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				I don’t know where I am. I don’t know why I’m here. And as I study the woman who stands two feet away from me, staring, I realize I don’t know her either.

				Not even a little bit.

				Sure, she is my grandfather’s chief of staff. She says she was my mother’s friend. I’ve seen her every day for weeks now, but she is a stranger. For a second, I have to wonder if this might all be a nightmare. But not a nightmare, really. A hallucination. A fantasy. An…episode. That’s what the doctors call it when my mind drifts to places that aren’t real and aren’t here and aren’t now.

				I’ve been doing it for years, they tell me.

				Ever since my mom died.

				Ever since I—

				No. I don’t let myself think about what I did. There are some things that, once remembered, you can never quite forget.

				“Grace, it’s OK,” Ms Chancellor says. “You’re safe here.”

				I know she’s afraid I’m going to turn around and run down the tunnel from which we’ve just emerged. Or, worse, that I’m going to lash out – that I’m going to fight. With her. With the truth. With reality, because reality keeps trying to kill me, and one day it might just succeed.

				“Grace?” Ms Chancellor’s hand is on my arm, and only then do I realize I’ve started to shake. Then again, I’m always shaking.

				Unlike Ms Chancellor. I look at her hand – at how steady it is – and I think about how it held the gun. She didn’t waver. She didn’t tremble. She just took aim at the most powerful man in Adria and pulled the trigger.

				That was a week ago. Now she’s looking at me as if nothing happened at all.

				“Will he die?” I ask before I even realize how much the answer matters.

				“Who?” Ms Chancellor asks.

				“The prime minister. He’s in a coma, right? Will he die? Or will he wake up?”

				I want him to die so that he can never hurt anyone again – so that he will never be able to tell the world it was the US ambassador’s chief of staff who sent him to his grave.

				But I also want him to live so he can tell me why he wanted my mother dead and exactly who first gave the order. I need him to give me a list of all the people that I have to destroy.

				I wonder which fate Ms Chancellor would prefer for the prime minister. As usual, she’s not saying. Instead she eyes me over the rim of her dark glasses and answers, “Oh. It’s not clear whether or not the prime minister will ever recover. It was a very serious heart attack, after all.”

				For a second, I’m certain I’ve misheard her. But then I realize that she’s smiling like someone who is three moves away from checkmate and there’s no way anyone can stop her.

				“You can’t be serious,” I say.

				“Oh, I’m quite serious. Heart trouble runs in the prime minister’s family. The attack was very sudden, you know. Almost lethal.”

				I saw Ms Chancellor shoot him. I saw the bullet wound and the blood that covered his chest. I saw it!

				Didn’t I?

				I don’t know anymore, so I shake harder.

				“No.” My voice is quiet even though I want to scream. “It wasn’t a heart attack. He was shot. You—”

				“Of course it was a heart attack, Grace. What else would it have been?” Ms Chancellor gives me a knowing look, and I’m pretty sure this is her way of telling me I’m not crazy. But she will never, ever say so.

				Heart attack.

				Now I know why the streets have been so calm, the city so normal. I’ve been alone in my room for a week, but even so I should have recognized the signs of a country not at all concerned about an attempt on the life of its primary leader. If Adria thinks the prime minister was brought down by natural causes – not an American bullet from an American gun – then… “No. That can’t be. People can’t actually believe that his heart failure had nothing to do with the bullet in his chest.”

				Ms Chancellor cocks an eyebrow. “What bullet?”

				There would have been paramedics and doctors, the Adrian equivalent of the Secret Service. And reports – so many reports. My mind can’t fathom the amount of power that this kind of cover-up would take – the scope and scale of a lie of this magnitude. But I know by looking at her that it isn’t just possible – it happened.

				I’ll never look at this woman the same way again. It’s one thing to mortally wound a man, but then to make it look as if it never happened at all? Who is she? What is she?

				Nothing is as it seems.

				After all, the room we’re in isn’t supposed to exist. I’m not supposed to be alive. My mom was supposed to be an antiques dealer.

				No one was supposed to want her dead.

				Slowly, Ms Chancellor steps away and I stop focusing on her and start focusing on where I am, in a passageway deep beneath the city of Valancia, standing on the threshold of a secret.

				“What is this place?” I sound almost feral, I know. And I shake harder.

				“We shouldn’t have come here,” Ms Chancellor says, worried now. “You’re not ready yet. It’s OK. We can come back another time.”

				I shake my head. “No. I want to know everything. I want to know everything now.”

