. That he managed to be both was remarkable. He had achieved two advanced degrees before the age of thirty, while at the same time being elected the youngest Minister of Affairs, the highest position in his government, in history. Somehow, in his twenties, he also found time to date and marry his family-approved, school sweetheart.

			He maintained an active political career after his term as Minister ended, attaining three more advanced degrees in the meantime. He continued in education as a hobby, a distraction from day-to-day political monotony. Lord Vaulkery was, simply put, very smart. And he knew it.

			The boy who entered Lord Vaulkery’s study had lived his life in the shadow of this intelligence. With his blond hair and thin, anemic features, Elias Vaulkery looked very little like his father. Only their eyes were the same shape and the same grayish-blue.

			“Sit down, Elias,” Lord Vaulkery said, motioning to the chair across from his desk. The boy obeyed without a word.

			For a moment, father and son regarded each other in silence. Light came in through the doorway to illuminate a sliver of Lord Vaulkery’s face, from the top of his forehead, down the side of his nose, onto his neck. Beneath a black jacket, his white, button-up, immaculately pressed shirt glowed against the shadows. He looked at his son for a while, but soon his eyes drifted back to the distorted image in the mirror. 

			Elias sat up straight in the stiff chair, hands folded on his lap, knees together, head erect. He did not speak and did not move his eyes from his father’s face.

			“Why aren’t you dressed?” Lord Vaulkery asked. 

			Elias said nothing. He lowered his chin and stared at his father from under thin eyelashes.

			“Elias...” Lord Vaulkery rose with a point-making sigh, stepped behind his chair, and rested his arms on top of it. “Must we do this every year?”

			The boy did not make a sound.

			A crunching noise came from outside—tires on gravel. Lord Vaulkery moved to the wall behind his desk and drew back a heavy black curtain to reveal a window. Sunlight flashed into the room, and Elias turned his head away from it.

			“Your guests are arriving,” Lord Vaulkery said, letting the curtain close again. “Go get dressed.”

			“They’re not my guests,” the boy said

			“Elias,” Lord Vaulkery leaned across the desk toward his son. “There are things I must do, and people I must invite, for the sake of this entire family. That is no excuse for this behavior. Now go get dressed.”

			“No one will notice if I’m not there!” Elias said.

			“Yes,” his father said, “they will. Go. I expect you downstairs in five minutes.”

			Elias rose from his chair. He threw the door wide on his way out, leaving it open so that all the light from the hallway could assault his father’s solitude. Five minutes later, in his best black and white suit, he batted a tray of food out of the hands of a passing maid on his way to the grand entryway of the Manor-house.

			The front doors of the Vaulkery Manor-house opened into an austere marble foyer. To the right stood two massive, arched, glass doors. Through these loomed a library, complete with bookshelves, gothic arches, and stained-glass windows. To the left, another set of equally massive wooden doors stood open. Four marble steps led down into a grand hall, lit by four chandeliers hanging from a vaulted ceiling and between high, arched windows. A table ran down the center of this hall, and servants in festive, expensive uniforms buzzed around it, setting dishes and food. 

			Directly across from the Manor-house’s front doors stood the grand staircase. It took up half the foyer and had two sides reaching out like the extended arms of a vice, coming together over the back door. The guests were sent straight up this staircase to a gathering room on the second floor, where, in flowing dresses and perfectly tailored suits, they chatted, laughed, gossiped behind-their-hands, and ate as many of the tasteless cookies and cakes as they could when no one was looking.

			When all of the guests had arrived and trickled upstairs, Elias trudged up the steps beside his mother. Lady Adriana Courtryside-Vaulkery had long blond curls configured in artistic rows around her head, small, delicate shoulders, a smiling face, and eyes and ears specially designed for catching anything that might be worthy of behind-the-hand comment. Elias left her side as soon as possible, elbowed his way through the crowded gathering room, and collapsed onto one of the chairs on the wall, hoping to avoid attention for the rest of the day. 

			It was, however, his birthday, and the guests seemed incapable of forgetting that fact. They insisted on smiling at him, on asking, for the third or fourth time, how he was, or saying hello again every time they happened to glance his direction. The servants kept offering him cookies.

			“Boring, right?” someone said from his left. Elias crossed his arms more tightly and looked straight ahead. “Why don’t you ever have fun birthday parties?”

			“Because my father’s important,” Elias said, turning his head. Any other day, he would have been at least a little glad to see this group of people. The boy who had spoken had tufts of thick brown-red hair, a round face, and the name Fontesque Cruendel. Beside him stood his sister, Alyssa, and behind them were the cousins, Calvin and Cora Bowler. They were the only people his age among the multitude of party guests.

			“Come on,” Fontesque said, hitting Elias on the shoulder. “Let’s go up to the tower.”

			“My father will hang me from the tower if I leave,” Elias said.

			“Okay, well... don’t say we didn’t ask.” Fontesque turned toward the staircase.

			“You don’t mind, right?” Cora asked.

			Elias did mind. If he had to suffer through his own birthday party, he saw no reason his friends should not suffer too. He considered telling them this, but just shrugged. Cora was already backing towards the stairs, anyway.

			After a few more minutes on his chair, trying to be ignored, Elias caught sight of a woman he did not recognize. He sat up straighter, peering through the crowd for a better look. His father had invited the same people to his birthday parties since year one. They got older, their taste in clothing changed, and they carried different handbags, but he knew every one of them.

			The harder Elias looked, however, the more confident he became that he had never seen this woman before. How she had escaped his notice downstairs, he did not know, but she was a stranger.

			She looked about his parents’ age, petite, with long auburn hair braided and wrapped up on top of her head, and dark green eyes in a slender face. Her dress was an inky purple, strapless but modest, elegant but simple. As he watched, she picked a sugar cookie up from one of the tables, bit into it, and winced.

			“Seeks, how nice to see you.”

			Brian Vaulkery appeared in front of the strange woman, took her elbow, and backed her several steps closer to the wall, away from the rest of the party guests.  Instantly, Elias’s interest doubled.

			“Lord Vaulkery,” the woman said, as if she had just run into an old acquaintance on the street. She glanced at the cookie in her hand. “These are dreadful, you know. Adriana still on the no butter or fat kick, I take it?”

			Vaulkery smiled, and Elias knew that smile. His father had a lot of smiles, from his good, you did what I told you to do smile, to his I would rather swim through mud than shake your hand, but since your endorsement will get me re-elected, welcome smile. The one he now fixed on this strange woman was the one that Elias saw most often. It said, quite plainly, you are not worth my time; to demand my time is robbery. The servants lived in dread of it, for each of them received it at least once a week. Even Elias cowered out of its way once or twice a month.

			“What are you doing here, Seeks?” Vaulkery asked.

			“What is a lowly Middle-blood like me doing at this great and prestigious High-blood affair, you mean?” The woman looked up into Lord Vaulkery’s pulverizing smile and shot back a smile of her own, all the while crushing a cookie to bits on the tablecloth beneath her right hand. 

			Is she stupid? Elias wondered. Even the servants could understand what his father meant when he smiled like that.

			“It’s quite simple, Vaulkery,” the woman said. “Dr. Bowler found himself with a meeting that he could not reschedule. And since, about a decade ago, you banned Charles from setting so much as a toe over your property line ever again...” She shrugged. “That leaves me to be the token Secret Keeper guest.” With another smile, she turned away from the refreshment table.

			Lord Vaulkery seized her elbow. She was tiny beside him, perhaps a foot shorter even in two-inch heels. “Don’t play games with me, Morca!” he said.

			Something had changed in the woman’s face. The smile vanished, and Elias did not quite understand the expression that replaced it. But it was not fear. “Let go.” Her voice too had changed.

			“You think I can’t piece together why they sent you?” Vaulkery said. “You, of all their options?”

			“Let. Go. Of. Me.”

			Like a shock, or some old trick of witchcraft, Lord Vaulkery’s hand detached from her arm.

			Their eyes remained locked for several seconds. Then the woman said, “Not everything is a plot against your survival, Vaulkery. There are about a million things, including having my wisdom teeth pulled out, that I would rather be doing right now. I am only here because you insist the Secret Keepers be present for all your little pageants, and poor Bowler, the usual sacrifice, was unavailable. So, unless you would prefer Megan Giltmen...”

			Elias had no idea who Megan Giltmen was, except that Giltmen was not a High-blood name, but the white rage that filled his father’s face said it all. 

			“I thought so.” Without waiting for Vaulkery to find his voice again, the woman called Morca Seeks walked past him, into the crowd.

			Elias got up. He braved the adoring attention of the women clustered around his mother because it was the best cover he could find. The last thing he wanted was to let his father know he had overheard that conversation. Not only had a Middle-blood woman defeated Brian Vaulkery, somehow, but two subjects had come up which his father could not stand: Secret Keepers, and Kohar.

			Even more than that, though, Elias had strange feelings sometimes, mostly about people. He never told anyone, because on the one hand, he didn’t think it mattered, and on the other, he was afraid that it might. Now, one such strange feeling told him there was something dangerous about this Morca Seeks. What it could be in such a tiny, unimposing person, he had no idea. But it was there, hiding around the corners of her being, and the worst part was, Elias was pretty sure that it scared even the scariest person he had ever known—his father.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Another Kind of Birthday

			The room was exactly five feet wide, and the bunk bed crammed into the top left corner was three feet wide, leaving only two feet between the bed and the other wall. Into this wall, they had built the dresser, because there was no other place for it.

			When open, the dresser drawers came one foot, seven inches into the room, leaving less than half a foot between them and the bunk bed. The top two drawers were Hetty’s, the bottom two were Henley’s. Henley almost always forgot to close her drawers, and Hetty frequently forgot to look.

			At that moment, Hetty, in pajamas, with her dark, brown curls like a windblown eagle’s nest around her face, came hopping and screeching out of the bedroom into the common room, holding her right leg. “Henley Selma Giltmen!” she screamed, her face red. “Close your bottom drawer!”

			The apartment’s common room was only about twice the size of the bedroom, large enough for a fridge, a hot plate they were not technically supposed to have, a couch, two chairs, and a coffee table. Henley, dressed in a thread-bear blue sweater and faded jeans, leaped off the couch with a clatter of knitting needles and a gasp. She was the exact duplicate of her sister, down to the last brown curl. 

			“I’m sorry, so sorry, sorry!” She dashed past Hetty into the bedroom.

			Hetty collapsed into one of the two chairs, pulling up the leg of her pajamas as Henley’s drawers in the bedroom slammed shut. Next to their open bedroom door, the door to their mother’s equally tiny room was closed, meaning she was either asleep or gone.

			Hetty glanced at the bright sun out the window. They were on the ground floor, and Henley, probably, had opened the curtains. The open window bestowed on them a view of gray stone buildings, cramped together on concrete pathways, all buried under a generous pile of January snow. It was at least midmorning, so their mother must have left for work hours ago. On holidays, however, Georgiana Giltmen let her daughters sleep in. Not that today was technically a holiday. Everyone else would be in school. But most children stayed home on their birthdays, and the Giltmen twins were no exception.

			“There’s a toothbrush on the floor,” Henley called from the bedroom. “Did you drop it?”

			“Yes I dropped it!” Hetty said, examining her leg to see if it might bruise.

			Henley emerged from the bedroom with her sister’s toothbrush and paste and handed them over with a repentant look. “Sorry,” she said.

			Hetty sighed, took the toothbrush from Henley, and smiled. “Yeah, well... Just try to remember next time. We are thirteen now, after all.”

			“We are!” Henley took her knitting from where it had fallen under the couch, and folded it in her lap, sending a dreamy look out the window.

			Hetty rolled her eyes and got to her feet. “It’s just a number, Hen.”

			“Please!” Henley said, de-tangling her knitting. “You’re the one going on and on about secondary school, and how great everything’s going to be now that we’re old enough...”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Hetty had already opened the apartment door and stepped out into a hall of peeling paint with a crumbling linoleum floor. The outer door stood on her left, and some snow had blown in under it, to melt on the linoleum, then freeze, then melt again. Above her head, a staircase switched back all the way up to the third floor, two apartments per floor. Between their apartment and the one across the hall, stood a shared bathroom. For Hetty, the best thing about her birthday was sleeping in late enough to have that bathroom all to herself.

			By the time the elder twin had returned from a leisurely shower—during which no one yelled at her to hurry up, or threatened to open the curtain on her—the younger twin, Henley, had gone. Hetty knew her sister had gone to get the mail, and not just because it made sense. Both of them always seemed to know where the other was. It had always been that way, and they thought nothing of it.

			The mailboxes stood at the edge of their tenement complex, so it took Henley a few minutes to walk there and back in the snow. When she returned, stomping and brushing snow off her coat, Hetty had just emerged again from their bedroom, dressed, and attempting to drag a brush through her wet, unruly hair.

			“Mail,” Henley said, dropping several envelopes onto the coffee table.

			Hetty gave up on her hair, as she always did, tied it un-brushed into a ponytail, and sat on the couch. Henley took one of the two chairs opposite, and together, they sifted through the envelopes as if digging for gold.

			“Oh look,” Hetty said, extracting a stiff card from one envelope. “Uncle Melvin sent us a coupon for his restaurant: Buy seven meals, get a free snow cone.” She raised her eyebrows.

			“At least he remembered this year,” Henley said. “Here, from Gran.” She paused for a moment, then tossed a card adorned with the image of a toothless, elderly lady across the table for Hetty to see. Under the picture, her grandmother’s feeble and trembling hand had written:

			All my love and well wishes to my favorite living grandchildren on this the advent of their fourteenth year. 

			Love, Granma May.

			“Awe, that’s sweet,” Hetty said, “reminding us of all the dead cousins she liked better than us.”

			“That is not what she meant,” Henley said, then added under her breath, “consciously.”

			“Yes, well, our other grandmother sent us thirty sade.” Hetty turned a large, blue envelope over and a shower of coins clattered across the table. “That’s fifteen for each of us.” She divided the bright silver coins quickly and shoved her share into her pocket.

			“Great!” Henley laughed. “Now we can pay for about a third of that first meal at Uncle Melvin’s.”

			“Gatch!” Hetty said, so suddenly that Henley dropped the envelopes in her own hands. The envelope Hetty held was average in every way, except for the return address. “Henley,” she said, breathless, turning the front of the envelope around so her sister could see. “It’s from Aunt Megan.”

			“What?” Henley snatched the envelope. There, in clear black ink, was the name Megan Giltmen.

			“Mom must have forgotten this morning,” she said.

			The girls locked identical brown eyes with each other. They both knew that the aunt they had never met, sister to the father they had never met, sent them a letter every year on their birthday. Every year, their mother intercepted it. She had never forgotten before.

			Hetty snatched the envelope back and jumped up. Henley realized what she was doing a split-second too late.

			“No, Het!”

			Hetty moved too quickly, tearing the envelope open.

			“Mom will throw you across the lake!” Henley shrieked in fright. “Give that back!”

			Hetty jumped behind the couch, out of her sister’s reach. “It’s addressed to us.” 

			“You know Mom doesn’t want us reading it!” Henley banged her shins against the coffee table, trying to get around it.

			“Hen, there’s money in here!”

			“I don’t care, we shouldn’t be...”

			“Oh, you will care!” Hetty tore several half sheets of paper from the envelope. “It’s not sade. Henley, this is a note! She sent us twenty note!”

			“I don’t care what she... Wait, what?” Henley finally made it around the couch, and froze, looking over Hetty’s shoulder. Her jaw dropped.

			“No, wait...” Hetty shuffled the papers around, extracting a second note. “There are two of them. She sent us twenty note each.”

			Henley snapped out of a trance and tried to grab the papers from her sister. “No, we can’t keep this!”

			“Do you know what we could do with forty note?” Hetty said. “About a year’s worth of meals at uncle Melvin’s, for starters.”

			“And a whole lot of snow cones,” Henley said, then shook her head. “No. No. When Mom comes home we’ll ask about it, but no, Hetty...” She chased her sister around to the other side of the couch as she spoke. “We can’t just keep that kind of money.”

			“Says who? She sent it to us.”

			“We have to at least show it to Mom!” 

			“They’re made out to us!” Hetty set the notes side-by-side on the table. They were each roughly the size of one-quarter of a sheet of paper, with several lines of writing, including the bank name, their aunt’s name, the amount of money, and, written on the top line, who was allowed to spend that money. One note declared To the Order of Henley Giltmen, the other To the Order of Henrietta Giltmen.

			“Hetty, be reasonable. Mom has to see these. Neither of us have accounts with the bank...”

			“We don’t need the bank. You can trade notes, just like sade.”

			“...and we can’t go walking around with twenty note in our pockets! It would take forever to spend it. Why would she even send us so much money?”

			“The better question is, has she been sending us money for the past twelve years?”

			“Don’t!” Henley said. “Mom would never steal from us!”

			“I’m not saying she did,” Hetty said. 

			“You think she’s been sending it back?” Henley shook her head. “Hold on, we don’t even know she has sent us money before.”

			“Do you realize what we could do with forty note?” Hetty asked again, serious this time. “We could fix this place, get all new clothes, or pay rent for half a year, probably.”

			“How can she have so much money? We’re all Low-bloods.”

			“Mom must really hate her to send it back.”

			“We don’t know that she’s ever sent us money before. What does the letter say?”

			Hetty had forgotten about the remaining paper inside the envelope. Now, she unfolded it and read: 

			Dear Henrietta and Henley,

			Happy 13th birthday! As I’m sure you’re aware, the upcoming year is a landmark one. I still remember the day we got my school uniform. It made the future seem real for the first time. But actually, I think I remember the day your father got his better. That was the day the future became more than just mine. On that note, I expect you to use most of the enclosed for school, but not all. I don’t know what you girls like, so I’m trusting you to buy yourselves something nice.

			You have great days ahead of you, girls, and I hope that you both get to experience every one of the wonderful things these next few years could bring. But for today, I wish to say Happy Birthday, best wishes, and God bless, 

			Your Aunt, with Love,

			Megan Giltmen

			“See,” Henley said. “She probably didn’t send us money before. It’s for school.”

			Before Hetty could respond, the door opened. Their mother, home to say happy birthday on her thirty-minute lunch break, stood in the doorway dripping snow, a large bag over her shoulder and her face red from the wind under a patched, knit hat. With the adeptness of a mother, she needed only one glance to take in her daughters, the letter, and the sizeable sum of money on the coffee table.

			“What are you doing?” Georgiana Giltmen asked.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Accepted

			Georgiana Giltmen, the single mother of twins, was too smart to think she could salvage the situation she had walked in on. So instead, she set about managing the fallout. She snatched up the money, but let them keep the letter. That damage was done, and she was to blame for forgetting about it, anyway. She told her daughters they would talk when she got home that night, grabbed an envelope from the desk in her room, tore the notes in half, stuffed the halves and nothing else into the envelope, sealed it, addressed it to Megan Giltmen, and dropped it in the outgoing mailbox on her way back to work.

			In the apartment, the twins sat across from each other on the edges of their seats, the remaining pile of birthday letters forgotten between them.

			“Mom’s locray,” Hetty said.

			“Don’t call her that!” Henley said.

			“Why not? It’s not like it’s a bad word.”

			“It’s not a nice word either!”

			“It means she’s out of her mind, and she must be. We could’ve used that money for school. We’re gonna need that money for school.”

			“She must have a reason, and we’ll be fine,” Henley said. “We always are.”

			“Secondary schools aren’t like Primary,” Hetty said. “We need to buy our own books. We’ll need uniforms, housing, transportation ...”

			“The only time I’ve ever seen a note before was when Mom was paying rent.”

			“And she just tore them up. Tore them, Henley!”

			“It just invalidates them. Aunt Megan can just exchange them for blank twenties at her bank...”

			“Obviously. That’s not the point! Mom just threw out all that money. If that’s not locray, I don’t know what is.”

			“She must know what she’s doing.”

			“She must really hate Aunt Megan! What happened between them? She’s Dad’s sister. Why have we never met her?”

			“She says we’ll talk about it when she gets home.”

			“You think she means it this time?”

			“I think she has to mean it this time. We saw everything.”

			“Some birthday.” Hetty flopped back on the couch and stared, arms crossed, at the ceiling.

			An hour later, Hetty was still staring at the ceiling when Henley started to sift through the letters again. It wasn’t any fun without her sister, though, and Henley was about to give up on the cards when something caught her eye.

			“Het ...”

			“Humph.”

			“Hetty, really, look at this.”

			“Mih.”

			“Henrietta!” Henley tossed an open birthday card at her sister’s face, glaring.

			“What?” Hetty asked, sitting up and shaking off the bright yellow card.

			Henley turned a large, red and purple envelope toward her sister’s face. “Look at this.”

			Fancy, medieval letters that must have been difficult for the postal carrier to read covered the front of the envelope. An intricate pattern of hand-sketched leaves surrounded the address and the return address. Hetty sat up straight.

			“Today?” she asked. “It came today? Gatchin!”

			“You open it.” Henley dropped the letter on the table as if it had stung her. “I can’t. What does it say? No, if it’s bad, don’t tell me. What does it say?”

			“Hang on!” Hetty opened the ornate envelope to reveal an equally ornate card.

			“Well?” Henley asked, her eyes squeezed shut.

			Hetty didn’t respond.

			“Hetty?”

			Nothing.

			“I didn’t really mean it when I said don’t...”

			“‘From Rachelle Vantinfehr,’“ Hetty read, “‘esteemed Headmistress of Vladimir Baker’s Academy of Secondary Education, To Mrs. Georgiana Giltmen, On January the twenty-second’...”

			“You don’t have to read all that,” Henley said, opening her eyes.

			“...‘Dear Madam,’” Hetty continued, “‘It gives us greatest pleasure to inform you that...’”

			Henley squealed. Hetty told her to “Shut up,” then continued reading.

			“ ...‘your daughters, Henrietta May Giltmen and Henley Selma Giltmen, have been accepted to attend the esteemed V-BASE academy, beginning in the next school year. To reserve their spots, or to cancel them, please return each of the enclosed statements of intent to V-BASE, postmarked no later than February first. Also enclosed, please find information on tuition, housing, board, and uniform purchase. Classes for the first year are pre-assigned and need not be registered for separately...’ Where’s that form?” Hetty dropped the note and dug her hand deeper into the envelope.

			“What are you doing?” Henley asked as her sister extracted two sheets of paper. 

			Hetty got a pen from a plastic tub under the coffee table. “They want these back in three weeks. I’m not wasting time,” she said, unfolding the Statements of Intent.

			“Het...” Henley held another paper from inside the envelope between her fingers, hesitantly, like a scorpion’s tail. “It’s seventy note each for the year, and that’s not even counting room and board.”

			Hetty bit off the pen cap and held it in her teeth. “So?”

			“So rent for this apartment is fifty a year!” Henley snatched the papers away before Hetty could mark the Henrietta Giltmen will attend box. 

			“Girit back,” Hetty said through the pen cap.   

			“I’m thrilled we got in,” Henley said. “But we can’t go.”

			Hetty spat out the pen cap. “Of course we got in,” she said. “Our grades are perfect, and our CHAT scores were amazing. And they give scholarships. Now give!”

			“Even with a full-tuition scholarship, we can’t afford it,” Henley said, pushing the depressing set of papers at her sister. “I’ve been telling you this for years. Look at those numbers.”

			Hetty did not give the numbers so much as a glance. She had memorized them long ago, along with every other piece of information she could find on the V-BASE school. The numbers did not matter. Nothing did, except her own determination, certainty, that she and her sister would attend that school. It was fact, set in stone, and always had been. “Mom went to Baker’s! So did Dad, him and his sister.”

			“Yeah, and all of them had two parents working full time. Mom can’t do this,” Henley said.

			“You were the one saying we’d manage!”

			“Yeah, to go somewhere manageable!” 

			The argument ended with Henley tearing up the stairwell in the center of their building, the statements of intent flapping in her hands, Hetty close behind. At the top landing, Henley ripped open a window, balled up the papers, and threw them hard into the fluttering snow. Hetty screamed at her, turned on her heels, crashed back down the steps and barefoot out the door. She snatched the papers out of a snowdrift and spread them on their apartment’s heater to dry.

			The result of all this, much to Georgiana’s delight, was that, by the time they got to dinner, both girls had forgotten about their aunt Megan.

			“You got a letter today, son,” Brian Vaulkery said, smiling.

			Seated on the right side of a thirty-foot table, sparkling with candles and crystal, Elias looked up from his dinner. His parents sat at either end of the table, and he sat halfway between them, to the exact inch. 

			“No, I didn’t,” he said.

			Elias knew the smile on his father’s face. It was his I will boast about this to everyone, but if you hadn’t done it, you wouldn’t be a Vaulkery smile. Lord Vaulkery had a habit of looking at his son that way.

			“Don’t be rude, Elias,” Adriana Courtryside-Vaulkery said, wiping her mouth with a gold-embroidered cloth.

			“Well, it was addressed to me,” Lord Vaulkery said, still smiling. “From the V-BASE academy.”

			“Isn’t ‘academy’ already in the acronym?” Elias asked his plate, pushing broccoli from one side to the other.

			“Oh, that’s wonderful, Elias!” His mother reached for the porcelain, swan-shaped bell beside her plate. “I’m so proud.”

			“Yeah,” Elias said. “It’s Vladimir Baker’s Academy of Secondary Education, so saying V-BASE academy is like saying Vladimir Baker’s Academy academy.”

			“The best school in the country,” Lord Vaulkery said. “My son is starting in the fall. I sent in the papers two hours ago.”

			“Gatchin.” Elias hacked at his broccoli with the edge of his fork.

			“Ah, Hilda!” his mother said when a maid came into the dining room to answer her bell. The maid’s name was Marietta, but that hardly mattered. “Whatever was for dessert, cancel it. We’ll be having orange sherbet to celebrate. It’s my son’s favorite.”

			“When I was six,” Elias said under his breath. He still liked orange sherbet very much, but did not feel like admitting it to her right then.

			“What do you say I take off next Saturday?” Lord Vaulkery was saying. “We can go have a uniform tailored.”

			“Yes, a great family outing,” Elias’s mother said. 

			“Yes, my dear, excellent idea. Of course, next Saturday won’t work, now I think of it. I have two meetings I can’t put off.”

			“And I have origami club the Saturday after next.”

			“Spring would be a better time to go anyway,” Lord Vaulkery decided.

			“It’s settled then,” Elias said for no one to hear, moving from the hacked remains of his broccoli to his carrots.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Bloods High and Low

			Let’s just ask her!” Henley whispered, so that her mother, seated across the aisle, could not overhear. “It’s a perfectly reasonable question.” 

			“And risk her taking it back?” Hetty asked. 

			The twins sat on a tram moving through farmland between their home city, Ebren, and the nearest major shopping center. The tram had two long rows of seats, facing each other across a two-foot-wide aisle so that everyone had their backs to the windows. To stave off motion sickness, they could look over the heads of the people sitting across from them, but it was rarely possible to see anything except the sky.

			For most of their trip that morning, every seat was taken, with several people standing, and young children on their mothers’ laps. But the twins were lucky enough to find two seats together. They attracted double-takes and second glances from other passengers, as always happened, which made them both smile with the mischievous knowledge that they could so easily trick people if they wanted.

			Even Georgiana had long ago given up on trying to tell her daughters apart. She felt guilty about it for a while, then decided to give up the guilt, too. They were just too alike, and no differences appeared as they aged. So even their mother resorted to clothing to tell Hetty from Henley. They each had one sweater and one t-shirt that they were not allowed to share. Hetty’s were orange and Henley’s were blue. In summer, they wore the t-shirts. On cool spring days, like this, they wore the sweaters. It was the only way to see a difference between them.

			“If we don’t have the money, she should take it back!” Henley said. “It’s not unreasonable for us to wonder where she got so much money.”

			“Oh, for once in your life would you just be grateful for something and let it be!” 

			“I am not going to be grateful for something that hurts Mom!” 

			A voice over the tram’s speaker interrupted their argument, announcing their approach to the Burbon Square station. More than half the people in their car got up, gathering packs and children, clogging the aisle. The tram lurched to a stop, and the twins were swept out with the rest of the disembarking passengers. Their feet cleared the doorway only seconds before the tram sped off again.

			The twins held hands and backed to one side of the open-air platform, waiting for their mother. As the other passengers moved on and their view of the surrounding world cleared, they found themselves above a green field covered in tents, landscaped parks, and a few small buildings—the shopping center known as Burbon Square.

			The tram stopped about a quarter mile outside of this colorful cluster of shops, and from the raised platform, the girls could also see a flat land covered in the patchwork pattern of cultivated fields. It was spring, so the fields were newly plowed, with men and women and machines going back and forth, hard about the work of planting. Far off in the distance, a single tower loomed over the landscape. The tram track bent toward it and the High-blood Manor-village that lived under its shadow.

			“What High-blood family is that, do you think?” Hetty asked, trying to remember her few absent-minded glances at the maps in school.

			Henley shook her head. “I don’t know.”

			“Girls!” Georgiana appeared in the thinning crowd, holding her hands out for them. The twins went to her, each attaching to one of her hands as if they were still tiny children, and the three of them descended the platform together.

			On the ground, the pedestrian stream wound through a parking lot and into the square. Inside, vendors spilled from semi-permanent wooden structures, or tents, lean-tos, even blankets spread on the grass, selling anything anyone could need all in one ten square mile space. 

			Georgiana stopped just inside the square, ignoring the pushy soap vendor under a bright red awning to her right. She looked around, then checked her watch.

			“The person I’m meeting is supposed to be here in ten minutes. So, I’m going to let you go now. Here...” She let go of her daughters’ hands to dig something out of her bag. “Get a map from the Welcome Booth there and take these.” She handed a large envelope to Hetty. “There’s a list of stores in there, and what you need. Also, your enrollment letters. Do not lose them. You’ll have to show them to the tailor, at least, and probably others.”

			“Because who could believe two Low-girls got into Baker’s?” Hetty said.

			“And don’t call it Baker’s in front of the vendors,” Georgiana said, digging deeper in her bag.

			“You call it Baker’s,” Henley said.

			“Not to V-BASE administration or official vendors I don’t,” Georgiana said. She handed Henley a small, embroidered wallet with a shoulder strap. It had one zipper across the top and no other openings. “Put this over your shoulder,” she said, doing it for her, “and keep your hand over the zipper. There’s a twenty note in it, and some sade for lunch—and I do mean lunch, not ice cream. You have your birthday money for that. I’ve already signed the note, so if you drop it, anyone can spend it. Do you understand me?” 

			They both nodded. 

			“Okay.” Georgiana glanced back at a cloth banner suspended on two poles above their heads. The title Parking Entrance had been stitched into it in bright golden thread. “We’ll meet back here at three, right?”

			The twins nodded again.

			“Be safe.” Their mother gave each girl a quick hug and vanished into the swelling crowd.

			“Come on!” Hetty seized her sister’s hand as soon as their mother disappeared and dragged her off to the Welcome Booth for a map.

			The twins had only been to Burbon Square once before, several years earlier, and their mother had kept a firm hold on them the entire time. They were used to navigating the city alone, but the city was brick, concrete, tenement houses, and factories. The few shops brave enough to open their doors kept their merchandise back behind windowless entrances, out of the greedy eyes of those passing on the street. People hurried by and kept their eyes to themselves.

			Here everything was open, and a little wild, a bombardment of color and sound and smell. Grass and sparkling water replaced the dull gray of stone and concrete. Vibrant awnings protected the vendors from sun or rain, and bright banners flew from the wooden buildings and booths. There was a gurgle of water from the fountains, a rush of feet and voices, a string group in one corner playing for spare sade, and above all, the clean, spring air that wafted in from the fields.

			With growing excitement, the twins snatched their map from the smiling woman in the Welcome Booth and found a corner at the base of a massive, marble fountain. They spread the map open between them and began marking off places they needed to go.

			“The Baker’s store’s closest,” Hetty said, pointing to an icon on the map. The V-BASE Supply Outlet, according to the key below the map.

			“Okay,” Henley said. “We’ll go. But remember what Mom said...”

			“Don’t buy your books from the V-BASE store. I know, I know.” Hetty stood, folding the map. “Come on.”

			The twins held hands over a little brook that trickled down the center of Burbon square, skipping as long as they could along either side of it. They ran laughing away from the sprinklers that came on sporadically to water the grass and pointed birds out to each other in the trees, then stopped for almost five minutes to watch a squirrel watching them suspiciously from under a bush. 

			Hetty wanted to stop at every booth that sold anything more interesting than soap, and some of the soap booths, too. Henley kept dragging her away. They got lost at least three times and stared at the map with increasing confusion. Finally, a fish vendor they had just passed for the third time took pity on them, and his eight-year-old son ended up leading them to one of the largest wooden buildings in the square.

			With a wave, the boy left them standing under alternating purple and dark red banners. A wooden sign swung over the main door, reading:

			Vladimir Baker’s Academy of Secondary Education 

			Official Bookstore and Retail Outlet 

			“Remember, Hetty,” Henley said.

			“Yes, yes, we’re only to buy uniforms and bookbags here!” Hetty shot her sister an annoyed look and threw the door open.

			A world of red and purple greeted them. To their left was the bookstore, to their right, a shop filled with everything anyone could need for school, and quite a few unnecessary things as well. All bore the V-BASE name or crest. Despite their mother’s warnings, and Henley’s reminders, Hetty took a few halting steps toward the books. Henley grabbed her by the arm and dragged her past all the official V-BASE school supplies to the tailor’s desk at the very back of the store.

			A thin man with bleached hair stood up to meet them. He got halfway through the pre-programmed greeting before noticing their patched sweaters and jeans, and then his eyes narrowed as the programmed words faded away. “Are you girls lost?” he asked.

			“No, we need uniforms,” Hetty said, more sharply than she should have.

			Henley gave her twin’s arm a sharp squeeze and pointed at the envelope sticking out of her pocket.

			“You’re going to V-BASE?” the tailor asked, his eyebrows raised.

			Hetty just glared at him.

			“Yes sir,” Henley said and snatched the envelope from her sister’s pocket, extracted the enrollment letters, and handed them over.

			The tailor read the letters over twice, went behind a counter to make sure the format matched his example copy, held both letters up to the light to study their watermarks, checked the signatures, the watermarks again, and finally handed them back to the twins with a resigned look.

			“You’ll want rack pieces,” he said, moving to several metal racks pushed against one of the windows. On them hung pre-made uniforms, protected in plastic bags. Only High-bloods could afford to have their uniforms tailor made. Most Middle-bloods had to buy off the racks too, but Henley suspected that the tailor would still have asked a Middle-blood which option they preferred. And she knew that Hetty had the same suspicion.

			Henley could see Hetty opening her mouth to say something scathing and stepped on her foot before she could. “Yes sir,” she said.

			“Medium, I’d say.” The tailor produced two plastic-wrapped uniforms and handed them to Henley. He was looking over her head at the front door, which had just opened.

			“Well can we at least try them on?” Hetty asked.

			The tailor was still looking over their heads. A large party of nine people had just come in the front door. “Yeah, fine, over there,” he said, waving his hand over their heads toward the back wall. “Changing rooms, over there.”

			“And what’s wrong with these?” Hetty asked, pointing to the curtained-off stalls behind the tailor’s desk. Henley grabbed her arm and dragged her off to the dark back wall.

			Before they vanished into the furthest stall, they overheard the tailor’s crooned greeting, “Lord Vaulkery, welcome, welcome. Such an honor to see you this morning, sir—and my Lady, I must know who made that dress...”

			“What?” Hetty freed her arm from her sister’s viselike grip.

			The lights were dim in this part of the building, barely high enough for the girls to make out an accurate reflection in the full-length mirror. Henley yanked the curtain closed behind them, backing away from it as if it might bite her.

			“Do you realize who that is?” she asked.

			“Someone more worthy of notice than Low-girls,” Hetty said, pulling off her sweater.

			Henley’s nails dug into her sister’s arm. “Het, that’s Brian Vaulkery!”

			They froze for a moment, Hetty with one arm hanging out of her shirt, her other arm gripped by her sister’s icy hand. Then she sprang at the curtain.

			“No!” Henley said, as forcefully as she could in a whisper. “Stay here!”

			“I’m just going to look.” Hetty stuck her face through the curtain. Behind her, Henley hopped from one foot to the other, holding her breath. “There’s a boy,” Hetty said after a moment. “I think they’re measuring him for a uniform.”

			“That would be Elias Vaulkery,” Henley said in a strangled voice. “It makes sense he’d be at Baker’s. The whole Vaulkery family has gone there.”

			Hetty grunted. “And you know this because...?”

			“Because it’s common knowledge. Seriously, Hetty, don’t you ever read the papers?”

			“Not those useless sections, no. I have better uses for my time. Gatch—” Hetty made a choking noise. “You’d think the tailor was in love with him, the way he’s acting.”

			“Hetty please, please, please close the curtain.”

			“Not until you come look at this.”

			Henley gave up, stood on her toes, and leaned over her sister’s back to see out. She could barely make out a boy with blond hair, standing in the middle of a gaggle of grownups. The tailor flitted around him, taking measurements. An elegant woman, in the most elaborate dress either twin had ever seen, stood by, nodding in approval. Half a dozen people hovered around them, a few servants, two armed guards, and some clerks. Lord Vaulkery stood at a distance from his family, speaking to one of the clerks over a pile of papers.

			“So that’s the Killer of Kohar,” Hetty said.

			Henley reached up and pulled the curtain closed.

			Hetty turned on her sister, putting her hands on her hips, made slightly less dramatic because one arm still stuck out under her shirt. “We have as much right to be here as they do.”

			“Doesn’t mean they should see us.”

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “If you’re like this now, what’ll you do at school? We’ll have classes with High-bloods every hour of every day.”

			“It’ll be different.”

			“How?” 

			“I don’t know, Het. It will be. Okay?”

			Hetty shook her head, then ripped the plastic bag off one of the uniforms. “You’ll have to get undressed to try this on.”

			Henley shrugged. “Why bother. If it fits you, it’ll fit me.”

			Hetty put on the blouse first. It was red chiffon, light and breezy with long sleeves and a tie around the neck. Over it went a simple A-line skirt and a jacket. Both were dark purple, with gold pinstripes running diagonally through the cloth. The jacket bore the V-BASE crest, a golden circle with a purple B entwined with a red V. Hetty buttoned the jacket all the way up, so that only the high neck of the blouse was visible, then opened it again, turning around in the mirror.

			“I look so official,” she said.

			Henley fingered the price tag attached to the untouched suit, glanced at the numbers written there, then flipped the tag over. Meanwhile, Hetty took the jacket off and spun once more in the mirror.

			“Okay, take it off before it gets dirty,” Henley said.

			“Relax.” Hetty got back into her own clothes and tucked the uniform back into the safety of its plastic bag. 

			Henley peeked around the curtain. The gaggle around Elias Vaulkery had only grown, with attendants from all over the shop coming over to watch or help gather fabric samples from behind the tailor’s desk. A parade of ever more expensive silks and cottons passed by Lady Vaulkery, who gushed over them all. Lord Vaulkery nodded at anything she showed him as he discussed paperwork with two of his clerks. 

			“He doesn’t seem to be enjoying this,” Henley said, her eyes on the youngest Vaulkery. He stood stiff as a board on the measuring block, eyes straight ahead, with a pinched look, almost like the children two units over in their tenement, who hardly ever ate. It made no sense at all for the son of Brian Vaulkery to be starving, so Henley thought he must be sick.

			“He’s probably mad he has to give up a day of playing in his castle—spoiled child,” Hetty said.

			The girls took their uniforms and left the dressing rooms. Henley’s attempts at stealth were unnecessary. No one cared about anything except the Vaulkeries right then. Still, she flinched when Hetty said, in a slightly louder than normal tone of voice, “Hey, what about sweatpants? They’re not that expensive. Oh, wait... there’s a zero...”

			“No!” Henley pulled her sister away from the rack of folded lounge clothes. “Mom said!”

			V-BASE students had to wear their official uniforms for all school days. However, they only had to wear the entire uniform on Mondays or at important school events. A three-page letter had accompanied the girls’ enrollment certificates, detailing all permissible forms of clothing. Suffice it to say, having black pants, black, red, and purple shirts, and an official V-BASE sweater would be a good idea. For Phys class, students were required to have purple sweats, purple shorts, and a red t-shirt. They also needed purple or red mittens, hats, and scarves for winter school events.

			The three-page letter strongly encouraged students to purchase these extras at the V-BASE store, but it wasn’t required. Henley had spent the last month knitting appropriate hats and mittens. Hetty could not knit, or crochet, or sew. Every attempt had ended in a disastrous tangle of wasted yarn. But she adored the things her sister made for her and didn’t even glance at the official V-BASE mittens as Henley pulled her along.

			Henley led her sister toward the front of the store, dragged her away from the aisles of women’s shoes, and stopped in the next cluster of shelves.

			Two extras did have to be purchased at the V-BASE store. The school required bookbags and sweaters, each sold separately, that had the school’s official crest. Hetty had taken her mother’s old sweater, and Henley believed she could alter their father’s to fit her, but there hadn’t been official V-BASE bookbags back when their parents went to school. Henley marched her sister straight to the most generic of the bags, checked the price, took a hissing breath in, and grabbed two.

			“Couldn’t we just look?” Hetty asked as her sister steered her toward the register.

			“No,” Henley said.

			Behind them, the Vaulkery mob broke away from the tailor’s desk and began combing the shoe aisles. The woman at the register was watching them and took several seconds to turn her head to the twins.

			“Are you girls lost?” she asked when she saw them.

			“No,” Hetty said.

			“Here.” Henley handed over their enrollment letters, and the checker went through the same examination the tailor had, before ringing up their meager purchase. Two uniforms and two shoulder bags—Only Low-bloods would buy so little. That was what her expression said, anyway.

			“That’s twelve note,” she said, as if expecting them to run out of money. Does she think we can’t add? Hetty wondered while Henley got the twenty out of their mother’s purse.

			The checker examined their money as closely as she had the enrollment letters, and while she did, Hetty turned to look at the book section. A woman drew her attention, picking up books, methodically, section by section, opening the covers, then putting them back. She had a co-pad in one hand, writing something on it after every book.

			It was the co-pad that most interested Hetty, because she had only seen them occasionally, at school, and only from a distance. They were about the size and shape of a pad of paper, and could be used as a telephone, a computer, a television, or written in just like a notebook.

			Finally, the checker accepted their twenty-note and handed Henley an eight-note back. The woman in the book section scribbled one last thing into her co-pad and moved toward the door.

			“Spying again, are we Vanessa?” the checker asked, stamping the note Henley had given her with the store’s name. She smiled as she spoke.

			“It’s not spying, it’s reconnaissance,” the woman said, smiling herself and stowing her co-pad in the bag that hung from her shoulder. As she did, her eyes met Hetty’s. A second later she had taken in everything significant about the twins, their patched clothes, the minimal purchase.

			“The official term is corporate espionage, actually,” the checker said, but she was still smiling. 

			“Good day, Cleeta,” the woman said. The bell over the door sang her out.

			The twins scooped up their things. They had not paid for shopping bags, and the checker had not asked if they wanted to. With uniforms over their arms, they left the store just as the Vaulkeries moved into the second aisle of shoes.

			“We should put the uniforms in the bags,” Henley said. Hetty was already folding hers. The door closed behind them, and someone spoke.

			“I didn’t want to say anything inside, but are you looking for books next?”

			Henley jumped, but Hetty had already noticed the woman standing just outside the door, the same woman she had seen taking notes in the bookstore.

			“I’m Vanessa Payson,” the woman said, “of Payson’s Resale Shop.”

			Henley leaned over her sister’s shoulder to say, “That’s on Mom’s list.” 

			“You were in there getting book lists, weren’t you?” Hetty said.

			Mrs. Payson smiled, then invited the girls to followed her down the street with a wave of her hand. “I always do when the new semester’s inventory comes in. The school board wouldn’t like it, but shopkeepers look the other way. First-years, right?” She glanced back in time to see the girls nod. “Good, I’ll definitely have all the books you need then. That list hasn’t changed in ten years.”

			They were lucky to have met Mrs. Payson beforehand. The resale shop was a wooden building buried in a sea of tents, and if they had gotten lost looking for the V-BASE store, finding this tiny shop would have been impossible. It didn’t help that its sign hung half broken and faded almost into invisibility. “We’ve been meaning to get a new one,” Mrs. Payson said with a mournful glance up at it, holding the door for the twins.

			The inside was dim and cluttered, smelling of books and laundry, with all kinds of items crammed onto the wall-to-wall shelves. It was clean, however, and well organized.

			“You can leave your things behind the counter,” Mrs. Payson said. “Books are in the loft.”

			Mr. Payson materialized from a shadow behind the counter, just long enough to take the twins’ uniforms and bags, then disappeared behind a book. The girls followed Mrs. Payson up an ancient flight of stairs to a loft covered in bookshelves. A good number of books lay stacked on the floor as well. 

			“How long have you owned this place?” Hetty asked.

			“Oh, Payson’s Resale has been here for generations,” Mrs. Payson said. “We inherited it from my husband’s parents. Our daughter will get it from us. You have your booklist?”

			Henley handed it over. “We have our enrollment letters too.”

			Mrs. Payson shrugged. “Cleeta sold you uniforms. Besides...” She smiled at the header on the booklist. “I recognize this name. Giltmen. You come from a long line of Low-bloods who have attended the High-blood school.”

			The girls stared at her. Hetty looked angry.

			“Sorry,” Mrs. Payson said. “But you’re going to hear that from everyone. And really, it’s something to be proud of.”

			“That we managed to rise above what Low-bloods are capable of?” Hetty asked.

			“No,” Mrs. Payson said, turning to the bookshelves. “Any High-blood can buy their way into Baker’s. A lot of Middle-bloods get in simply because they’re legacies—believe me, I was one of them. Only Low-bloods can know for certain they got in purely on merit. Ah, here’s World History.” She pulled a thick textbook off the shelf. “Do you want one copy of these books, or two?”

			“Just one,” the girls said in tandem.

			Mrs. Payson nodded, as if the choice made no difference.

			“Are you Georgiana’s daughters?” she asked suddenly.

			“Um... Yeah...” the girls said, surprised.

			Mrs. Payson pulled a copy of Introductory Biology off the shelf. “I’ve just been wondering. I heard she had twins. And you have her hair.”

			“How do you know our mom?” Henley asked.

			“Oh, well, we were all at Baker’s together.” Mrs. Payson stood on her toes to reach First Year Algebra. “They only admit a hundred students a year, and only about seventy come, so you get to know each other pretty well. I was in your aunt Megan’s year, actually. Georgie was the year after us.” She got A Comprehensive Anthology of Earth Literature: Volume 1 out of a stack on the floor. 

			“But you’re a Med—a Middle-blood,” Hetty said, correcting herself when she thought the slang term might be somehow impolite with an adult. Henley wished she were close enough to step on her sister’s foot.

			Mrs. Payson took A Friendly Guide to Politics off a shelf and handed the pile of books over to Henley.

			“Things were a little bit different when we were in school,” she said, then turned to the list, pointing. “We won’t have any of these art supplies here. Or, if we do, they’re in such bad shape, you really are better off paying more at an art store. If you still need notebooks and paper, we do have some. Pens are iffy—you should buy those new. A drug store back in the city will have them cheapest, probably. You need anything else?”

			“Clothes,” Henley said. “I sew, so I just need to get Baker’s colored fabric.”

			Mrs. Payson nodded. “We have some here. I’ll show you. You can leave the books at the counter.”

			Henley spent the next half hour or so examining fabric. Hetty gave up on helping her after four minutes, went to grab twelve of the least used notebooks she could find, then came back and yelled at Henley to decide already.

			Mr. Payson morphed out of his shadow and rang up their purchases in silence. His wife, meanwhile, chatted with them about where they were going next and drew out directions on their map. 

			“Seven note, thirty sade,” Mr. Payson said.

			“You want bags?” Mrs. Payson asked.

			“It’s okay,” Henley said, trying to figure out a way to fit everything into their two bookbags.

			“No charge,” Mr. Payson said, stamping the twins’ eight-note with the store name. Mrs. Payson was already dividing the books, bags, notebooks, clothes, and uniforms between four large paper bags.

			“Thank you so much,” Henley said as she and Hetty took two bags each.

			“Just come back next year,” Mrs. Payson said. “Oh, and girls...” She came around the counter. “Your mother would have known me as Vanessa Kerter. Tell her hi from me?”

			The twins nodded, thanked the Paysons again, and went blinking out of the gloom, onto the bright street.

			 “Where’s that art store?” Henley asked. “I hope we have enough money left.” She was beginning to worry that she had gone overboard on the fabric.

			“It’s this way. And we have a whole note left,” Hetty said.

			“Actually, we have seventy sade plus our lunch money.”

			“We’ll be fine,” Hetty said, taking the lead between colorful tents.

			It turned out they did have to spend nine sade of their lunch money. Try as they might, they couldn’t double up on art supplies, and nothing was cheap. Henley felt terrible about it. Hetty rolled her eyes and tried to explain this was why their mother had given them so much money for lunch in the first place.

			At one-thirty, the twins found an open space surrounded by food tents. Starving, they followed their noses to the nearest stall, then found an empty table and inhaled their fries and burgers. 

			“We still have an hour before we meet Mom,” Hetty said. “Where you wanna go?”

			“Hetty...”

			Henley’s eyes had fixed onto a monument, set up in the very center of the food space. Someone had pushed aside several tables to make room for it, and it was nothing more than four TV screens mounted on a tall, wire stand. At the very top, a wooden plaque with three faces read: To the Dead of Kohar.

			“Does that say what I think it does?” Henley asked.

			Hetty didn’t answer. She stood, gathered up her bags, and went toward the monument. Henley followed, drawn like magnets across the food court. They were not the only ones. Some came with scowls and disapproving words, some with solemn, grim, or pained expressions, others with nods of approval. Each of the screens scrolled through a seemingly endless list of names, all under that plaque, To the Dead of Kohar.

			“Henley!” Hetty dropped one of her bags so she could grip her sister’s hand. There, as the scrolling list reached the Gs, they both saw, plainly as if it were the only name: Giltmen, Cory Rhys. Henley’s fingers twisted around her sister’s as she fought a sob.

			For a while, there was nothing but their father’s name, the father they had never known, and for whom their mother still cried when she thought her daughters couldn’t hear. It was the name that had given them life and then died, ripped from his children by the High-bloods. 

			All too soon, and not soon enough, the name vanished, and the list scrolled on. Blinking in an effort to see through water, Henley focused on the monument itself. It was held together with tape and wires. Even the sign was hastily carved. And then the tables, shoved unceremoniously aside to make room for it. “This isn’t supposed to be here,” she said.

			Hetty nodded. “It’s not on the map, I’d’ve noticed.”

			“Who put this here?” Henley wasn’t sure if she wanted to thank them or scream at them.

			Before Hetty could even think about answering, a different voice, male and furious, repeated Henley’s question for all in the food space to hear. Everyone stopped what they were doing to look in the same direction, toward the voice, the man the question. 

			Lord Vaulkery, in his pristine gray suit, stood at the edge of the food space with his family, followed by their guards and clerks, followed by servants carrying dozens of bags, all looking where everyone was looking, at the impromptu monument. He was not smiling. He was not scowling. He had no expression at all. 

			The Lady Vaulkery put her arms around her son, drawing him close to her. Servants, clerks, and guards all stood very still, mirrored by the suddenly motionless crowd in front of them. 

			“Who put this here?” Lord Vaulkery asked again. The crowd stood silent. Food burned in the tents, and the meat on one of the grills caught fire. Still, no one moved. Maybe they had all done it, Hetty thought, all the restaurant keepers, getting together to set the thing up. Regardless, they were all culpable. Not one of them had torn it down.

			Then she realized something else. Someone like Brian Vaulkery did not just go places. People in Burbon Square would have heard about his visit days before he arrived. And, of course, his path would eventually cross the main food space. This monument, erected of tape and wire To the Dead of Kohar, was for him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			The Killer of Kohar

			One more time,” Lord Vaulkery shouted across the food space. “Who did this? One of you knows.”

			No one answered. Instead, a wave of confused chatter washed through the space, and Hetty felt Henley’s hand clench in hers. The screens continued to scroll, naming the ghosts.

			“Don’t worry,” Hetty said. “Even I wouldn’t say anything in this crowd.”

			“We have to get out of here,” Henley said.

			Hetty kept a hold on her sister, grabbed her fallen bag with her other hand, and began to back away.

			“Fine!” Brian Vaulkery said. He motioned to one of his guards. “Tear it down.”

			His guards advanced toward the monument. Hetty hesitated. Those men were about to wipe away her father’s name, and she felt a surge of anger pull her toward them. Henley’s hand, however, was firm in hers, pulling her backward, away from the monument.

			Then suddenly, someone, not far from Hetty’s shoulder, shouted, “Coward!”

			It was just about the stupidest thing anyone could have done short of throwing stones at the High-blood Lord. Henley felt a surge of terror, and Hetty half wished she had been the one to say it. The guards changed direction, looking for one person and ready to trample anyone in their way.

			The crowd surged backward, almost tearing the twins apart twice. Then Hetty fell backward over a bench, and her hand twisted out of Henley’s. Someone screamed as a guard hit him. Henley was dragged off by the moving crowd, and Hetty saw the guards’ boots less than a yard from her head.

			And then another, smaller pair of feet appeared on the ground in front of the guards. A woman put herself into the guards’ path, put up her arms, using her body as a block against both of them. “Stop!” she said, a whisper meant for only them to hear. The guards tried to push through her, and her hand grabbed at a chain that hung around her neck.

			Both the guards froze.

			The crowd collected itself. Those not on the ground scuttled back. Those on the ground got up, crawling backward. Hetty got onto her elbows but stayed where she was.

			The woman standing two feet from her had dark brown hair and was dressed simply, with a few patches on her clothes. But around her neck hung a pendant that every person recognized: a tiny, red flame inside a frosty glass teardrop. She was a Secret Keeper.

			After eying the guards for several more seconds, the woman dropped the chain around her neck and looked over their heads. “Brian Vaulkery!” she called. “I’m sorry. I know men like you are far too busy to worry about displays like this.”

			The crowd murmured as Lord Vaulkery made his way through them to the Secret Keeper. His guards parted so he could stand toe-to-toe with her. 

			“What are you doing here, Giltmen?” he asked.

			Giltmen. The shock of that name pulled Hetty’s spine up straight.

			“None of your business,” the Secret Keeper said.

			Lord Vaulkery inclined his head toward the monument. “That is.”

			“Men like you know how to choose their battles,” the Secret Keeper said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I swear that the Secret Keepers had nothing to do with this. But my brother’s name is on that list, and not one person here is on your side. Wars have started over less. I suggest you choose your next move with the same insight and care you usually bring to such situations.”

			Lord Vaulkery bent his head toward hers. “Well done, Giltmen. I remember when you were too scared to say even one word to me.”

			Then he backed up and, smiling, said for everyone to hear, “Once again, the wisdom of the Secret Keepers proves itself beyond equal. I’ll leave the problem in her capable hands.” He nodded to the woman, who nodded back, then hissed, “Obliterate it,” to his guards on his way past them. The smile never left his face.

			As Lord Vaulkery’s guards tore the monument apart, a group of restaurant keepers gathered behind the Secret Keeper. Slowly, she turned to them, asking, “Who did this?”

			They shook their heads. “It was here when we arrived,” one of them said.

			“But you didn’t take it down?” The Secret Keeper’s eyes passed over the group for a long, appraising moment. “I understand. We all lost someone at Kohar. But you must realize what might’ve happened if I had not happened to be here. No good can come from making a fool of Brian Vaulkery. Next time, take it down yourselves.”

			There was no response, and she did not wait for one. Instead, she turned and saw Hetty lying on the ground. “Hey, are you all right?” she asked, leaning down to help the girl up.

			Hetty could not move. She did not even see the offered hand. She could only stare at this woman’s face.

			“Hetty!” Henley, finally, disentangled herself from the crowd and rushed at her sister. She stopped short when she saw the Secret Keeper leaning over her. Hetty crawled up onto her feet. The Secret Keeper straightened up, looking from one twin to the other.

			“You’re Megan Giltmen,” Hetty said.

			Recognition filled the Secret Keeper’s face, whether of their mother’s hair, or their father’s eyes, or just the name—Hetty, short for Henrietta, who had a twin. For a while, she seemed as unable to move as Hetty had been.

			“Girls, what by the lake!” Georgiana pushed through the crowd and grabbed Hetty by the shoulders. “Megan, what happened?”

			“Her?” Hetty shoved her mother away. “This is who you came to meet?”

			Georgiana froze, her face draining of color. Her daughter was jumping to conclusions, but they were the right conclusions, and she didn’t deny them.

			Meanwhile, Henley and Megan scrambled to retrieve the things that had fallen from Hetty’s bags. Henley kept dropping books and art supplies because she could not take her eyes off her aunt. Megan set the last items in the bags, then handed the bags to Henley without a word.

			“Asta, Georgiana,” she said, then vanished into the crowd.

			“Wait!” Hetty said. 

			“We should go.” Georgiana took all four bags from Henley and steered her daughters away from the food court.

			“I want to meet her!” Hetty said.

			“You will. For now, back to the tram.”

			“What do you mean we will?” Henley asked.

			“Not now,” their mother said.

			They walked in silence for a while. “Vanessa Kerter says hi,” Henley said, unable to bear the stony quiet that had settled between her mother and sister. “She’s Vanessa Payson now, of Payson Resale.”

			“Nessa, really? That’s nice to hear. She’s doing well then?”

			“I guess.” Henley couldn’t think of anything else to say, and stony silence fell once more.

			They boarded the tram a few minutes later, unable to find even two seats together.

			In the Vaulkery Manor-house, Elias Vaulkery knew that he was not allowed to go upstairs. He sat in one of the stiff, elegant chairs in his mother’s favorite sitting room, surrounded by servants unpacking the spoils of their trip to Burbon Square.

			His mother went through the shopping spree again in reverse, saying all the same things about how marvelous everything was. Lord Vaulkery stood in a corner, talking business with a few clerks, and nodded at everything his wife showed him. Elias glared at everything, crossed his arms, sat stiffly, and told his mother that all five pairs of official V-BASE shoes looked exactly the same. His mother laughed, called him a joker, and pointed out every minor distinction, again.

			“Just wait until your clothes get here!” she said and dug into a bag of mittens. She had not been able to choose between the purple striped red ones and the red striped purple ones and had therefore purchased two pairs of each.

			Elias took to watching the secondhand move in his mother’s ornate, brass wall clock. It had a hypnotic effect which almost made him forget his mother’s incessant voice. The monotony made him remember other things, though, things that he very much wanted to run to the tower to think about.

			The tower, out on the battlement, looking down toward the lake—that was the only place where Elias could be alone with his thoughts. He hoped there was a tower at Baker’s. If not, maybe he could get his mother to buy him one.

			“I hate to say it, my dear,” Lord Vaulkery said, halfway through the set of official V-BASE hand towels. “But I’m afraid I have to get to work.” He sounded entirely sincere in his disappointment, but Elias knew that smile. 

			“Can I go get some homework done?” Elias asked.

			“Oh, but we’re not done unpacking!” Adriana said.

			“You have tomorrow to do your homework,” Lord Vaulkery said. “At least one of us should be able to enjoy this.” And then there was another smile, the do as you’re told smile. Elias jumped to his feet.

			“What happened today?” he asked, stopping his father in the doorway.

			Maybe it happened because Elias had not gone to the tower to release his questions into the sky, forced, instead, to keep them crushed inside himself for almost half a day. He knew better than to ask his father questions, especially these kinds of questions. Since that afternoon, however, the image of a monument, and the words above it, To the Dead of Kohar, had been burning deeper and deeper into his mind.

			He had learned about Kohar in school, of course. Even Low-blood schools called it a last, glorious strike against the Braud terrorists. But there was more to the story, obscure things that no person spoke of, whispered by the air after dark.

			“That stupid monument!” Elias said. “Why’d you let it get to you?”

			“Elias, this is neither the time nor the place,” Lord Vaulkery said.

			“And it never will be if I leave it to you.”

			“Enough! Help your mother with the unpacking. I’m going to work.”

			“Not until you answer me!”

			Oxygen vanished into vacuum, like the space their ancestors had traveled through between worlds. The clerks’ hands grappled with their clipboards, and all the servants were suddenly very busy with the shopping bags. Lord Vaulkery marched across the room to stand toe-to-toe with his son. He was almost twice the boy’s size, but Elias clenched his fists at his sides and did not back down.

			“You are out of line, Elias,” his father said.

			“What happened at Kohar?” Elias asked, his fists turning white.

			“You know what happened. Don’t tell me you’re listening to Low-blood lies now!”

			“You think I don’t know what they call you?” Elias asked. “Not the Low-bloods, but the Middles at school, and even some of the High-bloods, whispering behind-their-hands when they think I can’t hear...”

			“I don’t believe this, from my own son...”

			“The Killer of Kohar, that’s what they call you.”

			“It’s not important what some Low-bloods...”

			“You think I’m stupid?” Elias asked. “Do you really think I’m stupid enough to believe there were only Braud left in our biggest city that night?”

			“Braud and Low-bloods, yes, that was all!” Lord Vaulkery loomed over his son. “As for the stupid things your classmates say—you will never survive a life in government if you take such nonsense so hard?”

			Elias crossed his arms. He felt a darkness stir inside him, and that darkness prodded a dangerous question from his mouth. “If it’s just nonsense, then why did that monument bother you so much?”

			“Elias, that is enough!” Lord Vaulkery shouted.

			Everyone in the room froze, because everyone in the room knew the impossible had just happened, that Brian Vaulkery had actually lost his temper. Only a moment later, however, he regained it, told his son to sit down and help his mother, and marched off to work, followed by his army of clerks.

			“I’m sorry we spent so much,” Henley was saying, accompanied by the rattling of the staircase overhead as the outer door to their tenement building slammed shut.

			“Henley,” her mother said, pushing the apartment door open with her shoulder, “I’m actually surprised twenty note was enough.”

			“And nine sade,” Henley said.

			“Whatever. The bookbags must have been less than I expected.”

			“Two note each.”

			“I expected three.” Her mother dropped the shopping bags on the couch. Henley came over to her, but Hetty remained lurking in the doorway. 

			Their mother reached into one of the shopping bags. “And I have a feeling that the Paysons... Ah yes, here. Twenty percent store discount.”

			“What?” Henley snatched the receipt out of her mother’s hand. “Why would they do that?”

			Her mother laughed. “Nessa’s official excuse is probably that she and I both went to Baker’s. But if not for that, she would have found something else.”

			Georgiana looked at her daughter’s aghast expression and laughed again. “Payson’s Resale has a reputation for helping low-income students going to high-priced schools. In return, they get customer loyalty, and that has allowed their tiny shop to stay in business for about four generations. So you see, Henley, this is not a handout. I put them on your list because they helped me when I was a student.”

			“Why didn’t you tell us Aunt Megan was a Secret Keeper?” Hetty asked.

			Henley and their mother turned toward the door where Hetty stood with her arms crossed, glaring. Slowly, their mother put the receipt down and let out a long breath.

			“We all could have been,” she said. “Your father, me, Megan... We were all in the program.”

			“You and Dad were Secret Keepers?”

			“No!” Their mother shook her head. “No. I dropped the program when I was fifteen, like most initiates do. So did your father. But Megan took the vows.”

			“Why didn’t you tell us?” Hetty asked.

			“Because it’s not important. It’s a profession, Hetty, not some supernatural destiny. I know, I know, there are so few Secret Keepers they seem all mysterious... But there are so few simply because Baker’s is one of only six schools with an active chapter. You have to get into one of those six schools just to be selected. And then most people who do get selected realize they’re not cut out for that life. Your father and I, for instance, we wanted to get married, have a family...”

			“Secret Keepers don’t get married?” Henley asked.

			“There’s no rule against it. But it’s discouraged, and most of them don’t.”

			“Why didn’t you tell us?” Hetty asked. “Why do you hate Aunt Megan so much? Why did you send her money back? And why, why, why were you meeting her today?”

			“Henrietta, do not use that tone with me,” her mother said in her most motherly voice.

			Henley was twisting her fingers in her sweater. She didn’t like shouting, and she had never understood how Hetty could get so angry so quickly, especially at their mother. She also expected Hetty to storm out of the room at this point. Apparently, however, this was one of those rare occasions when Hetty wanted answers badly enough to wait for them.

			“Sorry.” Hetty crossed her arms, chin down, and looked at the floor.

			Their mother took a deep breath. “The issues between Megan and me are not what you think. The truth is really messy and complicated. I don’t hate her. I never did. It’s way harder than that. As for why I met with her today...” She took another deep breath. 

			“It has to do with our tuition, doesn’t it?” Henley said.

			“You’re taking money from her now?” Hetty asked.

			“No.” Their mother leveled a pointer finger at each daughter. “Not money. That is the one thing I will never take from Megan Giltmen again.”

			She began to organize their schoolbooks, taking them from the bags to the coffee table, stacking and re-stacking by some criteria Henley could not figure out. “Because Baker’s has a Low-blood dorm, they’re required to employ at least one Low-blood teacher.”

			“Aunt Megan’s a Baker’s teacher now too?” Hetty asked.

			“Art teacher,” her mother said. “And in charge of the Low-blood dorm.”

			“Wait, wait wait...” Henley handed the last book to her mother. “I remember reading... Students with a relative employed at Baker’s...”

			“... get half their tuition covered automatically,” Hetty finished.

			Excitement made Henely’s eyes grow wider and wider as she scrambled to do the math in her head. “That, with our legacy scholarships, and our academic scholarships...”

			Hetty cut her off, her own, annoyed tone, muting even her sister’s excitement. “Ninety percent of our tuition is covered now, isn’t it?”

			The mother nodded. “There was a form. Both Megan and I had to sign it. That’s why I met her today.”

			“Why didn’t you just tell us this?”

			“Because I needed to talk to her first,” their mother said. “I don’t expect you to understand that, Hetty, but it is something that I, as your mother, needed to do.”

			“Gatchin! You are ridiculous!” Hetty marched off, slamming her bedroom door behind her.

			That night, Elias dragged a large quilt up to the Vaulkery tower and slept out on the battlement. It was freezing, but staring into the stars, he did not care. He felt safe in the tower because his father hated it, and dreaded the arrival of morning, breakfast, facing the Lord Vaulkery again. He should never have brought up Kohar. He should never have asked questions.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Moving Day

			On the morning of Monday, September 7th, Henrietta Giltmen woke in an empty room, almost everything she owned packed away into three bags. All that remained were the sheets and a blanket that Hetty now pulled off her bed and folded. She then moved into the main room where she found Henley folding two neat piles of red and purple clothing.

			“Het, here!” Henley bounced in her seat, pushing one pile toward her sister. “I couldn’t sleep at all last night, could you? Good thing, though. Gave me time to finish sewing. I’ve been trying them on all along, so they should fit you. Our bags are there.”

			“Henley,” Hetty asked with raised eyebrows, “how much coffee have you had this morning?”

			“None!” Henley hopped up onto the couch and then jumped to the floor. “It’s all adrenaline. How come you’re so calm? We should get breakfast. Mom doesn’t want us drinking coffee, anyway. How ‘bout eggs. Mom’s not up yet. I’ll make eggs.” 

			Henley dashed out to the bathroom to get water to boil on the hot plate they were not technically supposed to have. 

			On that same morning, Elias Vaulkery woke in a room filled with boxes. His massive oak wardrobe was still full, because he had never worn any of the clothes in the seven packed suitcases, had never slept in the bedding, or used any of the trinkets still encased in Styrofoam. Nothing would go with him to Baker’s that was not brand new. 

			Soon, servants would move those suitcases into cars, the maids would make his bed after he got up, and his room, unoccupied, would look exactly the same as it had for the last fourteen years. Elias stared for a while at the boxes, then got out of a bed large enough to sleep four people comfortably and went to the wardrobe.

			Beside the wardrobe stood a window, under the window, a bench, and on the bench, a set of pressed, neatly folded clothes. Like everything in the suitcases, they had never been worn. Elias ignored them, opened the wardrobe, and stepped up into it.

			The wardrobe was a part of the wall, and inside, behind two hanging rows of suits, a panel came out of the back. The hidden opening led to a stone staircase, barely wide enough for one person, cut into the wall. Elias had discovered it, covered in cobwebs, around the age of five. Since then, he had explored a network of tunnels that ran through the walls of the Manor-house and beyond, connecting the entire Vaulkery complex. He suspected that some of the lower tunnels might even lead into the village, but had never tried them because they looked like they would cave in. Whatever the network’s original purpose, no one had used it in generations, until Elias began poking around in the back of his wardrobe. Even he only used one part of it: the staircase inside his bedroom wall, which led straight up into the tower.

			Elias made sure to shut the panel behind him so that no one could follow, and crawled up the steps in total darkness. He held his hands above his head until they made contact with a wooden surface, then waited for a moment, listening for footsteps or voices. He always did this, just to make sure, even though no one ever went up to the tower, except to get him.

			Elias pushed up on the boards. It wasn’t easy, since his father had covered the wooden floor above his head with stone tiles. Years ago, exploring the tunnels with a flashlight, Elias had seen a trapdoor above his head and tried for hours to open it. Finally, he figured out what had happened, and ran up to the tower to fix the problem, digging up a dozen tiles before finding the right ones. It took almost an entire summer, but eventually, the trapdoor worked again. Elias stole cement from the gardener’s shed to patch up the mangled floor, and no one ever found out.

			Elias pushed the trapdoor away, heaved himself up onto the stone floor of the first tower room, and slid the tiles back into place. He emerged almost directly below the back window, opened the window, and climbed out onto the battlement.

			The sun had just begun to rise over the water, making the entire world glow red and yellow. There lay the village, glowing beneath the sun, and the Vaulkery complex, with its three slate-roofed servant buildings, stretched out behind the Manor-house. Elias spent many sunrises here, watching the village come to life.

			Today was Sunday, so few people were awake yet, no workers trudging out to the fields in their work boots and smocks, no servants hurrying between their buildings and the Manor-house. But the lake was there, water moving and glowing beneath the rising sun, constant and eternal.

			The lake lay as an impassible barrier to the world. An illusion, everyone knew, including the boy on the tower that morning. The lake did not go on forever. There were other countries, other survivors of the wars long ago, isolated, afraid of each other, and now content in their isolation. Content to pretend the lake was the very edge of their universe. As Brian Vaulkery would say, they had enough of their own problems. Why look for others?

			The wind rushed past Elias’s ears, engulfing his body in the smell of the waves, with just the slightest hint of the winter to come. He closed his eyes and watched the red glow of the sun against his eyelids, falling into the warmth of primal forces, the sun and the wind, light and air, life itself. He tried not to think about this being his last morning on the tower for quite some time. He didn’t know what he would do without it.

			“Mr. Vaulkery? Gatchin! Marta, check the tower.”

			It was Hilda’s voice, the housekeeper, outside his bedroom on the third floor. The spiral staircase carried her high-pitched whine straight up into the tower room. A moment later, feet were coming up the stairs, and Elias opened his eyes. 

			“Mr. Vaulkery?” a young maid said, her feet stopping short in the doorway, afraid to cross the threshold into his solitude. Elias took one last, long look at the sun and the water, then climbed back inside.

			Henley spent at least half of the tram ride twisting her fingers together on her lap, staring at the sky above the heads of those across from her, and biting her bottom lip. Hetty sat two seats down from her, rolling her eyes until she felt she had no choice but to reach across the two laps between them and seize her sister’s hand. At that point, the glaring, rotund woman, seated beside Henley, finally agreed to switch places with “that other fidgety twin.” Hetty held onto her sister’s hands for the rest of the trip, but she could not stop Henley from biting her lip or jumping every time the conductor announced a new stop.

			“I worry about you sometimes,” Hetty said.

			“Oh, right, it’s just Baker’s,” Henley said. “No reason to be nervous at all!”

			The tram stopped. The rotund woman, with a final glare in their direction, shuffled out, along with several others.

			Another hour ticked by, and the stops became increasingly infrequent. More people got off than on. Finally, only the Giltmens were left in their compartment.

			Their mother slid into the seat beside Henley, saying, “It’s next.”

			Henley cringed with a frightened, excited squeak. Hetty told her to get a grip. Within twenty minutes, the tram screeched itself to a halt.

			The girls heaved large bags, containing their clothes and books, over their shoulders. Their mother took a smaller bag packed with their remaining odds and ends. Henley gripped her sister’s hand so tightly that it went numb—an oddly safe and welcome sensation. 

			Despite every comment to her sister, Hetty’s own heartbeat had increased at every stop, every mile marker, until now it hammered inside her chest. As they exchanged the stale compartment for a blast of fresh, lake air, so many miles from home, the full reality of their situation crashed down on her. This was V-BASE, the best school in the world, built by the High-bloods and as old as the country itself. All their friends were hundreds of miles away. Their mother would soon be hundreds of miles away. They were left now with strangers in a strange and austere place.

			They exited the tram onto a raised platform with several other families from other cars, all loaded down with bags, most looking over maps and discussing what they were seeing. A seagull shrieked overhead, its hunting cry answered by another, then swallowed into the roar and screech of the tram taking off again. Hetty looked up, intrigued as she had been by the squirrel in Burbon Square. There were so few animals in the cities.

			In front of them lay a bohemian-style village, wooden buildings with thatched roofs, painted in vivid colors with bright and colorful banners flowing in the breeze. Every school was supported by a neighboring village. Some were farming communities, like the High-blood Manor-villages. This, however, was an artisan village, filled with craftsmen and their workshops. It reminded Hetty of Burbon Square, the same liveliness and vitality, the exact opposite of the cold, closed off factories she had grown up with.

			Over the village, to the east, they could see the lake that stretched across the entire eastern border of their country. On the northern edge of the village was a mansion with its sprawling forest grounds where the village’s High-blood caretaker lived. To the south, shops and houses cut off at an open green space, dotted with a few cultivated patches of trees, stretching on as far as they could see.

			“There.” Hetty pointed to the south, a dark spot between the water and the land. “That’s it. Let’s get down there!”

			“We don’t know where we’re going,” Henley said. “Wait for Mom!”

			The other families meandered down the platform, hesitating at the edge, consulting their maps with more than one raised eyebrow. Their clothing told the twins that most were Middle-bloods, with one other family in patched jeans and ragged sweaters. The mother and father bent over a paper map, arguing, while two boys paced, and a little girl wrapped and unwrapped herself in her mother’s long skirt.

			“I know where we’re going, if you want to join us,” someone said to the family.

			The mother looked up with a relieved expression. “Really? I know it’s that way,” she said, pointing south. “But there doesn’t seem to be any good way to get there...”

			“Yeah, the village streets wind around a lot. Don’t worry. I found the best way years ago.” With a start, Hetty realized her mother was speaking. Her mother never talked to strangers.

			The family scooped up a few bags and followed this new ally down the platform and into the street. The older boy scowled and stuck his hands in his pockets when his father tried to pass him one of the bags. The younger boy took it instead. He wore a tattered old backpack and looked to be about the twins’ age. Like the rest of his family, he had pale skin, freckles, and dark hair. The tiny girl got twisted up in her mother’s skirt, was untangled, then carried.

			“I take it you went here?” the father asked Georgiana, as they made their way into the village.

			“Oh yes,” Georgiana said. And then the three adults started chatting like old friends. Their names and the names of their children flew around, along with all the ages, names of schools, names of cities, occupations…

			Meanwhile, the younger boy tried to fall into step with his brother. The brother stopped moving and refused to start again until the younger boy had taken several steps ahead of him. He came behind the rest of the group, hands still in his pockets. The younger boy ended up walking next to the twins, a step behind their parents.

			“So… I’m Hetty,” she said after they had gone a few minutes in awkward silence. 

			The boy’s face broke into a relieved smile. “Ethan.”

			“And this is Henley. Don’t worry about telling us apart. No one does.”

			“Good to know.”

			The village streets, indeed, wound about in a very illogical pattern. With so much to look at, though, no one minded the long walk. None of the buildings were taller than two stories, but they were all interesting, odd shapes, painted bright colors, made of wooden panels with carvings all over them. They passed a glass shop with sparkling front windows, a puppet shop that looked like something from a fairytale, and a cafe resembling the rainforests from their school books.

			“So, your mom went here then?” Ethan asked after a few more minutes. The twins nodded.

			“Both our parents did,” Henley said.

			“Anyone in your family?” Hetty asked.

			Ethan shook his head.

			“My boy is the first in our family to get into V-BASE,” Ethan’s mother said.

			Behind them, the older boy rolled his eyes. “And she just loves to tell everyone that.”

			“Oh hush!” his mother said.

			Ethan looked at the road, shrugging his backpack up against his ears.

			“Congratulations,” Hetty said, then snapped, “Ow! What?” when Henley stomped on her foot.

			“And here we are!” Georgiana said.

			The cobblestone road ended without warning in the green space they had seen from the platform, dotted with trees and benches and what looked like fire pits. Off to their left was the lake, calm waves beating gently against cement boulders that kept the shore from eroding, seagulls shrieking to each other as they circled the fish below. A chill wind swept into them, bringing with it the scent of algae and sunlight, as the entire lawn seemed to sparkle in the dance of light against water.

			“The next mile and a half of shoreline belongs to the school,” Georgiana said.

			“Is that it?” Ethan’s mother asked. She pointed toward a mass of stone, jutting out into the water about half a mile away.

			“That’s it,” Georgiana said.

			As they drew nearer, the mass of stone turned into a series of stone structures stretched out over the water as if they were floating. Hetty could see three, one with one end attached to the shore, all three attached to the same central point hundreds of feet out into the lake.

			Hetty had dug up some aerial images of the school over summer break and knew there were seven of these stone structures, wings the diagrams called them, most four or five stories tall, and all connected to a central platform. It looked a bit like a spider stretching its long legs over the water, she thought. But all she found were images. No explanations for how the building worked.

			“The wings aren’t actually floating, you know,” she said, thinking aloud. “There’s a substructure, under the lake, supporting the entire thing—I mean, there has to be, right?”

			“Then why can’t we see it?” Ethan asked, eying the nearest mass of stone, the one connected to the shore. They could make out colorful banners now, and people lined up there.

			“I don’t know. They’re very secretive about the entire thing. I couldn’t find any pictures of what it looked like inside.”

			“Doesn’t your mother know?” Ethan asked.

			“Oh, they’re all sworn to silence,” Hetty said. “She wouldn’t tell us what our dorm looks like, or the classrooms...”

			Ahead of them, Georgiana snickered. “For the last time, Henrietta, we are not ‘sworn to silence.’ There’s no conspiracy. It’s just more fun to leave it a mystery.”

			“That’s her story,” Hetty said. 

			“I bet it’s some kind of lost technology,” Ethan said. “Like you read about in all the history books. You know, from before the wars, when we used to travel to other planets and stuff. They had all kinds of awesome things back then.”

			“If Baker’s could replicate any lost technology, it wouldn’t be lost,” Henley said.

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “She believes our mother when she says there’s no conspiracy, too.”

			“There’s no conspiracy, Hetty,” Georgiana said. “And here’s the front door.”

			Three front doors, actually, just as everyone expected. Banners greeted them before the doors, V-BASE red and purple welcoming the new students and their families in front of a massive stone wall, the one wing connecting the shoreline to the school. 

			Each door had a table and a line in front of it. The middle line was the longest, the first line was the best dressed, and the shortest. Only one family stood there in polished suits, pressed dresses, a mountain of luggage, and expressions to match their clothing.

			The twins did not need the banners or signs to point them to the right place. They made their way behind their mother to the third line where families stood with only one or two bags and patched, frayed, and faded clothing.

			Georgiana continued to chat with the other parents, smiling, practically giggling. Hetty kept one eyebrow raised at her, and the other eyebrow raised at the High-blood family whose train of bags and clerks and servants took up more space than the entire Middle-blood line with its twelve separate families. How had they even gotten so much luggage here? Hetty wondered. There were no roads, and no tire tracks on the green lawn either.

			Meanwhile, waiting on the three families ahead of them, Henley fingered the frayed edge of her bag, also glancing at the High-bloods and thinking about her never-worn school uniform. She found all of her school clothes rather terrifying, because they were all brand new, with no patches, no frayed edges. Low-bloods weren’t allowed to wear such things. Sumptuary laws forbid it, and she had almost ripped a few holes into the outfits as she sewed them over the summer, just to be safe.

			But school rules forbid her from doing that. Henley read that section of the handbook at least a hundred times, trying to convince herself not to mutilate her own handiwork. School dress codes overrode sumptuary laws, and the handbook was adamant on this subject. No patches. No rips. All students, regardless of Blood-group, will be required to buy new uniforms if they are not in pristine condition. 

			Henley re-read that line every day before she began work sewing. Still, it didn’t seem real, and she half expected to find herself tearing holes into her uniform on the first day of class while being yelled at by some disciplinary board, or perhaps the police.

			Or maybe they had bought the wrong uniforms. Most schools had separate uniforms for each Blood-group, and it felt quite odd that Baker’s, the High-blood school, had only one. Over the summer, Henley literally had nightmares about showing up to class and finding all the other Low-bloods dressed correctly in a different, patched up uniform.

			Hetty just rolled her eyes whenever Henley brought up the subject.

			“It’s Giltmen.”

			Henley jumped when she heard her mother speak, finding the three of them standing at a table covered with colorful bags. A girl three or four years older than the twins sat behind the table, dressed in the same red and purple, patch-free outfit that gave Henley such anxiety, with a bright red pin on the lapel. Maybe she’s really a Middle-blood, Henley thought as the girl scanned through a list on the co-pad in front of her. 

			“Giltmen,” she said. “I have a Henrietta and a Henley. Same date of birth...” She looked up, voice trailing off as her eyes found the twins. “Wow... You are going to drive your teachers insane.”

			“They always do,” Georgiana said with a smile. “Do I need to sign something, or...?”

			“Yeah, um...” The girl tapped something on the co-pad, then handed it with a stylus to Georgiana. “I also need to see all three IDs, admission letters, enrollment letters, declaration of any medications, and signed hazard forms.”

			“Right here.” Georgiana handed over a thick envelope.

			About a minute passed to examine all the paperwork and get it shuffled away into bins under the table. Not much time at all, Henley thought. This girl was efficient. With the papers gone, she looked up at them, smiling.

			“Okay, so… I’m Leena Shanks, seventh-year, female Junior Student Monitor—or JSM—of the Low-blood dorm. This means, basically, if you have any questions or problems, I’m one of the people you should come to first. Again, that’s JSM. Soon now you’ll be meeting our two SMs—the Student Monitors, for the Low-dorm. All three dorms have two SMs and two JSMs, and I promise it’s nowhere near as confusing as it might sound right now.

			“Anyway, these are for you...” She picked two purple and red bags out of another bin and handed them to the twins. “A welcome gift from the housing department. Just some odds and ends you might find useful. And some fun stuff too. We’re taking people down to the dorm in groups, so if you would just wait for a minute, they should be back up soon.”

			“Thank you,” Georgiana said, steering her daughters off to a group of students and families that had gathered between the table and the door.

			“I heard it’s underground,” a girl whispered to someone standing near Henley’s right side. “Like some kind of dungeon or something.”

			“How could it be underground?” her companion asked. “The building’s on the water.”

			“I heard it was in the kitchens,” another girl spoke up. “So we don’t have far to go to fix the High-bloods breakfast.”

			“That’s not true!” Hetty said, making her sister jump. “We will most certainly not be cooking anything for the High-bloods. Right, Mom?”

			To Henley’s dismay, and Hetty’s exasperation, Georgiana was smirking.

			“Mom?” Hetty asked.

			“Oh no!” Georgiana said. “I didn’t spend eight months keeping the secret just to give in and tell you five minutes before you see for yourselves.”

			“Did your mother go here?” the girl who had brought up kitchens asked. She was short, with blond hair. 

			“My grandfather went here,” another girl said. She had black hair and would have been taller than the twins, except that she stood hunched over. “But he wouldn’t say what the dorms looked like.”

			“Funny…” Hetty shot her mother a look. “It’s almost like there’s a conspiracy or something.”

			“Give it up, Het,” Henley said.

			“I wouldn’t mind living in the kitchens, though,” the hunched girl said. “I love to cook, and we don’t get to much at home.”

			Hetty opened her mouth to say something. Henley prepared to step on her foot. Before that became necessary, however, the door opened, and a tall boy came out, followed by a tall girl. Half a dozen students with their parents came out behind them, all beaming and chattering in their brand-new Baker’s uniforms. They waved at the newcomers on their way past.

			Well, we bought the right uniform, anyway, Henley thought.

			The older girl and boy waited for their last tour group to leave, then came to greet the next one. They were both wearing the same round pin as the girl at the check-in table, except theirs were purple instead of red.

			“Hey everyone,” the boy said with a wave. “So I’m Howard Corman, male Student Monitor for the Low-blood dorm. And this is my counterpart on the girls’ side.”

			The girl made a theatrical curtsey.

			The boy continued. “She also just happens to be my lovely cousin, Marjorie Corman.”

			“We’re both ninth-years,” Marjorie said. “So we know our way around.”

			“If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask,” Howard said.

			“Now, Ladies and parents,” Marjorie said. “If you will follow me...”

			“Gentlemen and parents, please wait a moment,” Howard said as Marjorie swept past him with the girls. “We don’t want to crowd the stairs.”

			The door had no handle, just a keypad where Marjorie Corman entered a code. The door slid open, sending them down a flight of stairs, all stone, lit by a fluorescent strip across the ceiling. 

			“I knew it!” the girl behind Henley said. “It’s a dungeon!”

			The girl behind her said, “Just because we’re going down...”

			Before she could finish the thought, they reached the bottom. White marble greeted their feet, and the walls, also white, must have been painted steel. It was dazzlingly bright, especially after the stairs, and looked larger than it was. There were a few chairs against the walls, but mostly, it was an empty space. 

			The girls spread out against the wall while Marjorie faced them, saying, “We are, right now, in the substructure of the main building.”

			“So we are underground,” someone said.

			“No.” Hetty exchanged a knowing look with her twin. “We’re underwater.”

			Marjorie cleared her throat, pulling all eyes back to her. “So, to help you get acclimated… the Bake—I mean, V-BASE—building consists of ten separate structures, all connected to a central platform. On the platform are three towers. Then there are the seven wings—you would have seen some of them coming in. They’re the long hall-like things flung out over the water. Six of them are connected to the towers. Then there’s the wing we just came through, which is the only wing connected to land, and also the only wing that connects directly to the platform itself, and not to one of the towers. Don’t worry, there are maps, you’ll figure it out.

			“Anyway, right now, we are in what is underneath, supporting the central platform. It’s shaped like a clover. This is the center of the clover.

			“The boys’ dorm,” she pointed to the door on her right, “is one leaf. Girls’,” she pointed left, “we’re the leaf directly opposite. The other two leaves,” she pointed over her shoulders to two more doors, “are the bathrooms. If anyone is ever caught in the opposite gender’s dorm or bathroom, believe me, you will not like the result.

			“Also, behind me,” she pointed to a dark opening directly across from them. Through it, they could just see the beginning of a staircase like the one they had come down. “That’s our way into the school itself. Now, if you’ll follow me into our room...”

			Marjorie punched another code into another keypad, and this door too slid open.

			What’s-her-name’s right, Hetty thought as the door opened into a dark and foreboding space. It is a dungeon! Then she remembered they were underwater, and a split-second before crossing into the girls’ dorm, she realized what they would see.

			The lights in this vast, round room were dim, illuminating glass walls and the deep green water outside them. A five-foot fish swooped toward the nearest plate of glass while they were still getting their bearings. It opened its gaping, gray mouth in a yawn, and the small, blond girl shrieked, grabbing her mother. Beds lined the wall, headboards to the glass, footboards facing into the circle. This left a large open space, filled with cushions and rugs, with a glowing disk the size of a dinner table in the very center of the room.

			“It’s like a giant fishbowl,” Henley said, standing back with her mouth hanging open as people pushed in around her.

			“And we’re the fish,” Hetty said.

			“If you’re worried about privacy, parents,” Marjorie was saying, “don’t be. The walls are treated, so even if someone was stupid enough to go swimming under the school—which is against some serious rules, by the way—even so, nothing can see in.

			“Now,” she clapped her hands, dragging about fifty percent of the girls’ attention back to her. “There are a hundred and fourteen beds around the room. You can choose any that isn’t already taken. There will only be ninety-seven of us this year, but still, everyone gets one—I repeat, one—unit. This means that you and all of your stuff have to stay in one bed, one footlocker, and one nightstand. The footlockers are the trunk-things at the end of each bed, and the nightstand is the one to the right of the headboard. So, if you’re standing in front of the bed, that would be the nightstand on your left.”

			“So why not say the nightstand to the left?” the hunched girl asked.

			“Because it’s not the nightstand to the left, it’s the nightstand to the right of the headboard,” Marjorie said. “If you get confused, everything is numbered, so just make sure all the numbers match before you start putting your stuff away. Do not let me catch you putting anything in an empty unit, because you will not like the result. And one last thing before I let you go...”

			She pointed to a little box mounted on the wall next to the door. “This is the pressure control. It keeps the pressure down here the same as the pressure on the surface. Now, at this depth, water pressure isn’t that bad, but it can get uncomfortable, so just do not mess with this. The touchpad retains a memory of every fingerprint that touches it, so you will be caught, and you will not like the result.

			“Okay, that’s all the mean ruly stuff for now. Go on and choose a bed.”

			The group took a while to disperse. Most of the girls stayed clustered close to their parents, pointing out the fish or hypnotized by the green and blue lights dancing around them. One father took Marjorie aside and demanded to know if she was really, truly certain that no one could see in through the wall. Henley noticed the way her mother’s eyes traveled over the room. 

			“This is where you lived for nine years?” she asked.

			“It looks exactly the same,” her mother said.

			But then Hetty seized Henley’s hand and rushed her off to find two beds together. 

			In about five minutes, everyone had found a place. Marjorie escorted their parents out for a tour of the rest of the school, and to give the girls a chance to change into their uniforms. As bags were opened, beds made, and clothing transferred into footlockers, the awed silence exploded into conversation.

			They gushed about how great the room was, how they were so excited to wear new clothing, how cute the village was... Eventually, conversations turned to which classes they were most looking forward to, what cities they came from, etcetera, etcetera. Fish large and small swam around them, and the girls squealed and laughed and pointed. The small blond cowered on a bed near the door and said she didn’t know how she would sleep at night, but everyone else seemed delighted with the dorm.

			The hunched girl took a bed near the twins. Before they even knew each other’s names, she and Hetty fell into a rant about their politics textbook and how biased it was against lower Blood-groups, while Henley silently transferred their clothing into their footlockers.

			“I would’ve done that!” Hetty said when she saw Henley unpacking her clothes for her. Henley shrugged. 

			“So, I wonder,” the hunched girl said. “If this is the Low-blood dorm, what must the High-blood dorm look like?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Vladimir Baker’s Academy of Secondary Education

			I love your room, Elias, it’s perfect!” Adriana Courtryside-Vaulkery said.

			Elias wasn’t looking at her. He faced the lake, standing on one of the concrete boulders holding back the shoreline, wondering if he could stand still enough for the wind to carry him away. “It’s all right,” he said.

			His mother talked over him. “That view! And right next to all your friends!”

			“It’s the High-blood dorm. There are forty-seven of us. Of course it’s right next to all my friends.”

			“I do think the balcony leaves something to be desired, though,” his mother said. “It’s rather small. The Cruendel boy’s is larger. Perhaps we could...”

			“No!” Elias’s room, at the very end of the wing that housed all High-blood students, was the only one far enough away from the rest of the building to have an unobstructed view of the lake. He would not trade that for anything. But he also knew his mother would not understand that reasoning, so he said, “We already unpacked everything.”

			His mother laughed. “Oh, the servants will...”

			“No! I like my room very much. Don’t mess with it!”

			“Okay, sweetie,” his mother said, brushing some hair off his forehead. Elias jerked his head away.

			Behind them, all across the school grounds, students roamed in packs with their families, all distinguished in their red and purple uniforms. Elias tugged at the sleeves of his own jacket, pulling them down over his fists, wishing to have this part of the day over with. He had never been separated from his parents before, and at some point during the five-hour drive that morning, a profound realization came upon him. There was no psychic connection between him and his parents. If they weren’t around, they wouldn’t know what he was doing.

			Not that Elias had any sinister intentions. He had always followed the rules and had every intention to continue doing so, simply because he saw no point in doing otherwise. Taking risks or pushing boundaries made no sense to him. But that was exactly what made his parents an oppressive force in his life. If they were no longer present, no longer hovering over him and telling to do this and go there, then the rules themselves shifted. Suddenly, he was no longer required to be and to do exactly as they said. Suddenly, he was free.

			For a moment, Elias felt as though the wind had indeed lifted him off the ground, swept him up over the lake and into the opening of another world.

			“Attention!” A disembodied voice boomed across the school grounds, silencing the chatter, grabbing exactly what it had requested from every person there. “Attention! Dinner will begin in fifteen minutes. This will officially begin student orientation. All first-year students are required to attend. Please report to your respective entrances in the next five to ten minutes.”

			Cries of distress echoed over the green lawn. The families were all suddenly very attached to each other, and some of them might need five or ten minutes just to hug each other goodbye.

			Adriana Courtryside-Vaulkery was not to be outdone. “Oh Elias!” she said, flinging tearful arms around him, strangling him.

			“Can’t be helped, my dear,” Lord Vaulkery said over the ream of papers that his clerk had just handed him. 

			Adriana’s chokehold tightened. Through her grip, all Elias could see was the gap of skin between her hair and her collar.

			“Four whole months!” his mother said. “You must call, every day. I don’t know how I’ll survive!”

			Knitting club, crochet club, yoga, shopping, archery, book club, and more shopping, Elias thought. That’s how you’ll survive. And that’s just Monday.

			“Well, time to go,” Lord Vaulkery said. He detached Adriana from her son, then stood toe-to-toe with Elias, looking down at him with a hand on his shoulder. “Remember who you are,” he said, sighed, and turned to go.

			The clerks followed Lord Vaulkery. Lady Vaulkery clung to her son all the way back to the High-blood door, insisting that he must call every day. Elias muttered that he would, knowing that no one would notice when he didn’t. At the door, he endured one final goodbye, disentangle himself, and hurried to the High-blood entrance without a backward glance.

			An older boy and girl, wearing the red Junior Student Monitor pins, looked up as he approached. Elias had known both of them for as long as he could remember, and he couldn’t remember if either of them had ever spoken to him before, either that day or ever. They had spoken to his father at the check-in table, given his mother the room number. Talking directly to Elias had never been necessary.

			The boy JSM turned from Elias to the door without a word and entered his code.

			“Mattherson will be waiting on the platform,” the girl said.

			“Okay,” Elias said. 

			Inside the door, Elias had a choice between two staircases. The left staircase led up to a hallway which led to the High-blood dorm, their private rooms stretched out over the length of an entire wing. The staircase straight ahead ended at a closed door. Seeing no one, Elias guessed that Dan Mattherson, the High-blood Student Monitor, must be waiting on the other side of this door. He walked up and knocked.

			Sure enough, the door slid open, and Mattherson, a tall, thin ninth-year, stood on the other side. Like the JSMs, Elias had known this boy forever. There were only fourteen High-blood families, after all. With an eight-year age difference, Elias had never interacted much with Dan Mattherson, but they had always been polite with each other, manifested now in a simultaneous nod as Elias stepped through the door. Neither said anything.

			“And he made it!” Fontesque Cruendel stood with the other High-blood first-years near the door. “I thought your mother might suffocate you before you could get in here. Really, I was worried.”

			“He was,” Cora Bowler said, elbowing her cousin, Calvin.

			“What? Yeah, sure. What are we talking about?” Calvin Bowler asked. “Hi, Vaulk.”

			“Calvin, hi,” Elias said, turning on Fontesque. “And what about your mother? I heard her while we were moving in, crying about never seeing you again.”

			“Yeah, your mother was pretty bad, Cru,” Cora said.

			Fontesque turned bright red and stony silent.

			Of the group that Elias hung out with at all the High-blood parties, only Calvin, Cora, and Fontesque were there that night. Alyssa, Fontesque’s sister, was a third-year, who wouldn’t arrive for another few days, and Elias couldn’t wait until she did. Someone needed to distract Cora.

			Cora talked about twenty times faster than the boys and saw nothing wrong with monopolizing the conversation. She went on and on, about all kinds of things that only girls would be interested in—all the different ways they could wear their uniforms, for example, and how she should do her hair tomorrow, and how to decorate her room. It was almost like being back with his mother, except that Elias found her easier to tune out. Instead of listening to the monologue that she clearly did not understand was a monologue, he used the time to get his bearings.

			The High-blood door opened onto a round, stone platform, hundreds of feet in diameter, which sat on top of the lake. Behind him loomed a solid wall, the facade according to the maps he dug up over the summer, cutting the platform off from land.

			There were three doors in the facade, the door he had just come through, to the High-blood dorm, and another labeled Middle-blood which he assumed went to their dorm. The plaque above the third door read To Infirmary and Medical Research, surprising him. Where was the Low-blood door? 

			The facade took up the entire western edge of the platform. To the north, south, and east stood three glass towers. They were each six stories tall, rising high above any of the wings. Elias could see straight through some parts of them, and only partway through others like someone had gone around randomly painting some of the glass walls and not others. Beyond them, the wings spread out over the lake and connected to these towers, not to the platform itself.

			Cora was saying something about hair-spray when a chorus of clanging chimes sounded from high above their heads. Elias looked up and saw an old-fashioned clock, with hands pointing to twelve and five, mounted on the North Tower. 

			The Middle-blood door in the facade opened, issuing out a red and purple swarm, and as if they had timed it with the Middles, the High-blood JSMs came through their door less than half a second later, joined Mattherson, told the six High-blood first-years to follow them.

			They had gone about halfway to the North Towers when a trapdoor opened in the platform between the North and East Towers, letting up another wave of red and purple students.

			“So that’s where the Low-bloods come from,” Elias said.

			“Ha! They stuffed them underground!” Cora laughed.

			“Underwater,” Elias said.

			“What?” she asked.

			Elias shook his head. “Never mind.”

			The High-blood Monitors led their first-years to the North Tower, followed by the Middles. The Low-blood students came out nearest the tower, but waited for everyone else to enter ahead of them.

			Inside, floors, walls, ceilings, and furniture floated above their heads, glass all the way up, Elias wasn’t sure how high. It was hard to tell where rooms or floors began and ended. But there was at least one solid ceiling—or maybe it was a floor, high above their heads and cutting off the sky. They could also see the two looming doorways where two stone wings connected to the tower, dark and menacing like forbidden caverns against the airy glass.

			A switchback staircase hung down the center of the tower, catwalks connecting each landing to one of the floors. The Student Monitors led their first-year charges up to the third floor and through a set of double doors, into one of the dark wings. Directly in front of them, they could see a large, open doorway and the dim outline of round tables beyond it.

			“That’s our dining hall,” the female Student Monitor said. “Normally, we’ll eat there. But for orientation, they want everyone together, so we all meet in the Middle hall. I suppose it’s necessary.” She had a sneer in her voice as they turned to a spiral staircase, leading down to the lower two dining halls.

			Some way behind the High-bloods, Marjorie the Low-blood Student Monitor was telling her first-years, “Of course, normally we’d go down another level. Our dining hall is on the first floor, right on the water, and when they open the windows, you can throw food to the fish—which you’re not really supposed to do, now I think of it...”

			“Everyone does, no one cares,” Howard said. “Just don’t tell them we told you so.”

			Marjorie nodded. “Anyway, for orientation, we’re all together. Otherwise, our Headmistress would have to be in three places at once.”

			“It’s her first year too, by the way,” Howard said. “So, try to be nice.”

			“I’m not sure what to make of her,” Marjorie said.

			“She’s a High-blood, of course.”

			“A Vantinfehr at that.”

			“So don’t expect her to ever actually notice you exist.”

			“Poor woman,” Marjorie said, shaking her head. “I don’t think she even knew we had student housing until the housing meeting last week.”

			“Remember, she asked if it was a meeting about hosting sporting events?” Howard said, speaking straight to his cousin now.

			“And then she asked how many times a week we provided meals for students.” Marjorie laughed.

			“Oh, and I heard, at the academic meeting, she didn’t even know we had an art department.”

			The twins glanced at each other with raised eyebrows.

			“Are they supposed to be telling us this stuff about the Headmistress?” Sheeda, the hunched girl, asked in a concerned whisper.

			“I’m guessing not,” Henley said.

			“Don’t you think the question of how she got to be Headmistress is a little more important?” Hetty asked.

			“Wait,” Ethan Whitemin spoke up from a cluster of boys. “Are you saying our Headmistress didn’t go to Baker’s?”

			“And whatever you do,” Howard said, “do not refer to the school as Baker’s in front of her.”

			“She will decapitate you,” Marjorie agreed. “None of the teachers care, though.” 

			“Well...” Howard objected. “I think Dr. Drast...”

			“Dr. Drast doesn’t teach first year.”

			“Yeah, but eventually they’ll run into him.” 

			By then, most of the Middle-bloods had made it through a large, open archway that separated the stairs from the Middle-blood dining hall. The Low-bloods plodded in behind them.

			There was some confusion inside. Each of the round tables held eight people, and as students began to sit, some at one table, some at another, they realized they were in danger of accidentally sitting with members of a different Blood-group. Normally, their clothing would have given them away, but everyone was wearing the same uniform now. Eventually, after a bit of shuffling and many frantic looks, they managed to find their appropriate groups and fill each table. The tables were set for a banquet, with fancy silverware and two different sizes of plates.

			“Where’s the food?” Hetty asked.

			“They’ll be doing an hour of announcements first, I’m sure,” Ethan, seated roughly across from the twins, said.

			“So what’s the boy’s dorm like?” Henley asked him.

			“Giant fishbowl,” he said.

			“Isn’t it great?” Hetty said.

			The small, timid blond shivered. “How can you people think that? How are we expected to sleep with monsters everywhere?”

			“They’re just fish, Dehnee,” a girl named Kathryn said.

			“Giant fish,” the boy beside Ethan said in a quivering voice. “With teeth.”

			“Thank you!” Dehnee said.

			“Hey!” Sheeda tapped the table, then pointed to the open archway. 

			Two dozen adults had just filed in, wearing long black robes and large, ostentatious hats. Most of the hats were octagonal, and looked like oversized beanies, stuffed so they would stand several inches off their wearers’ heads. There were a few other shapes, however: limp, pointed hats that trailed down the wearer’s back; flat disks mounted on top of a skullcap; a top hat. The woman leading this group—who was short and noticeably young—had a large, upright cylinder mounted on her head. The robes were billowy, with enormous, puffy sleeves and high collars. They all zipped up the front, and on either side of the zipper ran two lines of color. On most, the colors were purple and red.

			All around the room, first-years swiveled in their chairs to see this parade, winding through the clustered tables and ending at a raised platform at the front of the room. The short woman tripped over the edge of the platform, was steadied by the man behind her, hoisted herself up to her feet again, and finally walked across the platform, followed by the other black robes. She wandered off too far to the left and had to be nudged back to the center by a few of the people behind her.

			“That must be the Headmistress,” Sheeda said.

			“And all the teachers,” Ethan said.

			“Why are some uniforms different?” Kathryn asked.

			“They’re the graduation robes of the schools they went to,” Hetty said. She had done a lot of research over the summer.

			The woman with the cylinder on her head turned back to the teachers for some reason. They made gestures at her, and eventually, she turned to face the students, shouting out, “Welcome first-year class!”

			There was a riotous round of applause, which she joined. Hetty’s heart lurched when she recognized her aunt, Megan Giltmen, standing toward the right edge of the platform, octagonal hat bouncing with every clap of her hands.

			“All right, all right!” the Headmistress called when the clapping had gone on long enough. “Settle down, settle down please!”

			Everyone had already settled down, but she felt the need to wave at them for a few more seconds. “Welcome,” she said at last, “to Vladimir Baker’s prestigious academy! As you all know—well, many of you know, I’m sure—or, well, maybe all... Well, V-BASE has a long and prestigious history that is, as I said, prestigious. Um...”

			“I’m sorry ...” The man standing beside Megan, also wearing an octagonal hat, took several steps toward the front of the platform. “I’m afraid I missed my cue, Headmistress.” He smiled down at her for several seconds while she stared back with an open mouth and an entirely blank expression. The silence grew awkward enough for students to start whispering.

			“Oh-oh, yeah,” Headmistress Vantinfehr said at last. “Yes... Dr. Morry... yes... because...” She turned back to the students. “Because, who better to explain our fine history than our equally fine history teacher, Dr. Charles Morry. Yes, I did ask you to do that...”

			Three pairs of hands lurched forward to drag Headmistress Vantinfehr off center stage. “Well, you’ll just begin then...” she called, sliding backward.

			“Vladimir Xavier Baker,” Dr. Morry said, “was born during the Dark Age, after the cataclysmic events that we call The Treaty Wars.

			“I know you’ve all heard about The Treaty Wars, but just to make sure we remember...

			“Earth was once only one of many, many planets, Humans only one of several species, who lived together in this galaxy. As we understand it, there used to be a government, whose sole purpose was to maintain peace, and The Treaty Wars began when that government fell apart.

			“The Wars sent millions of Humans fleeing back here to this, the homeworld of our species. The Wars followed them here. Weapons fired from space annihilated entire continents. As far as we know, not a single city built before the cataclysm is still standing.

			“The governments of this world collapsed, one by one. The vast networks that had connected people for thousands of years, communication, education, transportation, and commerce, all vanished. We lost space travel, medicine, art, and culture. For more than a hundred years, people lived day-by-day, village-by-village, with little to no infrastructure of any kind, and no knowledge of anyone outside their own cluster of families.

			“For safety, people banded together and created what we call village-states. They warred with each other over basic supplies, and over any technology that had survived the wars. The last remaining computers, guns, cars, medicines, and power generators were in high demand. Certain families came to dominate the village-states. With all the cities gone, the great families built castles, modeled after those in the stories of our remote past. They were large enough to fit the entire village in case of attack and had huge towers from which they could defend themselves.

			“Three villages rose to power over the others, and eventually, they formed an alliance. These villages were controlled by the Vaulkery family, the Vantinfehr family, and the Baker family. By allying with each other, they managed to conquer all but a few of their neighboring villages, and under their rule, our little corner of the world knew its first years without war since the Dark Age began.

			“Vladimir Baker was the second son of the Baker who formed this alliance. He was, however, not satisfied with a political life, but found his true calling as a minister in the Church. He turned away from the wealth of his family to become a servant of the people.

			“During his lifetime of Humanitarian service, he became tormented by the state of our world. His father and the other two families had put an end to the village wars, but almost everyone still lived in filth and poverty. The villages were ruled by might. The strong could take whatever they wanted from the weak, and no one stopped them. He saw the poor starved to death, the laborer worked to death, children turned out on the streets, and the powerful always able to pretend that such people were less than Human. The three allied families were even beginning to turn on each other, and if they did, the wars would start again. In the darkest moment of his journal, Baker wrote, ‘God has deserted us. He will not return. We are in Hell.’”

			Dr. Morry stepped down from the platform to move among the tables. The room had gone so quiet that everyone could hear his footsteps on the wooden floor.

			“In his later journals, Vladimir Baker records a prayer, which he claims to have prayed every day for almost thirty years. In it, he asks not for power, nor for victory, but for the power to end the need for victory. He remembers the governments of ancient Earth—far-reaching civilizations that once brought order and unity to vast tracks of land, and economies that kept most people from poverty. He asks to know what those people had that he and his did not, and for the secret to rebuilding what was lost. He vows to use every last ounce of his strength to accomplish whatever must be accomplished.

			“And then one day, while meditating on this very spot, looking out over this lake, Vladimir Baker fell asleep, and dreamed of a glass building, sitting out on the water. It glowed from the inside like a second sun, and while gazing at it, he heard the words you see written there above the door.”

			All students turned to the arch. There, huge letters carved into the stone spelled out the words:

			Wisdom Has Built Her House

			“It is the beginning of a proverb that you may have heard before. Proverbs 9, in the Bible, tells us that ‘Wisdom has built her house, and set up her seven pillars... She calls out, from the highest point of the city: Whoever is foolish, come here! To the one who wants understanding, she says: Come! Eat my food and drink the wine I have mixed. Leave behind your foolishness, and live, and take the road of understanding.’

			“So here we sit, tonight, four hundred and fifty years later, in the school built from that dream, the dream of wisdom coming to live with us, and making us leave ignorance behind. The ruling families of all the villages pooled their money to bring this school to life. It is the first institution of higher education built after The Treaty Wars, and for many years it was the only one.

			“The children of all the great families came here to study. Those children became the High-blood families and wrote our first constitution. But the vision that Vladimir Baker expresses in his journals goes beyond the education of the rulers. This school has produced more than politicians; it has produced artists, musicians, businessmen, factory builders, and workers. From the ideas of this school, cities arose again, industry began again. Rather than fighting over the remaining scraps of Old-World technology, we reinvented and reproduced that technology. We improved the quality of life for many, if sadly not all. Our people crawled out of the Dark Age and built a great country. Flawed, but great.

			“Tonight, you all set out on a journey, but this journey is not yours alone. You are only continuing the walk of thousands who have already passed through this school—and, some of us who have come back.”

			There was a wave of laughter, especially from the teachers in the octagonal hats. Dr. Morry smiled with them, waiting for the laughter to subside.

			“Be proud of the accomplishments that have brought you here,” he said. “But also be proud of the accomplishments that have brought us all to this time. And always be on the lookout for those things of which the future can and will be proud. I believe that I can safely speak for every teacher here when I say, we expect great things from each and every one of you. You were chosen to come to this place for a reason. Whether or not you fulfill that expectation is up to you.”

			The entire room held its breath as Charles Morry walked back to the platform. It seemed that the story had to go on, that such a speech could not possibly have an ending, and such a speaker could not possibly stop speaking. But Dr. Morry folded himself back into the line of black robes without another word. For a long moment, silence hung in the air.

			“Gatch!” Headmistress Vantinfehr said, making everyone jump. “That was brilliant! You should do all the speeches, Morry!”

			The teachers fidgeted, and students began to whisper. They had all reawakened to their very empty plates.

			“Ah, yes... Well...” Headmistress Vantinfehr reached under her hat to scratch her head, then tried to set the hat straight again, which only tilted it to the left instead of the right. “Well...” she said. “We have some introductions to make now, I think, so...”

			Behind her, one teacher cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Headmistress,” he said politely, pointing to a small door behind the platform. “It would appear, the kitchen staff is waiting to bring in the food. A miscalculation, or something, must have occurred. But since the food is ready early, we don’t want it to get cold.”

			“Oh, quite right. Certainly. Well...” Headmistress Vantinfehr waved at the air. “Serve it, then?”

			Over the next forty minutes or so, the students indulged in a feast. Soup, salad, pasta, and chicken were all so delicious that for at least twenty of those minutes most first-years forgot to talk.

			Eventually, Hetty broke the silence at their table. “So... does anyone believe the food was actually ready early?”

			“Maybe Dr. Morry’s story took longer than expected,” Henley said.

			“Maybe the Headmistress doesn’t know what she’s doing,” Sheeda said, making everyone except Henley laugh.

			“She’s probably nervous,” Henley said. “It is her first school assembly.”

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “Stop being nice, Hen. Does anyone have any idea how she got the job?”

			Meanwhile, across the room, Cora Bowler had decided that everyone at her table wanted to go on a verbal tour of her dream closet. Elias was ignoring her by thoroughly enjoying his soup and thinking over Dr. Morry’s story.

			The Morries were one High-blood family about which he knew very little—which was strange, since their village and the Vaulkery village were barely ten miles apart. He knew that the two families had been close for centuries, and he also knew that some kind of falling out had occurred back before he was born. No one had ever actually told him anything about it, and he knew better than to ask.

			When the kitchen staff returned, and the last of the dishes had been cleared away, the teachers filed back in, and the babble subsided. Headmistress Vantinfehr took center stage, flushed and breathing more quickly than usual. Elias wondered if the other teachers had spent the last forty minutes lecturing her.

			Elias knew Rachelle Vantinfehr, had known her all his life as the flaky, malleable, boy-crazed, only daughter of a powerful family. She had only graduated from secondary school five years ago herself. He had no idea why such a person would be put in charge of Baker’s. He did know, however, that his father was on the school’s hiring committee, and that meant she was there for a reason. Brian Vaulkery did not put idiots into positions of authority lightly.

			“Well,” Headmistress Vantinfehr said, “now that we’ve all eaten, there are some introductions. First, I am proud to introduce your housing committee, the Monitors of the three dorms: Dr. Charles Morry, High-blood Monitor; Dr. Robert Prestly, Middle-blood Monitor; and Giltmen, here, Low-bloods. And, I believe they want to say a few words, so...”

			Morry, Prestly, and Giltmen had already stepped forward. Prestly was the teacher who had gotten them dinner on time. Giltmen was the Secret Keeper who had confronted his father in Burbon Square. Elias would have recognized her face anywhere, even under that ridiculous hat. But she was a Low-blood? His father had backed down from a Low-blood? How?

			“First,” Dr. Morry said, “Dr. Prestly, Doctor Giltmen, and I would like to reiterate our Headmistress’s warm words of welcome from earlier.”

			“Next, Doctor Giltmen, Dr. Morry, and I,” Dr. Prestly said, “would like to introduce the rest of the housing committee. Could all Student Monitors and Junior Student Monitors please rise?”

			There was a round of applause for the Student Monitors, followed by Dr. Prestly’s speech about student responsibility and respect and the proper way to report and deal with problems that might arise in the dorms. He talked about the Student Monitors being their advocates, and that they should never hesitate to bring any concerns to any of them.

			“Yes, well...” The Headmistress scrambled to remember her lines as Doctors Prestly, Morry, and Giltmen left center stage. “Next, we have the—um—kitchen staff?” She looked lost as she said those words.

			The teachers nodded fiercely as a line of men and women filed out of the door behind the platform. 

			“Well, here they are,” said the Headmistress in a daze, and the teachers broke out clapping. “They, um, prepare your food, I guess...”

			The Low-bloods and at least half the Middles jumped to their feet, cheering as the kitchen staff looped the stage. The High-bloods raised their eyebrows at each other.

			“Why are we clapping for servants?” Fontesque asked.

			Elias shrugged. “The soup was pretty good.”

			Fontesque and Cora shot him dazed looks. Calvin was busy drawing on the tablecloth.

			“Well, so...” the Headmistress readjusted her hat as the kitchen staff disappeared again. “Next...”

			They went through the ground keepers, who all looked sunburnt and tough, and the janitors, who were less burnt but still tough. Again, the High-bloods looked at each other with raised eyebrows. Who cared what the janitors looked like? Elias could not imagine either of his parents sitting through such a ceremony. Headmistress Vantinfehr looked just as bewildered.

			“And finally,” she said, staring after the retreating janitors as if they were an alien species no one had seen in four centuries. “She is not a teacher here, but, she is... um...” The Headmistress turned around, scanning the black robes behind her. “Where is this person?” she asked, with a tragically desperate look on her face.

			But this time, the teachers seemed flustered too. A few pointed at the open archway, but none of them said anything. As one, every person in the room turned to look.

			A few seconds later, a woman came flat out running into the dining hall. She was short like the Headmistress, and barefoot, with high-heeled shoes in her left hand, and auburn hair streaking out behind her. She stopped under the archway, took one gasp of air, looked over the room, and asked, dead serious, “What?”

			No one answered, too busy staring at this new woman and her dramatic arrival. Elias recognized her just as he had recognized Megan Giltmen and almost bit the inside of his cheek.

			Rather than the long black robes of the teachers, this woman wore a maroon tank top and a formal black skirt that reached her knees. The black heels in her hand were at least two inches tall. She looked just like she had when crushing a sugar cookie in the Vaulkery Manor-house. She stared back at the students for a moment, then laughed, and dropped her shoes.

			“Walking is a waste of time.” She said with ninety students staring at her, slipped one foot, then the other, back into her shoes, and started toward the platform. “So, have they warned you about me yet?” she asked as she went.

			Headmistress Vantinfehr got her voice back. “Oh yes! I was just introducing...”

			“No matter.” The newcomer waved Headmistress Vantinfehr off center stage and took her spot. 

			“So, I’m Morca Seeks.” She tugged at the chain around her neck to draw everyone’s attention to it. On it hung a glass teardrop, enclosing a red flame. “I’m a Secret Keeper. And I’m the chaplain here.” She dropped the chain and leveled a finger at the students. “Pastor. It’s Pastor Seeks. Anyone who calls me Reverend anything will be expelled on the spot...”

			“Mor-ca...” a voice rumbled from the line of teachers.

			“Oh, I’m kidding, Charles!,” she said, rolling her eyes with the microphone waving in the air. “They know I’m kidding! Anyway... I expect to see each and every one of you in chapel, every Sunday morning, ten o’clock, try to bring some of your older-year friends who haven’t shown up recently. Period. Enough with my boring existence. Now—Secret Keepers...”

			Elias’s heart skipped a beat. There was a universal intake of breath, and then once again, first-years swiveled in their seats. They strained to see over each other as a rush of feet approached the archway. In his lap, concealed by the table, Elias’s fingers twisted around each other, nails digging into his palms. He had known this was coming, known that Baker’s was one of only six schools left with an active chapter. But he had not expected them to be introduced on the first day.

			Three dozen students, ranging in age from sixteen to twenty-two, massed under the archway. They did not wear the telling pendant that hung around Morca Seeks’ neck. But on the collars of their Baker’s uniforms, they each had a pin with the red flame. They stood with their hands folded, quiet under the gaze of the first-years.

			“Dan and Kelly, would you join them now, please,” Pastor Seeks said.

			One of the Middle-blood Student Monitors stood up from her table and walked over to the arch. To Elias’s shock, Dan Mattherson did the same.

			“And,” Pastor Seeks waved a hand at the platform behind her, “all my comrades, you know the drill, but I’ll say it anyway—please step forward in five, four... okay, now!” Four teachers did so, including Megan Giltmen and Dr. Morry.

			“The process toward becoming a Secret Keeper,” Pastor Seeks said, “has three stages. Represented before you are only those students in the second or third stages. Not all of them will become Secret Keepers, but they have all taken the preliminary vows, which means they’re seriously considering it. We introduce them at the beginning of each year, because they, like your Student Monitors, have sworn to be your advocates here at school.

			“Secret Keepers do a lot of different things, but basically, we exist for two reasons: to provide counseling for those who need it, and to speak up for people who cannot speak for themselves. This is our motto, after all—To speak for those who have no voice. Should you need either of those things, every one of these students is available to you—as are myself and the four teachers standing with me. This is not a club. It’s not just a job, either. This is our calling in life. We take it seriously.

			“Now,” Morca Seeks took a deep breath, “if I can stop being all stern and serious for a moment... Everyone,” she waved at the students under the arch. “You can mingle with these wonderful first-years, and I will be in the chapel, on the remote chance that anyone actually wants me for anything.”

			The only thing that Elias knew for certain about Secret Keepers was that his father hated them. Brian Vaulkery never said this aloud. In fact, he spoke highly of the Secret Keepers. But since his earliest memory, Elias had known not to trust his father’s words. Words were easy. Smiles were easily mistaken for just smiles. But some things even Lord Vaulkery could not hide from his son. His hatred for the Secret Keepers came across in the omissions, in the type of politeness that he used, and in the type of smile.

			For this very reason, the Secret Keepers fascinated Elias. But, even now, with his father so many miles away, he stayed in his seat and made no attempt to speak with them. He had learned long ago never to let anyone know what he was thinking.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Orientation

			The first thing Henley saw when her eyes opened that morning was a great big fish, hanging in the water directly above her head. 

			“What are you looking at?” she asked it.

			Seconds later, a riotous marching song blasted into the dorm. Several girls shrieked and sprang out of bed. Others pulled the covers over their heads and dug in deeper. Marjorie Cormen and Leena Shanks, who slept on either side of the door, had already climbed out of bed and moved to their footlockers.

			“Okay, up and at!” Marjorie called, no less cheery than she had been yesterday afternoon. “Big day, big day, come on!”

			“Hetty...” Henley crawled out of bed and shook her sister, who responded by groaning and pressing her pillow over her head. “Hetty!” Henley wrestled the pillow out of her sister’s hands and smacked her with it.

			“Yeah, okay, fine!” Hetty rolled out of bed and went like a zombie to her footlocker.

			“Don’t bother wearing jackets today, ladies,” Marjorie said. She walked around the room, pulling blankets off the girls who had not yet gotten out of bed. “Just skirts and tops. Oh, and walking shoes. Come on. Up we get. Big day. Come on. Breakfast won’t wait.”

			“I’ll shoot her,” Hetty said, digging through her clothes with sleepy hands. “And whoever set off that stupid music.”

			“Get in line,” Sheeda said.

			Elias was up and watching the sunrise from his balcony when he heard someone pounding at his door. He sighed and went to open it.

			“Sorry for pounding,” Dan Mattherson said, when Elias, fully dressed, opened the door. “I figured you were still in bed. Everyone else has been.”

			“Can I help you?” Elias asked. It was only six-thirty in the morning.

			“Breakfast is in an hour, and we have the dorm meeting with Dr. Morry before that.”

			“Where?”

			“Common room. It’s...”

			“Right at the entrance into the dorm, yeah, I noticed.”

			“Okay, smartie,” Mattherson said. “Be there in half an hour.”

			“Fine.” Elias started to close the door, then flung it open again. “Hey,” he called. “I didn’t know you were an initiate, for the Secret Keepers.”

			“Of course you didn’t,” Mattherson said, pausing between Elias’s door and the next one. He sighed when Elias’s expression demanded a more detailed response. “My father’s not exactly going to advertise that his only son is planning to leave politics for good, now is he?”

			“You’re that serious about it?” Elias asked.

			“I’m a ninth-year, which means I’ve already been through two rounds of vows. You’re a smart kid, Vaulkery. I’m sure you can figure this out.” He turned away from Elias’s door to knock on Fontesque’s.

			Two wings connected to the North Tower. One contained the dining halls. The other was the Teachers’ Wing. Most teachers had their offices here, and they all had a bedroom, though many also had homes and families in the village. Only the three Dorm Monitors were required to live at school, but most teachers spent at least a few nights a week there during the school year.

			On the top of the Teachers’ Wing ran a covered colonnade, higher than most of the other wings, and offering a magnificent view of the lake. It was barely six in the morning, but already, three or four teachers had made it up to the colonnade, bent over the rails, under gothic arches, watching the sunrise.

			A few minutes after six-thirty, as she made her way down the colonnade, Megan Giltmen collided with a yawning, running Morca Seeks.

			“Oh, hey Megan.” Morca bent over to collect the co-pad that had fallen from her hands onto the marble floor.

			“You okay?” Megan asked.

			“Fine.” Morca shook the co-pad, hit it, and shook it a little more. A wavy line ran down the center of the screen, but she didn’t seem to mind. “You’re off to see the little demons now, I suppose.”

			“You really have to stop referring to the students as demons,” Megan said.

			“I don’t say it to their faces! And you know I’m not serious. Asta!” With a wave of her hand, Morca headed off down the colonnade.

			“Wait a second!” Megan called after her. “Why are you up this early? Morca!”

			“Asta!” Morca vanished down a stairwell just as Charles Morry came up it.

			Charles approached Megan, frowning, and pointing with a thumb over his shoulder. “Was that Morca?” he asked.

			Megan shrugged. “I guess.”

			“School hasn’t started. What is she doing up before ten?”

			Megan only had time to shake her head before Dr. Prestly came up a staircase a few yards ahead of them.

			“Good morning!” he yelled out to them, spreading his arms wide, with a sarcastic edge in his voice. “And welcome all to the start of yet another school year!”

			“Oh, you love it,” Megan said as she and Charles walked over to him.

			“Of course I do. I’m still doing it after twenty years,” Prestly said. “Although, another few days of this Vantinfehr woman...”

			“She’s doing her best,” Charles said.

			“Yeah, that’s the most frightening part,” Prestly said as they headed together toward the North Tower door. “It’s not just that she’s inept, you know. She ignores the staff. She assumes everything will just magically get done. I have a feeling she actually does believe money grows on trees. And last night, Megan, the way she introduced you ...”

			“She’s a Vantinfehr,” Megan said.

			“She’s a spoiled child,” Prestly said. 

			Charles shook his head. “It’s not that bad. We’ll handle her.”

			“Which means you will handle her,” Prestly said. “You’re the only one she respects. Which is ironic, seeing as she only got the job to prevent you from getting it.”

			Megan shook her head. “We don’t know that.”

			Prestly stopped just before the glass door, fixed his eyes on Megan, and raised his eyebrows.

			“Okay, so it’s pretty obvious,” she said.

			“The hysterical part is, I would have refused the job anyway,” Charles said. 

			“You would not have refused the job,” Megan said.

			“I’m a teacher, not an administrator.”

			“You’re someone who loves this school. The integrity of this school above all.”

			“Which is exactly why you would have accepted had they offered, if only to keep someone on the High-blood payroll out,” Prestly agreed.

			“The board knew that as well as we do,” Megan said.

			“Brian Vaulkery knew that as well as we do.” Prestly pushed open the glass door. The other two followed him into the glass hall on the other side, proceeding down the hanging staircase to the bottom floor of the North Tower.

			“But,” Prestly said with a sigh, “today is about the kids, not the politics, so... just keep going, everyone. Keep going...”

			“See you at breakfast, Bob,” Megan said as he headed off to the Middle-blood door in the facade. 

			Megan hesitated for a moment, her eyes on the trapdoor at the back of the platform.

			“They’re down there, aren’t they,” Charles said.

			“Cory’s twins?” Megan nodded.

			“Have you had any contact with them at all?”

			“Not since what happened in Burbon Square.” Megan took a deep breath and turned to look at her friend. “And what about what’s waiting behind your door? Elias Vaulkery? Haven’t you been dreading today since—I don’t know—he was born?”

			Charles laughed, headed for the facade. “See you at breakfast, Megan.”

			“Asta,” she said.

			All students spent that first day of orientation with their Dorm Monitors. They met in their common rooms for a brief overview of dorm life, then listened to a lecture about safety procedures at breakfast. Then they went out for a tour of the grounds until lunch, had another lecture about safety, and finally got a tour of the building itself. 

			After the tour of the building, the students had some time to relax. Their Student Monitors took them back to the dorms, where most collapsed on their beds and didn’t move for quite a while.

			Henley lay on her back and watched the fish swim by overhead. From the bed next to her, she could hear the scrape of a pen against paper and knew Hetty was trying to write down everything that had happened. She wondered what her sister might be writing about their aunt Megan, and what she thought of Megan herself, and about all the things they had just learned, and what the school might actually be like once classes started. And then, before long, exhausted, she fell asleep.

			Up in the High-blood dorm, Elias sat cross-legged on his balcony, replaying the day in his mind as he watched the calm lake shine like glass below him. After a while, he decided he may as well get some use out of the official, gold embossed, V-BASE diary that his mother had insisted on buying him. So, he brought it and a pen back to the balcony and wrote out the highlights of that day.

			1. Big surprise: learned Dan Mattherson is planning to be a Secret Keeper. His dad’s not happy (that’s not a surprise). Wonder what my father would do if I decided to be a Secret Keeper? (I don’t plan to find out).

			2. Met with the Dorm Monitor, a High-blood teacher (the only High teacher here) named Charles Morry. Good storyteller. Carries himself well. Secret Keeper. There seem to be a lot of those around here.

			3. Learned about how the dorms operate. They’re always locked, and each student gets their own code. You have to enter the code to get in. The keypads also scan fingerprints, so even if someone does figure out someone else’s code, it won’t work unless the right person enters it. Oh, and the pads won’t work at all unless they sense a fingerprint, so you can’t just wear gloves. The dorms lock down at nine-thirty every night until six-thirty every morning. So if we don’t get back to our rooms on time, we have to sleep on the platform, or somewhere. The outer doors are always locked, and only the Student Monitors have codes for them, except in an emergency, or at certain times of day. They say we’ll get our codes tonight, after dinner.

			4. Learned that the obnoxious music we all heard blared into our rooms at 06:15 is a normal part of the day, and will be heard every morning except Saturdays for the whole year. Also, they say they’ll play music at ten every night to signal lights-out, and the Student Monitors will check to see that we’re all in bed. Lots of people grumbled about this. I don’t get why.

			5. The girls all started freaking when we went on a tour of the North Tower because they all suddenly realized they were wearing skirts, and the floors were glass, and they thought people could see straight up. Idiots! The towers are made of pressure-charge glass—I recognized it the moment I saw it. Any pressure against the glass causes a static charge to form inside the glass, which causes a chemical reaction that turns the glass white. The greater the pressure, the more opaque the glass gets. Tap it with your finger, and what looks like fog will spread out a few inches around your finger in all directions. Stand on it, and even a toddler’s body weight will white out the space directly beneath you. I think the charge can also be controlled with remotes—but that’s beside the point. I mean, seriously, who doesn’t know this? But then, with all the Lows they let in here, I suppose I have to get used to having stupid people around all the time.

			6. On Saturdays, we’re allowed to leave the grounds and go into the village in groups of three or more. Everyone seemed happy about this. I don’t know why. What’s so interesting about the village??? I plan to actually relax on my day off. But at least they’ll all leave, and I’ll really get some peace and quiet.

			7. The Low-blood Monitor is a woman named Megan Giltmen, and also a Secret Keeper. She’s the one that stopped Dad in Burbon Square. She teaches art here, I think, which makes sense, since they have to hire one Low-blood, and art is such a brainless subject that can’t really require any skill to teach, and even a Low couldn’t screw it up. Still, I don’t get why Dad listened to her in Burbon Square.

			8. The Med Monitor, Dr. Prestly, teaches math, and seems fun.

			9. I forgot to mention, Dr. Morry teaches history. Today on the school tour, he took us down to this underwater observatory below the school and told us how all the different kinds of fish were imported into the lake over the centuries. There aren’t many native species left, he said, since a lot of them died when the climate changed a long time ago, and others were hunted to extinction when the larger, more dangerous kinds started migrating in from the ocean. Apparently, this lake is connected to several other great lakes that eventually spill into the saltwater ocean—or so they tell us. No one’s actually seen that ocean since the Dark Age, obviously. Several of the predatory species in the ocean learned to live in freshwater a few centuries back. Dr. Morry seems to know a lot about everything.

			After dinner, and the series of announcements that Rachelle Vantinfehr stumbled through, which none of the students bothered to remember, Elias took his journal out again, and added:

			10. At dinner, I saw two Low-girls who are completely identical. They even wear their hair the same. I think they’re trying to confuse people on purpose.

			11. The Headmistress is an idiot.

			“Well,” Prestly said, pouring himself some gin, “I think that went well.”

			Megan sat with a glass of wine on the couch, next to Charles, and nodded. “As well as ever.”

			The Teachers’ Common Room was a cozy space on the second floor of the Teachers’ Wing—cozy despite the massive, vaulted ceiling that loomed about fifty feet over their heads. It was stuffed with tables and furniture discarded over the years from classrooms and other lounges. Scattered all over these sat pillows and blankets which had slowly, over decades, worked their way from the student’s lost and found bin and into teachers’ hands.

			Windows lined one side of the room, all showing the same dark image from just over the surface of the water, shadowed by the wings and towers above. A kitchenette took up the entire back wall, stocked with leftovers smuggled from the main kitchen and mismatched dishes—the survivors of long-discarded dining room sets. There were so many of these that they spilled out of the cupboards and cluttered the counters.

			Here in the kitchenette, between a half-covered tray of brownies and a stack of heavy brown mugs, Dr. Prestly stood, returning his almost full bottle of gin to its not-so-secret hiding place beneath the counter. He bought one bottle every year, and somehow, it always disappeared faster than he could drink it. 

			Most teachers came to this room for a least a few minutes every night, especially those who lived at the school. That night, as always, they left behind their black robes, and some had even put on pajamas. Rachelle Vantinfehr sat perched at a table, talking animatedly, apparently unaware that no one was listening to her. Everyone else had broken into little groups, discussing the beginning of school, or trying to avoid that discussion. Megan and Charles sat on the couch nearest the kitchenette.

			“Now, no offense, my friends,” Prestly said, turning from the counter with his chipped glass in hand. “But I have been less than five hundred feet away from you two all day. So, if you don’t mind, I’m turning in early.”

			“Asta, Bob,” Megan said.

			Charles nodded as Robert Prestly disappeared, then said to Megan, “Elias Vaulkery is not what I expected.”

			“Really?” Megan asked.

			“For one thing, he actually listened, respectfully, to everything that was said today.”

			Megan shrugged. “I’m afraid I didn’t notice.”

			Charles looked at her sideways, and she avoided his gaze by sipping her wine. “Have you talked to them yet?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “Have you noticed their eyes?”

			Charles nodded. Megan had not been the only one affected by the twin’s arrival at Baker’s. He had loved Cory Giltmen too, and he still cared deeply for Georgiana. Since learning of their existence, he had felt a responsibility toward the twins. His family’s money, after all, had kept Georgiana alive during her coma, preventing all three of them from being just more Low-blood victims of the Kohar Blitz. Charles was also aware that the twins knew nothing about any of that.

			Before either of them could say more, the soothing tones of an ancient lullaby drifted into the room, signaling lights-out for all students. 

			“Who’s playing?” Rachelle Vantinfehr asked, looking around as if a live orchestra might be in the room with them. Charles rolled his eyes, and Megan, seeing it, stifled a snicker.

			As the lullaby hummed into its closing notes, a loud crash sent the door to the teachers’ lounge flying open. To no one’s surprise, Morca Seeks stood on the other side. 

			“Um, so...” she said, looking around the room with even more than her usual amount of agitation. “Could I, um, maybe get all the Secret Keepers outside, for a moment, please?”

			Glancing at each other, Charles and Megan rose. The other two, Doctors Walter and Elizabeth Proud, detached themselves from their own conversations and followed.

			Morca led them into the hall, up the nearest staircase, and finally onto the top floor colonnade. A breath of wind swept across the dark water and threw her hair back as she stepped into one of the archways. Outside it, the moon beamed down, dark and full, throwing shadows against glass and water.

			“Morca, what’s going on?” Megan asked.

			“Does this have anything to do with you actually being awake this morning?” Charles asked.

			“And why you haven’t been at meals?” Elizabeth added. She was a tall woman, with thick, dark hair, broad shoulders, and a large frame who need only cross her arms to look intimidating. Her husband was a perfect male counterpart to her, except that he spoke far less frequently, which made him even scarier.

			“Okay, look...” Morca turned to face her fellow Secret Keepers, framed in the archway, against a dark moon. “You all had orientation, and I didn’t want to bother you with this before, but after spending literally all day on the feeds with everyone...”

			“Morca!” Charles said.

			“Headquarters woke me up with this at some ridiculously early hour that shouldn’t even exist.”

			Morca dug a co-pad out of her bag. She hit a few icons and then handed the co-pad over to Megan. The other three gathered around her to watch a black and white security video: A man, Low-blood by his clothing, attacking three Middle-bloods on a dark street corner.

			“Apparently this happened last night,” Morca said. “Ebren City Security sent it to our Headquarters just before they sent it to me.”

			“It’s a mugging,” Elizabeth said.

			“No, Liz,” Walter, her husband, objected, “this man has professional training.”

			“So do the men he’s attacking,” Charles pointed out.

			“The Meds are security officers for a plastics factory,” Morca said. “Their IDs were the only things taken, and...” She tapped the screen in Megan’s hands. It paused just as the attacker turned to face the security camera. “Notice his expression?”

			“Gatch,” Walter said.

			“Completely blank.” Megan looked up, meeting Morca’s eyes. “Sleeper?”

			“No.” Elizabeth shook her head. “The Sleepers disappeared with the Braud, and they couldn’t come back on their own.”

			“It is physically impossible,” Charles said.

			“This is someone playing a stupid prank for the cameras,” Elizabeth said.

			“Except, this man is now in custody,” Morca said, “and claiming he has no memory of the past three days.”

			Elizabeth shrugged. “He’s faking.”

			“This wouldn’t be the first fake Sleeper in the last fourteen years,” Charles said.

			“Which is exactly what Senate Security is saying,” Morca said. “They’re mad at Ebren for even sending us this footage. But Richard Bowler interviewed him this afternoon, and he believes this man is telling the truth.”

			“Rick does?” Megan asked.

			“Apparently, this man claims to have blacked out twice in the past six months. He has coworkers who claim they’ve heard him mention it before.” 

			“Why, exactly, does Rick believe him?” Charles asked.

			“Why do Secret Keepers believe anything—a feeling!” Morca said. “But Bowler did not get put in charge of our order because his feelings can’t be trusted!”

			“Sleepers cannot return to the living world without a Human conduit,” Elizabeth said. “The Braud were their Human conduit, and the Braud have been gone for fourteen years.”

			Charles had to agree with her. Or maybe he just wanted to. “Just because this man has a blank expression, just because he’s missing time, does not mean...”

			“No, it doesn’t!” Morca said. “There could be a dozen other explanations. But everyone I’ve talked to today—everyone I respect, at least—thinks the Secret Keepers have to admit it’s at least possible ... There’s a chance this might actually be happening.”

			Outside, a cloud had covered the moon, sliding slowly away again, pushing shadows like ghosts across the open arches. For a long moment, the five Secret Keepers stood silent, each shivering inside, and thinking of years long ago, when security officers dug bodies out of walls and arrested murderers who had no memory of their crimes. That was how the Braud war began.

			It was how the wars always began.

			The orientation week continued, filled with overwhelming amounts of information, excellent food, and no shortage of unplanned entertainment from the Headmistress. 

			The transformation brought by one week was astonishing. On Monday, eighty-three strangers had arrived in a strange place with only some vague idea of what was in store for them. They stumbled about the towers and wings, lost their way with every turn, and had to run back to the main office over and over again because they had forgotten their dorm code. No one was allowed to write their code down, for security reasons, so if you forgot, to the office you went.

			In only four days, they learned to navigate the massive building, memorized the ten-digit codes, and made a dozen new friends.

			The last day of orientation, Friday, ended with individual student/advisor meetings. Each student was assigned to a faculty member and given a time to sit down and talk with that person one-on-one.

			Hetty hoped her advisor would be Megan Giltmen, but ended up reasonably happy with the plump and good-natured science teacher, Mabel Laughy. 

			Henley was paired with another science teacher, Stiltmin Quartier, who was skinny, nervous, and quiet. In a whisper, he explained the classes she was required to take, said something about next year’s choices, murmured the word goodbye, and made a hasty exit from his own office. 

			Elias was paired with Charles Morry.

			Elias came into Charles’ office, as instructed, and sat in the cushioned chair across from him. It was a comfortable little room in the Teachers’ Wing, with one large window overlooking the shore and a heavy desk made heavier by haphazard piles of books and papers. Bookshelves walled the desk in on three sides, leaving a narrow strip of open space between it and the door, in which stood three mismatched chairs. A couch stood against the wall opposite the desk.

			For a long moment, teacher and student just looked at each other. Then Charles tried to begin a conversation. He went through his entire arsenal of ice-breaker questions without getting more than a shrug from the boy, and finally, just asked, “What do you expect out of school, Vaulkery?”

			Elias shrugged yet again, but this time he spoke. “To learn stuff, I guess.”

			“To learn... stuff?”

			“I guess.”

			Charles couldn’t help but raise his eyebrows, staring at the small, blond boy. It seemed like the chair had sucked him into it, legs and arms all crumpled into his body, with only his head and its large blue eyes left to prove there was indeed a person seated there. Brian had been quiet too, Charles remembered, but not in the same way. Elias wasn’t just quiet. He was blank, like an empty vessel. It was, frankly, disturbing.

			“Well,” Charles said, breaking the silence as he reached for a piece of paper, “why don’t we go over your class schedule...”

			“I’ve looked at it,” Elias said.

			“No questions?”

			“No.”

			“Okay...” Charles shifted in his own seat. “Which class are you most looking forward to?”

			“Am I supposed to be looking forward to them?” Elias asked. The question sounded entirely sincere.

			Caught off guard, Charles struggled for a moment. “Don’t you want to be here?” he asked at last.

			“How would I know?” Elias asked. “I only got here four days ago, and school hasn’t even really started yet.” He paused, looked Charles in the face for a while, then said, “I never understood ‘looking forward’ to things. You can’t know you like something until you do it.”

			Charles folded his hands on the desk and said, “Perhaps. But not looking forward to things puts you in danger of never trying anything new.”

			“I thought that’s what curiosity was for,” Elias said.

			“So, you don’t look forward to anything?”

			Elias shrugged. They looked at each other for yet another moment in silence.

			“Well,” Charles said, not knowing what else to do, “unless you have any questions...”

			Elias shook his head.

			“Then I will see you in history, Monday morning. And I hope you will come to enjoy it, at least.”

			“Thank you,” Elias said. There was another moment of silence. “May I go, then?” he asked.

			Charles nodded, and Elias slid off his chair, leaving the room as silently as he had entered it. So unlike Brian, Charles thought. He had not realized until that moment how much he had expected Elias to be a second Brian Vaulkery, quiet, but handsome, charming, and charismatic when he wanted to be. Instead, he found a boy who didn’t appear to care about anything. 

			“And does he look sick to you?” he asked Megan at dinner that night.

			“I was wondering about that,” Megan said. “He’s rather small for his age, too.”

			“I can’t see Brian in him at all,” Charles said. “Adriana’s small, so that might come from her, but Brian... I don’t know...”

			He shook his head and was quiet for the rest of the night.

			By the time Saturday came around, most of the first-years were too exhausted to get out of bed, and too excited to stay in bed. Most compromised by sleeping until noon and then grouping up for a venture into the village.

			When they finally pulled themselves out of bed, Hetty dragging her feet all the way, the twins got into a group with Sheeda and Ethan and went to explore.

			Upperclassmen descended on the grounds while they were gone, and when they returned, the school was bursting with activity—luggage, parents, and family pets everywhere, a hurricane of greetings and hugs as friends reunited and families parted. Marjory had to shoo a gaggle of girls away from her bed so that the twins and their friends could get back inside. The Low-dorm was knee-deep in half-open bags, half-unpacked wardrobes, and girls jumping over beds to greet each other. Dehnee, the timid blond, sat in bed with her knees tucked under her chin and hands over her ears, while Kathryn tried to assure her that it wouldn’t last forever.

			But it did last for one more day. The upperclassmen came streaming in all Saturday, and then all day Sunday, until dinner Sunday night finally put a stop to the arrivals. It did not, however, stop the excitement. The volume soared higher along with everyone’s spirits, and none of the adults did anything to discourage it.

			Instead, on Sunday night, the housing department threw a party in full support of back to school revelry. All kinds of activities covered the platform, under bright lights from the towers, including dancing, craft tables, and a dunk tank. No one noticed the teachers lurking around the edges of the parting, keeping an eye on everything.

			“Think we’ll be that crazy in a few years?” Henley asked, watching a group of sixth-years dancing.

			“Some of us already are.” Sheeda pointed to Hetty, dancing in a group of first-years. “By the way, sorry, but I’m not sure which of you I’m talking to right now.”

			Henley laughed. “Don’t worry about it. No one can tell us apart. Not even Mom.”

			“And that doesn’t bother you?”

			Henley shook her head. “We find it kind of fun, honestly.”

			Several feet away, in the small, isolated cluster of High-bloods, Cora Bowler and Alyssa Cruendel talked avidly about something having to do with clothing. Elias stood a few inches away from them, watching the dunk tank, where Fontesque sank person after person. Finally, a teacher emerged from the shadows to insist that he give someone else a turn. Fontesque launched a ball at the platform and ambled away, only to get back in line.

			“Oh well, he had a good run,” Alyssa said, watching her brother’s dethronement. “We should do something. Where’s that craft table?”

			“No more crafts,” Cora said. 

			“Okay, how about dancing,” Alyssa said. “Calvin’s out there.”

			“Elias,” Cora called twice before he looked at her. “You want to dance?”

			“Does it look like I want to dance?” Elias asked. Cora made a face at him and marched off with Alyssa.

			Elias rolled his eyes. The loud music made his head pound, and he really just wanted to go to bed. He had paced about twelve feet when something suddenly occurred to him, a new, strange thought that made him stop in his tracks.

			Why didn’t he just go to bed?

			The shock of that thought ran through him from head to toe. Why not just go to bed? His parents were hundreds of miles away. No one had said the party was mandatory. Nothing suggested that it was, either. Which meant there was nothing forcing him to stay. Nothing at all.

			With a rising feeling, like floating on clouds, Elias turned, and pushed through the crowd, toward the High-blood door.

			About a quarter of the way there, he caught sight of Cora through the crowd, laughing at something Alyssa had just said. He ducked quickly out of her sight, though it took him several steps off course.

			Cora would try to make him stay. He could almost hear her voice now, chirping at him about abandoning her, and being a disappointment. Anger flooded in at the thought of her voice, dragging his feet off their cloud and down to the stone platform again. He bumped into two dancing Middle-bloods, which only annoyed him more. A group of Low-bloods stood directly ahead of him, blocking his way, and as he did so often with the servants at home, he careened straight into the edge of them, slamming into something, hard.

			Elias barely saw a brown-haired girl hit the platform before that girl was up again and screaming after him. “Hey!”

			It took him a second to realize she was talking to him, and he was so surprised by it that he actually turned to face her. The girl was perhaps an inch taller than him, and her face was bright red. 

			“Hey!” she said again, taking a few steps toward him. Her group surged after her. One of them, a boy, grabbed her arm. She shook him off. “You did that on purpose!”

			“Hetty!” For an instant, Elias thought that the same girl had somehow rematerialized several feet to the left. Then he realized these were the twins he had spotted a few days earlier.

			“Do you know who that is?” the second twin asked.

			“I don’t care!” The first twin was still shouting, still dragging her way toward him, against the hands holding her back. “He ran into me on purpose! You ran into me on purpose!”

			“I did not!” Without noticing, Elias had taken two steps toward her. He had never actually been accused of something before. None of the servants ever said anything. He felt blood rushing into his face and didn’t understand why. The emotion inside him did not feel like anger, but he acted as if it were.

			“You did too!” the girl said.

			“Hetty!” her sister said, pleading.

			“Did not!” Elias said, “And how dare you say so, you Log...”

			“What did you call me?”

			“You wanna see getting pushed on purpose?” Elias threw both of his hands against her shoulders as hard as he could.

			Luckily, the boy and the other twin were still holding onto her arms, which kept her from hitting the platform.

			The other twin held her up, held her back. “Hetty, back off!”

			“You...” Rage choked off her voice. With her face turning purple, she lashed out and struck Elias back.

			Then older students swarmed them, and for a few seconds, everything was very confusing.

			Monitoring the party from the edge of the platform, Charles Morry saw the fight begin. He watched for a few seconds, until Elias shoved one of the Giltmen girls, and then started toward them.

			“Wait, Charles!” Morca grabbed him by the arm before he could get far. “This is a perfect opportunity for the initiates.”

			“That boy is a Vaulkery,” Charles said.

			“Yes, and Dan’s over there. He will listen to another High-blood. Let...” Morca’s grip tightened on his arm. “Let the initiates handle it.” 

			By the time Hetty shoved Elias, three Secret Keeper initiates had appeared. They broke the crowd apart and got between the two first-years and their repeated attempts to attack each other. An eighth-year initiate took hold of Hetty’s arm, calling for Marjory Corman. Dan Mattherson took charge of Elias.

			“Back off,” he said, a hand on the boy’s chest.

			“She accused me of...”

			“I don’t care,” Mattherson said, calm and firm. “Back off.” He maintained pressure until Elias turned to storm off toward the High-blood door. 

			“I’ll remember you!” Elias shouted over his shoulder at the girl.

			“I’ll remember you too!” she shouted back.

			Elias would have replied, but Mattherson had his hand around the back of his neck, forcing his head forward. “That’s enough,” he said.

			They marched through the High-blood door, then up the steps, into the High-blood common room. There, Mattherson planted himself between Elias and the hall. 

			“Now,” he said.

			“That Log...” Elias said.

			“Do not use that word.” The firmness in Mattherson’s tone could have melted lead.

			“That Low-blood,” Elias said, “accused me of knocking her down on purpose!”

			Mattherson was annoyingly calm and looked more grown-up than Elias had ever noticed before. “Did you?” he asked.

			“That’s not important! She ...”

			“Did you do it?”

			“That’s not important! Are you lis...”

			“Did you do it?”

			“Well, the second time, I had to prove a point...”

			“The first time, Vaulkery.”

			“It’s not impor...”	

			“Elias Vaulkery, listen very carefully to the question coming out of my mouth: Did you knock her down?”

			Elias stared at him for a moment, and finally said, “Yes.”

			“On purpose?”

			“The second time...”

			“We’re talking about the first time.”

			Elias said nothing.

			Mattherson sighed. “Vaulkery, you are talking to someone who cannot repeat anything you say without your permission. Now did you knock her down on purpose?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Maybe is not an answer to this question. Did you or didn’t you?”

			Elias did not understand Dan’s question any more than he understood what he was feeling. He had knocked over one Low-girl, and now another High-blood was yelling at him for it, not even allowing him to explain himself—as if the situation even called for an explanation. He felt a burning sensation run up his arms from the fingers which he balled up into his palms to stop the numb tingling. Thoughts crisscrossed through his brain, and landed sideways.

			“Did you do it on purpose?” Mattherson asked.

			Elias, furious and confused, looked straight at him and said, “No.”

			Mattherson looked him straight in the eyes for several seconds, then nodded and looked away. “I know that’s not the last time you’re gonna lie to me, Vaulkery,” he said. There was a terseness in his voice, some old, resigned anger. He pointed with his chin toward the gaping hallway. “Get to your room.”

			Elias turned on his heels and marched to his bedroom. There, he slammed the door, hoping Mattherson was still within earshot, and ran out onto the balcony. He sank into a corner and tried to pretend the balcony was his tower, the place where he could think. The place where he was safe.

			He ended up crying, because it occurred to him that no one would see, or hear, or care. The worst part was that he didn’t know why he felt this way, or even what he was feeling. He just kept seeing the first twin’s face, yelling at him, and then Mattherson’s face, accusing him of lying. He tried to convince himself he felt angry, but it wasn’t anger. He wouldn’t have lied if it were anger.

			Meanwhile, Hetty paced, fuming, back and forth across the Low-blood girls’ dorm, while Marjorie stood by the door, watching her.

			“He did it on purpose,” Hetty fumed, stomping. “It was intentional. He knocked me over. I hate High-bloods! I had every right to yell at him. And if you’re going to give me the whole ‘he’s a High-blood’ speech, save it!”

			Marjorie crossed her arms. “I’m not giving you a speech, Hetty,” she said. “I have absolutely no clue what to say to you. They never trained me to handle this kind of situation, because I don’t think anyone has ever been so stupid! And since the Secret Keepers decided, for some reason, to drop you on me, I’m just going to stay down here long enough to make them think I said something brilliant. Then, I’ll ban you from the rest of the party for fighting. And then I am going back upstairs, to my friends, to have the best night I can, because there is a very real chance that tomorrow, Brian Vaulkery may use this as the excuse to ship all Low-bloods out of Baker’s forever. He and his family have only been looking for that excuse for the last—I don’t know—two hundred years.”

			She checked her watch, and added, “That should be enough time. Good night, Hetty. Enjoy your time alone. Please use it to think.”

			When the door had closed behind Marjorie, Hetty went to bed. As suggested, she used the time alone to think. She thought about how much she hated High-bloods.

			“Well,” Dr. Prestly said, leaning both arms on the rail, “I think this week went decently well, all things considered.”

			He stood with the other two Dorm Monitors, on top of the Teachers’ Wing, watching the dark lake move as if to the gentle breathing of some sleeping monster.

			“As well as ever,” Charles said.

			Megan stood silently beside them, staring down into the black water with her hands folded on the rail.

			“Or, until that fight, anyway,” Prestly said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Low-blood student attack a High-blood student before. Have fun with that, you two.”

			“Yeah, thanks Bob,” Charles said. He had just returned from talking to Dan Mattherson, who had said something about Elias being a spoiled boy who should be locked in a closet. Strange as it seemed, the entire thing made Charles feel better about Elias. People only got angry and acted out when they were capable of caring.

			But then there was Morca’s news, the possible reappearance of creatures called Sleepers, the rest of the High-blood students to worry about, a less than qualified Headmistress to deal with, and lesson plans for the first day of class that he would end up finishing tomorrow morning instead of breakfast. There were nights he wished he could be just a teacher. This was one of those nights.

			“I’m going to sleep,” Megan said.

			Prestly checked his watch, sighing. “Good idea. It’s almost lights-out. Who knows what we’re in for tomorrow. This was just orientation, you know.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Equal and Opposite Forces

			On the first day of class, Charles Morry woke with a thought burned deep into his head. He stared at the ceiling and raised his eyebrows. “Really?” he said. “Really, God?” Then, with a sigh, because he couldn’t get back to sleep anyway, he got up and started on those lesson plans he had to finish.

			Megan was going to kill him.

			Excitement filled every dining hall that morning. Some students were too nervous to eat, others ate too quickly. Some were very quiet, others chattered nonstop. Cora and Alyssa’s conversation reached a new pitch of pointlessness, and Elias jammed his fingers in his ears at one point—mainly to annoy them. Two floors down, Henley kept twisting her fingers together just like she had on the tram. Hetty threw bits of her breakfast out the window to the fish, without looking at them.

			“You don’t think they’d give us quizzes on the first day, do you?” Ethan asked, ignoring his cooling bowl of oatmeal.

			“We don’t know, Ethan,” the entire table said in unison. He had asked that question eight times since sitting down. 

			Sheeda was rereading one of her textbooks, frantically scanning the highlighted bits. Only Dehnee and Kathryn calmly enjoyed their breakfasts.

			A bell announced that they had five minutes left before eight o’clock. Everyone jumped up, cramming in a few last bites of food, and grabbing their official V-BASE bookbags. 

			“See you at lunch,” Sheeda said as they crossed the platform.

			“If we survive that long,” Ethan said. “You don’t think they’d...”

			“We don’t know, Ethan!” everyone said in unison. 

			Almost all first-year classes were held in the East Tower, so with ten minutes to go, all first-years plodded through its doors. Like the other two towers, it was made entirely of glass, and during orientation, they had been able to see straight through it. Now, however, most of the classroom walls had become opaque. It was as if someone had gone around painting some rooms white, so they could still see through parts of the building, with large, white patches hanging in the air all around them. As they made their way up the hanging staircase in the center of the tower, more and more of the glass walls turned white, like someone flipping a switch, their insides hidden from the halls. The hurried footsteps of students sent splashes of white across every floor.

			“You have the math book, right?” Henley asked, checking the books in her bag.

			“Yes, and you have bio,” Hetty said. “And we’re meeting in the hall between periods so you can grab math.”

			“You don’t need bio until after lunch, right?”

			“Yes, for the last time, I have Lit-Comp second period.”

			“And we have history together third. Do you have that book?”

			“Henley, it’s right here.” Hetty reached into her sister’s bag and pulled it out, then returned it. “Relax.”

			Henley barked out a nervous laugh, waved at her sister, and stumbled off down the hall. “I worry about that girl,” Hetty said as she went the other direction.

			An hour and a half later, the twins met in the hall again. “Dr. Prestly is awesome!” Hetty said, handing over the math book. “He draws animal faces for unknown integers, and names them, and makes up stories about them!”

			“You will not believe Dr. Quartier!” Henley said.

			Her adviser had come into the biology room with a stack of papers, dropped them all, then awkwardly thanked the students who helped him pick them up. He stood fidgeting at the front of the classroom, making eye contact with no one, stumbled and stuttered through introducing himself, and took five minutes to get the digital projector working.

			Then, he launched into a lecture that had all students on the edges of their seats for a full hour. He took them on a journey through every system in the body, beginning with the nerves and ending with the skeleton, outlining everything they would learn that year. He was eloquent, thorough, brilliant, and turned Human anatomy into a thrilling experience. Then, he dropped his papers again and made a hasty escape from the classroom just ahead of the bell.

			“Hey, Ethan!” Hetty said, spotting his head in the hall. “Any quizzes yet?”

			“Day’s not over,” Ethan said as he disappeared around a doorway.

			An hour and a half later, the twins reunited for history with Dr. Morry. Ever since he had opened orientation, Morry had become a bit of a sensation. Even Hetty felt she could almost forgive him for being a High-blood. Her enthusiasm, however, fizzled away when she saw Elias Vaulkery already seated at the front left of the classroom.

			“Oh, look at his highness,” she said to Henley. Henley grabbed her arm to steer her into a seat.

			The Low-bloods all clumped together at the back of the classroom. The High-bloods took the front. Middles spread out between them. None of them gave any thought about what they were doing. The arrangement came to them as naturally as breathing.

			It was the largest classroom most of them had been in yet that morning, set up for a seminar, because Dr. Morry was the only first-year history teacher, and he only had time to teach two sections of the first-year class. There were two walkways down to the front of the room, and between them, three rows of seats. Every two chairs shared a table. Beneath the descending rows of seats and desks was a small floor with a podium set off to one side and a chair off to the other. Across this, a glass wall looked out over the lake. The other three walls were white, as was the floor.

			“So where is he?” Hetty asked as the last notes of the class bell faded. All the other teachers had come in long before the bell.

			“Maybe he’s stuck in his last class?” Kathryn suggested from her seat in front of the twins.

			 Then suddenly, all light in the classroom went out.

			The students barely had time to draw a startled breath before images began to flash around the walls, dim at first, like shadows, one appearing, then vanishing, with another appearing somewhere else. They were crude, ruins dug out of layers of dirt, and tools chipped out of stone, but growing grander, with sketches and models of great cities carved into the sides of cliffs, rising from swamps or deserts. They filled more and more of the space, as cities grew ever larger, and their monuments ever more impressive. Finally, a voice came from behind them.

			“History,” it said, “is most often divided into two categories: ancient, and modern. Ancient covers everything up until the Dark Age, five hundred years ago, and is also divided into periods of pre- and post-space travel. This year you will learn about the several millennia before Humans ventured into space. But, assuming you paid any attention to your course lists, you already knew that.”

			A dark figure moved down from the door, stopping on his way to point to various images projected around them.

			“And for those of you,” he said, “who have already decided that this is a waste of time, that there is nothing to be learned from people so far away and long ago they hardly seem to be people...”

			Three large structures rose before them, veritable mountains of stone with four triangular faces.

			“The Great Pyramids of Giza,” Dr. Morry said, “still standing, as far as anyone here knows. The greatest relics of the Egyptian empire—a country so stable, that it survived unchanged for two thousand years.”

			The image changed, to show an aerial view of the pyramids, surrounded by desert.

			“They’re tombs, built thousands of years ago. to accommodate the beliefs of a dead religion. Yet this dead religion, less than fifty years ago, would inspire the philosophy of the Braud terrorists.”

			If anyone had not been paying attention before, he had their attention now. But Dr. Morry did not stop to explain that astonishing revelation. The images flashed on, moving forward through history, leaving the Egyptians and their great monuments behind.

			They journeyed on through Greece and Rome, watched the Middle Ages fall on Europe, saw the castles that had inspired the High-blood Manor-houses. Then the Middle Ages ended with the art of the Renaissance. Knights became infantry with muskets, and finally tanks, airplanes, nuclear weapons. Then came the first venture into space, the first landing on the moon, the first colonies on Mars, and finally the first step onto an alien world. In sixty minutes, ten or so thousand years of history flashed before the students, the briefest of highlights narrated by their teacher. Then the images vanished. Light rolled in on them as the front wall seemed to melt. Blinking, they found themselves looking out again on the lake.

			Dr. Morry stood at the front of the class. He dragged the podium over to center stage and folded his hands on top of it.

			“If you take nothing else from this presentation,” he said, “I want you to get this. Write it down if you think you have to, because I will expect every one of you to live and breathe this fact while in my class. Here it is, ready?”

			He paused, more for drama than anything else, Hetty thought, then said: “History is, first and foremost, the study of yourself.”

			There was a rustling of pages, pens, and shirt sleeves. Some students had gotten their notebooks out. All of them, whether writing or not, looked up in confusion. Dr. Morry smiled at their bewildered looks, let the point sink in for a moment, then continued.

			“Here’s the thing,” he said. “You will learn a lot of facts in this classroom, a lot of names, and dates and places. And you will struggle with them. You will stay up late memorizing, and you will fill at least two notebooks each. But when you find yourselves going insane over all the details, please remember this: All the names and dates and facts are merely a means to an end. Let’s face it, we lost a lot of information during the Dark Age, so we don’t even know that all these ‘facts’ are correct. This class is really about why the world operates the way it does.

			“Most people go their whole lives just assuming that the things they think, the assumptions they make about right and wrong, are static facts, written into the fabric of the universe. This is not true. And to explain what I mean, we’re going to do a little exercise. I’m going to make a statement, and if you agree with that statement, I want you to raise your hand. Got it?”

			There was a general nod of agreement from the class.

			“Here it is.” Dr. Morry cleared his throat. “You can tell how intelligent a person is based on the color of that person’s skin.”

			No one raised their hand. “What?” Hetty asked with a startled laugh. Many others whispered and giggled. Henley glanced around, and for the first time noticed how many different shades of skin were in that room. There were some, like Ethan, who were very pale, and some who were very dark. Most of them, she noticed, fit somewhere in between these extremes. What any of that had to do with a person’s brain, though, she had no idea.

			“Yes, yes,” Dr. Morry said, smiling. “I would have been very surprised if any of you raised your hand. And most of you are probably wondering how I could even have come up with such a ridiculous question. And some of you might be stuck trying to figure out what I even said because it is just that ridiculous. But here’s the thing—a few thousand years ago, there was a group of people who made different assumptions about reality than you do. And if I had stood in front of a class made up of those people, and made the same statement, every one of them would have raised their hand.”

			There was a pause, as the students took in Dr. Morry’s point.

			“What I want you to get from this,” he said, “is that people—every person who has ever lived—take certain things for granted about how the world works. We make assumptions about what is right and what is wrong, and those assumptions are not necessarily based on truths. Everyone does this. The problem is, we don’t know our assumptions are based on nonsense until we look at them very, very carefully. Those people, a thousand years ago, just assumed that skin color and intelligence were connected.

			“If those people had really looked into that assumption and considered why they thought what they thought—in other words, if they had looked into their own history—they would have realized it was a false assumption. Instead, they twisted history to support their assumption. The only reason we today don’t have the same false assumption is because some very brave people worked very hard to prove something they never should have had to prove in the first place.

			“Now here’s the thing, though—those people were Human. They were exactly like you, and you are exactly like them. There is nothing in Humans now that makes us immune to being just as wrong as Humans were back then. So if you are one hundred percent certain that everything you assume to be true is true, then go ahead and zone out in this class. You’ll still get a bad grade, but you won’t be any worse off as a person. If, however, you’re willing to admit that, like every other member of the Human race, you don’t actually know everything, pay attention, and we might just be able to come to some understanding of why we make the assumptions we make, and whether or not those assumptions are healthy.

			“But that’s quite enough of a speech for today.” Dr. Morry took a deep breath, glanced at one of the papers on the podium beside him. “The last thing we need to talk about today is an assignment. It’s not due tomorrow, don’t worry. But it will be due on the first Monday of every month.”

			He held up a sheet of paper, handwritten, Hetty thought. “It’s basically an opinion sheet. You’ll be asked some questions with no right or wrong answers. You have to back your answers up with facts. But you also have to do it with a partner. The same partner for the whole year. The person seated at the table with you.

			“Do not,” he said as the noise of movement and whispers spread around the room, “look around you, as your partner is almost certainly not going to be the person currently sitting beside you.”

			Silence fell as everyone looked up at their teacher. Dr. Morry took a piece of paper from the podium, cleared his throat, and said, “Which brings us to our last activity today. Everyone, please gather your things and be ready to move. Up here,” he pointed to the leftmost front table, “I want Brandon Seeks and Ethan Whitemin.”

			The room hesitated, gauging his seriousness. “Now please, gentlemen,” Dr. Morry said. 

			Ethan glanced back at the twins. Then, as if in slow motion, he and the Middle-blood, Brandon Seeks, got up from their chairs and walked to the front of the classroom. The pair of High-bloods seated at that table eyed them on their way down. Also in slow motion, they slid out of their chairs but made no attempt to get out of the way. 

			The twins had seen Brandon Seeks many times during orientation, but never noticed him. Besides being a Middle-blood, and therefore outside their circle of friends, he was a wholly average boy, average height, average build, with dark hair and dark skin. Does that make him more or less intelligent? Hetty couldn’t stop herself from wondering. 

			Brandon got to the table first, slid between it and the table behind it, toward the seat nearest the wall, paused, eyed the High-bloods, bent his legs to sit, paused again, eyed the High-bloods again. They still stood there, between their table and the one behind it, staring back at the Middle boy. Meanwhile, Ethan made it down, and just stood at the end of the table, staring at the empty aisle-side seat.

			“Ah, yes,” Dr. Morry said, looking up from the paper. “This would probably work best if everyone just got up now and moved to the back of the room.”

			The High-bloods especially took their time following this order.

			“What is this?” Kathryn asked Sheeda. 

			Because, by the third assignment, everyone had figured out that Dr. Morry was intentionally breaking Blood-groups. The table behind Ethan and Brandon consisted of a High- and a Middle-blood, the table behind them, another Low and Middle, behind them, another Low and Middle. Hetty glanced at her sister as she went to sit in the middle row with an upper Middle-blood. Sheeda ended up with a High-blood girl, and they both sat at the edges of their seats, their backs turned in toward each other.

			The entire room looked dizzy, disoriented, like sleepwalkers that someone had just shaken. Dr. Morry stood at his podium, one hand wrapped around the front of it, knuckles bright white, as he read off the names.

			“Elias Vaulkery,” Dr. Morry said, pointing to the right-most front desk. Bookbag over his shoulder, the High-blood prince began his march down to the front of the room. “And Henley Giltmen.”

			Henley felt an electric shock go through her. Five rows down, Hetty swiveled in her seat, looking back at her sister with an open mouth. The room dropped away, replaced by the sound of her own breathing, each breath, in and out, loud in both ears. Somehow, her feet carried her down to the front row without tripping.

			Hetty turned back to the front of the room, and her hand shot into the air. Henley stepped on her foot in passing before Dr. Morry saw. Elias had been busy getting out his textbooks and didn’t realize what was happening until Henley reached the table. He did a double-take when he saw her, and then looked at Dr. Morry, who had continued on to the table behind them.

			Hetty’s hand shot into the air again.

			“One moment, Miss Giltmen,” Dr. Morry said. He finished the seating arrangement before putting the paper away and turning to her. “Yes?”

			“Sir, sorry, but,” Hetty took a deep breath. “Some of us are sharing textbooks, and... Shouldn’t we be seated next to the people we’re sharing with?”

			“As your partner,” Dr. Morry said, “I’m certain that the person next to you would be happy to share a textbook during class.”

			The Middle-blood seated beside Hetty glared at her. Elias had his book on the table, right in between his arms.

			Morry glanced at the clock and took a deep breath. “I do not expect any of you to like this assignment. I understand that I’m asking a lot from some of you. But it is an assignment. You will learn to work together, or you will fail this part of the class. It’s that simple.”

			He glanced at the clock again. “In the few minutes remaining, I would like you to try to get to know your partner. You can talk to the person sharing your table, or you can sit in silence. Those are the only options.”

			After about a minute, some students murmured a few polite words of greeting. Brandon Seeks shook Ethan’s hand, and Henley overheard them asking each other the usual questions, like where they came from and how many siblings they had. At the back of the room, Kathryn and her Middle-blood partner, after an awkward start, launched into an animated discussion of sports, and how they were looking forward to trying out for various Baker’s teams. Hetty and her partner kept glancing at each other but never spoke. Most of Hetty’s attention was focused on the front of the room, and her sister. Elias kept his eyes forward and didn’t say a word. Henley eventually pulled out her journal and started doodling just to pass the time. It was by far the most awkward four minutes of the week.

			The awkwardness ended with the bell. Students leaped from their seats, threw bags over their shoulders, and dashed back into their familiar, Blood-locked groups.

			“He’s locray!” Ethan said as he, the twins, Sheeda, and Kathryn left the room.

			“I didn’t think it was that bad,” Kathryn said.

			“She is never going to talk to me,” Sheeda said. “There’s no way we won’t fail.”

			Hetty was staring at Henley, who fidgeted with her bag all the way to the dining hall.

			“We should talk to him,” Hetty said as they slid into seats at one of the round tables.

			“No!” Henley said.

			“Hen, it’s not fair. It’s Hee-bees again, thinking they can just ruin everyone’s lives. Elias Vaulkery should never have been paired with a Low-blood. After what his father did at Kohar... It’s not fair to us!”

			Henley reached in silence for a bowl of potatoes.

			“It’s punishment,” Hetty said. “He did it on purpose. He thinks you’re me, and it’s punishment for me standing up to an almighty Hee-bee when Vaulkery pushed me last night.”

			Henley reached for the chicken without a word.

			Two floors up, in the High-blood dining room, Cora glanced at the chair to her left and frowned. “Where’s Elias?” she asked.

			Fontesque shrugged and forced half a chicken leg into his mouth. Calvin was busy sculpting his potatoes into the shape of a rabbit. But Cora forgot all about Elias when Alyssa spilled juice down the front of her jacket, and they had to make a frantic, tearful dash for the bathroom.

			Back in the history classroom, the bell had rung, students had run off to lunch, and Elias Vaulkery remained in his seat, his arms spread out on either side of his closed textbook, staring at Dr. Morry. Charles gathered his co-pad and papers into a bag, then finally looked at the boy. 

			“You have something to say, Vaulkery?”

			Elias stared at him for a moment longer, then burst out, “How could you do this? Do you just hate me? Just because I’m not looking forward to classes—whatever—doesn’t mean I don’t care about my grades!”

			Charles looked straight at Elias for several seconds. He had never seen such energy from the boy before, and beneath that energy, he sensed more than indoctrination and prejudice. Elias Vaulkery was honestly afraid.

			“Before we continue this conversation,” Charles said, “I think you should ask your partner what her CHATS were.”

			“What?” Elias asked, caught off guard.

			“As a member of the selection committee, I can assure you, no one gets into this school with a Childhood Achievement Test Score of less than a hundred and fifty.”

			“That can’t be true. There is no way Calvin Bowler...”

			“Ah, yes, let me rephrase—no one who isn’t a High-blood gets into this school with a score lower than a hundred and fifty.”

			Elias just looked at him, a blank look. Charles sighed and slipped his bag off his shoulder. “Vaulkery, it does not surprise me that your grades are so important to you. I admire your desire to do well. But I can guarantee you, no shadow of a doubt, that if you fail this assignment, it will have nothing to do with Henley Giltmen’s intelligence.”

			Elias didn’t respond. He stared at Dr. Morry for several more seconds, then shoved his book into his bag and walked out of the classroom.

			“Oh, God,” Charles said as the door shut, “what have you gotten me into this time?” He now had every one of his first-year students mad at him, had more than one pair who would probably fail a significant portion of the class, and one extremely angry Vaulkery on his hands.

			And, most troubling of all, he had yet to tell Megan that he had paired her niece with the Killer of Kohar’s son.

			“You... what?” Megan said, her voice low and dangerous.

			“It wasn’t my idea, trust me,” Charles said, feeling like a rabbit backed into a corner. On the other side of the Teachers’ Study Room, Morca looked at them over the top of her co-pad, one eyebrow raised. 

			It was a comfortable room at the top of the Library Wing, surrounded by bookshelves, cupboards, two sinks, an oven, and three refrigerators. Desks, couches, and chairs filled the space left open between these appliances. They gathered dust under generous piles of ungraded homework (from last year), half-written tests, well-thumbed curricula, and more than a few stray objects—such as slinkies, stress balls, actual balls, the odd doll or two, and exactly one frisbee, on the windowsill, by the fire escape hatch.