				I’m too thin, they tell me. Too frail and tired and broken. I can see it in her eyes. The lies I’ve been living with for years have all fallen away, leaving me with nothing but pain and anger and a deep, deep sadness that this woman would give anything to fix. She’s kind enough to try, but smart enough to know she should know better. So Ms Chancellor pats my arm.

				“Very well, dear. Come along.”

				Ms Chancellor walks ahead of me then turns back, holds her arms out wide, and sweeps them across the massive space that sprawls before us.

				“What do you think?”

				I think I’m still in a nightmare. A very elaborate nightmare. But I don’t dare tell her that.

				I just follow her onto a balcony that is old – no, ancient. But it doesn’t creak beneath my weight. The walls are solid stone. Below us, the floor is composed of glossy white tiles that gleam beneath the massive gaslight chandeliers hanging overhead. A huge stained-glass window shines from high on the wall to my left, its light slicing through the cavernous space, showing the symbol that I have been seeing for days but never really stopped to study until now. We are at least a hundred feet beneath the streets of Valancia. How the light reaches that piece of stained glass I do not know and do not ask. There are far more important questions on my mind.

				“What is this place?” I ask, knowing the answer must matter but having no idea exactly how.

				“It is the headquarters,” Ms Chancellor says.

				“Headquarters for what?”

				But Ms Chancellor doesn’t answer. Instead, she starts for the steps that spiral down to the floor below. “Come with me, Grace. There is a lot for you to see.”

				When we reach the bottom of the stairs, I touch the heavy wooden tables that sit in the center of the room. They’re covered with books that are so old their pages have actually grown thin. I think I could probably see through them if I held them up against a light.

				“It’s like a library,” I say, reaching out for one of the old books.

				“Not without gloves, dear,” Ms Chancellor chides. I pull my hand back. “And it’s not like a library, Grace. It is a library. Of a sort.”

				That’s when Ms Chancellor walks by the weapons – rows and rows of them lining one wall. There are spears and swords, daggers and arrows – bows so large they look like they must have been wielded by giants. It makes me think of empires and gladiators and the battle between good and evil. I’ve lived on army bases my whole life, but I’ve never seen anything like this.

				“Are those real?” I ask.

				“Of course.”

				“How old are they?”

				“How old is Valancia?” Ms Chancellor glances over her shoulder and eyes me. She doesn’t wink, but she looks like she might want to. “Come now. There is something in particular you need to see.”

				I follow Ms Chancellor through an arching doorway, down a stone corridor that twists and curves. The ceiling is low, and gaslights burn at even intervals, but even so, the light is dim as it bounces off the old white stone.

				There is no sound here, a hundred feet beneath the city. No honking buses or ringing trolley bells. No tourist has ever set foot in these hallowed halls – I’m sure of that. I’m walking in important footsteps, but I have absolutely no idea whose.

				Finally, the corridor opens into a large circular room. The ceiling rises, dome-like, above us. And in the center of the room stands a woman, carved from wood. She looks toward a sky that she can’t see, reaches out for a sun that she can’t touch. One wing is unfurled behind her, its tip long since rotted away. Her other wing is broken. And I know this poor angel will never fly again.

				“What is this?”

				I hold my hand out tentatively, asking for permission, and Ms Chancellor nods.

				“Go ahead, dear,” she says as I touch the old, smooth wood. “It was the figurehead of a ship a very long time ago. One of seven ships, to be precise. This is the angel that guided the Grace.”

				I spin on her. “The what?”

				Ms Chancellor grins as if to say You heard me. Then she just brings her hands together and asks, “Do you know the story of Adria, dear?”

				My grandmother was Adrian. My mother was born here – raised here. I came here every summer for the first twelve years of my life. I’m fluent in Adria’s language, but I don’t know this country, I’m starting to realize. It’s my home, but I still feel like an invader, someone who should be cast outside its walls.

				“Mom used to tell us the story,” I say. “But somehow I think it was the wrong one.”

				Ms Chancellor chuckles. “What you and most of the world have been told is true. It is simply a tad bit incomplete. As much of history is wont to be.”

				My blood is pounding harder now, like I’ve been running. But am I running to or from? I honestly don’t know.

				A chandelier hangs overhead, but the gaslight is dim – a fluttering, flickering thing. So Ms Chancellor lights a candle and holds it up, walking toward the wall that circles around us.

				In the glow, I realize that the wall is covered in canvas. A mural stretches all the way around. Several arching doorways stand at regular intervals, breaking up the scenes.

				When Ms Chancellor raises her hand, her light shines upon sand and ancient strongholds and a scorching sun that reflects off the shining armor of an army riding into battle.

				“At the end of the twelfth century, the Third Crusade was coming to an end,” Ms Chancellor says, beginning the story that every child in Adria learns in the cradle.