			“Well, then whose idea, exactly, was it?” Megan asked.

			“Whose do you think?” Charles shot back.

			On Mondays, like the students, teachers were expected to appear in full uniform. This meant black graduation robes, complete with accompanying hats—though, somehow, the hats always seemed to have disappeared by midmorning, one of many convenient mysteries about the school.

			Right then, Megan was crushing the ends of her enormous sleeves, hat conveniently misplaced until tomorrow morning, robe open down the front to reveal a long purple dress beneath. Charles had discarded his own robe over the back of a nearby chair.

			“I do not want my nieces anywhere near the Vaulkeries!” Megan said.

			“Well too bad!” Charles said.

			Across the room, Morca sighed and shifted in her seat. “You know there are only four minutes left for lunch, right?” she said.

			“And you!” Megan turned on her. “What’s going on in Ebren, with this man attacking people and the Sleepers maybe coming back? Why aren’t they telling us anything? Just because we’re teachers and not soldiers...”

			“As a matter of fact,” Morca said, lowering her co-pad, “I heard from Richard Bowler this morning, just after classes started...” 

			“What’s wrong,” Megan asked.

			Morca took a breath. “They want me to come.”

			“To Ebren?” Charles asked.

			“Are they certain then?” Megan’s mood had shifted from fury to muted concern, eyes fixed to Morca’s face, careful to search every micro-expression for signs of danger. “That man who attacked the security guards… they’re certain he’s possessed?”

			Morca shook her head. “That’s why they want me to come, because they’re not certain. They want me to confirm it.” She shrugged, eyes fixed to her co-pad. “Doesn’t matter, anyway. I told them I couldn’t come, not with classes starting, and worship on Sunday.” She looked up into the concerned faces of her colleagues. “Really, it’s fine. They can call Craff if it comes to that.”

			“Are you using your day job as an avoidance tactic?” Charles asked.

			“Yes, of course I am,” Morca said. “But it also happens to be a valid excuse. By the way, lunch ended thirty seconds ago. You should probably get to your classes.”

			After lunch, the first-years again split into two groups. One went to the second session of Dr. Morry’s class, all warned by now about his crazy assignment.

			The remaining half went to the art studio that took up the entire top floor of the South Tower.

			Unlike any other room in any of the towers, the art room had a stone floor. Someone had explained to them, during one of the many orientation tours, that this was so they could put the art lockers in the floor, and not block any light from the walls or ceiling.

			The acidic scent of paint and paint thinner greeted them upon arrival, followed by the heavy odor of glue and paper. There was also the residue of a thousand art projects scattered about, easels collapse at one end of the room, large, blocky, battered desks at the other end, and locker doors covering the floor.

			Dr. Giltmen handed each student a locker number and combination as they walked in. “Put all your supplies in the lockers now,” she called over their heads. “You need a sketching pencil and eraser for today. That’s it.” 

			A scramble followed, with more than a few dropped paintbrushes, and some toes smashed under locker doors. 

			“Don’t make me call the nurse,” Giltmen said when some Middle-blood yelped in pain. “And if you’re done, come over to the tables. Come on, this doesn’t take that long. Oh, and do not lose your locker numbers, because I have no idea which one is yours. Come on, to the tables.”

			In a few minutes, the lockers were all shut again, and students had seated themselves four to a table, by Blood-group, of course. It was more difficult than usual because there was no obvious front to the classroom, but they managed.

			“Think we’ll be able to stay in our spots this time?” Ethan asked as he slid into the seat beside Kathryn, across from the twins.

			“Oh, there he is again!” Hetty scrunched up her face and turned away from Elias Vaulkery, who had just taken a seat three tables away.

			“I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to having High-bloods this close,” Kathryn said.

			“Agreed,” Ethan said.

			Three tables away, Elias sat beside Calvin Bowler and across from two High-blood girls, Annamay Vantinfehr and Vallier Courtryside. Vallier was his cousin, the daughter of his mother’s younger brother, but oddly enough, Elias had only seen her a handful of times before in his life. As for Annamay Vantinfehr, Elias had barely known she existed before coming to school. She was the daughter of the younger Vantinfehr brother, Rachelle Vantinfehr’s uncle.

			A long time ago, the High families had decided it was best to have only one child, to make inheritance simpler, and prevent family feuds. In short order, however, they realized they couldn’t possibly maintain a population if every family had only one child. So, they decided that only sons would inherit the estates. A family could have any number of daughters, but only one son. Second sons were mainly unplanned, and rarely well-represented at any of the parties. As the daughter of a second son, Annamay had always been half-invisible.

			Annamay was also Calvin’s cousin, though, through their mothers. Elias had always been aware of this, but he had never been in a room with the two of them together before orientation. Now, whenever she was around, Calvin gravitated toward her, always ending up at the same table, or in the next seat over. It felt natural, a closeness the two of them appeared to have shared for years. And it also felt strange to realize Calvin had a life and friendships Elias had never known about.

			As the students finished finding seats, Vallier caught Elias’s gaze and rolled her gray eyes. “Ready to be bored for seventy minutes?” she asked exactly what he was thinking. He couldn’t help but smile in return.

			“I don’t like drawing,” Annamay said.

			Calvin scratched at the wooden tabletop, already covered by about a hundred years of artistic graffiti.

			“All right, eyes up here, everyone, thank you,” Dr. Giltmen rapped on the nearest tabletop to get their attention, then launched into her welcome speech, complete with an explanation of what art was and why it was a useful subject. Elias tuned her out and eventually started writing in his journal:

			Stuck in the lamest class ever—art. Would try to pay attention if it were someone other than a Low-blood talking. As it is, since the school administration clearly doesn’t think this subject is worth enough to even hire a real teacher for it, I see no reason why I should care either.

			Meanwhile, Vallier and Annamay passed notes, but Calvin sat up straight in his chair, watching Dr. Giltmen.

			Finally, the speech ended, and Dr. Giltmen began passing out large sheets of paper.

			“Please get out your pencils,” she said. “We’re just going to do a little free drawing today, so I can get a feel for where each of you is artistically. Remember, not everyone is an artist, and you don’t have to be to get a good grade. I do, however, require that you put in a sincere effort, and this exercise will be graded accordingly.

			In the remaining forty minutes, students sketched as best they could, with Dr. Giltmen coming around to look over their shoulders.

			Vallier drew stick people, one large stick person with an overly large head in the center. Speech bubbles surrounded this large-headed creature, displaying a monologue curiously similar to Dr. Giltmen’s welcome speech.

			Elias was too busy laughing at his cousin’s paper to do more than make pencil marks on his own.

			Annamay just drew a series of straight lines down her page.

			Dr. Giltmen made no comments on any of their work when she came around, but she did pause for some time to look at Calvin’s sketch of a large dog.

			By the time the fourth bell rang, all first-years had begun to droop, like wilting flowers, under the weight of a very, very long day. It was past two in the afternoon, with two classes yet to go, and they were all used to being done with school at one-thirty. 

			“Will this never end?” Hetty asked, throwing her head back as they walked down the hanging staircase in the center of the South Tower.

			“I want a nap,” Ethan said.

			“What are the chances they’ll let us sleep through Phys?” Kathryn asked. “I mean, sleeping is a physical activity, so...”

			Twenty minutes later, all eighty-three first-years stood in a line at one end of the outside platform, dressed in their bright purple physical training uniforms and fully visible to the classrooms in all three towers. Two disturbingly cheerful teachers—the married couple, Walter and Elizabeth Proud—stood off to one side, whistles poised, saying, “Okay everyone, on your mark, get set...”

			“Fifty-seventh,” Hetty said, throwing her bookbag onto a dining hall chair before collapsing into another one. “Fifty-seventh!”

			“Are you still going on about that?” The chair beside Hetty screeched as her sister pulled it away from the table, then crunched under Henley’s weight as she sat.

			“It could be worse, you know,” Sheeda said, sitting across the round table from them. “You could have come in eighty-third out of, um, eighty-three students. Oh, wait, no, that was me.”

			“I can’t believe they made the entire class race each other on the first day,” Hetty said. “What kind of Phys teachers are they?”

			“The kind that expect us to actually do stuff in Phys,” Ethan said. “Hetty, move your books.”

			“And you!” Hetty pulled her bag off the chair to make room for Ethan, then turned on her sister. “How did you manage forty-third place? We have exactly the same DNA, and still, you came in more than ten people ahead of me!”

			“Hetty, seriously, would you drop it already?” Henley asked.

			“Yeah,” Kathryn said. “It’s not a big deal.”

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “Says the girl who came in third.”

			Kathryn grinned. “What can I say? I’m athletic. Dehnee!” She pulled out the chair beside her for their friend. 

			The timid blond came scurrying up, dropped her bag on the floor, and fell into the seat, exclaiming, “This is the greatest day ever! All the classes, and the teachers... We have so much homework... I’m going to live in the library... Even Phys has an end of term paper... And class until five... I love it here!”

			“And I don’t think any of that was sarcastic,” Hetty said.

			“Why would I be sarcastic?” Dehnee asked. “Seriously, we get to be in classes until five in the afternoon! How is this not the greatest thing ever?”

			“This is what I get for going to genius school,” Ethan said. “You know, at my brother’s school, the day’s over by three.”

			Kathryn nodded, stabbing at the ice cubes in her water glass. “Two-thirty at my brother’s school. Their classes are forty minutes long.”

			“And that race in Phys today!” Dehnee said. “How fun was that!”

			Everyone else, except Kathryn, groaned.

			“What are you so happy about?” Hetty asked. “You finished seventieth.”

			“Okay…” Ethan turned toward her, “how are you remembering what place everyone finished in?”

			“Better question is why?” Henley said.

			Sheeda groaned, pressing herself back into her chair and closing her eyes. “I am so tired. I just want to eat and go to sleep.”

			“But homework!” Dehnee said. “The library’s open until lights-out. Why was I not just born here?”

			“I was starting to think you were,” Hetty said.

			“Nothing’s due tomorrow, Den,” Kathryn said. “Besides, one good thing about seventy-minute classes, I think we’ll mostly get our work done in class.”

			Ethan nodded. “I think they planned it that way.”

			Sheeda checked her watch. “Food will be here in two minutes.”

			Before anyone could say anything else, there was a loud crash of china with a scream from Henley. Hetty and Kathryn both jumped out of their chairs. Ethan Whitemin had fallen off his chair, swiping half his and Kathryn’s dishes off the table with him.

			“Oh lakes, lakes, lakes!” Dehnee squealed, on her feet and hopping from one to the other. “Is he breathing?”

			“Get a grip, Dehnee!” Hetty said. Only she had seen Ethan’s face as he fell, the dead pale look that came into it just before. That look scared her more than the fall itself.

			“Someone call someone!” Henley said.

			Marjorie had already run from the hall, returning a moment later with Dr. Giltmen. The teacher pushed aside chairs and crouched next to Ethan, asking, “What happened?”

			Hetty was shaking her head. 

			“Nothing, he just collapsed!” Kathryn said.

			“Whitemin?” Dr. Giltmen shook his shoulder. “Whitemin, can you hear me?” She turned to Marjorie. “He’s non-responsive, but he’s breathing. His pulse fast, but okay. Call Lydia.”

			By the time Lydia Brunswick, the school nurse, arrived on the scene, food had come, and the Student Monitors had herded everyone back into their seats. 

			“Did any of you see anything before he collapsed?” Nurse Brunswick asked.

			“He went really pail just before it happened,” Hetty said.

			“And did any of you eat lunch with him?” Nurse Brunswick asked next. They all nodded. “How much did he eat?”

			“I don’t know!” Hetty said.

			“Not much, I don’t think,” Henley said.

			The nurse nodded as if that settled something.

			“Will he be all right?” Dehnee asked with a quiver in her voice.

			“He’ll be fine. It’s probably just stress and not eating enough. Speaking of which...” Nurse Brunswick pointed to their empty plates. “I don’t want any more passed out students on my hands.”

			Half an hour after dinner, Morca Seeks meandered up a granite staircase to the top floor of the infirmary, breathing in the calming scent of lavender. Nurse Brunswick insisted on that smell, always, lavender incense always burning, lavender laundry soap, and hand soap. She had even talked the janitors into letting her formulate special cleansers only used in this wing. It was a significant improvement over the industrial hospital smell that Morca remembered from her own school days.

			Half a foot away from the top landing, the infirmary door stood open, showing a long, cavernous room framed by high, gothic windows. Cloth privacy screens divided the room into sections, between rows of cots. Morca noticed movement inside and paused on the top step.

			“There you are!” she said, catching sight of Megan. “I’ve been... Oh, good evening, Headmistress…”

			Rachelle Vantinfehr did not notice Morca. “You’re sure it’s not a virus of some kind?” she said, holding onto Lydia Brunswick by the arm. Charles tried to inch her toward the door, but she wasn’t getting the hint. “I mean, absolutely sure? I mean, we might have to close the school, or... I could send people home, just in case...”

			“I assure you, Headmistress, if I thought our students were in even the remotest chance of danger, I would send them all home myself,” Lydia Brunswick said, a fixed smile covering for the bite in her voice.

			“Oh...” Rachelle Vantinfehr’s eyebrows drew together. “So... you can do that...  then?”

			“I most certainly can,” Lydia said, sounding as if her teeth had fused together inside her jaw.

			“Well, I suppose then, if you’re sure...” Rachelle Vantinfehr hesitated. “Is there someone we might consult, maybe someone a little older, or...”

			Charles stepped between the two women, taking the Headmistress’s arm to help her over the doorstep. At the same moment, hidden from Vantinfehr’s view, Megan fixed both of her hands on Lydia’s shoulders and gave her a steadying look. 

			Charles swept past Morca with the Headmistress, saying, “Didn’t you want to talk to me about the history department. Something about the field trip being unnecessary...”

			“Oh, yes, well, I just can’t quite understand the point...” Rachelle Vantinfehr’s voice faded away as they turned a corner in the staircase.

			“In-sufferable woman!” Lydia said as soon as she heard the door downstairs shut. She pushed away from Megan. “I am five years older than she is, and she wants me to consult someone older? Did she even graduate from whatever backwater school her father hid her in? Because I graduated from this one, with a degree in medicine!”

			“Let it go, Lydia,” Megan said.

			“What happened?” Morca asked. Three cots away, she saw a pair of feet sticking out from behind a privacy screen.

			“A boy collapsed at dinner,” Megan said with a sigh.

			Morca’s attention had focused on that pair of feet. Something felt off about them—not the feet specifically. She couldn’t quite grasp it.

			“Students passing out, always so much fun!” Lydia said. “Remember the last time this happened—what was it?—first day two years ago?”

			“Ah, yeah,” Morca said. “Rodney Vantinfehr.”

			“Now that was a fun call home,” Lydia said with scalding sarcasm. “I’m surprised his mother didn’t shut the entire school down. Like it’s my fault her son didn’t drink enough water?”

			“And that’s what happened with this one?” Morca asked.

			Lydia shrugged, then frowned. “Why do you ask?”

			Morca shook her head. “You know me. I’m just nosy. Anyway, Megan!” She took Dr. Giltmen’s arm and pulled her out into the hall. “If you’re done here, I need to run Sunday’s sermon topic by you.”

			“Gatch, Morca! Why do you always pick me for this?”

			“Because you’re the only Secret Keeper here who isn’t strong enough to pick me up and throw me in the lake. Now, the lectionary text for this Sunday...”

			“Well at least you’re finally using the lectionary,” Megan muttered.

			“Only this week,” Morca said. “Anyway...”

			They vanished down the stairs, arm-in-arm, and Lydia went to check on her patient.

			Ethan Whitemin reappeared at breakfast the next morning, embarrassed but in good health. 

			“How was it sleeping in the infirmary?” Dehnee asked.

			Ethan reflected for a moment, then said, “Weird. It’s so quiet in there. It was creepy.”

			“But you’re all right, right?” Kathryn asked.

			Ethan shrugged. “I guess. I don’t even remember what happened. One minute we were sitting here, and the next the nurse is leaning over me in the infirmary. Anyway, what’s for breakfast?”

			Overall, Ethan was eager to put the entire event behind him. Unfortunately, however, rumors of his collapse had spread beyond the Low-blood population. For a while there were whispers and pointed fingers, confirming that he was the boy who had fainted. Then the catcalls and taunting started.

			“It could have happened to you, you know!” Kathryn told a group of second-year Middle-bloods who had just passed them in the East Tower hall.

			“Keep walking!” Hetty snapped at another group—first-year High-blood girls—who had stopped to stare.

			“Don’t talk to us!” the stocky, tall girl in their center snapped back.

			“Whitemin, right?” a Middle-blood boy called across the hall. “Good going, getting all the girls defending you. Fainting is a girl thing, after all.”

			Ethan went an even darker shade of red. Hetty lunged at the Middle-blood boy. Two Student Monitors entered the hall then, though, and everyone scattered. Henley grabbed her sister’s arm and dragged her into their history classroom.

			Dr. Morry had not arrived yet. A gaggle of High-blood girls, however, had. They were the same High-girls that Hetty had yelled at in the hall. The High-blood boys stood with them, talking.

			“Oh, I have a bad feeling about this,” Henley said.

			“I don’t need a guard. You should get to your own seats,” Ethan said as Hetty, Henley, and Kathryn accompanied him down to his front-row table.

			“Hey!” Ethan’s table partner was already there and jumped up as they approached. “Whitemin, I heard. Did you really...”

			“Yes, I fainted! Happy?” Ethan said.

			The other boy looked at his feet. “Actually, I was going to say pass out…” 

			“Oh yeah…” A smile twitched the corner of Ethan’s mouth. “That sounds a lot better.”

			“And anyway,” the boy motioned toward the High-bloods, “if any of them say anything, just get someone to remind them that Rodney Vantinfehr passed out on his first day.”

			The redness drained out of Ethan’s face. “How do you know that?” he asked.

			The boy shrugged. “My sister’s in his year. She saw it happen, right there in the hallway.”

			Ethan’s entire expression brightened.

			Henley, however, had started twisting her fingers together, hopping from one foot to the other. “Where is Dr. Morry?” 

			Hetty thought she was just being obnoxious, until, two seconds later, someone shouted at them. 

			The High-blood gaggle surged toward them, the boys in front, girls behind. Elias Vaulkery was there, but in the lead was a much larger boy, broad shoulders, brown hair, and a smattering of freckles. 

			“You!” the boy said.

			Ethan, Henley, and Kathryn all backed up against the table, but Hetty held her ground, toe-to-toe with the High-boy.

			He pointed over his shoulder at the girls. “What exactly did you say to them?” 

			“I told them,” Hetty said, “to keep walking and mind their own business.”

			“You did...! What? How dare you speak to a High-blood like that?”

			Directly behind him stood the tall, stocky girl who had shouted back at Hetty in the hall. She had her arms crossed and a triumphant smirk plastered across her face.

			“They were taunting my friend!” Hetty said. Henley grabbed at the elbow of her sister’s jacket, only to be shaken off.

			“We were not, Cru,” the stocky girl said. She looked hurt and helpless when he glanced in her direction. “We were just standing.” The triumphant smile returned as soon as the large boy looked away.

			“I don’t care what you were doing, Courtryside,” he said, glaring at Hetty. “They’re Logs. You shouldn’t even be talking to her!”

			Hetty’s face flushed bright red. “Well maybe you shouldn’t be talking to me!”

			“Het,” Henley hissed in her ear.

			“It’s Henrietta, isn’t it?” Elias spoke from his place beside the big boy with his arms crossed. “Don’t try to reason with her, Cru. She doesn’t understand the concept of logic.”

			“Oh, you’re one to talk!” Hetty said. “And don’t you dare use my first name! I never gave you permission to use my first name!”

			“I don’t need permission.” Elias’s arms tightening around each other. “Using the last name is about respect. You’re a Low-blood. You don’t get any.”

			Hetty took a swing at him. Elias caught her fist in his hand. Henley shrieked, Kathryn gasped, and pure shock wiped the smile off Vallier Courtryside’s face.

			For several seconds, the entire room stood dead still, Hetty frozen mid-swing, Elias frozen gripping her fist. In those seconds, Dr. Morry entered the classroom.

			The bell rang. Everyone stood there, glancing from their fighting classmates to their teacher. Dr. Morry looked down from the door with one eyebrow raised. Then he sighed, loudly enough to fill the room, took his co-pad out of his bag, and made a call. 

			“Hey, Morca,” he said when a woman’s voice answered. “Could you come up to the East Tower conference room, please? I have two detention students for you.”

			“Okay, have a seat, first ones of the year!” Morca Seeks said. 

			She issued Elias Vaulkery and Henrietta Giltmen into an over-full office, its raggedy orange carpet barely visible under all the books. They had come through the South Tower, five floors up, into a wing which, like most of them, had a long and breezy colonnade on the top floor. That colonnade ended in an ornate set of double doors, standing open just wide enough to show the sketchy outline of pews beneath the flicker of altar candles. The chapel.

			Pastor Seeks turned aside before they reached the chapel, leading them down a narrow staircase and into a maze of halls and empty offices. The maze ended at what was either a waiting room or a storage closet, with a secretary’s desk on one end and a deconstructed, life-size nativity set on the other, and one more closed door, opening into an inhabited office.

			Or maybe this was a storage closet, too.

			Pastor Seeks knocked several haphazard stacks of books off the only two chairs in the room and pointed at them. Above them, a light shone dimly because two of the three bulbs were burnt out. Bookshelves blocked at least half of each window, but there was almost nothing on these. Most of the hundred-plus books lay scattered across the floor or piled on a large desk.

			Hetty and Elias eyed the chairs with suspicion. They stood less than a foot off the ground, upholstered with bright orange fabric, worn threadbare, and badly faded. Slowly, they sat down, sinking to the carpet on paper-thin seat cushions. Pastor Seeks made a hole for herself amid the books, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of them.

			“Now then,” she said. “For those who don’t know, the school chaplain doubles as the school counselor. I mean, who else are you going to confess your secrets to, but a Secret Keeper? Anyway—this is the part where I ask: What happened?”

			“He insulted me!” Hetty said.

			“You’re delusional!” Elias said.

			“Okay…” Pastor Seeks waved a hand through the air. “Let’s break right there. Deep breaths, you two, deep, cleansing...  Okay, fine, I get that’s not gonna happen. Vaulkery, what happened?”

			“Oh, of course he gets to go first!” Hetty said.

			“She assaulted me,” Elias said.

			“Now who’s delusional?” Hetty asked.

			“Well, what do you call trying to punch someone?”

			“So when I do it it’s assault, but when you do it...”

			“That was an accident! And why am I even arguing with you? It’s not like you’re...”

			“Right, I’m not even good enough to argue with!”

			“No, you’re not!”

			“You insufferable, inbred, Hee-bee brat!”

			“You know, I always used to think that Low-bloods were at least capable of Human-level intelligence!” 

			“Tell me,” Pastor Seeks cut in, “what do you two know about the principle of equal and opposite force?”

			“Huh?”

			“What?”

			“It’s a physics thing,” Pastor Seeks said. “And, I think, a good way to talk about human behavior, too... See, when two forces are pushing against each other—” She demonstrated by pressing her fists together. “As long as they both push with the exact same amount of force, neither will ever gain any ground.”

			“What does that have to do with anything?” Hetty asked.

			Elias spoke over her. “Well, then it’s a good thing we’re not equal.”

			“No, we certainly aren’t.”

			“Maybe I should have explained how this works,” Pastor Seeks said. Her hand was on the teardrop pendant that hung around her neck, and despite themselves, both Elias and Hetty stopped to listen. 

			“This is detention,” Pastor Seeks said. “And in detention, you can either talk about what happened, calmly and constructively—emphasis on calmly—or you can sit in complete silence for the duration of the class period. Either way, you will have to do a makeup assignment for the class you missed. If I hear a word after I declare silence, then you get another detention, which means another missed class, which means another makeup assignment. And trust me, those assignments are usually in the tare-your-eyes-out, make-you-cry realm of un-fun. So, which is it going to be? Silence, or calm, constructive discussion?”

			Neither said anything for a long moment. Then Elias burst out, “And I am not inbred!”

			“Everyone knows Hee-bees marry their cousins!” Hetty said.

			“Then that just proves how stupid you logs are, because we’re very careful about that sort of thing, actually!”

			“And silence it is,” Pastor Seeks said, jumping to her feet. “Good. I have to work on my sermon anyway.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Ebren

			That afternoon, it rained and kept up raining for more or less two weeks. This did not prevent their Phys teachers from making them do speed and reflex drills out on the open platform.

			“I should write my brother about this,” Ethan said, just before the boys and girls, sopping wet, parted ways into their separate locker rooms. “Maybe then he’ll start talking to me again.”

			“Would you trade places with him, though?” Kathryn asked, unbraiding her hair to ring the water out.

			“No, I love it here,” Ethan said. “But he doesn’t have to know that.”

			In the locker room, Hetty dressed with lightning speed, then buried her face in a history textbook. She had been that way for almost a week, the time allotted to finish her I-missed-class-for-detention makeup assignment. It was due the next morning.

			“Detention was utterly pointless, too,” she said that night in the library, putting her pencil down to stretch her hand. “And unfair. High-bloods think they can just do anything.”

			“You did try to punch him,” Kathryn said.

			“The Hee-bee had it coming.”

			“Henrietta May, I do not want to hear it,” Henley said.

			“What’s your problem now?” Hetty asked.

			“What’s my problem? I don’t know! I’m only the one who has to sit next to him every day! And I’m not sure he knows I’m not you!” She slammed her biology book closed, then jumped up and ran off. 

			 By the end of the second week, most first-year students were getting anxious. Few had said anything to their history partners since the first day of class, and the due date for their first partner assignment was looming dangerously near.

			“Oh, Jasik and I finished that ages ago,” Kathryn said when it came up at dinner.

			“Yeah, Seeks and I are doing it tonight,” Ethan said.

			“I have tried to talk to my partner,” Sheeda said. “She’s the one who pretends I don’t exist.”

			“Exactly,” Hetty said.

			Henley said nothing. Elias Vaulkery had yet to speak one word to her.

			On their third Friday, the twins returned to the dorm after dinner, prepared to sleep through the weekend, finding Marjorie waiting for them with a note.

			“It’s from Aunt Megan!” Hetty said, ripping the envelope open. She and Henley put their heads together to read:

			Dear girls,

			If you are not too busy, I was hoping you might like to have lunch with me tomorrow. We could meet on the platform around eleven-thirty and go into town—on me, of course. I’ve already cleared it with your mother, but feel free to call and ask her yourselves.

			Sincerely,

			Megan Giltmen.

			“Finally!” Hetty dropped the letter to open one of her notebooks.

			“We should call Mom,” Henley said. 

			“Feel free.” Hetty uncapped a pen with her teeth. “I’m writing her back.”

			“No need,” Marjorie spoke from behind a newspaper. “We have a housing meeting tonight. She said to just tell me your answer.”

			An hour after dinner, Charles walked into a conference room in the South Tower, identical to his first-year history classroom, except that it faced a different direction, with a view of the shoreline as well as the lake. Rachelle Vantinfehr was already there, seated against the right wall and delivering a monologue to Robert Prestly. The old teacher smiled, nodded every few sentences, and had yet to look up from his co-pad. Two Student Monitors were playing cards at the middle, front row table. Megan sat three rows up against the left wall, and Charles went to sit beside her. 

			“Well, she remembered this time, at least,” Megan said, pointing to the Headmistress.

			“Maybe we’ll make a competent woman of her after all,” Charles said.

			“I wouldn’t go that far,” Megan said.

			Charles smiled for a moment, but soon a heavy look drained into his face. “I think I’ve made a mistake, Megan.”

			“By my count, you’ve made at least seven in your lifetime,” Megan said. “Which one are we talking about?”

			“I have a partner assignment due in my first-year class a week from Monday, and I am pretty sure not a single one of them has done it.”

			“Ah, that.”

			“Maybe I should just cancel the entire thing.”

			“Right, and be labeled ‘the teacher who quit’ for the rest of your career?” Megan raised her eyebrows at him. “You’re stuck with these kids for nine years, Charles. Don’t become the pushover teacher in year one.”

			“I know I’m stuck, okay! But half my first-years are going to fail!”

			“Well, that’s your own fault.”

			Charles did not speak again until the meeting started, then almost dozed off during the uneventful hour of housekeeping. Despite Prestly’s predictions of imminent disaster, no one could come up with any problems more serious than Middle-blood boys wasting toilet paper on pranks. 

			After the meeting broke up, Charles stayed behind for a moment to talk with Dan Mattherson about a few, equally not serious issues. On his way out, almost alone in the South Tower, he saw Elizabeth Proud hanging flyers on the bulletin boards and stopped to help her.

			“Well, I think it was a brilliant idea,” she said, slamming a pin into the top of a bright pink sheet announcing volleyball tryouts. Somehow, the first-year history class had come up. “But then, I’m allowed to think that, since I don’t have any nieces involved.”

			“It’s not just that,” Charles said. “Every one of them is going to fail!”

			“You don’t know that,” she said, sticking up an orange basketball poster. “And even if they do, it’s their own faults. This is Baker’s, not some backwater school where teachers answer to students and get blamed if they don’t do their work.”

			Charles made a face and took a purple track and field poster from her. Elizabeth pinned the final, blue, aquatic team poster to the board. 

			“And by the way,” she asked, “have you seen or heard anything from Morca today? Because the rest of us haven’t.”

			“No, I was thinking I should go check on her.”

			Elizabeth stood motionless for a moment, staring through the flyers she had just hung, her hand wandering to the teardrop pendant around her neck. “I try to tell myself that she’s just busy, planning worship or something. That no news from Ebren is good news. That they were all wrong, and that she’s not up there in that catastrophe of an office of hers dealing with...”

			“Sleepers?” Charles said when Elizabeth’s words fizzled away.

			“See? I can’t even say the word!”

			“I know the feeling. Just saying it... It’s like something twisted up and dead, coming back to life inside your stomach.”

			Elizabeth shuttered. She gripped the colorful stack of flyers close to her chest. “I’ve been having dreams, you know.”

			Charles nodded. He’d had the same dreams. “They’re just dreams.”

			“Yeah.” She took a deep breath, shaking the darkness loose. “Well, come on. Only twelve more boards to go.”

			It was chilly the next morning when the twins climbed out of the Low-blood trapdoor onto the platform. Stretching out to the east, lake and sky blended into a seamless sheet of gray. The water rippled as a brooding wind blew over it, making Henley shiver, pulling the ends of her sleeves down over her hands. Hetty strung their arms together, and they turned their backs on the lake.

			Megan Giltmen sat on one of the benches against the facade with a white notebook open on her knees. Henley thought she was writing in it, until they got closer, and she realized that the motion of the pencil wasn’t right. She caught sight of a mountainous landscape before Megan closed the sketchbook and stood.

			“That’s pretty,” Henley said.

			Megan smiled, stashing the sketchbook in her bag. “I am the art teacher.” For a moment, the three of them looked at each other. Finally, Megan said, “I’m sorry, I’ve been trying, but I still can’t...”

			“...tell us apart?” Henley finished. “Don’t worry about it.”

			“Henley always wears blue,” Hetty said. “Not that that will help when we’re in our uniforms...”

			“But for today it’s good to know,” Megan said.

			On Saturdays, everyone dressed in regular clothes, so Henley wore her blue sweater, Hetty a matching orange one, with jeans, all patched in several places. Megan’s dress had patches on it too, something neither of them had noticed on any of the clothes she wore to teach.

			“Are you ready to go then?” Megan asked. The girls nodded, and she led them to their right, toward the northern end of the facade.

			“Um...” Henley stopped short, pulling Hetty to a stop through their still connected arms. “That’s the High door.”

			“Yes,” Megan said, entering a code into the keypad beside it. “It’s also the most direct way out of school.”

			The door opened, and Hetty dragged her sister forward.

			“Don’t worry,” Megan said, “we’re not going into the dorm. As long as you’re with me, it’s perfectly all right.”

			On the other side of the door, they found a single landing, hanging in midair without rails or supports of any kind, inside a hollowed-out stone space. Two staircases met at that landing, one leading straight down to another door, the other twisting up to the right and disappearing through a gaping opening in the back of the facade.

			Megan led them down the shorter stairs, toward the closed door. The other way must have led up to the High-blood dorm, and Henley kept glancing at it, certain a hand would come through at any second, and swat her off the unsupported staircase. Even Hetty took a sharp breath when a young man appeared in the opening high above them, whistling as he descended toward the platform door.

			“Good morning, Dr. Giltmen,” the boy said, as if a group of Low-bloods in his dormitory were nothing unusual.

			“Morning, Dan,” Megan said. “I hope you’re not headed to the library to study on a Saturday.”

			“I’m just meeting Mary,” he said before the platform door closed behind him.

			“That was the High Student Monitor,” Henley said as Megan entered another code to open the outer door.

			“Yes, and also a Secret Keeper,” Megan said. “Or, as good as, at this point.” They stepped outside, into a gust of wind from the gray sky.

			“How did you become a Secret Keeper?” Hetty asked. 

			Henley bit her lip. She would have preferred some small talk first, about how school was going, or what their favorite movies were. And then, maybe, at the very end of some polite chatting about the weather, she might have ventured into the big questions, if there was time. But Hetty, true to herself, had asked. There was no going back now.

			“I suppose you’ve been waiting to ask that question since... Burbon Square?” Megan asked.

			Hetty shrugged. “Pretty much.”

			Megan smiled. “Well, I was drafted into the program at your age, then chose to take all three rounds of vows.”

			“But how does someone get into the Secret Keeper program in the first place?” Hetty asked.

			“Like I said, we get drafted in, and then we choose.”

			“But how do you get drafted?”

			“It’s different for every person. Each school with an active chapter employs at least five Secret Keepers as teachers, or support staff, like Pastor Seeks. Each Secret Keeper selects a few students a year, for many different reasons.”

			“Well, why were you selected?” Hetty asked.

			“Officially: ‘An uncanny ability to see, reproduce, and utilize spatial relationships,’” Megan recited.

			“Huh?” both girls asked.

			Megan laughed. “Basically, it means I’m good at drawing—reproducing what I see around me onto paper, that is. I never got the hang of abstract art. Also, I’m good at geometry, and patterns.”

			“And you became a Secret Keeper for that?” Hetty asked, raising her eyebrows in a skeptical frown.

			Megan smile. “Never underestimate the power of art. But, to be fair… Let’s just say there’s a lot more I can actually do than draw pretty pictures.”

			“And that’s another thing,” Hetty said. “What do Secret Keepers actually do? Yeah, you’re the ‘voice of the people,’ whatever. But what’s your job?”

			“We do anything,” Megan said. They entered the last grove of trees before stepping off Baker’s property. Branches waved their brilliant colored leaves overhead, dulled by the grayness of the day. “We’re pastors, teachers, factory workers... As many professions as there are, you’ll find us doing them, except politics, of course.”

			“But what makes you Secret Keepers?” Hetty asked.

			“Well, the vows first,” Megan said, then considered her next words for a moment. “The vows separate us from what one might call a ‘normal’ life. We give up certain things, like money, and political power, the ability to own property, stuff like that. We do this to keep from being distracted, so we can focus all our attention on God, and on helping people. It’s hard to explain what we do, exactly, because our purpose is really to do whatever needs doing whenever it needs to be done. The Church’s other branch, for example, the pastors, they’re always pastors. And, don’t get me wrong, that’s an important job, but it is also their entire job.”

			“But some of you are pastors,” Hetty said. “Like Pastor Seeks...”

			“Morca’s a pastor now,” Megan said. “But if she needed to become something else, she would. Same for me. If circumstances called for it, I could be packed up and out of Baker’s in an hour.”

			“And why would they ask you to do that?” Hetty sounded bewildered.

			Megan shook her head. “There could be a dozen different reasons for it. It probably won’t happen, but the point is, it could.”

			They stepped off the grass onto a cobblestone street, flanked on either side by bright shops and waving banners. 

			“There’s this cafe I like up the street here,” Megan said.

			Henley recognized the cafe. She and her friends had passed by it several times over the last few Saturdays. The inside was quiet, and decorated like a grown-up fairyland, with lots of glass and vine-like plants. They ordered their food at a counter carved from an enormous tree stump, then went to sit at a polished wooden table between the back wall and the couches filled with people, reading, and writing, and drinking fancy coffees.

			“Did you fight in the Braud war?” Hetty asked, making Henley choke on the lemonade in her straw. “I just... I heard the Secret Keepers did a lot, during, you know...”

			Megan Giltmen looked at her niece, and below her face, the frosty glass of her teardrop pendant stood out against the black of her dress. The orange flame shone through it, catching Henley’s eye. 

			“That’s actual fire!” she said, dropping her straw. “It’s not painted, or glass—that’s a real flame!”

			“Yes,” Megan said, “it’s real.”

			“But how is it burning?”

			“I don’t know, actually. I’m not a chemist. And yes.” She met Hetty’s eyes. “I fought in the Braud war.”

			“Doing what? Were you a soldier?”

			“Hetty!” Henley said.

			“No, it’s all right,” Megan said. “I was never a soldier, but I worked with the army.” 

			The girls waited for Megan to continue.

			“Like I said, I’m good at seeing patterns. I’m good with maps, and blueprints. I was really good at reconstructing floor plans for bombed-out buildings. Also tracking the movements of various terrorist cells. I never had much success at that, though. The Braud were always several steps ahead of us.”

			“Until Kohar,” Henley said, staring into her drink, watching the way bubbles slid around the ice cubes. “Is the blitz really what ended the war?”

			“The Braud disappeared immediately afterward, so it must have been,” Megan said.

			“It’s just... strange,” Henley said, poking at ice cubes with her straw, squashing the bubbles, making more. “Such a bad thing, but it’s the reason we’re all safe today.”

			“The blitz should never have happened!” Hetty said.

			“Your sister’s right.” Megan had begun to tear up the edges of her napkin. “We lost more people that night than we had in the entire war up until that point.”

			“Why did it happen?” Henley asked.

			Megan looked down at her fingers as they tore another chunk out of the napkin. “I’m sure your mother has told you...”

			“No,” Hetty said. “Just that the High-bloods did it.”

			Megan’s fingers froze on the shredded paper. “Some of the High-bloods,” she said. “Ah, and here’s our food. Tell me—” She detangled her silverware from the mess she’d made of her napkin. “I know you’re both doing well in Art. How are your other classes going?”

			All in all, it was an enjoyable lunch. They finished their meal and went for a walk by the lakeshore. Along the way, Megan told them stories about their parents, how she and Cory had come to Baker’s, how he and Georgiana had met, things that all of them had done as children. They were sweet, funny, lighthearted stories that had the girls laughing through the afternoon.

			“Why does Mom hate her so much?” Hetty asked when she and Henley collapsed on their beds back in the dorm. “She’s a perfectly lovely person.”

			“I don’t think Mom has a problem with Aunt Megan’s personality,” Henley said.

			“Well, what then?” Hetty asked, flopping onto her back. “And your friend the giant fish is back. Staring right at me.”

			“We should give him a name,” Henley said. She took a novel off her nightstand and settled back to read until dinner.

			“Giltmens, you, yeah, come, now!” Kathryn came careening down the hanging staircase in the North Tower, followed closely by her history partner, Marcy Jasik. Both looked white and wild. Kathryn seized Hetty by the hand as they passed, then slammed her shoulder into the glass door to open it.

			“What is going on?” Henley asked, following them out onto the platform. She threw a glance up the stairs, toward the dining halls, where dinner waited for them.

			“We want witnesses,” Marcy Jasik said over her shoulder. “Proof we’re not going insane.”

			“We probably are going insane!” Kathryn said, still dragging Hetty, Marcy still at her heels, Henley following.

			“Guys!” Henley said. “What... is...”

			“We were on the top floor,” Kathryn said, headed straight to the East Tower. “We stopped outside the Dining Wing to read the bulletin board...”

			“All the team tryout posters are up, finally.” Marcy caught the East Tower door as Kathryn flung it open.

			“We just looked out...” Kathryn said.

			“Kathryn looked out, and she grabbed me...”

			“You can see straight into the East Tower from there...”

			“We’ve noticed!” Hetty said. She clutched her side, breathing hard, as Kathryn dragged her up the East Tower stairs.

			“There was a boy!” Marcy said. “A boy, writing on the wall.”

			“What... are you... talking...” Henley collapsed against the rail as they turned onto the third landing.

			“Marcy thinks it’s a boy,” Kathryn said from half a flight above Henley. “Could have been a turnip for all I could make out ...”

			“He had something over his head,” Marcy said.

			“And all we really saw...”

			Hetty let out a scream. Henley slammed into Marcy from behind when all three girls in front of her stopped moving. They stood on the fourth floor, halfway across the walkway that connected the hanging staircase to the hall. Henley stood on her toes, trying to see over the taller girls. Something in that familiar hall had made them all freeze in place. Something had made her sister scream. Something that she couldn’t see.

			“Yeah, that’s it,” Kathryn finished. Her voice quivered. She and Hetty and Marcy all gazed into the hall, at the part of the outer wall closest to the North Tower.

			“See, it’s there. They see it too. We’re not insane!” Marcy said, wringing her hands.

			“What is it?” Henley tried to get her shoulder between Marcy and Kathryn, but they wouldn’t budge.

			“What is wrong with you people?” someone shouted down the stairwell at them.

			“It was him!” Hetty said, turning on the spot and pointing at the short, blond boy descending the steps toward them. “You said you saw a boy? There he is! Probably thinks the entire thing is a big joke!”

			“What?” Henley forced her way between the two taller girls and tripped out ahead of Hetty, finally able to see the thing in the hall.

			Elias Vaulkery stopped two steps above the girls’ heads, glaring down at Hetty. “What are you accusing me of now, Henry?”

			“What did you just call me?” Hetty shrieked. “You think this is funny?”

			“What are you talking about?” Elias asked.

			“Het...” Henley grabbed for her sister without taking her eyes off the outer wall. Her entire body was shaking. “Het, shut up, he didn’t do this.”

			“What do you mean he didn’t?” Hetty asked. “He’s here, and they saw a boy...”

			“Or a turnip, at least.” Elias made it down to the fourth-floor landing and started across the connecting walkway toward them.

			“Why else would he be here!” Hetty asked.

			Elias crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at Hetty. “None of your business, but I’ve been upstairs in the student lounge for about four hours now. Until you lot ran in screaming and accusing me of I don’t even know what. I could hear you all the way up the stairs. Seriously, are all Logs this loud?”

			“I’m a Med,” Marcy said.

			“Then maybe it’s just a girl thing!”

			“Would you all just shut up!” Henley said. “Someone needs to get a teacher.”

			Elias rolled his eyes and shoved his way between Hetty and Kathryn. “Oh, let me see. What could possibly...” He stopped short beside Henley, his eyes on the wall.

			There, drawn onto the glass with red paint, was a four-foot triangle, split open down the center by a straight, horizontal line. Written below the symbol was a single word: Ebren.

			“I did not draw this,” Elias said, dead serious.

			“Someone get a teacher!” Henley said through clenched teeth.

			“My co-pad’s upstairs.” Elias turned on his heels and ran up the steps.

			“Okay, so how do we make the wall not transparent?” Henley asked.

			Kathryn jumped as if pulled from a daze. “What?”

			“The wall,” Henley said. “How do we white out the wall, like the teachers do, for classes?”

			“Hen, why are you worrying about that?” Hetty asked.

			“Because,” Henley gestured at the North Tower, “any minute now, someone else is going to see this. So, should we all just lean against it, or does anyone know how to activate pressure-charge glass without touching it?”

			“We can’t.” Elias reappeared, a co-pad in his hands. “They’re controlled by remotes, and only the teachers have those. But,” he waved the co-pad at them, “my SM’s on his way.”

			Even as he spoke, the door below them opened, and they heard footsteps on the stairs.

			“All right, Vaulkery,” Dan Mattherson’s tired voice echoed up to them. “You’re lucky I wasn’t at dinner yet. What’s the emergency?” 

			A girl came up the stairs a step behind Dan, probably another ninth-year, and dressed in the nice, but not High-blood nice, clothes of a Middle-blood. The younger students parted for them in silence.

			Dan Mattherson stared at the red symbol for three seconds, then snatched Elias’s co-pad out of his hands and dialed a phone number.

			“Who is this?” Morca Seeks’ voice spoke out of the co-pad a moment later.

			“It’s Dan,” he said. “There’s a Braud marking symbol drawn on a wall on the fourth floor of the East Tower.”

			On the other end of the line, something crashed. “There’s a what?”

			“Mary and I are up here,” Dan said. “I’m gonna call Morry next. But Pastor... You might want to find out if something’s happening in Ebren right now.”

			Minutes later, all five Secret Keepers were in the East Tower. They whited-out the entire floor, and sat the students against the opposite wall, staring at the red symbol. There, the first-years repeated their stories—what Kathryn and Marcy had seen, what they had dragged the twins into, what Elias had overheard. Meanwhile, Mary Felstein—a Secret Keeper initiate like Dan—brought them sandwiches from the kitchen. Dan paced across the hall, and Pastor Seeks vanished into a whited-out classroom.

			“And you couldn’t make out who drew it?” Dr. Giltmen asked. “Nothing at all?” 

			Marcy and Kathryn shook their heads.

			“Although, apparently, it could have been a turnip,” Elias said. Everyone looked at him, the four girls in annoyance, the adults in bewilderment, and he rolled his eyes. “Never mind.”

			“And you were up here?” Dr. Morry asked, now that the attention was on Elias anyway.

			“Well, yeah. But I didn’t see or hear anything. Not until these four came crashing in.”

			“No, of course not,” Hetty said.

			“Although Henry here has managed to psychically deduce that I drew it,” Elias said.

			“My name is Henrietta, which you are not allowed to call me, and I did not say...”

			“That is exactly what you said!”

			“Hey!” Dr. Giltmen snapped her fingers, dragging their attention to her. “This is not a joke.”

			“And you were here,” Dr. Morry said, “admittedly alone, for several hours...”

			“I didn’t do it!” Elias said, drawing his legs up to his chest.

			“You four...” Pastor Seeks stuck her head out of the classroom and pointed at the Secret Keepers with four splayed fingers on one hand. “In here, now.” Her head popped back inside the white room.

			The Secret Keepers filed into the classroom behind her.

			“Take care of this, please?” Elizabeth Proud said to Dan and Mary, just before she vanished.

			“What does she mean?” Hetty asked. A note of caution twisted up through her voice, forcing the words out in a squeak.

			“You’re all bright kids,” Mattherson said, “so I’m sure you understand, we can’t leave this up for people to see.”

			“Oh no,” Elias said.

			“And since the five of you already know, and we don’t want to tell anyone else...”

			“You have got to be joking,” Marcy said, head dropping into her hand.

			Dan rubbed his hands together, looking straight at Elias. “Who wants to fill the mop buckets?”

			The chore proved worse than any of them had anticipated. No matter how hard the students scrubbed, nothing came off. 

			“That’s it!” Mattherson threw his sponge at the wall with a loud splat. “I’m getting floor cleaner and steel wool.” He retrieved his sponge, tossed it into a water bucket, grabbed that bucket and another, and walked off toward the janitor’s closet.

			“We’ll be back,” Mary said, grabbing another bucket. “Take a break.”

			Despite her instructions, the first-years remained against the glass, scrubbing now and then at the red lines.

			“What is this stuff?” Kathryn asked, throwing her sponge at the left line of the triangle. The sponge splatted on the glass with a spray of soap, then slid to the floor.

			Marcy leaned against the glass, asking, “What does a marking symbol mean, again?”

			“I don’t want to know,” Henley said, scrubbing harder.

			Kathryn shook her head. “I’ve only ever seen this thing in history books, so...”

			“It’s a symbol used to mark places,” Elias said from Marcy’s other side. “The Braud used to put them up as signs that they were planning to do something.”

			“Oh, well, don’t you just know everything!” Hetty said.

			“Yes, actually, I am highly intelligent, thank you,” Elias said.

			Marcy sighed, slumping her shoulders. “Can I, maybe, not stand between you two?”

			“Why would the Braud advertise that they were about to do something?” Kathryn asked. “Wouldn’t that ruin the surprise?” 

			“I don’t know, they were psycho terrorists. Who knows how their brains worked!” Elias said.

			“They also kept five steps ahead of the army and the Secret Keepers for years,” Hetty said. “I don’t think stupidity was high on their list of qualities.”

			“It was to drive people insane,” Henley said. She stood furthest to the right, and the others looked around each other to see her. “The mark doesn’t say what or when they’re planning to do something, just that they’re planning to. Everyone was already living in terror. The mark was just to make sure it stayed that way.”

			They were silent for a while, looking at the red symbol, trying to imagine what it must have been like during those years of random violence, fighting an enemy in the shadows.

			“If these symbols mark places,” Kathryn said, “does that mean they’re planning to do something here, at school?”

			“No.” Marcy rolled her eyes and made a few more jabbing scrubs at the symbol. “The Braud are gone. They’ve been gone since before any of us was born.”

			“It wouldn’t be here anyway,” Elias said, pointing to the red letters below the triangle. “The symbol’s here, but it’s on...”

			“Ebren,” Hetty said, looking at her sister.

			“So, no worries, in any case.”

			Only the thought of another make up assignment stopped Hetty from pulling him away from the window and punching him in the face. “We’re from Ebren! Our mother’s there right now. Not that you’d care.”

			“There are no Braud,” Marcy said. “This is someone playing a nasty prank. And when they find him, I hope they find his paint too, and make him scrub it off of the entire tower!”

			In the end, steel wool removed the paint, along with a good portion of the inner pane of glass. When they realized how much damage they would have to do, Dan Mattherson got some safety glasses and spare pipe from a maintenance closet. Before the first-years realized what was happening, he had already smashed a hole in the window.

			Everyone joined in, irritated with the window and more than happy to help smash it apart. A hissing noise came as soon as the glass broke, and within seconds, the white mist had been sucked out from between the panes, leaving a rectangular space, ten feet wide, of transparent glass in the middle of the white wall. Glass shards fell all around their feet as they chipped away the evil, red mark.

			“Well, the village glassmaker has a job to do now,” Mary said. She stood back, arms crossed, with a motherly, disapproving look fastened on Dan Mattherson. Everyone else was grinning.

			“You’re sure there wasn’t any other way?” Dr. Morry asked a few minutes later, surveying their carnage with raised eyebrows.

			“Did anyone get cut?” Dr. Giltmen asked. The students, still in rather good spirits, shook their heads.

			“I’ve never seen paint like this before,” Mattherson said.

			“It didn’t come from my studio,” Dr. Giltmen said. 

			“It’s military, probably.” Walter Proud picked a painted glass shard up off the floor. “I’ll ask around.”

			“You five should get off to bed,” Dr. Giltmen told the first-years. “And I’m sure it goes without saying, no one else can know about this.”

			The first-years nodded and headed off down the stairs.

			“Well, that was a delightful way to spend Saturday night,” Kathryn said.

			“Hey, you dragged us into it,” Hetty said. “Literally.”

			“We should call Mom,” Henley said.

			“Your mother is fine,” Elias said. “As the Middle keeps insisting, the Braud don’t exist anymore.”

			“My name is not ‘the Middle,’” Marcy said.

			“And you…” Elias pointed at Henley. “We should probably talk about that thing that’s due in history.” He said the words so fast they were almost unintelligible, keeping his eyes straight ahead.

			“Um... okay,” Henley said, unable to think of anything else to say.

			“Tomorrow, after chapel, and lunch?”

			“Library?”

			“East stacks.”

			“Sounds good.”

			“Good. Asta.” They reached the platform door, and Elias pushed it open. Without another word, he marched off toward the facade.

			“Did that really just happen?” Henley asked, pointing after him.

			“Um, I think so,” Hetty said with a look of bewilderment.

			In Ebren, around nine that night, Georgiana Giltmen returned to her tenement complex, waving goodbye to several friends. She missed her daughters terribly, but had to admit, she did enjoy going out with people her own age after work. 

			There were half a dozen individual buildings in her tenement complex, long, skinny rectangles stacked one behind another, some three stories, some four. Each building was subdivided into blocks, eight to twelve apartments in each block, sharing the same outer door. They all looked exactly the same, concrete boxes with industrial windows. Light glowed through most of the windows, the only defense against the eerie darkness that hung over the complex. 

			Georgiana hardly gave a thought to that darkness. She was a city girl, who knew how to defend herself, and knew that no amount of worry could prevent bad things from happening. She walked steadily and quickly, head down and eyes open, until she came around the corner of her building, almost to her block door, and saw another woman coming toward her. 

			The light over her door was burnt out. Every tenant had put in at least three maintenance requests, but still, it was burnt out, making the path between her building and the one behind it extremely dark. She could see only the woman’s silhouette, black against the stone. Georgiana shifted herself closer to the building to let the other woman pass.

			The woman did not pass. She stopped in front of Georgiana’s door, just before they crossed paths.

			“Are you Georgiana Giltmen?” she asked.

			Georgiana could not make out much beneath the woman’s hood. “Yes,” she said. Her hand was in her pocket, around her keys.

			“The widow of Cory Giltmen?”

			“Yes.” The government sometimes made a show of sending benefits to the families of those who had died at Kohar. But it was too late at night for that spectacle.

			“Mother of Henley and Henrietta?”

			Georgiana’s hand drew out of her pocket, taking the keys with it. She had already laced them between her fingers. “What is this about?” she asked.

			The woman stepped closer, a tall black shadow hovering. “Are you the mother of Henrietta Giltmen?”

			“Yes. Has something happened to her?” Georgiana said.

			“No.” The woman faded back, further into the shadows. “Everything’s fine. Have a lovely evening.” She vanished around the corner of the building before Georgiana had the chance to speak.

			Georgiana Giltmen stood for a moment staring after the black shadow. Then she ripped open her block door, tore into her apartment, and did not pause until she had dead-bolted the door and triple checked the locks on every window. With all the lights on, she stood in the center of the main room, drawing in one breath after another, trying to calm down. She could not explain the feeling that came over her. It slipped from her grasp like some translucent eel, but, for some reason, reminded her of her time with the Secret Keepers. Perhaps that, more than anything, made her dig an ancient and rarely used phone out of her dresser. She dialed a number and just prayed that it had not changed in the years since she had last used it.

			“Megan!” Relief coursed through her voice when the other end picked up.

			“Georgie?” Megan said. “I was just about to write to you. Nothing to do with the girls, don’t worry. But we have reason to think something might happen in Ebren...”

			“Megan, something really weird just happened,” Georgiana said, “and I didn’t know who else to call.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			The Field trip

			Another week passed, turning worry into panic for the first-year history class. According to the directions, they were to write only one answer for each of the five opinion questions on their worksheet. The questions were such, however, that it was almost impossible for two people to have the same opinion about them. Most students gave up before even sitting down with their partners and just wrote two answers.

			Most students also failed.

			“So... let’s discuss this,” Dr. Morry said. 

			Most of the class sat back in their chairs, their corrected papers in the centers of their desks, staring at them as one might watch a hungry snake. Hetty looked green, and Sheeda had her head in her hands. Ethan and Brandon, however, were smiling. In the back of the room, Kathryn and Marcy high-fived. The two girls had become inseparable over the last few weeks, especially now that they were on every sports team in the school together. They only became more pleased with themselves when Dr. Morry read off three of their answers as examples to the class. Meanwhile, Elias and Henley sat in silence with the worksheet between them. They had gotten eighty out of a possible hundred points.

			“Oh my goodness, Henrietta!” Ethan said as he, Hetty, and Sheeda left the classroom for lunch. “Fourteen?” He snatched the worksheet from her hand. “You got fourteen points?”

			“Shut up. Give that back,” Hetty said, going red.

			“I got ten,” Sheeda said.

			“Ten?” Ethan asked.

			“And five of those were for writing our names,” Sheeda said.

			“Did you people talk at all?”

			“No! We didn’t. That’s why we got ten points. She won’t talk to me.”

			“Henley got Vaulkery to talk to her,” Ethan said.

			“Do not mention his highness’s name!” Hetty balled her worksheet into her fist.

			Back in the classroom, Henley and Elias moved slowly after the bell. Elias took his textbook, which always sat in the middle of the table now, and put it back in his bag. Henley insisted that Hetty keep their book during class. Vaulkery must have noticed she never had one. She wasn’t brave enough to ask why he kept putting his textbook between them.

			“So...” Elias said, zipping his bag shut. “Eighty.”

			“Not terrible, considering,” Henley said, then hesitated. What do I mean? she wondered. Considering what? After a moment, she asked, “Do you want the worksheet, or...”

			“You can take it.” Elias shouldered his bag and started up to the door. “We should start earlier next month. Aim for a ninety.” Henley nodded.

			In the Teachers’ Study Room, where most of the staff ate lunch, Elizabeth Proud sat down in the chair across from Charles. “So?” she said.

			“So?” he repeated, looking at her across a table strewn with paperwork and moldering answer keys from years gone by.

			“You got those partner assignments three days ago,” Elizabeth said. “You must have them graded by now.”

			“Handed them back today, actually,” Charles said. He took another bite of fish sandwich.

			“And did everyone fail?”

			Morry smiled. “Almost.”

			Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed. “Then why do you look so happy?”

			“Because, Elias Vaulkery not only did the assignment, he and his partner are still talking to each other.”

			Just then, Robert Prestly entered the lounge and glanced around, wobbling from one foot to the other. When he saw Charles, he rubbed his hands together and started toward him. “Um... Charles... Oh, Liz, you’re here too, good. Um... Just wondering… were either of you aware...”

			The same door that Prestly had just come through crashed open, bringing Morca Seeks running into the room. Her high-heeled shoes dangled from one hand, and she held her gray dress pants up off the ground with the other.

			“Charles! Liz! Where’s your husband?” She slammed up against Prestly in her haste. “Have you seen Megan? Richard Bowler’s on the platform!”

			“Rick is where?” Charles asked. Tuna splatted from his sandwich all across the table.

			“His visit’s two weeks from now,” Elizabeth said.

			Morca spread her arms in a defeated gesture, then ran out the door again, shouting, “Megan! Walter! Where are you? Bowler’s on the platform. And Rachelle Vantinfehr is greeting him!” 

			Elizabeth and Charles glanced at each other, then sprang out of their seats.

			As lunch ended, students found the hanging staircase clogged up to the third level. Word traveled backward. Richard Bowler—yes, that Richard Bowler, frontline commander in the Braud war, former Headmaster of Baker’s, now head of the Secret Keeper order—was on the platform.

			Eventually, teachers shouted at the students to get to class. The line started moving again, at the crawling speed of a caterpillar roaming for leaves.

			“He’s got to be at least seventy by now,” Hetty said. “Wonder what he looks like. All the things he’s done in his life...”

			“He’s a recluse,” Kathryn said. “At least, I’ve heard he never goes out in public anymore...”

			“Probably,” Dehnee said, raising her hands to wave her dramatic words into the air, “scarred by all that he has seen, he retreats into solitude, choosing the cold but predictable world of scholarship above the cruel inhumanity of this broken world.”

			“Hey, Ethan, is that your history partner?” Kathryn asked, pointing down through the glass at the platform below.

			There, in full academic regalia, Rachelle Vantinfehr stood off to one side like an out-of-place fish at the edge of a cluster of Secret Keepers. Inside the cluster, a stranger who must have been Richard Bowler shook hands with Brandon Seeks and an older girl who shared Brandon’s dark skin and black hair.

			“Oh yeah, and that’s his sister,” Ethan said. “Figures they’d know this Bowler person.”

			The girls turned to Ethan with raised eyebrows. “Figures how?” Hetty and Kathryn asked at the same time.

			“Um... Brandon’s father is Daniel Seeks, Pastor Seeks’ brother,” Ethan said, bewildered by their bewilderment. “His aunt and both his parents are Secret Keepers. I’m sure I’ve mentioned this.”

			The girls shook their heads.

			“Oh, well...” Ethan shrugged. “Now I have.”

			“So, what do you think?” Vallier Courtryside asked, dropping into her chair at their table in the art studio.

			“About that big Secret Keeper guy showing up?” Annamay Vantinfehr shrugged as if to say that her eyeliner, which she was currently reapplying, was more important.

			“I don’t get the deal,” Calvin Bowler said. “It’s not like he deserves so much attention. Our entire family is still furious at him. My grandmother had to inherit when he deserted to become a Secret Keeper, and she went through murder trying to find a husband willing to have their son take her name.”

			Elias kept quiet, his thoughts wandering to Dan Mattherson, who didn’t even have a sister. There was another family of Matthersons, the result of a younger son a few generations back. He supposed that one of them would inherit the Manor-village if Dan really did go through with becoming a Secret Keeper.

			But more than the inheritance issue, politics was the only suitable profession for a High-blood, and politics was also the one profession denied to the Secret Keepers. Elias thought about the life that Dan was giving up, about the life that Richard Bowler had given up. And for what? The Secret Keepers lived in poverty. Few owned property, and when they did, they mostly used it for charity. They had to be ready and willing to drop whatever lives they had at a moment’s notice. And whenever terrible things happened, they arrived first to clean them up. It wasn’t the kind of life anyone should want.

			“Oh, wow!” Vallier said, dropping her pencil. She was not the only one. Half the class jumped out of their chairs, and the rest pivoted in their seats to look toward the door. 

			Dr. Giltmen had just walked in, followed by Richard Bowler himself. The art teacher introduced him, and for the rest of the period, he went around from table to table, talking with various students. Everyone seemed excited by this, except the two tables of High-bloods, all of whom sat either stiff or hunched, doing all in their power to avoid the infamous Secret Keeper’s gaze.

			“As if one Secret Keeper in the room wasn’t enough already!” Vallier said, wrinkling up her nose. 

			Elias sat staring at his sketchbook, white once, now marred by indistinct strokes from a pencil. He ignored the bowl of fruit he was supposed to be translating from reality to paper, trying instead to scrape out his curiosity onto the paper with every strike of the pencil. He had felt that curiosity before, every year on his birthday, when he would catch fleeting glimpses of Richard Bowler from across various rooms filled with party guests. Lord Vaulkery required some Secret Keeper to represent the order at all of his formal functions. And Lord Vaulkery made very clear by some unspoken means that Elias was never to near them.

			“What does he think he’s doing?” Calvin turned the page over in his sketchbook, starting the drawing again. He had already scrapped his first two attempts at the still life, though Elias couldn’t see anything wrong with either of them.

			Elias shrugged. “He was a teacher once.”

			“Alyssa warned me about this,” Fontesque said from a table away. “He comes every year. No one knows why.”

			“Couldn’t he just be visiting his old school?” Elias asked.

			“They’re Secret Keepers,” Vallier said. “The great schemers of the country. They never just do anything.”

			An icy stillness had fallen over the chapel. The space beneath vaulted arches loomed ever grander, a cavernous land of shadows, half-lit from the setting sun, and overpowered by the remains of a dozen different varieties of incense lingering in the space between the marble pillars. Nine people stood off to one side, by the northern wall and directly under the giant stained-glass windows. On one side of the circle were Charles, Megan, and the rest of the Baker’s Secret Keepers. On the other side stood Richard Bowler, and the three people who had come with him from Ebren.

			“No, it’s too early,” Megan said, folding her arms across her chest.

			“It is very early,” Charles said.

			“We have never done a selection before November,” Walter said.

			Bowler shrugged. “Well, by this time next year, we will have.”

			“Gatchin!” Megan threw her hands up in the air. “We don’t know these kids well enough yet!”

			“And yet, every one of you has already submitted recommendations,” the tall man standing directly behind Bowler said.

			“Some are expected.” Bowler took a sheet of paper from the woman on his left. “Ah yes, Brandon Seeks, for example...”

			“I nominated him on his own merit, not because he’s my nephew,” Morca said as a smile twitched the corners of her mouth.

			Dr. Bowler nodded. “Naturally. We’ve had an eye on him since he was born. Now Vaulkery is another obvious one—although, I was surprised to see his name so early.” 

			Megan turned a pair of piercing eyes at Charles. 

			“What?” he shot back. “Come on! Every Vaulkery who has ever set foot in this school has been initiated into the program!”

			“And not a single one has ever become a Secret Keeper,” Megan said.

			“The name is usually just thrown in at the last minute,” Bowler said. “In any case, some of these I don’t know. Kathryn Rogers, for example...”

			“I nominated Kathryn,” Elizabeth said. She looked toward Morca, Megan, and Charles and said, “I think that she and I may have a great deal in common, if you understand me.”

			“Yeah,” Charles said. “Yeah, I can see that.”

			“There are two more, actually,” Walter said. “Karl and Felton Scohan, Middle-bloods, cousins. I was going to send in a recommendation later this week.” Elizabeth nodded in agreement.

			“For the same reason as Miss Rogers?” Bowler asked, scribbling the names down at the bottom of the paper.

			“Yes.”

			“Okay, wait...” Charles scratched at his head, wondering if maybe he had entered some alternate state of reality. “This is beginning to feel like a selection meeting, which we have never had before the end of October.”

			“And like I said, I want to move selection up by several weeks.”

			“Come on, Rick, you used to be in our place here!” Megan said. “How can we possibly make responsible selections having only known these kids for a month?”

			Bowler looked up over the papers at his former students, two of whom he had initiated himself, then sighed, scratching his forehead. “Honestly, I have no idea. Who knows, maybe that’s the point. It’s not like this was my idea.”

			Megan huffed and shook her head. “This is even more ridiculous than Charles’s make the Bloods get to know each other assignment. He used the same excuse, you know.”

			“Yes...” Bowler looked up from his notes with his eyebrows drawn together. “As interesting as that sounds... Charles, you have a first-year field trip coming up, right?”

			“Um, yeah. Still trying to select a location. The museum in Glowmarn is still closed, and last year’s didn’t work at all, so I thought maybe the stone quarry up by Naarding...”

			“You’re taking them to Kohar,” Bowler said.

			In the ice that followed those words, the bright glass above them turned dull, pale and gray and empty, and the arches like those supporting a crypt.

			 “We can’t do that,” Morca said.

			“It is rather far out of the question,” Walter said.

			“Parents could pull their kids out of school over something like that,” Charles said.

			Bowler nodded, not in agreement. More like some compulsive act somehow meant to prove that he was not a monster. “If you send permission slips home ahead of time, then legally...”

			“You know what happened last summer in Burbon Square,” Megan said.

			“That was different. Someone targeted Brian Vaulkery with that monument.”

			“And Brian Vaulkery’s son is in the first-year class!” 

			“You really think he won’t react to this?” Charles asked.

			“I don’t know what Brian Vaulkery will do,” Bowler said. His voice came out with cold sternness, a gravity in his mood that few of them had seen since the Braud war ended. “I just know that after fourteen years, this country has yet to deal with what happened that night.”

			“A group of thirteen-year-olds is not the place to start!” Megan said.

			“Where then?” Bowler asked, still stern. “With adults, the people who lived through it? You want to start with those who are still so angry they can’t even talk to each other about what happened?”

			“A lot of these children have family who died at Kohar!” Megan’s voice reverberated off the vaulted ceiling, and on one side of the chapel, the weeping stained glass angels seemed to cry with her. 

			“No one’s forcing anyone to do anything,” Bowler said. “The field trip has always been optional. Their parents will decide.”

			Megan shook her head and paced out of the circle. She stayed off to one side, arms crossed, looking at the darkness between two of the arches.

			Charles kept one eye on her, trying to read Bowler’s mind with the other. “This is a bad idea.”

			“Yeah, so is getting yourself hung on a cross,” Bowler said.

			In the darkened window above him loomed the crucifixion scene—Jesus on a cross, surrounded by weeping women and mocking men. None of the Secret Keepers could help but look up at it.

			“Take the kids to Kohar,” Bowler said. “Maybe we’ll be surprised. Maybe the school will shut down. But we can’t keep pretending the blitz didn’t happen. And don’t look at me that way, Megan, because that is what we’ve been doing, ignoring it, even here at Baker’s, for fourteen years.”

			Word of a first-year field trip to Kohar spread through the school within half a day. It was the only news that could overshadow the rumor that Headmistress Vantinfehr was secretly dating a werewolf. 

			Or, anyway, she had been seen in the company of the eccentric High-blood who ran the school village. Older students whispered to the first-years about him being a recluse, living alone in a mansion, behind a steel fence, overgrown with ivy, at the very edge of the village. The werewolf theory seemed quite natural to most students.

			“There are no such things as werewolves,” Hetty said, at the lunch table, when Ethan once again insisted it was the only logical explanation.

			“No, of course there aren’t,” Ethan shot back, stabbing his mashed potatoes. “But think about it: lives alone, likes walks on the beach in the moonlight, is never seen during the full moons...”

			“That part is made up,” Hetty said.

			“...managed to seduce the wealthy and beautiful headmistress of V-BASE. Although, I don’t imagine that’s actually hard to do.”

			Kathryn shook her head. “Everyone knows seduction is a vampire thing. Wait, you think she’s beautiful?”

			“Um...” Ethan suddenly became very interested in his food.

			“Headmistress Vantinfehr has a crush on Dr. Morry,” Hetty said. “Everyone knows that.”

			“Yes,” Henley said, “but then she went to lunch at the werewolf’s house...”

			Hetty fixed her sister with a scalding look. “Really? You too?”

			Henley shrugged, and then the entire table, except Hetty, burst out laughing.

			But before that rumor had a chance to burn out, word about the field trip swept in and obliterated it.  On the second Monday of October, Dr. Morry handed them flyers and explained that he had already mailed permission slips to their parents.

			“No one is required to go.” He said that at least three times. “Even if your parents give permission, that only means you can go. You can still choose not to.”

			“Can you believe this?” Vallier said, slamming her flyer down on the lunch table.

			Cora Bowler, who had been irritable ever since Vallier started eating with them, made a face and said curtly, “I don’t see why it matters.”

			“Well of course you don’t,” Vallier said.

			Fontesque pushed Cora back down into her seat before she could say anything. “Malcontent Low-bloods. I think the rumors are true, and Morry really was adopted, or illegitimate, or something, and his mother, at least, was really a Log. He must have their blood somehow. How else do you explain all the anti-High-blood nonsense he pushes? You know, he yelled at me the other day for getting one of them to carry my books. What else are they here for?”

			“It’s persecution, plain and simple,” Vallier said. “Well, I’m not going. Whatever little plot he and that Low-blood Giltmen are dreaming up, I will not fall into it.”

			Elias sat silently in his usual place between Cora and Vallier. He still had his own flyer, folded into a perfect, tiny square, and clenched in his fist. After lunch, he tucked it in the side of his co-pad case, and there it remained, within reach for the rest of the school day. As soon as classes were over, he went to his room, sat out on the balcony, and called his mother.

			“Yes, I suppose we got it,” Adriana said. “A field trip, how exciting! Get out of the school, do some traveling... You’ll want to wear good practical walking shoes, and, oh, that nice red jacket, the one from...”

			“Mother! Did you hear what I said?”

			On his co-pad screen, the lines of Adriana’s face hardened over. “Yes. Kohar. I heard.” She had some difficulty saying the city’s name.

			“He will never sign it, you know that,” Elias said, a hint of desperation in his voice.

			Adriana looked through the screen at her son for some time. “You really want to go, don’t you,” she said at last.

			“Yes!” Elias said.

			“Okay...” She sighed. “I’ll handle it. Don’t worry. And Elias... I really do hope you’re having a good time at school.”

			Over the next week, permission forms filtered in one by one. The pile grew untended on a table in the back of the Teachers’ Study Room. Teachers gave it sideways glances through narrow eyes, as if it might open into a pit that swallowed them along with their school. Charles dropped each new envelope there until all eighty-three first-years were accounted for, and he could avoid the pile no longer.

			Megan took pity on him, and together, they opened the letters, surrounded by colleagues trying not to half-watch them from the corners of their eyes.

			“Lakes...” Megan dropped her first envelope and turned the permission slip around for Charles to see. “Yes,” she said.

			“Yes?” Charles eyed the form in shock.

			“Yes,” Megan repeated.

			The next envelope also held a positive response. And the next envelope. And the one after that.

			“Maybe that novel you sent along actually worked,” Megan said as she and Charles sorted the letters into stacks of ‘yes’ and ‘no.’

			Charles made a face at her. He had sent a note along with the permission slips, trying to explain the controversial choice. Four pages may have been a bit excessive, but it was not a novel.

			He picked up the next flyer, and his annoyance at Megan vanished. “Vaulkery’s going.”

			“What? His father signed?”

			“No.” Charles held the page up for her to see. “Adriana did.”

			“Huh.” Megan went back to her own stack.

			Many parents sent notes along with their permission slips. Maybe they felt they needed to explain their decision just as much as Charles did.

			The truth is, one uncle, Sheeda’s legal guardian, wrote, I should have taken her there myself years ago.

			Another father thanked the school, writing that neither he nor his wife could bear to return to the city where both their families had died, but they had always thought their son should see it. A few parents asked if it might be possible for their older children to go along.

			Then, of course, there were the negative responses. 

			Several parents wrote that, if they had not attended Baker’s themselves, they would seriously consider removing their children from the school.

			Fontesque Cruendel’s parents made no comment, but checked the No box four times.

			Vallier Courtryside’s father went on a two-page rant about ungrateful Low-bloods, then launched into a four-page diatribe about a discontented, lazy minority, that simply cannot stand peace and tranquility, trying to stir up the overwhelmingly hardworking and perfectly content society that is our great nation.

			“I wonder if he knows his sister gave Vaulkery permission to go,” Megan said, tossing the angry note aside. She had another form in her other hand, and couldn’t bring herself to put it down yet. It was from Georgiana Giltmen, and it looked very much like she had originally checked No, and then changed her mind. Megan’s eyes kept coming back to the form, to the little boxes that meant so much more than they should have.

			“Adriana and Ben never did get along,” Charles said. A second later, he slapped a permission form with the word “NO!!!” written in red letters across the entire page into the refused pile. 

			When everything was said and done, sixty of the eighty-three first-years had permission to go, and only three of these students decided to stay behind anyway.

			A few days before the field trip, Hetty, Henley, and Dehnee were sitting together in the main part of the library.

			What they called the Library Wing started by taking up the top floor in the South Tower, then spilled back into the actual wing, one of the closest to the shore. The reception desk, with half a dozen librarians buzzing about it, was in the tower, right in front of the main door. The nine lower floors of the Library Wing were filled with books, referred to as ‘the stacks,’ peppered by little study carrels and group tables. But the twins and Dehnee were on the top floor of the wing, set up with desks and chairs and only a few bookshelves. Polished stone surrounded them, and gothic windows came to sharp points, high above their heads.

			Henley sat stretched out on a window seat, reading a novel, but keeping one eye on the dark water below. It moved beneath the night sky, eerily beautiful under a cloudy crescent moon. She imagined that people thousands of years ago had looked out at the same lake and the same sky. The thought of all that time, running in a never-ending stream, sent shivers through her. 

			“Oh lakes!” Hetty sat at a table just below the window, reading old newspapers, her newest hobby. Dehnee was at the same table, putting the finishing touches on homework due next month. “Guys, look at this!” Hetty said.

			Henley slid off the window seat, and Dehnee glanced over her algebra book. 

			“Look.” Hetty spread the front page of the newspaper out on the table. The headline read, BRAUD TRIAL BEGINS, with an image of several people being led in handcuffs into a courthouse. Hetty pointed to one of the figures leading the prisoners: a woman, her face turned toward the camera. “Isn’t that Dr. Proud?” Hetty asked.

			“Like a million years ago,” Dehnee said, leaning over the table. “When’s this from?”

			“It’s June, 507. About four years into the Braud war.”

			“Hey.” Dehnee pointed to a line about halfway through the article. “Who’s Elizabeth Ballon?”

			“Her maiden name?” Henley asked.

			Hetty started reading out loud at the beginning of a paragraph about halfway through the article:

			Presiding over the transport of these prisoners is the woman responsible for their capture, twenty-year-old Secret Keeper initiate Elizabeth Ballon, already known for the disposal of notorious Braud leaders Sigmund and Betty Renside. In true Secret Keeper fashion, Ballon refused to comment on the capture, as did Secret Keeper Megan Giltmen.

			Giltmen, we are told, works as an analyst for the army, and provided Ballon with information that brought her directly to the four men now standing trial. An official spokesperson for the order ...

			“...and it’s boring after that,” Hetty said

			“Megan Giltmen?” Dehnee asked. “As in...”

			Hetty cut her off. “If it is Dr. Proud, and she was only twenty, then she was still in school when she did this.”

			“What does it mean by ‘disposal of’?” Dehnee asked. Her voice fell to a whisper, “It doesn’t mean she... killed them?”

			“Even if she did,” Henley said, “we don’t know that this Elizabeth Ballon is Dr. Proud. Anyway, I have to go. Vaulkery and I are starting next month’s project.”

			“I am so sorry, Hen,” Hetty said.

			Henley shrugged. “He’s not that bad.” She walked off, swinging her bag over her shoulder as she went.

			Hetty spent the rest of the evening in the library, digging through newspapers for more hints about the Braud war and Secret Keepers. The work absorbed her, until a librarian pushed her out the door, ten minutes before lockdown and five minutes after the library closed. The halls and hanging staircase of the South Tower were deserted, with only dim security lamps left to keep her company.

			She was down to the second landing when she thought she saw something, a shadow, a bit below her on the stairs, moving fast away. It shouldn’t have surprised her. Students made mad dashes back to the dorms just before lockdown all the time. But something about this shadow made her stop dead on the stairs.

			Her hand tightened harder and harder onto the rail, and her legs refused to move. She felt something brush against the back of her neck, and spun around, gasping and trying to see in the dark. She slid one foot back toward the next step, then the next, looking up into the dark tower, then turned and ran. Something in the air stopped her, and she could have sworn she heard something whisper her name. She spun around a dozen times, heard her name a dozen times, caught between air and air, with the darkness closing in.

			On the platform, Henley and Elias had just walked out of the East Tower. “So if we cover one question a night...” Elias was saying.

			“Right,” Henley nodded. “We’ll be in the nineties next month.”

			“Right, well, see you...”

			Henley stopped walking, causing Elias to stop speaking. Her face had gone white, eerie in the emergency lights shining from the towers. 

			“Hetty,” she said. Her feet moved again, but not toward the trapdoor and the Low-blood dorm.

			“What?” Elias asked.

			She turned to face him, walking backward. “My sister, she’s in trouble.” She turned back around and sprinted for the South Tower.

			“I know who Hetty is! Wait! Giltmen!” Elias ran after her, grabbed the South Tower door as she ripped it open. “How do you even know where she is?”

			“I always know where she is,” Henley said, her voice high and worried. “Hetty? Hetty?” 

			Elias followed her into the stairwell, not sure what he was seeing, or why he was following, or why any of this should matter to him. They rounded a doorway and came to the bottom of the hanging staircase.

			A girl stood on the first landing of the staircase, alone, backed up against the rail, brown curls spilling out between the pins above her ears. As they watched, she jumped back from the railing, her voice echoing up the still and empty stairwell, “Is someone there?”

			Henley ran up the steps. Elias stopped just below them. On the landing, Hetty jerked yet another direction, “Who is it?” 

			Then Henley grabbed her sister’s shoulders and shook.

			It looked like waking a sleepwalker, like Hetty had been in some kind of trance, and Henley had just pulled her out of it. She grabbed onto her sister’s arms, gasping. 

			Elias felt something slide past his ear.

			“Hetty, what...?” Henley asked.

			“There was something here!” Hetty said. “I swear, I heard something. It makes no sense. Something was here!”

			“Hetty, calm down,” Henley said. 

			Elias felt something wrap around his side, like a smoke snake, coiling. It made him shiver, then start up the steps toward the girls. “We have to go.”

			“You!” Hetty noticed him for the first time, and her face turned bright red. “What is he doing here?” 

			“Well, we were studying...”

			“Not now!” Elias grabbed both girls by their arms and started dragging them down the stairs. “We have to go!”

			“Get your hands off me!” Hetty said.

			Elias ignored her, pulling them with him into the hall and toward the outer door. He felt something try to pass through his body, and as if that wasn’t bad enough, the tower suddenly smelled like rotting eggs. He moved faster, feet nearly tripping over each other, certain he heard someone call his name as he pushed the twins out the glass door, onto the platform.

			As the door closed, a gust of wind swept across the platform, brushing the whispers out of their ears and shooing the spidery fingers away.

			“Get off!” Hetty shoved Elias away.

			“You said something was in there?” Elias said. “It was still in there!”

			“What are you two talking about?” Henley asked.

			“Oh, gatch!” Hetty’s eyes focused on the clock at the top of the North Tower.

			As one, Elias and Henley turned to the clock, stared at the clock. Then the three of them all sent a glance at each other and took off running in two different directions. Hetty’s knees slammed into the trap door of the Low-blood dorm, and she scooted off of it while punching in her code. The keypad beeped at her with an angry flash of red. She tried again. Then again.

			“Hetty, we’re locked out,” Henley said, standing above her shoulder.

			“Yeah, me too.” Elias had come back from across the platform.

			Hetty stood, kicked the trapdoor, then turned on Elias. “And we should care that you’re locked out because ...?”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” he shot back. “Because I got locked out because I went to check on you, maybe?”

			“No one asked you to check on me!” Hetty said.

			“Please stop fighting!” Henley said.

			“Look, let’s go to the student lounge,” Elias said. “It’s comfortable. I’ve fallen asleep there plenty of times.”

			“I am not sleeping anywhere near you!” Hetty said.

			“Fine! Stay on the platform and freeze.” Elias jammed his hands into his pockets, spun on his heels, and marched off toward the East Tower.

			“Hetty...” Henley grabbed her sister’s arm. “Hetty, come on.”

			A few minutes later, Elias was spread out across three chairs in a cozy little sitting room in the East Tower. A white wall cut them off from the interior hallway, but the other side of the room overlooked the dark and moving water below. Elias pressed a finger to the wall, watching the white mist spread between the panes of glass, then released the pressure, looked down into the water as it lapped between two stone wings. 

			Nearby, the twins attempted to find a suitable sleeping position on the couch. Based on the amount of creaking and scuffling, it wasn’t going too well for them. Elias pressed his entire hand against the glass, trying to force his thoughts off into the lake. But after a while, that didn’t work too well, either.

			Comfortable as the lounge was for napping, getting a night’s sleep there soon proved daunting. They had no blankets and were still wearing their uniforms. Elias had his jacket to wrap up in, and the girls tried to wall themselves in with extra pillows from the armchairs. But as the night got colder, none of these things worked. 

			Hetty kept moving around, which kept Henley awake. The chairs kept stabbing Elias in weird places. And then, if they did doze off, the clock on the North Tower would start its hourly chiming, waking them all up again.

			Eventually, they must have fallen asleep, because at a quarter to six, a vacuum cleaner rumbled down the hall, ripping them all back awake. They were still recovering from this shock when a janitor stuck his head in the door. 

			He looked appraisingly at the three wild-haired, bleary-eyed, clothe-wrinkled teenagers, and asked, “Locked out?”

			The three nodded, groggy heads moving on stiff necks. The janitor gave them a sympathetic smile, then closed the door and resumed vacuuming.

			Though Elias and the twins spent the rest of that day in a fog, stumbling from one class to the next, they could still feel the atmosphere of dread and excitement that hung over the entire first-year class. Lights out was difficult to enforce that night, and for the second night in a row, the twins had difficulty sleeping. It was, at once, like the night before Christmas, and the day before a funeral.

			The next morning, first-years jumped out of bed and dressed quickly for the field trip. They had been told to wear comfortable clothing that would identify them with Baker’s. Most students took this to mean black pants with purple or red tops under their V-BASE sweaters.

			“I so wish I were going,” Kathryn said, sitting up in bed while the others got dressed.

			“But think of all the work you’ll get done!” Dehnee said. “I almost wish I were staying. I really should rewrite next week’s history assignment...”

			“Den, you cannot take all those books,” Sheeda said in a stern tone that carried all the way across the room.

			“I’ll leave the bag on the bus,” Dehnee said, as if that fixed it all. “But the ride will be a great opportunity...”

			“It’s only two hours.”

			“Each way!”

			“What are you going to do today?” Hetty asked, stopping at the end of Kathryn’s bed.

			Kathryn shrugged. “A few of my aquatic teammates have to stay too. The Prouds said we could do pretty much anything we want in the Sports’ Wing, so we’ll probably take the boats out, and... stuff...” She shrugged again as if some terrible surgeon had cut in and drained all enthusiasm out of her bones.

			“Try to have fun,” Henley said as the rest of the first-year girls swept her out the door.

			“It’s going to be weird without her,” Dehnee said as she struggled up the stairs under the weight of her bookbag.

			Students gathered on the platform, waiting for Dr. Morry and Pastor Seeks. A little after seven in the morning, they all marched through the High-blood door, across Baker’s property, and into the village. A bus waited for them, with Walter Proud inside, handing paper bags filled with breakfast eggs and potatoes to each student, each bag labeled with a specific student’s name.

			“So, where’s Charlotte Dans?” Dr. Proud called out over the full bus of chattering students, holding one lone paper bag up above his head.

			“Oh, sorry!” The Middle-blood in question jumped up and scurried back to the front of the bus.

			“Wow. That means we didn’t lose anyone on the walk over this year,” Dr. Proud said. 

			“So there really is a first time for everything,” Pastor Seeks said.

			“Shall we?” Dr. Morry asked, waving a hand at the steering wheel.

			Pastor Seeks swung herself into one of the front two bench seats. Walter Proud drove. 

			Most of the students fell back asleep after eating. Sheeda dozed in the seat beside Dehnee, who had a notebook on her lap, one book open on the floor, another propped against the window, and a third open on Sheeda’s lap. The twins fell asleep listening to Ethan and Brandon in the seat behind them, discussing some television show.

			Only a few minutes later, or so it seemed, Henley felt Pastor Seeks shaking her awake. The Pastor hopped up and down the aisle, poking and prodding dozing students. The bus had stopped moving, and in another second, the engine shut off.

			Hetty was already in the aisle. Students jostled to find their place in line, whispering, bouncing on their feet. Henley would just as soon have waited for them all the clear out first, but she needed to stay with Hetty, so she grabbed the back of the seat in front of her and pulled herself up. 

			They couldn’t see much outside the windows, just bright sunlight reflecting off rocks and dirt. Seconds dragged by, each one marked by their steadily rising heartbeats, before the bus doors whooshed open. Then more seconds dragged along before Pastor Seeks left the bus, and Dr. Morry nodded to the first student in line. Then more seconds, walking along the narrow path between seats, and finally out into the sunlight. A few more seconds, spent spreading out around the bus, blinking to get their vision back in the brightness.

			And then, at last, a vast, dead city stretched out before them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Kohar

			Elias had not so much as dozed once during the two-hour drive. He sat alone, the only High-blood student on the bus, watching the mile signs pass until those signs began to include the name of the city Kohar, until the numbers counted down to zero, slowly, as if he had begged them to take their time. But zero came, inevitable as mortality itself. He stepped off the bus with everyone else, onto unstable ground, and into air that did not want to stay in his lungs.

			The dead city hit his eyes, abandoned, bombed-out, and left to die because there was no salvaging what the blitz had made of it. All he could see, for miles and miles on end, were stones upon stones, rubble heaped on rubble, a wall half-standing here or there, and nature creeping in to reclaim it all.

			To his left, a girl leaned toward her friend and whispered, “You don’t think there’s still, you know, bodies out there?”

			Something about the comment made Elias want to hit her, hard. His head throbbed, and he blamed the sun.

			“Before we let you go,” Dr. Morry called from the front of the group, “I have some words of instruction. You are free to wander, alone or in whatever groups you choose. However, we are not going to tell you what time we are meeting for lunch, or what time we are leaving. Pastor Seeks will go north, Dr. Proud will go south, and I will go west. We will signal you when it is time for lunch, so I suggest you stay within eyesight of one of us.

			“In the city, you will find very little still standing. Most of the partially intact walls belonged to the factories. There,” he pointed to the northwest, “you can see one corner of the paper mill. Behind me is part of the tire factory. This city grew up faster than anyone expected, so most of its buildings were very flimsy. When the bombs fell, everything just crumbled. You may also encounter used shells and bomb casings. Don’t worry, the army came through and removed anything dangerous. There are plaques scattered throughout the city, telling you what you’re looking at, and some other historical facts. Please read them. You will also see reconstruction drawings. Hopefully, they will give you a better feel for what the city looked like. Many of these were done by our very own Megan Giltmen, by the way.

			“You will also find plaques with facts about the Braud War. This city has become a monument, to what happened here fourteen years ago, and to the war in general. It is a monument that many families in the government are trying very hard to have destroyed. Many other families, including my own, are trying very hard to preserve it. In light of that, I hope you all appreciate what you see here.

			“When I was your age, standing where you’re standing now, I would have seen a wall of buildings. About seventy thousand Human beings lived in this city on the night of the blitz. At dawn the next morning, about two thousand were alive. The blitz itself is a very complicated thing, confused by reasons and rationalizations, prejudices, fears, rumors, and hatreds. Everyone has a different theory about why it happened and whether or not it should have happened, and all of those conflicting theories are supported by some evidence. There is only one fact about that night. In the blitz, sixty-seven thousand eight hundred and thirty-two people died.”

			The students split off behind their teachers, and Elias went with Dr. Morry’s group. He soon fell behind the others, reading every plaque he came across until he could no longer make out the words. Eventually, he just stopped over them, looking through their cold metal bases, into the stones and bricks and shattered concrete. All this time, walking through the rubble, he saw that which was no longer there.

			Sixty-seven thousand eight hundred and thirty-two people. That meant sixty-seven thousand eight hundred and thirty-two bodies removed from the rubble. Dr. Morry had not rounded the number to seventy thousand, had not given the dead a Blood designation, had not named their professions. All the students knew this information: Low-bloods, factory workers, maybe a few thousand Middle-bloods. And of course, who knew how many were actually Braud. His father would have dwelt on that fact, spun it until the entire city seemed like one giant terrorist cell.

			And for the first time, Elias realized how very easy that was to do. The sheer volume of dead did half the work by itself. The thousands blended together into one neat mass. Seventy thousand dead, a clean and simple number. One city destroyed, just one of many. And after all, more than two thousand people survived. Two thousand was a much more understandable number. You could still see individual people in a mass of two thousand. Seventy thousand was just a number.

			Elias returned from a daze to find himself staring down at one of Dr. Giltmen’s reconstruction drawings. A glass case secured paint and parchment against the weather, and this case was screwed onto a dislocated block of cement, one of the dozen such blocks around him. It told him that the pile of stones in front of him had once been a tenement building, cheap housing for the Low-bloods.

			But Dr. Giltmen’s image showed more than the building. There was a sidewalk, and people going about. He saw a woman about to drop her groceries as she struggled to open the door, and two girls playing a game with stones on the pavement. There was a bike chained to one rail, and a dog sleeping on a stoop. Elias backed away, feeling nauseous, both hands shaking as he balled them into fists.

			Sixty-seven thousand eight hundred and thirty-two people. Not seventy thousand, clean and easy, but sixty-seven thousand eight hundred and thirty-two adults juggling groceries and children playing with stones. That many bodies removed from under the rocks. What had they looked like, after the city fell on top of them? And who had done the removing?

			Elias looked up toward Dr. Morry, who was explaining one of the plaques to some girls several yards away. The Secret Keepers would have removed the bodies, probably together with the army. They were the only organizations large enough for such a task. But how? Onto trucks? Stretchers to trucks to trams? Did they identify the dead, number them somehow, hunt down their relatives? And how were they buried? How did anyone begin to deal with sixty-seven thousand eight hundred and thirty-two corpses?

			Elias walked around to the other side of what had been the tenement, his hand trailing on the stones and a ringing in his ears. For a moment, it was night out, and he heard a rumble overhead, then another, louder, which shook the earth. People screamed as stones crumbled. Had they seen it coming? Seen the bombs, or felt the fire? Had they tried to save themselves? Had they died too quickly? He took his hand away from the stones and kept walking, on and on, until lunch.

			Silence reigned over the lunch gathering, like a glass case that everyone feared to break. Students sat in clumps with their friends, murmuring only the smallest of phrases, a few polite words, requests to pass something over. Their voices blew away in the wind.

			“Well, this is a change,” Morca said, sitting beside Charles in the bus doorway. “Will they be this quiet on the ride home too? Because that would be lovely.” She took a deep breath and looked over the quiet mass of children. “This place is hitting me harder than I expected.”

			“Megan and I used to come here every year,” Charles said. “At some point, we stopped. Busy, I guess. Or that was the excuse.”

			“Charles,” Walter called. He pointed at his watch.

			“Right,” Charles said, standing. “Everyone, if you could finish up, we’ll be heading out again soon. Again, if you want a ride home, I suggest you keep one of us in sight.”

			The teachers all switched directions after lunch, and most students stayed with the same teacher. Elias went north with Dr. Morry, but soon found himself wandering to the west again. The scorching sun reflected off white stones straight into his eyes, and when he couldn’t blink anymore, he looked for shade.

			He found the remains of a theater and perched under the shadow of one still standing marble archway. Who knew why it had survived the bombing, but it stayed erect now by leaning against the concrete slabs around it, creating a half bowl of shade. A group of Low-bloods—two girls and a boy—passed him as he settled in. They glanced at him, looked away, and walked on.

			Elias put his sweater on backward around his shoulders and rested his head against one of the concrete slabs. He wasn’t tired, exactly, but his head was spinning, and he felt he just had to rest for a while.

			It wasn’t exactly restful. For a while, Elias was standing center stage in the theater. It looked like Dr. Giltmen’s reconstruction sketch, all shades of gray, with nothing but white outside the walls. He was delivering some kind of speech about war and the necessity of violence. 

			His audience consisted of his father, who stopped him every few sentences to explain that he had again messed something up, and Cora Bowler, who danced up and down the aisles and kept asking him to stop and watch her.

			And then at some point, he and his father were standing outside in front of Dr. Giltmen’s reconstructed tenements. Elias was shouting at Brian Vaulkery, pointing into the sky and telling him to stop. The dog on the stoop rolled over, and Elias’s father vanished, and the bombs fell. Fire erupted from above. Concrete and stone rose in a black swarm against the heat. The ground shook, buildings crumbled like foam, and Elias stood in the middle of it all, watching.

			Then it was over. Deadness filled the night, and in the midst of silence, Elias felt something slide past his shoulder. Something with groping, smoke fingers whispered his name. Elias ran from it, into the stagnant heat that smoke and fire and vaporized stone had left behind. He heard people crying out, survivors trapped in debris and hidden under ash. But when he reached them, they were skeletons, miles and miles of Human bones, ghosts calling his name.

			And then, he turned a corner and found himself in his tower at home. He stood on two steps in the stone stairwell between the first and second levels of the tower. Moonlight streamed down from the window above him, melting the cement under his feet. He stood almost directly underneath the window, and just above it, almost hidden from his view by the curve of the staircase, was a door.

			It was the door that had always been locked, the pass to the second level of the tower, closed forever, or so it seemed. As Elias stood beneath it, under the burning moon, he felt the voice again, the one with fingers that groped into his spine, whispering his name, as if they knew each other...

			At that point, Elias realized he was dreaming and forced himself awake. His body quaked, as if each cell inside him vibrated at a different rate, threatening to shake apart. He found stone above him, grabbed it, blinking, unsure of where he was. Sunlight pounded off the top of his head as he stepped out from under some kind of stone arch.

			Kohar.

			He was in Kohar, what was left of it, on a school trip.

			He was supposed to be following a teacher.

			Regaining his balance, Elias looked around. Dr. Morry was nowhere in sight, but after a few seconds, he saw Pastor Seeks climbing around on a collapsed factory to the west. So he wandered again, keeping her in the corner of one eye, until he saw someone else, standing alone and just staring at a pile of rubble in front of her, with brown curls sticking to her face.

			He wasn’t sure at first which one she was, and so approached with caution. But the closer he got, the more certain he became. Something about the way she had her hair down over her face, her arms hugging each other across her body. It was Henley. He came within ten feet of her and hesitated. He had the distinct feeling that he should leave her alone.

			But something made her turn and see him. The hair blew back from her face, and he saw red eyes as she wiped at the tears beneath them. 

			“Giltmen?” Elias asked.

			“Hi,” she said, turning back to the rubble in front of her. Her arms fell down at her sides. 

			“What’s wrong?” Elias asked, taking a few steps toward her.

			She shook her head, curls bouncing around her face. “Hetty,” her voice trembled. “Hetty, found this map, over there...” She pointed to a standing wall off to their right. “It’s a factory, where they worked, and grandma told us they lived two blocks away, and I just followed the map and... this is where he died.”

			“Who?” Elias had come right up to her shoulder. Looking at her put a knot in his stomach.

			“My father,” Henley said. She started crying again, just tears running down her face. No hysterics, no theatrics, not at all the tears he was used to from the women in his life. “My mother,” she said, wiping at her cheeks again, “was pregnant, with us... And, they got her out but he... was already dead... And I’m sorry, I’m a mess... I just didn’t expect to actually find where... He never even met us, you know, and I want to meet him, so badly... I know I’m a mess, I’m sorry...”

			“You’re not a mess,” Elias said with a sharp bite in his voice. For some reason, the idea that she would apologize right then filled him with anger.

			“It’s just, like he’s here, or something... I know that sounds ridiculous.”

			“It doesn’t sound ridiculous.”

			“It’s not that I believe in ghosts or anything. I just... I don’t know what I’m trying to say.”

			“Maybe you’re not supposed to,” Elias said. Everything about this conversation felt wrong—standing here, with a crying Low-girl, whose father was dead. And he hadn’t even known. How had he not known that? He wanted to say something, but couldn’t. The knot in his stomach had closed his throat tight, and the few words that came to mind felt like insults. For a long time, they just stood there. 

			“Where’s your sister?” Elias asked when the silence became unbearable.

			Henley shook her head. “She left almost as soon as we got here. Hetty doesn’t really care about this sort of thing. I mean, she cares about our father. She just doesn’t get the need to see and touch things. This is just a place to her. I don’t know, she’s probably right. I’m probably crazy for wanting to stay...”

			“I don’t think so,” Elias said. Then, for some reason, his mouth just opened, and he heard himself saying, “Back home, there’s this place I go whenever I need to think. It’s a battlement on the Manor-house tower, and it’s just safe and... well, it’s not just a place. I don’t think this is, either.” He paused, then added, “And besides, if you’re looking for my opinion, I’m sure you can guess which one of you I think is crazy.”

			He saw Henley smile at that. 

			Twenty minutes earlier, Hetty Giltmen had left her sister standing in front of a pile of rubble. Ten minutes earlier, she doubled back for Henley, because she just did not like being without her sister. But navigating Kohar alone was more challenging than she had anticipated. Every block of rubble looked the same, and even the reconstruction drawings started to fuse together and lose their helpfulness. She thought she found the spot again twice before actually finding it.

			Annoyed and hot, with the sun strobing against her skull, she tripped over debris and nearly fell flat on her face for the hundredth time that day, stayed upright by some divine miracle, and opened her mouth to shout Henley’s name.

			Just before the word left her mouth, she saw them: Henley and Elias Vaulkery, standing together over the place where her father had died. Henley’s face had deep red blotches all over it, but right then she was smiling. So was the High-blood boy. They were talking.

			Hetty did not know what to think. The image made no sense. Elias Vaulkery looking anything other than sick and entitled made no sense. Henley talking to him when she wasn’t required to certainly made no sense. Hetty’s mind could not process the inconsistencies. And how could her sister do this? How could her sister choose to spend time with a High-blood over her?

			Without a sound, Hetty turned and walked away.

			In their seats, on the bus, on the way back to school, Dehnee was not doing homework. Ethan and Brandon had not resumed their conversation about the latest monster inspired TV series. Sheeda had not fallen asleep. Henley found that Hetty was not speaking to her, for some reason. Elias sat perfectly straight, staring at the seat in front of him. No one spoke. Not one word.

			“I take it back,” Morca said to Charles, whispering because anything louder than that seemed doomed to attract some kind of frightful monster. “This quiet is just creepy.”

			They stopped in another school village for dinner. Food put cracks in the silence, and by the time they got back on the bus, most of the students were talking again. Still, the rest of the ride was subdued, and so were the dorms that night.

			“So, how was it?” Kathryn asked when the rest of the girls came back to the dorm.

			“Um... hard to describe,” Dehnee said.

			“I can see why your parents didn’t want you to go,” Sheeda said.

			Kathryn made a face and spent the next half hour grilling Dehnee for details. 

			Hetty got into her pajamas and crawled straight into bed.

			“You wanna talk?” Henley asked with a worried expression in her voice.

			“I’m just tired,” Hetty said. As she fell asleep, she saw bombs descending on their room, and twice, the water around them glowed red like fire.

			In the High-blood dorm, Elias Vaulkery got straight into bed, pulled the covers over his head, and squeezed his eyes shut. The dead city spread itself out before him, under the night sky now, with thousands and thousands of graves smashed down into the rubble. Henley Giltmen stood over one of the graves, crying. On the rough gray stone, he could see only one word, FATHER, carved in deep letters across it, and beneath the word, an empty face.

			And then his own father was standing behind him, telling Henley to stop crying, that sometimes people had to be grown-up about things, and accept when sacrifices had to be made.

			Then Elias was screaming, like he had never dared to scream before, right at his father, “Why, why, why?” over and over.

			Over the torrent of his voice, storm clouds gathered, thick and black and raining soot. Moonlight cast a single beam through the burning darkness as he climbed round and round, up the spiral of a stone staircase. A wooden door loomed above him, forcing him to stop beneath a window. Carved into the door, just below the handle, was a mark. He had seen it before but never gave it a second thought. Three broken squares intersecting each other. As he stared at it, it seemed to grow larger.

			And then Henley was there, back in nightmare Kohar, kneeling against the grave and crying. Missiles rose over the horizon, closing in, and he tried to drag Henley away. But she had fused into her father’s grave, and before he could think of what to do, the sky erupted in fire and falling stone.

			People were screaming. Elias ran through smoke and dust, trying to stay upright while the world ripped apart around him. Those moments between when the missiles struck and the people died sank into his bones, suspended with the ash and fire, until Elias felt he was causing it, drawing the fire inch by inch across the sky with his own hands. He dragged the smoke across the city while parents screamed for their children, and husbands screamed for their wives, and sixty-seven thousand eight hundred thirty-two people became sixty-seven thousand eight hundred thirty-two corpses.

			“Vaulkery!” He felt something grab his shoulder, then heard another shout. “Vaulkery!” His body lurched, and something fell from his right hand to clatter on a stone floor. First, he saw his hands, splattered red, covered in blood.

			After a moment, reality seeped back into his mind. It wasn’t blood on his hands, but paint, and not just red paint, but black and purple and yellow too. The thing that had fallen out of his hand was a paintbrush. The lockers in the floor told him he was in the art studio.

			He knew he was awake now, and that he had been asleep. But how could he be in the art studio, dressed in his pajamas, covered in paint? He looked up from the floor and found Megan Giltmen standing in front of him in a night robe, pajamas, and slippers, staring at him as if she had trapped an alien snake. 

			“What is going on?” she asked. “It’s almost midnight! Vaulkery...” Her eyes focused on something behind him. “Did you just do that?”

			Not sure he wanted to, Elias turned.

			In First-year Art that day, those few students who weren’t gone had helped Dr. Giltmen hang a twelve-foot canvas sheet between two poles in the center of the art room. It was supposed to be the backdrop for the first-year mural, the next unit in the first-year art class. Elias had known nothing about it, and as far as he knew, it had materialized there by magic, as had the paints at his feet, and the brush. But the image now smeared across half that canvas was all too familiar. 

			The dark outlines of houses and factories were crudely painted with thick, blotched brushstrokes. Long before the dark paint could dry, red and yellow had been smeared into it from above. A single air-to-ground missile—rather accurately drawn, though far too big compared to the buildings—exploded in midair. The rest of the sky was just fire, swirling across and through the dark landscape.

			“Vaulkery,” Dr. Giltmen said, “is that...?”

			“Kohar.” The word felt like sawdust in his mouth. “I didn’t draw this. I couldn’t have. I was dreaming. I couldn’t have...”

			Dr. Giltmen’s hand fastened around his shoulder like a claw. She spun him around. “Vaulkery, look at me!”

			“What?”

			“Look at me, straight in the eye, right now.”

			“Why?” He did it. She had the same eyes as Henley, brown and round. They looked at him so intently that it hurt.

			“What were you doing here?” she asked.

			“I don’t know!”

			“As in no memory at all?” she asked. “Keep looking at me!”

			Elias forced himself to hold her gaze. “I mean... I guess... I was dreaming about the blitz, and then you woke me up, and I was here, and that,” he pointed over his shoulder, “was there.”

			Dr. Giltmen’s eyes narrowed. She stared at him for several more seconds, then let go of his shoulder. “Have a seat, Vaulkery.”

			“Can’t I just go back to bed?” Elias asked.

			She got a co-pad from under the teacher’s desk, focused now on it and not on him. “Sit.”

			Within five minutes, Charles Morry entered the art studio. He looked from Giltmen to Elias to the half-painted canvas, tightened the belt around his gray night robe, and took a few steps toward the painting, shaking his head. “Well,” he said, “that really does look like...”

			“Yeah,” Giltmen said. “A bit abstract, but, yeah.”

			The door opened again, bringing the Prouds, also in pajamas, and barely awake. They stood for a while, gaping at the painting. 

			“And he has no memory of doing this?” Walter Proud asked.

			“I’m not sure, actually,” Giltmen said.

			“What were you doing here, Vaulkery?” Dr. Morry asked.

			Elias had no desire to go through these questions again. His head hurt, his eyes were so tired they stopped seeing straight, and all the adults were just being flat out weird. “How did she know I was here?” Elias said, pointing at Dr. Giltmen.

			“That’s a fair question,” Elizabeth Proud said. Elias had never really noticed Elizabeth Proud before, but after that moment, he would always think of her as a kind and fair person.

			“I just woke up and knew I had to come to the studio, okay,” Giltmen said. “I mean seriously, we’re Secret Keepers, we should know better than to ask each other such questions!”

			Before anyone could speak again, the door crashed open, and Morca Seeks, still dressed in her typical skirt and blouse, stalked in.

			“Where is he?” she asked.

			The four teachers pointed at Elias. Pastor Seeks turned on two-inch heels and walked over to him. “Okay, Vaulkery, look at me.”

			“Why?” he asked.

			“Straight into my eyes. Now. Good. Now tell me, what were you doing up here?”

			“I already told...”

			“Tell me, now. And keep looking into my eyes!”

			Elias repeated his story. Before he had finished, Pastor Seeks turned away, speaking to the other Secret Keepers. “Yeah, he’s not possessed. Anything else?”

			“Morca!” Dr. Giltmen lowered her voice, as if that would prevent Elias from overhearing. “He was alone in the East Tower when that symbol was drawn, and now he does this?”

			“Yeah,” Pastor Seeks said, making no attempt to lower her voice. “And while I admit all that is suspicious and, well, downright creepy, you brought me here to see if he is possessed. As I told you after the whole East Tower incident, he is not. So, can I go back to writing my sermon, or do you need something else?”

			“What do you mean by possessed?” Elias asked.

			All five adults hesitated. “It’s a bit complicated, Vaulkery,” Dr. Morry said.

			That was code for we’re not going to tell you. “Fine,” Elias said. “Would a possessed person hear voices?”

			This time, they all looked at him with dead shock on their faces.

			“You...” Elizabeth Proud raised an eyebrow, “are hearing voices?”

			“I did,” Elias said. “Two nights ago. Me and...” his eyes darted to the art teacher, “Henrietta Giltmen. We were in the South Tower.”

			They were still staring at him.

			“You were with Hetty?” Dr. Giltmen asked.

			“No, I was with her sister, doing our history project, and... we just... ran into each other.”

			“Well there you have it,” Pastor Seeks said. “He is most certainly not possessed. Because to answer your question, Vaulkery—no, possessed people do not hear voices. People who can hear the voices are actually the people who can’t be possessed. Anything else? Anyone?”

			“Well, I’m still wondering about this whole ‘possessed’ thing,” Elias said.

			“No, Morca, thank you,” Dr. Morry said.

			“Good night,” she said with the studio door already closing behind her.

			“All right,” Dr. Morry said when staring at each other in silence had gone on long enough. “Vaulkery, you’re locked out, but it seems for reasons beyond your control, so Dr. Proud and I are going to take you down to the infirmary. You’ll have a bed, at least. Liz, could you help Megan with... this?” He made a weak and helpless gesture at the canvas.

			“Yeah,” Elizabeth Proud said as the men headed out the door.

			“Why my office, exactly?” Morca asked. “I mean, it’s not because I have the most space.”

			She sat cross-legged on top of her desk, literally watching paint dry on the canvas that had taken up residence behind her orange chairs. Three of her fellow Secret Keepers were there too.

			“This is bad,” Megan said, kicking books aside so that she could pace from one end of the room to the other. “This is really, really bad.”

			“I’m telling you, he is not possessed!” Morca said. “Why are you all in my office, again?”

			“They’ve never been able to possess a Vaulkery,” Charles said. “No blood member of the family, anyway. And we are here, Morca, because we are having a meeting.”

			“Walter got out of it,” Morca said.

			“Someone had to stay with Vaulkery in the infirmary,” Elizabeth said.

			“Someone male,” Charles said before Morca could ask to switch places with him. She clamped her mouth shut and crossed her arms.

			“Okay...” Elizabeth sank down in one of the orange chairs. “Someone drew that symbol on the East Tower, and that person is not necessarily possessed.”

			“I cannot believe we’re having these conversations again,” Megan said.

			“It has to be a student,” Morca said. “I interact with every teacher and staff person every day. I know none of us wants to think so, but it has to be a student.”

			“And Vaulkery?” Megan asked.

			Morca threw her hands up into the air. “He is not possessed! I don’t know how to say that more clearly!”

			“Then why was he in my art studio!”

			“Okay, seriously?” Morca rolled her eyes, her fingers on the spine of a book, fighting the urge to hurl it across the room. “Are you all just sleep-deprived, or is it really not painfully obvious?”

			“Morca, take a breath,” Elizabeth said.

			But Morca spoke instead. “I mean, I know it’s obvious to me. But, really, I thought it was obvious enough for you to at least catch on!” 

			“Calm down,” Elizabeth said.

			“I’m fine, Liz!” Morca finally took that breath, closed her eyes, and swung her legs over the edge of her desk. “No, I’m not. I’m sorry.” She took another breath. “But really, it never occurred to any of you that a bout of sleepwalking might have something to do with the fact that he just spent an entire day in Kohar? You know, the place where his father murdered seventy thousand people?”

			After half a minute, Charles broke the silence. “Yeah, I should’ve thought of that.”

			“Thought of what?” Megan asked, causing several of them to flinch at her tone. “Of all the students in this school, Vaulkery is the last one to be hurt by Kohar.”

			“That is simply not true, Megan,” Charles said.

			Megan shook her head and stomped out the door.

			“Great,” Morca said. “And everyone thinks I’m the one in danger of an emotional breakdown. Could you leave my office now?”

			Elizabeth sighed. “Good night, Morca.”

			Charles nodded and followed Elizabeth out of the room. Whatever was going on, they would not solve it at one a.m. on an already stressful Sunday morning. He could only pray that they would solve it, soon.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Secret Keepers

			We suck!” Kathryn said, slamming her sport’s bag down on the library table. Dehnee and the twins were already sitting there, and jumped back in their chairs, away from the assaulting bag as Kathryn dropped into the chair next to Dehnee. 

			“Aw, Kathryn, it wasn’t that bad,” Dehnee said, patting her friend’s shoulder.

			Kathryn glared at her. “We lost, three hundred and five, to twenty.”

			“Yes, but you scored twelve of those twenty points.”

			“We’re a team!” Kathryn said through clenched teeth. “It doesn’t matter who scores, just that we score, and we didn’t! Oh, and that Marcy scored six points is really bad, because she plays defense!”

			“Okay, so, maybe basketball isn’t Baker’s thing,” Henley said.

			It was Saturday, so even Dehnee wasn’t doing homework. All of Kathryn’s friends had spent the afternoon in one of the student lounges, watching a live broadcast of Baker’s first basketball game. It took place at a school thirty miles away, and only people who had a friend on the team seemed to know it was happening. 

			“Actually, sports isn’t Baker’s thing.” Kathryn unzipped her bag and pulled out a novel, but didn’t open it. “Everyone knows that. I mean, the Prouds do a great job with what they have, but barely enough people tried out to fill the teams.”

			“Why exactly did you come here, then?” Henley asked.

			“Are you kidding?” Kathryn said. “This is Baker’s! My parents were so thrilled I got in, I had to come. And besides, most of the schools that do have good teams don’t let Low-bloods play.”

			“Hey guys, look at this,” Hetty said, spreading an old newspaper out on the table. “Remember that article about Dr. Proud?”

			“About someone who might be Dr. Proud,” Henley said.

			“No,” Kathryn said.

			“Oh, well, you weren’t here,” Hetty told Kathryn. “And Elizabeth Ballon is her maiden name. I checked. Anyway, remember it mentioned that Braud couple, the Rensides?”

			“Vaguely,” Dehnee said.

			“What article?” Kathryn asked.

			“Listen.” Hetty cleared her throat and read:

			Last night, High-blood Secret Keeper and order spokesperson, Charles Morry, confirmed the deaths of Sigmund and Betty Renside, Braud terrorists responsible for dozens of attacks in Kohar over the last two years. The bodies were found in an abandoned warehouse on the northern end of the city. After some investigation, it has been discovered that credit for the deaths goes to Secret Keeper initiate Elizabeth Ballon, only 18 years of age. Ballon and fellow initiate Walter Proud spent their summer vacation hunting terrorists in the country’s largest city.

			According to our information, Ballon and Proud cornered several Braud operatives, including the Rensides, in the abandoned warehouse late yesterday evening. Proud left to pursue and ultimately capture three unnamed terrorists, now in military custody. Ballon, meanwhile, remained in the warehouse and engaged in a gunfight with the Rensides, ultimately resulting in their deaths. Both Ballon and Proud were injured in the fight. They are currently in Kohar-North Hospital, and spokesperson Morry assures us they are expected to make full recoveries.

			Ballon will be a sixth-year student at the prestigious V-BASE academy...

			“Arg!” Dehnee said. “Does no one understand that academy is already in the acronym?”

			Hetty glared at her for the interruption and continued reading.

			...prestigious V-BASE academy, from which Morry graduated only months ago. Proud will also be a sixth-year student at the also prestigious NCA-SME...

			“Where?” Henley asked.

			“North Central Academy of Secondary and Military Education.” Kathryn rattled off the string of words as easily as breathing, then looked at the blank expressions of her friends with surprise. “You know, North-Cen? The military academy? Really, no one?” 

			They were all shaking their heads. 

			Kathryn sighed. “Well, my brother goes there. It was my second choice, but the academics wouldn’t have challenged me. Their basketball team is spectacular, though.”

			“Go on, Hetty,” Henley said.

			Hetty shook her head. “That’s it, really. The rest of the article just talks about how thrilled everyone is that the terrorist leaders are gone, parties in the streets... Stuff like that. Wow, this person says the only thing missing was that the Rensides’ heads weren’t mounted on stakes and marched through the city... Someone else got arrested for setting off fireworks, and they let him off really easy... I guess these people were pretty bad.”

			“You know what this means?” Kathryn said in a low voice. “One of our Phys teachers trained his entire school career to be a soldier, and the other got famous for killing people.”

			“What are they doing teaching?” Hetty asked.

			“The war is over,” Dehnee said, going back to her book.

			Hetty spent the rest of the night searching the newspapers, but she found nothing else about the Prouds.

			In bed that night, she lay staring up at the fish, their lethargic movements marked by streams of bubbles from their tails. Her eyes kept blinking shut, and eventually, the bubbles became steam, rising, lethargic like the fish, from a vent in a concrete floor. The walls of a warehouse closed her in, bleak and gray, with broken windows high over her head. She tasted copper, rusting in her mouth, and on the floor at her feet lay Elizabeth Proud.

			She was delirious, gasping for breath, with a red hole spreading out across her stomach. Then Walter Proud came in, limping from a hole in his own leg, and calling her name. In response, she murmured something about eggs, and cold, and walks by the lake. Walter ignored everything she said, ripped clothing from two bodies that had just appeared ten feet away, and pressed those clothes into the hole in Elizabeth’s stomach.

			Then Dr. Morry came from the other end of the warehouse, and Walter screamed for his help. Elizabeth Proud repeated that she wanted scrambled eggs, over and over again.

			The rust taste in Hetty’s mouth became unbearable, and she tried to spit it out while the shrill of sirens pierced her ears, and soldiers in their black body armor swarmed the warehouse.

			“I’m telling you, it was weird,” Hetty said. “Like I was looking in on someone’s memory, or something.”

			“You just had a dream about the article,” Henley said as the giant pipe organ hummed to life, sending its first riotous cord vibrating into the air of the chapel.

			“But that article talked about them being heroes,” Hetty said as she and Henley slid down the pew to make room for Kathryn and Ethan. “I didn’t dream about them being heroes, I dreamed about Elizabeth Ballon almost dying.”

			“The article said they were injured.”

			“Did it?” Hetty asked. She had missed that part amid the more exciting details of gunfights and heads on spikes.

			Before Henley could answer, the music changed. Two acolytes in white robes with burning tapers came from the high arched doorway and started down the center aisle. In the hundred rows of pews, beneath the eyes of stained-glass angels and bible characters, students, staff, and teachers all rose for the opening prayer.

			“So, where do you think Dr. Morry was?” Hetty asked as they all found their seats at lunch on Monday.

			Dehnee’s head shot up. “Dr. Morry wasn’t in class? That’s so weird!”

			“Why?” Ethan asked. “Teachers miss sometimes.”

			“No, I mean...” Dehnee closed her history textbook. “It’s weird because Dr. Giltmen wasn’t in class either. She sent Marjorie to keep an eye on us.”

			“Morry sent that High-blood Student Monitor,” Ethan said. “Mattherson, or whatever...”

			“Wow, Secret Keepers vanishing,” Sheeda said.

			Henley shook her head. “Just because two...”

			“Um...” Kathryn raised her hand. “At aquatic warmups this morning, we found out the ninth-year team members will run practices for the next few days.”

			“So who’s teaching Phys?” Dehnee asked.

			“Really?” Sheeda asked, raising her eyebrows at Dehnee. “All the Secret Keepers are suddenly missing, and that’s what you ask?”

			“They’re not missing,” Henley said. “Ethan, pass the potatoes. Ethan!” She had to slam her hand down on the table to get his attention.

			Ethan jumped. “What? Oh, yeah. Potatoes. What’re we talking about?”

			“Are you all right?” Sheeda asked.

			“Not going to faint again, are you?” Kathryn asked.

			Ethan rolled his eyes. “Ha, ha.”

			“Why would they all be gone?” Sheeda asked. “Could it be a coincidence?”

			“Maybe the Braud are back,” Dehnee said.

			She clearly meant it as a joke, but Kathryn and the twins exchanged knowing looks. The Secret Keepers had replaced a certain part of the wall in the East Tower, but still, every time they walked past it, they saw the hole they had smashed into it.

			“Don’t joke about that,” Ethan said.

			“It’s probably a coincidence,” Henley said.

			“It’s not a coincidence,” Kathryn said, from her seat with the twins at their usual table in the library. It was Wednesday night, and the strange absence of certain teachers continued. “No one’s seen or heard anything from Pastor Seeks either, not since Sunday morning.”

			“Oh, that,” Brandon Seeks said. Half a yard away from the girls’ table, he, another Middle-blood boy, and Ethan sat on a couch surrounded by books and notebooks.

			“Oh what?” Hetty asked.

			“Um...” Brandon picked up a magazine from the nearby table. “Nothing.”

			“Okay mister my-whole-family’s-Secret-Keepers...” Hetty said.

			“Just my parents, and my aunt,” Brandon said, with the magazine far too close to his face for reading. Ethan grabbed a corner to pull it away and ended up ripping off the corner.

			“Talk,” Hetty said.

			“You’ll get nothing out of him, Giltmen,” the third boy on the couch—Brandon’s roommate in the Middle-blood dorm—said.

			“Thank you, Karl,” Brandon said.

			“Scohan, we need to get to practice,” Kathryn said, stuffing the books she had just gotten out of her bag back into it.

			“What’s the point?” Karl Scohan asked, collapsing into the back of the couch. “M-Field is going to obliterate us on Saturday, whether we practice or not.”

			“Come on.” Kathryn grabbed his arm and tugged until he left the couch.

			“Rogers, I don’t wanna dive. It’s cold out,” Karl said, slouched and dragging his feet in the carpet.

			“Oh, like you can even feel the water in those thermal suits,” Kathryn shot back, tugging him toward the library door.

			“My face still gets cold.”

			“I’ll walk out with you,” Henley called, shouldering her book bag. “I have to meet Vaulkery.”

			“Aren’t you done with that project yet?” Hetty asked. Henley ignored her. “Oh fine!” Hetty said. “Just leave me alone with the boys!” She moved over to the couch and dropped her bag with a huff.

			“Oh no, incoming!” Brandon grabbed the magazine again and put it over his face.

			“What did I do now?” Hetty asked.

			“No, not you.” Ethan pointed to a group of girls who had just entered the library. “The tall one, dark hair, dark skin—that’s his sister. Why are you fighting this time, Brandon?”

			“Oh, well, you know...” Behind the magazine, Brandon cringed. “I may have let slip exactly what I think of her new stupid jerk boyfriend.”

			“Was it the word stupid or jerk that she didn’t like?” Ethan asked.

			“Well, he’s both, so what was I supposed to say?” 

			“Would she tell me why all the Secret Keepers have vanished?” Hetty asked.

			As the week wound to a close, a cloud of half despair, half panic settled over Kathryn and her aquatic teammates. Their first meet would take place on Saturday. Half the aquatic team was also on the basketball teams, and none of them had recovered from that disaster yet.

			“I can’t even be in the same room with Kathryn these days,” Ethan said. “And when she and Jasik are together...” He shuttered. 

			A few seconds later, Kathryn buzzed by their table, threw food on her plate, and darted out of the dining hall. She and the team would spend lunchtime strategizing in the locker room.

			“At least the Prouds are showing up at practices again,” Dehnee said. “I don’t wanna know what they’d be like if their coaches were still missing.”

			Up in the High-blood dining hall, Calvin Bowler was trying to get Annamay Vantinfehr to stay and eat with them. “What could you possibly have to strategize about?” He complained. 
Aquatics is an individual sport.”

			“It is not an individual sport, we’re scored collectively, there are team events, you don’t know anything, Calvin, just be quiet!” Annamay said.

			She took a step with her plate toward the arch, then stopped and turned back to the table. “We’re not bad, you know. Especially the first-years. The Scohan boys can handle the sailboats like you wouldn’t believe, and Jasik is a spectacular diver, and so am I, so we’ll get high points there, at least, and then Rogers is just fantastic at everything.”

			She gasped for air and then kept going. “We’re actually better than the upper-years division. And way better than the basketball team. And I think we have a shot—you know—if the judges score us right. That’s the problem with things like diving, so much is up to what the judges like. Well, anyway, asta.”

			Annamay walked away, and Calvin turned to Elias with raised eyebrows. “Did you understand any of that?”

			Elias shrugged and concentrated on his food. He didn’t feel like telling the table that Annamay had just complimented three Middles and one Low-blood.

			On Saturday morning, a few dozen students woke up early and headed out to the Sports Wing. All of them had friends on the aquatic team. Everyone else slept in.

			Ethan was already waiting in the common area when the girls got out of the bathroom. Together they left the dorm, chattering about the week, and their families, homework, and before long, the missing Secret Keepers.

			“They can’t have gone far,” Sheeda said as they walked up the hanging staircase. “If the Prouds can reappear for a few hours every day, and then vanish again, they must still be in the school.”

			“Where? The Teachers’ Wing?” Hetty asked.

			“Probably some secret underwater lair,” Dehnee said.

			Ethan pushed open the glass doors that led to the Sports Wing. Immediately to their right stood the locker-room doors. A few yards further down the long, broad hall was a weight room. Few first-years had ever gone any further than that. 

			“She said it’s straight ahead, right?” Sheeda asked.

			“There,” Ethan pointed ahead of them.

			Far down, nearly to the end of the wing, the south wall jutted several feet into the hallway. There was a set of double doors with the word AQUATORIUM carved in large, block letters above them. 

			Ethan opened one of the aquatorium doors, Hetty the other. For a moment, blinking against the sudden flood of daylight, they felt like they were standing on the edge of a cliff, nothing but the sky ahead of them for miles upon miles. Then they smelled the lake, a constant odor even more intense here than in the rest of the school. A moment later their eyes adjusted, and they found an open-air stadium beneath them. Off to the right, they could see the end of another school wing, and beyond that, the lakeshore. But immediately beneath them was water, open water, stretching on and on into the heart of the lake.

			Between them and the lake, seats rose in tiers from the surface of the water to the fifth story door where they stood. A few dozen students, teachers, and staff members sat in clumps speckled through the vast stadium. Beneath the lowest row of seats, a platform ran along the edge of the water. Waves splashed against it, licking up over the concrete from time to time. On the right side of the platform, three piers, crowded with small sailboats, stuck out into the water. On the other end of the platform, a diving board hung, mounted at least twenty feet in the air. Directly between the board and the docks, several buoys and ropes divided the water into swimming lanes.

			 “Wow!” Ethan said as they stood staring at the open stadium. “I did not know this existed.”

			“So, they’re actually getting in the water today?” Dehnee asked. “That water.”

			“They have suits that are supposed to let them swim in ice water,” Ethan said, leading the way to an empty row of seats about halfway down the stadium. There was no shortage of seats, and he chose that row at random. “Kathryn tried to explain how they worked to me once. I wasn’t really paying attention—don’t tell her.”

			“But I’m cold just looking at it,” Dehnee said.

			By the time the judges filed into the stadium, everyone had hunkered down into their jackets and coats. Even thick red mittens did not prevent Dehnee from turning the pages of her biology textbook. Hetty and Henley put their heads on each other’s shoulders and almost fell asleep. Then the judges had taken their seats in the very middle of the stadium, and a voice boomed through the stands:

			“Welcome to this year’s first aquatic meet at Vladimir Baker’s Academy of Secondary Education!”

			Looking around for the voice, they saw a man surrounded by soundboards a few rows above the judges.

			“Why does he look familiar?” Ethan asked.

			“It’s the werewolf!” Sheeda said. 

			Everyone within earshot quickly turned to look. “Are you sure?” the third-year in the row in front of them asked.

			“Yeah, she’s right,” someone else said before Sheeda could answer.

			“He is not a werewolf,” Hetty said through clenched teeth.

			Meanwhile, the announcer, werewolf or not, introduced the guest team from Marshal Field Academy.

			Thirty students, between the ages of thirteen and twenty-two, filed in across the edge of the water, wearing yellow bodysuits with a black stripe down their left sides. The suits had hoods that lay down on their shoulders. Those with long hair had it tightly pinned to their heads.

			“Do the judges seem to be clapping rather hard for them?” Hetty asked.

			“Listen to the names,” Sheeda said. “There’s not a Low-blood on that team.”

			Henley watched the judges carefully as the Baker’s team filed in. They were dressed like the M-Field team, except purple bodysuits with red stripes down the left side. And there were only twenty-one of them. The level of applause skyrocketed, with students shouting out to their friends. The judges looked less enthusiastic, bringing their hands together in a slow, lethargic rhythm. They did clap at names like Dan Mattherson and Annamay Vantinfehr, but even that seemed forced.

			“Where do the judges come from?” Henley asked.

			“Kathryn says there’s an official judging panel,” Ethan said. “It’s part of the organization that oversees all school sports.”

			“When does Kathryn have the time to tell you all this stuff?” Hetty asked.

			“I don’t know!” Ethan said. “How do you remember every grade you’ve ever gotten in your life?”

			“Hey, watch,” Henley said, pointing down to the water. 

			Below them, both teams pulled their hoods up over their heads. 

			“It’s just warmups,” Ethan said.

			“I can’t believe they’re going in the water,” Dehnee squealed. She buried her face in Sheeda’s shoulder as Kathryn jumped without hesitation into the freezing lake. All athletes did a few laps across the swimming lanes, then got back out. Their coaches handed out towels, but only to half of them. 

			About half the M-Field team, the taller, older half, headed for the diving platform. The taller, older half of the Baker’s team followed them. The rest stayed back, wrapped in towels, most with the hoods off their heads again.

			“That’s the Senior String,” Ethan narrated, far more helpful than the announcer’s few and cryptic comments. “Fifth-years and older. The Senior String and the Junior String don’t compete with each other.”

			“Well, I would hope not,” Hetty said. “They’re twice as big as us.”

			Dan Mattherson climbed the diving platform first, to open the competition with an acrobatic display that had everyone watching on the edge of their seats. Mary Felstein followed him, receiving an equally impressive score from the judges.

			“How do they do that?” Hetty asked as they watched another Baker’s student twist and spin in midair. He finished the display by cutting down into the water like a knife.

			“Is it over yet?” Dehnee squeaked, her face again buried in Sheeda’s shoulder.

			“Way better than basketball so far,” Ethan said.

			He may have spoken too soon. The first M-Field competitor had just climbed onto the board and spun off it with a dizzying display of twists. She received an almost perfect score. 

			“They’re better than we are,” Hetty said after M-Field’s third diver sliced the water.

			“There are two events to go,” Ethan said.

			The Junior String went next with their first event—the boat race. Ten two-man sailboats soared away from the docks and rounded a buoy about a mile into the lake. A boat team consisted of one girl and one boy, one manning the sail, the other the rudder.

			Three of M-Field’s boats came in before Kathryn and Karl Scohan got Baker’s first boat anywhere near the finish line. Behind them, two of Baker’s boats capsized. The wind hit a third’s sail at a bad angle, sending the boy holding it overboard. While his partner fished him out of the water, the last of M-Field’s boats slid smoothly into dock.

			“Well, that was a disaster,” Hetty said as four of Baker’s sailboats limped over the finish line.

			At the waterline, Kathryn stomped back and forth, the Scohan cousins stood with arms crossed and faces pointed at the sky, Marcy kicked at the water, and even the older team members looked out of breath.

			The Senior String took to the boats next. Mary Felstein and her partner came in only a second behind the M-Field winner, but it was still a loss. By the time the Junior String stepped up to their second event, the audience had drooped. Eyes left the water, found books to read, homework to do. Some second-year boys tossed a ball back and forth across the upper rows of seats, and Henley was fairly certain she saw Dr. Prestly, three rows in front of her, grading Friday’s math tests.

			The announcer, or werewolf, was leaning over the space between his chair and Rachelle Vantinfehr’s, in the middle of some enthralling conversation with her about Henley could not imagine what. He didn’t notice that the next event had started until the student running the soundboard smacked his desk with an Advanced Biology textbook.

			The Baker’s Junior String tugged their hoods back on and lined up in front of two swimming lanes. There was some jostling to get into the right order and a lot of nervous movement. In contrast, the M-Field team looked bored as they lined up at their own two lanes.

			“Okay,” Ethan said, “so, Kathryn says...”

			“We know you’re getting all this information from Kathryn. You don’t have to keep saying so!” Hetty said.

			“What is your problem?” Sheeda asked.

			“Anyway,” Ethan said, “girls start in one lane, boys in the other. After they swim, they switch lanes, so everyone swims twice. They can go in whatever order they want, and do whatever strokes they want, but they can’t do the same stroke twice in a row, and every person has to do two different strokes. They’re done when their last person leaves the water.”

			A whistle blew, and Kathryn dove into the girls’ lane. Karl Scohan dove in for the boys.

			And suddenly, everyone’s eyes were back on the field. Kathryn made the turn before her M-Field opponent was halfway down her lane. Karl was even half a second ahead of Kathryn. They shot out of the water like fish jumping, and Marcy dove into Kathryn’s place. Karl’s cousin, Felton Scohan, dove into his.

			The M-Field team members looked at them as if they had mutated into aliens. Karl and Kathryn exchanged a hi-five as they crossed sides. Some of Baker’s team members lost time, but there was still a significant gap between them and M-Field by the time Marcy dove into the water again. She was the first to swim a second lap, finishing well ahead of the other team. Directly behind her, Annamay Vantinfehr gained even more time on M-Field.

			And then Kathryn and Karl were in the water again, closing the race. They jumped back onto land at almost the same time, while their M-Field opponents still had half a lap to go.

			The crowd surged to its feet, screaming. Even Dehnee had watched this. The Baker’s team ran together, hugging and shouting, their fists in the air. 

			“Okay, so now I get what they had to strategize about,” Sheeda said.

			Hetty was busy clapping as hard as she could, but Henley looked at the judges. They did not look happy. But this was a clean and simple race. There was nothing for them to do but declare the winner.

			The Senior String won their relay, too, by a split-second. Things were finally looking up for Baker’s.

			“So much better than basketball,” Ethan yelled over the applause.

			“They’re still gonna win the meet,” Sheeda said. “Their overall score is way higher than ours.”

			“Not on the Junior String,” Ethan said. “And there’s one more event.”

			Karl Scohan opened the last event with what looked like an impressive dive. He received a decent score, as did his cousin.

			For a second, it seemed that Annamay Vantinfehr was flying. She was a small woman, who couldn’t have weighed much more than a hundred pounds and used that advantage to twist and twirl and mesmerize the audience. The judges even looked impressed as they gave her a near-perfect score.

			The next two boys, third-years, made what seemed like decent dives, but received less than decent scores.

			The last boy, a second-year who had done well in the relay, jumped feet first off the platform and landed feet first in the water. His score was zero. One of the girls did the same thing.

			“Why are they even trying?” Sheeda asked. “Not everyone on the other team is diving.”

			“Five girls and five boys have to compete in each event,” Ethan said. “We have exactly that number total, so everyone has to compete in everything, or we’re disqualified.”

			“Kathryn’s up,” Henley said.

			“Oh... I can’t watch!” Dehnee buried her face in Sheeda’s shoulder again.

			Kathryn jumped higher than any of the others had. She held her body perfectly straight, from the top of her head to the ends of her longest toes, flipped end over end twice before raising her hands over her head and cutting straight down into the water.

			Her teammates all launched onto their feet, screaming. The spectators followed their lead. Kathryn ended up back in the water when too many hands reached out to help her up. The M-Field team whispered behind-their-hands on their way to the diving board.

			“Didn’t think a Low-blood could do something like that, did they,” Hetty said.

			“Where are her scores?” Henley asked, her voice tight.

			It took a good deal longer for Kathryn’s scores to flash across the electronic board than it had for any of the other competitors. It took so long, in fact, that Walter Proud started up toward the judges’ seats. The moment his feet hit the steps, the judges posted Kathryn’s scores.

			Then it was the Baker’s team’s turn to point and whisper, while M-Field looked smugly satisfied. Kathryn had scored high, but not very high, nowhere near as high as the Scohan boys, or Annamay Vantinfehr. Henley caught a knowing, reproachful glare from Walter Proud. He turned away from the judges and marched back down to his wife, who put a hand on his arm. Even from a distance, they could all see her fingers press into the skin beneath his shirt, as if she had to hold him in place.

			“What?” Hetty made a stabbing gesture at the board. “She was the best we’ve seen!”

			Sheeda pointed down at the Prouds. “Why aren’t they arguing this?” 

			“They can’t,” Ethan said. “Once the judges announce the scores, they can’t be changed. It’s supposed to prevent cheating, or something.”

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “Sure it is.”

			Meanwhile, the M-Field team had started diving. They did well—though most Baker’s students refused to admit it—and scored high. Kathryn retreated to the team bench where Marcy put an arm around her, and Mary Felstein sat on her other side. The Scohan boys stood near her and glared openly at the judges. When all scores were tabulated, M-Field soundly defeated V-BASE. The victors marched out with smug looks, and Kathryn Rogers had vanished.

			“Vaulkery, thank goodness!” Henley said, collapsing into the seat across from him.

			“Um... hi, Giltmen...” Elias said, raising his eyebrows. He rarely went to the library on Saturdays, but the lounge was full right then, with students complaining about the aquatic meet. So he wandered down into the stacks and seated himself at a table surrounded by bookshelves. How Henley managed to find him, he had no idea.

			Henley dug a non-textbook out of her bag. “So,” she said, “I sort of told my sister I had to meet you to work on our history project, so, if for some reason we see my sister, could you tell her we had to meet to work on our history project?”

			“You mean the project we finished last week?” Elias asked.

			“Yes, but she doesn’t know that. You wouldn’t happen to have our history textbook, would you?”

			“It’s Saturday.”

			“Oh, well.” Henley shrugged. “Probably won’t see her, anyway.”

			Elias put his book down and leaned across the table. “Why exactly are you running away from your sister?”

			“I just can’t take it anymore!” Henley said. “Ever since the meet ended, it’s been all ‘High-blood conspiracy this’ and ‘oppression of Low-bloods that.’ I mean yes, what they did to Kathryn today was ridiculous, and terrible, and I want them to take it back, and someone, somewhere should probably say something about it. But what Hetty’s doing, what she always does, is just... She just complains and complains, and gets angry, and it’s not going to do anything, and after thirteen years I just can’t take it anymore!” She slammed her hand down on her book with a loud crash.

			After the air had cleared, Elias asked, “Kathryn Rogers?” 

			Henley frowned. “You weren’t at the meet today?”

			Elias shook his head. “What happened?”

			“Oh, just...” Henley took a deep breath. “During the diving part, Kathryn was perfect—I mean totally, everyone in the stands who knew nothing about diving could see it, perfect—and the judges gave her a midrange score.”

			“What? Why?”

			Henley’s face went slightly blank from surprise. “Well... You know...”

			Elias shook his head.

			“Because... she’s... a Low-blood.”

			“So?” Elias asked, bewildered.

			“So Low-bloods aren’t supposed to be the best at things,” Henley said.

			“Well of course they’re not supposed to be,” Elias said without thinking. “But if she was, then she was. It’s not like they can change reality by scoring her wrong, so why would they?” 

			Henley stared at him for a few seconds, then started repacking her bag. 

			“Where are you going?” Elias asked.

			“I don’t know. Dinner, I guess,” Henley said.

			“It’s not time! Giltmen!” Elias reached across the table and grabbed her wrist. Her eyes froze to his face like a deer’s froze to oncoming headlights. “What is it?” he asked.

			Henley shook her head. “You really don’t get it, do you?” She shook her head even harder, then dropped back into her seat. “You and Hetty are so much alike!”

			“Excuse me?” Elias said.

			“I just mean...” Henley took a breath. “Neither of you seems to understand that people just don’t act logically. Hetty insists that the judges down scoring Kathryn today is part of some huge High-blood conspiracy because that’s the only logical explanation she can come up with. But, there’s no conspiracy. People just aren’t logical!”

			Elias couldn’t quite follow Henley’s meaning. All he really knew right then was that she was upset. He could feel the pain, a numb but throbbing pain, like something injected into his bones, heavier than Human tissue, and dragging him down into the gravity of the planet. He didn’t want her to feel that way.

			“Let’s talk about something else,” he said.

			“Like what?” she asked, her forehead on her hand.

			He said the first thing that came to mind. “The art fair. You think Dr. Giltmen will put any of your stuff in it?”

			Henley laughed. “I think she’s looking for a little more than stick figures. Now, if we were working with yarn, that would be a different story.”

			“You crochet?” Elias asked.

			Henley shook her head. “Knit. Since I was little.” They spent the next hour talking about hobbies and ended up getting to dinner six minutes late.

			The next morning, Elias woke to someone pounding on his door. His official V-BASE alarm clock, the one his mother had placed on his bedside table, told him it was five-thirty, before the end of lockdown, long before breakfast and chapel. He rolled out of bed only when the knocking became obnoxious and opened the door.

			Dan Mattherson stood on the other side. “Are you Elias Courtryside-Vaulkery?” he asked.

			“You know who I am, Mattherson,” Elias said.

			“It’s a ritual, Vaulkery. Just answer the question,” Dan said.

			“Yes!” Elias sighed. “I am Elias Courtryside Vaulkery. Can I go back to bed now?”

			“No.” Dan pulled him out of the door, then pushed him forward down the hall. 

			In the Low-blood dorm, Henley realized that the shaking she felt wasn’t from a raft, and she and Dehnee were not floating down the lake. She opened her eyes into the darkness and quiet of the dorm. Half her mind remained in a dream where Dehnee screamed that the fish on her fishing pole was trying to eat her. In reality, Marjorie’s face hovered over her.

			“Wha...” Henley started, but Marjorie put a finger to her lips, then turned to Hetty’s bed.

			Several minutes later, four Low-blood girls staggered into the white common room behind Marjorie.

			“They’re all yours, Felstein,” Marjorie said, then turned and went back to bed.

			Mary Felstein stood there with a smile that felt inconsiderate in this predawn hour. Behind her, a cluster of High- and Middle-blood girls stood in pajamas, robes, and slippers. They were all first-years and looked just as groggy as the four Low-bloods felt. 

			“Okay, bear with me, I have to do this,” Mary said, unfolding a sheet of paper. “Is there a Dehnee Veriette Lansing here?”

			“Um, maybe, why?” Dehnee squeaked.

			“Please just answer,” Mary said.

			“Yeah, me,” Dehnee said, stepping halfway behind Hetty.

			“Henrietta May Giltmen?” Mary asked.

			“Here. Why?” Hetty said.

			“Henley Selma Giltmen?”

			Henley raised her hand, and Mary sighed. “I need you to say it.”

			“Oh come on!” one of the girls behind her said with a groan.

			“It’s me,” Henley said.

			“And Kathryn Eloise Rogers?” Mary finished, folding the paper.

			“Right here,” Kathryn said.

			“Splendid.” Mary stuck the folded paper into a pocket on her loose, green shirt. “Everyone please follow me.”

			Too tired to talk, the girls followed Mary up onto the platform. They walked along, one step at a time, into the East Tower, and then into a wing they had never been in before. The moon was still out, shining through the arched windows with a pale, silver glow, playing shadows off the glass and the walls. Mary moved like one of these shadows, down the dark hall.

			Slowly, the girls found their voices. “Maybe they’re letting you dive again, Rogers,” one of the Middle-bloods asked. Kathryn probably knew her from some sports team or other.

			Kathryn almost laughed. “And why would the rest of you be here?”

			There were a few more guesses. They had all secretly been expelled. They had all broken some rule. Mary was a vampire...

			They were joking, of course, but still, the mood got more and more intense the further Mary led them. They went down to the first floor, right on the water, and then stopped at the very end of the wing, confronted by a stone wall. “We’re just going to wait for the boys now,” Mary said.

			“The boys?” Annamay Vantinfehr asked. She and Vallier Courtryside were the only High-bloods in the group.

			Less than a minute later, they saw Dan Mattherson coming down the staircase behind them, trailed by a groggy clump of first-year boys.

			“What is going on?” Hetty asked.

			“Rogers!” Felton Scohan, Karl’s cousin, pushed between three girls to get to Kathryn. “Hey, do you know what’s going on?”

			“No,” Kathryn said. “Any of you? Ethan!”

			“We don’t.” Karl Scohan shouldered his way over to them, followed closely by Ethan and Brandon Seeks. “But we all suspect this one does.” He shook Brandon by the shoulder.

			“I didn’t say anything!” Brandon said.

			Meanwhile, Dan Mattherson had moved through the blending group of boys and girls over to where Mary stood beside the wall. Then, none of them saw how, but the wall was gone, and a dark staircase stood in its place, leading down. It was wide enough for two people at a time. Without a word, Dan and Mary started down. With many a deep breath, the first-years followed.

			Ethan and Kathryn went down together, followed by the Scohans, then Brandon and a Middle-blood girl, then Hetty and Dehnee, then Henley and another Middle-blood girl. Hetty reached back and grabbed her sister’s hand. Henley held on tight. Just before they crossed through the dark opening, she saw Elias Vaulkery coming right behind her.

			She half turned to whisper, “Do you know what’s happening?”

			“I don’t know,” Elias said. “But think about it. What’s the most significant thing that Dan Mattherson and Mary Felstein have in common?”

			They were the only ninth-year Secret Keeper initiates. The answer slid almost violently into Henley’s mind, and she squeezed her sister’s hand harder. Behind them, the wall rematerialized, throwing the stairway into darkness. With whispers and wide eyes, they descended like robbers crawling down into one of the Egyptian pyramids.

			Eventually, they noticed a blue glow, coming from below them. The light grew stronger, then began to dance, like water off the walls. All the Low-bloods recognized the effect, and a few moments later, they found themselves in an underwater chamber.

			It looked, however, very little like the Low-blood dorm. Instead of a circular glass room, they found themselves in a stone colonnade. Pillars lined the two walls, holding up massive arches, at least forty feet high. The ceiling was even several feet above that. The glass that filled in these arches, holding back the water, was practically invisible. Lamps stood outside the glass, light passing in through the water so that the room swam in glowing blue waves.

			Down the center of the long colonnade ran a table, already set with plates and covered serving dishes. Seated at various points along this table were about three dozen older students. They were not in Baker’s uniforms. Most wore slacks and t-shirts. But somewhere near their throats, each had a white pin with a red flame in its center.

			Directly across from the staircase stood a massive set of double doors, closed. Four steps led up to the doors, and on one of these steps stood the five V-BASE Secret Keepers.

			Brandon Seeks was smiling, like some conspirator who had just gotten the better of everyone around him.

			Ethan gave Brandon a shove. “I knew you knew!”

			Hetty’s hand was turning white around her sister’s. Dehnee stood there with her mouth open, and Henley and Elias exchanged a look.

			“Welcome, everyone,” Dr. Morry spoke from in front of the closed doors. “If you have not already guessed, the thirty-nine of you are this year’s initiate class.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Talents

			In a collective daze, the first-years found seats between older students at the table.

			“Couldn’t we at least brush our hair?” Elias heard Annamay whisper to Vallier. Only then did Elias realize they were all still in their pajamas. He almost laughed when he imagined how Cora Bowler might react in such a situation—or his mother.

			Fortunately for those who cared about such things, the older students did not look much more put together. They were dressed, but it seemed to Elias like they had grabbed the first thing they found in their closets and run. Their hair was unkempt or put up quickly in clips without the aid of a mirror. Upper Middle-blood girls, who typically wore makeup, did not. Even the five teachers looked much less formal than they ever had in class.

			Elias found a seat next to Calvin, not far from Vallier and Annamay. They, Dan Mattherson, and Dr. Morry were the only High-bloods in the room. The first-years sat in pairs between clumps of older students. The Secret Keepers seated themselves in empty spaces all along the table. One of the older boys reached for a pan of fried potatoes, and the silence broke.

			Dr. Morry smiled at the food, at the looks on their faces, at all of it. “The tradition is to eat first. Don’t worry, we will explain everything.”

			Elias thought that putting something in his stomach right then might be a bad idea. Instead, he looked around, waiting to wake up from one of those strange dreams he had been having recently.

			Seated next to him, Calvin was no help, as he sculpted his eggs and potatoes into a miniature of the Baker’s school. But Henley Giltmen sat almost directly across from him. She met his gaze a few times with a sympathetic, equally unnerved smile. Brandon Seeks was teasing a frightened-looking Felton Scohan. A wide-eyed Kathryn Rogers talked animatedly with the fifth-year next to her. On her other side, Ethan Whitemin sipped water and looked like he might pass out again. Annamay and Vallier looked calm. But then, Elias realized he must look calm too, even though, inside, his stomach had taken up gymnastics. He nibbled at toast and spent most of the meal staring at Dr. Morry.

			When all the food had vanished from their plates, the older students jumped up. They scooped plates and serving dishes off the table, waving any first-years who tried to help back into their seats.

			“Well,” Dr. Morry said, as the older students disappeared through a little door built inside the enormous double doors. “It is time, as I promised, for an explanation.”

			He stood and paced behind his chair. As he talked, older students came in and out, clearing the dishes. They moved silently, and after a while, Elias didn’t even notice them.

			“I am sure,” Dr. Morry said, “that each of you knows something or other about the Secret Keepers. Can anyone tell me, in a word or two, what we are?”

			There was a long silence, and then, to Elias’s surprise, Annamay answered: “You’re confessors.”

			A rumble of agreement washed down the table, and Dr. Morry smiled. “Very good, Miss Vantinfehr. The name Secret Keeper, after all, is not meant to be misleading. You see—” He stepped away from his chair, keeping one hand on its back.

			“Over three centuries ago, at about the time that Vladimir Baker was building this school, the Church noticed a certain need. It was a very simple thing: People needed to express their thoughts, their dreams, their hatreds, their sins, in a safe place, where no one would judge them. To feel safe expressing themselves, they needed people they could trust to keep those secrets—no matter what.

			“For this purpose, the Church created an order of Confessors. These were not Secret Keepers as we know them today. Their only job was to listen to the things people couldn’t say or admit to anyone else, and offer guidance when needed.

			“At the same time, our country was changing dramatically. Within ten years after the founding of this school, other secondary schools sprang up. The government soon issued Decree 33, requiring all children to attend secondary school. This created many problems, especially since most Low-blood families could not afford secondary education. Cheaper schools were built, scholarships established. To their credit, several High-blood families funded the education of the Low-blood children in their villages.

			“This was also the time when we began building cities. Poverty had been a tremendous problem ever since the Dark Age, and unfortunately, that problem was only getting worse. Many families lived very comfortable lives. More people were starving and struggling to find decent work. Factory workers were not treated with respect. Most High-blood families wanted things to stay exactly the way they were.

			“No one could avoid the truth for long, however. Things were already changing. Low-bloods spent years in school, getting the same education that High-bloods got, but then had to go back to dirty living conditions and badly paid jobs. They began to ask questions like ‘why?’ Why were they treated so differently? When no one would answer those questions for them, some students, here, at V-BASE, decided to force an answer.”

			Dr. Morry paused, folding his hands on the back of his chair. “I know that all of you have learned at some point about the First Freedom War. Or, it’s usually called the First Terrorist War. It began, officially, when a group of Low-blood students blew up the South Tower of this very school. Many of those students had spent several years talking with certain Confessors. These Confessors said later that they had seen the attack coming, but since they weren’t allowed to say anything, they hadn’t known what to do. They had tried to talk the students out of it, but clearly, just talking out their problems was not enough. The war began, and Confessors couldn’t stop it. But, as I said, Confessors were not Secret Keepers.”

			Outside the arches, the blue lights shut off. The sun was rising over the water, cutting like red fire down into the underwater chamber. It made Elias think again of Kohar, of the image he had painted that night, and of the South Tower in flames, because some people wanted to be equal to others. Suddenly, what Henley had said the night before, about people not behaving logically, made more sense. Who would ever think blowing something up was the logical way to get something done? And yet it happened, over and over, all throughout history.

			“There was another group within the Church at that time,” Dr. Morry said. “People don’t talk about them much. They were never an official group, and I think they made people nervous. For one thing, they were not pacifists. They considered themselves soldiers of sorts, and they certainly took on a militant role in the First Freedom War. They called themselves the Talented, and it seems their mission was to identify children who possessed some exceptional ability or other. These children were integrated into their society, which was secretive and exclusive. 

			“Several of the students responsible for blowing up the South Tower were also members of the Talented. Immediately afterward, however, the Talented officially condemned the bombing and expelled the students responsible.

			“But then, the group seems to have split over this decision. Some joined the terrorists, most joined with the military to fight them. The terrorists called themselves ‘freedom fighters,’ and claimed they were fighting on behalf of all Low-bloods for equality between all people. It is necessary to point out, however, that the vast majority of Low-bloods remained loyal to the government. Injustice was very real, but most people recognized that killing people and blowing up buildings was not the best way to go about changing things. But I’m getting off-topic.

			“The point is, during the war, the Confessors and the Talented began to work together for the first time. The Confessors mainly helped people to communicate effectively. They tried talking to the terrorists, though that never really worked out. The Talented were always more soldier than priest. The two groups came to rely on each other. In particular, they often worked together to persuade the government not to take extreme actions against the terrorists.”

			He didn’t say it, but everyone knew, somehow, that he was referring to actions like the blitz of Kohar. The story went on.

			“Eventually, the Talented were absorbed into the Confessors. After the war ended, the two groups made this union official.

			“So the Confessors and the Talented vanished, and the Secret Keepers were born. We’re still confessors, but we also act a lot like the Talented, especially when it comes to how we recruit new members. Which is where I will turn things over to Dr. Giltmen.”

			“And I have to go!” Morca Seeks sprang out of her seat, just as Megan Giltmen rose. “I have a sermon to preach in a few hours, or something. Anyway, see you all.” She made a headlong dash out of the room.

			“So...” Dr. Giltmen said as the click of Pastor Seeks’ heels faded on the stone staircase. “You have all been recruited to consider a life as a Secret Keeper. You will be asked to consider this life until the end of your third year. At that time, if you choose to continue in the program, you will take certain vows. 

			“Most students initiated into the program do not continue after their third year, so you are under absolutely no obligation here. Even the vows you would take at the end of your third year only commit you until the end of your sixth year. At that time, you can choose to take more vows that only commit you until the end of your ninth year. At that time, if you choose, you would take the final vows, and be committed for life. This is an extremely serious commitment, which is why we have three steps before it.

			“What you are in for in the next two-and-a-half years is what we call a period of discernment. This is just a fancy way of saying that you will be exposed to life as a Secret Keeper so that you can make an educated decision.

			“Now, the Talented, as Dr. Morry said, got their members by recognizing students who were exceptionally good at something. This is, more or less, how we Secret Keepers still recruit our members. Each of you is here today because you were selected by one or more of the five Secret Keepers at this school. In some cases, we already have an idea what your particular talents might be. In other cases, we don’t have a clue. In any case, the five of us are here to help you discover your talents and calling, even if you don’t continue in the program. As Secret Keepers, we believe that every life has a purpose. As Secret Keepers and also as your teachers, we genuinely want to help you find that purpose, in our order, or not.”

			“I’m telling you, this could still fall apart, any minute now,” Megan said. She stood with the other Secret Keepers at the altar, watching students wander in under the immense, stone arches and stained-glass windows of the chapel. The organist had already roared her giant instrument to life, sending music vibrating through the stone surroundings, preventing anyone from overhearing the Secret Keepers on the altar.

			“I thought this morning went well,” Elizabeth said. “Perfectly normal, actually.”

			“You have to admit, we’re just not sure about a lot of them,” Walter said. “Calvin Bowler, for example...”

			“We had to recruit one of the Bowlers,” Charles said. He stood high above them in the pulpit, helping Morca sort her disorganized stack of sermon notes. “And I think it was Megan who insisted better him than Cora.”

			“The one I’m really worried about is Vallier Courtryside,” Morca said, not looking away from her papers. “Her name comes up all the time in detention, but she has never been in detention once. What does that tell you?”

			“I would rather have someone of her intelligence under our direct supervision than just wandering the school to create mayhem on her own,” Walter said.

			“Guys, come on!” Elizabeth said. “Selection’s over.”

			“For better or worse,” Charles said.

			“Yup, any minute now,” Megan said.

			Before the day had passed, everyone in school knew that the Secret Keeper selection had taken place, and exactly which students had been recruited.

			“Glad I escaped that,” Fontesque Cruendel said at dinner that night. “More school, on top of what they already put us through.”

			“It’s not school, really,” Vallier Courtryside said. “We’re supposed to meet once a month and, I don’t know, talk about our talents, or something.”

			“Rather pointless, really,” Annamay said while reapplying her eyeliner.

			Cora had been glowering at Calvin for the last several minutes. “Well, I don’t see how you got in,” she said. But he didn’t even bother to look up from his sketchpad.

			Meanwhile, walking into the Dining Wing, the twins overheard Marcy Jasik saying, “Okay, Kathryn, breathe. Just breathe.”

			“Breathe? I don’t have time to breathe!” Kathryn paced back and forth in front of a window, stomping the floor. “We have term projects coming up, and about a thousand meets between then and now, and practice every night, and now they want to add another meeting, every month!”

			“Well,” Ethan said, hesitantly, “maybe you could, um, maybe, you know—just a thought—drop one or two sports...”

			“What?” From her tone, Ethan might have just suggested the darkest of all heresies.

			“Okay, Kathryn, breathe,” Marcy said.

			Henley waved a hesitant finger at the three of them. “Should we… stop and talk to her?”

			“No,” Hetty said, marching straight down the stairs.

			Henley hesitated for just a moment, long enough to see Kathryn’s panic attack escalate to the crying while Marcy and Ethan patted her on the backstage, then caught up with her sister.

			“Why do you think we were recruited?” she asked as they slipped into the dining hall.

			Hetty looked startled. “Well of course we were,” she said. “Both our parents were recruited, and our aunt is a Secret Keeper. I knew we would be. What I don’t understand is how his royal Vaulkery highness ended up down there. If anyone should be banned forever from the business of helping people...”

			“You know, Hetty, you don’t really know him,” Henley said.

			“What does that mean?” her sister shot back. Fortunately, Sheeda had just waved them over to their usual table, and they were soon too busy answering questions to continue their own conversation.

			The first meeting for new initiates took place one week later, after chapel service. It was the last day in October, and the students, bundled up in jackets, hats, and mittens, met their teachers out under the balding trees on the grounds. None of them knew what to expect, but an air of excitement and anticipation hung over them. Even Kathryn had calmed down and seemed eager to discover what lay ahead.

			Bright yellow and red leaves crunched underfoot, as Dan and Mary led the first-years into a grove of trees. There, the five Secret Keepers waited.

			“So here’s how it works,” Dr. Morry said after they had all greeted one another. “You will be divided into five groups. Your group will be your support system for the next three years. Your group leader—one of the five of us—will lead the conversation, but we want you to bring your questions, comments, thoughts, things like that, you’ll get the hang of it. You will get some assignments over the course of the year...” He raised his hand against the wave of groans that came from the students. “Just a few, I promise. We will spend most of our time just talking about what it means to be a Secret Keeper, and anything else you bring to the conversation. All right?”

			The cluster of first-years nodded and wiggled and muttered in general agreement.

			“Great,” Dr. Morry said.

			“Traditionally,” Megan Giltmen said, “initiates are placed into groups with the Secret Keeper who recruited them. So, when I call your name, if you would all please follow your leader...” She unfolded a sheet of paper. “With Charles Morry, we have Mr. Vaulkery and both Giltmens.”

			It took Hetty a moment to process her own name. Henley had expected to be placed with Megan, didn’t know how to react to this unexpected information, and so didn’t react at all. At the other end of the group, Elias found himself surprised by his first thought—oh good, I’m with Henley—followed closely by, you cannot seriously be sticking me with her. The result was that no one moved for a good ten seconds.

			The Secret Keepers waited. Finally, Henley took a halting step forward, grabbing her sister’s arm on the way. Elias stepped away from the rest of the High-bloods. With nothing more than a reassuring smile, Dr. Morry led them off into the trees.

			“This should be good,” he said when they had lost sight of the rest of the group. He had them sit in a circle, and Hetty and Elias ended up across from each other, with Henley between them. This is a bad idea, Henley thought, as her sister and her history partner glared, not at each other, but in each other’s directions.

			“So, let’s start with the basics,” Dr. Morry said. “Again, these small groups are meant to be your support system. Therefore, trust within the group is essential.”

			“Perfect,” Elias said.

			Hetty returned his not-so-subtle glare. “Oh yeah, perfect.”

			“Now this trust is not blind,” Dr. Morry said. “If I hear that anyone has repeated anything said in these sessions, the consequences will be severe. It can, and has, led to expulsion from the school. Do not repeat anything you hear in one of these meetings to anyone, ever. Do I make myself clear?”

			“Yes,” Henley said. After a second or two, Hetty and Elias nodded.

			“This is also a good time to point out,” Dr. Morry said, “that if you cannot keep secret the confessions of your worst enemy, you simply cannot be a Secret Keeper.”

			Henley reached across the leaves to poke her sister’s leg. “We understand.”

			“Yeah,” Hetty said.

			“Sure,” Elias said.

			“Okay...” Dr. Morry rubbed his hands together, then blew between them. “To help build trust, I like to play a truth game on the first day. It’s simple: One person asks one question of one other person in the circle. Questions are to be answered honestly. I will not be asking questions, but you can ask me things. If I feel a question is inappropriate, I will tell you to ask something else, and you will ask something else. Do we understand the rules?”

			They all nodded, and Morry told Henley to start.

			“Um... why did you recruit Hetty and me?” Henley asked.

			“I recruited you for different reasons, so that is actually two questions,” Dr. Morry said.

			“Okay, why did you recruit me?”

			“I’m not entirely sure,” Dr. Morry said with a thoughtful look. “A large part of being a Secret Keeper is trusting the feelings God gives to us. I recruited you based on one of those feelings.”

			It was Hetty’s turn. “Vaulkery,” she said with a seditious smile, “did you or did you not push me down on purpose on the night before school started?”

			“I’ve already answered this,” Elias said.

			“You lied.”

			“Why bother asking a question if you’re just going to assume you have the answer?”

			“Ask another question, Miss Giltmen,” Dr. Morry said.

			“How is that inappropriate?” 

			“Ask something else.”

			“Fine!” Hetty rolled her eyes, then surprised everyone by turning on her sister. “Henley! What did you mean, the other day, when you said I ‘didn’t really know’ Vaulkery here?”

			“Um...” Henley glanced at Elias. He was looking at her with a surprised expression, waiting to hear what she would say. At that moment, she really did not like her sister. “I just... Hetty, you’ve never even had a conversation with him! You just decided what you thought of him that night at the dance.”

			“He pushed me over on purpose for no reason!” 

			“If you can’t be nice to me, then at least be nice to your sister!” Elias said.

			“You,” Hetty said, “literally told me I wasn’t worth respecting, so why would I be nice...”

			“I said be nice to her, you locray...”

			“Stop telling me what to do!”

			“Enough!” Dr. Morry said. “Only one person is to speak at a time, and that person must either ask or answer a question. Miss Giltmen,” he looked at Henley, “do you have anything to add to your answer?”

			“No,” Henley said.

			“Very well,” Dr. Morry said. “Vaulkery, it’s your turn.”

			Elias spoke before Morry had finished. “Henry...”

			“That is not my name!” Hetty said.

			“Vaulkery,” Morry said in a warning tone.

			“Fine, Henrietta...”

			“You are not allowed to use my first name!” 

			“Respect, Vaulkery,” Morry said.

			Elias rolled his eyes. “This is ridiculous! I can’t call them both ‘Giltmen’!”

			“He has a fair point, ladies,” Dr. Morry said with a sigh.

			“He is not using my first name,” Hetty said.

			“H.S. and H.M.,” Henley said. They all looked at her with raised eyebrows. “The one year we got put in the same class in primary school, the teacher used our initials. I’m H.S., she’s H.M.”

			“That sounds reasonable,” Morry said.

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

			“Fine, H.M...” Elias glared directly at her. “Why is it so ridiculously important to you why I bumped into you at that stupid dance?”

			“Are you joking?” Hetty asked.

			“I think, Vaulkery,” Dr. Morry said, “that if you want an answer to that question, it’s only fair you answer her original question to you.”

			Elias thought for a long time and finally said. “Fine, whatever. I didn’t knock you down on purpose, not really. I mean, I knew you were there, so it wasn’t an accident, but I wasn’t thinking about knocking you down, or about you at all. You were just in my way.”

			“I was in your way?” 

			“It’s your turn, Miss—H.M.,” Morry said. “I believe he asked why this issue was so important to you.”

			“How could it not be important to me?” Hetty asked.

			“I answered you!” Elias said, going red. 

			“Your question doesn’t make sense!” Hetty shot back.

			Henley raised her hand. “Could I answer for her?”

			Dr. Morry looked at her for a moment, then shrugged. “We’ve already broken every other rule in this game, so—why not?”

			“It matters to her,” Henley said, turning to Elias, “because we’re always pushed around by the upper Blood-groups. Because when we go to buy clothes in Burbon Square, they push us off to the back-dressing rooms so that people like you don’t have the misfortune to see us. It matters to her because it’s just more proof that people like you don’t think we’re Human.”

			“That’s not true,” Elias said.

			“I know it’s not,” Henley said. She pulled at the curls poking out of her knit hat. “I know that you just don’t think about stuff like that at all. And probably most High-bloods just don’t think about all the things they do to make us feel like we don’t exist, but you do them.”

			Hetty jumped to her feet, glaring. “Henley, would you stop defending him!” 

			“I’m not defending him,” Henley said. “I’m just telling the truth. I thought that’s what this exercise was about!”

			“Right, truth!” Hetty said. “With two High-bloods in the mix, of course they’re going to be nothing but honest with us!”

			“Miss Giltmen, sit down, please,” Dr. Morry said.

			Hetty looked from him to Elias to her sister back to Dr. Morry, then folded herself back down onto the leaves.

			“Clearly,” Dr. Morry said, “it is too early for a truth game. We will, therefore, move on to a very boring activity, where I tell you what you can expect in this program over the next two-and-a-half years. Please hold your questions for the end. And there will be no need to speak to each other.”

			“We told you that was going to be a problem,” Elizabeth said, taking a glass of wine from her husband. All the Secret Keepers, except Morca, sat together in the teachers’ common room a few minutes before dinner that evening.

			Charles sat on the couch across from Elizabeth, holding a glass of ice water to his forehead. “It was like reigning in the furies! Halfway through talking about the program, they started throwing leaves at each other. And both of them were honestly convinced the other one had started it.”

			“Again,” Walter said, sitting on the arm of Elizabeth’s chair, “we warned you.”

			“Why didn’t you just let me nominate the girls?” Megan asked from the other side of the couch. “I would have, eventually. You know I would have.”

			“Because,” Charles took the glass down from his head and looked at Megan, “I truly believe Elias Vaulkery and the twins are connected somehow.”

			Megan poked at her drink with a straw, her lips pursed.

			“These groups are supposed to support each other, Charles,” Walter said. “It’s supposed to be a safe place to have tough conversations. If two of the three in your group cannot trust each other...”

			“I know,” Charles said, placing the glass against his forehead again.

			“And poor Henley Giltmen, caught in the middle,” Elizabeth said.

			“I know.”

			“I’ve been unfair to Elias Vaulkery,” Megan said, causing Charles to pull the glass off his head and look at her. “I know I have. But...” She shook her head, crushing the straw between her fingers. “If anger can make me unfair, to a child no less, is there really any hope for him and Hetty?”

			“Or another question,” Walter said. “Is it worth it?”

			Charles sighed, returning the glass to his forehead.

			About a minute later, the door to the lounge crashed open. Rachelle Vantinfehr let out a scream, but most of the other teachers barely glanced up as Morca Seeks tumbled in, pointing at the other Secret Keepers. “You four! Now!”

			Abandoning their drinks, the four went after her. Morca did not look at them, did not say another word during the entire two-minute walk to her bedroom. Unlike her office, it was almost empty, just an unmade bed under the window, and a dresser spilling clothing from its drawers. The shades over her windows were still up, so that the sunset poured in, blood red, until Morca flipped on the overhead light.

			“What is going on?” Megan asked. Morca wore jeans and a t-shirt, and that in itself gave them reason to be concerned. Megan’s question hung in the air as Morca pulled her hair back into a wild ponytail and grabbed a large bag from her closet.

			“I’m going to Ebren,” she said.

			“You’re what?” Elizabeth asked. “You mean, like, now?”

			“Wait a second,” Morry said.

			“There isn’t one.” Morca grabbed at the clothing that spilled from her dresser, then emptied the entire contents of one dresser drawer into the bag. “The next tram leaves in twenty minutes, and I’m on it.”

			“Morca...” Megan said.

			“Todd Wellis,” Morca said, attempting to stuff a pillow into the not-quite-that-large bag, “you know, that man who attacked those security guards a few months back, the one who started all of this ‘Sleepers might be back’ business?” 

			“Yeah?” Megan asked.

			“He’s dead.” Morca zipped the bag shut and dropped it at her feet. She had given up on the pillow, and it lay, beaten out of shape, at the end of the bed. “And, I mean, found dead, in his cell, of a massive stroke. It killed him so fast that not one of the three guards, three feet away, even heard anything. What do you know of that can kill that quickly?”

			Megan shook her head. “Why would a Sleeper kill its own host?”

			“Because he was starting to remember.” Morca hoisted her bag onto her shoulder. “Donald Craff said he was starting to remember. Craff’s been working with him for the last month or so. I have to go.”

			“Morca, wait!” Charles stood in her way. “If Craff is there, why do they need you?”

			“Because Craff said the Sleeper was gone! You get it?” Morca stopped short with the bag thudding onto the ground by her feet. 

			Charles wished they had begun this entire conversation differently. Or maybe he and Walter should not have been there at all. Neither of them was very good at dealing with Morca’s mood swings, or her inability to talk through things in the correct order. At the end of the conversation now, she was finally getting to the relevant information, as if it were something the rest of them should have guessed already.

			Fortunately, Megan and Elizabeth were good at handling these moods. “Morca,” Megan said, crossing her arms. “Calm. And explain.”

			Morca took a breath, hoisting the bag back onto her shoulder. “Craff said he had excised the Sleeper. But Todd Wellis was clearly still possessed, which means either Craff is just too old, or...” She shook her head and tried to get past Charles. “I should have gone in the first place. They wanted me to go. I should have...”

			“Okay, Morca, this is not your fault,” Megan said.

			“Let me go, Charles,” Morca said. “Someone has to question Craff about this, and it has to be me, you all know that, so let me go.” 

			Charles hadn’t even realized he was still standing in her way, distracted and unable to decide which option was worse. Craff lying, Craff mistaken… No, both options were just bad. Before he could step aside, Morca shouldered her way past him and out the door.

			“Well, she’s not going alone,” Charles said.

			“And there’s my cue,” Elizabeth said. “Megan, hold her up. Walt, can you get me some clothes and things? I’ll get what I need from the lockers.”

			Several minutes later, Kathryn grabbed Ethan’s arm and pointed out the glass walls of the North Tower. 

			“Hey, look at this!” Ethan called to the twins, who were a little higher on the stairs, headed up to dinner. Outside on the platform, two women marched toward the facade, intercepted before they reached it by two men. 

			“Is that Pastor Seeks?” Henley asked, pointing at one of the women.

			“Since when does she wear jeans?” Hetty asked.

			“It’s all the Secret Keepers,” Kathryn said. “Are they arguing about something?”

			“It’s not all the Secret Keepers,” Ethan said.

			Then, as they watched, the South Tower door opened, and Elizabeth Proud came out. She wore a leather jacket, and just before she zipped it up, the teenagers saw something on her left side.

			“Was that a gun?” Kathryn asked.

			“No,” Henley said, even though she knew it was.

			“Ethan!” Hetty snapped her fingers in front of his face, and he jumped.

			“What?” he asked. “It’s just really weird!”

			“You zone out at the strangest times,” Kathryn said.

			“I wasn’t zoned out!” Ethan said. “I was concentrating. Jeepers, you pass out one time...”

			On the platform, Elizabeth Proud grabbed a bag from her husband. Then she and Morca vanished through the High-blood exit. The remaining Secret Keepers stood for a second, talking, then headed for the North Tower.

			The four students clambered up the staircase and down into the Low-blood dining hall. They weren’t at all sure about what they had seen, and that only made them more eager to pretend they hadn’t seen it.

			“They just left?” Elias asked. His history book lay open on the table between them, but neither he nor Henley was looking at it. They were all supposed to be filling out a worksheet with their table partner. But Henley’s news seemed much more interesting than reading about the reign of yet another crazy Roman Emperor.

			“And no one’s seen or heard of them since,” Henley said. “Dr. Proud wasn’t at aquatic practice this morning. Kathryn says, when they asked, the other Dr. Proud just said she had something to take care of, and...” She leaned forward on her elbows, lowering her voice to a whisper. “When she left, we think she had a gun.”

			“Why would someone have a gun in a school?” Elias asked.

			“Well, she was leaving the school, and...” Henley took a breath, then told him about the newspaper articles Hetty had found. They were interrupted by Dr. Morry, coming down the check on the front row.