				On the next panel, sand blends into sea as seven white sails set out for the horizon.

				“Sir Fredrick and his knights left the Holy Land. They took their seven fastest ships and made for England, but a massive storm blew them terribly off course. They couldn’t see the stars. They had long since lost sight of land. Day after day the storm beat on, until these men who had survived years of battle began to fear that they would die there, swallowed by the sea. But then – as the story goes – on the seventh morning, Sir Fredrick saw it.”

				When Ms Chancellor moves to the third painting, I have to step back to fully realize what I’m seeing. A man. It is a painting of a man, a giant, standing in the clear blue waters I know well.

				“As you know, Grace, the Romans founded Valancia. Even two thousand years ago it was the crossroads of the world, and to mark the entrance to the bay they erected a monument, something to announce to the world that this was their land. Of course, eventually, the Roman Empire gave way to the Byzantines, and the Byzantines eventually lost Adria to the Turks, and the Turks to the Mongols, but the point is that for a thousand years a great stone idol stood, guarding Adria’s shores.”

				“What is it?” I ask, gesturing to the painting.

				“It’s Neptune. Roman god of the sea. Some say the angel led Sir Fredrick and his knights through the storm, kept them safe until Sir Fredrick could see Neptune on the horizon like a beacon, calling them home.”

				I watch Ms Chancellor’s light play over the scene as seven ships sail though the long, dark shadow of Neptune’s outstretched hand.

				“Was there really a statue?” I ask.

				“Oh yes. I’m told it was the height of two football fields.”

				“Why haven’t I ever seen it?”

				“Oh, it fell and eroded away ages ago,” Ms Chancellor says with a wave of her hand. “The important thing is that it still stood when Sir Fredrick and his men battled that storm. Because of it, they found Adria. And safety.”

				It’s easy to imagine ships full of war-torn knights coming here to outrun their demons. I don’t stop to consider the irony that this is where mine found me.

				In the next painting, Adria looks like Eden. The seven ships bob on peaceful waters while the knights make their way onto the land. They fall to their knees and kiss the ground.

				“When Sir Fredrick’s men climbed onto our shores they were greeted by people who had never known anything but war and unrest – people who had been mere pieces on a chessboard for centuries. They were greeted by people who took them in. Of course, at the time, Adria was ruled by the Mongols.” Ms Chancellor points to the painting, at the warriors who watch Sir Fredrick’s knights from the hills in the distance. “But the knights quickly formed an alliance with Adria’s people, and together they fought until this new land was their own.”

				When Ms Chancellor turns to me again, there is a new twinkle in her eye. “Seven knights came to Adria, my dear. What the stories never say is that this is where they found and married seven women.”

				When she reaches the next-to-last picture, Ms Chancellor shines her light upon the beautiful faces of the brides who stand behind their husbands, smiling knowing smiles.

				“These women had been born here, raised here. They knew every tunnel the Romans had carved beneath the city, every cave high in the hills. What the history books never say, Grace, is that Sir Fredrick and his knights won Adria because their wives showed them how to do it.”

				She says this like it’s important, and I have to remind myself that once upon a time, my mother came to this room and heard this story.

				A part of me has to wonder if this is what killed her.

				Ms Chancellor lowers her candle. “Now, it’s important to understand that Adria had never known peace. Not really. It was too important, too pivotal – every great empire wanted it for its own. And so as the knights of Adria ruled, their wives watched and listened and whispered in their husbands’ ears ways to keep their homeland from being pulled once more into war and chaos.”

				She takes another step and lets her light fall upon the image of a great stone wall beginning to rise around the city.

				“They told their husbands they would feel safer behind a wall. They suggested who the new country should trade with and why. And, most of all, these women remembered what their mothers and grandmothers had learned from the Romans, the Byzantines, the Turks, and the Mongols: that history almost always repeats itself. And it is almost always written by men.”

				She’s right, of course. There’s a loop in my life – a pattern of violence and death and heartbreaking sorrow that I would give anything to stop. To rewrite. To end. But my walls are not yet high enough, not strong enough. What Ms Chancellor doesn’t know is that I never will stop building.

				“So that is how Adria was born, Grace. Sir Fredrick became King Fredrick the First. The knights who led the other six ships were given lands and riches and a place at the king’s side as his most trusted advisors. Years passed, and their sons became princes and lords and the leaders of Europe.”

				She pulls the candle farther from the wall. Its gentle glow lights her face, and somehow I know this moment matters. My heart is pounding, my hands sweating as Ms Chancellor turns to me.