			When Dr. Morry left the front row again, Elias said, “I know the name Elizabeth Ballon.”

			“How?” Henley asked.

			“My father, he mentioned it, a long time ago. He was in his office, and I was...” He had been in one of the secret passages that ran through the walls of his house. But he had never told anyone about those and didn’t really know how to describe them. “Well, he didn’t know I was listening. Anyway, he was really angry.”

			“What about?”

			Elias shook his head, thinking hard. “I can’t remember. I just remember he was arguing with someone on the phone.”

			“Probably something to do with those articles.”

			“No.” Elias squinted, trying to see through time. “No, it was about Baker’s.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, I remember, because it’s the only time I’ve heard him call it Baker’s, not V-BASE... It must have been when she was appointed here as a teacher. I mean, she’s been here for about five years, right?”

			“That sounds right. But why would your father be angry about that?”

			Elias shrugged. “Well, to begin with, he just hates all Secret Keepers, but... Probably something to do with those articles.”

			Henley sighed. She looked at the worksheet they were supposed to be filling out, then flicked it away. “None of this explains what happened last night.”

			Elias looked at her appraisingly for a moment. “Why is this bothering you so much?”

			Henley took a deep breath. “I just... I keep thinking about my mother, and that symbol we saw in the East Tower, marking Ebren. And I can’t help thinking that something terrible is going to happen.”

			“Look.” Elias leaned toward her. “The Braud are gone.”

			“That’s just it.” Henley bit her bottom lip, then said, “Yesterday, I couldn’t get that symbol out of my head, so I went to the library and did some research on it. I think I was looking for something reassuring, but...” She reached down into her bag and pulled out an old, leather book. 

			“What is this?” Elias asked.

			“It’s called a symbolary,” Henley said. “It collects all the symbols that different groups have used to communicate since we lost space travel: military signals, different numbering systems, street signs, things like that. Most of them are from the Dark Age. Apparently, people really liked symbols in the Dark Age. They had this whole mythology built around them, like they had magic power, or something. But check this out.”

			The pages of the symbolary were divided top from bottom. The top register had images of symbols and marks, each given a number.  Those same numbers appeared in the lower register next to a few words explaining what the symbol meant. Henley found a marked page and pointed to one of the symbols, number seven, the broken triangle they had tried so unsuccessfully to scrub off the East Tower wall. 

			“First of all,” Henley said, “this book was published before the Braud war.”

			“So the symbol’s not Braud?”

			“No. You remember the First Terrorist War?”

			“Sure.”

			“Well apparently, this symbol was created by the same people who started that war. See…” She pointed to the explanation. “The triangle represents the three Blood-groups, and the rod breaking the triangle...”

			“...is the terrorists trying to get rid of the Blood-system,” Elias said.

			“The Braud must have found it and just started using it. But it’s not theirs.”

			“But the Braud weren’t freedom fighters, were they?”

			Henley hesitated. “Have you ever noticed that no one ever actually talks about why the Braud were fighting?”

			Elias needed something to do with his hands, so he started paging through the book. “Hey,” he said. “What’s this?”

			Henley looked at the symbol he pointed to, number two, three interlocking squares. “I don’t know,” she skimmed the bottom of the page. “It just says: ‘Binding symbol used by Secret Keepers to fight Sleepers.’ What are Sleepers?”

			Elias shook his head. “I’ve never heard of them.”

			“Why do you care about this particular symbol?” Henley asked.

			“Because...” Elias took a breath. “Because there are two rooms in the Vaulkery tower. I’ve never been in the top room, because the door is always locked. The tower was renovated back when my father was ten, and according to the servants, no one’s been up there since.”

			“So?” Henley asked. “It’s probably just an empty room with the rafters caving in.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I’ve always thought, but...” Elias stabbed his finger at symbol number two. “This is carved into that locked door.”

			Henley looked from him to the symbol, then grabbed the book and slammed it shut. “We should get to this worksheet. If we don’t finish it, Dr. Morry...”

			A shadow fell over their table, swallowing Henley’s voice. “Dr. Morry,” it said, “would say that you are two of my best students, and I expected more concentration.” 

			Hearts in their throats, Henley and Elias turned their heads to see their teacher, smiling at them. He saw the book in Henley’s hands, and asked, “Where did you find that?”

			Henley shrugged. “The library stacks.”

			Dr. Morry nodded, then pointed to the worksheet. “I expect that finished by the time class ends. Oh, and would you two please see me before you leave?”

			Finishing the worksheet in the thirty minutes that remained was not easy, and they knew they had done a pretty terrible job. But it was done, and handed in, and they were both far more worried about why Dr. Morry might be keeping them after class.

			“We’re sorry,” Henley said when the classroom had cleared out, and they stood beside the podium with their teacher.

			“We didn’t mean to talk for that long,” Elias said, “we...”

			“...just did,” Dr. Morry finished with a smile. “I understand. And the grade on your assignment will be punishment enough, I’m sure. That’s not why I wanted to speak with you.”

			He took a scrap of paper from his bag and scribbled something on it. “Every year, we ask our first-year initiates to do a research project on some important Secret Keeper. Usually, we don’t talk about this until after the Christmas break. But, since you two are so interested in symbols, you might want to look into this man...” He handed the paper over to them.

			“Ian Vaulkery?” Elias asked.

			“I’m sure you’re familiar with that name,” Dr. Morry said.

			“Well yeah, but he wasn’t a Secret Keeper,” Elias said.

			“No, but that’s only because his older brother died, so he had to take over the Manor-village. Before that, he intended to be a priest. But I’m not exactly surprised your father forgot to tell you that part.”

			“What does this have to do with the symbolary?” Henley asked.

			“Well, as you noticed, Miss Giltmen,” Dr. Morry said, “the Dark Age was rather obsessed with symbols. Ian Vaulkery lived at the end of the Dark Age.”

			“How long were you listening in on us?” Henley asked.

			Dr. Morry’s smile widened. “Have a wonderful lunch, kids,” he said and left them standing at the podium, wondering if teachers might be psychic after all. Or maybe they planted spy microphones in the tables...

			On Tuesday, just after dinner, Walter Proud received a call that made him gather the other Secret Keepers as quickly as he could. “They’re back,” he said. A minute later, the three of them were on the platform, waiting at the High-blood door.

			Morca Seeks came in like a storm and marched past the other Secret Keepers without so much as a glance.

			“Morca...” Charles called, taking two steps after her.

			“Charles, let Megan go,” Elizabeth said, coming in a step behind Morca. “Trust me.” She looked pale and immediately threw her arms around her husband.

			Megan glanced at the others, then turned to chase Morca into the South Tower.

			“Liz,” Charles said, his voice tight, “what happened?”

			“Think worst-case scenario. Morca’s a mess.”

			Megan followed Morca through the South Tower into the Chapel Wing, then into the chapel itself. It was a cavernous room, vacuous, empty, and filled by the dying light with hanging shadows.

			The sunset outside mixed itself into the reds and yellows of the enormous, stained glass windows, setting fire to the great pillars that held up the vaulted ceiling on the northern side of the room. Those windows recited the stories of the Old Testament. There were Abraham and Moses, Gideon, Debra, and so many prophets, captured in dynamic snapshots of one or other of their stories. These stories framed the central pane, the largest of the images on the northern wall, in which stood the woman, the man, and the serpent, wrapped around a flowering tree.

			Those were the images on Megan’s left. On her right, the much darker southern wall mirrored the Old Testament with stories from the New. In the central pane, opposite the serpent in the garden, a man hung on a cross, on a dark gray hill.

			“I love this place,” Morca said, her eyes focused on the Old Testament stories. “I always have. Back when we were in school, when I first learned who I was, I sat here for three days, just looking at all these stories. So many stories, where God put people in places they didn’t think they could survive.”

			“I remember,” Megan said. Their voices bounced back at them from the stone arches. “Morca, what happened in Ebren? What happened with Craff?”

			“Craff!” Morca laughed the name out accusingly. “Craff looked me straight in the eye and swore that he had excised the Sleeper. He hadn’t. He knew he hadn’t. He knew he stopped just short of pushing it out. It wasn’t that he couldn’t. He didn’t. He stopped. That man’s death is on his head, and he lied about it.”

			“Morca...” Megan sighed. “I am so sorry.”

			“And it’s not his fault, you know!” Morca jumped as if someone had just electrocuted her. She spun on her heels and paced off toward the altar. “They left him alone. He was alone, for two years. Did you know that?” 

			“No, of course not.”

			Morca stopped just before the altar and turned, accusing, on Megan. “He was alone, on solo assignment, no other Secret Keeper for miles, in a Manor-village no less!”

			“He’s pretty high up in the ranks. It must have been the assignment he requested.”

			“Of course he wanted to be alone. The choice can’t be left to one of us!” The walls echoed Morca’s words back at them. “We cannot be left alone! Everyone thinks ‘Oh, the Braud are gone, the Sleepers are gone, there’s no danger,’ but we can never be left alone. Do you understand me? Do you get how dangerous it is for someone like Craff to be left alone? For someone like me to be left alone?”

			“Morca, calm down,” Megan said. 

			Morca stopped, rubber-soled shoes crunching in place on the stone floor. She was shaking, and Megan went over to her, grabbed her firmly by the shoulders. “Listen to me. This is not going to happen to you. Okay? Me, and Charles and Elizabeth and Walter, we are never going to leave you alone. Not even if you start throwing china at us again.”

			Morca laughed through the terror that enwrapped her body. “I did that once, didn’t I.”

			“Oh yeah,” Megan said.

			“Sorry.”

			“We know.”

			Morca laughed again and put her arms around Megan, who hugged her back. “There are only two of us left, Megan,” she said. Fear filled her voice. “There were nineteen when the war started, and even that wasn’t enough. And now, with Craff gone, there’s only two of us.”

			“I know.”

			“They’re back. We can’t pretend anymore. They’re back. And one of them is in this school.” She pulled away from Megan. “It’s here. We have to find it.”

			“I know.”

			“I’ve been looking for months, and I can’t see who it is. That means it’s really deep, deeper than the one in Todd Wellis.”

			“I know. We’ll find it. Have you eaten?”

			Morca looked away with a slight shake of her head.

			“Come on,” Megan said. “Dinner first. Come on.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Midnight

			A wave of panic descended in advance of Christmas break. End of term homework piled up, one large project in every class, one huge part of every class grade riding on that project. Then the exams to study for. The upper-year students ran on tracks between the library and their classrooms, dragging along mountains of books. 

			“You think we’ll be that crazy?” Ethan asked as they watched one eighth-year girl spontaneously combust into tears in the middle of the hall.

			“Almost certainly yes,” Sheeda said with gloomy resignation.

			Then Kathryn came out of nowhere and rushed past her friends, book in front of her face, saying, “Can’t talk, paper to write, see you after Christmas!”

			“She’s not even going to make it to eighth-year,” Sheeda said.

			Sports practices went on hold the month before Christmas, which was probably the only reason Kathryn and Marcy survived.

			“I chose to go to genius school,” Ethan kept repeating, “I chose to go to genius school.”

			Meanwhile, Dehnee, who had already rewritten every paper twice, began asking teachers for next semester’s homework. “I have nothing to do!” she proclaimed to the library one night, as if expecting sympathy. In response, Hetty snapped her pencil in half, and Brandon Seeks threw his second attempt at a biology essay in her face.

			In another section of the library, Henley and Elias were arguing over question number eight on their latest history worksheet. “What are we even talking about?” Henley asked after Elias said something about space travel. They were studying the fall of Rome.

			“I don’t know.” Elias grabbed the worksheet and reread the question they had just spent half an hour fighting about. “Wow, I do not remember it saying that.”

			“My brain’s still in that algebra test,” Henley said, dropping her head onto her arms.

			That night, Megan accepted a call from an unknown number and found Georgiana’s face looking at her from her co-pad screen. “Georgie?”

			“Hey,” Georgiana said. “I’m at a public kiosk, and can’t pay for a lot of time on it, so here’s the deal: Can you take the girls for Christmas?”

			“What?”

			“I’ve been thinking,” Georgiana said, “something’s happening here in Ebren. I know it. Just about everyone can feel it.”

			“Have you seen that woman again?”

			“No. But other people have seen other things. I can’t have my daughters back here, and you are the only person I have who doesn’t also live in Ebren.”

			“Georgiana, I would be thrilled to have the girls for Christmas, but...” Megan hesitated. The only honest thing was to say, “You do realize where I’ll be spending the break, right?”

			Georgiana’s face grew hard. “I suppose you’ll be at the Morry Manor-house,” she said.

			Megan nodded. “Where I’ve spent every holiday for the past seventeen years.”

			Georgiana stared at her through the screen for several seconds, took a deep breath, and finally said, “Then I suppose you will understand, Megan, how certain I am that something bad is going to happen here.”

			A week before Christmas, older students took their end of term exams. The twins returned to the dorm that night to find almost every girl sixth-year and above passed out in her bed, some with icepacks, their bookbags discarded in heaps, papers everywhere. 

			“Marjorie?” Kathryn tiptoed up to the Student Monitor’s bed just before the night-time lullaby played. “Marjorie, aren’t you going to take attendance?”

			“Anyone not here raise your hand,” Marjorie said through the pillow over her face. 

			“I’ll do it in the morning,” the Junior Student Monitor said. She didn’t move, not even a twitch, from the sprawled-out-over-her-entire-bed position she had been in for over two hours.

			“I am not looking forward to sixth year,” Hetty said as she and her sister crawled into bed. The music played, and one of the third-years closed the door and got the lights.

			The next day, with every paper written and every test over with, the first-years found themselves moving from party to party as teachers tried to outdo each other in end-of-year fun.

			Dr. Prestly set up a scavenger hunt that had students running up and down the East Tower, solving math problems and acquiring candy.

			Dr. Quartier brought in cakes shaped like real, anatomically correct, Human hearts and lungs. 

			“We’re lucky,” Brandon Seeks said, standing with Henley over what looked very much like real, Human body parts. “It was a replica of the digestive system for my sister’s class. She was one of the few who actually ate it.” He poked at the slice of heart valve on his plate, eying it carefully.

			“Good cake though,” Felton Scohan said, devouring half a lung.

			Dr. Morry also did a scavenger hunt that ended in balloons, streamers, and more desserts.

			Dr. Giltmen dropped confetti on them as they entered the art room, then allowed them to break the piñatas they had spent the last week working on. The piñatas had, at some point, been filled with candy and more confetti.

			“I also need some volunteers,” she said over the music and lively conversation, “to help me set up the art show tonight. Seven-thirty on the platform. And just a reminder, I happen to know that none of you has homework.”

			In Phys, they ran laps.

			“I didn’t expect to see you here,” Henley said.

			Darkness had fallen over the platform, but the lights from the towers kept it well-lit for the few dozen students and staff who came to help Dr. Giltmen set up the art show. Megan met everyone on the platform, thanked them repeatedly, and divvied out assignments. Before long, Henley found herself on a latter, tying up giant banners with Elias Vaulkery.

			“Yeah, well,” Elias shrugged. “I had nothing else to do. Where’s your sister?”

			“Don’t worry,” Henley said, putting a decided knot into one tie, and moving to the next. “She’s not here. She’s helping carry things down from the art room. These are really spectacular, aren’t they?”

			The Advanced Embroidery Class had made three banners that semester, each about six feet tall. The class had chosen a Trinity theme, so images relating to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit covered the silk sheets. Older students had already hung them on twelve-foot poles, leaving Henley and Elias to tie them down on a wire mesh.

			“All of this is spectacular,” Elias said, motioning to all the paintings and sculptures being wheeled around below them. “Weird, I always used to think art was kind of stupid.”

			“What changed your mind?”

			Elias hesitated, then pointed to a large canvas someone had hung on the wire screen almost directly below them. “I guess that did,” he said.

			“The painting of the blitz?” Henley looked down at it. “I’ve been wondering who did it. I mean, I can understand the painter not wanting people to know, but I’d still like to know.”

			“I did it, actually,” Elias said.

			Henley pushed the banner out of her face so she could see him more clearly. “You what?” she asked.

			“Well, sort of,” Elias said. “It was after we got back from Kohar. I was sleepwalking—which isn’t normal for me, I just want to make clear. Somehow, I ended up in the art studio... It was the most bizarre thing that has ever happened to me. Up until last week, when Dr. Giltmen asked if she could put it in the art show.”

			Henley stared at him across their banners. “Why’d you draw it?”

			“I don’t know.” Elias went back to the strings, tied two knots, then burst out, “I don’t understand how everyone could let what happened at Kohar happen! Air to ground missiles don’t just fire themselves. Hundreds of people must have been involved. The entire government was in on it. How? I don’t understand!” The entire banner shook as he tied the next knot.

			“I do,” Henley said. Her fingers worked over the last knot, pulled it apart, twisted it back together twice before she spoke again. “People make choices. Sometimes they’re bad. Sometimes they’re really bad. But once they’re made, they’re made.” She tugged the last knot tight, but stayed on the ladder, waiting for him.

			Dr. Giltmen dismissed her helpers around nine-thirty, but there was no curfew on this last night before Christmas break, and no one even considered going to sleep. The library had agreed to remain open until midnight, and after dinner, most first-years headed up there. Despite the scowls of the librarians, library etiquette soon flew out the window. Students ran up and down the stacks, games of chase and hide-and-seek, or just good old-fashioned excitement. The librarians promptly ended all ball-throwing activities, but they could not find sufficient cause to stop girls of all Blood-groups from turning the entire front room into a beauty parlor.

			Megan Giltmen wandered in after putting the final touches on the art show and caught the head librarian’s narrow eye. She stood glaring over the circulation desk at the main room where girls, with enough beauty accessories to supply a small retail store, lounged, chattered, and bounced from seat to seat. A smile twitched Megan’s mouth.

			“Rough night?” she asked.

			“My library is not a beauty parlor,” the librarian said.

			“The Christmas party’s tomorrow,” Megan said. “The girls always do this.”

			“Not in the library they don’t,” the librarian said. “If they spill nail polish on my rugs... Why don’t they just go to the dorms?”

			Why didn’t they just go to the dorms? Megan looked at the group for a while, then shrugged, and wandered off to her own room.

			Around eleven, the girls in the front room ran out of gold nail polish, and Kathryn nominated Hetty to get more. Henley said she would have gone with, but she was having her hair brushed out right then with water and some kind of gel. A third-year on Kathryn’s volleyball team swore it would make her hair straight. So Hetty set off alone to the dorm.

			She was flattened halfway under Dehnee’s bed, wrestling a cloth cosmetics bag out from among a mountain of books, when she heard the dorm door open. With a huff and a last tug at the bag, she pulled it free, and crawled out, exclaiming, “Yes, I’m coming! I wasn’t taking that long! Ethan?” 

			She spun around to see him standing in the open doorway and burst out laughing. “Ethan, this is the girls’ dorm. Yours is to the right.”

			She paused when he did not snap out of a daze like she had expected. 

			“Ethan?” Hetty dropped the bag and started toward him. “Really, you can’t be in here. I don’t understand the stupid rule, but if Marjorie catches you...” 

			She stopped short, breath catching in her throat. In Ethan’s left hand, a silver blade, about the length of Hetty’s forearm, pointed down toward the floor. “Where did you get that?” Hetty asked.

			Ethan glanced down at his hand, then shrugged. “You’d be surprised at the things Elizabeth Ballon and that Proud boy have hidden around this school,” he said. “I guess once you start hunting terrorists, you never really stop.”

			“Kathryn told you about that article?” Hetty guessed. He didn’t answer, so she said, “Look, I have to get back. And you really can’t be in the girls’ dorm, so...”

			“You know,” Ethan blocked her path, pinning her between the door and Marjorie’s bed. “This was supposed to be simple. I mean, we knew we couldn’t possess the boy, he’s a Vaulkery, but you... Get into your head, get you to jump off one of the staircases. They really are quite hazardous, if you think about it, just hanging in midair like that... It’s amazing a parent hasn’t complained yet.”

			“Ethan, what are you talking about?”

			“Of course, we’d have to time it just right, make sure there were no witnesses, make sure Elias Vaulkery couldn’t be accounted for—which wouldn’t be all that difficult, since he actually tries to spend most of his time alone.”

			“Ethan, if you don’t get out of my way right now...”

			“You really are perfect, you know. I mean, you and Vaulkery were in an all-out brawl before classes even started. And when I saw that, I knew.” Ethan took a step toward her, and she backed up, right into Marjorie’s bed. Something hard pressed into the back of her leg, the spine of a book. Marjorie’s bookbag. 

			“Knew what?” Hetty’s fingers moved as slowly as they could behind her back, finding the strap of Marjorie’s bag.

			“The entire country,” Ethan said, “already hates the Vaulkery family. Do you realize how little effort it would take to push that hatred into fury? Do you realize how easily we could make everyone believe Elias Vaulkery had killed you? You, the opinionated, outspoken little girl, whose father died at Kohar, whose aunt is a Secret Keeper. Your death is perfect. And so easy—it should have been so easy!”

			Hetty’s fingers found the strap and lifted it.

			“But no,” Ethan said, gripping the knife harder. “You just had to be one of those people who cannot be possessed. And so I had to sit back and wait until just the perfect moment to do this the hard way. Do you realize that Elias Vaulkery is the only student not in the library right now? Well, Elias Vaulkery, and you.”

			“And you.” Hetty almost had the whole strap in her hand now. “You had to enter your code to get in here, so somewhere there is proof that you came down here just after me.”

			“Oh, right...” Ethan laughed. “Well, you know the thing about digital logs is they are so easy to change. Especially when you have someone like Ethan Whitemin, who’s a genius with computers. Did you know I was a genius with computers?”

			The strap finally slipped into Hetty’s hand, and she swung the bag as hard as she could. Ethan didn’t even flinch. She felt a sharp pain flash through her arm, then found his hand there, holding it in place. He twisted her wrist so hard that she screamed and dropped the bag, then pushed her back and down onto the bed in a single motion.

			“No, no, no,” he said as if taking forbidden cookies from a child. He half knelt over her, pinning her legs with his. “You can’t outsmart me, Henrietta. There’s nothing I haven’t seen.

			“Of course,” he raised the knife, but only looked at it, “I can’t do it here. Vaulkery would never come down here, so...” The blade swished through the air as he lowered it. He backed away from the bed with a nod toward the open doorway. “Run.”

			Breathing hard, Hetty looked from him to the door and back again. This was Ethan. This made no sense.

			“Run,” Ethan said, “or I drag you up by your hair.”

			Hetty raised herself off the bed, keeping her eyes on him, slid her left foot toward the door to test him. When he didn’t move, she went sideways around him, made it out the door with him still in sight, turned around the corner, and ran.

			They’re in the South Tower, they’re in the South Tower, she told herself on the way up the steps. She raised her arm above her head, and it slammed into the trapdoor, forcing the hinges open with a whine.

			The sharp winter air tore into her flesh, pulled over the water by a dark wind, but that was not the only thing that had the hairs on her arms standing straight up. She could hear him on the steps below her, one step after another, steady, slow even. Unconcerned. She did not concern him, not even as she slammed the heavy trapdoor over his head.

			The platform was a wasteland, lit by blue emergency lights that hung like vultures from the black towers. Only in the South Tower could she see any active lights. The library floor glowed, warm against the night. Hetty ran for it, harder and faster than she had ever run in her life. Before she reached the door, somehow, he was there in her way. Before she could think, her body turned, sprinting back for the trapdoor and the dorm. Then her mind caught up with her, and she remembered Ethan had the code. He would just drag her out again. She veered left, headed for the North Tower, and the Staff Wing connected to it.

			Only as her foot touched the stairs did she realize she had made a pretty big mistake. Ethan Whitemin was not just trying to kill her. He had said so many strange things down in the dorm that her mind was still trying to unscramble, but that much had made it through the fog. He was trying to kill her, and it was supposed to look like an accident. 

			Where better to do that then on a staircase—a staircase that hung in midair, with a thousand ways to fall? 

			But there was no turning back now. Hetty gasped for breath. Her lungs burned, but she pushed her legs faster, through her blurring vision, through the broken air, up the stairs. The Staff Wing connected on the fifth floor. She just had to get there.

			The corners of her eyes filled with a white haze. She couldn’t breathe. But she had just enough vision left to see the landing, half a flight above her, and pushed forward. She tripped over the last step, landed on the grate with a shuttering thud that did not slow her down. Instead, she somersaulted, just as the Prouds and their latest torture device, a ridiculous obstacle course, had taught her to do. When you’re on your hands and knees anyway, head over heels is the quickest way to go.

			In that moment, for the very first time, she was glad to have met the Prouds.

			The somersault brought her back to her feet, at the end of the walkway that connected the stairway to the hall. She came up running into the hall, caught sight of the plaque outside the nearest classroom: Room #447.

			She was on the fourth floor. Not the fifth.

			Her momentum kept her running, all the way around the tower. At every door, she thought of hiding inside that room. At every door, she kept running, until she came back to the same threshold she had somersaulted over. The grate groaned as her weight passed onto it. Two steps, and then she stopped short.

			Then something behind her said “Boo!”

			She spun around with a scream that reverberated through the open center of the tower. Ethan stood in the only exit, slowly herding her back onto the stairs. Hetty clutched at the rails, backing up one step at a time and willing the water to stay in her eyes. She had to at least be able to see right then. “Why are you doing this?” she asked.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry, did I not make that clear?” Ethan asked, frowning. “I have to start a war.”

			Hetty’s foot slid down onto the first step below her. One floor higher, the Staff Wing promised safety. But Ethan was above her, too. She turned and did the only thing she could—plunged back down the stairs.

			“Come on, Henrietta!” Ethan said from above her. He ran after her down to the first landing, then ignored the stairs, and threw himself over the rail. He landed on his feet on the floor a split-second after she had thrown herself against the outer door and onto the platform again.

			Something moved in the center of the platform, under the embroidery class’s banners. Without thinking, Hetty ran to it, screaming.

			The shape turned as she sprinted up to it, and, despite everything, the first thought to crash through her head was: Of course it would be him.

			“What is your problem now, Henry?” Elias Vaulkery had a book bag over his shoulder, on a zigzag path through the art show, toward the High-blood door.

			“He’s trying to kill me!” Hetty said, stopping at his shoulder.

			“What?” Elias asked.

			“I swear!” Hetty said with Elias between her and the North Tower. “I know you don’t like me. I don’t like you either, but...”

			“Wow, that’s quite a sales pitch,” Elias said.

			“I’m serious!” She pointed at a figure coming out of the North Tower. “He’s trying to kill me!”

			Elias looked over his shoulder, pointing at the only other person on the platform. “Isn’t that one of your crew?”

			“Hey, Giltmen.” Ethan drew parallel to them and waved at Hetty. “I don’t know which one you are, sorry. Oh...” His face contorted, as it always did when confronted with a High-blood, “Um, hi, Vaulkery.”

			“Are you trying to kill her?” Elias asked straight out.

			Ethan laughed. “Yeah, funny. Um... what?”

			“He’s faking.” Hetty inched her way behind Elias again. “He had a knife a few seconds ago, probably still does. I swear!”

			“Okay...” Ethan reached out for her. “Whatever fumes you girls have been inhaling all night are clearly stronger than I thought. Time for bed.”

			“Don’t come near me!” Hetty screamed. 

			“Giltmen, I wouldn’t hurt you!” Ethan said.

			“Okay,” Elias said, taking a step away from Hetty. “I don’t know what crazy stuff you Low-kids are going on about, but I’m tired, so I’m going to bed. Have fun.”

			“No, no Vaulkery please!” Tears erupted from Hetty’s eyes. “Please!”

			“Giltmen!” Elias turned to her, putting his back to Ethan. His bag hung at his right side, with the strap wrapped around his arm, from wrist to elbow. “We all know that I’m the only one here who wants to kill you,” he said, then whipped his bookbag right into Ethan Whitemin’s face.

			Both Ethan and Hetty screamed, Hetty startled, Ethan angry. He was down on the ground for a few seconds, and in those seconds, Elias grabbed Hetty by the wrist and dragged her off with him, through the art show, to the High-blood door.

			Hetty half-collapsed against the facade while Elias punched his code into the keypad. When the door slid open, he grabbed Hetty again, pushed her through the door and to the right, onto the staircase leading up toward the dorm.

			“I don’t understand,” Hetty said as the door shut behind them. She collapsed on the steps, gasping and trying not to sob. “How could Ethan want to kill me? Why?”

			“Maybe because that wasn’t Ethan Whitemin,” Elias said, dropping down onto the step beside her.

			“Don’t be stupid!” Hetty reached up to wipe tears off her cheeks and realized her hands were shaking.

			“I’m not!” Elias said. He wasn’t sure what had just happened, or how he had just ended up with Henrietta Giltmen in the empty stairwell leading up to his dorm. He’d just seen Whitemin, or something that looked like Whitemin, and the rest was instinct. Action fueled by numb horror.

			Yes, horror. That was the word. But why?

			“That wasn’t him,” Elias said. “Or ... something’s wrong with him!”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“When I looked at him...” Elias shook his head. Cold pricked at his skin, and he rubbed his hands together only to find them shaking as badly as Hetty’s were. His next words came out in a whisper. “You know how, when you look into someone’s eyes, they’re sort of like mirrors? I mean, you can see yourself reflected in them?”

			“Yeah,” Hetty said

			“Well, when I looked at him just now, Whitemin, it was like someone had scraped off the back part of the mirror, the part that makes it reflective. It was like I could see through it. I don’t know! It doesn’t make sense. But, it made me feel like...” He shuttered.

			“Like?”

			Elias took a deep breath. “Like that night in the South Tower. You remember?”

			A noise from the door shocked them both onto their feet. As they watched, the metal door slid a tiny twitch to the left.

			“He can’t get in here,” Hetty said. “He doesn’t have a High-blood code.”

			“Isn’t he really good with computers?” Elias asked.

			“Oh, how can you know that when I didn’t?” Hetty said.

			“Maybe you should try paying more attention!”

			The door made another lurch to the left, exposing a half-inch of winter air.

			“Well, the lock on my room isn’t computerized,” Elias said, grabbing Hetty by the arm again. The creak of the door sliding open followed them up the staircase and into the High-blood common space.

			“He’s really fast,” Hetty said. She caught the briefest glimpse of a pleasant sitting room with its chairs and couches and two large fireplaces as she and Elias sprinted for another staircase, directly ahead of them. They heard feet coming behind them before they had reached the second stone step. Hetty half turned and caught sight of Ethan’s head as Elias grabbed her arm and dragged her onto the High-blood boys’ floor. They sprinted down a long hall to the last door where Elias shoved a key into the lock.

			Ethan was right behind them. Elias pushed the door open, pushing Hetty inside. Before Elias could slam the door, Ethan threw all his weight against it. The door sprang open and Elias flew back into Hetty, who grabbed his shoulders to keep him upright. A gust of wind whipped at them through the open balcony door, and the door to the room smashed against the wall.

			“You see, the problem with the hard way,” Ethan said, “is that you only get one shot at doing it the hard way. Because once you come at your best friend with a knife, you pretty much blow the element of surprise.”

			Elias put his arm against Hetty, pushing her backward. 

			“So,” Ethan said, “you both get to die now. Who knows, maybe that will work out better.”

			Elias kept pushing Hetty backward. Ethan had the knife again, and it glinted off the moonlight that streamed through the balcony door.

			“Yeah, just keep backing up,” Ethan said. “Do me a favor and just jump into the lake.” 

			Hetty stumbled when the floor suddenly dropped, and before she regained her balance, Elias shoved her backward. Her right arm slammed into something hard. Her hands grasped for it as a gust of wind cut into her skin, and she found herself bent against a rail, staring straight down into black water. A sharp thud tore her gaze back to Elias as the glass door between his room and the balcony slammed shut between them, and Ethan. The door stopped Ethan mid-spring, and he slammed into it, shrieking.

			“It’s just glass,” Hetty said, pulling herself up off the balcony floor. “He’ll break it!”

			Elias stared through the transparent barrier straight into Ethan’s irate face. “It’s not glass. It’s clearsteel.”

			“Very clever, Vaulkery,” Ethan said. His voice was muffled, but they could hear him. He did something to the handle on the other side of the door. “Let’s just keep you out there then.”

			Elias tugged at the door handle. “Gatch!” 

			“What?” Hetty asked.

			“The door locks on both sides.”

			“And both sides are now locked,” Ethan said. “Asta.” He left the room, leaving the door wide open.

			“I don’t understand, how can this be clearsteel?” Hetty asked.

			“Um...” Elias raised his eyebrows at her. “You know all those underwater rooms, all the glass in them? Yeah, glass isn’t safe enough. It’s all clearsteel.”

			“We don’t know how to make clearsteel anymore,” Hetty said.

			“No. It was harvested from dead spaceships. Seriously, you’ve spent the past three months living in an underwater chamber, and you don’t know this?”

			“Shut up! Why would your balcony have it, anyway?”

			“I don’t know! Maybe they had extra, and figured the dorms could use some more security—which, given the current situation...”

			“Yeah, whatever.” She glanced over the rail, at the smooth, dark lake. “Can’t we jump?”

			“Oh, go ahead,” Elias said. “If the fall doesn’t kill you, the hypothermia will, but...”

			“Forget it. Don’t you have a co-pad?”

			“In my bag,” Elias said, unlocking the door and giving it a tug. It held fast. “I dropped it on the way in.”

			“No phone?” Hetty asked.

			He looked at her with ridicule. “I have a co-pad.”

			“Well do you have anything useful?” 

			“‘Oh, hey Vaulkery,’” Elias pitched his voice up to an ear-piercing whine, “‘thank you so much for saving my life!’“ He lowered his voice, and continued, “‘Oh, no problem, Giltmen. You know how much I like you, after all.’”

			“Your voice is not that deep,” Hetty said.

			“I’m the one talking!”

			“I mean normally!” She rubbed her hands together and blew between them several times, then mumbled, “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome,” Elias said. They stood in silence for a while. Then Elias asked, “Why, exactly, don’t you have a coat?”

			Hetty threw her head back in a groan. “It’s in the library. I was just running to my dorm. I didn’t think I’d need it.”

			Elias grabbed her arm, and she expected more taunting, or some statement about it making sense that a Low-blood would be idiotic enough to leave a coat behind in the middle of winter. A few comebacks to that insult were already running through her head, aimed straight for him.

			Instead, however, Elias said, “He’s coming back.”

			Sure enough, a shadow moved in the hall. It crept closer, finally ducking through the doorway and around the bed.

			It was not Ethan Whitemin.

			“Henley!” Hetty said.

			Henley Giltmen stood in front of the balcony door with her arms wrapped around her shoulders, her brown eyes wide and her expression incredulous. “What in the world is going on?”

			“Henley, what are you doing here? Quick, open the door! You have to leave before he gets back!” Hetty was too frantic to know what she was saying.

			“Before who gets back?” Henley asked. “Why are you in the High-blood dorm? And why is the door to the High-blood dorm standing wide open?”

			“How did you know we were here?” Elias asked.

			Henley shrugged the question away. “I always know where Hetty is.”

			“There’s no time for this,” Hetty said. “Just unlock the door.”

			“No, don’t!” Elias said.

			Hetty glared at him, hopping to stay warm. “What is wrong with you?” 

			“Look,” Elias turned to her, dead serious. “We’re safe out here for now, and he thinks we’re trapped.”

			“We are trapped.”

			“Yes, but if we get out, there’s no telling what he will do. If we stay, then your sister has time to go get someone who can deal with him.”

			Hetty rolled her eyes with a loud groan. “I hate it when you’re right!”

			“Okay, so what am I doing now?” Henley asked.

			“You have to go to the Staff Wing,” Hetty said, “get a teacher, preferably a Secret Keeper...”

			“... or several,” Elias said.

			Hetty nodded. “As many as you can find. And if you see Ethan, hide, or play dumb, or whatever you have to do to get away from him. And do not let him know you’ve even seen me since I left the library!”

			“Why would I hide from Ethan?” Henley asked.

			We don’t have time for this, Elias thought. At any second, Whitemin, or the thing that looked like Whitemin would return, and Henley couldn’t be there when he did. “Just trust us,” Elias said. “I mean, seriously, if your sister and I are agreeing on something...”

			“Right, okay, I’m going!” Henley sighed, still hesitating. “But, you’re okay?”

			“No!” Hetty said. “I’m trapped, and I’m freezing. So hurry!”

			“Right,” Henley gave them a nervous wave and headed out the door.

			“Please, please, please don’t let her run into him!” Hetty said, jumping around to get warm. Then her feet froze on the floorboards while the rest of her turned on Elias. “You can tell us apart!”

			“What?”

			“On the platform, you knew I was me and not her. You can tell us apart.”

			“Is that hard?” Elias asked.

			“No one can tell us apart! I look at old pictures, and I can’t tell who’s who!”

			“But you two are nothing alike,” Elias said.

			“We’re identical,” Hetty said.

			“I don’t know what to tell you,” Elias said.

			They stood in silence for another minute. Elias was just beginning to think that maybe he should offer her his coat when Hetty asked, “So... why do you keep your balcony door wide open in the middle of winter?”

			“Because the heaters are ridiculously hot in this part of the building, and I like it cold.”

			“You know that wastes a lot of energy.”

			“Sure, if I controlled the thermostat. But since I don’t...”

			“Whatever.”

			A shadow moved on the wall outside Elias’s door, ending their bickering. Ethan Whitemin came in, carrying what looked like a tool bag in his left hand. He walked up to the clearsteel door, set the bag down against the wall just beyond their sight, and started pulling things out of it.

			“What are you doing?” Hetty asked. Ethan knelt by the door. He said nothing as he attached wires to the door handle with something that looked like white putty. 

			“Are those explosives?” Elias pounded on the door just above Ethan’s head. “Hey, where did you get that?” Ethan didn’t even flinch.

			“Vaulkery,” Hetty whispered. She pointed with a slight flick of her finger off to their left. There, far across the dark water, lights flickered on in the Staff Wing. Hetty and Elias looked at each other, then at the boy kneeling on the other side of the door, both thinking the same thing. Help was coming, but how quickly could Ethan finish this bomb?

			Because the wires now being connected to white putty screamed bomb.

			Elias glanced up the stone wall above them. The roof wasn’t all that far. “If you’re thinking about climbing that...” Hetty said, in her most bossy tone.

			“That would be a bad idea, Vaulkery,” Ethan said, not looking up from his work. “In my day, three boys died trying to climb this building.”

			“In your day?” Hetty asked, raising her eyebrows.

			Elias grabbed Hetty’s arm and pointed to the shadows moving outside his door. At exactly the same moment, Ethan sprang up and around. He had the knife in his hand again and ran at the bedroom door just as three people came in: Dr. Morry, Elizabeth Proud, and Henley several steps behind.

			Dr. Morry was in the lead and blocked Ethan’s first swing with one arm. Then he twisted to one side, making way for Elizabeth Proud. The Phys teacher sprang forward, an effortlessness to her motions that made the fight into a dance. She was unarmed, but in three blows, Ethan was too. He shoved her hard into the bed, but then she had one of his arms, then the other. Twisting both behind his back, she pushed him into the wall and pinned him there. 

			“Stop!” She pressed harder into the wall as he struggled. “I am stronger than this boy, and you know it! So please just stop!”

			Meanwhile, Dr. Morry was talking to someone through his co-pad. “The others are coming,” he said when the call ended. “Henley, get the lights, and help me find something to tie him up.”

			“It’s Ethan!” Henley said, pale and unmoving.

			“No, it’s not,” Elizabeth Proud said. 

			“Henley, lights!” Dr. Morry said, and when she didn’t move, he put a hand under her chin, pointed her face away from Ethan, up to his. “Listen to me. Whatever you see, whatever you hear, that is not your friend.”

			“Oh, but it is,” Ethan said. He held Elizabeth Proud’s gaze as he spoke, still pinned to the wall. “I’m Ethan Whitemin, the fourteen-year-old child who has an entire future ahead of him. This body hasn’t even finished growing. This mind hasn’t even reached its full potential. I am Ethan Whitemin, whose teachers realized he was a genius at age eight, whose brother is just beginning to speak to him again, who has a whole shell collection under his bed to bring back for his sister for Christmas, and who loves people like Henley Giltmen, his friends.”

			“Charles where is Morca?” Elizabeth Proud said, her voice tight.

			“She was in her office, she’ll take a while...”

			“Ah, poor little Lizzy Ballon,” Ethan said. “Am I bothering you?”

			“Hey!” Walter Proud came into the room, Dr. Giltmen on his heels. “What is going on? We brought rope. Why is the dormitory door standing wide...” 

			He caught sight of his wife, holding a student pinned against the wall, and said, “Oh, so this is the night this happens.”

			“Here, let me help,” Ethan said to Elizabeth Proud. He was definitely taunting her now. “I’ll give you the boy back.”

			“Wait, no!” Dr. Giltmen started across the room but froze after three steps. 

			Elias felt pressure, something deep inside his skin, trying to get out, as Ethan doubled over, clutching his head.

			“Ow!” he said. “Headache. Brandon, are you...” He looked up, looked around, looked confused. “Dr. Proud?”

			Elizabeth Proud jumped back. “Guys, that’s Ethan.”

			“Oh that’s just great,” Dr. Morry said.

			“Where am I?” Ethan caught sight of Henley and started toward her.

			“Just...” Elizabeth Proud’s hand fastened onto his shoulder. “Wait a moment.”

			Dr. Morry sighed then turned on the overhead light. “Walter, would you take a look at that door, please?”

			“Yeah.” Walter Proud went over to the balcony door, asking,  “How are you guys?” as he knelt in front of the handle.

			“Freezing,” Hetty said.

			“Where is he?” 

			Pastor Seeks appeared in the doorway, barefoot, in a black skirt and red top. Dr. Giltmen pointed at Ethan. “It’s him now though,” she said.

			Pastor Seeks crossed the room, took Ethan’s chin in her hand, and said, “Look at me, straight in the eye. Good, now tell me...”

			She never finished the question. Her hand dropped away from Ethan’s chin as she went stiff, jaw clenched. Then, she took in one deep breath, squared her shoulders, and turned away from Ethan. “Get him tied up.”

			“Wait, what?” Ethan started out of Elizabeth Proud’s grasp again, pulled back, again.

			“You’re going to do it now, here?” Dr. Giltmen asked.

			“The less time I have to think about this the better. Charles, my bag, by the door. Liz, get him tied up.”

			“Wait!” Ethan’s eyes went even wider as Elizabeth Proud set a chair behind him.

			Pastor Seeks took a small, stiff bag from Dr. Morry, and turned to Ethan. “I am sorry, but you are just going to have to trust us. You know something’s wrong, you must. I know. You’ve been blacking out, you’ve been losing time, you’ve convinced yourself it’s just stress, and you haven’t told anyone because, deep down, you know it is not just stress. Right?”

			Ethan held her gaze for a few seconds, then sat in the chair. Elizabeth Proud started with the ropes, and Pastor Seeks opened her bag. “Charles, we don’t have long before lockdown...”

			“I already called Dan,” Dr. Morry said. “He’s sending all the High-bloods to the infirmary for the night.”

			“If you have to do this here, at least let us get the teenagers out first,” Dr. Giltmen said.

			“Yeah, that’s going to take a while,” Walter Proud said from his knees by the door. “Whoever we’re dealing with knows how to make bombs.”

			“I wouldn’t leave if I could,” Hetty said. Elias felt an urge to contradict her, even though he felt the same way.

			Pastor Seeks had pulled something long and pointed out of her bag.

			“Is that a needle?” Ethan asked. Elizabeth Proud had tied his arms and legs to Elias’s desk chair, but he had enough wiggle room left to inch the chair backward, away from Pastor Seeks.

			“Ethan, right? This will just put you to sleep,” Pastor Seeks said, advancing toward him. She looked at Elizabeth Proud and said, “Roll up his sleeve.”

			“Will I wake up?” Ethan asked.

			“Yeah,” Pastor Seeks said. “And with any luck, this will be the last thing you remember.” She stuck the needle in his arm.

			It took only a few seconds for Ethan’s head to drop onto his chest. Pastor Seeks stood, and backed away from the chair, motioning for Elizabeth Proud to do the same. They stood there for some time, staring at the chair and the teenage boy tied to it.

			Then, Pastor Seeks closed her eyes and took a deep, deliberate breath. Then another. Then another. Three breaths, each longer than the last, before she opened her eyes, looked straight at the unconscious boy, and said, “Look at me!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			The Sleepers

			Ethan’s head shot up, eyes wide open. He struggled for a moment, but the ropes did not give. He nearly tipped the chair over trying, then stopped. An unnatural calm fell over him as he raised his head again and looked straight at Pastor Seeks.

			“It’s you,” he said. “Morca Seeks, the great exorcist of her generation. I always hoped we’d meet one day.”

			“And who might you be?” Paster Seeks asked. She breathed with deliberation, in a steady rhythm, as if a single missed breath could end the world.

			“Oh no, little girl,” Ethan said with a shake of his head. “I won’t do your job for you.” His head twitched to one side. “I can feel you, knocking around in here. Or I should say, in Ethan Whitemin’s head. You screw this up, and he’s the only one who suffers.”

			Ethan—or, Ethan’s face—smiled. It did not look Human, or perhaps part Human. Human flesh stretched across a wire skeleton. The sight made Elias feel nauseous.

			Back on the platform, he had known something was wrong with Ethan, but now the wrong became painful and clear. A corpse was chained to his desk chair, moving and alive, but dead all the same. And he could smell something too, something that reminded him of that hospital, where he had once waited, staring at the ceiling, outside the room where his grandmother died. Maybe that was the thing turning his stomach in knots.

			Elias glanced at Hetty, expecting to see her looking green, or sick, or at least with her nose wrinkled up against the smell. He saw none of that. She stared through the window, intrigued, like someone watching a horror movie.

			Inside the room, Pastor Seeks asked, “Why him? Why a fourteen-year-old kid, who’s trapped at school for months on end? What good can he be to you?”

			“You’re forgetting,” the thing wearing Ethan’s skin said. “The first war started here. The fate of this entire country has always hung on the thoughts and feelings of the children in this school.”

			“Were you one of those children?” Pastor Seeks asked.

			“You know I won’t say,” the thing in Ethan taunted her.

			“Which one are you?” Pastor Seeks asked. “I don’t think you could be Donovan himself. Athalia, maybe...”

			“Like any of us would trust Athalia!” Rage flashed across the dead face, but then it relaxed, laughed. “Ah, you almost had me. But almost is not good enough. I’d much rather talk about you, anyway. One doesn’t get to meet an exorcist often these days. I mean, there were never many of you, but, how many are left now? Three?”

			“Steady,” Dr. Giltmen said, her eyes on Pastor Seeks, whose deliberate breathing had faltered.

			“Oh no, not three,” the thing in Ethan said. “Not after the whole Craff catastrophe. How badly did his betrayal hurt, exactly?”

			“Morca...” Dr. Giltmen said.

			“Just breathe,” Elizabeth Proud said.

			Walter had turned away from the bomb. He held a wire cutter limp in one hand, and crouched, ready to spring at the pastor.

			The thing behind Ethan’s face was still smiling. “Don’t take it so hard, Orky. It’s not like he’s the first exorcist to go insane.”

			“Don’t call me that!” Pastor Seeks sprang at the tied up creature. The chair shook as she grabbed it by the arms, but Ethan’s body didn’t even flinch.

			Every Secret Keeper took at least one step toward Pastor Seeks, but stopped before they reached her. She closed her eyes, exhaled slowly, then peeled back from the chair and straightened up, three feet away from Ethan’s body. When her eyes opened again, she was calm.

			The thing on the chair was laughing. “You’re strong,” it said. “You really are as strong as they say. But in the end, you empaths are all the same. You feed on emotion. And emotion feeds on you.”

			“Leave,” Pastor Seeks said.

			Ethan’s eyebrows drew together in a frown. “But I was gone. You’re the one who called me back.”

			“You know what I mean.”

			“Ah yes. You want me to leave and shut the door behind me, make it so this boy can never be possessed again. Sorry. I’ll kill him first.”

			“You can’t kill the host while I’m in his head,” Pastor Seeks said. “We proved that centuries ago.”

			“Yes, but how long can you stay in his head? An hour? A day? A week? How long before you lose yourself, leave your body, become one of us? You could, you know? We’re the same. All that power I feel inside you, controlled, tied down,” he jerked his chin toward the other Secret Keepers, “by their rules. Wasted! You are a waste, cowering in fear from your own potential!”

			Pastor Seeks leaned over the chair again, this time slowly, deliberately, until their faces were inches apart. “Your power does not tempt me,” she said. “Because power without control is nothing. You are nothing when it comes to it. Yes, I control my power, but that is because I know its purpose. God made me, to stop you.”

			“Your God is dead!” Ethan’s arms ripped against the ropes as he tried to throw himself at her. “Men killed him, on a cross, three thousand years ago. And for three thousand years, you people have insisted on worshiping a dead savior...”

			Then Ethan’s breath caught in his throat. A rasping sound filled the room as he tried but could not fill his lungs, eyes widening, staring in shock or pain at Pastor Seeks, who smiled.

			“You just couldn’t resist, could you?” she said, straightening up. “Like you said, we’re the same. Emotion feeds on us. Hello, Leanna.”

			The rasping persisted, though Ethan was getting air into his lungs again. “Get out of my head!” 

			“It’s not your head. Leave,” Pastor Seeks said.

			“You don’t know me!” Sweat had appeared on Ethan’s face, and his skin, always so pale, looked cold, like plastic.

			“I do,” Pastor Seeks said. “You’re Leanna Jones, one of the students who bombed the Baker’s South Tower, at the beginning of the First War. I can see into your memories now. Your mother... little sister...”

			“Dead! Killed by time and decay!” 

			“As you should have died,” Pastor Seeks said. “Long ago. Leave.”

			Ethan’s face no longer moved correctly. It was hard, like a plastic mold, yet still animated enough to look partially alive. The smell—like formaldehyde, or bleach, or whatever other chemical was used to cover the stench of rotting, Human flesh—burned inside Elias, and he put a hand over his nose. It did not help, perhaps because the smell itself made no sense. There was nothing dead near him, and yet he smelled it. 

			“You have to stop this!” Ethan’s half-alive face said.

			“Leave.”

			“You’ll hurt him!”

			Pastor Seeks’s next word caught in her throat, causing it to come a beat too late. “Leave.”

			“What was his name? Adam Merr? The man who went insane after you tore up his head. You want to look at memories? Two can play that game!”

			“Morca, focus,” Dr. Giltmen said when she again missed the beat. Her breathing faltered.

			“Leave.”

			“He had a wife and two children. They still visit him, in a room with padded walls.”

			“Leave...” Pastor Seeks’s eyes remained fixed on Ethan’s, but her voice shook. Walter turned away from the bomb.

			“You exorcists,” Ethan’s breathing was growing stronger, “so noble. But we don’t harm our hosts. Your exorcisms do. You did it once. You’ll do it again. You will destroy this child’s mind.”

			Dr. Giltmen walked forward without a word and seized Pastor Seeks’s hand in both of hers. Morca took a deep breath in, and all the strength Ethan had gained evaporated. His head fell back in a scream.

			Henley darted toward Ethan. Dr. Morry caught her. Hetty found herself up against the clearsteel door, heart ricocheting against her chest like a caged rabbit staring into the mouth of the hyena.

			Elias was dizzy. He would have grabbed the rail for support, but he needed both his hands to press against his throbbing head, to keep his brain inside his skull. Something had sucked the air straight out of his body, leaving nothing inside him except the static charge that comes before a thunderstorm. The base stench of bleach turned to bile in his throat, as pure energy, the same static charge building inside him, pooled in the air between Ethan and Pastor Seeks.

			“Leave!” Pastor Seeks’s voice filled the room, though her body crumpled. She was on the floor suddenly, tore her hand from Dr. Giltmen’s, and pulled herself up by the arms of the chair.

			Ethan stopped screaming. He looked down at Pastor Seeks, on her knees in front of him, and that unnatural calm came over him again. The moment seemed frozen, the air suspended like sparkling dust between them.

			Then the thing inside Ethan spoke, softly, calmly. “Every time you do this, you bring yourself closer to what we are. You know that.”

			Pastor Seeks held his gaze and said one word: “Go.”

			A shudder passed through Ethan’s body, starting in his eyes. Then he went limp, and stillness fell over the room, sepulchral, but somehow natural now, like the still inside a tomb after the mourners have gone away.

			After several seconds, Pastor Seeks peeled herself up and away from the chair, unsteady breaths shaking her body as Dr. Giltmen helped to grab the end of the bed for support. Elizabeth Proud ran to Ethan. Walter Proud was still working on the bomb, and Dr. Morry still held Henley back.

			“Is he all right?” Pastor Seeks asked.

			“His pulse is fine,” Elizabeth Proud said.

			Dr. Giltmen was shining a penlight in Ethan’s eyes. “He’s not seizing,” she said. “But Lydia should have a look.”

			Pastor Seeks’s breathing had grown shallower. Her eyes rolled back. 

			“Catch her!” Elias shouted, and at the same moment, Dr. Morry let go of Henley to do just that. The teenagers watched in horror as Pastor Seeks’s body jerked about on the floor. Dr. Morry made no attempt to stop it, backing away from her instead.

			“What’s happening?” Henley asked, tears running down her face.

			“It’s just a seizure,” Dr. Giltmen said. “It looks bad, and it’s not good, but, well, think of it as the body’s reset switch. Walter, one of those pillows...”

			He was already throwing it at her. Dr. Giltmen put it under Pastor Seeks’s head as Morry rolled her onto her side. Meanwhile, Elizabeth Proud called the school nurse, and several minutes later, Walter Proud finally got the balcony door open.

			Forty minutes later, Elias, Henley, and Hetty sat on a couch in the High-blood common room. They hadn’t spoken a word to each other, just sat and waited, as Lydia Brunswick and various Secret Keepers crossed back and forth in front of them, coming and going from the dorm.

			Dr. Morry went and came back with the nurse. Then Walter Proud left with the bomb pieces, and came back, just as Dr. Giltmen left. Then Walter Proud went away again. Nurse Brunswick and Dr. Morry came back out of Elias’s room and had a whispered conversation in the hall. Then the nurse left, and Elizabeth Proud came out to say something to Dr. Morry, only to go straight back into Elias’s room. 

			Finally, Dr. Morry came into the common room and looked like he might stay there.

			“You said you were going to explain things?” Elias asked.

			“We are,” Dr. Morry assured them. He looked to his left at the sound of feet coming up the stairs. 

			In another minute, Dr. Giltmen came in, followed by a groggy Kathryn. She wore a night robe over her pajamas and bright red slippers.

			“What’s going on?” she asked, catching sight of the twins on the couch.

			“Please have a seat, Miss Rogers,” Dr. Giltmen said. “We’re still waiting on someone.”

			Kathryn threw a cautious glance at the twins, then sat in the chair beside Hetty. A few minutes later, Walter Proud came up the stairs, followed by Brandon Seeks.

			“Oh, hey everyone,” Brandon said sleepily.

			“Hi, Seeks,” they all said in unison. Brandon glanced at the Secret Keepers, then sat in the chair next to Elias, across from Kathryn.

			With a grind and screech in protest from the wooden floor. Dr. Morry moved two chairs around to face the couch, forming a circle. Dr. Giltmen sat in one of them, after exchanging a nod with Walter Proud. The Phys teacher disappeared into the boys’ hall, and Dr. Morry seated himself in the second chair.

			“Four of you,” Dr. Morry said, “are here because you are good friends of Ethan Whitemin.”

			“Ethan?” Kathryn asked in surprise.

			“Where is he?” Brandon asked, with a glance after Walter Proud.

			Dr. Morry held up a hand. “Three of you, are here because you witnessed what happened tonight, and you deserve an explanation.”

			“What happened?” Kathryn looked at the twins.

			“Yeah, what happened?” Brandon asked.

			“There is a part of this story,” Dr. Morry said, “that even we do not know. You three,” he nodded to the couch. “How did you end up in Elias Vaulkery’s bedroom in the first place?”

			“I’d like to know that, too,” Henley said.

			“Well, it begins with you,” Elias said, looking across Henley at her sister.

			Hetty took a deep breath, and began when she had left the library and met Ethan in the Low-blood dorm. Elias joined in when she got to the bit about meeting him on the platform. Then Henley talked about how she had found them locked out on the balcony.

			“And then, Pastor Seeks got rid of it,” Hetty said when they got to the bit about the exorcism. She glanced at the others, almost daring them to say more. Neither spoke.

			“I don’t understand!” Kathryn burst out. “Something was inside Ethan?”

			“Not something,” Dr. Giltmen said. “Someone. Someone that we call a Sleeper.”

			“These things,” Henley said, barely above a whisper, “are they... demons?”

			“No,” Dr. Morry said.

			“Not the way you’re thinking,” Dr. Giltmen said. “In fact, what Pastor Seeks did, she was able to do because Sleepers are as they were born, Human.”

			“Here,” Dr. Morry passed his co-pad around the group. “This is the image of a woman named Leanna Jones. She was born in the Courtryside Manor-village, approximately four hundred years ago. She attended this school until the age of seventeen. While here, she joined a group of students who eventually became infamous for bombing the South Tower. Her brother, Donovan, was the leader of that group.”

			“And you’re saying she’s still alive?” Hetty asked.

			“In a manner of speaking,” Dr. Giltmen said.

			“No, I don’t get it!” Kathryn waved the co-pad around like a signal flare. “I don’t. Some sleeping thing was inside Ethan? What is going on?”

			“Okay...” Dr. Morry took his co-pad back from her, turned it off, and set it aside. He glanced at Dr. Giltmen, then began. “About four hundred years ago, twenty-nine men and women put themselves into a state of suspended animation. According to the machines they’re connected to, they’re brain dead, deep comas, the kind that no one would ever wake up from. But the machines keep their hearts beating, keep them breathing.”

			“So after four hundred years, they’re still alive? That’s not possible!” Kathryn said.

			“It is possible,” Brandon said. He hadn’t moved much since the Secret Keepers started talking. How much of this had he already learned from his parents? Hetty wondered.

			“Ask any doctor,” Dr. Giltmen said. “We have the ability to do it. It’s just, no one who ever wanted to wake up again would do it. Their hearts only beat once every several minutes. There’s some kind of preservative laced with their blood. All non-vital systems have completely decayed. There’s no way they could be revived. This was a one-way deal for them, and they must have known that. But as far as we can tell, they could survive in this state for another several hundred years.”

			“These twenty-nine people,” Dr. Morry said, “were—are—part of a larger type of people that we refer to as empaths. Of course, every Human being has a sense of empathy, but some people have a greater connection to what other people are feeling than others. The explanation gets rather technical from here. We don’t even really know how they did it, but we do know that we connect with other people through our feelings, and so, somehow, because they were empaths, they managed to... um...”

			“They separated their minds from their bodies, didn’t they?” Elias said, not a question, but a statement of fact. “That’s what was in Whitemin, Leanna Jones’ mind. That’s why she’s still alive.

			Everyone turned to look at him, several mouths hanging open, all shocked.

			“That’s right, Vaulkery,” Dr. Morry said. “And I’m curious how you figured it out, exactly.”

			“Something you said. On the first day of school, you mentioned that the Braud were inspired by Egyptian mythology. So, I started reading up on Egyptian mythology. I didn’t get the connection until tonight.”

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “What are you talking about?” 

			“The Egyptians,” Elias said, “believed there were two parts to Human existence: the body, and the ka. The ka is sort of a little, winged creature that leaves the body after death. Basically, it’s a soul.”

			“So?” Hetty asked.

			“So these Sleeper people put themselves into comas. That’s pretty close to being dead.”

			“Oh...” Brandon said. “I get it.”

			“Would someone like to explain something?” Hetty said. Henley kicked her foot.

			Elias said, “The Egyptians mummified their dead because they believed that, even in death, the life force, the soul, ka—whatever you call it—was still connected to the body. If the body were destroyed, the ka would live on, but it would have no home and no rest, forced to wander aimlessly over the earth for all eternity. That’s why these Sleepers had to preserve their physical bodies, why they couldn’t just leave them behind and float away as mental energy, or whatever. The minds and bodies still have to be connected for it all to work for some reason. Right?”

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “Oh wonderful, he actually is brilliant!”

			“Wait, wait,” Kathryn said. “None of this makes sense. The Braud showed up twenty years ago? How could they be connected to these Sleeper people?”

			“I’m guessing because the Sleepers controlled them,” Elias said.

			“Where are you getting all this?” Dr. Giltmen asked.

			“It’s just logic!” Elias said. “Giltmen—the nice one, not her—” 

			Hetty started to say something, and Henley stepped on her foot. 

			Elias said, “She found a book that said the Braud symbol we found on the East Tower wasn’t Braud at all, really.”

			“Wait, there was a what on the East Tower?” Brandon asked.

			“Right,” Henley said, looking at Elias and nodding. “It was created by that first freedom fighting group.”

			“The same one this Leanna Jones was involved with,” Elias said. “The people who blew up the South Tower were the first group of terrorists in the First Terrorist War. That’s the connection. The Sleepers were behind that first war.”

			“Haven’t they been behind all six Terrorist Wars?” Brandon asked.

			“Oh, of course, you would already know all this!” Hetty said.

			Brandon rolled his eyes. “For the last time, being the son of Secret Keepers does not give me some kind of magical knowledge about everything in the world.”

			“Did you already know all of this before tonight?”

			Brandon rolled his eyes again. “Yeah, most of it.”

			Kathryn raised her head out of her hands. “Okay, whatever, sleeper things and magic Egyptian kas—I don’t care. What happened to Ethan? You know, our friend, the reason you brought Seeks and me here!”

			“Miss Rogers is right,” Dr. Giltmen said, shooting Dr. Morry a silencing look. “Here is what you all need to know. Ethan Whitemin has been possessed. That means another person’s mind was connected to his body, at times in control of his actions. Most likely, he had been this way for a very long time, since well before he met any of us.”

			“Meaning what?” Kathryn said.

			“Meaning nothing, as far as your friendships are concerned. Sleepers take a long time to gain control of their hosts. Any time you interacted with him, before tonight, you can be reasonably sure it was always Ethan Whitemin. Ethan himself would have been unaware that this was happening. Any time the Sleeper did assert control, he would black out.”

			“So he still has no idea about any of this?” Kathryn asked.

			“No,” Dr. Giltmen said. “But he will remember. The Sleepers have to keep their physical bodies alive because the mind is not just energy. Our brain tissue and nerves, the electrical signals that pass through them—these are all tangible, measurable parts of our bodies. The physical part of Ethan’s mind has retained the memories of what he did during his blackouts. Eventually, he will access those memories. And this is why you, his closest friends, had to understand what happened.”

			“I’m sorry,” Brandon said. “Not that I’m not glad to know, or anything, but, why did we need to know, exactly?”

			“Ethan’s body was controlled by something else,” Dr. Morry said. “His recovery will be difficult, especially when he begins to remember.”

			“Which will happen slowly over the next few months,” Dr. Giltmen added.

			“He will need his friends,” Dr. Morry said.

			“What about his family?” Kathryn asked. “They’re coming to pick him up tomorrow. They need to know too.”

			“They will,” Dr. Giltmen said.

			“How are we supposed to help him?” Brandon asked.

			“You won’t be doing any counseling or anything like that,” Dr. Morry said. “In fact, it’s best if you’re just completely normal around him. But you will be the only people his age who know what happened. Believe it or not, just knowing can make a big difference.”

			In the infirmary, where all High-bloods had been sent to spend the night, Vallier Courtryside pulled open a corner of the curtain separating the boys and girls. “Does anyone actually buy it?” she asked.

			Cora, on the cot next to her, huffed, and rolled over, away from Vallier.

			“Buy what?” Annamay asked from another cot.

			“Well,” Vallier said, “obviously this whole ‘power outage’ thing is just cover for something. Why would the power go out? And why only in our dorm?”

			“Go to sleep, Courtry,” Calvin mumbled from the other side of the curtain.

			“Standards around here have really fallen,” Fontesque said. “Never, ever, have I had to sleep in a room with other people. What are they thinking?”

			“They’re not,” Vallier said. “Cramming us in here like Low-bloods is simply unacceptable, and if they gave it a second of thought, they’d know that.”

			“Like they really couldn’t get the power fixed before we had to go to sleep,” Fontesque said.

			“They probably didn’t even think about it until they saw us heading for the dorms. Then they said, ‘oh yeah, they have to sleep somewhere.’ It’s like we don’t even exist anymore,” Vallier said.

			“Would you two shut up and go to sleep?” Calvin said through his pillow.

			“And how do we do that?” Vallier asked. “How are we supposed to sleep like this?”

			Calvin still had his pillow over his face, muffled words coming through. “Try not talking.”

			“It was that Morry,” Vallier said. “Morry, and his pet the art teacher, and their Low-blood-loving agenda. I’m telling you, something really has to be done about these Low-bloods.”

			Annamay let out a groan. “Vallier... It’s two in the morning. I don’t think anyone’s planning to overthrow the government at two in the morning.”

			“Well, when would they be planning it?” Vallier asked.

			“Go to sleep!” Calvin spoke into the pillow pressed hard over his face.

			“But that’s exactly what we shouldn’t do.” Vallier rose onto one elbow. “Be asleep, doing nothing! Things are getting worse all the time. We’re tolerant and fair. We let them come to our schools, we give them jobs, and homes, and more than they need by far, and they just keep demanding more when there is no more! And we just let them do whatever they want and try to explain nicely the way things are. But everywhere you look it’s ‘Oh the poor Low-bloods don’t have this or that,’ without a word said about those of us who are actually in the government, looking at the facts, and having to make the hard decisions about wars and medicines and food distributions. I mean, seriously, do they think these things just appear out of the air?”

			“Finally, someone who’s talking sense,” Fontesque said.

			“And in return for not having to worry about all the things we have to worry about, they just add to the worry, because everything they touch explodes. For instance, I don’t know what’s going on tonight, but I bet you anything—absolutely anything—that it has something to do with a Low-blood.”

			“It’s always about Low-bloods,” Fontesque said. “Either they need something, or something’s hurting them, or they’re wrecking something.”

			“Like your swim team, Anna,” Vallier said. “You’d win every meet if Baker’s was sensible and didn’t let Low-bloods on the teams, like reasonable schools.”

			“Not fair,” Annamay said, sitting up. “Kathryn Rogers is the best diver I’ve ever seen. The judges don’t score her right. That’s not her fault.”

			“I’m just saying...”

			“I’m just saying, shut up, Vallier.” Annamay rolled over, away from her friend, and didn’t move again until morning.

			“What’s gotten into her?” Fontesque asked.

			Vallier rolled her eyes with a shrug. A second later, Dan Mattherson came around, checking that everyone was asleep. Vallier dropped the curtain, and their conversation ended.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Christmas

			Early the next morning, Elias felt Dr. Morry shaking him awake. He found himself in the hall outside his room, on the floor in a thick sleeping bag. Another sleeping bag lay a few feet away, empty. 

			Slowly, the unreal events of the night before came back to him. A Low-blood named Ethan Whitemin had been possessed by some once-human creature called a Sleeper. Pastor Seeks had done an exorcism in his bedroom. Most unbelievable of all, however, he had saved Hetty Giltmen’s life.

			“You have an hour before breakfast,” Dr. Morry was saying.

			Across the hall, the door to Elias’s bedroom stood ajar, and Elias wondered how many of them were still in there. Had all the Secret Keepers stayed the night? Was Ethan awake yet, or Pastor Seeks?

			“The others are in the common room,” Dr. Morry said.

			The others? Oh yeah, Brandon and Kathryn Rogers and the twins. They had refused to leave until they knew Ethan was all right. So the Secret Keepers got them all sleeping bags from somewhere, and the girls stayed in the common room, while Elias and Brandon slept in the hall.

			Elias crawled out of his sleeping bag. He was still dressed in his V-BASE uniform, and that, combined with sleeping on the floor, left him covered in an achy, messy feeling, stiff and trying to stretch as he made his way down the hall. Soon he heard voices coming from the common room. He stopped on the stairs before any of them could see him.

			“Really,” Ethan Whitemin said, “you are all way more freaked about this than I am. I don’t remember any of that stuff. I do remember Pastor Seeks coming at me with a needle, though.”

			“They say you will remember,” the Rogers girl said. 

			Elias peaked around the wall, just enough to see them all on the floor in front of a couch, sitting in a close circle.

			Ethan shrugged. “This is locray. I knew I was blacking out, but…” he shook his head. “How could I have had another person inside my head and not know it?”

			“The important thing,” Kathryn Rogers said, stringing her arm around his, “is that it’s gone.”

			“Vaulkery knew,” one of the twins said. For the first time since the first week of school, Elias had difficulty telling which one she was. “On the platform, he could tell you weren’t you somehow.” It had to be Hetty, but she sounded so much like her sister.

			“The Vaulkery kid’s a freak,” Rogers said.

			“He’s better than most of them,” Whitemin said.

			“I don’t mean he’s mean,” Rogers said. “I mean, he’s always alone, he looks sick, he has no friends…”

			“He has an entire posse of friends,” Hetty said, sounding like herself again. “You know, the High-blood crew that’s always making us Lows carry their books for them.”

			“I’ve lost track of how many times Cruendel’s made me carry his bag,” Whitemin said.

			“He’s done what?” Brandon asked. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

			Whitemin just shrugged.

			“I still think you should tell Dr. Morry about that,” Rogers said in a motherly tone of voice.

			“Oh, and make things worse?”

			“I’ll tell,” Brandon said.

			“You will not!” Whitemin said. “Why do you think I never told you?”

			“And what about the Courtryside and Vantinfehr girls?” Hetty said. “They are the rudest, most manipulative…”

			“Vantinfehr’s only bad when she’s with Courtryside,” Rogers said. “She’s quite pleasant at team practices, actually.”

			“They’re all freaks,” Hetty said. “But Elias Vaulkery’s a different kind of freak.”

			“Could you stop using that word?” Henley said.

			“It is kind of true,” Brandon said. “Normal people don’t spend all of their time by themselves? And no, they’re not his friends, Hetty. That group only stays together because they’re literally the only High-bloods their age, and they can’t hang out with anyone lower.”

			“It’s kind of sad when you think about it,” Rogers said.

			“Except for the part where they’re all jerks who try to turn us into pack animals,” Hetty said.

			“All I know,” Henley said, “is that Elias Vaulkery saved your life last night, Hetty.”

			Dead silence fell over the group then. Only after an incredibly long pause did someone say something about going to get dressed and ready for breakfast. Someone else suggested that they should tell the Secret Keepers they were going. Before they could get up, Elias slipped away down the hall, out of sight.

			A few hours later, the Christmas party was in full swing on the platform. Those who had them wore holiday sweaters, most of which were completely ridiculous. They had flashing lights and snowmen with glowing noses and actual holly branches sewed or stapled on. Elias himself wore a glowing reindeer sweater that his mother had insisted was adorable. He couldn’t care less about it, but he thought it would make her happy to see him in it when she came. After all, he owed her for signing the field trip permission form. 

			Others, especially the upper-blood girls, wore elegant dresses, knit reds and greens, with warm fur collars. Some, instead, wore elaborate coats that covered whatever they had on underneath. And someone had decided that the aquatic team would dress up in their thermal suits. They were the only Baker’s team that did well against other schools and wanted their parents to see and celebrate that fact with them.

			The decision worked out great for them. The suits kept them warmer than the warmest coats any High-blood owned, and they were the only students not continually running back to the dorms to grab more and more clothing as the evening grew colder. No one else was quite warm enough, even after piling on layers, but the party with its Christmas music, lights, holiday greens, the art show, and the never-ending stream of food and hot drinks, was so much fun that no one seemed to mind their chattering teeth.

			Parents were supposed to arrive for dinner at six, so around four, students started exchanging gifts. Bright packages flew around the various circles with the sound of ripping paper, and squeals of delight drowned out even the loud music.

			“Trash cans are over here, ladies and gentlemen, trash cans, thank you!” Dr. Prestly said, pushing several large bins into the middle of the art show. The students nearest him sighed, grabbing for the wrapping paper around their feet.

			The High-bloods went all out on gifts, as usual. Cora went for jewelry. Elias got a tie clip, Fontesque and Calvin cufflinks, and Alyssa got earrings the size of her head, all sparkly and expensive. Calvin gave them all engraved leather binders. Elias handed out the embroidered, silk co-pad cases his mother had selected, ordered, and shipped to him.

			Meanwhile, Marcy Jasik and Kathryn Rogers caught his eye. Kathryn had just given Marcy some kind of stuffed penguin thing, handmade from several scraps of fabric. Marcy held it out by both flippers and started dancing with it, looking like a penguin herself in her thermal suit, until both girls doubled over with laughter, hugging each other.

			“You don’t expect us to wear these, right?” Fontesque was saying to Cora. He held his sparkly green and red Christmas tree cufflinks in one open hand. Cora just shrugged and started talking about earrings with Alyssa.

			“It’s too hot, Val!” Annamay yanked off the heavy, embroidered, wool coat that Vallier had insisted she wear over her thermal suit.

			“Then take off the ridiculous uniform!” Vallier said. “You’ve worn it for an hour. Team solidarity accomplished. Now it’s time to be yourself again. Seriously, what will your parents think if you’re still wearing it when they show up?”

			“You know what, Vallier…” Annamay didn’t finish the sentence, just rolled her eyes and stomped off to change. She returned wearing a long blue dress under the elegant white coat, looking beautiful and sour.

			By that time, Elias had retreated into the art show with Calvin. 

			“And that’s mine,” Calvin said, pointing to a landscape drawing in the Hall of First-year Art. “And that’s mine…”

			“I was sitting next to you when you drew them, Cal,” Elias said.

			“And that one’s…”

			“Calvin!” Elias said, regretting his tone when Calvin’s face fell. He wasn’t smart, or athletic, and he never had the spotlight in anything. “I’m sorry.”

			“No, you’re right,” Calvin said. “It’s stupid. My parents are going to freak when they see my grades.”

			“Well, you know you have one good grade,” Elias said. “I mean, she put practically everything you drew in the art show.”

			A smile tugged at the corner of Calvin’s mouth again, but he said, “No one cares about art.”

			“Until they need artists to do reconstruction drawings during the wars,” Elias said.

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, who do you think…” Elias stopped when he remembered Calvin hadn’t gone on the field trip to Kohar. “Someone told me they did that.”

			“You wanna help me solve a mystery?” Calvin asked. Before Elias could answer, he took off, winding his way through the maze of screens that supported the artwork. Elias followed, with a foreboding feeling. 

			The artwork was arranged in clusters by class, each cluster topped by a sign that announced which class it belonged to. Exiting the first-year survey cluster, they passed the Port of Advanced Pottery, the Land of Intermediate Landscape, Intermediate Portrait Point, the Colonnade of Collage, and the Den of Advanced Architectural Design. “I so want to take that class,” Calvin said at every sign they passed.

			At the back of the art show, directly under the advanced embroidery class’s massive Trinity banners, was the Space of Special Projects. Mainly, it featured teachers or staff. The head cook, for one, had contributed several photographs of huge, castle-like cakes.

			“Why don’t we ever see these?” Calvin asked, pausing in front of the photos. “We only get the cake after it’s been cut up. Why don’t they bring them out and cut them in the dining hall?”

			“Maybe because they have to split them between three dining halls,” Elias said.

			“Oh, yeah.” Calvin shrugged. “Well, I wish they would bring them out.” He moved on.

			“And these are awesome,” he said after a few steps. They stopped in front of two large black-and-white drawings and a third color painting, all clearly done by the same person. Elias did not have to read the tags to know they were Megan Giltmen’s. They looked like her reconstruction drawings of Kohar.

			The painting showed the school grounds on a bright fall afternoon, the falling leaves brilliant reds and yellows. The drawings were of city streets that he did not recognize. Like the reconstructions, these landscapes were meticulously accurate, everything in perfect perspective. But also like the reconstructions, Human figures dotted the landscapes. Though sketchy and indistinct, these figures, going about their normal activities, somehow managed to be the focus of all three pictures. They all told stories, of people poking heads out of windows to talk to friends on the streets, and children playing in the falling leaves.

			“This is the mystery?” Elias asked, secretly hopeful.

			“No,” Calvin said. “I just can’t get tired of looking at these. I mean, see… That is the exact color of a red maple leaf. How does she do that? But anyway… This is the mystery.”

			As Elias had feared, Calvin led him directly to the large, anonymous painting of Kohar. “I mean, it is sort of brilliant,” Calvin said. “It’s really abstract. I couldn’t draw it.”

			“Any idea who did draw it?” Elias asked with caution.

			“Not a clue,” Calvin said. “I’m not even sure what it’s about. The Kohar thing, I guess. Oh no, those are my parents. I have to go.”

			Thank goodness! Elias thought as Calvin wound his way through the art show. Calvin had barely disappeared when someone else appeared at his side.

			“I’ve been looking for you,” Henley Giltmen said.

			“Why?” It was the only word that came into his head. He looked at her with raised eyebrows.

			“I think your parents are here,” Henley said.

			Elias rolled his eyes. “Spectacular.” 

			“You don’t want to see them?”

			He did not know how to respond to that. He had given going home very little thought over the weeks, and it now occurred to him that maybe he had given it so little thought because he really did not want to go home. In response to Henley’s question, however, he just shrugged. “When’s your mother getting here?”

			“She’s not,” Henley said, sounding uncertain. “It’s really weird. She called last week to say we’re spending Christmas with our aunt.”

			“Dr. Giltmen?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Didn’t you say they sort of… don’t like each other?”

			Henley shrugged. “Hetty and I never got the full story on that.”

			“You don’t think…” Elias stared at the flames he had drawn over the Kohar skyline.

			“It has something to do with Ebren?” Henley asked. “With that mark, with Ethan and these Sleeper things?”

			Elias stared at the lines in his painting.

			“When I get home,” he said to Henley, “I’m going to search my father’s library. There have to be books that talk about these Sleepers somewhere. I’m going to find them.”

			“Good,” Henley said. Then she took a breath, and added, “Anyway, since your parents are here, I just wanted to find you and say... See you in January, I guess.”

			“Right. And as soon as we get back, we have to start working on that Ian Vaulkery project.”

			“Great,” Henley said, backing away. “More homework. Maybe you’ll stumble on some books about him during your library search.”

			“Probably,” Elias said. Henley smiled, giving him a last wave before vanishing around the other side of a large painting.

			Parents and families arrived. Students swarmed their relatives, trying to introduce all of their friends and gush out three months of information in under a minute. The twins found themselves dragged about from Kathryn’s family, to Sheeda’s, Dehnee’s, Ethan’s—he had apparently forgotten that they had already met—even Brandon’s. The parents of the aquatic team insisted on taking about two dozen pictures of them in their uniforms.

			Marcy paced off to the side just before picture number seven, straining to see around the group. “Where’s Vantinfehr?”

			“She took her uniform off,” Felton Scohan said.

			“I don’t care. She has to be in the pictures whether she likes it or not. Vantinfehr! Get over here!” Marcy screamed across the platform. Looking highly out of place, yet smiling, Annamay Vantinfehr marched across the platform, posed for three pictures in her very much not aquatic outfit, and returned to the High-bloods.

			Dinner took place in a large vaulted room located above the High-blood dining hall. Spirits soared high all across the five long tables. Flashing lights and glowing, fake icicles accompanied the combined choir and drama club’s musical Christmas pageant. Students and parents alike broke out into carols between acts. The kitchen staff dashed about in black and green uniforms under red aprons, and the food was even more amazing than usual.

			It was ten at night before people started leaving. By ten-thirty, however, only staff remained in the school—staff and, curled up together in a corner, the Giltmen twins. Most of the teachers stayed for a while to help clean up, but only janitors and kitchen staff could still be in school by the next morning.

			At some point, through the fog of being half asleep, Henley got the impression that Dr. Morry was calling her aunt’s name, then saying more words: “We have to leave now if we’re going to make the eleven-thirty tram.”

			“Girls?” Megan was suddenly leaning over them. “Girls, we have to get your stuff now.”

			They nodded, rubbing their eyes. The next few hours were a blur of walking, lights, not quite falling asleep on the tram, and getting up again to walk some more. At some point, Henley was awake enough to notice they were passing through a sleepy-looking town, with Christmas lights wrapped around porches and trees. Then, what she had thought was a bear turned out to be a large, black dog, whining happily as it charged into Dr. Morry through a hole in a huge black gate. Then she had a vague impression of a dark courtyard and a shadowy, black building topped by towers and battlements. More people came and went around her, and finally, someone was putting her and Hetty in a bed, with warm blankets around them and a warm fire nearby.

			The next morning, Henley woke first to find herself and Hetty in a bed large enough for at least four people. The old, stone room had an odd shape to it, with five walls, one only wide enough to fit the door, and two coming together to form a triangle. A smoldering fireplace sat in the point of the triangle, and directly across from it was a large window with sunlight bleeding through the green-gold curtains. Huge tapestries covered most of the stone walls, faded from centuries of use, holding in the heat. The bed had a massive wooden frame, carved with images of vines and flowers, curtains like the tapestries hanging but tied open around it. The twins’ bags lay at the foot of the bed.

			“I think I understand why aunt Megan always spends Christmas here,” Hetty said sleepily from the other side of the bed.

			Henley laughed as she went to the window. Drawing aside the curtain, she found a slate roof stretching out below and on either side of the window. Off to the left, the Morry tower rose out of the roof, high into the sky. It was a round tower, made of polished, white granite blocks. Below them, houses clustered under its protection. Beyond the safe ring of houses, dead, snow-covered fields spread out for miles. Smoke rose from chimneys, and people were moving in the streets.

			“So what now?” Hetty asked, dragging clothes out of her bag and getting dressed.

			“I guess we wait for someone to come get us?” Henley asked.

			“I’m hungry,” Hetty said.

			“Hey…” Henley noticed a piece of paper on the floor. Hetty must have dropped it there when she opened her bag. In Megan’s handwriting, it read:

			Good morning, girls. I came by to check on you, but didn’t want to wake you so early. I’m sorry to leave you to yourselves, but it’s Christmas Eve, so Dr. Morry and I will be busy today (you’ll learn why). Feel free to explore. There are no secrets in this house. But if you want food, walk out your door, turn right, find the stairs, go down two floors, and the kitchen will be on your left. Someone will probably be there.

			“Well, I guess that’s what we do next,” Henley said, getting some clothes out of her bag. A few minutes later, in sweaters and jeans, with their hair brushed as well as possible, the twins stepped off of a narrow, back staircase into an equally narrow hall. The walls were rough and topped with a layer of yellow paint. The hall ended in a chained door only a few feet from the bottom of the steps and cold air leaked through it, making the twins shiver. But there was another door to the left.

			They entered a warm, bright space, complete with the smell of cooking food. Directly in front of them stood a large stone island right in the center of the room. Around it, the walls were hung with counters, sinks, and cupboards. A ten burner stove stood right next to the door, all a sizzle and bubble with pots that reeked of hardy, home-cooked meals. Several tall chairs ringed the island, and on one of those chairs sat a man with snow-white hair and a long white beard, reading the newspaper.

			“Are you seeing this?” Hetty whispered to her sister.

			“Where’s the red suit?” Henley whispered back.

			“In my room,” the elderly man said, making them jump. He smiled at them around the side of his newspaper, “I don’t put it on until Christmas day.”

			“Sorry, sir,” Henley said, “um… We’re…”

			“Henrietta and Henley, Cory’s daughters, of course.” He set the paper down and looked at them for a moment. “You do look like Georgiana.”

			“Um…” Henley said.

			“How do you know our parents?” Hetty asked.

			“Please!” The man slipped off his chair and walked over to them. “You think you’re the first Giltmens to spend Christmas in this house?” He extended a hand to them. “Skip Morry. I’m Charles’ father.”

			“Oh…” Henley said as they all shook hands.

			Hetty said, “We didn’t realize…”

			“That I was still alive?” Lord Morry laughed. “Yes… After my only child defected from the High-bloods to become a Secret Keeper, people do tend to forget that there are still other Morries left in the world. We’re just not as interesting or scandalous. Did you want breakfast? There’s oatmeal on the stove. It’s one of those pots, just... lift lids until you find something.”

			It turned out to be the front, left-most pot. After digging bowls and spoons out of the stacks of clean dishes, the girls joined Lord Morry at the center counter.

			“Is your name actually ‘Skip’?” Hetty asked. Henley kicked her foot a second too late.

			“No,” Lord Morry said. “It’s Scinarianus. What it means and why my parents ever saw fit to inflict it on me, I have no idea. Fortunately, a playground triumph changed it to Skip early on in my childhood.” 

			“And our parents spent Christmases here?” Hetty asked next.

			“Oh yes,” Lord Morry said. “Back during the war, parents wanted their children in the cities as little as possible. Charles brought a lot of his friends home for the holidays.”

			“Dr. Morry and our parents were friends?”

			“Well of course. Why do you think he was in their wedding?” He observed the girls’ faces for a moment, then said, “You didn’t know he was in their wedding, did you?”

			At that moment, a door, opposite the door that the twins had come in through, opened for a short, robust woman with gray curls sticking out of her hairnet, and dirty dishes falling out of her hands.

			“More oatmeal! Tell me you haven’t eaten all the oatmeal!” She dropped the pile of plastic dishes into one of the sinks. “And where’s the dish maid?”

			“I sent her to help make beds,” Lord Morry said.

			“You did what?” Oatmeal splattered around the pot as she slammed a wooden spoon into it. “Splendid, Skip, just splendid!”

			“Madeline, calm down,” Lord Morry said.

			“I will not!” The woman stirred vigorously at the pot of oatmeal, glaring over it at the Lord of the Manor. “With two hundred guests wanting food, I am perfectly within my rights to get worked up, especially when my inconsiderate employer sends away my staff!”

			“I will wash the dishes!” Lord Morry said.

			“You will do no such thing while I am in charge of this house!” 

			“You have my son working.”

			“Your son is a Secret Keeper. You are Lord of this village on his one and only break from work. You will sit down and enjoy your break in peace, so help me! And besides, that is what we pay the dish maid for!”

			“Right now she is more than earning her keep making beds,” Lord Morry said.

			“Humpf!” The woman shouldered her way through the kitchen door with the pot of oatmeal in hand. “And a pleasure to meet you, Cory twins!” she called just before the door shut.

			“Did we actually meet?” Hetty asked, eyebrows raised at the door.

			“That was my housekeeper, Madeline Zerver,” Lord Morry said. “She has been running this house for forty-seven years and is very good at her job.”

			Hetty and Henley smiled at each other.

			“Are there really two hundred people here right now?” Hetty asked after a moment.

			“No,” Lord Morry said. “There are about a hundred and twenty, including my household staff. Madeline tends to exaggerate by double.”

			“But why is anyone here?”

			“Well…” Lord Morry pushed aside his oatmeal bowl. “Come see.”

			With a glance at each other, the twins hopped off their tall chairs and followed Lord Morry out of the kitchen. They entered a hall that resembled a closet, both in size, and in that every wall was covered in hooks, and on every hook hung a coat, or scarves and hats and mittens. Lord Morry took them through another door, and they found the official entryway of the Manor-house. The twins hugged themselves as a chill blanket of air engulfed them.

			“I know,” Lord Morry said. “It is impossible to heat this place.”

			It was not hard to see why. The hall was all stone, the floor an intricate pattern of maroon and black tiles. A vaulted ceiling hung high over their heads, creating a huge open space. To their left, a massive staircase disappeared back into the house, and to their right, an equally massive door leaked cold air in on them even when closed. Amid this grandeur, two large tables stood on either side of the door, under more piles of coats, scarves, hats, mittens, and winter boots.

			Lord Morry led them across the grand hall to a set of double doors on the other side. A blast of noise hit them on the threshold, shouting, squealing, and laughter.

			There were suddenly children everywhere. Children jumping on the antique couches, children poking at the fire, children gobbling down bowls full of oatmeal, children racing each other back and forth across the bright, cozy room filled with thousand note rugs and ten thousand note pieces of artwork. Children chattered, laughed, pulled on the tapestries, hopped, skipped, and wrestled each other or one of a half dozen large dogs that all seemed just as excited and talkative as the children themselves. 

			“What is this?” Hetty asked.

			“Madness,” Lord Morry said, grinning under his white beard.

			He wasn’t the only adult there, Henley noticed when her eyes adjusted to the chaos. There were several people over the age of twenty, mostly seated on the couches, sipping hot drinks. She also saw the housekeeper, Madeline, giving orders to a few maids from behind a food-laden table. She and Hetty weren’t the oldest children in the room, either, although most of them looked younger.

			“Dad!” Charles Morry materialized out of nowhere with a handful of towels. “Oh, good morning girls.”

			“Morning,” the twins said in unison.

			“Dad, the group from Welser still isn’t here. Have you heard anything?”

			“Don’t ask him, he’s on vacation!” the housekeeper said from behind the steaming pot of oatmeal. Two boys came running up with empty bowls, and she ladled oatmeal into them, saying, “Eleanor, go check the messages and see if…”

			“I’ll ask Megan,” Dr. Morry said before the frazzled Eleanor could drop a pitcher of juice.

			“Can we do anything?” Henley asked.

			“No, you’re on vacation too,” Madeline said, ladling more oatmeal for a line of girls.

			“And what about you?” Hetty asked as Eleanor made a mad dash back to the kitchen for more juice. “Servants don’t need breaks?”

			“We each get two consecutive weeks free each season, which is a good deal more time off than either of the Morries get. So next time you want to imply that my working conditions are unfair, Miss Giltmen, please don’t.” Madeline said all of this without spilling a single drop of oatmeal.

			 Another servant—male, and about Madeline’s age—came in then, exclaiming, “Good, there you are, Charles!”

			A step behind him, Megan ran in. “It’s the Welser group,” she said.

			“They’ve been—shall we say—waylaid outside the Vaulkery village,” the elderly servant said, in a voice that rained incredulity. “Something about heightened security and not letting anyone cross their land…”

			Dr. Morry rolled his eyes. “I might have known!”

			“Where,” Madeline asked, dropping her ladle with a splash of oatmeal, “does that Brian Vaulkery get off…”

			Dr. Morry headed for the door. “I’ll handle it.”

			“Keeping children from a hot meal, the nerve of him!” Madeline said in her corner.

			“Well, good morning girls,” Megan said. Henley smiled and started to say good morning, but Hetty had already turned to Lord Morry.

			“He’s going all the way to the Vaulkery village?” she asked.

			Lord Morry raised his eyebrows and looked at Megan. “They don’t know where they are?”

			Megan shrugged. “Geography is a second-year class.”

			“Well,” Lord Morry started moving toward a door on the other end of the room. “Come, girls, there’s something you should see.”

			“Are we in the tower?” Hetty asked.

			“Almost,” Lord Morry said. “This is the last staircase, I promise, and... Oh, unless you count this one…”

			They turned off one flight of stairs and immediately onto another. This one was a dark, narrow spiral, definitely part of the tower. Just as Hetty wondered how much further they had to climb, she saw a ceiling appear, with the steps running straight into it. Just before he hit his head, Lord Morry put up his arm, and a trapdoor was flung aside. Light showered down on them, followed by the smell of books and winter pines.

			“Here we are, ladies,” Lord Morry said, setting the open trapdoor on the floor, then stepping aside so the girls could follow him up.

			They emerged into a circular room, all stone, with tapestries on the walls, keeping in heat from a smoldering fireplace. There were several bookshelves against the walls, a desk in the center of the room, several chairs, and a bed, set up like a couch, off to one side. It looked warm and well-lived in.

			“Is someone staying up here?” Hetty asked.

			“Charles,” Lord Morry said with a nod. “This is his favorite room. And since we need all the spare bedrooms we can find tonight, he’ll be up here. Now, this is why I brought you—and why I had you bring coats…”

			The tower room’s three windows were all high above their heads, but to the southwest, there was a door. Through this door Lord Morry led them, pulling on coats and hats as they went. Outside, blinking in the glare of sun against snow, they found themselves on a battlement. High up above the village houses, a crenelated half-wall wrapped around the tower, guarding a space for the soldiers of bygone years.

			“Here we are,” their guide said. “The Morry tower. Built so long ago to protect this village and its people. And there,” he pointed to the southwest, “is Vaulkeriville. You can just see the edge of their fields, there on the horizon. And here…” 

			An ancient telescope was anchored into one of the crenellations on the wall, and Lord Morry bent down to peer through it. The mount protested loudly with a shower of rust as he adjusted the scope’s position toward the east, then stepped back. “Look through, you’ll be able to see the Manor-house itself.”

			Hetty squinted. All she could see was snow, stretching on and on at all sides. 

			“You’re so close,” Henley said, peering through the telescope.

			“Nine and a half miles from the edge of each village,” Lord Morry said. His face grew thoughtful, and when he spoke again, it was in a tone they recognized from his son’s history classes—that quiet, deep power that transported them back across the ages. “It’s been forgotten by many, but the Morry village is far older than the Vaulkery. They grew up in our shadow, and at the time, we were too worried about the Bowlers to our north to pay much attention to them. But then, as you can see, we became the ones in the shadow of their tower.”

			Hetty took her turn at the telescope. It focused on a square tower, larger than the Morry tower, she thought, based on how high it loomed above the tiny village houses around it.

			Lord Morry continued. “The Vaulkeries were always an ambitious family, and that ambition grew with every village they conquered. Eventually, of course, they formed the Triple Alliance, after which our country is named. Still, they never attacked us, never even tried to conquer the village so close to them. Our families were friends for centuries, and that is probably the only reason we Morries still exist.”

			“Do you mean,” Henley asked, “you’re not friends now?”

			“Our relationship with the Vaulkery family is, at the moment... strained.”

			“Because Dr. Morry became a Secret Keeper,” Hetty said, stepping back from the scope.

			Lord Morry looked at her for a moment with one eyebrow raised. “Not much gets past the two of you, does it? True, my son’s decision to become a Secret Keeper was not exactly popular. To be honest, I had mixed feelings about it myself. But no, something happened between Charles and Brian long before they were initiated into the program.”

			“Wait! Brian Vaulkery could have been a Secret Keeper?” Henley asked.

			“Oh, of course,” Lord Morry assured them. “Every Vaulkery who was born after the beginning of the Secret Keepers has been in the program. None has ever become a Secret Keeper, but it is expected that their children will be initiated. In fact, if his son hadn’t been initiated, Brian would probably have, I don’t know, found a way to remove certain teachers from the school.”

			“Ha!” Hetty said. “I knew it! I knew there had to be another reason his highness got in!”

			“Elias Vaulkery is very intelligent, no matter what you say!” Henley said, turning away from her sister’s incredulous expression. That’s when she noticed something carved into the stone wall under her hands.

			“All Vaulkeries are intelligent,” Lord Morry said. He clapped his hands together. “Now, if you ladies will excuse me, I think I should go down and make sure Madeline hasn’t driven herself completely insane yet.”

			There was a symbol carved into the very center of the crenellation. Henley brushed away more snow to see it better. When she heard Lord Morry opening the tower door, however, she turned away.

			“Lord Morry!”

			“Yes, dear?” he said, poking his head back around the door.

			“This tradition,” Henley said, with her hands clasped behind her back, “of always initiating Vaulkeries... I was just wondering—does it have anything to do with Ian Vaulkery?”

			“Who?” Hetty asked.

			Lord Morry stepped back around the door. “How do you know that name?”

			“Your son, actually,” Henley said. “He wanted Elias Vaulkery and me to research him, for the first-year initiate project.”

			“He’s giving you special projects together now?” Hetty asked in a low growl. Henley ignored her.

			“Ian Vaulkery would have been a Secret Keeper if his older brother hadn’t died,” Lord Morry said. “Beyond that, I don’t really know the history. But yes, I think it likely the tradition comes from him. I’ll see you later, girls.”

			“What is it with him always trying to pair you two up?” Hetty asked as the door closed behind Lord Morry.

			Henley ignored her and went to the crenellation on her right, brushing snow off it. “It’s here too,” she said.

			“What?” Hetty asked.

			Henley ran to the left, brushing snow off two more crenellations. “And here…” From there she ran around the entire tower, brushing snow off each stone tooth as she went. When she came full circle, she found Hetty standing there, hands on her hips, eyebrows raised. 

			“Care to share?”

			“Look.” Henley brushed snow off the final crenellation and pointed. Etched deep into the stone was one vertical line with four lines coming out of each of its sides. “It’s a spider.”

			“So…”

			“So, you know how spiders make webs, right?”

			“And…”

			“And the webs trap things?”

			“Henley…”

			“Back in the Dark Age, they thought that the symbol of a spider would trap evil. They used to draw them on rooms or buildings to keep evil out.”

			“Sounds like superstitious nonsense.”

			“Yes, but, they believed it. And this spider...” Henley jabbed her finger at it again. “It’s only drawn on the crenellations facing the Vaulkery tower.”

			“So? Maybe the person guarding this tower got bored one day and started doodling…”

			“Hetty!” Henley said, annoyed. “They took this sort of thing very seriously back then! It’s not just a decoration, or for fun, or to pass time while you’re waiting for the enemy to attack. Whoever drew this was afraid of something, some evil coming from the southeast, and the only thing of significance that I see in the southeast is the Vaulkery Manor-house.”

			“Okay, so, the Vaulkeries are evil. That’s not exactly a surprise.”

			“This isn’t a joke, Hetty!”

			“You’re talking about the Dark Age, Hen,” Hetty said. “Whatever evil they were afraid of, it probably has nothing to do with today. Anyway, it’s freezing out here. Let’s get inside and solve the real mystery.” Henley frowned at her, so she added, “You know, why some old High-blood has a hundred Low-kids in his house.”

			By midday, the twins had finally learned what was going on in the Morry Manor-house. The children came from various orphanages in the nearby cities, to spend Christmas Eve and Christmas day.

			“Yes, Lord Morry has a real weakness for children,” the maid Eleanor said as she carried folded, fluffy white towels up a back staircase. “I’m pretty sure he wishes we could keep them all year.”

			“How long ago did he start this?” Hetty asked. Henley scampered forward to open a door for Eleanor before she could attempt to do it with her shoulder.

			“He didn’t,” Eleanor said, with a grateful smile at Henley. The twins followed her out of the stairwell into a stone corridor lined with doors. “Lady Morry started it a few years after they were married. Or so Madeline says. She’s been here forever, so she would know.”

			Again, Henley scampered forward to get the nearest door for Eleanor, and they entered a bedroom set up for three people.

			“Lady Morry,” Eleanor said, depositing some towels in the room, then letting Henley shut the door behind them, “lost her parents when she was twelve, so she understood what it meant to be an orphan—though she never went to an orphan house, of course. Thanks,” she added when Henley shut the bedroom door behind them. They entered the next room, to leave more towels.

			Eleanor continued: “So, as Madeline says, when she became the lady of a great house, she wanted to help children less fortunate than her, who didn’t have money and servants and guardians to fall back on when their parents died. She and Lord Morry, and the previous Lord and Lady Morry, all started talking about it, and at first, they just gave money, but... well, as you can see, we now have over a hundred kids here for Christmas.”

			They went through two more rooms before Madeline spoke again. “I only knew Lady Morry in her sick years. She lost a lot of friends at Kohar, and Madeline says she was never the same after that. She got sick a few years later—cancer, you know—and died just a few years ago. But even while dying, she was such a good woman. So kind. They were great friends, her and Madeline. Called each other by first names. Madeline and Lord Morry do that too, and I suppose it makes sense, since they’ve known each other since they were babies.”

			“Is Mrs. Zerver married?” Hetty asked.

			“No,” Eleanor said. “She was, has two boys from that marriage. But he was a soldier killed in the war. That’s one of the friends Lady Morry lost at Kohar—him and Madeline’s girl.”

			“Sounds like Mrs. Zerver had more right to be upset about that than Lady Morry did,” Hetty said.

			Eleanor opened the last door in the hall, leading them into another bedroom. “And she was. Still is, I’m sure. But that doesn’t mean Lady Morry had no right to be broken up about it too. She lost a friend of thirty years and a girl she’d helped raise.” 

			Eleanor laid a towel down on the dresser, taking her time to smooth out any wrinkles. “People react differently when bad things happen,” she said after a moment. “Some get through it and keep on going. Others can’t. It seems to me, it’s because there are lots of different kinds of strength in the world. Lady Morry was kind to everyone who ever met her. That was her strength. Madeline’s strong another way. But anyway…” She glanced out the window. “Ah, they’re headed out for a snow hike. You girls don’t wanna miss that.”

			The snow hike turned out every bit as fun as promised, involving snowball fights, and snowmen and snow angels, and a hundred kids running around out of control. Dr. Morry and Megan made sure they didn’t get too far out of control, and Lord Morry was the most out of control of all.

			Then they had dinner in the great dining hall of the Manor-house. By then, even the shy kids were talking loudly, and the warmth and the food made them all louder still. Around eight o’clock, however, Henley felt a tense excitement building. The louder they got, the more she felt it, like water building against a dam. They were all expecting something.

			At the end of dessert, around nine o’clock, Madeline came into the dining hall ringing a little silver bell. She was dressed head to toe in white, and so were Eleanor and the other maids who came behind her. The children fell silent as the little ringing bell moved up the hall toward Lord Morry’s seat.

			Lord Morry rushed back to his seat from where he had been talking with several children on the other end of the table. He did his best to sit still and serious until Madeline reached him with her silver bell. Then he stood, and with a motion of his arms, had all the kids standing too.

			Megan and Dr. Morry appeared at the other end of the hall, and through a series of nudges and whispers, the older boys and girls, who had done this before, had all the younger ones following them, after the Secret Keepers.

			They went out into the grand entry hall, and here the boys and girls separated. The girls went with Megan up one side of the grand staircase, then through a door, into a hall, and finally into a large room set up with couches and desks. Vibrantly colored dresses in many sizes lay spread out on the couches. Each dress had a tag pinned to it, and on each tag was written a single name in beautiful calligraphy.

			The girls descended on the dresses, finding the tags with their names. The twins hung back at the door, watching, until Megan put a hand on Hetty’s shoulder. “You should find yours. I think I put them on that couch.”

			“What is all this?” Henley asked.

			Megan lowered her voice to answer. “The orphanages can never keep up with their need for new clothes, especially nice clothes. So, every Christmas, the Morries provide each child with one nice outfit and a new coat.”

			“But most of these girls are Low-bloods,” Henley said in a whisper. “They can’t wear new clothes.”

			“And the clothes aren’t new, technically,” Megan said. “We get them all from Payson’s Resale Shop in Burbon Square. If the Middle-bloods who donated them happened to have never worn them—well, that’s not our fault, is it? Besides, after tonight, they can always add a patch or two.”

			It took the girls an hour to get dressed and ready. Then Megan led them back to the entryway to find the boys already waiting with Lord Morry handing out fluffy white coats. At ten-thirty, the High-blood castle spilled out into the streets, the children in the center, led and surrounded by adults carrying lanterns. 

			They were not alone. The streets had come alive, families carrying lanterns, dressed in their best clothes, all on foot. Parents carried young children or pulled them in carts. Elderly couples walked supported by their sons, and children clung to each other or their parents for warmth. They were all going to the same place, guided by the lanterns, and the Christmas lights enwrapping the houses. Before long, the lights of the village had faded, and they found themselves out in the dark, dead fields, with only the lanterns left to light their way.

			At some point, Henley and Hetty started holding hands. The darkness was oppressive, but within the circle of light, they were safe. After a few more feet, they found busses waiting for them, dark shadows in the frozen fields.

			Dr. Morry and Megan split their group between three busses, but before anyone got on, they waited, until all of Morriville had gathered in that field. Then everyone packed the busses, their engines roaring to life, their headlights blazing against the snow, and set off to the south.

			The twins sat together on one seat, still holding hands, as the children around them whispered. Together, they saw a church, ablaze with lights, rise from the snow at the edge of another village. 

			“This must be the Vaulkery church,” Henley said as they stepped off the busses.

			Hetty could feel her sister’s fingers shaking through their gloves and gripped her hand harder. “I imagine it’s bigger than the Morry church,” she said, to calm her own nerves along with Henley’s. “I imagine it’s the place everyone can fit for Christmas Eve service.” Still, it was the Vaulkery church, the Vaulkery Manor-village, a place that she had never, in her life, imagined she would be.

			Light and warmth burst out at them from the open doors of the church with smiling greeters handing every person who crossed the threshold a white candle. Inside, a massive sanctuary awed them with its gothic arches and enormous, stained glass windows. There were three balconies, one in the back, and one on each side of the sanctuary.

			Megan and Dr. Morry led them up a staircase to the balcony in the back, and most of Morriville followed. There, in the rafters, they could see everything: the people on the ground floor, hugging and chattering; two pastors, musicians, and singers on the altar, making last-minute preparations.

			“Look,” Henley whispered as she and Hetty took their seats. There, in the balcony on the left side of the sanctuary, the Vaulkery family had just come in. Brian Vaulkery led the way, then Adriana and Elias, then a host of clerks and servants. Lord Vaulkery sat one row back from the rail, and the clerks swarmed to him. Elias stopped on the steps and looked around at the lights and greens and banners strung everywhere over the sanctuary. As he looked across the chasm between them, his eyes caught Henley’s. He looked startled, then seemed to realize something. His hand moved at his side. He almost waved, then just looked confused, and sat down right behind the rail. His mother sat beside him, talking and pointing. He didn’t appear to be listening.

			Meanwhile, Brian Vaulkery had also looked over at them, particularly at the Morries. They nodded to each other, an act that seemed forced by the holiday, then looked away.

			The service started, ending all chatter in the sanctuary. For the next hour, it was all lights and singing, colors, and the words of the old Christmas story. Village children playing Mary and Joseph arrived at a paper mache cave. More village children in pointed ears, snouts, and animal face paint spilled out through the mouth of the cave to meet them. Jesus was born, and a chorus of white angels ran down the altar singing. 

			The play paused for the congregation to sing a few songs. The pastors said some words, and then the village-children-angels came out again, to appear to village-children-shepherds now sleeping on the altar. As some angels announced the birth of the savior, others sprang down into the aisles.

			Streamers came out, and a dance began, with color flying over the heads of those seated on the main floor—red and gold, whirling, spinning, seeming to change color as silk flashed like fire in the candlelight. The crowd watched, mesmerized. And then, Henley wasn’t sure why or how she even noticed, but on the left-hand balcony, the tiny figure of Elias Vaulkery got up and walked out.

			Henley missed several seconds of the dance watching Elias disappear down the steps. Frowning, she turned back to the dance, and suddenly saw something different in the flashing streamers. The joyful dance of Christmas angels turned into the skyline Elias had drawn over Kohar. Red and gold, raining fire from the sky. Without thinking, Henley sprang up and ran to the stairs.

			He was not in the entryway, so she went out the front doors and found him there beside the busses, brushing snow off one of their bumpers. 

			“Vaulkery?” Henley asked.

			He jumped and turned. “What are you doing here?” 

			“Are you all right?” Henley asked.

			“Yeah.” He wasn’t looking at her, picking instead at a patch of ice on the bumper. Henley just stood there. She didn’t know what else to do. Then finally, Elias looked up. “Do you believe all this stuff?” he asked.

			“All what stuff?” Henley asked, confused.

			“In there,” he said, gesturing at the church, “angels and shepherds and virgin births. Do you believe it all?”

			“Yeah,” Henley said, still not understanding. It had never really occurred to her that someone wouldn’t believe it.

			“My father doesn’t,” Elias said.

			“Then why is he here?” Henley asked.

			“Oh, he loves Christmas Eve service,” Elias said. “He loves art, and music, and all the stuff in there.”

			“But he doesn’t believe the story?” Henley was becoming more confused by the second. 

			Elias just shrugged. 

			“Is Christmas Eve always like this here?” Henley asked.

			“Sure. What’s it like at your church?”

			“Different... We don’t have money for streamers and stuff... Come here.” She grabbed his wrist and pulled him over to the side of the church.

			“What are you...?”

			“You wanna know how my church does it?” Henley put a hand on his shoulder and pushed him down into the snow, then sat across from him. “We sing some songs, and the pastor says some stuff, and then we have this old storyteller—she’s at least ninety—she gets up, and puts her old wooden stool in the center of the altar, and sits there, and tells us the same story every year.”

			“I know the story,” Elias said, rolling his eyes.

			“Once upon a time,” Henley said, making him roll his eyes again, “there was a girl who got visited by an angel. The angel told her that God had chosen her, that she would have a son, and that this son would be God himself.

			“Now, this was not good news for the girl. She wasn’t married, to start with. She was engaged, and her fiancé could only think she had cheated on him. And the entire village would think she had cheated on him. And her life would literally be ruined, and the life of her child would be ruined before he was even born. This was not good news for the girl.

			“But the girl did something incredible, something simple, something that would change the world forever. She chose to believe that God knew how the world worked better than she did. She decided that even if following God meant being hated, it was worth it. She told the angel her decision. And a little while later, she was pregnant.

			“The girl was named Mary, and her fiancé was Joseph. When Joseph found out about the pregnancy—well, you can imagine how he felt. All he knew for certain was that the child wasn’t his. To make the situation even more unfair for him, everyone in the town would naturally assume the child was his, and he had done something wrong, too. He was angry, and the anger came from a place of deep hurt. 

			“But Joseph also did something incredible. After the air cleared, and he began to think clearly again, he chose to end their engagement quietly. He decided not to involve anyone except their families. They could send Mary away to another village, to have her baby, where everyone could think she was a widow, and her life would not be ruined. He did this because he was an honorable man who remembered, when the air cleared, that everyone makes mistakes, and everyone deserves second chances.

			“But that night, after he had made up his mind about how to deal with the situation, an angel came to visit Joseph and changed all his plans. The angel told Joseph the story he had already told Mary. Joseph woke up so relieved and happy that he ran straight to Mary’s house to talk to her. A few days later they were married. 

			“Eyebrows were raised at the quickness of this marriage. Whispers were whispered at the news of this unexpected pregnancy. But Marry and Joseph knew the truth, and they let that be enough.

			“Now it happened, that near the time when Mary was to have her baby, the government decided to make an accurate count of everyone living in their land. To make this count, they required every man to return to the place of his birth, which meant that Joseph had to travel to a town called Bethlehem, his birthplace, and the birthplace of his ancestor, the great King David. Mary went with him. It was a long and hard journey over rocky terrain. The roads were clogged with people trudging to their hometowns, and Bethlehem was filled to overflowing. They found the inn, only to be told that every room was already full, with people even sleeping in the courtyards.

			“But as they were settling in to stay in the courtyard, the time came for Mary to have her baby. She was terrified, and Joseph frantic, with the other women in the courtyard trying to help her, and everyone uncomfortable. Soon, however, the innkeeper heard about what was going on. Rather than let the woman have her child out in public, he had her brought to the nearby stable, which was warm and dry, private, and far more comfortable, for everyone. Here Mary had her baby and laid him to sleep in the soft hay in the manger.

			“Now, there were also that night simple shepherds tending flocks on the hills outside Bethlehem. And suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord encompassed them. They were terrified. But the angel told them not to fear, that God had good news for all people everywhere. For, born that day in Bethlehem was the savior of all, the one who would bring peace on earth, and goodwill to all who lived. As the shepherds were still trying to understand what they had heard, heaven opened before them, and they saw a great host praising God and the birth of this savior.

			“When the glory of heaven had faded from their sight, and all that remained were the dark, familiar hills, the shepherds got up and ran to Bethlehem to see this child the angels had told them about. And when they found him in the stable with his mother, they fell down and worshiped.

			“The great men of the land, the kings and emperors and priests, would never really understand what happened that night, or how such a thing was possible. But these poor, uneducated shepherds took the angel at his word. They knew that God’s son, God himself, had come in a helpless, Human form to live among Humans, and bring peace and hope to every corner of the world.”

			Inside the church, the music had turned soft and thoughtful, and the lights had gone out. Elias was listening to the music, thinking about angels and shepherds. Why shepherds? he wondered. That part had always bothered him. What did poor little shepherds have to do with God?

			What did Henley and the people of Kohar have to do with God? 

			That thought made his blood freeze, staring at one of the dark windows of the church. It was the same thought, he now realized, that had driven him from the church as red and yellow streamers flashed over the heads of the crowd, the same thought that had driven him to ask Henley if she believed ‘all this stuff.’ Because, it seemed to him, that if anyone had a right ignore a story dealing with peace and hope and an all-powerful God, it was Henley Giltmen and her dead father and all the people who had burned with their city, because of his father.

			On the other side of the dark window, Elias noticed a soft flicker of light, growing stronger. He knew the service was now almost over, and the congregation was lighting the candles they had received at the door. Elias still had his, in his coat pocket. He took it out, pressing it between his hands. 

			“This is my favorite part,” he said, thinking of how the light moved from one row to the next, as each person lit their candle from the candle of the person beside them.

			“Then why don’t we go back in?” Henley asked.

			“I can’t,” Elias said. He shook his head. “I can’t sit next to him. I don’t know what it is…”

			“It’s tonight,” Henley said, making him look at her. “It’s because tonight is about hope and peace.”

			She sprang up suddenly and ran back around to the front of the church. Elias got up too, but paused before he reached the steps. He watched her vanish behind the front door, and sighed, tapping the stone wall with his fist. He had wanted to hug her and jump up and down when he saw her following him outside. Now she had left him. The world made sense again. He could not blame her. Still, the night was darker than it had seemed before, and colder. He shivered and considered going inside to wait for his parents in the coatroom.

			Then he heard the door open above him. He stared as Henley came out, walking carefully down the steps. Something glowed in her hands—a candle. With one hand she held the stem and put the other as a shield around its fragile flame. She stopped in the snow a few feet from him, dropped the shielding hand, and held the candle out to him. “Peace of Christ,” she said, what everyone said, every Christmas, before passing the light on.

			The tiny flame blew about in the wind. Any second it could go out, but it didn’t. Henley stood there, waiting, and Elias took the candle from his pocket again. With both candles lit, they drew them back close to their bodies, protecting the fragile wisps of light, watching them flicker in the darkness of midnight, as music bled out through the walls of the church.

			“Merry Christmas, Elias,” Henley said.

			“Merry Christmas, Henley,” Elias said. He did not realize until afterward that they had both used the other’s first name.

			Meanwhile, the music inside ended, replaced by chattering voices, and feet leaving the sanctuary. The church doors opened for a flood of traffic. Elias and Henley backed up against the wall, out of the way. 

			One of the first people out was Hetty. She caught sight of her sister while still on the top step and plunged down, calling as she went, “Henley! Why in the world did you…” She hopped into the snow at the base of the steps, saw Elias, stared. After a moment she rolled her eyes, huffed loudly, spun around, and stomped off.

			“She’ll be all right, right?” Elias said.

			“Oh yeah,” Henley said. They looked at each other and burst out laughing.

			“I’d better get back in,” Elias said when the laughter faded. “I’ll take your candle.”

			“Thanks.” Henley handed it to him and they both started walking in opposite directions, then Henley stopped. 

			“Vaulkery?”

			“Yeah?”

			Henley hesitated. “There’s something I think you should know.”

			Elias walked back over to her, lowering his voice because that seemed like the appropriate thing to do. “What?”

			“I found spiders on the Morry tower.”

			“O-kay…”

			“Not live ones,” Henley said. “I mean, there probably are live spiders…”

			“Giltmen!”

			“They were carved, into the battlement. But only on the southeast part.”

			“But that’s…”

			“Facing you.” They were silent for a moment. Then Henley added, “It could be a coincidence.”

			“Somehow I doubt it,” Elias said. “Oh—She’s coming…”

			Hetty had disentangled herself from the crowd once more. She stomped straight for her sister with snow dust flying around her feet and grabbed her arm.

			“Look, I’m sure it’s nothing. Sorry I mentioned it,” Henley said while Hetty dragged her backward through the snow. “Merry Christmas!”

			“Yeah!” Elias called back just before she was swallowed into traffic.

			When they returned to the Morry Manor-house, after they got all the children into bed, turned out the lights, sent Lord Morry off, coaxed Madeline into her bedroom, and got into pajamas themselves, Megan and Charles sat down by the fireplace in the tower room. The clock told them it was two in the morning, Christmas day. For a long while, they sat together in silence, as they had on so many Christmas mornings, for so many years.

			After a while, they began to talk, and eventually, Charles asked this question: “So, where did Henley run off to? You followed her, right?”

			Megan seemed, suddenly, very interested in the pattern on the couch fabric. “She went outside.” She paused, and added, “She was... um…”

			“With Elias Vaulkery?” Charles asked.

			Megan turned her face toward him in surprise. Charles smiled. “I noticed Vaulkery get up and leave only seconds before she did. My guess is that Elias was upset by something, and Henley went to see why. Right?”

			Through the screen of fatigue, Megan looked shocked. “How could you know that?”

			“I hate to say it, but you need to pay closer attention to your niece.”

			“What are you talking about?” Megan asked. “The twins hate Vaulkery. He and Hetty have…”

			“Exactly,” Charles said. “He and Hetty. I’ve noticed that everyone pays attention to what Hetty does. She’s just impossible to ignore. Magnetism, I think is the word. Henley gets lost behind her—which, Henley does not appear to mind, but... I think I’ve only noticed because I forced Henley and Elias to sit together in my class.”

			“Noticed what, exactly?” Megan asked.

			Charles shrugged. “They work well together, for one. They seem to like working together, for another.” 

			Megan looked at the fire, then said, “I do not understand what is happening here. None of it. The past few months have seemed like some alternate reality.”

			“I know what you mean,” Charles said.

			Megan raised her mug and toasted the air. “Merry Christmas.”

			“Merry Christmas,” Charles repeated, tapping his mug to hers.

			The two Secret Keepers in the Morry tower were not the only people awake that night. To the southeast, in the Vaulkery tower, a single flashlight burned in the first room. Slowly, its tiny, flickering light moved, jumping between shadows on the walls, out of the first room, to pass between the narrow windows of the spiral staircase. Elias Vaulkery took his flashlight up the steps, to the locked second door. 

			He could not keep what Henley had told him about the spiders out of his head. Somehow, for no reason that he could understand, the ancient fear of some long-dead Morry brought him to this spot. He crept up to the wooden door surrounded by stone and concrete and checked the handle. 

			Locked, as always.

			His hand moved from the golden knob to the symbol carved deep into the wood below it. Slowly, his fingers traced all four squares, one line at a time. They overlapped each other, locked together in a pattern that obviously meant something to someone. 

			Binding symbol, used by Secret Keepers to fight Sleepers. That was the only information Henley’s symbolary had given about those three squares. He needed to know more. In the darkness of that Christmas morning, suddenly, it seemed so important.

			Elias traced the edges of the first square, following one line until it broke crossing the second. The tower was very cold, and his finger looked very white against the wood in the light of his flashlight. He shivered, and as he shivered, he felt something brush against his neck.

			He spun around, flashlight beam sweeping a wide arc across the cylindrical stairwell, wreaking havoc with the shadows. The only things there were stone, concrete, and night.

			Elias glanced back at the door and felt it whisper, like a living, breathing thing. It was ferocious, pushing Elias back down the stairs, his flashlight poised in front of him like a lance. He backed all the way to the first landing, and into the first room, then stood still just inside the doorway.

			The flashlight beam quivered in his hand as he stared into the stairwell. He felt perfectly safe in that first room, but still could not shake that feeling. Something had brushed past his neck. Something had whispered. It had to be fatigue, his mind playing tricks in the dark. 

			Except, it had happened to him before, and to Hetty Giltmen, in the Baker’s South Tower.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19 

			The Visitation

			Christmas morning dawned, and the castle roared to life. Madeline was in the kitchen, icing cinnamon rolls and slapping her employer’s hands when he tried to help. Megan and Charles corralled the children downstairs, handed out apple cider and hot chocolate, poured themselves generous cups of coffee, and started up with Christmas carols. Lord Morry joined them with a guitar, and for a while, the branches of a sixty-foot Christmas tree trembled with the boisterous, off-key voices of a hundred children.

			Then the maids brought breakfast in, and there was more hot chocolate, and more coffee for the grownups. Lord Morry handed out little wrapped boxes, and Henley found herself telling the Christmas story again in the middle of a group of wide-eyed children. Madeline was chirping out orders involving cinnamon rolls when the butler came in and whispered something to Dr. Morry. He sprang from his chair, followed by Megan, Henley, and Hetty into the entryway.

			An icy blast of air hit them as they came into the great stone hall. The grand outer door was just closing, and inside it, disentangling a long red scarf from her neck, stood Georgiana Giltmen. She threw her scarf and mittens into the pile on one of the tables and stared for a while at Megan and Dr. Morry.

			“So... I reconsidered,” she said.

			Megan walked forward and hugged her. The twins glanced at each other, unsure of what was happening. “We’ll get your bags upstairs,” Dr. Morry said.

			Fifteen minutes later, the twins and their mother were in the corner of the large sitting room, talking about every detail from the last four months. Hetty was completely engrossed, but Henley, who did less of the talking, noticed something. The Morries, Madeline, Megan—they all greeted Georgiana warmly, then kept their distance as if afraid to scare her off.

			Then, she remembered what Lord Morry had told them, about Dr. Morry being in her parents’ wedding, and she became terrified that Hetty would remember too, and start asking questions. She began, as time passed, to get the feeling that this entire Christmas now balanced on the edge of a precipice. Family secrets pushed from one direction, and the fact that Georgiana missed her daughters pushed from the other. How long can the truce hold? she wondered.

			A little before lunch, Henley went to the bathroom and took her time coming back. She wandered up to the second floor and made her way along some back halls until she stood under a high vaulted ceiling above the grand staircase. Several chairs were set against the walls, and a little table held a miniature Christmas tree on a red velvet cloth. There was a window on one wall that overlooked the front of the Manor-house, and on the other wall, a very interesting painting hung from the ceiling almost to the floor. It had no frame. In fact, the painting itself seemed to be a part of the wall. However it had been made, it looked ancient.

			It wasn’t a picture in the traditional sense. Rather, on a dark blue background, drawn over what may once have been a green landscape, three wavy, vertical lines twined around each other like a braid. The lines were gold, and in the empty spaces around them, there were three clumps of writing. One across the top of the painting read: Trialand United in God. Another was the familiar phrase, written above each dining hall at school: Wisdom has built her house. She could not read the third set of words, because they were written in a strange, blocky alphabet that she had never seen before.

			“It’s fresco.”

			Henley jumped, spinning around. Behind her, Lord Morry stood with an apologetic smile. 

			“Sorry,” he said. “They were wondering where you were. And since Madeline won’t let me do anything else, I went to look for you.”

			“Fresco?” Henley asked.

			“A form of art that bonds the paint into the plaster on the wall. You don’t see it much these days, but it lasts forever.”

			Henley looked at the painting. “I know what this symbol means,” she said. “It means Trialand. It’s the symbol of our country.”

			“Ah yes…” Lord Morry smiled as if laughing at some inside joke. “Our country, formed by the alliance of the three families and therefore called the ‘Three-landed’ country. A bit ridiculous now, of course. The Bakers went extinct a hundred years ago. The Vantinfehrs, for all their fame, are basically a joke when it comes to government. Only the Vaulkeries have any real power left.”

			“Is that why we almost never call our country by name?” Henley asked.

			“Maybe. Although, I have begun to suspect that the name may be more important now than it ever has been.”

			“Why?”

			Before he could answer the question, they both heard a commotion, carried up from the entry hall on the nearby grand staircase.

			Lord Morry’s eyebrow shot into the air. “What now?”

			Henley went to the window. “There’s a car. It’s black.”

			“A car?” Lord Morry’s tone carried in it the implied question: Who other than a High-blood has a car? He went to the main staircase, and Henley followed.

			In the grand entryway were the butler, Madeline, Charles, and Megan, all just standing and staring at the door. Just inside the door, a short, slight boy with blond hair stared back at them.

			“Oh, wow,” Lord Morry said. He seemed, like the four grownups below, unable to move another step.

			“Vaulkery!” Henley charged down the stairs. She stopped a few feet away from Elias and said, “What are you doing here?”

			Elias looked uncertain. “I need to... talk... to... your sister?”

			“My si…”

			“Vaulkery, does your father know you’re here?” Dr. Morry asked.

			“Of course not. I’m not stupid.” Elias said.

			Henley’s eyes narrowed, not sure how safe the next question was. “When you say talk to Hetty...?” 

			“Vaulkery, you’re a minor,” Dr. Morry said. “If your parents…”

			“The big Vaulkery Christmas party isn’t until tomorrow,” Elias said. “So where I am is the last thing my father cares about right now. And I already sat through my mother’s present unwrapping insanity this morning, so she won’t notice…”

			“That’s not exactly the point, Vaulkery,” Dr. Morry said.

			The sitting room door opened, and Hetty’s head stuck out. “Hey, where did everyone... Lakes! His highness is here?”

			“Would you stop calling me that, Henry?” Elias said.

			Hetty glared at him. “Would you stop calling me that?”

			Megan pulled Hetty into the hall and closed the door behind her, cutting them off from the joyous Christmas celebration.

			“Would someone please explain to me what is going on?” Lord Morry asked from the stairs.

			“As soon as we figure it out,” Dr. Morry said.

			Elias looked at Hetty. “It happened again.”

			“What happened again?” Hetty asked, taking a few steps toward him.

			“I’m going to serve lunch,” Madeline said.

			“The South Tower,” Elias said.

			“What ‘south tower’?” Henley asked.

			Paused halfway down the grand staircase, Lord Morry turned to his son. “Charles, what is going on?” 

			But color drained from Hetty’s face as she took a step toward Elias, and all of the grownups vanished as far as she was concerned. “When?”

			“Last night, when I was in my tower,” Elias said.

			“What is it with you two and towers?” Henley asked.

			“What are you talking about?” Megan asked.

			“No, hey, that was just a panic attack,” Hetty was saying.

			Elias rolled his eyes at her. “It was not, and you know it!” 

			“Charles,” Lord Morry said from the stairs, “there has not been a Vaulkery in this house in twenty years. Would you please explain…”

			“Dad, I don’t know anything!” Dr. Morry said.

			“Coming through, make way!” Madeline chirped, walking straight through the grownups with a steaming pot of pasta.

			“You think this has something to do with Ethan!” Hetty said.

			“No, I am certain this has something to do with Sleepers,” Elias said.

			The butler jumped.

			“Why is the child talking about Sleepers?” Lord Morry asked.

			“Really long story,” Dr. Morry said.

			“Okay, too many conversations, everyone just pause, please! Megan said.

			And that was when Georgiana Giltmen left the sitting room in search of her daughters. She came into the hall, took one look at the three children by the door, and went stiff. “Megan, is that who I think it is?”

			Megan took a heavy breath. “Georgie, please don’t freak, we are trying to work it out.”

			“Wait,” Henley asked her sister and Elias, “are you two talking about that night we got locked out of the dorms?”

			“Megan,” Georgiana said, still stiff as a board, “why are my daughters talking with Brian Vaulkery’s son?”

			“Your mother’s here?” Elias asked, turning to Henley.

			“She wasn’t going to be, but she came this morning.”

			“Megan, explain!” Georgiana said.

			“Oh, ask him!” Megan said, with a wild gesture at Dr. Morry.

			Hetty bent her head closer to Elias, ignoring the others. “You tell me exactly what happened last night!” 

			“What happened last night?” Georgiana asked.

			“Okay, well...” Elias said.

			“And why you think it has to do with Ethan!” Hetty added.

			“I said with Sleepers, not Whitemin!” Elias said.

			Georgiana’s eyes grew three sizes larger, hands planted on her hips as she glared at Megan. “Why are the children talking about Sleepers?” 

			“Georgie, I was going to tell you, I swear! It literally happened two days ago.” Megan said.

			“Like I said,” Elias was saying, “I was in my tower…”

			“Megan, explain how they even know that word!” Georgiana demanded.

			“Okay, that is it!” Lord Morry’s voice boomed through the vaulted hall, from marble floor to wooden rafters, so that the dust trembled and fell silent. He came the rest of the way down the stairs, his eyes fixed on the teenagers. “If any of us is going to get any answers, we are going to have to start with why Mr. Vaulkery, here, saw fit to illegally drive one of his father’s cars to my house without telling anyone about it.”

			“It’s not illegal, I’m fourteen,” Elias said.

			“What? When was your birthday?” Henley asked in dismay.

			“It’s in August.”

			“You’ve been fourteen this whole time?”

			“So you were held back a year!” Hetty said, triumph ringing in her voice. “That’s why you’re smarter than everyone!”

			“I was not held back a year! My birthday is literally two days after the cutoff. So annoying…”

			“Back...” Lord Morry took a deep breath to compose himself. “Back to the point.”

			“Okay,” Elias said. “So... like a month ago…”

			“It was more than two months ago,” Hetty said, crossing her arms.

			“Whatever,” Elias growled. “Giltmen and I heard voices in the South Tower. I think Sleepers were trying to talk to us.”

			“To possess you,” Dr. Morry said. “Sleepers can only talk through a host body. If you heard voices, it’s because they were trying to possess you.”

			“Yeah,” Hetty said. “That’s what Ethan told me—or, I mean—you know what I mean… Anyway, he, or she, whatever, said they had originally planned to possess me, to get me to kill myself, but they couldn’t.”

			Georgiana’s eyes were huge and lidless. “Oh no way, back up! Megan!”

			“Mr. Vaulkery, why are you here?” Lord Morry said firmly.

			Elias took a deep breath, then laid everything out. When he finished speaking, his audience had this picture: 

			Brian Vaulkery had always been afraid of the tower, and no one understood why. Henley Giltmen had found spiders, a protective charm, on the part of the Morry tower that faced the Vaulkery tower. Elias had begun to wonder, what if there was something in the Vaulkery tower that both his father and some ancient Morry had feared? Elias had gone to investigate. As always, the door to the second tower room was locked. While up there, a Sleeper had tried to possess him. No, he was not imagining that, he knew what he had felt, so shut up, Miss Henrietta Giltmen. There was a strange symbol carved into the door of the second tower room.

			“Avery, would you get me something to write with?” Dr. Morry said when Elias had finished.

			The butler, who had stood for a long time unsure what he was doing there, dashed off toward the kitchen.

			“Charles?” Megan asked.

			“Give me a second,” he said.

			“Meanwhile…” Georgiana said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Megan…”

			The butler returned before she could say more and handed a co-pad to Dr. Morry.

			“Right, Vaulkery…” Dr. Morry went over to the boy, using his finger to draw something on the co-pad screen. “This symbol on the door, does it look something like this?”

			“Yes, that’s it.” Elias nodded. 

			“What does it mean?” Henley asked.

			“Oh, I have absolutely no idea what it means,” Dr. Morry said, putting the co-pad aside on a pile of coats. “But you might be right, Vaulkery. This may have something to do with your father’s hatred for the tower.”

			The teenagers waited. The adults waited. The chance to gain insight into Brian Vaulkery’s mind was just too appealing for anyone to pass up.

			Dr. Morry turned his head slightly back toward his father. “I never did tell you what happened between us that summer, did I?”

			“Not specifically,” Lord Morry said.

			Dr. Morry took a deep breath and turned back to Elias. “I spent a great deal of my childhood in the Vaulkery Manor-house. Believe it or not, the tower used to be Brian’s and my favorite place to play. The first room, that is. Even in those days, the second room was always locked. But... I’m sure you’re aware that your grandfather had the tower renovated?” 

			Elias nodded. 

			“Brian and I were nine at the time,” Dr. Morry said. “I had been away, for a month at my uncle’s. When I came back, the renovation was done, and Brian refused outright to even set foot on the stairs of the tower. To be fair, my nine-year-old self did not handle the situation exactly well. When I demanded to know what was going on, Brian literally slammed the door in my face, after pushing me out of it.”

			Elias kept quiet. That did not sound like his father. It was too emotional, too violent. He imagined even his father’s nine-year-old version had much more self-control.

			“We never really talked again after that,” Dr. Morry said.

			“What does this have to do with the symbol?” Henley asked.

			“I don’t know,” Dr. Morry said. “But back when I was a kid, the tower steps were wooden. This symbol was carved into the landing directly in front of the first tower room. And the very first thing Brian did when he got control of the Manor was to cover those stairs in concrete.”

			Everyone remained still for a moment, digesting these words. Elias and Henley exchanged a look of surprised understanding, much to Hetty’s annoyance. She was opening her mouth to demand they let her in on the secret when Georgiana spoke.

			“I am still waiting for someone to explain what any of this has to do with my daughters.”

			“Maybe the three of us should go somewhere and talk,” Dr. Morry said, with a pointed glance at Megan.

			“No, no no.” Georgiana’s voice was calm, and that felt somehow terrifying to the twins. “Let me just go over what I’ve worked out so far. Okay? The Sleepers are back?”

			“Yeah,” Megan said.

			“And there was one at Baker’s?”

			“Morca got rid of it,” Dr. Morry said.

			“Two days ago?”

			“Right,” Megan said.

			“After it tried to kill my daughter. Why?”

			Megan and Dr. Morry glanced at each other.

			“And why,” Georgiana said, looking straight at Elias, “do I think it has something to do with him?”

			“It wasn’t his fault,” Hetty said, surprising everyone. “We got into a few fights at the beginning of school.”

			Georgiana’s mouth dropped open. “That’s who you were fighting with?” 

			“It was nothing serious!” Hetty said. “But I guess because everyone had seen us fighting, these Sleeper things decided killing me and making it look like he did it would be a good way to start a war—because that’s what they do, apparently.”

			“They do a good deal more than start wars, Hetty,” Georgiana said, calm cracking in her voice.

			Hetty shook her head. “Whatever. I’m just saying…”

			“And all this talk now,” Georgiana said, “about towers and symbols and the Vaulkery house—what does any of it have to do with my daughters?”

			“Well, his highness only started thinking about those symbols because Henley found that book,” Hetty said.

			“Enough, Hetty!” Georgiana said. “I knew this would happen! What is wrong with the Giltmen family that this always happens?”

			“Georgie,” Megan said, a warning in her voice.

			“I send my girls away for a good education.” Georgiana’s voice rose with every word until she was shouting. “I let you two into their lives for five minutes, and the next thing I know, they’re friends with the Killer of Kohar’s son!”

			“Mom!” There was a genuine tone of dismay in Henley’s voice, as if she had just learned that someone she loved liked to kill puppies. For several seconds, no one so much as breathed under the massive stone arches, with those last two phrases, “Killer of Kohar,” and Henley’s dismayed “Mom!” still heavy in the air. 

			Then Georgiana turned around. “I can’t do this,” she said and marched up the grand staircase. Halfway up, she paused. “Charles, where were my bags put?”

			“End of the east hall,” he said.

			“Thank you,” she called back, right before the second level of the staircase swallowed her out of their sight.

			The cold air, leaking from the closed grand doors, descended on those left behind in the entry hall. Henley had turned to her sister, her face pleading for help, or answers, or something that might bring their mother back. But Hetty could only stare up the grand staircase. Elias stood with his coat sleeves pulled down over his hands, staring at the floor. He had known from the start that driving to Morriville was a bad idea, and his brain would not stop yelling that at him now. 

			Finally, in the heart of cold and silence, the butler fidgeted, and Hetty said, “Okay, what just happened?”

			Dr. Morry sighed, looking at Elias. “We appreciate you telling us all this, but…”

			“But?” Elias asked. “My tower is haunted, and all you have to say is but?”

			“It’s not haunted.” Hetty said with a roll of her eyes.

			“Well, what exactly do you call it?” Elias asked.

			“Vaulkery, I hate to say this,” Megan said, “but it is possible the Sleepers are just following you. This might have nothing to do with the tower…”

			“Oh, it has something to do with the tower,” Elias said. “And what about those spiders?”

			“I had no idea those spiders meant anything until today,” Lord Morry said. “I thought some soldier just got bored up there.”

			“That’s what I said!” Hetty said. Henley rolled her eyes, and Elias groaned.

			“We don’t actually know anything,” Dr. Morry said. Elias opened his mouth to object, and he added, “Except that there is absolutely no chance in this world that Brian Vaulkery will let us into his house to investigate.” 

			Elias’s jaw closed with a click of teeth. He could not argue with that.

			Dr. Morry sighed. “We will do what we can, but honestly, barring an act of God—which I wouldn’t discount—there is nothing any of us can do, especially the three of you.”

			“The best thing for you to do,” Megan told Elias, “is go home. Stay away from the tower if you really think there’s something up there.”

			“No one is going anywhere,” Lord Morry said with a sigh. Megan and Dr. Morry both looked at him in shock. “It’s lunchtime. You kids get something to eat before Madeline starts boiling the backup noodles. She always undercooks those.”

			“What about our mother?” Henley asked.

			“Oh, I think we should send our wonderful Secret Keepers to deal with that mess,” Lord Morry said. “Since they did cause it.”

			Megan threw her hands up. “I was going to tell her!” 

			Hetty seized her sister’s hand. “I’m hungry,” she said.

			“So…” Elias looked confused. “I can stay?”

			“Go get food,” Lord Morry said. Henley grabbed Elias by the arm. In a Human chain, the teenagers returned to the sitting room.

			None of them felt like eating in a room filled with happy children. The day had taken exactly that turn into chaos that Henley had feared. Elias sensed it too and knew it was all his fault. Hetty was preoccupied, imagining what might be hidden behind the locked door of the Vaulkery tower. Without saying a word to each other, the three left the sitting room, following Henley, and climbed a back staircase.

			“You don’t think,” Hetty said, balancing her plate in one hand and a glass of water in the other, “that maybe one of them is up there?”

			“I’m going to pretend I don’t know what you mean,” Henley said, opening a door on the second-floor landing.

			“Think about it,” Hetty said, turning to Elias. “Their bodies have to be somewhere, right?”

			“I thought of that,” Elias said. “But it just doesn’t work. The Vaulkery Manor is a terrible place for a Sleeper to put its body. It has to be something else. The question is what?”

			“And how does it relate to the Sleepers?” Hetty said.

			“Would you stop saying that word?” Henley led them into the hall where Lord Morry had found her earlier.

			“It’s just a word, Hen,” Hetty said, seating herself on one of the chairs. The fresco painting loomed behind her like the door into another world.

			“It is not just a word,” Henley shot back. “It means something twisted and evil that tried to kill you using the body of one of our best friends. And where is Mom? Do you think she’ll really leave?”

			“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have come,” Elias said. He sat on the floor across from Hetty, with his legs crossed and a chair as a backrest.

			“She won’t leave,” Hetty said. “She’s just mad Aunt Megan didn’t tell her about Leanna Jones trying to kill me.”

			“It wasn’t about that, it was about me.” Elias stabbed his spaghetti.

			“I’m really sorry she said that about you,” Henley said, taking the seat by her sister.

			“Why? It’s true.” Elias stabbed his plate again, this time louder.

			Henley opened her mouth to say something, not knowing what that might be, but a voice from behind them beat her to it.

			“Whatever Mrs. Giltmen said and did downstairs was not because of you, Elias. Things are far more complicated than that.”

			It was Lord Morry. He pulled another chair around to face them, sat, and folded his hands together on his knee. “I think,” he said, with a glance at the fresco above their heads, “it is time you children understand something. Tell me, how would you describe the relationship between the Blood-groups?”

			“What do you mean?” Hetty asked.

			“For instance,” Lord Morry said, “my housekeeper—a Low-blood, of course—calls me by my first name. She always has. She called my wife by her first name, my son by his. So does Avery, the butler. Does this surprise you?”

			“Yes,” all three said together.

			“And what would you think,” Lord Morry said, “if I told you it would not have surprised a single person back when my son was your age.”

			The children glanced at each other. “What are you trying to say?” Elias asked for them all.

			“And my son,” Lord Morry said, dodging their question. “His best friend is a Low-blood, a girl who has been basically a surrogate daughter to me for the past twenty years.”

			“But they’re both Secret Keepers,” Hetty said.

			“No, they were friends long before that,” Lord Morry said. “Those two have been inseparable since their first week at Baker’s.”

			“Are you saying it used to be normal for different Blood-groups to be friends?” Elias asked.

			“Normal, no,” Lord Morry said. “But it wasn’t unusual either. Just about all my childhood friends came from Morriville, and they’re all Low-bloods. Madeline’s late husband was one of the children who gave me the name Skip. Even Brian used to play with the village children—I’m guessing you didn’t know that, Mr. Vaulkery.”

			“I’ve never even met a child from our village,” Elias said.

			“I thought High-bloods were only allowed to play with other High-bloods,” Hetty said.

			“Back in the old days, when the Three Families founded Trialand, that was probably true,” Lord Morry said, with another glance at the fresco. “The High families wanted to separate themselves from everyone else. But time went on, and this country became more than just a bunch of villages conquered by the three families. The lines separating the Blood-groups came to have less and less meaning. A few years after my son was born, a High-blood woman actually married a Middle-blood. Now, she was from a relatively unimportant family, that’s true, but she was still a High-blood. And during my son’s time at Baker’s, there was talk, serious talk, about doing away with the three dining halls, because students didn’t like eating away from their friends.”

			“This can’t be,” Henley interrupted. “You’re talking about twenty years ago!”

			“Less than twenty, yes,” Lord Morry said, with a grim nod of his head.

			“So what happened?” Hetty asked.

			Lord Morry took a breath and said with apparent difficulty, “Kohar.”

			And just like a bucket of ice water, the room froze. Elias started to turn green, and Lord Morry kept one eye on him as he continued.

			“When Brian Vaulkery and the generals called down friendly fire on Kohar, they killed more than Human beings. They told everyone in this country, once and for all, that Low-bloods mean nothing to the Highs. In essence, they made the lines between Blood-groups un-crossable.”

			Elias sat staring down at his pasta, with his fork stabbed into the very center of it. Lord Morry watched him intently, trying to figure out what he was seeing. Was it emotion, or not? Was it fear, or anger, or pain? The boy was very difficult to read.

			“That can’t be,” Hetty said. “One thing cannot change everything so completely.”

			“It can, Miss Giltmen,” Lord Morry said. “Especially when that one thing is exactly the thing everyone already fears is true. One bad thing can destroy centuries of good things. I’m afraid that is the nature of this broken world.”

			He was looking at Elias still, trying to find something to say that might loosen the boy’s grip on his fork. Hetty’s next, oblivious question did not help.

			“Did they know this would happen when they gave the order?”

			“You would have to ask them,” Lord Morry said.

			“Don’t.” Elias raised his head. “Don’t ever ask my father that question. He will kill you for it, kill you for thinking it. He didn’t know, because he did not care to know.”

			“Mr. Vaulkery, I am certain,” Lord Morry said, “that whatever they all knew or did not know, it was a very hard decision…”

			“Then you’re wrong,” Elias said. “I know my father. He doesn’t make hard decisions.”

			Lord Morry was still trying to figure out what Elias meant, when Henley asked, abruptly, “Lord Morry, I’ve been wondering—those letters in the painting, the ones that aren’t English, what does it mean?”

			“What does the painting itself mean?” Lord Morry said, grasping for this chance to change the topic like a life raft in a storm.

			“It’s Trialand,” Hetty said.

			“The three families,” Elias added. “Everyone knows that, whether they’ve heard of a symbolary or not. It’s on our flag.”

			“Yes, but, the great thing about symbols is that they usually have more than one meaning. One of my ancestors had this painting done soon after the three families took power. At first glance, it is a patriotic tribute to those families, and that is, of course, exactly what she intended any of them to see when they came to visit. But, for herself, her family, and the servants, she intended something very different.”

			“And you’re not going to tell us, are you?” Hetty said.

			Lord Morry smiled and stood. “Some things are better discovered for ourselves.”

			“Well, what do the words mean, at least?” Henley asked.

			“Ah…” Lord Morry nodded. “It’s Hebrew, a passage from the Old Testament. It means: A cord of three strands is not easily broken. Now, I’ve left Madeline alone for far too long. Please, excuse me.”

			Meanwhile, Megan and Charles had climbed up the back staircase by the kitchen and found Georgiana in the room they had given her daughters. She was just sitting on the end of the bed, staring out the window, and they could think of nothing to do but stand in silence until she spoke.

			And eventually, she did speak. “I remember this room. This is where Megan and Morca and I used to stay. Cory was just down the hall.”

			“We do hope you’ll stay, Georgie,” Charles said.

			“I know you do,” Georgiana said, still looking out the window. “And when I came here this morning, I truly thought I could. But I can’t. Maybe if it had been just you and your father, Charles, but not now.”

			“You should know,” Megan said, “that Elias Vaulkery saved Hetty’s life two days ago.”

			“I don’t want to know that,” Georgiana said. “I don’t want to know any more about that night than I already do. I just want you two to swear you’ll keep them safe, and then I’m going to go.”

			“You’re not taking them?” Megan asked.

			“I’ll pick them up in spring. We’ll spend the summer together. It’ll have to be enough.”

			There was a long pause, and then Georgiana continued. “You have to understand, I fell in love with Cory when I was fifteen-years-old. And when we were fifteen, we started planning our perfect life together: where we would live, what we would do, the names we would give our children—Henley for the first girl, Henry for the first boy, those were his names. He liked the idea of names that sounded alike. And then I saw it all ripped away from him, by a man who knew exactly what he was doing and exactly how many lives it would cost and exactly how many futures would then never be, because of him.”

			Finally, Georgiana turned her face from the window. There were tears in her eyes that she would not let fall. “I don’t want to be like this, Megan,” she said. “I want more than anything to be like you, to move past it. But I can’t. And I have moved forward, slowly. And maybe in another thirteen years... but not today. Do you know why I never let them know the two of you?”

			Megan nodded. “I’ve… guessed, yes. And I do understand.” 

			“I knew,” Georgiana said, a relief, really, to speak the truth aloud at last. “I knew that if they met you, your connection to the High-blood families, to this family, would come out, and I would lose it, like I lost it downstairs just now. I inherited enough of my parents’ hatred to swear I would never do that to my children. So I never let them meet you because letting them think I hated you for some unknown family reason was better than letting them see how deep my hatred for the High-bloods goes.”

			“Like Megan said, we understand that,” Charles said.

			Georgiana shot him a glance, a slight smile, with thirteen years of longing for their childhood friendship trapped inside it. Then she got up, grabbed her bag. “So I’m going to leave. I’m going to leave, and they’re going to stay, and you two are going to watch out for them because, believe it or not, I do trust you.”

			“Georgie, you can’t just leave,” Megan said, blocking her way. “You have to talk to them first, or they will get the wrong impression.”

			“Especially Henley,” Charles added.

			Georgiana looked from one to the other, then closed her eyes, sighed, and dropped her bag.

			It was cold outside, but the three women standing in the driveway in front of the Manor-house seemed oblivious to that. Charles had meant only to glance out the second-floor window, to make sure they were all right down there in the cold driveway. He ended up watching them. Seeing the three together for the first time, it became more evident than ever that the twins were Georgiana’s daughters. From above, all three might have been identical.

			After a few minutes, he heard footsteps behind him, turned just far enough to know it was his father, then looked back out the window.

			“They’ve been out there a while,” Lord Morry said.

			“Megan told her she had to explain things to the girls,” Charles said. 

			There was a pause, during which they watched the girls hug their mother.

			“Vaulkery’s car’s still here,” Charles said after a while. 

			“He’s downstairs, yes.”

			“How long do you intend to let him stay?”

			“As long as he wants.”

			“Dad…”

			“Do you know what he is?” 

			Charles looked at the windowsill for a moment. “I’ve had my suspicions.” He paused, then added, “How did you notice?”

			“Like all of them, it’s the emotions that give him away,” Lord Morry said. “He’s buried them in a way that just isn’t natural for someone his age.” He paused, then added, “Does Morca know?”

			“Morca has enough to deal with right now,” Charles said.

			“Ah yes,” Lord Morry said, “I suppose she would.

			For the orphans downstairs in the drawing-room, nothing unusual happened that day—except that Santa Claus showed up, and they had plenty of food, and all got nice things in little, wrapped packages. For the twins, however, the day was turning out very badly. 

			Henley took charge after their mother left. She insisted they go for a walk, insisted that Elias come with them, insisted that there would be no more talk of Sleepers or towers. There would also be no more his highnesses or Henries, and absolutely no fighting at all—although she might, at some point, allow a snowball fight. Hetty and Elias glanced at each other as Henley stomped out the door, then sprinted after her.

			All in all, however, the afternoon turned out to be a happy one. There was a snowball fight, and a few snowmen lost their heads. Then they saw the orphans coming out and scrambled to put the heads back on, only to sprint away when they couldn’t manage it in time. 

			They ended up wandering around the village, watching the lights come on as the sun set and exchanging lines of Christmas carols with every person they met—which was apparently what people did in Morriville on Christmas day, instead of saying hi. Elias had his face mostly covered by a hat and scarf, and no one recognized him.

			By dinner time, Henley was laughing again. Elias wanted to ask what had happened with their mother, but he couldn’t, because he didn’t want her to stop laughing. The thought of asking Hetty never occurred to him.

			Elias left before dinner. The orphans left with their caretakers the following day. A vacuum filled the grand house with only Lord Morry, five servants, two Secret Keepers, and two teenagers left. The twins passed their remaining time exploring the castle, and pestering Madeline, or the butler, or Eleanor, or Lord Morry about the history and meaning of various things they found. For a while, Henley tried to help the maids with their chores, until Madeline caught on and threatened to lock her in her room. Instead, she and Hetty began going for walks around the village every day and scouring the library every night. 

			The Morry library was a huge, octagonal room with a ceiling four stories above their heads and four layers of balconies wrapping around the walls to guard the massive bookshelves. The ground floor served as a study area, desks and couches and chairs, all scattered about. It was, apparently, open to the public, because villagers came in and out every once-in-a-while, taking books with them, dropping them back off. There was also a television, mounted in about the center of the room.

			“No more books!” Henley said, moving her feet to make room for Hetty’s latest stack. Hetty had just dropped them on a table between her sister and the television program her sister was trying to watch.

			“Vaulkery is searching his house for facts about the Sleepers. No reason we shouldn’t do the same,” Hetty said, opening the first book on the pile.

			“How ’bout I tell Madeline you’re making me do school work on our vacation?” Henley said. “Bet she’d come up with a reason or two. And since when do you side with Vaulkery?”

			The compromise was that Hetty kept searching the Morry house for Sleeper information, and Henley sat in the library watching TV while she did.

			Vacation days were passing quickly. December ended, and all of Morriville invaded the Manor-house for a New Year’s Day celebration, which also marked the beginning of Madeline’s two-week vacation. The twins had expected a fight over this, but to their surprise, the housekeeper had her bags packed and in the grand hall before the party even began. She stayed for the party, waiting for her son to come and get her, planted herself on a couch in the sitting room, to laugh and tell tales with the elder women of the village. Eleanor spilled an entire pan of meatballs at one point, and Madeline didn’t even glance around, just poured herself another glass of wine and chatted away.

			Without Madeline, the house seemed even more empty than before, and the twins began to count down the days until they returned to school. Hetty kept searching the library. Henley wondered more and more what Elias might be up to in that big house all alone. 

			Meanwhile, Elias spent his vacation being dragged from one High-blood Christmas party to another. In each castle, he found the quietest corner he could, avoided his friends like the plague, and read book after book on the history of Trialand.

			When home, he ignored Dr. Giltmen’s advice to avoid the tower, leaving it only for meals and to get another book from the library. He did, however, avoid the tower steps, going up and down only by the secret passage behind his wardrobe. He never approached the locked door again, but took to sitting cross-legged, just inside the threshold of the first room, looking out into the darkness of the spiral staircase. Moonlight would shine down through the narrow window just before the stairs wound beyond his view. He felt that there was something just on the other side of that moonlight, watching him back. But he felt perfectly safe, as long as he stayed in the first tower room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Ian Vaulkery

			On a bitterly cold February day, the students returned to Vladimir Baker’s Academy. They came back in a swarm, and the twins—having arrived three days early with their aunt and the rest of the teachers—searched for their friends’ faces in the crowd. Within hours, they were headed to dinner with Ethan, Kathryn, and Sheeda, still gushing out details about their breaks.

			“Where’d Dehnee run off to?” Ethan asked as they took seats at their usual round table.

			“Probably handing in whatever special project she convinced the teachers to give her before we left,” Kathryn said.

			“Are you okay?” Henley asked Ethan in a whisper.

			“I’m fine,” Ethan said with a shrug, then reached for the water jar.

			“So, you were actually in a High-blood castle?” Sheeda asked, and the twins found themselves re-describing their time at the Morry Manor.

			They were just coming in the door to their dorm when Marjorie called out, “Hey, Giltmen, letter!” She glanced at the front of the folded paper and added, “It’s addressed to ‘The Not Evil One,’ so...?” She handed it to Henley. They were still in street clothes, so she could tell them apart.

			Hetty huffed. “Why does everyone assume that?”

			“I can’t imagine.” Henley opened the letter as they walked to their beds. “It’s Vaulkery. He wants to meet tonight.”

			“Why?”

			“Why do you think?” Henley shrugged. “Anyway, it doesn’t say. Just—” She showed the letter to Hetty.

			H.S. Library, tonight after dinner(?) Bring H.M.

			“What, did he take cryptic lessons over break?” Hetty asked.

			“I think he’s just cryptic,” Henley said. “Come on.”

			The library was not as empty as the librarians were used to it being on the first day back. It was also clear that most of the students were not there for homework.

			Ethan Whitemin and Brandon Seeks were in the middle of a group of boys, including the Scohan cousins. Kathryn and Marcy were in another corner with just about every other female athlete in the school. Everywhere on the main floor of the library, similar groups had gathered.

			“What is wrong with these students?” the head librarian asked the other librarians. “Don’t they have dorms for this sort of thing? It is altogether too loud in here.”

			Meanwhile, Hetty and Henley left the main floor and went down into the stacks. 

			“How do you know where he’ll be?” Hetty asked as they dashed through the stacks of Medieval Period books into the Enlightenment.

			“Because this is where we always meet,” Henley said. 

			“How often do you two meet?” Hetty asked. They passed Sheeda, who was trying to coax Dehnee away from the Age of Space Travel and back up to the main floor.

			“Well, we have that history project every month, you know,” Henley said. “And here we are. Hi, Vaulkery.”

			“H.S., hi,” Elias said. He looked from her to Hetty, eyes narrowing. “And you.”

			“You,” Hetty shot back.

			Henley rolled her eyes and sat at the table across from Elias. 

			“So, what are we doing here?” Hetty asked, sitting beside her sister. She shoved a few curls behind her ear and shot Elias a you’re wasting my time look.

			“Well, if you really don’t want to know what I found out…” Elias said.

			“Your letter specifically asked for me,” Hetty said. “It was the only clear thing you wrote.”

			“If my letter was so unclear, then how did you two manage to find me?”	

			“Could you two just not?” Henley said.

			“Not what?” Hetty asked, holding Elias’s gaze as if he might spring if she looked away.

			“Yeah, we’re fine,” Elias said, looking at Hetty in exactly the same way.

			Henley rolled her eyes again. “Whatever. You found something?”

			“I found a lot, actually,” Elias said. He looked away from Hetty to get his co-pad out and bring up a note file. “Okay, so Sleepers are empaths, right?”

			“Yeah, what does that mean anyway?” Hetty asked.

			“I’m not surprised you don’t know,” Elias said.

			“Stay on topic,” Henley said through her teeth.

			“Empaths are people who have a heightened sense of empathy,” Elias said. He added, in a patronizing tone, “Empathy is the ability to feel what other people are feeling.”

			“I know what empathy is,” Hetty said. “And I could figure out what empaths are. I mean, how can empaths hurt other people? They feel other people’s pain, right? So, logically, they should be the last people to inflict pain, right?”

			Elias hesitated for a moment. “I never thought about it like that. I guess I’ve always thought that the more someone understands how another person feels, the more control they have over that person.”

			“You’re weird,” Hetty said. Henley elbowed her in the arm, and she winced.

			“Anyway…” Elias looked down at the screen, its light reflecting off his face. “They told us that originally twenty-nine empaths put themselves into comas, so they could live as mental energy, or whatever.”

			“And meanwhile, their bodies are being pumped full of antifreeze, or something,” Hetty said.

			“Right. But they need the bodies alive,” Elias said. “That’s the first thing I found out—the way to kill them.”

			“I thought we saw Pastor Seeks kill one,” Hetty said.

			Henley shook her head, and Elias said, “No. She just got it out of Whitemin’s brain. That’s part of what makes the Sleepers so powerful. You can’t kill their minds. You have to find their body and destroy it.”

			“Wait, so... Leanna Jones is still out there, somewhere?”

			The other two nodded with grim, uncomfortable expressions.

			“But, it’s been four hundred years,” Hetty said. “They must have found the bodies by now. Have they even been looking?”

			“The problem is, no two are hidden in the same place,” Elias said. “And since they have very few physical needs, they can be almost anywhere, underground, in the walls of buildings, in cemeteries…”

			“Okay, so how many have they found?”

			“Six,” Elias said, scanning his notes. “Or... Yeah, I think it’s six.”

			“And who finds them?” Hetty asked. “Do people just stumble on them, or…”

			“They did just stumble on one in a cemetery when they were digging a new grave,” Elias said, shuttering. “But usually they’re looking for them. Sometimes the army. Usually the Secret Keepers.” He looked at the twins for a moment, then added, “Your aunt, actually.”

			“What?” Hetty asked, as Henley turned pale.

			“Yeah, she and Walter Proud found one during the Braud war.”

			“I knew she didn’t tell us everything!” Hetty said.

			“What did they do to it?” Henley asked, unsure if she wanted an answer.

			“The article didn’t say,” Elias said. “They destroyed it somehow.”

			“Wait,” Hetty said, shaking her head. “I have been through every newspaper article written during the war and never found anything about that.”

			“It wasn’t from the newspaper.” Elias squinted at his notes, hesitating like he knew this information might backfire on him. “It was one of the government documents filed in my father’s office.”

			“You broke into your father’s office?” Henley asked in dismay.

			“He left the door open, so technically, no. And I glanced at about two files before I heard him coming up the stairs and ran for it. Anyway…” Elias pushed aside his notes with a sigh. “Okay, here’s what I really learned. I had to wade through about a million books that just went on and on about psychology, and what exactly makes the mind different from the body, and all kinds of theories that I still don’t get, but, here goes.

			“The Sleepers can’t just possess anyone. Before they can possess a person, they need to be able to, sort of, lock onto that person’s mind, and to do that, they need someone else—someone who’s not a Sleeper—to ‘mark’ that person’s mind.”

			“Mark, what does mark mean?” Hetty asked.

			“Yeah... that…” Elias shook his head. “Each of those really long books I read had a different theory about that, and none of them make much sense to me. But I think the real point is that the Sleepers can’t work by themselves. They need normal people to get hosts for them.”

			“And, let me guess, that’s where the Braud came in,” Hetty said.

			“The Braud,” Elias nodded, “and almost a dozen groups before them. I traced it all the way back to the first group of freedom fighters, the one the Sleepers themselves were part of. And it’s this symbol—” He lifted his tablet and drew it with his finger: the rod and broken triangle they had tried to scrub off the East Tower all those months ago. “This connects all the terrorist groups across time. They all used it.”

			“But why would normal people work with these freaks?” Hetty asked.

			“Because they want the same things,” Henley said.

			“And the Sleepers have the power to get it—or, potentially, anyway.” Elias looked at Henley, thinking for a moment. “Do you remember what you said once, about no one ever talking about why the Braud were fighting, or, what they were fighting for?”

			“Yeah,” Henley said.

			“Well…” Elias took his tablet back, scanning through his notes, “I found it in my father’s files. This is what the Braud wrote to the Senate, just after the war began.” He cleared his throat and read it to them:

			You have now seen what we are capable of. Rest assured that these attacks will not stop until this government of oppression disbands, and all Low-bloods receive their rightful place as rulers of this country.

			“In a word,” Elias said, “freedom fighters.” 

			Hetty began to say that that was two words, and Henley stepped on her foot. 

			Elias continued. “The Sleepers, before they were Sleepers, used those same words after they bombed the South Tower here at Baker’s.”

			“But they killed Low-bloods!” Hetty said. “A total of nine High-bloods died in the Braud war. Lows were the ones who died! And Ethan’s a Low-blood. I’m a Low-blood…”

			“I wonder,” Henley said, “what the Sleepers hate more. High-bloods, or Lows who don’t hate High-bloods?” 

			“Well, that doesn’t make sense,” Hetty said.

			“It does,” Henley said. “They don’t want everyone to be free as much as they want the Highs to suffer.”

			“I’ve been wondering,” Elias said, leaning forward. There was no one left in the stacks to hear them, and yet, they found themselves whispering. “What if what happened at... Kohar... was exactly what they wanted?”

			“They were defeated at Kohar,” Hetty said.

			“The Braud were defeated at Kohar,” Elias said, “but... Just hear me out. What if the Sleepers planned the entire thing? They knew my father was in power, and they knew the kind of men he and his generals were. So, they tell the Braud to stop the little terrorist attacks and outright take over Kohar, knowing that to even have a chance of that, pretty much all Braud would have to go to Kohar, and knowing that Brian Vaulkery would destroy the city first, and that when he destroyed the city…”

			“…the Blood-groups would turn on each other,” Henley said.

			“And if all Low-bloods didn’t rise up there and then,” Elias said, “they could just wait a few years, let the hatred and anger grow and grow, and finally do something to break it open.”

			“Hetty,” Henley said.

			Elias nodded. “And me. The perfect opportunity. We practically gift-wrapped it for them.”

			“We are dealing with people who could live for a thousand years,” Henley said. “Thirteen years would be almost nothing to them.”

			“And I think we’ve established by now that they have no problem killing anyone,” Elias said. 

			“So you’re saying,” Hetty said, “that Kohar was a trap, and your father walked right into it?”

			“Hetty,” Henley said, a warning bite in her voice.

			“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying, Henry,” Elias said.

			“Well, that’s just great,” Hetty said.

			“Stop it,” Henley said.

			But Hetty had fixed an unrelenting glare on Elias that even her sister could not disentangle. “You know what makes this theory of yours most believable? It’s exactly why our mother left on Christmas. You know you were the reason, right? You and your crazy family!”

			“Hetty, stop it!” Henley said. “He had nothing to do with Kohar. He wasn’t even born!”

			“So?” Hetty said. “We weren’t born either, and we still have to live without a father. We still have to deal with it. Why shouldn’t he have to deal with it?”

			Elias got up, shoved his co-pad into his bag, and walked away. 

			“Vaulkery!” Henley called. “Hetty, forget the Sleepers. I will kill you!” She ran after Elias, but he went straight to the High-blood dorm, and she went back to hers, furious at her sister.

			Classes started the next day, and art was demoted to two days a week, replaced by Introduction to Politics on the remaining three days.  

			Thirty-four first-years forgot. 

			Red-faced, breathless, and sheepish, they trickled a few at a time into a classroom on the fourth floor of the North Tower. Their new Politics teacher, Mrs. Lashet, announced each late arrival through the deafening tones of a bullhorn, smiling as she pointed them to their seats.

			“Art two days a week!” Fontesque said in triumph in the dining hall that night. “Finally, something’s going right.”

			Calvin propped his feet up on the table, notebook open on his legs. “I don’t like it.”

			Elias said nothing. He didn’t like the change either, because it meant no more art history lessons. He still didn’t really care for drawing, but he had enjoyed that part of the class.

			Sport’s practices started a week after classes did, but by Wednesday, Kathryn, Marcy, and the Scohan cousins had already disappeared into the Sports Wing. By the next Monday, with their first meet only a week away, the aquatic team took to eating lunch in the locker room again.

			In History, they began studying something called World Wars One and Two. Dr. Quartier still looked like someone was choking him every time a student asked a question. They still started out every Phys class running laps around the platform, despite the cold and snow.

			Meanwhile, a cold front had settled between Elias and Hetty, and there were no more meetings to talk about Sleepers. 

			“She didn’t mean anything by it,” Henley said as they waited at their table in history for Dr. Morry. “She usually talks without thinking.”

			“I don’t care about what she said,” Elias said. “Anyway, we should start working on that Ian Vaulkery project, before classes get crazy.”

			“Vaulkery…”

			“I found some books on him at home, but I didn’t read any of them. Library tonight?”

			Henley sighed. “Fine.”

			During their next Secret Keeper meeting, Hetty and Elias refused to make eye contact and eventually started throwing snow at each other. At that point, Henley got up and stomped off, her face bright red despite the cold. Hetty and Elias finally looked at each other, then ran after her.

			Dr. Morry stood back and watched as the feuding teenagers caught up to Henley under the bare branches of a large tree. They grabbed onto her, swore off fighting, and begged her to come back. Henley put up a bit of a fight, or pretended to, but they got her back, and Hetty and Elias were polite to each other for the rest of their meeting.

			February had come and nearly gone again before anyone noticed. Homework piled up, even for first-years, and especially for sports enthusiasts.

			“I give up!” Kathryn said one night in the library. She slammed all her books closed and started shoving them in her bag.

			“Don’t worry, Rogers,” Karl Scohan, who sat with her, Ethan, and Hetty at the table, said in a soothing tone. “I gave up a long time ago. It’s a much better place.”

			Kathryn rolled her eyes at him. “Let’s get to practice. Asta, guys.”

			“You think she’ll survive the year?” Hetty asked as Kathryn and Karl left. Ethan didn’t respond, so she tapped his arm. “Hey!”

			“What?”

			“Are you okay?”

			“Yeah, I’m fine.”

			“Because it looked like you were zoning out again…”

			“No!” Ethan said. “I’m just tired. Stupid algebra!” He slammed his math book shut.

			“You love math,” Hetty said.

			“Not tonight. I’m going to bed.”

			“It’s seven o’clock.” Hetty watched in a daze as Ethan packed up his things and marched away. “Ethan!”

			“Ethan?” From the couches a few feet away, Brandon Seeks saw Ethan get up. He and Hetty exchanged a look, and then he went after their friend, leaving all his books on the couch.

			“He’s starting to remember things,” Henley said later in the dorm, while she and Hetty changed for bed. “You know, from when he was possessed.”

			“How long has this been going on?” Hetty asked, and Henley shushed her, glancing at the other girls in their open dorm room.

			“A while now,” she said. “It’s why either Brandon or Kathryn is always within eyesight of him. I think they worked out a schedule together—but please don’t mention that to Ethan. He’s also seeing Pastor Seeks about it twice a week.”

			“Why didn’t I know this?”

			“I don’t know,” Henley said with a shrug. 

			“So what can we do?” Hetty asked.

			“Honestly?” Henley sighed. “I think it’s best if we keep our distance for now. He tried to kill you. That’s one of the things he’s remembering. Besides, Brandon and Kathryn are really good at handling it.”

			A few days later, the aquatic team marched back into school with Baker’s first victory of the year. Better yet, it was a decisive victory against a team that was not easy to beat.

			The entire student body had watched the away game from various TVs in various lounges, because the entire student body had, at some point, come together in support of the aquatic team. They were, after all, the only non-academic thing Baker’s had been good at in more than twelve years.

			Then the team returned home, and the entire student body again joined forces to mob them on the platform. Their impromptu party lasted until almost half an hour after dinner was supposed to start.

			“Kathryn won the relay, again! Don’t you dare try to deny it either, you know it’s true!” Karl Scohan was shouting for the benefit of everyone within earshot.

			“Well, what about you and Marcy on those boats?” Kathryn said. “And one person cannot win a relay.”

			“You were all spectacular, the meet was just spectacular!” Hetty was saying

			Meanwhile, Vallier kept trying to attract Annamay’s attention, and every time she did, Annamay would find herself engaged in a new conversation with Marcy or Felton. Elias and Calvin managed to ditch Fontesque and sneaked off to congratulate Dan Mattherson, who was acting very un-Student-Monitor-like as he ran around the platform arm-in-arm with Mary Felstein. Alyssa and Cora could be heard now and then, bemoaning the fact that the aquatic team uniforms were not more attractive.

			Finally, the teachers forced them off the platform and into dinner, but almost no one sat down to eat. They ran around with their plates, spilling food. The teachers hung around to make sure things did not get out of hand.

			In the Low-blood dining hall, Marjorie stood back against one wall with Megan Giltmen.

			“So this is what happens when we actually win something. Glad I got to see it, just once,” she said. Megan smiled.

			As one of the few Low-blood team members, a constant mob surrounded Kathryn. 

			“I don’t remember!” she said, throwing her hands up in the middle of a string of questions. “Hey wait, Marcy would…”

			“Okay, what’s happening?” Marjorie asked as Kathryn charged up the stairs, followed by half a dozen people. 

			Megan followed their progress with concerned eyes, then left Marjorie to watch over the dining hall and went after Kathryn, keeping back. She did not want to be seen unless necessary. But she had a sinking feeling that it would become necessary.

			On the second level, Kathryn ran up to the threshold of the Middle dining hall. She stopped under the arch, as if some invisible wall had risen to block her path, and then started jumping, waving her hand. 

			“Marcy!” she called into the room. “Mar... Fel, hey!”

			Felton Scohan had seen her and come over.

			“Maybe you’ll know,” Kathryn said and pointed at the group behind her. “They’re trying to convince me I had the highest jump on the dive, but I’m pretty sure Vantinfehr had a few inches on me.”

			“Um…” Felton glanced around, trying to remember. “Um...I know you were straightest coming into the water, like you always are. Hang on... Marcy!”

			“Hey!” someone shouted, and a second later, a third-year boy came out of the crowd, toward the arch, followed by others. “What are they doing here?” he asked, pointing at the Low-bloods under the arch.

			“Back off, she’s my teammate,” Felton said, facing the third-year, his shoulder between the older boy and Kathryn.

			Megan started toward the arch.

			“I don’t care,” the third-year said. “They can’t be in here.”

			“They can’t,” one of the girls behind him agreed.

			“Hey, idiots,” Felton said, “they’re not in our dining hall. Don’t freak!”

			“Fel,” Kathryn said, a warning in her voice.

			Ethan stood behind Kathryn and put a hand on her arm. “It’s fine, we’ll go back,” he said.

			“You shouldn’t’ve come up here in the first place!” the third-year said.

			“All right, enough!” Felton said. The third-year took a lunging step forward, and Felton put a hand on his shoulder, just to push him back out of Kathryn’s face.

			The third-year went flying backward, crashed into his gaggle of supporters, and ended up on the floor with a thud, bringing two of them with him. Megan’s steady walk from the staircase became a sprint as a ripple ran through the crowd, with more than one shriek. 

			Kathryn’s hands flew up over her mouth as she staggered backward. “Felton!” she shrieked.

			“Scohan!” Elizabeth Proud pushed her way toward him through the crowd of Middle-blood students.

			No one, however, looked more surprised, more terrified, than Felton Scohan himself. “I’m sorry, sorry, I don’t know where that came from, I swear!” he said, backing away from Elizabeth Proud. “I just wanted him to back up. I didn’t even mean to push him! I swear!”

			“I know. Hey... hey!” Elizabeth put her hands on Felton’s shoulders and got him to look at her. “I saw it, okay? It was an accident. And he’s fine.”

			“An accident?” the third-year roared from the floor. 

			“Could everyone just go back to their meals, please?” Elizabeth said. “In their own dining halls, please?”

			“You heard her,” Walter Proud’s deep voice sounded sternly over the crowd, just in case anyone had considered not listening.

			Sorry, Kathryn mouthed. Felton shook his head, then disappeared. The Low-bloods drifted back downstairs, where Ethan filled the twins in on what had happened, and they all tried to get Kathryn to cheer up again.

			Meanwhile, the Prouds exchanged a knowing look over Felton Scohan’s head, and Megan waved Elizabeth out of the dining hall as soon as things settled down.

			“Have you had those three tested yet?” she asked, keeping her voice down so no one would overhear. 

			“Not officially,” Elizabeth said. “Although, that little display pretty much settles it, as far as the cousins are concerned.” Megan just fixed her with a stern look until she sighed and said, “I’ll send all three to Lydia for blood work during practice tomorrow.”

			“Thank you,” Megan said, then went back to the Low-blood dining hall.

			“Gatchin!” Henley said later that night as she and Elias worked in the library. They sat at their normal table in the stacks, each reading a different book that he had brought back for their Ian Vaulkery project.

			Elias had his feet on the table, leaning his chair back on two legs. “What?” he said.

			“He was an exorcist,” Henley said.

			All four legs of Elias’s chair crashed back down onto the floor. “What?”

			“One of the first exorcists. Yeah. Look!” Henley slid the book to him across the table. It was about the beginnings of the Secret Keepers, and Elias’s had grabbed it because it had an entire chapter entitled Ian Vaulkery.

			Elias shoved his own book aside. “I have an exorcist in my family?” he asked, skimming the page.

			“Why did Dr. Morry give us this project?” Henley asked.

			Elias was still reading, so only half paid attention to his own answer. “It had something to do with the symbolary…”

			“That mark…” Henley grabbed Elias’s co-pad and drew it: three interlocking squares, their lines broken where they should intersect. “The symbolary said it was used by the Secret Keepers to fight Sleepers. What if it really means it was used by the exorcists to fight Sleepers?”

			Elias looked up. “What’s the difference?”

			“Exactly!”

			“What?”

			“Today, there isn’t a difference. All exorcists are also Secret Keepers. But the Secret Keepers didn’t exist until after the First War. So, back in Ian Vaulkery’s day, maybe there were exorcists who never went on to become Secret Keepers. Ian Vaulkery was more than thirty when the Secret Keepers’ charter was written, but, that book says he did his first exorcism when he was fifteen.”

			Elias looked down at the page again. “That’s a year older than us.” There was a pause, as that fact sank into their minds. Then Elias shook his head. “I’m not sure what your point is, though…”

			“Okay…” Henley stood up and began pacing back and forth behind the table. “So we know the twenty-nine Sleepers were empaths, and I know Hetty didn’t get it, but what you said before made sense to me—about empaths being able to control other people because they connect with their emotions. If you think about it, something must have happened to the Sleepers before they became Sleepers. I mean, they didn’t just wake up one day and think, ‘Hey, I’m going to leave my body and control other people’s bodies with my brain.’”

			“I guess not,” Elias said.

			“What if they figured out they could become Sleepers because they were already controlling other people? What if becoming Sleepers was just the next step in what they were already doing? Or what if they could even possess people before they actually left their bodies?”

			“And at some point,” Elias said, “they realized that this ability made it possible for them to leave their bodies behind. If they left their bodies, they could keep their bodies alive. Giltmen, if that’s true, then becoming a Sleeper isn’t about possessing people, it’s about immortality.”

			“And becoming a Sleeper is also just a side effect of some larger condition,” Henley said. 

			“But this is all just a guess,” Elias said.

			“No,” Henley pointed at the book. “It’s not.”

			Elias frowned, glanced down at the page, and felt his face melt under a wave of understanding. “Oh…”

			“He was fifteen,” Henley said. “Fifteen when he did his first exorcism. A year after the First War began.”

			“Which is years before the leaders of the first war vanished. Years before the Sleepers became Sleepers. So, does that mean all empaths can possess people?”

			Henley shivered. “I don’t know.”

			“Exorcists are empaths,” Elias said. “Pastor Seeks…”

			“I know.”

			Silence followed, steeped in the memory of that night in Elias’s bedroom, and the things Leanna Jones had said to Pastor Seeks, particularly the things about empaths, being the same as Sleepers. Then Elias took a breath.

			“So, you were saying something about Ian Vaulkery?”

			“Right.” Henley squared her shoulders and touched the co-pad. “This symbol, the binding symbol used by Secret Keepers to fight Sleepers. I think the symbolary got it slightly wrong. It’s not something Secret Keepers used, but something exorcists used. Ian wasn’t a Secret Keeper—he couldn’t be. But he was an exorcist. One of the first. So, I was just thinking, what if Ian used the Vaulkery tower for exorcisms, and that’s why the symbol’s there?”

			“But why would Ian use a specific place for exorcisms? Pastor Seeks just did it where she found Whitemin.”

			“Oh, right,” Henley said.

			“Besides, it wouldn’t explain anything else, like my father’s dislike of the tower, or…”

			“Gatch!” Henley stopped breathing for a second, then dropped back into her chair and put her head in her hands. “Vaulkery... Hetty was right. There really is one of them up there.”

			“There can’t be,” Elias said. “Whatever else my family might be, they would never help the Sleepers. We’re High-bloods, after all. And if you’re going to suggest they just didn’t know about it…”

			“You said that room’s always locked.”

			“Yes, but the head of the house has the key. Besides, my grandfather renovated it. For weeks, at least a dozen construction workers would have gone in and out of that room every day. If there were someone in a coma hooked up to all kinds of machines up there, someone would have seen it, and someone would have said something. Someone always says something.”

			“What if it’s hidden in the wall, or something?”

			“But my father managed to find it?” Elias asked, raising his eyebrows. “That’s the theory, right? My father stumbled on something he wasn’t ready to see, freaked out, and has hated the tower ever since? It’s a good theory, except it doesn’t work. My father would not have been able to stumble on something that a bunch of construction workers missed for weeks.”

			“Just hear me out,” Henley said. “The mark on that door is a binding symbol. That means it’s meant to hold something inside something: hold a Sleeper inside that room.”

			“Still…”

			“Sleepers have to return to their bodies every once-in-a-while, or they go insane, right?”

			“That’s the theory.”

			“So, what if Ian Vaulkery found a Sleeper’s body and put it up in that tower so that when its mind came back for a visit, he could trap it there and it wouldn’t possess anyone else?”

			“And why in the world would he do that?” Elias asked. “If you destroy a Sleeper’s body, you kill its mind too. The books are very clear about that.”

			“Well, maybe they didn’t know that back then,” Henley said. “Besides, I don’t know what your crazy empath ancestor was thinking! All I know is that there is something up in that tower. Vaulkery, there is a Sleeper up in that tower. It is the only theory that makes sense with all the facts!”

			“Except it doesn’t!” Elias said. “I’m telling you, someone would have seen some…” He stopped dead suddenly, every muscle in his face going stiff. “Gatch…” he said, grabbing his co-pad.

			“What?” Henley asked.

			“Something—something I read,” Elias was scrolling through his notes, “in some newspaper talking about the restoration of the tower... Oh, this is not good…”

			“What?”

			“Three workers died.” Elias’s hands were shaking as he put the co-pad down. “They were on some faulty scaffolding on the outside of the building, and they fell and died. Only, what if that’s not actually what happened?”

			“You think the Sleepers…”

			“If one of them is up there…” Elias shoved the co-pad away, so hard it almost skidded off the tabletop. “Maybe I was right, and someone did see something, only the Sleepers got to them before they could tell.”

			“So why wouldn’t they go after your father?”

			“My father’s a Vaulkery. He can’t be possessed. Or, Lord Morry said no Vaulkery in history has been possessable—which might have something to do with one of our ancestors being an exorcist, come to think of it... Anyway, killing a Vaulkery would have to be extremely risky, even for them, and he was just a kid. He didn’t say anything to anyone. He probably made himself forget it... This is actually happening, isn’t it? Giltmen... There’s a Sleeper in my tower!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Reaction

			On Tuesday evening, just after dinner, Elizabeth Proud called Karl, Felton, and Kathryn into her office. It was a long, rectangular room with exercise equipment piled in one corner, exercise books piled in another, and a tidy desk against one wall. On one side of the desk, several square windows looked out over the aquatic field. Mounted on the wall behind her desk was the only decoration in the room—a thin, agile sword, in an ornate black and gold scabbard.

			“Yes, come in you three,” Dr. Proud said when they knocked on her open door, already pulling chairs around so they could sit in a circle together.

			“Why does this feel like a Secret Keeper meeting?” Felton asked as they settled onto the chairs.

			“It is, sort of,” Dr. Proud said.

			“Does this have anything to do with those blood tests you had us, and only us, take yesterday?” Karl asked.

			Dr. Proud smiled. “That’s what I get for teaching at genius school. It’s kind of hard to keep things from students. But yes, it does.”

			“Are we okay?” Kathryn asked.

			“You’re fine,” Dr. Proud said. “That’s not why we had you take the tests.”

			She reached under her chair for a file folder, then rummaged through the papers inside. “The three of you were initiated into the Secret Keepers because my husband and I had certain suspicions based on your interest in sports, your performance in Phys class, some other things…”

			“Like me pushing someone across a room without trying?” Felton said. Dr. Proud looked up from her papers, and he added, “The timing’s a little coincidental.”

			Dr. Proud sighed. “Like I said, genius school. Anyway, I want this to be very clear before I go on: Walter and I recognized these traits in you because we share them. There is absolutely nothing wrong with you, or us. Understand?”

			“Share what, exactly?” Kathryn asked.

			“Here,” Dr. Proud handed them each a set of papers from the file. “Legally, these are yours. They’re the results of Nurse Brunswick’s analysis of your blood. Don’t worry, I don’t expect you to be able to read them. The significant part is, you all have a certain hormone in your bloodstream. It functions a little like adrenaline, but it is not native to the Human body.”

			“Then how did it get there?” Kathryn asked, trying to decipher the boxes and charts on her paperwork.

			“Oh, you were all born with it. So was I, my husband, and a little less than one percent of our population, give or take. Like a lot of hormones, it typically becomes active between the ages of twelve and fifteen, and during the activation period, it can cause certain uncontrolled surges in energy, or…”

			“…strength?” Felton said, eyebrows raised.

			“Okay, so…” Kathryn gave up on the unintelligible charts and dropped all the papers at her feet. “What does this mean?”

			At their usual table in the library, Brandon and Hetty sat on either side of Ethan, who was trying to explain two-sided inequalities to them. In the middle of this menagerie of unknown integers, Kathryn and the Scohan cousins dropped, wordless, into the three chairs across from them.

			“Um... hi,” Brandon said when the three failed to say anything, or move, for several seconds.

			“How’s it going?” Ethan asked in a sing-song voice, raising his eyebrows at them.

			“We just got done talking to Dr. Proud,” Kathryn said.

			“What about?” Ethan asked, in the same sing-song voice.

			“Hey!” Hetty clapped her hands in front of their faces. “You guys okay?”

			“We’re fine,” Karl said.

			“We just…” Felton said.

			The three glanced at each other. Then Kathryn said, pausing after each word, “We’re not... entirely... Human...”

			“What?” Hetty said. Ethan and Brandon just looked at each other.

			“How did Dr. Proud put it?” Karl asked.

			“Marriages between the species,” Felton recited, “were never exactly common, but they did happen, and somewhere in our family histories, we all have a non-Human ancestor.”

			“Yup, that’s how she put it,” Kathryn said.

			“So,” Ethan said thoughtfully, “you guys are... part alien?”

			All three nodded.

			“That is... so cool!” He was looking at Kathryn when he said this, and she broke into a wide smile.

			“Yeah, it kind of is,” Karl said.

			“What alien?” Hetty asked.

			Kathryn shook her head. “We lost too much information during the Dark Age. All we know is that they must have been a lot stronger than Humans. That’s apparently why we’re so good at sports…”

			“Most people like us apparently go into very physical professions, like the army,” Felton said.

			“So there are others like you?” Hetty asked.

			“Oh yeah,” Kathryn said. “The Prouds, for two—although,” she winced, “I’m not sure we were supposed to tell you that.”

			Brandon shrugged. “We’re all Secret Keeper initiates here. We’ll just consider it our first official secret.”

			“Does this mean you three are related?” Hetty asked.

			They glanced at each other. “Hadn’t thought of that,” Felton said.

			“But if these intermarriages were so rare,” Hetty said, “then, probably, it is the same ancestor for both of your families, right?”

			“I mean, it would have been centuries and centuries ago…” Kathryn said.

			“Still,” Karl said. “Doesn’t mean we’re not family.”

			“Kathryn Rogers,” Felton said, “the third of the Scohan cousins.”

			“I like that,” Karl said.

			Kathryn smiled. “Me too.”

			Meanwhile, Henley and Elias were down in the stacks, arguing.

			“We have to tell someone,” Henley said.

			“I tried that, at Christmas, remember?” Elias said. “Dr. Morry said there was nothing they could do!”

			“We didn’t know what was up there at Christmas. Now we do.”

			“Now we think we do,” Elias said. “We have no proof. And the theories of two school children will not get the Secret Keepers past my father!”

			“Vaulkery…”

			“Short of an eyewitness who can testify to seeing someone in a coma lying in that room, no one is getting into Brian Vaulkery’s tower!”

			“They still need to know!”

			“Fine, we’ll tell them!” 

			“Henley!”

			They heard the crash of someone running a few seconds before Hetty appeared around a bookshelf. Her face was red as she sprinted full speed to their table, slammed into it because she was moving too fast to stop in time, and then leaned hard against it to catch her breath.

			“What’s wrong?” Henley asked.

			Hetty looked at her sister, glanced at Elias, took a deep breath. “You two should come see this,” she said.

			They climbed up a stark, cement stairwell to the top floor of the Library Wing, past shelves of books and comfy study carrels, through a set of wooden, double doors, and into the circulation room in the South Tower.

			The circulation desk stood right in front of the library entrance. To its left were the tables and couches where the twins and their friends usually met. To its right, a network of usually closed study rooms. Every door to the study rooms now stood open, students leaning through them, staring at the circulation desk just like the students gathered on the couches and tables, homework untouched at their feet.

			Not a single Human sound, not from voices, not from feet, or pencils, or flipping pages, or any other movement could be heard. The only sound came from the single television mounted behind the circulation desk. That television usually streamed whichever news station the librarian on duty liked best, always on mute, with subtitles. Very few of those who frequented the library even noticed it was there.

			Now, for the first time ever, the librarians had turned the volume on. From off-screen, a reporter babbled about something, while on the screen, the image circled a dizzy loop around a huge, burning building.

			“That’s…” Henley was simply incapable of saying the rest of the words.

			“The plastic factory in Ebren,” Hetty said. “Yeah.”

			“What happened?” Elias asked.

			“Well, it exploded!” Hetty said. They were all whispering so as not to threaten the silence that had possessed the room. “They’re telling us it was caused by some nonsense about chemicals mixing wrong or something.”

			“But the workday was over by then, right?” Henley said.

			“Yeah,” Hetty nodded. “This happened ten minutes ago. A lot of people still got hurt though.”

			“Wait…” Elias looked at the twins. “Your mother doesn’t...”

			Henley shook her head. “No, she works at the mill. And she shouldn’t have a reason to be in that part of town…” She looked over at Hetty, begging her to confirm that statement.

			Then, suddenly, every phone in the library started ringing. The librarians reached for them compulsively, as if their hands were drawn by magnets. 

			“Sheeda Jonsen,” one of the librarians called out. “If you’re here, your uncle’s trying to call you. Go down to the main office.”

			“Emily and or Brandon Seeks…” another librarian called out.

			Meanwhile, Sheeda had bolted out the door, and she was only the first. Brandon followed close behind her, three others close behind him. Within minutes, half the Middle- and Low-bloods had gone, many before the librarians even called their names. 

			“We should go to the office,” Hetty told her sister. 

			Before Henley could respond, one of the librarians called out, “Giltmen girls! Mother, phone, office.”

			Hetty grabbed her sister by the hand and pulled. Henley dragged her feet, with a glanced back at Elias. 

			“Go!” he told her.

			That first phone call had broken the silent spell over the library. Over the noise of talking teenagers and continuously ringing phones, the head librarian kept turning up the volume, as her cohorts shouted out the names of various students.

			“Hey, Vaulk!” Calvin Bowler came toward Elias through the bookshelves, looking around at all their fellow students with a genuinely concerned expression. “I just got here. What’s going on?”

			“One of the factories in Ebren exploded,” Elias said.

			“What?”

			“Can you believe this?” Fontesque Cruendel came walking over, followed by Vallier and Annamay.

			“It’s terrible, isn’t it?” Annamay said. 

			Vallier rolled her eyes. “What’s terrible is the deal they’re making out of it. It was after hours. Probably a whole six people got hurt.”

			“More like six dozen,” Elias said. “They’re counting twelve dead now, and it’s only just started.”

			“Whoa!” Fontesque raised his eyebrows. “What got into you?”

			Elias shook his head. “You two are unbelievable,” he said and walked away.

			Morca was pacing up and down the center aisle of the chapel. “This is a catastrophe!” she said, shaking the stone walls. “This is a catastrophe!”

			“Morca, calm down,” Megan said. She stood just in front of the altar with the other Secret Keepers.

			“We need to tell the students something,” Charles said. 

			“Well, half of them are in the office right now, getting calls from their parents,” Elizabeth said. “I think any statement of ours can wait for tomorrow morning.”

			Morca stomped her feet to accent each syllable. “Ca-ta-stro-phy!” 

			“Calm, Morca, calm,” Megan said.

			“The official story is that the explosion was an accident,” Walter said.

			“It was not an accident,” Morca said as her pacing grew steadily faster.

			“Of course not,” Walter said. “But we can’t directly contradict the government’s official story. So, when we talk to the students…”

			“Says who?” Morca asked. “Let’s do it. Let’s contradict the stupid Hee-bee government! It’s about time!”

			“Morca, stop,” Megan said.

			“I am sick and tired of the government always trying to, so-called, protect everyone. You cannot protect the general public when body-snatching ghouls start blowing up public buildings. The least you can do is tell them the truth before the terrorists do!”

			“Morca, you are having an emotional overreaction,” Megan said.

			“Of course I’m having an emotional overreaction!” Morca said. “That’s what we empaths do. Overreact emotionally!”

			“Rein it in,” Megan said.

			Morca stopped pacing. She put a hand against her forehead, taking slow, intentional breaths in and out, much like she had during the exorcism. Megan kept both eyes fixed on her.

			“Well, at least,” Walter said after a long pause, “we now know why those security guards were attacked all those months ago.”

			“Codes to get in and out of the factory and set explosives,” Charles said with a nod.

			“I thought those codes were changed,” Megan said.

			“They were.” Morca raised her head. “Which means they set the explosives that night, before anyone even knew the guards had been attacked.”

			“And they never swept the factory?” Megan asked.

			“No, of course they did,” Walter said. “We’re dealing with Leanna Jones here. She knows how to hide bombs.”

			“Why the delay?” Charles asked. “Those attacks happened months ago. Why wait to detonate explosives that were already there?”

			There was a pause. Then Walter said, “Hetty.”

			“Right,” Morca said, nodding. “They didn’t want this to be their opening move. They wanted the Killer of Kohar’s son to kill the daughter of someone who died at Kohar. This was their second move. This cannot be happening! Not again. I cannot let this happen!”

			“Emotional overreaction,” Megan said.

			“Sorry.” But a second later, Morca stopped pacing, turned to face the others, and crossed her arms. “No. I’m not sorry. The Braud were gone, and the Sleepers have never appeared twice within one generation, not ever. This is bad. This is possibly worse than it has ever been before, and frankly, I am terrified!”

			“It was them, wasn’t it?” Ethan said, staring at the floor. No one had really slept the night before. Only about twenty percent of the students had family in Ebren, but that had not stopped almost every parent from calling in after the explosion. A tense film hung over the air, invisible but stifling. Most people were simply in shock.

			True, the explosion had taken place when almost no one was even at the factory, and only a small neighborhood had been damaged. In the student body, only Sheeda and three upperclassmen knew any of the injured people. Still, everyone was on edge, mainly because of a feeling. For the students, it felt too much like the stories they had grown up with. For the parents, it felt too much like the stories they had lived through.

			“They say it was an accident,” Kathryn said, her eyes on the floor. She, Ethan, Brandon, Hetty, and Henley stood at the top of the staircase in the North Tower, just in front of the North Tower doors.

			“Yeah, and even the people who don’t know what we know don’t believe that,” Brandon said, with a glance at Ethan. 

			“It’s them,” Ethan said. He dug his toe into the floor, his gaze distant, vacant, speaking with certainty.

			“Do you remember something?” Hetty asked.

			The doors opened behind them, spilling out students from breakfast.

			“It’s a feeling,” he said when the other students had gone a good way down the staircase. “Not really a memory. But... It’s weird. All of this is weird.”

			“What do you think the teachers are going to say?” Brandon asked.

			The doors behind them opened again, and this time it was Elias Vaulkery. He glanced at them as he passed, his eyes meeting Henley’s.

			“Hey, I’ll see you in the auditorium,” Henley said and started down the stairs after Elias.

			“Are they friends now, or something?” Kathryn asked.

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “I have no idea. But we should get to the auditorium too.”

			“No, let’s wait for Marcy and Dehnee,” Kathryn said.

			“What about Sheeda?” Brandon asked. 

			Kathryn shook her head. “Her cousin works at a bar across the street from that factory. He’s really badly hurt. She went straight to the office to call her family this morning, and we haven’t seen her since. Speaking of, has anyone seen my newly acquired cousins today?”

			“Karl had left our room by the time I got up,” Brandon said. “I think he and Fel wanted to help set up sound equipment in the auditorium. Honestly, I think they just wanted to help with something.”

			“Here’s Dehnee,” Ethan said as she came through the glass doors.

			Meanwhile, Elias and Henley had crossed the platform and entered the East Tower. “Your mom okay?” Elias asked.

			“Oh, yeah,” Henley said. “She was just freaked by everything.”

			“We’re all freaked by everything. Hey…” He stopped in front of the Sport’s Wing doors. “It wasn’t an accident, was it?”

			Henley’s shoulders rose as she breathed in. “The thing is, Ethan’s more certain of that than any of us. He remembers something, from when he was possessed.”

			“Has he told Pastor Seeks?”

			“I don’t think he’s had a chance. The Secret Keepers were hauled up in the chapel all last night.”

			“Probably figuring out what they’re about to tell us.” Elias thrust his shoulder into the doors and went through them.

			They walked in silence for a while, through an empty hallway. Just before the locker rooms, they turned down a staircase, passed the third floor of the wing, and got off on the second. Almost immediately to the left stood the door to the school auditorium.

			Most first-years had not been there since orientation. It was an enormous room, with no windows, large enough to hold the entire population of the school three times over. The seats sloped down, theater-style, from two sets of double doors to a raised platform at the front of the room. Over two dozen people were already there, some seated, some standing. 

			At the door, out of habit, Henley and Elias split up. She stayed in the back, while he went down to the front row of seats.

			A few minutes later, Hetty spotted her sister and led their group over. Brandon and Marcy left them near the doors to go sit with the rest of the Middle-bloods, further down. High-bloods filled the first two rows. Sheeda was one of the last to come in, her eyes red as she sat between Kathryn and Dehnee.

			School staff also came, and all the teachers, filling the seats closest to the doors. Headmistress Vantinfehr made her way to the stage, and Dr. Giltmen took hold of her shoulders, steering her away from the podium and into a chair. She started to object, and then Walter Proud said something that made her sit down in silence.

			“Oh thank goodness they’re not letting her speak,” Ethan said, with a glance at Sheeda.

			It was Dr. Morry who got to the podium. He looked out at the students, and all other noise fizzled away, all eyes drawn to him. “Good morning,” he said, and they all listened.

			Dr. Morry put his hands on either side of the podium. “You all know why you were called here,” he said. “You all know what happened last night, but since rumors are usually louder than facts, let me clarify what we know for certain. 

			“At approximately seven-fifteen last night, there was an explosion in Ebren’s plastic factory. Twenty-nine people were still inside the building; all twenty-nine were killed instantly. The surrounding neighborhood was severely damaged, too. As of this morning, fifty-seven have been counted dead, with another two hundred and twenty-four seriously injured.”

			It seemed to take Dr. Morry some effort to step away from the podium, but he did.

			“Whether you live in Ebren or not,” he said, “whether you have family there, whether you know the victims or not, I know that you are affected by this. I can see it in your faces. Some of you are frightened. Some of you are confused and angry. Most of you are all three. What you are feeling is the pain of this tragedy. It is natural. And let me assure you, all of your teachers feel it with you.

			“It is also natural, in times like this, to want to find something or someone to blame. I understand this desire. I share it. Because we think that finding someone to direct our anger toward, or labeling it an accident, or figuring out exactly how the explosion occurred, can somehow make sense of this senseless thing. But I am going to tell you this morning that we cannot. Blame will not bring back the dead. It will not heal the injured. Nothing can relieve our grief. And nothing should. That is the hardest part of all.

			“The question that we need to ask ourselves today is not, Why did this happen? Nor even, Why did God allow this to happen? These questions change nothing. The questions we need to ask are these: What should we do now that this terrible thing has happened? How are our lives changed by this, and how can that change lead to good? I tell you now that God did not want this, for we believe in a God who feels our pain with us, who mourns with us today. Allow Him into your pain, into your fear. Only then can any meaning possibly be found in the tragedy that has occurred.”

			The assembly lasted about half an hour, and it took students another half hour to get to their classes. First period ended before they had time to do more than take their seats. Students were distracted. Teachers were distracted. Everyone shuffled from one class to the next, opening their books and doing their work by rote.

			The Secret Keepers disappeared to the chapel to help Pastor Seeks. Students disappeared to the chapel a few at a time, every half hour or so, because they had been told to go there if they needed to talk to someone. They were not counted as absent from their classes, and no one asked them to explain themselves. The Secret Keeper’s classes became study halls, except Phys, where Dan Mattherson made everyone run endless laps. 

			“You realize what he was doing in that speech, right?” Elias asked Henley as they took their seats in history that morning. “He was practically telling us it wasn’t an accident.”

			“Brilliant really,” Henley said, paging through Elias’s history book without looking at a single page. “They managed not to contradict the government and not lie to us at the same time.”

			“What do you think he meant, about the only important question being ‘how this changes us’?”

			“I think that’s an everyone has to answer it for themself question.” Henley glanced over at Elias’s co-pad, on which he had been sketching for the last hour. The top was covered in swirls of reds and yellows, with something dark black underneath them.

			“Is that the factory,” she asked, “or Kohar?”

			Elias shrugged and turned his co-pad off.

			The next morning, the twins woke to find Sheeda gone. “Her aunt came late last night,” Dehnee told them as they all got dressed. “She won’t say it, but I’m pretty sure her cousin’s about to die.”

			The weather was not helping anyone’s spirits. It was the coldest February in many years, so cold that patches of ice formed over the salt on the platform. For weeks, students mummified themselves in scarves and mittens just to get from one tower to the next. All aquatic meets were canceled until further notice, which sent the entire school even deeper into depression. But there was nothing to be done about it. The water was so cold that even climate controls could not keep the Low-blood dorm above sixty-seven degrees.

			“I wish you could just stay in my room,” Marcy said to Kathryn, as they began unwrapping themselves inside the East Tower doorway. “My roommate wouldn’t mind, and it’s plenty warm.”

			In the High-blood dorm, Elias had finally started keeping his balcony door shut, and Fontesque was complaining loudly about a slight chill when he sat near his windows.

			“Shut up, there are worse things!” Annamay snapped at him in the hall that morning. Fontesque yelled at her to mind her own business, but Elias caught her eye and mouthed the words, Thank you. She smiled.

			A few days, and more than a few comments between Fontesque and Vallier, later, Elias caught Annamay by the elbow on their way to class. “Can I ask you something?” he said, with the rest of the High-bloods moving on without them. The hall was crowded with students moving toward second-period classes, so they backed up against the outer wall, hanging in the air with the glass to their backs. “Are they annoying you as much as they’re annoying me?”

			“What do you mean?” she asked.

			“Vallier and Fontesque,” Elias said, “and their whole ‘the explosion was no big deal’ thing.”

			Annamay rolled her eyes. “Yes! Val is—I don’t even know anymore... and Cru is just…”

			“A bully,” Elias said. He glanced down the hall just in time to see Fontesque corner Ethan Whitemin who, for the first time in months, appeared alone in the hall. So the gaggle of first-year High-bloods swarmed him. Fontesque took his bookbag off his shoulder and shoved it in Ethan’s face. 

			“Excuse me,” Elias said to Annamay.

			Fontesque put his bag on Ethan and gave him a shove down the hall. Elias caught up to them. He shoved Cora aside, bumped into Calvin, reached Ethan, ripped the bag off his shoulder, and flung it into Fontesque’s chest. Traffic in the hallway ground to a halt, starting with the pack of first-years, spilling over into the rest of the students.

			“What the…” Fontesque shouted.

			“Carry your own stupid books,” Elias said, ignoring the fact that Fontesque was at least five inches taller.

			Fontesque glowered down on him. “You know, Vaulkery, you are really starting to get on my nerves!” He had not taken the book bag, so Elias dropped it on his feet. He yelped and jumped back. “What is your problem?”

			“Whitemin, go tell Dr. Morry what’s happening here,” Elias said.

			“Um…” Ethan was standing behind Elias with his mouth hanging open.

			“For crying out loud!” Elias turned on him. “Whitemin, you are a pushover. Stop being a pushover and go tell Dr. Morry what’s happening!”

			“It’s not his business!” Fontesque shouted. “Seriously! Just keep the Low-loving, High-blood betraying, delusional, Secret Keeping son of the Morries out of my business!”

			“You shouldn’t be making anyone carry your bag, it’s your bag!” Elias said.

			“Does he have a fever?” Cora asked. “Fevers explain weird behavior, right?”

			“Yeah, I’ve had enough,” Fontesque said. “Whitemin, pick up that bag. Elias, out of my way.”

			Elias grabbed the hand Fontesque had put on his shoulder and gave it one sharp twist, making Fontesque wince and step back.

			“Whitemin, go anywhere near that bag, and I will punch you!” Elias said.

			Ethan could not have moved if he had wanted to. He stood there still, mouth open.

			“What. Is. Your. Problem?” Fontesque screamed at Elias.

			“Hey!” The sound of their fight, and frequent mention of ‘Whitemin,’ had made it to the science classroom, bringing Kathryn and one of the Giltmen twins to investigate. 

			“Ethan, what’s…” Kathryn ran straight to him.

			“Vaulkery, wha... hey... what... why…” The Giltmen girl slid into the space between Elias’s shoulder and the outer wall. Her eyes found the bag, and despite her confused words, Elias could feel her brain working out exactly what was happening.

			“Oh, of course!” Vallier stood on Fontesque’s left. She crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “Enter the Low-girls!”

			“Is it the air?” Fontesque asked. “Do they pump some kind of gas in here that makes you Logs think what we do has anything to do with you?”

			“They are pretty delusional, aren’t they Cru,” Vallier said.

			“Ethan, come on, let’s go,” Kathryn said, tugging at his shoulders.

			“You’re the one making them into pack mules!” Elias said.

			“Vaulkery, it’s okay,” the Giltmen girl said, “Kathryn and Ethan are going, let’s just…”

			“Would you shut up!” Fontesque took half a step toward her, and Elias jumped between them.

			“Leave her alone!”

			Fontesque shook his head, incredulous. “Didn’t she try to punch you once?”

			“No, her sister did. Seriously, is it really that hard to tell them apart?”

			“They’re Logs! There’s no reason to tell them apart!”

			“Oh,” Vallier’s voice was calm and venomous. “So it’s that one.”

			“What one?” Fontesque exclaimed.

			“The one he spends all his time with these days,” Vallier said. “Down in the stacks, for hours, every night…”

			Elias felt the rush of blood to his face, heat, and rage, and the sudden desire to shove his cousin in a locked closet.

			“Are you trying to say something, Val?”

			“No!” Annamay appeared, or perhaps she had always been, at Vallier’s side. “No, she’s not.”

			“I don’t know, cos,” Vallier said, ignoring Annamay. “We’re the two geniuses here, so I think you can figure it out.”

			“Val, please don’t,” Annamay said.

			Elias felt Henley’s hand close around his right arm. Every muscle in her fingers contracted, like a vice, meant to keep him in place. Only then did Elias realize he had started toward Vallier, his hands clenched into fists. What had he been about to do? 

			“Vaulkery, come on,” Henley said, “Passing time’s almost over. Let’s just go.”

			“Yeah, Vaulkery,” Vallier said, “listen to Low-blood stack girl.”

			Again, Elias started at her, and again Henley held him back. “Hey, Vaulkery, stop. I’ve seen her do this before. Don’t let her get to you!”

			Vallier crossed her arms, glaring at Henley. “How dare you talk to him like that? How dare you talk about me like that? Are you hearing this, Cru?”

			“I hear it!” Fontesque’s face was turning purple. He drifted closer and closer, pushing Henley and Elias toward the glass wall. Elias put a hand on his chest to keep him back.

			Fontesque shoved him. Elias shoved back, with Henley’s fingernails stabbing into his shoulder. “Don’t!”

			Fontesque shoved him again. Elias responded. Each push got harder. 

			“Stop!” Henley said. In the background, Vallier was grinning, and Henley might have been the only one who noticed. “Elias, please!” 

			“What did you call him?” Fontesque shouted. He shoved Elias again, then lashed one arm at Henley. Elias shoved back, but not before Henely’s head hit the glass wall.

			Elias heard the impact, a dull smack, too loud to be nothing. Some dark void took possession of his body, spread through his muscles, forcing them to contract, to rip his own bookbag off his shoulder. Somehow, the strap of the bag ended up wrapped around his arm, and then he flung all twelve pounds of it straight at Fontesque Cruendel’s head.

			There was a crack that echoed down the entire tower, amplified by Cora Bowler’s scream which, for once, no one could see as an overreaction. Fontesque crumpled onto the floor. Henley Giltmen was on her feet again, a hand pressed against her temple, and only one thought in her head.

			“Elias!” she screamed.

			It was that scream, his name, the name that no one but a High-blood should ever think of using, that brought Elias back to reality. Fontesque lay unconscious at his feet, and half the school, it seemed, had witnessed how. His book bag dropped off his arm, making a dull clunk on the floor.

			Above their heads, the bell rang for second period to begin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			That Kohar Thing

			Megan had just turned on some music to accompany the Advanced Embroidery class’s work on their newest banner when Morca Seeks burst into the bright, round room. The expression on her face would not stand to be ignored.

			“Megan,” she said, in a chipper voice that usually meant something was about to get broken. “So sorry. Know you have class. But if you do not come with me, right now, it’s possible I might hurt a child, and very probably a wall.” She turned and walked out the door without another word.

			“Right…” Megan started after her. She turned back to her class before she got to the door and said, “Um, everyone, just... You’re eighth-years, you’re fine.”

			A few seconds later, Megan caught Morca on the stairs, grabbed her arm, and asked again, “What?”

			“Oh... you know…” Morca’s smile was dangerous. “The Vaulkery kid again.”

			“What did he do this time?” Megan asked.

			“Got into a fight... again. I just need someone there with me,” Morca said. Her shoulder slammed into the glass door, taking them from the North Tower to the platform. 

			A sharp wind hit Megan in the face and nipped her hands. She pulled the sleeves of her sweater down over her fingers, braced herself against the winter cold, and followed her friend. 

			She knew better than to press the issue. Morca’s nerves were frayed from the last few months, only cut up more by the recent explosion in Ebren. The emotional toll of war was hard enough on a normal person. But empaths, like Morca, had to deal with more than just their own emotions. They felt everything, their own personal pain and fear multiplied exponentially by the pain and fear of every person they came into contact with. If Morca needed help dealing with a simple, childish fight, then help she would get. Megan would not make her life harder by demanding she explain the situation.

			Megan’s hands were numb by the time they finally crossed into the South Tower. She stomped snow from her boots, scolding herself for leaving her coat behind. 

			“There is just something about that boy!” Morca said, catching Megan off-guard. Her voice echoed up the tower so violently that, instinctively, Megan shushed her. 

			“His timing!” Morca said, lowering her voice. “I mean, seriously? He chooses now, of all times, to start a fight? I can’t deal with this right now! I mean it, literally, I don’t think I can do this!”

			“Okay, Morca, focus!” Megan planted her hands on Morca’s shoulders. “Breathe. Forget the Sleepers. Forget Ebren, and Craff. The only thing in this world right now is that boy. That is all you have to worry about at this moment.”

			Gradually, Morca’s breathing slowed, deepened, and evened out.

			“Better?” Megan asked.

			“Passable.” Morca turned to the stairs and started climbing.

			In the Chapel Wing, they went down into a network of offices, passed by dark rooms brimming with forgotten storage and entered the large reception area outside Morca’s office. A deconstructed, life-sized nativity dominated the entire left side of the reception area, and two teenagers sat on the manger. 

			“Pastor Seeks!” Ethan Whitemin jumped away from the manger.

			“It wasn’t his fault,” Henley Giltmen said.

			“He was actually kind of trying to protect us,” Ethan said.

			“He was protecting me,” Henley said. “Cruendel shoved me into a wall. Vaulkery just…”

			“Stop!” Morca held up a hand. Her voice shook, but she was in control. “There is defending someone, Miss Giltmen, and then there is smashing someone’s skull in with a book bag.”

			What? Megan bit her tongue to keep from speaking.

			Morca continued. “Fontesque Cruendel is in the infirmary with a concussion. I am going to have to make that call home, so…” She took a breath. “If you two will have a written statement on my desk by tomorrow morning, I will take it into consideration. Now please, both of you get back to class.”

			Ethan and Henley nodded, a sad and dejected bobbing of their heads, then plodded out the door. Morca turned in the opposite direction, toward her office door. She took a deep breath, hand on the doorknob, then opened it with one sharp twist of her wrist.

			Elias Vaulkery stood up from one of the orange chairs as soon as the door opened. He looked pale, but not in the same anemic way he had when school began. It was only because he now looked pale again that Megan realized how much he had changed. Sometime over the last few months, he had begun to fill out, grown taller, and found more color for his skin. She wondered why she had not noticed this change before. It must have been a very gradual one.

			“Mr. Vaulkery,” Morca said, crossing her arms. “What do you have to say for yourself?” Her fingertips bit into the exposed skin on her arms, preparing herself for anger, for excuses, and perhaps even yelling.

			Elias Vaulkery did not yell. He kept eye contact with Morca and spoke steadily. “Nothing. I know what I did. Cru’s hurt badly, and it’s my fault. I’m sorry. I should have walked away like Henley wanted. What happens now?”

			Megan found herself staring at him, her mouth ajar. Is he seriously fourteen? she wondered. It was a stupid question, but she couldn’t keep it from filling her head. She had seldom heard an adult so calmly and sincerely admit to being wrong, let alone a teenager.

			Morca had been faking calm before, controlling her breathing, gripping her own arms hard enough to inflict pain, using that pain as a channel to peel emotion away from her brain. But in the pause that followed Elias’s statement, her fingers released their grip. Her arms remained crossed but frozen, like the rest of her body, as if she had sealed herself inside a film of glass.

			“You admit that what you did was wrong?” Morca asked at last.

			“He had it coming,” Elias said, “but I shouldn’t have done it.” 

			“Why did you do it?” Morca asked.

			“I just…” Here Elias’s voice faltered. Emotion, the first that Megan had noticed. His hands clenched into fists, only to open again a second later. He breathed in, then out, and said, “He’s a bully. I’ve known that our entire lives. And I was just sick of it.”

			“I understand this started over a book bag?”

			Elias nodded. “He’s been making Ethan Whitemin carry his stuff for months. Like I said, I was sick of it.”

			“But you only hit him after he pushed Miss Giltmen?”

			“He didn’t just push her, he slammed her head into the wall!” Anger this time, making his voice grind in the air. Again, just a flicker of emotion that burnt out and blew away almost before it even happened. What is this boy? Megan wondered.

			“And why didn’t you hit him again?” There was a dark edge to Morca’s voice. “I know you wanted to.”

			Elias did not try to deny it. He looked down at his right arm, where he had wrapped the strap of his bag, where he had let it fall again to the floor. “It was Henley. She screamed.” He looked up at Morca. “What happens now?”

			“I need a little while to consider that,” Morca said. “Right now... You’re holding your arm funny. Did you pull something in it?”

			Elias shrugged, and Megan noticed that his right arm did move awkwardly. Morca pointed out the door. “Go to the infirmary, then go back to class.”

			Elias walked out, closing the door behind him.

			“What was that?” Megan asked when she was sure he had gone.

			Morca let out a huge breath, spun in a circle, wrung her hands, and shouted, “How did I not know this?”

			“What?” Megan asked. “Gatch. Morca, calm down!”

			Morca’s hands were shaking so badly she couldn’t put them against her face. She staggered slightly backward, and Megan caught her.

			“I am such an idiot! How did I not…”

			“Sit down, and talk to me,” Megan said. 

			It took far longer than it should have, but she got Morca into one of the orange chairs, and calm enough to speak in coherent sentences. At that point, Megan backed off, made her way carefully over piles of books, and sat on the desk. She waited.

			At long last, Morca raised her head. “You’re my stability, you know. You’ve been the one who holds me back, who keeps me from losing control. I would have screamed these towers down a hundred times without you.”

			“I’m not sure what you’re trying to say,” Megan said.

			“You’re the one who keeps me calm, at my craziest, when I’m screaming and breaking and ripping things apart,” Morca said. “I don’t think you’ve ever really noticed the other times, the times when I’ve already turned myself off. The times when calm is the last thing I need. The times when I need someone to turn me back on.”

			“Morca, I still don’t…”

			“There are two ways to deal with being an empath,” Morca said. “We all use both of them at one time or another. But most of us, most of the time, deal by just giving in, riding the emotional waves, soaring and crashing, and just going wherever other people’s anger and fear and hatred and whatever takes us, even to broken furniture and broken heads. That’s what I did all through my childhood. I was a nightmare.”

			“But…”

			“All this time…” Morca began to pace her office, kicking aside books when she had to. “I thought Brian Vaulkery was just really low down on the empathy scale. But he’s always been so intuitive, now I think of it, that just doesn’t make sense.”

			“How did we get on the subject of Brian Vaulkery?”

			“The other way to deal with being an empath is to just shut down. Put up walls. Basically, make yourself not feel. It’s why empaths are sometimes mistaken for sociopaths—because we can act like we have no emotions at all. I’ve done it. It feels like burying yourself alive. But when things get really, really bad, or you’re in a place where going off the emotional deep end just isn’t safe, it can be the only option we have left.”

			“And you’re mentioning all this to me because…?”

			“Because that’s what Elias Vaulkery was doing, Megan, just now, in this room!” Morca’s anger flashed bright, only to fizzle out a moment later. “He was burying himself alive. There is no mistaking that feeling. I know it very well.” She stopped pacing and shook her head. “You know that empathy runs in families.”

			“Yeah, your grandfather was one, and no one was surprised to find out you were too,” Megan said. She had a foreboding feeling about where this conversation was going.

			“Ian Vaulkery was, quite possibly, the most powerful documented empath in our history.”

			“Yes,” Megan said. It was why they still initiated every Vaulkery child into the Secret Keepers, because any one of them could be another Ian Vaulkery. But Ian lived and died four hundred years earlier, and the more time passed, the less anyone expected to find an empath in the family again.

			“Something has always bothered me about that kid,” Morca said. “I should have figured it out the moment he stepped into my office that first day, but I have been so distracted this year—and, in my defense, typically, empathic children do not just sit calmly through detention.”

			“Morca, what I just saw from Elias was the furthest thing from an emotional overreaction that I have ever seen.”

			“Exactly! Have you heard nothing I just said?”

			“Right, right. Two ways to deal with being an empath… Sorry. Go on.”

			“Teenagers are emotional by default. Only an empath would be aware enough of his own emotions to control them that well at that age. I’m telling you, Megan, there is no denying what I felt from him just now.”

			“Elias Vaulkery is an empath.”

			“Yes.” Morca started pacing again, only to stop a few seconds later and turn to Megan with burning eyes. “And one of many, many things I would very much like to know: Has Charles known this whole time?”

			Without thinking, Megan opened her mouth to say, Of course not. The words stuck in her throat and died there. “Good question,” she said instead.

			“So…” On the screen, Adriana Courtryside-Vaulkery’s face bunched together into a confused but thoughtful frown. “Why are you telling me this?”

			“Well,” Charles said, picking with one finger at the arm of his office chair. “The law requires that I alert the child’s guardian of any altercations of this nature…”

			“Don’t play dumb with me, Charles,” Adriana said. “It’s never worked out well for you in the past. The law requires that you alert a guardian within twenty-four hours. A normal person would call in the evening after everything’s calmed down. You chose to call at a time when you knew I would be home, and Brian would not. Why?”

			“I think we both know the answer to that.”

			“Enlighten me anyway.”

			Charles took a deep breath. “Addy, I know who signed your son’s permission slip, for the field trip. Brian has no idea he even went, does he?”

			“Of course. I’m sure you figured that out as soon as you saw the form. But...” She leaned into the camera on her computer. “If this gives you the impression that I am now somehow on your side…”

			“Of course not,” Charles said, leaning toward his own camera. “The only impression I’m under is that you love exactly one Vaulkery. And it isn’t Brian.”

			“Hmm.” Adriana leaned back in her chair, and a ray of light from the window to her left glared off the camera. It almost hid the smirk on her face. “Tell me,” she said, after leaving the air to quiver in silence for some time, “as long as I have you on the line—how much time has Elias been spending with my dear niece?”

			“Vallier?” Charles sighed. “Well, if he was spending time with her before, I’m fairly certain he won’t anymore. The witnesses tell me she was rather strongly on the other side of this... argument.”

			“Good,” Adriana said. “There’s a reason I’ve kept him away from my brother’s family all these years.”

			“So I assumed.”

			Adriana sat up straighter, her tone turning business-like. “I will be telling Brian about what happened. Of course, I’ll leave out certain details, like defending a couple of Low-bloods. That was your strategy, wasn’t it? Do your duty and tell the whole truth. And if that truth doesn’t make it all the way to Brian, well…”

			“You think this is a game?”

			“It’s always a game,” Adriana said. “The line you Secret Keepers walk, between which secrets it is strategic to tell, and which it is not.”

			“That’s not exactly how it works.”

			“And still…” Adriana gestured at the air. “Here we are. But just so we’re clear: I’m not keeping this secret because I’m okay with what Elias did. I’m doing it because his father would murder him—metaphorically speaking, of course.”

			“Addy…” Charles shook his head. “I have never understood why you let everyone believe you don’t have a brain.”

			Adriana laughed. “Please! It’s much more fun this way! Besides, Brian would be nowhere near as easy to manipulate if he knew I was his equal. Anyway, good day, Charles,” she said and ended the call.

			By the time he left the infirmary, Elias knew he would not make it to even the end of second period. So he headed straight to history. 

			Halfway up the East Tower staircase, the end of period bell rang. Students spilled into the hall, talking, laughing, following invisible lines to their next classes, as if it were a perfectly ordinary day. Elias sped up, only to have his way blocked by a group of Middle-bloods meandering into their history classroom. He hurried through the door when they were gone, paying no attention to where he was going, and ran straight into a group of Low-bloods lounging together at the back of the room. One was Ethan Whitemin, another Kathryn Rogers.

			“What happened to your arm?” another member of the group, one of the Giltmen twins, asked, as if she were accusing him of something. The other twin was nowhere in sight.

			“Oh…” Elias glanced at his right arm, which Nurse Brunswick had insisted on putting into a sling. “Nothing. I just pulled a muscle in my shoulder. No big deal.”

			“It kind of sounds like a big deal, Vaulkery,” the Giltmen twin shot back.

			Elias’s eyes narrowed at her. “Why exactly are you talking to me, Henry?”

			“Oh wow!” She rolled her eyes. “You really can tell us apart!”

			“You’re not exactly making it difficult right now,” Elias said.

			“Whatever.” She turned, stopped, hesitated, spun back on her heels, and said, “Thanks for protecting my sister. And don’t worry, that’s all you’re going to get out of me.” She marched down to her seat.

			Over one of the doors, the hands of the clock ticked dangerously near the beginning of class. Elias turned toward his seat and found the entire classroom gaping between him and the front row. He took a step, and suddenly there were glances, behind-hand whispers, eyes, so many eyes, looking at him, not looking at him.

			He was the only High-blood in the room. Vallier, Calvin, Cora... Where were they? Elias wobbled on his next footstep. Why weren’t they in the room yet? What were they doing? Were they plotting his demise? Were they calling home, telling their parents?

			Oh lakes no! Dr. Morry would be calling his parents! Dr. Morry would be calling his father! Elias almost fell off the next step.

			“Hey…” It was Ethan Whitemin, who had just gotten up to move down to his table. “So, for what it’s worth…” He wasn’t exactly looking Elias in the eye, but it was close. “Thanks.”

			“You tell Dr. Morry what’s been going on?” Elias asked.

			“I kinda had to.” Ethan tugged at the ends of his sleeves with a glance back at Kathryn. “That’s... um... twice now you’ve kinda saved me, so... thanks.” He turned and went down to his own front-row seat, as if it were nothing, as if there were no gaping chasm between the back and the front, leaving Elias alone and stranded on the first step.

			The steps had become a sheer drop, past forty pairs of eyes, and behind-hand whispers all aimed at him. Elias stood frozen until he saw Vallier’s head in the other doorway. Calvin and Annamay followed her. Their appearance sent a shock through Elias, and he ran for it, two steps at a time all the way down to his table, where he dropped his bag on the floor and collapsed into his chair.

			Henley was already there. “Hey,” she said.

			He couldn’t look at her. “I’m sorry you got in the middle of this,” he said.

			“It’s okay,” she said. 

			Behind them, taking their time getting to their seats, the High-bloods talked more loudly than normal. They weren’t saying anything, but their familiar voices pounded inside Elias’s skull. Blood surged into his face as he turned toward them.

			“Don’t look at them.” Henley reached for his wrist. “Eyes forward. Dr. Morry will be here soon.”

			Her hand pressed on his wrist, like the hand she had put on his shoulder, to pull him back. Why hadn’t he listened? Why hadn’t he left when she said to? Things would still have been bad, but so much better. Why had he let himself lose control like that? His father would kill him. Maybe literally kill him...

			He was suddenly breathing very fast, with the desk melting away and Henley’s eyes burning through him. “I don’t know if I can do this,” he said.

			“You don’t have a choice.” Henley’s hand was still on his wrist, pressing it down into the table, holding him there, above the melting chaos. “So you can do it. You don’t have a choice.”

			Through the rest of the school day, Fontesque’s empty chair glared at Elias everywhere he went. Lunch was the most torturous affair he had ever endured. It would have been better, he decided, if they had exiled him to his own table. But no, they all sat at the same round table as always—him, Cora, Annamay, Calvin, Alyssa, and Vallier. 

			Alyssa’s makeup had dark blotches and streaks through it, and she started up crying again every time someone asked her to do something she didn’t want to do. Vallier made a crass comment about Low-bloods and factories, then turned to Elias and said, “Sorry. You gonna bash my head in now?” 

			“Val, come on,” Annamay said.

			“You saw what he did!” Vallier said.

			Calvin, seated across from them, had his knees propped up against the table, sketching furiously on a pad supported against his legs and shifting his knees higher up in front of his face as Vallier spoke.

			“Yes,” Annamay said. “I saw the whole thing. Including the part where you and Cru bated him into it. If that Low-girl hadn’t been holding him back, he would have smashed both your heads in a lot earlier.” She stood up, picked up her plate, and slammed her chair back under the table. “I’m going to the locker room. Most of the team’s probably already there.”

			“All your meets are canceled!” Vallier shouted after her. “What can you have to strategize about? Anna!” 

			Elias had never wished he had a pass to leave the dining hall more than he did at that moment. The monitor under the arch didn’t even ask to check Annamay’s pass anymore, just waved her through. Elias would have given almost anything to trade places with her. She passed under the arch, crossing paths with Dan Mattherson, who had just come through the North Tower doors.

			Elias saw Mattherson heading toward him, and somehow, before he had even reached the arch, Elias knew what was coming. 

			“Vaulkery!” Mattherson said, more loudly than necessary, Elias felt. He did not come in, only stood under the arch, beckoning Elias to join him.

			“What now?” Elias asked as Mattherson swept him ahead, out into the North Tower. 

			“Dr. Morry called your mother,” Mattherson said, stopping before they got onto the stairs.

			“You mean my parents?” Elias asked.

			“No, he was very specific about saying your mother,” Mattherson said.

			They stood at the top of the stairs for a few seconds, before Elias finally asked, “Is that all?”

			“No. Pastor Seeks has decided on a punishment.”

			“Oh.”

			“Detention, one class period a day, until you’ve missed every class. Art and Politics counted separately.”

			“So I have to do a makeup assignment in every class,” Elias said.

			“Yeah, that seems to be the general idea.” Mattherson stood there for another moment, then ran a hand through his dark hair. “Why’d you do it, Vaulk?”

			Dan Mattherson had not called him Vaulk since he had been about five years old. It was, suddenly, a strangely welcome thing to hear. “Does it really matter?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Mattherson said. “We all screw up, and most of the time, we can’t even know if what we think is right will end up being right. Motivation is everything.”

			“Then I have nothing,” Elias said, “because I don’t know.”

			“Is it about that girl?”

			“Not the way Vallier would suggest,” Elias said, a bit more violently than he had meant to. Still, Mattherson seemed to believe him.

			“Good. Okay, go finish lunch.”

			“Could I maybe not?” Elias asked.

			“Well, would you rather be helping Dr. Giltmen clean paintbrushes?” Mattherson asked.

			“Yes!” 

			Mattherson looked at him for a long moment, then just shrugged and walked through the glass doors into the Dining Wing. The doors closed behind him. Elias stared at them for several seconds, expecting a hand to come through them and drag him back inside. When no such thing happened, he turned to the stairs and sprinted all the way to the art room.

			Art class was murder, sitting across from Vallier, with nothing to do but stare at Fontesque’s empty chair. Calvin sat with his knees propped up on the table, supporting a sketch pad up in the air higher than his head. Annamay sat bent over her own drawing, without so much as a glance up for the entire class period. Elias tried to follow her example, but Vallier kept doing things, little, stupid things like bumping the table, to get his attention back.

			By fifth period, Elias had sunk into a deep gloom, just in time for Walter Proud to announce that they were starting a self-defense unit. 

			“Just give Elias a book bag,” Vallier said as loudly as she could to the other High-bloods.

			“Everyone up!” Walter Proud called across the open training room. “Boys with me. Girls, stay here. Mr. Bowler, leave the sketch pad, thank you.” 

			Elias jumped up. At least he could get away from Vallier for an hour. 

			He did not go to dinner that night, just ran straight to his room and munched on the crackers his mother had sent back with him from Christmas. He hated those crackers. His mother insisted on buying them because they had ten percent less fat, or something. But anything was better than the dining hall. He should also go to the library. There were books he needed to finish his homework. But he wasn’t going to. He wasn’t going to leave his room that night. He couldn’t.

			He almost didn’t leave his room the next morning, either. At a quarter to eight, he dragged himself out of bed and ran into his first-period class just before the bell.

			“Are you okay?” Henley asked in third period. She had spent most of Dr. Morry’s lecture shooting glances at him.

			“Fine. Are you still reading, or can I turn the page?”

			“Vaulkery…”

			“I’m just nervous. My first detention is the period after lunch.”

			“Why would that make you nervous?”

			Because in detention, Pastor Seeks was going to make him talk about what had happened, again. That was the answer, but he couldn’t admit it. “Just drop it,” he said.

			Henley bit her bottom lip, then sighed, and turned the page.

			“You mention Vallier Courtryside a lot,” Pastor Seeks said. “She’s your cousin, right? Why do you think her comments bother you so much?”

			Elias kicked at a book that lay on the floor by his feet. “Do I really have to answer that?”

			“Yes, Vaulkery,” she said. “Believe it or not, I don’t ask these questions for my own entertainment.”

			“I don’t know.”

			“But you do know that I will not let you get away with that answer.”

			“What do you want me to say?”

			“I don’t want you to say any particular thing. I want you to think, evaluate, and respond in a way that benefits you.”

			“And what makes you think any of this would benefit me?” Elias asked.

			Pastor Seeks took a deep, steadying breath, then exhaled fully before speaking. “What do you mean?”

			“Talking doesn’t help, why would it? It doesn’t help me.”

			“Okay.” Pastor Seeks reached back to her cluttered desk. “If you don’t want to tell me, then draw it.” She picked up his co-pad, which she had confiscated the moment he entered the room. She turned it on and accessed a paint program. “Here.” She held it out to him.

			“No,” Elias said.

			“You don’t want to talk, fine,” Pastor Seeks said. “Not everyone can express things in words. But you have to express it somehow. I will not let you get away with just sitting silently.”

			“When H.M. and I got detention in September, you gave us a choice.”

			“That was different, and I think you know it,” Pastor Seeks said, still holding the co-pad out to him. “This time, your choice is to say it, or draw it, or find some other way.”

			“I won’t draw it. I don’t even know what that means!”

			“Really?” Pastor Seeks drew the co-pad toward herself. “Because I think we both know what you would draw.”

			Elias jumped out of the sagging orange seat and grabbed for his co-pad. “Give that to me!”

			“When did you start drawing images of the Kohar blitz?” Pastor Seeks asked, keeping a firm grip on the co-pad. “Over, and over…”

			“That’s private! Give…” 

			She let him have the co-pad before the word had completely left his mouth. He snatched it, turned the screen off, and collapsed with it back into the orange chair. When he finally managed to look up again, he found her staring at him. She was calm, yet somehow not calm, and there was a strange connection in the way she looked at him—as if his feelings had become a part of the air that she breathed in. He knew the question she would ask before she asked it.

			“Why Kohar?”

			“I don’t know,” he said.

			“Yes, you do. You’re afraid to say it. But you have to, Elias. At some point, you will have to say it.”

			He rolled his crossed, stiff arms. “Why?”

			She looked at him for a long moment, and in that moment, Elias remembered his first sight of her—the stranger, standing at the cookie table at his birthday party, facing down Brian Vaulkery. She possessed a strength he had never seen before, quiet and proud, in a way that seemed opposite his father’s pride. It was still there. 

			Finally, she broke their gaze and glanced at the clock—practically the only thing on one of the bookshelves.

			“The bell is about to ring,” she said. “Before you go, though, I want you to consider this: What happened yesterday, with Cruendel, would that have happened if you had not gone to Kohar?”

			Elias stared at her. An immediate answer came to mind: No. But he could not say where that answer came from. The two events seemed so wholly unconnected. What could Fontesque Cruendel, the bully, have to do with Kohar?

			“Wow, both of them at once,” Kathryn said, looking across the table.

			“Yeah, I never realized how disorienting this was,” Felton Scohan said. 

			The group had pulled together two large library tables, despite many raised eyebrows from the librarians at the circulation desk. Felton sat between Kathryn and Ethan, who sat across from Brandon, who sat next to Karl, who was across from Dehnee, whose nose was buried in a book. At the end of the table, beside Kathryn, was Marcy Jasik, and across from Kathryn and Felton, were the Giltmen twins.

			“Here,” one of the Giltmen twins got up from the chair she had just dropped her books next to. She pulled off the gold-striped, purple uniform jacket most of them were wearing, draped it over the back of her chair, and sat down again in only the red uniform blouse. “Better?”

			“I guess,” Felton said.

			“You get used to it,” Kathryn assured him.

			“I’m Henley, by the way,” the one who had just removed her jacket said.

			“Yes, of course you’re Henley.” Ethan jabbed the end of his pencil at the twin with her jacket on. “This one has just spent the last half hour ranting about injustice and how unfairly Low-bloods are treated in the cities. So, yeah, you’re obviously Henley. By the way, Hetty, that was a hint I’m open to a subject change.”

			“No, I think it’s fascinating,” Marcy said, louder than she had intended to. The entire table turned to look at her. “Well not in a good way!” she shot back. “Just... Hey, my family’s not rich or anything, but Dad makes decent money, and we went to an all Middle primary school, and we never heard these stories.”

			“I did,” Brandon said.

			“Yeah, but your parents are Secret Keepers.”

			“She’s right,” Karl said, leaning forward to see Hetty around Brandon. “More Meds would care about this stuff if they knew what was actually going on. They’d have to. How many apartments did you say share one bathroom in the tenements?”

			“Is this really what you guys talk about up here?” Henley asked.

			“Not usually,” Ethan said. He closed his politics book with a triumphant thud and stuffed it back in his bag, only to take another book out of it.

			“What brings you out of the stacks?” Kathryn asked Henley. “Vaulkery a no-show again?”

			Henley rolled her eyes. “He’s avoiding me,” she said, pulling her biology textbook open so abruptly the cover almost ripped away from the spine.

			There was an awkward moment, during which they all remembered exactly whom they were talking about, and exactly what had happened in the hallway, and all the reasons that all of it made exactly no sense. 

			Then finally, Brandon said, “I think he’s avoiding everyone right now, H.S. Don’t take it personally.”

			With a grimace, Henley pretended to be engaged with her homework.

			“Ethan! Should you be…” Kathryn changed tactics mid-sentence, pulling the horror out of her voice, too, with some apparent difficulty. “What are you reading?”

			“Relax,” Ethan said. “Pastor Seeks gave it to me. She thought it might help.”

			Naturally, the entire group had turned to look at Ethan’s book. Four of them recognized the face of the woman on the front cover: Leanna Jones.

			“The First Freedom War?” Marcy asked, reading the book’s title. “What would that be helpful for?”

			“Oh for... our Secret Keeper projects,” Ethan said, thinking fast as he looked around the table. Half the people there knew what had happened that night in the High-blood dorm, and half did not. “We have to do this presentation at the end of the year.”

			“Oh,” Marcy said. She looked down at her book and added, “You guys get to do another project? I’m so happy for you.”

			“Why is Pastor Seeks giving you your project?” Felton asked. “She’s not your group leader.”

			“It’s not like our group leaders own us,” Kathryn said.

			“So…” Hetty leaned across the table and asked, “Why is her picture on the front cover.”

			“Her?” Karl asked.

			Henley was about to kick her sister, but Ethan saved it. 

			“Leanna Jones, my project topic. It’s fascinating, actually. Her brother, Donovan, was the leader of the freedom fighters, but apparently, she was the mastermind behind all the terrorist attacks. She’s this genius with explosives, knows exactly where to place charges to take down a building without hurting anything around it, or where to put them to destroy everything nearby, depending on what they wanted. It’s impressive.”

			“Ethan,” Brandon said, standing. “I’m going to go get some water, for the table. Would you help me?”

			“I’ll help too,” Kathryn said.

			“Yeah,” the twins said in unison.

			Ethan rolled his eyes, but set the book down, and went with them.

			“Did anyone else find that weird?” Karl asked, after more than half the table left, to bring back drinks for the table.

			“Weirder than being abducted by ninth-years in the middle of the night to find out we’d been initiated into a secret society that isn’t actually secret?” Dehnee asked, without looking up from her book.

			Meanwhile, Brandon, Kathryn, and the twins dragged Ethan into an empty study room and shut the door. 

			“Guys,” Ethan said, rolling his eyes again, “really, I don’t need an intervention.”

			“Did you hear yourself out there?” Hetty asked.

			“It sounded like you admired her!” Brandon said.

			“Pastor Seeks gave me that book,” Ethan said. “I swear. Don’t take my word for it. Ask her!”

			“Well maybe it was a bad idea,” Hetty said.

			“Look.” Ethan sat on the end of the study table with a sigh. “Pastor Seeks thought it would be good for me to get to know her a little. She was in my head for over a year. She knew, she knows, everything about me, about my life, everything, but I have nothing from her, except these flashes and feelings in my head.”

			He took a huge breath and continued. “I don’t like her. I will never like her. But she is a genius, and there is no use to anyone in denying that. And understanding exactly how brilliant she is…” He shook his head. “It’s not that I admire her. It helps me to see her as Human. I can get over this if she’s just Human.”

			Earlier that night, Elias had gone straight to his room, where he threw off the sling and vowed never to put it on again. He skipped breakfast for a second time the next morning, leaving his room with only a few minutes to spare before classes began. To survive the halls and the classes, he pretended he was in a tunnel, a long, dark tunnel, where he was completely alone, channeling all noise into the pretend sound of water running overhead. He refused to talk even to Henley, found an unused table at lunch, and stared at the same spot on the wall above Pastor Seeks’ head all through detention. 

			By dinner time, the sun had died, and specks of light from the towers flickered between snowflakes, quiet and gray. After stuffing a handful of bread into his mouth at dinner, Elias went straight to his room—with one unforeseen exception waiting for him beside the High-blood door.

			He drew up short, snowflakes wafting around his feet as he calculated his next move. Bundled head to toe in Baker’s reds and purples, he wasn’t certain which one she was. Until she opened her mouth.

			“You!” Even the snowflakes fled from her voice.

			Elias rolled his eyes. “Get lost, Henry!”

			“It’s just amazing,” Hetty said, reaching up to brush snow off her red hat, “after all this, his royal highness still walks around like his royal highness.”

			Elias pushed her away from the door with his shoulder and punched his code into the keypad. Just before he finished, she hit a random key, invalidating his entire code.

			“Henry!” he shouted. The pad flashed red, then went blank. He would have to wait for it to reset.

			“Stop ditching my sister,” Hetty said

			“You were waiting here to tell me that?”

			“She’s trying to help you. God only knows why. And I mean that literally.”

			“I am not ditching Henley.” The keypad reset to green, and he rushed to enter his code. Hetty was just as fast. He deflected her hand this time, but the keypad ended up beeping at him for not finishing his code in time, and then went blank.

			With an exasperated groan, Elias clawed at a handful of snow caked to the facade wall and swiped it into her face. “What is your problem, Giltmen?”

			“What’s my problem?” She deflected the snow and threw more back at him. “What’s yours? So you beat up another stupid High-blood, who’s been totally deserving it for months. I get why you’re avoiding the other Hee-bees—all of whom are freaks, anyway, by the way. And you’re a freak too, but for some reason, Henley likes you, so why are you avoiding her?”

			“I don’t want to talk to anyone,” Elias said. The keypad went green, and he managed to position his shoulder to keep her from reaching it. The door clicked and slid open. 

			“What is wrong with you?” Hetty said, sliding in the snow as he pushed her back from the door.

			“It’s not that complicated. I don’t want to talk to anyone!” Elias said. “Least of all you!”

			The last thing he saw were her eyes, rolling. The last thing he heard was her groan, obnoxious, and grating against the decency of all living things. Then the door closed, and she was gone. 

			“I am going to murder that Vaulkery kid one of these days, believe me, I truly am!” Hetty slammed herself down into a dining hall chair. The thud made them all afraid the chair would crack in half. It didn’t.

			“What are you talking about?” Henley asked.

			“And where were you?” Kathryn asked. “Dinner’s almost over. Dehnee already left for the library. I’m supposed to meet Marcy there in ten minutes. And Ethan, would you please stop reading that book? Seriously, her creepy face is staring straight at me!”

			“Sorry, but this part is weird,” Ethan said. “See, it ends with this summary of all the terrorist wars after the first one, and... So, the First Freedom War was almost a success. It lasted almost twenty years, and the government almost collapsed. If the Secret Keepers hadn’t come on the scene, it probably would have collapsed. But after that first war, the terrorists got sloppy. Their attacks just were never as effective. It’s almost like Leanna Jones isn’t the one setting the bombs anymore.”

			“Ethan,” Kathryn said. “I can accept that this might be therapeutic for you, somehow, but her evil face is really creepy.”

			Ethan draped a napkin over the front cover of the book. “Better?”

			Kathryn rolled her eyes and stabbed her spaghetti.

			In art class the next day, Elias found himself staring at Henley. Pastor Seek’s question kept repeating in his head: ‘Would any of this have happened if you had not gone to Kohar?’ She had asked that question a few times now, and he kept coming up with the same answer. No. But why no?

			Henley slammed her pencil down, reached across the table for an eraser, and rubbed it violently back and forth across the paper. He watched her, ignoring his own blank page.

			At Kohar he had first connected with Henley. That realization came so suddenly that he broke off the tip of his pencil. Vallier began to laugh, until Annamay, in silence, handed him a pencil sharpener.

			Elias took the sharpener, jammed his pencil into it, and gave it a neck-snapping twist, focusing hard on that thought, the memory of Henley and Kohar. He had known Henley before, had worked with her, even liked her. But at Kohar they had connected. It happened because of her father, and seventy thousand dead fathers, and because his father had done it.

			His father had murdered her father. That was the connection between them.

			That had always been the connection between them.

			Without thinking, Elias got up. Pencil shavings and broken lead splattered across his blank paper as he dropped the sharpener. Vallier and Annamay looked at him. Calvin started to get up. 

			But Elias had already walked away from the table. He ripped open the art room door and plunged down the stairs. There was a bathroom just outside the stairwell on the next floor, and he went into it.

			The bathroom was empty. Everyone was in class. Elias stood over one of the sinks, turned the faucet on, and plunged his face into cold water. He felt hot, unbearably hot, like his blood was slowly beginning to boil.

			In his head, he saw fire coming toward him through cement streets. It moved like water, blowing out windows by its heat, only moments before the shock wave hit. The tenements crumbled like sandcastles hit by a wave. The sky was red and gold overhead, the red and gold of the streamers that children swirled over the heads of a Christmas Eve congregation, a dance his father applauded. In his head, those people who had not died instantly were screaming.

			“Vaulkery!” Megan Giltmen was knocking on the bathroom door. “Are you sick?”

			Elias raised his head, focusing hard on his words, praying his voice did not do anything to betray him.

			“I’m fine.” His voice was perfect, calm and normal, just like his father’s always was.

			“Then why did you leave my class?” Dr. Giltmen asked.

			For a moment, it was his father’s face in the mirror, perfectly groomed and handsome. There was even the beginning of a smile, the one that would convince her he told the truth. He was fine.

			“You’re not fine,” Dr. Giltmen said. “I’m calling Pastor Seeks.”

			“No!” Elias ripped open the bathroom door and landed in the hall. 

			It had been an empty threat. Dr. Giltmen did not have a co-pad or a phone. She only stood, with her arms crossed, looking straight at him. “Well?” Then her face changed, grew concerned, frightened almost. “What is it?”

			“Elias?” 

			It was Henley. She came into view behind her aunt, framed in the doorway with the staircase hanging in empty air behind her. For one second they were back in Kohar, and she was crying in the place where her father had died. And then Elias realized he was the one crying, and she was watching him, with the stairwell behind her.

			“He killed them!” Elias needed her to hear this, to understand that she should hate him. “He killed them all, an entire city! My father killed an entire city! My father murdered yours!”

			“Elias…” She didn’t get it. How could she not get it?

			There was movement on the staircase, and then another one appeared, another of the dead father’s daughters. Had he even known there were two of them? Elias found himself on his knees. Hetty looked from Elias to her aunt and back again. Dr. Giltmen stood with one hand gripping her teardrop pendant as if it were the only thing keeping her feet on the ground. 

			Then, Henley Giltmen went forward. She knelt in front of Elias, put a hand on his shoulder.

			And then they were hugging, and it was as if the world had fallen apart, and the laws of nature and entropy had folded in on themselves, and a new world had come into being. A world in which God could weep.

			“So,” Charles said, high up in the rafters of the chapel, “how many classes have those three missed now?”

			“Actually,” Megan said, “this is the first class Henley has ever missed.”

			“Of course.”

			On the southern wall, at the very top of the chapel, above the great stained glass windows, and hidden by the slope of the ceiling, there ran a tiny walkway. Any adult had to walk hunched over along it, and it was, for all practical purposes, invisible. At that moment, Megan and Charles stood leaning over the rail that separated this walkway from a sixty-foot plunge onto the chapel floor. Otherwise, the chapel was empty, except for three children seated cross-legged in the aisle—two curly-headed girls, and a boy with straight, blond hair.

			“You knew this would happen,” Megan found herself saying. “You knew, eventually, we would be here. The three of them... How could you believe in this when I couldn’t even see it?”

			Charles studied the teenagers for a while, listening to the faint traces of their conversation as it floated up to the rafters. “I think it’s exactly because you couldn’t that I did. It’s not just the tragedy that links them. Their talents are interwoven, complementary, somehow…” He took a breath, crafting words for the things he had come to sense little by little over the course of months. “Elias Vaulkery has the most profound sense of empathy that I have ever seen. Henrietta has a charisma that, if channeled correctly, could literally change the world.”

			“And Henley?”

			Charles shook his head. “I haven’t quite figured that one out yet. But you must admit, she seems to make all this work. Talents can be the simplest things, after all.”

			They were quiet for a moment, listening to the whispers from below. 

			“How long did Morca say they were to stay here?” Charles asked after a while.

			“As long as they needed.”

			“And why are we the one’s babysitting, again? I have a class in twenty minutes.”

			Megan shrugged, then pursed her lips, and asked, “Charles, what is happening here? The Sleepers coming back, these attacks in Ebren, the field trip to Kohar, Hetty almost getting killed, and now the three of them—Are there any coincidences at all?”

			“Sure there are,” Charles said. “This just isn’t one.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			The Tower

			It was April, the sun shone brightly off a thawed but freezing lake, and students filled every seat in the aquatic stadium. Seated near the aisle, about midway down the rightmost section of bleachers, Ethan Whitemin was telling Elias Vaulkery all about Leanna Jones. Brandon kept raising his eyebrows at Ethan and shaking his head. Henley was knitting, Dehnee was reading, and Hetty was debating politics with Sheeda.

			In the middle section of seats, down near the water, Fontesque Cruendel and Vallier Courtryside talked loudly about ‘those Low-bloods who thought they ran the place.’ Alyssa Cruendel went on about the newest dress styles she had seen in some magazine, ignoring the fact that Cora Bowler was too busy glaring at the back of Vallier’s head to listen. Calvin Bowler sat with his legs up on the chair in front of him, sketching the lake.

			Several rows behind them, the judges sat in the exact center of the stadium, all dignified looking in their tailored suits. Behind them sat the Village’s reclusive High-blood caretaker, whom most students still looked for in another form during the full moon. He dropped his microphone when Headmistress Vantinfehr slid into the seat directly behind him. The sound system screeched in protest, and the student working the soundboard shot him a pointed look. He scrambled to retrieve the microphone and thundered through it:

			“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to what is promising to be a truly beautiful day for a sporting competition. Now entering on your left from the prestigious Westline Institute of Secondary Education…”

			“How good did Kathryn say this team was again?” Hetty asked, turning around in her chair to look at Ethan.

			“Almost as good as North Cen,” Ethan said.

			“Isn’t North Cen the best in the country?” Sheeda asked.

			“Well, they are the military academy,” Brandon said. “They probably should be the best at sports…”

			“…And now,” said the suspected werewolf, “entering on your right from Vladimir Baker’s Academy of Secondary Education…”

			Everyone in the stands rose to their feet, cheering, drowning out the names of their home team as the caretaker and possible werewolf read them off. Dan Mattherson led the string of upperclassmen, and behind them came Karl Scohan, leading the second string. The two teams bowed to each other, and then the first string moved over to the diving board.

			The sun beamed down, warm and bright, and the water was smooth, with just enough wind to fill the sails of the boats. Baker’s first string did well. The second string did phenomenally. Even the sailboat race, the worst event at the beginning of the year, ended in triumph. Felton and Marcy flew across the finish line in first place, followed by Kathryn and her partner, before the first boat on the other team came into the safe zone.

			From then on, the Baker’s crowd spent most of its time on its feet. Kathryn and Felton came out of the water at the end of the relay race with five people left to swim on the other team. 

			And then the second string lined up under the diving platform, and even those team members who had jumped feet first at the beginning of the year pulled off midrange scores. 

			Annamay got up to the platform, and a hush fell over the stadium. Elias saw her take a breath, and then she was running full speed to the end of the board. At the last moment, she flipped forward. Her hands hit the very edge of the board so that its rebound snapped her small body at least two feet into the air. She somersaulted, flipped, twisted, and flew hands first into the water.

			There was a roar in the stadium. Even the opposing team could not resist the urge to clap. Both strings of the Baker’s team charged Annamay as she got out of the water. The announcer said something, which no one understood, and few people noticed. 

			“Is it over?” Dehnee squeaked, her face buried in Sheeda’s shoulder. And then Kathryn was on the board.

			Kathryn Rogers was always the last to dive. Elias suspected that this was intentional, that the team kept putting her in this prestigious position out of pure stubbornness. The judges never scored her fairly, something that Hetty constantly complained about, Elias could not comprehend, and Henley kept yelling at them had nothing to do with logic, so “stop trying to think about it logically!” Anyone could tell that Kathryn was the best diver on the team, the only one better than Annamay.

			Kathryn and Annamay were very different divers, too. Annamay was theatrical, which got her high artistic points, and made her popular with the crowd. Kathryn was all about power. She walked straight out to the end of the board, stared down at the water for several seconds, then began to bounce. On the third bounce, she raised her arms and sprang. Her arms swooshed down as head and legs tucked in, forming a near-perfect ball. She had somersaulted once before falling below the board, then straightened herself, arms at her sides, flipped, flipped again, put her arms back over her head, and sliced with barely a splash into the water.

			“How does she do that?” Ethan asked, his voice almost lost in the shouts and applause.

			Brandon shrugged. “She is part alien.” Ethan elbowed him in the stomach. Kathryn fell back into the water because too many people tried to help her out. Everyone was still clapping when Elias threw a glance at the scoreboard and grabbed Henley’s shoulder.

			“What?” she asked.

			“Does that say what I think it says?” Elias asked over the cheering.

			Henley looked at the scoreboard, stared at the scoreboard, then reached down into her sister’s row.

			“What?” Hetty asked, had her attention directed to the scoreboard, stared at the scoreboard, then grabbed both Dehnee and Sheeda.

			All around the stadium, spectators were catching on. There was a hush, and then a renewed burst of screaming. At water level, the Baker’s team went wild. Kathryn was in tears, with Marcy hugging her, while the Scohans did a sort of victory dance around them. Out of a possible ten score, Kathryn had just received a 9.9.

			Baker’s won the aquatic meet, the latest in a now long string of victories that had united the school. Friends shouted over the barrier to members of the aquatic team, and with some difficulty, the Prouds shooed their team away into the locker room. The judges filed out immediately, and the opposing team left after changing and shaking hands. Headmistress Vantinfehr and the werewolf remained sitting together behind the sound system. Half the school also lingered in the stadium, until someone mentioned that some team members had finished changing, and friends rushed inside to meet them.

			Several upperclassmen stood near the tower doors, talking with their friends on the first string. Of the second string, however, only Kathryn and Felton had left the locker rooms.  Kathryn ran straight at Ethan and threw her arms around his neck. This soon became a mob hug, involving everyone except Elias, who hung back by the door.

			As the mob hug went on, the door to the girl’s locker room opened, and Annamay Vantinfehr emerged, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail that she was still drying with a towel. She caught sight of Elias and smiled, then threw the towel into a bin by the locker-room door, and went over to him.

			“Did you see that!” she asked. “That was the most spectacular meet ever! I am so high on adrenaline right now! Vaulk, look, my hands are still shaking from my dive! And Roger’s dive! This is the best day ever!”

			Elias was laughing. “It’s awesome. Everything was awesome. And speaking of dives…” He lowered his voice. “I guess you did send that letter to the judging association…”

			“Shh!” Annamay waved her hand in a silencing gesture across her throat. “I had you proofread that thing in confidence, and you agreed we would never speak of it…” Elias started laughing at her, and she stomped her foot. “Shut up!”

			“Anna!” Vallier Courtryside called. She and the rest of the first-year High-bloods had just come up from the stadium. Annamay dropped her hands. One of them twitched at her side, and she balled it into a fist. Elias turned to look at his cousin.

			“Good, you’re out of the locker room,” Vallier said. “Let’s go eat lunch.”

			“I’m going out with the team, Val,” Annamay said, crossing her arms. Her hands were still shaking, and Elias hoped only he was close enough to notice that. “It’s our last meet of the year. The Prouds are taking all of us to town.”

			“I don’t care about little team rituals!” Vallier said. “Anna, you are the only High-blood even on this team—except Mattherson, who doesn’t count anymore. Why you feel it necessary to pretend like you’re one of them…”

			“Hey, Van!” Felton Scohan called to Annamay. “Come on, everyone’s ready.”

			Elias didn’t think Felton’s timing was a coincidence.

			Vallier rolled her eyes. “Anna, I’ve put up with…”

			“For crying out loud, Val, you haven’t put up with anything!” Elias said. Felton was inching toward Annamay, as was Marcy Jasik, who had just gotten out of the locker room. “Stop punishing her for having fun with someone other than you!” Elias finished. Fontesque was glaring at him over Vallier’s head. But behind Fontesque was Dan Mattherson.

			“You know, Vaulkery,” Vallier said, emphasizing her use of his last name, “it occurs to me that, as a concerned family member, I should probably let your father know who you’ve been hanging out with for the last month or so—what you’ve been hanging…”

			“Fine. My father has a habit of killing messengers, but do what you think you need to!” Elias said. 

			Very loudly, someone cleared her throat. Morca Seeks stood in the stadium doorway, and directly behind her, Elizabeth Proud, who asked, “Problem?”

			Vallier threw up her hands and marched away, muttering “Whatever!” Fontesque followed, with Cora and Alyssa chattering behind him.

			“Um... have fun... Anna,” Calvin said as he dragged along after the others.

			“Everyone ready?” Elizabeth Proud called, scanning the crowded hall for her aquatic team. There were murmurs and shouts of agreement. Marcy grabbed Annamay by the arm, and she waved at Elias as she was dragged off.

			Over the next few weeks, the snow melted one flake, one patch of ice, one snowman at a time. Green shoots appeared on the thawing trees. Everything was wet, and living, and new. Easter, with its week break from school, loomed in the immediate future, as tantalizing as the smell of new growth in the air.

			“What are you doing for break?” Ethan asked as the Low-blood crew made their way down to the dining hall one morning.

			“We don’t know,” Hetty said. “I think we’re going to end up in Morriville again, though.”

			“I’m just going home,” Kathryn said. “You?”

			“My dad and brother and I are going on this guys’ camping trip,” Ethan said.

			“That sounds fun.”

			“Well…” Ethan hesitated. “Thing is, we’ve never done anything like it before, so... It’ll be interesting, at least.”

			“I know exactly what I’m doing,” Elias told Henley in response to that same question in the stacks that night. “I’m going home, where my mother will have started decorating my Easter basket already. By day three, the entire castle will look like one giant painted egg. Thursday and Friday evening we will sit through more dramas at church, like what you saw on Christmas, only severely depressing because, let’s face it, God’s dying. And then Sunday it will be all hurray he’s risen, flowers and candy and whatever else my mother thinks is just too adorable not to hand out to every High-blood she knows.”

			“Do I have to tell you the Easter story now?” Henley asked.

			“It might not hurt. Anyway, what I’ll really be doing is sitting up in that tower, watching the stairwell.”

			“I really wish you wouldn’t go up there,” Henley said. “Especially given…” She lowered her voice and leaned forward, “Given what we know is up there.”

			“Yeah, creepy undead living corpse thingy haunting the place and all.” Hetty appeared out of the stacks and dropped into the chair next to her sister. “What?” she asked as they both stared at her.

			“Stop making light of the Sleepers, please,” Henley said. “And you, Vaulkery—It’s bad enough you have to live in that house without spending all your time in that tower, with... it.”

			“But I’ve never felt unsafe in the first room,” Elias said.

			“Probably just because you’re so used to that first room,” Henley said. 

			“I still can’t believe,” Hetty said, opening her history book, “that the Secret Keepers didn’t just storm the place…”

			“You really have never met my father,” Elias said.

			“Well, obviously,” Hetty shot back. “Tell me, what do you guys think my upper Middle-blood history partner thinks about the end of the Age of Imperialism?”

			“Why don’t you ask her?” Henley said with a sigh.

			“Please, I gave up on that strategy ages ago.”

			“Whatever her opinion, I’m sure you disagree with it,” Elias said, at which Hetty shot him a mocking smile. She scribbled something onto the worksheet, then erased it and set the pencil down.

			“Seriously, though, you two presented them with that whole story about what you think is up in that tower and why, and all our beloved Secret Keepers do is say there’s nothing to do and not to worry.”

			“That’s because,” Elias said, “there’s nothing they can do, and they don’t want their fourteen-year-old students to worry. About anything other than passing these ridiculous end-of-year assignments. Did either of you understand that biology project Dr. Quartier mentioned today?”

			“No,” the twins said in unison.

			“But really,” Hetty said. “The Secret Keepers are supposed to be the front line in the fight against these Sleeper things. Here they have one just lying there, ready to be destroyed, and they’re not even…”

			“Giltmen,” Elias said, “all we have is hearsay and suspicion, and while I know that is more than enough to justify violating the civil rights of one of the most powerful individual citizens in the country, in whatever crazy world you live in, here in the real world…”

			“In what real world does taking a look in his attic violate your father’s civil rights?” Hetty asked.

			Elias fixed her with a blank glare, too tired of entitled High-blood rants to call her out on it right then. “Nothing short of an eyewitness would make it safe to even suggest to my father that our family has been harboring…”

			“Fine, then let’s give them an eyewitness!” Hetty said.

			The stacks fell dead quiet, as if the bookshelves had stopped their own whispering and leaned in to listen. Then Henley slammed her hand down on the table. “No!” she said. “Elias, you are not considering this!”

			Elias, however, had locked eyes with Hetty.

			“I mean, it’s rather stupid, isn’t it?” Hetty said. “Here you live there. You spend most of your time up there. I’m fairly certain you even know where the key to the door is kept…”

			“Elias, no,” Henley said.

			“And,” Hetty continued, “it’s your house, so it wouldn’t even be breaking and entering, which means there is literally nothing wrong with it.”

			“Nothing?” Henley asked. “Really? Nothing?”

			Elias leaned toward Hetty. “It’s not just lying around up there,” he said. “It has to be hidden somehow.”

			“So, we find it,” Hetty said. “I mean, all they need is for someone to see it, right?”

			Elias nodded. “Then we can call Morry, or whoever, and they’ll come take care of it.”

			“I don’t believe this!” Henley said. “I liked it better when you two hated each other! Stop for a moment and think about what you’re saying. One of them is up there. It’s already tried to possess Elias once…”

			“But it can’t,” Elias said. “It can’t possess Hetty or me at all, and it can’t possess you unless someone marked you for it…”

			“I saw you, Hetty!” Henley said. “Back in the South Tower, all those months ago, when the Sleeper first tried to kill you. Maybe it couldn’t get into your head, but you still looked out of your mind. And now we’re talking about willingly going where we know one of them is trapped…”

			“For crying out loud!” Hetty said. “It’s just the body that’s up there. No reason to assume the mind will even be anywhere near it.”

			“The mind is what’s trapped up there!” Henley said. “That symbol is supposed to bind it…”

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “They’re just symbols. Sure, crazy old-time people thought they had some kind of supernatural whatever, but really, they’re just scratches on wood!”

			“Elias,” Henley turned to him in desperation, “tell me you’re not actually considering this!”

			“Actually, I am.” Elias took a deep breath and looked at her. “Henley, it’s this, or that thing stays up in my tower forever.”

			Henley looked at him, bit her lip, shook her head. “Well, you are not going up there alone.”

			“No, of course not,” Hetty said. “We’re all going.”

			“It’s a High-blood Manor, Henrietta! How exactly do you think we’re going to get in?”

			“Um…” Elias looked from one to the other, and then said hesitantly, “That might not be so hard…”

			Henley kept her eyes fixed on that one beam of light, flashing against the walls a few feet ahead of her. She knew Elias held that light, that he had to be a few feet ahead of her, too, but she couldn’t see him. She could feel her sister’s body heat, and the static that came off her hair, but she couldn’t see Hetty, either. With a deep, quivering breath, she slid her right foot one step further over the uneven ground, praying not to trip.

			“This is insane!” she said.

			“You’ve been saying that for twenty minutes straight!” Hetty said.

			“And I’ll say it for another twenty! This is…”

			“Quiet, I think we’re under the house now!” Elias said.

			Henley pressed her hands into the walls. A tunnel of cold stone surrounded her, and she only knew it was even there because she could feel it. Elias’s flashlight gave barely enough light to prove there was an open space ahead of them.

			“Are you sure these tunnels are stable?” Hetty asked, tilting her face up toward the stone above their heads.

			“For the last time, no, I am not,” Elias said. “I’ve never gone this far down them before. But they should get better soon. The first staircase has to be…”

			As he spoke, his light fell on a formation of stone that looked, for one heart-stopping moment, like a dead end. A second later, however, they saw the steps—uneven chunks of stone, almost vertical, and disappearing into a climbing tunnel, even narrower than the one they were already in.

			Henley shook her head. “I don’t like this…” 

			“Hey.” Elias reached out and patted her shoulder. “I got down it okay, didn’t I?” He waited for her to get her breathing back under control before continuing. “Now, if I have the geography right, we are about to climb up into the walls of the Manor-house, so be really, really quiet.”

			“Got it,” Hetty said. Henley managed to nod. Elias squeezed her shoulder, then started climbing. Hetty made her sister go next and took the rear.

			A good ten minutes passed in silence, the twins following Elias’s flashlight. The steps turned at some point from stone to wood, then brick, then back to wood. Not a single one was the same size or height, causing them all to trip more than once. Henley froze twice, and both times, Elias stopped to pull her up.

			They went through some level passages, some twisting ones. Occasionally, the passages opened into larger spaces, but mostly they were narrow and suffocating. The right wall disappeared at one point, and a blast of cold air hit them as they walked out directly under the roof, with nothing but rafters and open space off to their right. Henley almost screamed, but Hetty put a hand over her mouth before she could.

			Finally, Elias stopped moving, then pushed at a section of the left wall. It slid out, then over, and they stepped through rows of hanging clothes, down into open space and light.

			Henley gasped, collapsing onto the nearest solid object: a windowsill. 

			“What is this place?” Hetty asked.

			“My room,” Elias said, uninterested. He turned to Henley. “You okay?”

			“I’ll be fine,” she said, shaking.

			Meanwhile, Hetty was looking around with a raised eyebrow. “This is your bedroom? It’s bigger than our apartment!”

			“Shh!” Elias said. “There are about a hundred servants in this house, and any one of them could be passing by that door right now!”

			“Sorry,” Hetty said. “Where’s the tower?”

			“Yeah, let’s get this over with,” Henley said. “Aunt Megan thinks we’re just out for a walk, and Maundy Thursday service starts in less than five hours…”

			“Would you stop worrying!” Hetty said just before Elias shushed them both. She ignored him. “It’s not like we haven’t planned this all out. We know what we’re doing.”

			“We have no idea what we’re doing!” Henley said.

			“But we know how we’re doing it,” Elias said. “H.M., here, take the camera. I have the key. Everyone back in the wardrobe.”

			They had spent the last two weeks at Baker’s planning this little adventure. It depended on several things going exactly right, mostly that the twins would end up in Morriville for the holiday, but one by one, all the pieces fell into place.

			Elias arrived home on Monday and immediately set to work finding the tower key and exploring the tunnels beneath the castle. He called the Morry Manor-house as soon as he could, and Hetty, literally waiting by the phone, answered before anyone was the wiser. The next morning, the twins got on a shuttle that ran twice a day between the two villages, met Elias in the Vaulkeriville square, and proceeded down through a storm drain into the walls of the Vaulkery Manor-house. 

			It had taken Elias longer than planned to get things ready. They had wanted to be done with everything in plenty of time for Easter, but it was already Thursday afternoon. That night, the Easter celebration would begin in earnest, with a church service commemorating the arrest and trial of Christ. Tomorrow afternoon, there would be another service, commemorating Christ’s death. Then Saturday was the descent service, about three hours of prayer, singing, and mostly silence to memorialize the fact that Christ had actually died. And finally, Sunday morning, the main event, celebrating the Resurrection. All this left them with exactly one afternoon, Thursday afternoon, when the adults in their lives wouldn’t be expecting them to be somewhere.

			In the secret tunnel in the wall, Elias reached above his head, and a trap door opened. They emerged into the first tower room, as cluttered as ever, with a dead fireplace in one corner, and sunlight streaming in through two enormous windows.

			“Lakes, this place is awesome!” Hetty said. 

			Even through her nausea and disorientation, Henley had to admit that she could see the appeal. It was a large, cold stone room that was also bright and airy and exactly the place you would expect to meet with some kind of unexpected adventure. 

			“Okay, here…” Elias dragged a toolbox out from under a stack of chairs. “The lock’s really old, and I’m not even certain I have the right key, so just in case…” He opened the box to show them an array of screwdrivers, a hammer, and what looked like painting lathes.

			“You don’t know if you have the right key?” Hetty asked.

			“There were ten million identical keys hidden in my father’s office!” Elias shot back.

			“Stop it,” Henley said. She went over to the only door, the one that looked into a dark and winding stairwell. “Let’s just do this.” 

			Elias shut the box. Hetty fidgeted with the camera. And together, they stepped into the stairwell.

			Twenty-three winding steps later, they came to a wooden door. It was old, and strong, built to stop a fire or an army. The lock was hundreds of years old, but the handle looked newer. Carved deep into the wood below the handle were three interlocking squares.

			Elias set the toolbox down on the step, got out the key, and tried it. It would not turn all the way around, and he tried the other direction.

			Hetty rolled her eyes. “Wrong key?”

			“No, I think it’s the right one. It just…” Elias slammed his shoulder into the door, then spun the key back the other direction. “It’s jammed, or something…”

			“Try the handle,” Hetty said.

			“The handle’s not connected to the lock. Get me that hammer?”

			“You’re going to hammer in the door?”

			“No. Something’s stuck. I’m going to see if I can tap it loose.”

			“Try the handle!”

			“Just get me the hammer!”

			Hetty huffed, ripped open the toolbox, and handed over a small rubber mallet. “Would you try the handle now?” she asked as he tapped around the lock.

			“It won’t do any good!”

			“Here, let me…”

			“Just... Hey, something just clicked. I think…”

			“Vaulkery!” Hetty grabbed him so hard he almost fell off the step. He spun around, dropping the key.

			Henley stood a few steps below them, staring at them, white in the gray light of the stairwell. There had been a pocket knife at the bottom of the toolbox, and it now rested in her hand, the blade pointed in at her stomach.

			“What are you doing?” Elias took one step toward her and froze.

			“Henley,” Hetty said, “not funny!”

			“That’s not Henley,” Elias said. At his sides, his hands shook. A million half-formed thoughts rushed through his head, starting with terror.

			“I don’t want to hurt her.” Henley’s voice was soft, barely above a whisper.

			“I thought someone had to mark her!” Hetty shouted at Elias.

			“I know exactly as much about this stuff as you do!” Elias took another step down toward the thing with the knife. “Get out of her!”

			The knife traveled a lurching inch toward Henley’s stomach. Elias froze. 

			“Get away from the door,” Henley’s voice said.

			“Is it you?” Elias glanced back. “Are you the one up there?”

			Henley’s face was blank. Her lips moved, and it did not look quite real. “What is or is not up there is not your concern. Not at this time.” 

			Elias took another step, and the tip of the knife touched Henley’s shirt. 

			“I don’t want to hurt her.” A note of sincerity bled through the blankness in her expression.

			“Who are you?” Elias asked. He couldn’t help himself. Henley was blank, a puppet, but the thing behind her face felt somehow familiar, like the memory of someone else’s dream.

			“Leave the door,” her mouth said, “and I will leave her.”

			“Vaulkery…” Hetty stooped down, picked up the key, and clapped the toolbox shut. “Vaulkery, let’s…”

			“Leave the door,” Henley’s face repeated.

			Elias had already reached down for the toolbox, his eyes never leaving Henley’s face. “Why should we trust you?”

			“Because I don’t want to hurt her.” It was Henley’s voice, but not her, as if the words had been recorded long ago, now replayed from inside her. “You know I’m telling the truth.”

			And he did. The words were dead, and yet sincere, with a brutal and unquestionable honesty that Elias felt inside himself.

			Besides, it wasn’t like they could stop the thing inside her. The knife was too close, and they were too far away. Elias grabbed for Hetty’s wrist to make sure she came with him, found her hand instead. They flattened against the wall, keeping as far from Henley as they could, then backed down the stairs and into the first room.

			Hetty was shaking. Her hand crushed Elias’s, and he could hear her breathing, quickly and unevenly. Anger poured out of her, mixed with an intense fear that made him afraid she might spring at her sister and ruin everything. He gripped her hand harder, the only thing he could do, as they backed into the first tower room.

			Just outside the first tower room, Henley’s body paused. She stood on the landing, the dark steps behind her and the doorway looming between them. The knife still hovered dangerously close to her stomach. 

			“You said you’d let her go,” Elias said.

			“Perhaps in all your research,” the thing in Henley said, “you’ve noticed that, once a Sleeper has possessed a host, it can come and go at will.”

			“Get out of her!” Hetty said.

			“Come near that door again,” Henley’s eyes rested for many seconds on Hetty, then moved back to Elias, “and I will do what I must.” Then she took one step through the doorway. The knife dropped with a clatter on the ground and her body shuttered.

			Hetty sprang and caught her. Henley staggered but kept upright. 

			“Elias,” Hetty said, “is it…”

			“Yeah, it’s her,” Elias said. 

			Henley locked eyes with her sister, got her balance back, then pushed away and spun around to face the stairwell. “Who was it?”

			“Who…” Hetty shook her head like she was trying to chase away a spider. “You remember?”

			Henley rolled her eyes. “I remember everything! Who was it?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 24 

			Conversations with Ghosts

			I don’t understand!” Hetty stumbled out of the wardrobe straight into a pace across Elias’s bedroom, her feet stomping against the stone floor. “How can you remember? It’s been months, and Ethan still doesn’t remember much.”

			“Is that really our biggest issue right now?” Elias asked.

			Hetty turned on Elias with the aftershocks of the rage he had felt from her in the tower. “And how could it get in her without marking her!” 

			“Face it, Giltmen,” Elias said, echoing her anger, “we don’t know that it didn’t. We don’t know how this marking thing works, no one does. Henley’s right, we don’t know what we’re doing!”

			“Stop it!” Henley stood inside the mouth of the wardrobe and sent them both a look that meant instant silence. “We have to tell the Secret Keepers about this, and we have to tell them now. Aunt Megan and Dr. Morry are ten miles away. Let’s go.”

			It meant another trip through the walls, but they skipped the bus and took one of the Vaulkery cars. Hetty had a few comments to make about Elias’s driving, and at one point, he took his hands off the wheel and shouted, “If you wanna try…” at which Henley screamed that her sister didn’t know how, and Elias should keep his eyes on the road. Five minutes later, in silence, they drove through the looming gates of the Morry Manor, parked, and sprinted for the door.

			“Eleanor!” Hetty’s voice caught the maid as she crossed the entry hall.

			“Oh good, you’re back!” Eleanor said, then saw Elias and paused. “With a certain Christmas guest…”

			“Eleanor, sorry, we don’t have time,” Hetty skidded to a halt, shoes squeaking against the marble floor. “Where’s Aunt Megan, or Dr. Morry? We have to talk to them.”

			“Um…” Eleanor glanced from one teenager to another. “I’m sorry, but they’re not... here.”

			“What?” Hetty asked.

			“It’s fine,” Henley said. “Is Lord Morry in the kitchen?”

			“I’m afraid he’s not here either,” Eleanor said. “He left first, actually. Something about a Senate meeting, which Madeline will rant about when she hears…”

			“Wait, a Senate meeting?” Elias asked. The twins turned to look at him. “My father,” he said, “he left very suddenly about ten minutes before I went to get you two.”

			“Meaning?” Hetty asked.

			“And Madeline and Avery?” Henley said, turning back to Eleanor. “They’re still getting supplies in Burbon Square?”

			“Yes.” Eleanor’s gaze shifted between the three of them, one eyebrow raised. “Can I help you kids with something?”

			“No, thank you, but…” Elias grabbed Henley, jabbing his other thumb toward the nearest door. “We’re just going to go talk in here. Thanks.”

			The three of them plowed through the sitting room door.

			“This is a disaster!” Hetty said. “Why today would they all leave?”

			“Co-pad!” Elias said. “I need a co-pad, or a television, or something connected to the outside world!”

			“Why?” Henley asked, collapsing onto one of the couches. “We’ll just wait for them to get back.”

			“No, you don’t understand!” Elias said. “Lord Morry and Lord Vaulkery, both being called away at around the same time for ‘some Senate thing’—that means an emergency meeting of the Senate, which, during a holiday week, has to be a really, really big deal!”

			“There’s a TV in the library,” Hetty said, leading the way.

			“What about the Secret Keepers?” Henley asked as they went. “You think they’re having an emergency meeting too?”

			“I don’t know. Is there a household phone you could try calling everyone on? Why didn’t I bring my co-pad?”

			“There’s a phone in the library too,” Hetty said.

			A few seconds later, they plowed through a set of glass doors, and into a dark, five-story room filled floor to ceiling with books and couches and chairs. Hetty flicked on the lights, then went for the television. Henley went to the phone. She had a list in her pocket of important numbers and dialed Megan’s first.

			Meanwhile, Elias commandeered the remote and flipped through news stations. 

			“Is it just me, or is there nothing here?” Hetty asked.

			“Shut up,” Elias shot back. But  it did appear to be a slow news day, filled with images of Easter decorations and comments from pastors on this holy time.

			“I can’t reach anyone,” Henley said, appearing at her sister’s shoulder. “Everything goes straight to voicemail. I left messages.”

			“Saying what?” Hetty asked.

			“Saying to call us!” Henley said.

			“There’s nothing here.” Elias shut off the television with an angry jab at the remote.

			“I just said that,” Hetty said.

			Elias paced twice in front of the couch, then stopped. “My mother!” He started for the phone. “My mother... She went with my father, but she never sits in on Senate meetings, so... She might answer.” 

			After several rings, someone said “Hello?” in the skeptical voice he had expected.

			“Mom!”

			“Elias? Why are you calling from this number?”

			“Um, I’ll tell you later. Where did you and Dad go?”

			“Elias, this is nothing you have to be concerned about…”

			“Well, I am concerned. Are you in Senateville?”

			“Yes, but it’s kind of insane here. Can we talk about this later?”

			“Are the Secret Keepers there too?”

			There was a long pause, long enough to become awkward. “Elias, how do you know these things?” his mother asked.

			“They are.” Elias looked up at the twins, who were both listening intently to his side of the conversation. “Mom, why was the meeting called?”

			“I’m sorry, Elias, I have to go through security again. I’m going to have to put the co-pad down.”

			“Mom…”

			“Please, stop worrying about this.” The phone went dead.

			“What happened?” Hetty asked.

			“I don’t know, but something big is going on there.” Elias put the phone down. “My mother’s... not right. I could hear it in her voice.”

			“So what do we do?”

			“What do you mean, what do we do?” Henley asked. “This is government business, and we’re school kids!”

			“Turn the news back on,” Elias said.

			“There’s nothing…”

			“Doesn’t mean there won’t be.”

			Hetty rolled her eyes and turned the television back on.

			“Wait.” Henley sat up. She grabbed the remote and shut the television off. “I think I can figure out why Lord Morry left.” She walked out of the library. With a glance at each other, Hetty and Elias followed.

			Henley led them through some back hallways and into the kitchen. No one was there. A pot of soup bubbled for dinner on the stove, but otherwise, silence. Henley flipped on the lights, then went over to the large stone island, getting up into the chair where Lord Morry usually sat. 

			“They have a computer in the kitchen?” Elias asked, pulling himself up into the chair beside her.

			Henley had just opened a small computer, only slightly bigger than a co-pad. “It’s Madeline’s. She leaves it in here because she uses it for recipes. But Lord Morry’s always in here, so he uses it a lot.” 

			She opened a command window on the screen and started typing. “Ethan showed me this one night when we were bored. Just a few strings of code and you can trick most operating systems into showing you the last screen someone was looking at before the computer last shut down, even if that page was password protected.” 

			The screen blinked, went white, then came back with something very different from the startup page.

			“Gatchin,” Elias said, leaning toward the screen. Hetty got up onto the chair on Henley’s other side.

			“I’m guessing,” Henley said, “this is a picture they sent Lord Morry along with his summons to the Senate.”

			“That’s the ruin of the Ebren plastic factory,” Hetty said. 

			“And we all know what that is,” Henley said, pointing. 

			They were looking down, from somewhere high up in the air, on what had once been a large building, now a large pile of rubble. Lengthwise, from one end of the ruin to the other, someone had painted an orange triangle, broken down the center by an orange rod.

			“They’re taking responsibility for the explosion,” Elias said.

			Henley nodded. “The army must have covered it with something before the media caught on.”

			“Or High-bloods just threatened the media into silence,” Elias said. “It’s happened before.”

			“And now everyone’s in Senateville, figuring out what to do,” Hetty said.

			“Including the Secret Keepers.” Henley slammed the computer closed. “And probably the exorcist I need to get the Vaulkery tower ghost out of my head. Why did I let you two talk me into this?”

			Elias jabbed a finger in Hetty’s direction. “It was her idea.”

			“Oh shut up!” Hetty said, slapping his finger.

			High-blood families had built the Senate village, near the end of the First Freedom War, in as close to the middle of nowhere as possible. Its exterior wall was thirty feet thick and fortified to withstand any number of attackers. There was only one gate in or out of the village, and an entire garrison guarded it.

			Inside, shops, restaurants, hotels, and attractions displayed a wealth suitable to the High families. The circular Senate building lay in the very center of the village. It had a transparent outer wall—clearsteel harvested from dead spaceships—beyond which was a large hall, open and airy, encircling the opaque central chamber, where the Senate met.

			Morca Seeks stepped through one of a dozen metal detectors just inside one of a dozen entrances to the Senate building. She stopped on the other side, waiting for her bag to clear the scanner, and the inevitable problem it would cause.

			“Um, ma’am,” the nearest security officer—a woman several inches taller than Morca—opened the small bag as if certain her scanner was lying to her. Morca waited. These misunderstandings were amusing when she didn’t have somewhere urgent to be.

			“Ma’am,” the officer said, turning over vials of different colored liquids, reading labels, and probably only half understanding them. “You’re carrying a lot of dangerous drugs. Not to mention…” She had just found the syringe. “…sharp objects. Um... do you have prescriptions for all…” She looked up finally, to see Morca holding out the teardrop pendant that hung around her neck. “Oh.”

			“I’m the exorcist,” Morca said.

			The officer nodded, zipped the bag shut, and handed it over. 

			“Can you tell me where the Head of Building Security is?” Morca asked.

			The officer nodded, ending with a jerk of her chin down the hall. “Colonel Welst. I think he’s at scanner seven.”

			“Thank you.” Morca shouldered her bag again, and set off through the moving crowd of clerks and aids.

			She got about a yard down the hall before she saw a familiar face headed straight toward her, blond curls flying around flashing, enraged eyes. “Seeks!”

			“Lady Vaulkery.” Morca took a deep breath, bracing herself against this very much unneeded distraction. “Excuse me, but I have a security matter to…”

			“Security?” Adriana Vaulkery frowned, then realized something. “You think there are Sleepers in Senateville?”

			“I think,” Morca said, “that every person here should be lined up and made to look me straight in the eye.”

			Adriana raised her eyebrows. “You’re going to personally examine over three thousand people?”

			“Well, of course not,” Morca said. “But that’s what should happen. Did you want something?”

			“I’m looking for Charles, actually.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, let’s start with the fact that my son is at his father’s house for some reason.”

			“Oh.” Morca threw a quick glance at the nearest security scanner, number nine. The moment after she looked, an alarm went off. The noise barely registered with her. A dozen scanner alarms went off every minute in this place.

			“Why don’t you sound surprised by this?” Adriana asked.

			A security officer was pulling a woman out of line at scanner nine. She wore a blue jacket with the hood over her head. “Sorry,” she was saying, as her hands moved up toward her head. “Earrings. I always forget…”

			“Seeks!” Adriana snapped her fingers in Morca’s face.

			“Yeah, Courtryside, I really don’t have time for your High-blood drama,” Morca said, pushing past her. “Your family problems are not at the top of my priority list…”

			“Hey!” Adriana grabbed Morca’s arm to pull her back around. On the way, Morca’s eyes passed again over the woman pulled out of line at scanner nine. She had just pushed the hood back off her head. There were no earrings, only long dark hair, and brown eyes that met Morca’s across the room. There was a smile as she recognized the exorcist. And then the scanning bar in the security officer’s hand let out a horrendous screech.

			At the same moment, Morca screamed, “Sleeper!” with all the strength in her. The alarms on two other metal detectors went off. The woman’s hand twitched, and then all was light and sound and fire.

			“Hetty, would you just sit down?” Henley said from her sprawled position on the library couch.

			“Sit down?” Hetty gave her sister an incredulous look. “At a time like this?”

			“A time like what?” Henley asked, sitting up. 

			Elias sat on the other end of the couch, watching the muted news channels. They had been like this in the library for half an hour. 

			“The Senate is meeting,” Henley said, “to talk about an explosion that has already happened. They’ll figure it out, the Secret Keepers will be back eventually, they’ll get this thing out of my head, and everything will be fine.”

			“How can you be so calm?” Hetty asked.

			“Um, guys, guys!” Elias grabbed Henley’s wrist, because it was within arm’s reach, and his grip crushed down into her bones. Hetty jumped onto the couch, and they all listened as he turned up the volume on the television.

			They didn’t need the reporter, though. They all knew an aerial image of Senateville when they saw it. They all knew what the building in the center of the village was. And they all understood what the three flashes of light playing over and over on a loop had to be.

			“Where are they getting this footage?” Hetty asked.

			“All the news stations have probes permanently flying over Senateville,” Elias said. He dropped the remote, sprang up, and ran across the room.

			Henley took the remote and put the television back on mute.

			“My mom’s not answering!” Elias said, slamming the phone down.

			“What do we do? We have to do something. I am not just sitting here!” Hetty said.

			“We do the one thing we can do.” Henley picked up the remote again and shut the television off. With a deep breath, she stood up and looked straight at the other two. “We go back up in that tower, and we take one of them out of this.”

			“Wait, what?” Hetty said.

			“We go back up in that tower,” Henley said, “and we kill the thing that’s up there. It may do no good whatsoever, but it is what we can do.”

			Hetty leaned toward Elias. “Is she possessed again?”

			“No,” Elias said. “Henley, we can’t go back up there.”

			“If we do, that thing will kill you,” Hetty said.

			“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it, and I don’t think it will,” Henley said. “I think the entire thing was a bluff.”

			Hetty and Elias stared at her, just stared.

			“There’s this feeling I can’t shake,” Henley said. “You remember, it stopped just before entering the first tower room? And the moment I walked through the door, it left me?”

			“So?” Elias asked.

			“So I don’t think it could enter the first tower room. I don’t think it could walk through that door. I felt... I don’t know, but the moment my foot touched the threshold, it was gone. I think it is trapped in the space between those symbols.”

			“What symbols?” Elias asked.

			“The one on the door,” Henley said, “and the one Dr. Morry said is carved into the step, just outside the first room, under the cement. I don’t think it can leave the stairwell. Elias, that’s why you’ve always felt safe in that first room.”

			“Hen, they’re just symbols,” Hetty said.

			“No!” Henley shook her head. “They’re not. I have no idea how, but they are not. I know that the Sleeper is trapped up there, I know it, I felt it!”

			“Fine, but if you’re wrong, Henley, you’re dead,” Elias said. “And I am not willing to bet your life on this.”

			“Okay.” Henley crossed her arms. “Then let’s test it.”

			“Morca? Morca! Thank God! Addy! Addy come on!”

			Morca opened her eyes, rolled her head, and saw Charles two inches to the left, shaking Adriana Vaulkery. After a second, Adriana took a gasp in, and her eyes opened.

			“Don’t move,” Charles said. “You have a nasty gash on your head. I think you might have a concussion. Morca, do you know what happened?”

			Morca scooted up onto her elbows, then her hands. It seemed very dark, and she realized that all the lights in the building had gone out, and the sun was almost down. Light flashed in concentrated beams, sporadic, dizzying patterns, all around the space. At first, she thought it was her vision, and then she saw the relief workers, with flashlights, picking over the rubble. 

			“Sleepers,” she said. “I saw one. Sounded like more than one explosion.”

			“There were three. Low yield. They weren’t trying to do a great deal of damage. Just took out security and scanners.”

			“Gatch! That means they still want something.” Morca found herself near a wall and got her back against it.

			Directly across from her, the torn remnants of a scanner lay spread in front of the blackened clearsteel wall. There were no bodies in that section of the rubble, just parts, mixed with inanimate debris. The beam of one flashlight flickered briefly onto a leg.

			“Where’s the Senate?” Morca asked.

			“Still in the main chamber,” Charles said. “They’ve sealed the doors. Nothing’s getting in.”

			“I’m getting in.” Morca put her hand against the wall and pulled herself up.

			“Wait, Morca!” Charles jumped up.

			“I’m not hearing it, Charles.” Morca took a few faltering steps, bracing herself against the wall. Her head was still spinning, whether from the noise of the explosion or from more serious head trauma, she couldn’t be sure. It didn’t matter. The Senate needed to hear her. “They don’t like me, and I don’t like them, but what they need right now is an exorcist. You can come with me and help, or you can stay here and help, but they are letting me in that chamber.” She found the nearest door and pounded on it.

			“This is crazy,” Hetty said. “I’m tying my sister to a chair. This is crazy!”

			“Just... Hetty, that’s not tight enough,” Henley said.

			“Let me.” Elias pushed Hetty aside and tightened the rope on Henley’s left arm. “Better?”

			Henley tested it. “Well, I can’t move.”

			“I still don’t like this,” Hetty said.

			“And how many things have you done that I haven’t liked?” Henley asked. “This is how it’s going to work, accept it. Now one of you get going.”

			They were in the Vaulkery tower again, with Henley tied to one of the chairs, and that chair stuffed into a corner between walls and boxes, so she couldn’t easily push herself over.

			Elias looked at Hetty. “It should be you. I’m the one who can tell if the Sleeper’s back.”

			“I’m pretty sure this Sleeper will make it obvious!” Hetty said.

			“Stop arguing about this,” Henley said. “Hetty, just go!”

			But Hetty took several steps back from the doorway, eying it like thieves eye a sleeping guard dog. “Why me?” 

			“Because I can trust Elias not to untie me,” Henley said.

			“Just... one moment,” Hetty shook her head. “Henley, if you’re wrong, and I’m certain you’re wrong, and that thing comes back…”

			“I’m possessed either way,” Henley said. “And if there is even a chance that it can’t get into my head unless I go back onto that stairwell, I want to know. So go up there, start playing around with that lock, and if it doesn’t take over me again, we will know!”

			“Fine!” Hetty grabbed the toolbox and marched off.

			In the first room, they waited. They waited for what seemed an eternity, until finally, Hetty came charging down the stairs, slamming the toolbox down on the table with a deafening crash. “Well?”

			“Nothing,” Elias said.

			“Good, untie her!” 

			“No, do not untie me!” Henley said. The last words came out in defeat. Hetty was already cutting one of the ropes off her sister’s arm. 

			“We can’t leave you alone and tied up!” Hetty said. “What if someone comes up here and finds you?”

			Henley sent a helpless look to Elias, who said, “No one ever comes up here…”

			“Stop, Hetty,” Henley said before the last rope snapped away from her arm. Hetty rolled her eyes, but backed away from the chair.

			“Did you get the door open?” Elias asked.

			“It’s unlocked,” Hetty said. “You think the Sleeper’s faking, though?”

			“No, it threatened us outright before. It doesn’t make sense for it to play games now.”

			“Then, let’s untie her.”

			“No, just go.” Henley looked at them. “I’m serious. Go!”

			Elias pushed Hetty over to the door. Before they crossed the threshold, though, she froze like a stone on the stone floor, as difficult to move as the concrete itself.

			“There’s something else,” she said, staring at the dark steps. “I heard it up there, crawling around in my head, just like back at school.”

			“That’s why there are two of us.” He held out his hand to her. “Coming?”

			Hetty took his hand with a sigh, and together, they stepped into the stairwell.

			They went up the twenty-three steps, past the narrow window and dying sunlight, and paused before the door. Elias put his hand on the knob, then turned back to look at Hetty. She stood in the shadows, biting her lip and looking for a moment like her sister. Then she nodded, and the door creaked open.

			On the other side, the setting sun cast a silver shaft of light straight down from a sliver of a window high above, to spill onto the landing where Hetty and Elias stood. Outside that sliver of light, the stairs were dark, and even the light seemed cold, like the shiver that they both felt slide past them. Whether it was going up or down, they could not tell, but they felt it, as surely as they had in the South Tower. They came together on the landing as it passed them, joining hands, arms pressed together from shoulder to wrist, as if the warmth of another living body could convince them that this was somehow safe.

			For a while they just stood there, frozen to the concrete step—the last concrete step. The steps that rose in front of them, toward that half-hidden window and around the bend of the tower, were wooden.

			“I guess my father really hasn’t opened this since the renovation,” Elias said, long, long after the shiver had passed.

			“I guess not,” Hetty said.

			“Do you hear anything?” Elias asked.

			“No,” Hetty said, but her eyes darted suspiciously around the stairwell. For a moment longer, they just stood. Then finally, they continued up the stairs, one step at a time.

			The spiral turned another full one hundred and eighty degrees before they came to the final landing, the long-unseen top room. It was perfectly empty, a square with four whitewashed walls, a cement floor, and the heavy smell of unaired plaster. There were two windows in each wall, all closed tightly, all high above their heads, so they let light in, but no view.

			“Elias…” Hetty stepped into the middle of the room, looking at the floor. There, again, were the three interlocking squares, each one almost as big as Hetty herself. “Why another one?”

			“I don’t know,” Elias said. He came into the middle of the room with her, looking all around, the floor, ceiling, rafters.

			“There’s nothing here,” Hetty said.

			Elias spun in a circle, paying attention to the walls.

			“Maybe we were wrong?”

			“No, we knew it was hidden.” Elias stopped turning, facing the west wall. “There,” he said, pointing. “The tower’s a perfect square, but this room isn’t. That wall is closer to the center. There’s something behind it.”

			“So…” Hetty shrugged. “We have a hammer, I guess…”

			Elias shook his head. He stepped up close to the wall and ran his hands along the smooth, plaster surface. “I have this theory, that people used to use those secret tunnels in the wall. I think they were for servants, hundreds of years ago, back in, say, Ian Vaulkery’s time.”

			He moved from the center to the left side of the wall, feeling up and down, as far as his arm would go. “At some point, for some reason, they were sealed off and forgotten. But, when I found the door in my wardrobe…”

			His middle finger caught on something, little more than a scratch in the plaster. The scratch widened as he worked his fingernail, then his finger into it. He worked at it, until a thin strip of plaster-covered wood, no wider than his finger, popped out. The strip ran from the floor five feet up the wall, leaving a narrow and obviously intentional crack. Hetty jumped. Elias turned back and smiled at her. “The wardrobe door was sealed just like that. You just pull this away, and…” He tossed aside the strip of wood, got both his hands into the crack, and gave a sharp tug.

			The wall cracked, a perfectly straight, horizontal line, about six feet off the ground. “Help me,” Elias said. Hetty rushed over. They tugged together for several seconds, and a large panel came loose from the wall.

			“What is that smell?” Hetty asked, dropping her end of the panel, covering her mouth and nose. Elias dropped his end as well, gagging. He recognized the smell from Ethan Whitemin’s exorcism. It was a nursing home and a butcher shop, formaldehyde, rotting flesh, and paint thinner, all together. There had been only a hint of it around Ethan that night. Now the stench was overwhelming.

			“Help me,” Elias said. Breathing through his mouth didn’t help much, but he grabbed the next section of wall and pulled. Hetty looked green, but helped. They pulled two more sections loose then stood back, gagging.

			In front of them was a four-foot-wide pocket between the room and the outer wall of the tower. In that space stood a metal table, lit by a faint glow from half a dozen small machines. One was a heart monitor, but they didn’t recognize the others. Tubes ran crisscrossing between the machines and the table.

			On the table lay a plastic case, something like an incubator for premature babies, but adult size, with the top cut away. It had a slight glow to it, lit with dim blue light from beneath. Elias stepped toward it, fighting the smell, got to the edge, and looked in.

			Inside lay a woman, covered from chest down in a plastic sheet. Her arms, neck, shoulders, and head were exposed, with most of the tubes attached through needles in her elbows and wrists. He could not see her legs or lower body, but the thin, jagged shapes beneath the plastic sheet made it look like only bone was left. The skin that he could see was white, with blotches of yellow and blue, dark black spots around every needle. Her hair was almost white, like it had been bleached. He had no idea what age she might be. She looked young, in the way a wax model looks young before the artist gives it features. Even with everything else, the thing that made him gag were her fingernails—long, cracked, and jagged.

			“Hetty,” Elias said.

			She had stayed back, covering her mouth and nose, a repulsed expression fixed on the thing that Elias could only call a sarcophagus. “Yeah,” she said through her hand.

			“Whoever possessed Henley earlier isn’t here,” he said.

			“What do you mean?” Hetty moved her hand to speak this time.

			“The one that possessed Henley is trapped in this tower, right?” Elias said.

			“So it seems. Why?” Hetty asked.

			“So,” Elias said, turning from the living sarcophagus. “This is Leanna Jones.”

			“Morca…” Charles said, afraid that his eyebrows may have fused permanently to the top of his forehead. “Morca, maybe we should just…”

			“Shut... up... and... help!” Morca slammed the Senate chamber door one more time with the end of a shovel, let out a wild yell, kicked the door, and started in with the shovel again. 

			“What do you think they think is trying to get in?” Charles asked.

			“Oh, they know it’s me,” Morca said. She jabbed her thumb toward the side of the door. Charles hadn’t noticed the intercom there before, but now it, and its blinking green light, throbbed against his eyes. 

			“That’s been on the whole time,” Morca said, then shouted at the door. “You hear me, you spoiled, Hee-bee brats? I know you know it’s me. And I know you’re well informed enough to know that I can’t be possessed. Let... me…”

			Charles grabbed the shovel, stopping Morca mid-swing because he saw the door sliding open. A clerk stood there, framed in emergency lights from inside. Morca dropped the shovel.

			“Okay.” Morca slammed her shoulder into the clerk as she passed him. Charles followed quickly, keeping within arm’s reach of her.

			Inside the windowless Senate chamber, three dozen eyes blinked at them from the shadows cast by blue emergency lights. They stood or sat around the room in clumps, in rich suits and hundred note haircuts, sketchy like specters, with blacked-out faces.

			“Congratulations, ladies and gentlemen!” Morca said, getting into the center of the room, directly beside one of the lights. “If there had been another suicide bomber trying to get into this room, those doors would have protected you for a whole five seconds. Now, I know I’m just a Middle-blood, but I am also an exorcist, which makes me the only qualified advisor you have right now. I strongly suggest you work with me so we can figure something out before the next bomb goes off.”

			There was a long pause. Then, one of the Senators—a Bowler, Charles thought—asked: “So you do believe there are more in this village?”

			“Yes, in fact…” Morca turned ninety degrees to face the open door. “I think one’s standing right there.”

			In the low light coming through high tower windows, Hetty leaned over Elias’s shoulder. “What do you mean ‘this is Leanna Jones’? Are you sure?”

			“Positive,” Elias said. He was staring down into a face he had seen before, a hundred times on the cover of Ethan Whitemin’s book, a hundred times in his own research. It was Leanna Jones, a corpse more than Human, but her. 

			Hetty still held a hand over her mouth and nose, looking down into the glowing box. He could feel her coming to the same conclusion. “Okay…” she said, voice shaking. “So who possessed Henley?”

			Elias looked around, searching for some kind of clue in that hundred and sixty square foot hidden chamber. Here lay Leanna Jones, the great bomber, and she was clearly not trapped in the Vaulkery tower. There had to be something to explain all of this, some piece they were missing. They had been right about so much. Why wasn’t it adding up?

			“Hey,” he said, pointing at the floor directly beneath the Sleeper’s coffin. In the cracking cement, three squares formed an interlocking pattern. “There it is again.”

			“Yeah, yeah, it’s on the back of that board too,” Hetty said, gesturing at one of the wall panels they had just torn out. “I am so sick of this symbol! Vaulkery, what is controlling my sister?”

			“You mean who.”

			They both jumped, both spun around, grabbing for each other as they did. There at the top of the steps stood Henley, tiny under the vaulted ceiling and the deep shadows cast around them by the dying sun.

			“No!” Hetty took a step forward, but Elias caught her, only to have her turn and shove him back. “I told you! I told you! We should never have done this! I knew you two were wrong!”

			“Henley Giltmen was right.” Her voice echoed in the vaulted space, dark and ancient and—real. Was it Elias’s imagination, or was the thing inside her, the presence he could see behind her hollowed-out eyes, becoming more and more real with every word? Becoming more and more—Human?

			“I was trapped,” Henely’s voice said, “just not in the stairwell. I was trapped between the symbol on the landing below us, and this one.” She pointed at the floor, the huge symbol carved there.

			“What difference does that make?” Hetty asked.

			At the same moment, Elias said, “Of course, it’s a trap.”

			Hetty looked at him. Henley and the thing inside her stood silent on the top step.

			“Three symbols,” Elias said. “The one here, the one on the landing below, and the one on the door—like the base of a trap, the bar, and the spring. We sprang the trap when we opened the door.”

			“We did what?” Hetty’s eyes could have set him on fire.

			“The symbol on the door is a key,” the thing in Henley said. “You just opened it. I can go wherever I want until you close the door again.”

			“Why would you tell us how to trap you?” Elias asked. As Henley’s voice grew more natural, the thing inside her began to feel more and more familiar. 

			“I don’t care,” Hetty said. “I don’t care! Get out of my sister!” 

			“I don’t want to hurt your sister,” Henley’s eyes locked with Hetty’s for a while, then turned back to Elias. “And I never wanted to be free.”

			The words hit Elias like a flash of blinding light. “Wait!” He glanced back at the sarcophagus, Leanna Jones, dead but still living, and for some inexplicable reason, hidden in the Vaulkery tower. “Who are you?”

			“I don’t care!” Hetty growled. “If you harm my sister, at all…”

			“You’ll what?” They saw anger flash across Henley’s face. “What will you do to me? What do you have to threaten me with, little girl?”

			“Who are you?” Elias asked again, keeping his voice firm, and trying not to think about all the ways Henley could be harmed right then. He focused instead on the mystery. Leanna Jones, how had she gotten into the tower in the first place? That was the key.

			The thing in Henley locked eyes with him—Henley’s brown eyes, but not her. The thing inside her was older, too old, impossibly old, and still, Elias felt certain that, somehow, they knew each other.

			Elias glanced back at the sarcophagus. “You did all this, didn’t you? You found Leanna Jones’ body, and you put it up here. You also must be an empath, because only empaths can become Sleepers. You did all of this, and you could do it because you were an empath, a powerful empath, and because this was your house.” He took a deep breath, and said, “You’re Ian Vaulkery.”

			In the Senate chamber, Senators jumped to their feet. Charles spun back to face the door and found a woman standing there. She had long hair and a narrow face and eyes, pointed straight at Morca. A hush fell over the blue-lit room. Then one of the Senators asked, “You let it in here?”

			“She was already here,” Morca said. 

			“I’m curious,” the woman in the doorway spoke. “When did you first notice me?”

			“About half a minute after I woke up from the explosion,” Morca said.

			“You knew?” someone shouted. Charles recognized the voice of Steel Mattherson, Dan’s father, but it was hard to see faces in the emergency lights. “You knew one of them was out there, and you made us open the doors?”

			From the corner of his eye, Charles noticed security officers, and even a few clerks, inching toward the Sleeper. “No one move!” he said. At the same moment, the Sleeper held up her left hand, a detonator with attached wires running down into her sleeve. 

			“Listen to the young Morry, please,” she said.

			“This room was sealed!” It was another voice yelling at Morca now, a woman’s voice, that Charles could not recognize.

			“If I may, Miss Seeks?” It was his father speaking now. Charles had no difficulty recognizing that.

			“Yes, please, Skip!” Morca pressed a hand against her forehead in relief. “Or... Lord Morry... Whatever I’m supposed to call you here…”

			 “Before these accusations get too out of hand,” Lord Morry said, “I just want to remind everyone that we are dealing with suicide bombers who cannot die. If they wanted us dead, we would be dead. The fact that we’re not means they want something else, and the only chance any of us has of getting out of here alive is to hear what that might be.”

			“Ridiculous!” someone said. “Just shoot her!”

			“First of all,” Charles said, “you’d only be shooting a host...”

			“Collateral damage!”

			“And second,” Morca said, crossing her arms, “do anything to stop her, including shooting her in the back, and that bomb will go off, I guarantee you.”

			The Sleeper cocked its host’s head to one side, eyes narrowing at Morca. “So you do recognize me. I wondered for a moment.”

			“Yeah,” Morca said, “I recognize you. And for everyone else, just so we’re clear, we’re dealing with Leanna Jones, the great bomb maker.”

			“What do you want, Miss Jones?” Lord Morry asked.

			“We’ve only ever wanted one thing,” Leanna Jones said. “If your ancestors had just treated us fairly four hundred years ago, this would all be over.”

			“Yes, yes, High-bloods are responsible for everything bad that has ever happened in this country, we’ve heard the argument,” Lord Morry said. “Spare us the rhetoric and just list your demands.”

			Something moved behind the Sleeper, small and dark and airborne. It darted over her head, into the room, headed straight for Morca, but high above her. When it finally stopped moving, they could all see what it was: a probe, like those the news stations had flying over Senateville.

			“Okay, shoot that!” Lord Mattherson said.

			“Go ahead,” the Sleeper said. Her left hand twitched, and everyone froze. “No?” she asked, laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s not broadcasting right now, just recording, to a secure location that you will never find. At some point, the public is going to have to know what happens here.”

			With her right hand, she unzipped her jacket. Everyone had known what must be beneath it, and yet they still gasped at the vest of explosives and crisscrossing wires.

			Leanna ran her finger down the trigger in an almost loving caress. “This is not like those we exploded at the metal detectors. When I detonate it, every person in this room will be vaporized, every person in the hall will be dead, and most of the people within three hundred yards of this building will be dead. Take one step toward me, I will detonate it. Shoot me, it will go off. Try to leave, I will set it off. Do you understand me?”

			“What are you waiting for, Leanna?” Morca asked.

			The Sleeper looked at her, glanced at the probe above her head, then answered. 

			“There are seven more bombs, one in each of the major cities. These bombs are placed in seven churches—Low-blood churches, of course. They are on timers. In exactly twenty minutes they will go off, just in time for Maundy Thursday services to begin. We estimate there will be about two hundred people in attendance at each location. The only way to deactivate these bombs is with a code that only I and one or two other Sleepers know. Oh, and each bomb has a different code—just so you know. We will deactivate the bombs…” she raised her left hand and the detonator again, “only if this bomb goes off. So, you see, ladies and gentlemen, this is a choice. Your lives, or the lives of fourteen hundred Low-bloods.”

			“Ian Vaulkery?” Hetty said. “As in your exorcist ancestor? He’s one of the Sleepers?”

			“I am not one of them!” It was still Henley’s voice, and that, Elias thought, was the worst part of it. He could still hear and see her, even though she sounded, even looked, nothing like herself.

			“No,” Elias said, “he’s not one of the twenty-nine. He couldn’t be…”

			“He floats around without a body possessing people!” Hetty said. “I fail to see the difference!”

			“Stop!” Elias threw out both hands, one toward Hetty, the other toward Henley. Henley’s body had moved, and out of her pocket came a knife. “Stop, please, what do you want?”

			“I want you three to leave this tower and never look back,” the thing in Henley said. “My threat earlier was a bluff. But then you unlocked the door. I can go anywhere, I can possess her at any time now. Leave.”

			“Why not just kill us?” Elias asked. “Like you killed those three men during the renovation?”

			“I did not kill those men!” The knife in Henley’s hand made a jab at the sarcophagus. “She did, after your father released her. Now, I will give you one more minute to leave.”

			“She…” Elias turned back to the sarcophagus, ignoring Hetty as she tugged on his arm. “Why are you protecting her?”

			“Protecting?” The word came out of Henley’s mouth like poisoned meat. The thing inside her forgot about the knife, waving it in angry slashing motions from side to side. “I am not protecting her. I went to great lengths to trap her here, made certain she could harm no one while I worked. And then, little Brian comes poking around, and, just like you, somehow knows how to open the wall…”

			Emotion. Elias remembered that night with Ethan Whitemin tied to a chair, Leanna Jones speaking through him, saying that empaths fed on emotion, and that emotion fed on them. Maybe, if he could keep the empath in Henley angry…

			And then something else hit him, something that erased all other concerns from his mind, the explanation for everything.

			“You were studying her,” Elias said, in a daze. “All of this is an experiment…”

			“My work is not done.” Henley’s hand tightened on the knife. “You will not stop me now. It must be finished.”

			“What were you trying to do?” Elias asked. “Why wouldn’t you just kill her?”

			“Kill her!” Henley took several steps forward. Her eyes flashed, violent and cold. “And then what? How many more do you think are still out there, never to be found. In three hundred years, we have found seven, out of twenty-nine. At that rate, a thousand years will pass before we find them all. And how else do we fight them? What more can we do? We excise them from one host, they take two more. And still, everyone obsesses over the bodies—find the bodies and all will be well. What good does that do us if we cannot find the bodies?” 

			“You’re trying to kill her mind,” Elias said.

			Henley’s head looked down toward the knife. It moved in her hand, around and around like some kind of optical illusion. “It has to be possible,” Ian said.

			“Why?” Hetty asked.

			Henley’s head snapped up. “It has to be! My work is not done. It must be finished. You must leave.”

			“But Leanna Jones isn’t even up here anymore!” Hetty said.

			“She will come back.” Henley looked up, her large brown eyes, and the thing behind them that was not her. “Her body is here, and to her body, she must return.”

			“Or what?” Hetty said. “She goes insane? You’ve had her locked up here for three centuries. Are you sure she wouldn’t prefer insanity?”

			“I will not explain myself,” Ian Vaulkery said, “to two teenagers, too young to understand anything they see here. My work must be finished. You are out of time.” The knife moved, and before either of them could understand what had happened, there was blood on Henley’s left wrist. Hetty screamed, and Elias caught her before she could lunge at her sister. 

			“It’s not deep,” Ian Vaulkery said. “She will be fine, if you leave, get her help now.”

			“You stupid, evil monster, let go of my sister!” Hetty struggled against Elias, but he had hold of her, kept hold of her.

			“Hetty stop, stop, you’re not helping!” Elias tried to get her to look at him, to keep her calm. Somehow, nothing seemed more important than staying calm.

			“I don’t want to harm your sister,” Ian Vaulkery said. “Just leave!”

			“No…” Elias clung to his calm, certain they would all drown without it. “No, you don’t want to hurt her.”

			“He is hurting her!” Hetty said, still struggling.

			“Hetty stop, please!” Elias said. There was blood running down from Henley’s wrist into her hand—small trickles, nowhere near as much as there should be from a cut vein. “I understand what happened here now. He won’t kill her. He never would.”

			Hetty stopped struggling.

			“Don’t be naïve, boy,” Ian said. “I will do what I must to protect four lifetimes of work.”

			“No,” Elias let go of Hetty and took a step forward. He could feel things, coming with the air he breathed in. All his life, he had gotten strange feelings about people, feelings that told him Morca was powerful, that his father was dangerous, that his mother would help him go on a field trip without his father knowing. Now, a feeling was telling him something about Ian Vaulkery, and he had to trust it.

			“You won’t kill Henley Giltmen. Any other host, yes, I’m sure you would if pushed to, but not her. Let me tell you why.”

			“You do not have time for stories,” Ian said, flicking the knife. “She does not have time. Leave.”

			“You won’t kill her, because her father died at Kohar,” Elias said. How often had he done this, cut out his own anger and fear just to keep his father from knowing how he felt? He did it again, ripped his fear for Henley out of his mind, and focused on what he knew, what he had to believe was true. “You’ve seen her memories by now. You must know that she grew up without a father, because of what happened that night at Kohar.”

			“That means nothing to me.”

			“It means everything to you,” Elias said. He was right. The key to defeating this creature was emotion, but not anger. 

			It was pain. 

			The very thing that had first connected him to Henley would now save her. 

			“It means everything, because you took Leanna Jones out of the freedom wars, by locking her up here.”

			“I did!” Ian said. “And the world was better for it!”

			“Yes, it was,” Elias said. “No war after that first one was as bad, and that’s because the great bomber was gone. But you didn’t kill her.” 

			Henley’s hand had started to shake, and that was not the only visible sign of distress. Her breathing was uneven and forced, and her eyes… Elias could see the thing behind them, holding itself back from screaming.

			“You found her,” Elias said. “You could have ended her forever, but you didn’t. You let her live until the day my father released her. I can do math, Ian! The Braud war started—what?—three years after my father found her in this tower? You can blame him for releasing her all you want, but it’s on you. All of this is on you. The entire terror of the Braud war is on you!” 

			“Shut up!” Henley’s voice cut through the tower. She lunged forward, closing the gap between her and Elias. 

			“You won’t hurt her,” Elias said, “because Kohar is your fault!”

			“Leanna Jones did not bomb Kohar!” Ian said.

			“No, your great-great-etcetera-grandson did!” Elias shot back. “Your flesh and blood. But as if that’s not enough, Kohar only happened because the Braud were strong enough to take over an entire city, and that only happened because Leanna Jones came back to the fight!”

			“Stop!”

			There it was, the pleading beneath the anger, the pain. Elias’s breath caught in his throat at the sight of what he had done. Ian’s pain bounced back on him, dark as the centuries through which he had lived, in that tower, alone with a psychopath. For a moment, Elias almost lost the nerve to continue. Then, he remembered he was looking into Henley’s eyes.

			“You locked yourself in this tower,” Elias said, “because you never wanted to hurt anyone—I believe that. But you did hurt people. You did not have to drop the bombs to be responsible for this girl growing up without a father. All we Killers of Kohar know this.”

			Silence hung heavy in the air for a while, but in Henley’s eyes, Elias saw defeat. The dark anger had gone, and only pain remained inside the ancient monster. 

			“Well played, Elias,” Henley’s voice came out soft and crumpled. “I never had high hopes for Brian, but you... Do you have any idea what you have just done?

			“I don’t care,” Elias said.

			“You will.” Henley’s eyes moved to the sarcophagus. “I hope one day,” Ian said, “to make you understand, why I have done what I have done.”

			“I don’t care about that either,” Elias said. “The only thing I know is that Henley Giltmen is my friend. And if there is any connection left between your soul and God’s, you will leave her, now.”

			The knife dropped out of Henley’s hand. Her head turned toward Elias, Ian Vaulkery looking out through her eyes. For one terrible second, Elias was certain that he would not leave.

			“Until next time, then, my grandson,” Ian said.

			Henley flinched, then staggered. Elias caught her. Hetty gave a cry and rushed forward.

			“Hen is that you?” Hetty asked.

			Before she could answer, Elias knew. Her eyes were only hers.

			Hetty grabbed at her sister’s left arm. “We need a bandage. Get a bandage!”

			“It’s fine,” Henley said, pressing her right hand over her left wrist. “It’s a scratch. He never had any intention of hurting me.”

			Hetty pulled off her scarf to tie around Henley’s wrist. “What now?” she asked, taking her time on the last knot.

			“Now we do what we came to do.” Elias went to the sarcophagus and the plastic body of Leanna Jones. 

			“Do we even know how to do this?” Hetty asked.

			“No,” Elias said. “But I’m gonna guess that she needs these.” Fighting a wave of nausea, he reached into the sarcophagus and grabbed all the needles in Leanna Jones’ right elbow.

			“This is ridiculous!” one of the Senators said. “Exorcist, do something!”

			“Oh like what?” Morca asked. “An exorcism? The moment I come close to trying that, she’ll just set off the bomb.”

			One of the Senators, a Cruendel by his size, took a menacing step toward her. “You think we don’t know what’s in that bag?”

			Instinctively, Charles took a step toward Morca, positioning himself between her and the Lord Cruendel. Morca held her ground, but her arm twitched, hand coming down over the small bag that hung from her shoulder. She stared with a set jaw back at the advancing High-blood, like one might watch an approaching bear.

			“You have seventeen minutes, by the way,” Leanna Jones said from the doorway. She held the detonator in one hand, studying the nails on her host’s other hand with a listless expression, as if she had nothing better to do than pick at peeling nail polish. Morca knew her boredom was an act. She could feel delight, satisfaction, and triumph emanating out of her.

			“How many poisons do you have in that bag, right now?” the Cruendel asked, drawing Morca’s attention back to him. She wanted to knock him over the head. Distracting her was not a good idea right then.

			“Oh, I’d say at least three,” the Sleeper said from the doorway. “Judging by the size of the bag—at least three different compounds that could kill my host instantly, probably before I could even make her pull this trigger.” A smile twanged the edges of her voice as she spoke. “Oh, and sixteen minutes, just so you know.”

			“Yes, fine!” Morca said. “I carry poisons that could do that. On a less sinister note, I also have several muscle relaxants, two of which could paralyze the host, also before she pulls the trigger. If any of you have any ideas about how I might get any one of these compounds into her before she pulls that trigger, please, feel free to share.”

			“Well someone had to suggest something,” Lord Cruendel said.

			“You know, it just amazes me,” Leanna mused, “how much each of you sounds and acts like the ancestor I first knew. Take you, for example, my dear Lord Cruendel—still the bully who thinks everyone will just do what he says because he says so. I guess personality really is in the blood, especially when you’re just a bunch of spoiled, inbred thugs. Fifteen minutes, by the way.”

			Several Senators shouted at her, with several others shouting for them to shut up. Leanna ignored all of them.

			Charles turned to Morca. “What do we do?” he asked in a low voice. “Whatever choice they make, she’s just going to set off all the bombs anyway, right?”

			“Actually, if they choose to save themselves, I’m pretty sure she will let everyone here live,” Morca said, speaking loudly enough for others to hear. “She will also make certain that every person in Trialand knows the Senate cares more about itself than it cares about its citizens.”

			“It is not just a question of our lives!” The Senators quieted down to hear Lord Bowler speak. “There are three thousand people in Senateville. That is twice as many as in these churches she has threatened to destroy. If this bomb is as powerful as she says, then every one of them is in danger.”

			“And the general public is never going to remember that,” Leanna said with a sigh. “All they will see is exactly what we all know to be true: That the High-bloods care only for themselves. And... thirteen minutes.”

			“There is no choice,” Lord Mattherson said. “We have no reason to believe choosing suicide will prevent her from blowing up those churches, anyway. And if we’re all dead, we cannot clean up after whichever bombs do go off…”

			“He makes a decent point, Leanna,” Morca said. “You’re not exactly trustworthy…”

			“Twelve minutes,” Leanna said. She looked straight at Morca, and that smile, the same one Morca had seen on the host at scanner nine, just before the bomb exploded, told her there was no hope at all.

			“I am not going to die today.” It was Lord Vaulkery’s voice, the first time he had spoken since Morca came in, calm and firm. “Whatever happens in the cities, we will fix it. The collapse of the government is the one thing that we cannot allow to happen.”

			“Great speech,” Leanna said. “You have ten minutes left. And maybe I should mention, I’ll need at least five minutes to shut down all the…”

			Abruptly, she stopped. The host body staggered, eyes focusing and unfocusing in a wild, delirious pattern. Her head dropped, and then she groaned, pressed the heel of one hand into her forehead, moaning, “Ow!” Then she looked up, forgot the headache, with a wild glance around the room. 

			“Where am I, what happened?” she asked, glanced down, caught sight of the bomb tied to her body, and shrieked.

			“Don’t move!” at least seven people shouted at her.

			“Morca?” Charles said.

			Morca had already started up the aisle toward the host. “Look at me!” she said. “It’s okay. I’m a Secret Keeper. Everything will be all right.” She raised her head and shouted out the open doorway, “Is there a bomb tech here somewhere?” 

			Several dozen security officers had massed outside the Senate room door. Two of them came forward, dropping to their knees on either side of the host. 

			Morca put her hand around the back of the host’s neck. “Look at me!” she said, then stared for several seconds into the woman’s eyes, as the security officers removed her jacket one inch at a time.

			“Morca, what happened?” Charles asked.

			Morca was shaking her head. She knew what she was seeing, but couldn’t believe that it was real. “Leanna’s gone.”

			“How?” Charles asked.

			“Why would she leave now?” Lord Bowler was the one who voiced the question on everyone’s mind.

			Morca stared into the host’s face, thinking, following a tangled web of thoughts to an impossible conclusion. “She’s dying.”

			“What?”

			The bomb techs were carefully following black coded wires from the explosives to the detonator. “This will take a while,” one said.

			“Has anyone seen Walter Proud?” the other called into the hall. “We could use him.”

			“What do you mean ‘she’s dying’?” Charles asked.

			Morca shook her head. “She was ripped back into her own body because the body is dying. That’s the only explanation for this.”

			“You needed me?” Walter Proud appeared in the doorway, and the officers beckoned him over. They rattled off some technical explosives jargon about detonators, wires, and C-4, and then all three set to work.

			“Morca,” Lord Morry spoke up from the sidelines, “we have seven bombs set to go off in seven minutes.”

			In the Vaulkery tower, Elias had pulled all the needles out of Leanna Jones’ arms. For what seemed an eternity, nothing happened. 

			“Maybe she’s dead?” Hetty said. “Should we check for a pulse?”

			“I don’t know. Do they even have pulses?” Elias asked.

			“How should I know? You read all those books. But there’s a heart monitor.”

			“And it hasn’t shut off.”

			“It’s not beating, either.”

			“It hasn’t since we got here.”

			“Are you sure? We were a little distracted.”

			“Well, why don’t you check.”

			Hetty backed away with both hands raised. “I’m not touching her!” 

			“Guys, would you stop?” Henley said.

			Then a rasping noise filled the tower room. All three of them jumped, skittering back from the sarcophagus. The heart monitor went wild with a racing, unsteady beat. Another monitor flashed red lights. Slowly, holding hands, Elias and the twins crept forward, inch by inch, to look over the sarcophagus again.

			Leanna Jones gasped and gasped again. Her eyes had opened. They were white and blind, but alive, long, broken fingernails scraping against the plastic sheet that covered her.

			“Elias, do something!” Henley squealed.

			“Like what?” Elias could not stop looking at those eyes. Rage flowed out of them, and terror, a spirit trapped inside broken skin.

			And then, it was just over. The heart monitor flatlined, and every machine just shut off, as if none of it had been real at all. For a while, the teenagers stood in darkness, staring down into the coffin.

			“Guys,” Henley said, “we just killed someone.”

			“Yes,” Elias said. It seemed suddenly very dead in the tower, the moonlight very weak, silent as an endless chasm into the heart of the earth. “And it was terrible.” He took Henley’s hand, then Hetty’s, and turned them away from the coffin.

			In the Senate chamber, everyone had begun to check their watches every few seconds. Another security officer rushed in, waving a co-pad at the Senators. 

			“Security chiefs from all seven cities,” he said, pointing to the seven faces that filled the screen. “They’re beginning evacuations for all tenement churches…”

			“We don’t have time for that.” Morca ripped off her jacket, not because she was hot, but because she needed something to do with her hands.

			“Could we detonate this bomb?” Lord Vantinfehr spoke up, with a jab of his chin toward the host and the frantically working bomb techs. “If we could get it high enough into the air and then detonate, perhaps we could fool them.”

			“She said she needed five minutes to deactivate the bombs,” Charles said. “We’re at five minutes now. Those bombs are going off no matter what we do.”

			“We use the emergency system,” Morca said. She tried to keep her voice polite, because she knew what using that system would mean, but still, her last few words came out in a hiss of anger. 

			In the vacuum of silence that followed the exorcist’s words, they all realized the truth. There was one way to save the lives in those churches, a system put in place during the first war. For every generation thereafter, the emergency system had served as a beacon, a memorial even, to the fact that Trialand had never existed without the terrorists who tried to tear it apart. 

			“That is not an option,” Lord Vaulkery said after their three seconds of silence had dragged on too long.

			“We’re wasting time!” Lord Morry said. “Fourteen hundred people are about to die!”

			“He’s right,” another senator, one of the women, said. “Sound the alarm.”

			“Compassion is an excuse!” Lord Vaulkery said. “As the leaders of this country, there are other things we have to consider. If we sound that alarm, we are declaring war again.”

			“We are at war again!” Lord Vantinfehr said.

			Another three seconds, an eternity of silence and indecision, hung over that room. Then Lord Morry seized the co-pad and spoke.

			“All of you, by the authority of the Senate, you are commanded to activate the emergency system. Just clear all of the churches, now.”

			No one contradicted him. Lord Vaulkery turned away, running a hand through his hair. Other senators paced or collapsed into chairs. The seconds passed in cold silence, dragging on and on into the darkness all around them.

			And then they heard it, coming through all the co-pads and phones that had been tuned to the seven cities. One note, long and sustained, painful and whining, and loud enough to be heard in every corner of the city, followed by a single word: Churches.

			Then the note sounded again, followed by the word, followed by the note... on and on to a perfect beat.

			Everyone knew what that signal meant. It had been drilled into the mind of every schoolchild born for three hundred years. It meant: Evacuate all churches. If you’re in a church, get out. It was the call to take shelter.

			It was the call to war.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			The Mark

			Around midnight, Henley, Elias, and Hetty sat cross-legged in a circle, in as close to the center of the first tower room as they could, between the long table and the stacks of chairs. A large desktop lamp sat on the floor beside Henley, sending yellowish light through its faded, stained cover. Elias’s co-pad sat in the very center of their circle. Its black screen glared up at them like a hole into oblivion.

			They had turned the co-pad off about an hour ago when the news stations began repeating the same information on a monotonous loop. Over a hundred people dead; seven Low-blood churches leveled by bombs; a rumored attack on Senateville itself foiled. After a while, it was all just a blur of noise.

			The three teenagers had said very little since Leanna Jones died. They spent some time tearing through the tower looking for more hidden chambers, but found nothing, and retreated to the first room.

			Their only interruption in the hours since then had been the housekeeper, Hilda, coming up to find Elias. She stopped in the doorway, breathing hard, stared for several seconds at the master’s son and the two strange girls with their ripped sweaters and patched jeans. Then, she asked two questions: “You’ve seen the news?” at which they nodded, and, “Do you want dinner?” at which they nodded again. 

			“She won’t say anything,” Elias said with a certainty that even Hetty did not contradict. They took the large platter of chicken and rice from Hilda when she brought it up, and an hour later, let her take the empty platter back downstairs. No one else came near the tower.

			Now, near midnight, they heard the rush of tires on gravel from far, far below. They looked at each other, then Elias got up, went to the windows that looked over the front of the Manor-house, and leaned out just far enough to see the driveway.

			“Them?” Hetty asked, getting up too.

			Elias nodded. “My father can’t know we were ever up here tonight,” he said. Henley switched off the lamp.

			In the driveway below, a contingent of Secret Keepers, led by Charles Morry, sped into the gravel parking space in front of the Vaulkery Manor-house. They had finally received a call from Elias, giving them information they could not ignore. The engine sputtered off, and four people exited their car.

			At the same moment, the Vaulkery car pulled up beside them. Lord Vaulkery jumped out and pursued the Secret Keepers up his own front steps to the immense double doors.

			“This is ridiculous! I told you in Senateville. There is no Sleeper in my house!”

			“Our eyewitness says there is,” Charles said.

			“And who is this witness?” Lord Vaulkery asked.

			“We’re not security officers. We don’t have to tell you.” Charles reached the door, grabbed the handle. Vaulkery slammed his hand down on the door before he could pull.

			For a while, they just stared at each other, until Charles finally put all the exasperation of three decades into one word. “Brian!” 

			“Fine!” Vaulkery removed his hand with an exaggerated sweeping motion at the door. “See for yourselves. Because when we find this is a false accusation, then you do have to give me the name of my accuser.”

			Charles went first, followed by Megan, then Morca, Morca’s brother Daniel, and another Secret Keeper. Vaulkery came after them, and Adriana one step behind him. They went up two ostentatious flights of stairs, then took the narrow staircase into the tower. Vaulkery turned to enter the first room, but Charles passed it.

			“What are you doing?” Vaulkery asked.

			“What did you really think?” Charles shot back down the steps.

			“That door is locked. I don’t have the key with me…”

			But the door was standing wide open.

			They went through it, then up another flight of stairs, emerging into the square, white room. Moonlight glowed off the plaster walls with deep lines cut into the floor, like trenches in the dark, forming the shapes of three squares. Directly across from the stairs, a six-foot-tall hole was torn out of the wall. Inside the hole, shrouded in darkness, they could just make out the shape of something long and horizontal.

			“Lights?” Megan asked.

			Vaulkery was standing frozen, staring at the open wall. It was Adriana who answered. “The top of the tower was never wired for electricity.”

			Morca got a flashlight from her bag, flipped it on, and went forward. Like a royal guard, Megan and Daniel went with her, one on each side. The flashlight beam bounced around the walls, glinting off a metal table and the plastic sheath above it, reflected back off the monitors with a snarling glare.

			“No,” Vaulkery said. It was the first time since their childhood that Charles had heard uncertainty in his voice. “This is not possible.”

			“It’s Leanna.” Morca leaned over the plastic sheath, her flashlight focused on the face inside it. “She’s dead.”

			“How did one of them get into this tower?” Adriana asked, horror and revulsion in her voice.

			“That’s a good question,” Charles said.

			“One that I have no answer to,” Vaulkery said. For one moment, there was something in the recesses of his eyes and voice, a half-recognized thing, long-buried.

			“And I believe you,” Charles said. “But, Brian…”

			Lord Vaulkery pointed at the sarcophagus, “Get that thing out of here.” Then he took Adriana by the arm and marched her down the stairs.

			The Secret Keepers stood silently for a while, listening for the steps of the Vaulkeries to fade away. 

			“How did one of them get up here?” Megan asked. “Into the Vaulkery Manor-house, of all places?”

			“Let’s see if we can’t find out,” Morca said, then put her head back and shouted, “Elias!”

			They heard creeping on the stairs, followed by the heads of three teenagers coming over the landing. They stopped on the top step, hands folded, looking silently at the Secret Keepers.

			“You did this?” Morca said. They nodded in unison.

			“We just meant to find it, to get you proof that one of them was up here,” Hetty said.

			“And then everyone was gone,” Elias said.

			“And then the bombings started,” Hetty said.

			Morca held up her hand. “Do you know how she got up here? Because the answer to that question could be very dangerous.”

			The teenagers exchanged glances. Then Elias cleared his throat, and said, “It was Ian Vaulkery. He found her body and put it up here three hundred years ago, or so.”

			“Ian Vaulkery?” Megan said, with a glance at Charles. “The exorcist?”

			“How do you know this?” Charles asked.

			“Because Ian told us so,” Hetty said.

			Henley raised her hand. “Through me.”

			There was a long pause, during which the moonlight burned down on them, and the beam of Morca’s flashlight drilled a hole into the three-square symbol on the floor. Then Charles said one word—“Explain”—and it all came tumbling out: That Ian Vaulkery had brought Leanna up there to study her; that, at some point, he decided he would have to leave his own body in order to do that; that they had spent centuries locked in the tower together, until nine-year-old Brian Vaulkery found the secret compartment, and released Leanna.

			“Okay, back up,” Megan said at last. “They were trapped, how?”

			Elias pointed at the floor. “Those symbols. They form a trap, two ends and a lock. Open the lock, and you open the trap. Ian’s lock was the door to this room, and we opened it.”

			Charles shook his head. “It’s not possible. They’re symbols, lines in stone. That’s all.”

			“Yeah, apparently not so much,” Hetty said.

			“Morca?” Megan asked.	

			She shook her head. “Exorcists stopped using symbols a century ago. I know nothing about this.”

			“Where is Ian’s body?” Daniel Seeks asked.

			“Not here,” Elias said. “We looked everywhere. There are no more secret places. He’s not in the tower.”

			“Great,” Daniel said. “So we’ve released an insane former exorcist Sleeper into the world.”

			“He’s not insane,” Henley said with quiet certainty.

			Megan shook her head. “If he has been trapped away from his body for hundreds of years, then he’s insane.”

			“This tower gets renovated every seventy-five years or so,” Elias said. “So every seventy-five years or so, that door gets opened and he’s free to float away to his body for a while.”

			The adults stared at him. “And…” Charles said, “Leanna didn’t escape then because…”

			“Oh, they weren’t in the same trap,” Henley said.

			“See,” Elias said, “the trap is three symbols, but there are five symbols in this tower.”

			“Ian was trapped in the tower and the staircase,” Henley said. “That’s why the door was his lock.”

			“Leanna,” Elias said, “was trapped in this room only, between this symbol,” he pointed at the floor, “and the symbol there, right under her table. Her lock,” he pointed at the panels they had removed from the false wall, “was there. It stayed closed even during the renovations.”

			“Until the last one,” Henley said.

			“Right,” Elias nodded. “Something happened—we don’t know what exactly—but that wall got opened, and my father was part of it. A few of the workers also saw it, but Leanna killed them—or maybe other Sleepers did. Anyway, someone possessed someone. The wall got sealed up again. When Ian got back from visiting his own body, Leanna was already gone. But he couldn’t go after her, because the renovation was done. The door was locked, and he was trapped again.”

			The adults were staring at them. Perhaps it was fatigue that caused their faces to go utterly blank. Perhaps they really were just that impressed.

			“We had a lot of time to think about this before you got here,” Elias said.

			Charles raised an eyebrow at them. “Clearly.”

			“Okay, great, everyone knows everything,” Hetty said. “So, can we get the ghost out of my sister now, please? No offense to your messed up ancestor, Vaulkery, but…”

			“No, please, by all means, offend him,” Elias said.

			“Yes, Henley…” Morca moved toward the staircase. “Come with me to the first room.”

			“You can excise it, right?” Hetty asked, then her face scrunched up. “Excise... is that the word? Am I saying that right?”

			“Is now really the time for a vocab lesson?” Elias asked her, and she pushed him as they started down the stairs behind Morca and Henley.

			“Morca, you need to rest,” Charles said, following behind Hetty and Elias.

			“Yeah.” Morca switched off her flashlight and hit the light switch outside the first tower room at the same time. “When I’m dead.”

			“Morca…” Megan said, her own tiredness bleeding out of her voice.

			“Orky, you should not do an exorcism tonight,” Daniel Seeks said.

			“Don’t call me that!” Morca entered the first room, all the others spilling in behind her. She pulled Henley to the center of the room and put both hands on her shoulders.

			“So, look me in the eye. Let’s…” Her voice trailed off in a hiss. For at least a minute, she just stood eye to eye with Henley Giltmen, confused lines digging deeper into her face by the second. They stood long enough for the Secret Keepers to get settled at the end of the table, and for Hetty and Elias to start whispering. 

			“Vaulkery!” Morca snapped.

			“What?” he asked, startled.

			Morca turned away from Henley. “She’s never been possessed.”

			“Oh, don’t you dare!” Elias said.

			“She most certainly was!” Hetty said.

			Henley’s voice always sounded muted next to her sister’s, but this time they could still hear a hint of Hetty’s panic in it, even through fatigue and confusion. “I was possessed.”

			“Just get it out of her!” Hetty said.

			“There is no Sleeper,” Morca said.

			“Well,” Hetty said, “he’s not exactly a Sleeper.”

			Elias rolled his eyes at her. “Oh, now you believe that?” 

			“I’m just saying, we’re not making this up!”

			“No, that’s true. We had a whole conversation with him.”

			“I was possessed,” Henley said.

			Megan put a hand on Morca’s shoulder, saying, “You are tired.”

			“That…” Morca twisted away, stabbing a finger at her, “is not... I am no more tired than the rest of you!” She sighed, then turned to the teenagers. “I know you’re telling the truth,” she assured them. “I can’t explain what I’m seeing.” Her eyes met Elias’s and stuck there, cold, tired, and pale green. The weight of it dragged him down, into the floor and through it, to the dark recesses of the earth. He was so tired. So tired…

			A split second later, she looked away and sighed. “Anyway, I can’t excise what I can’t see.”

			“Hah! Excise! I was right!” Hetty said.

			“Seriously?” Elias asked.

			“What?” she shot back.

			“So what I’m hearing,” Megan said, running a tired hand across her forehead, “is that there’s nothing more to do tonight. Daniel, you may as well come with us to the Morry Manor-house. I’m sure Skip will be delighted to see you.”

			“Just like old times, then,” Daniel Seeks said. Fatigue twisted sarcasm into his tone, but Elias sensed genuine appreciation behind that. He held out an arm. “Ork—Morca, coming?” 

			The Pastor sighed, took her brother’s arm, and went with him into the dark stairwell.

			“Girls,” Charles spoke next, motioning the twins to him. “We’ll sneak you out. Will you be all right, Vaulkery?”

			Elias wanted to say no. For almost the first time in his life, he truly did not want to be alone. But the twins had to go, and he had to stay. Anything else would make his father suspicious. Dr. Morry had to know that as well as he did. So Elias said, “I’ll be fine,” and Dr. Morry nodded.

			The girls waved. Henley squeezed his hand as she passed. And then Elias was alone, in a truly empty tower.

			A month later, on the last day of school, Henley woke to find a giant fish hovering directly over her head. Its cavernous mouth gulped in water as tissue-thin side fins waved back and forth, holding it in place. 

			“Morning, Fred,” she said, the name that Dehnee had finally given it, and rolled onto her stomach.

			Soon enough, the room was a babble of excitement. 

			Kathryn threw her arms around Marjorie. “I can’t believe you’re not gonna be here next year!”

			“Well believe it,” Marjorie said, triumphantly stuffing her sheets into her duffle bag. “My final grades are in. I just have to walk down the aisle.”

			“No!” Dehnee squealed. She was sitting up in bed with a textbook propped open on her knees. “I knew it! I totally mixed up epidermal and epithelial on our biology test yesterday. That has got to be the stupidest mistake ever! I realized it in my sleep. This can’t be happening!”

			“Dehnee, it’s one question,” Sheeda said.

			“It was worth two points!” Dehnee fell back in her bed and had to be removed from it by force.

			With everything they needed for summer packed up and left on their beds, dressed one last time in their Baker’s uniforms, the twins made their way out through the trap door. The rest of their Low-blood friends followed, cheerful voices lifting to join the rising sunlight in its dance across the water. Ethan and Kathryn took the lead, their arms strung together, skipping across the platform with the sunlight catching Kathryn’s hair as it flipped about, causing the strands to glow. None of them was really thinking about going home yet, too caught up in making the most of their remaining time together.

			Across the platform, two figures were about to cross the threshold into the North Tower. One of them caught sight of the group from the trap door, pointed. The tower door slammed shut, and feet charged off toward the Low-bloods.

			“Happy last morning!” Annamay Vantinfehr called, skipping to a halt beside Kathryn. Elias found his way over to the twins.

			“We’ll all be back in three months,” Ethan reminded Annamay. At some point over the last few months, he had stopped finding High-bloods terrifying.

			“Come on!” Sheeda waved the group forward. “Let’s get to breakfast.”

			“Yeah, I’m starving,” Elias said as they moved up toward the dining halls.

			“You don’t know what starving is,” Hetty said, scolding. “Now, if you had grown up in the tenements…”

			“Not today!” the group groaned in unison.

			Halfway up the hanging staircase of the North Tower, someone called for them to wait. Brandon came up the stairs, followed by Felton, Marcy, and Karl.

			“Van!” Marcy said, pushing up to Annamay. “Did Kathryn tell you? We’re going to present the thank you banner to the Prouds right before graduation. Mary arranged for them to come down to the stadium, and she swears they suspect nothing.”

			“How,” Ethan asked, “did you people find time to make that thing during finals week?”

			“It’s not like it’s good,” Karl said, and the girls yelled at him to shut up.

			About five minutes later, Megan Giltmen came through the glass doors, into the Dining Wing, and stopped short at the sight in front of her.

			The hall that connected the wing to the tower was clogged with students. That Dan Mattherson and Mary Felstein stood talking together in one corner did not surprise her, but the three or four dozen others...

			Megan stood for several seconds in the doorway, staring. They were mostly first-years, not all, but mostly. In almost the exact middle of the hallway, Annamay Vantinfehr held an animated conversation with Ethan Whitemin and Karl Scohan. Kathryn Rogers and Marcy Jasik danced between this group and a few others, including Dan and Mary, who for years had kept to themselves. Eventually, she caught sight of her nieces, half-hidden behind Brandon Seeks and another boy, and engaged in some conversation that involved dramatic hand gestures. 

			It took Megan a second to recognize the other boy: Elias Vaulkery. He was as tall as the twins now, smiling and laughing, joining in the wild gestures. More than one student mentioned being hungry, and yet no one moved toward the dining halls.

			The door behind Megan opened. She recognized Charles’ step, and threw a hand up, catching him in the chest. “You did this,” she said.

			Charles laughed. “Divine Providence did this, Megan. What else is powerful enough…”

			“It hasn’t been like this since our first years in school,” Megan said. “How long has this been going on?”

			“A few months,” Dr. Prestly answered from behind them, as the glass door whooshed closed yet again. He leaned over their shoulders and lowered his voice. “While you have been preoccupied with Sleepers and such, I’ve been getting complaints from the kitchen that many students are perpetually late for meals.”

			He clapped his hands over his head, startling all the teenagers to attention, saying, “All right! It’s a big day. To breakfast, everyone! Now!” 

			Many groans followed this announcement, and he had to insist, “Breakfast, shoo!” several more times before the teenagers meandered off in clumps. 

			“Have I ever mentioned,” Prestly said, “how hard it is being a dorm monitor, keeping track of the little rascals... making sure they eat all their vegetables and don’t destroy school property... especially when the school’s other two dorm monitors get called away to urgent, secret meetings of the Senate, and the like.”

			“That meeting didn’t happen during school time,” Charles said.

			Megan cut him off. “Sorry, Bob,” she said.

			“No, don’t be sorry,” he said, heading to the staircase. “It’s just the lot of us regular teachers. And they’ll be gone tomorrow. Gone. And three months of glorious freedom to us.”

			“See you at graduation, Bob,” Charles said, heading into the High-blood dining hall. 

			Families of graduating students started showing up as early as ten that morning, herded off to a special banquet at eleven-thirty. The rest of the students were out on the grounds, many going for one last trip into the village with their friends. Large groups split apart into smaller ones, and eventually, the twins found themselves wandering beneath the budding trees, with Elias.

			“I found it, by the way,” Hetty said after they had walked in silence for a while.

			“What?” Henley asked.

			Hetty stopped, pulled a book out of her bag—they had wondered why she had a bag with her—opened to a marked page, and showed it to them. “It was in the library the whole time, but back in that section behind the periodicals—you know, the creepy dark place. Apparently, everything back there’s so old, no one’s cataloged it in the computer yet.”

			Elias took the book. It was a symbolary like the one Henley had found, but much older, handwritten, hand-illustrated, and sewn together with a needle and thread. The copyright date on the front cover indicated it was three hundred years old.

			“They let you check this out?” Henley asked. Hetty just shrugged.

			Elias was reading the page Hetty had marked. In the top register were the three interlocking squares they all knew so well. But rather than the two lines of explanation in Henley’s book, this one had almost two pages dedicated to it. Elias read it aloud.

			Knowledge of the Human trinity Symbol was initially given to renowned theologian and priest Rev. Zacary Trelther sometime before his death in the year 147. As three interlocking circles are often used to represent the Divine Trinity (God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), so the three squares above, interlock to represent the three elements of Human existence: The body, or physical existence; the soul, also called the mind, reason, or mental energy; and the spirit, the eternal spark which makes alive both body and soul. No part of the Human can be without the other two.

			The symbol was originally used most commonly in the practice of anointing the sick. It was often drawn with oil or ash on the forehead or hand of a dying person, as a prayer, that God might allow the three elements to remain together, thereby warding off death.

			In the second century, with the onset of the first terrorist war, and the rise of those vile creatures known as Sleepers, exorcists harnessed the power of this symbol to bind all three elements of the Human person together in one place. Since the power of those loathsome creatures comes in their ability to separate one element, the soul, from the other two, this symbol could be used to force the soul to remain in or in the area near its body.

			“… and…” Elias trailed off, “then it describes how to make the trap, which we already know.”

			They were silent for a long time, hearing the wind move gently through the greening branches above their heads. Then, Henley said, “How much of that do you think is true, about minds and bodies and spirits?”

			“Well, we know the mind and body part is, at least,” Elias said.

			“Personally,” Hetty said, “I never got the whole Trinity thing. God is God. What’s this about three of them?”

			“It’s three of him,” Henley said. “There’s only One. That’s the point.”

			“That’s the problem,” Hetty said. “How can God be one person and three people? Where’s the logic there?”

			“It’s not about logic,” Henley said. “And I’m pretty sure people have been debating this since the beginning of Christianity.”

			“That’s not an answer,” Hetty pointed out.

			Elias shut the book and handed it back to Hetty. “You should get that back to the library. Anyway, I wanna walk along the lake. Coming?”

			“What is it with you and the lake?” Hetty asked as they moved that direction.

			“It’s just... I like looking at it,” Elias said.

			He did not have the vocabulary to describe what he felt when looking at the endless stretch of water. It made him think about things, like God, he realized, and life, and if his life meant anything. It was the one place where thinking about terrible things seemed safe. And Elias thought, as he looked again out across the endless water, of what he had seen in Leanna Jones, her eyes at the moment of death. That too had been endless, that struggle for life, clinging beyond the certainty of oblivion. Was it farfetched to say that he had seen her clinging to her soul?

			“Graduation’s in an hour,” Hetty was saying, checking her watch. “I wanna go, cheer Marjorie on.”

			“And I want to be there for Dan,” Elias said, surprising himself. “This can’t be an easy day for him. I heard they announce who intends to take the final Secret Keeper vows during the ceremony. I wonder if his family’s even coming.”

			Henley was looking at him, her deep brown eyes intent, as if she had heard him say something slightly different. Elias kept his own eyes on the lake, the endless, quiet blue, that held power.

			He had begun to think about Leanna Jones and found he could not stop. A part of him believed she had already been dead, that her life had really ended more than hundreds of years before that night in his tower. And part of him knew his actions had saved a lot of lives that night. But another part of him, very deep and beyond the reach of these facts, also knew that he had killed her. It made him sick, like thinking of Kohar, and Henley’s father, and he wanted nothing more than to have these memories cut out of him forever.

			But who would he be if that happened? How would the twins mean anything to him if that happened? Since speaking with Ian, he had come to realize that so much of himself was wrapped up in those words: Killer of Kohar. For better or worse, he did not exist apart from that moment.

			But he had also begun to think, or hope, that maybe he could live past it. Perhaps there was some good to be made even in the awfulness. Perhaps that was the entire point that ten thousand years of religious history had been trying to make.

			And then there were his parents, who would come soon to bring him home, and his—as Hetty continued to put it—crazy exorcist ancestor, out there somewhere doing who-knew-what for who-knew-what reason.

			Henley was still watching him. Suddenly, she did something so strange that it seemed entirely natural. She took his hand and held it.

			“Let’s get to the chapel,” Hetty said, checking her watch again. “Parents have already taken all the good seats, I bet, but there might be some not terrible ones left.”

			“Yeah,” Henley said, still looking at Elias. She was the proof, after all. It had to be possible for good to come out of horror, because she existed, and she was his friend.

			“It’s only three months,” she said. “Then we’ll all be back here.”

			“Three months.” He tore his eyes away from the lake. “Okay—Let’s go cheer on the graduates.”

		

	
		

			Did you enjoy this book?
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			It would mean the world to me if you would take just a few minutes to share your thoughts about this book. You can go directly to the book review page on Amazon here: https://shannateresebooks.com/secret-keepers-review.

			(If not already, you may be prompted to sign in to your Amazon account before reaching the review page.)

			Thanks!

		

		

			Secret Keepers: Book 1

			Copyright © 2017 by Shanna Terese Bude

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced (stored or transmitted) in any form, physical or electronic, for any purpose without prior written permission from the author.

		

	OEBPS/Images/font00335.dat


OEBPS/Images/font00334.dat


OEBPS/Images/font00333.dat


OEBPS/Images/font00332.dat


OEBPS/Images/font00331.dat


OEBPS/Images/font00330.dat


OEBPS/Images/font00329.dat


OEBPS/Images/cover00337.jpeg
FAce THE PAsT | CHANGE THE FUTURE

@)

Secre Keepers
And the Killer of Kohar

S'HANNA TVERESE