				“We are what became of their daughters.”
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				Three years ago the prime minister of Adria called his chief of security into his office and ordered him to kill my mother.

				I don’t know why.

				When I started asking questions, the same prime minister ordered the same man to kill me.

				And now the prime minister is in a coma and my mother is dead, but the mystery lives on. The look on Ms Chancellor’s face tells me that she thinks the answers are here, in this dimly lit alcove and centuries-old story. But I don’t see it. So I look up at the angel, willing her to guide me to the truth.

				“What did the daughters do?” I ask. I can’t meet Ms Chancellor’s gaze.

				“They did the only thing women could do a thousand years ago: they stayed in the shadows. But shadows are the perfect place from which to watch, to see. And make no mistake, my dear, the women who founded Adria saw everything. We still see everything.”

				“My mother was a part of this?”

				Ms Chancellor nods. “And your grandmother. And your grandmother’s mother, and so on for a thousand years. Every girl born to one of the Society’s members was observed and, if she seemed an appropriate fit, she was introduced to the Society in her sixteenth year. In time, we grew. Our reach expanded. And through it all we watched and recorded history, gently guiding it on occasion.”

				I think about the gunshot wound that miraculously became a heart attack. I remember the room full of dusty, ancient books and weapons.

				“So you’re a secret society…of librarians?”

				Ms Chancellor laughs. “Among other things,” she says. But in my mind I’m remembering how she held the gun, how calm she was when she fired. “Every army in the world knows that knowledge is power – information, the world’s most lethal weapon. The women keep the secrets, my dear. We have always kept the secrets.”

				“Did one of these secrets kill my mother?”

				The lights are flickering, off and on. Ms Chancellor glances behind us then reaches for me. “Come along, dear. I’m afraid our time is up.”

				When Ms Chancellor takes my arm and leads me away, I realize we’re going back the way we came.

				“Stop,” I snap, jerking free of her grasp. I know how I look, how I sound. Ancient secret societies don’t have room for petulant children, but it’s too much, too fast. And it isn’t nearly enough. I want to stomp my foot, to scream, to cry. I need to curse my predecessors for their club and their secrets because they led to what happened to my mother. I hate this Society and every one of its members. Even the one who is standing right in front of me.

				“You said someone wanted my mom dead because of her job.”

				“I did say that.”

				“So what was her job?”

				“She was an antiques dealer,” Ms Chancellor says.

				“What was her job here?” I ask, my frustration boiling over.

				“She was an archivist, Grace. An antiques dealer. Her job was collecting and retrieving rare and valuable artifacts that pertain to Adria or the Society.”

				“Were these artifacts valuable?”

				“Yes.”

				“Were they dangerous?”

				Ms Chancellor brings her hands together. “Anything of value can be dangerous if given the right conditions.”

				“What did she find?”

				Ms Chancellor studies me, as if weighing which will harm me more, the truth or yet another lie. She’s too calm, too poised as she studies me. I have no idea whether or not to believe her when she says, “Honestly, I have no idea.”

				“No!” I howl – rage and fear and dread bubbling up inside me and spilling over. “You have to know something! You have to.”

				Instinctively, Ms Chancellor steps closer, but she doesn’t put her arms around me. She knows better than to try to hold a wild thing.

				“We will find it, Grace,” she says.

				I’m weaker than I’d like to admit, because I find myself wanting to believe her.

				She leads me back into the first big room. As we’re passing by the weapons, she says, “Making yourself sick won’t help matters. You both have a lot to learn, and you’re going to need to be at your best when we begin.”

				“I don’t care. I want…Wait.” I stop. “Did you say both?”

				The stained-glass window is overhead. Dust dances in the inexplicable beam of light, and that is where she’s standing.

				I see the outline of her silhouette, and when she moves slowly forward, I know immediately who it is.

				“Hello, Grace,” Lila says. “Haven’t you heard? We’re going to be sisters.”

				I am my own worst enemy. But if there were to be a second place, it would go to this girl. Lila’s black hair is glossy and straight. Her nails perfectly polished, her back perfectly straight. She’s my Brazilian-Israeli best friend’s twin sister, but there is nothing of Noah in the girl in front of me.

				Lila is the anti-Noah, which means she’s also the anti-me.

				I spin on Ms Chancellor. “Yes, Grace,” she says to my unasked question. “You and Lila will be joining us at the same time. Isn’t that wonderful? Learning about the Society is so much better with a friend.”

				Lila is not my friend.

				One look at the girl tells me she is thinking the same thing, but Ms Chancellor practically beams. “I’m so excited for you both. Now go on. I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about.”

				No, I want to say, but somehow I manage to bite back the word.

				“I’m afraid I’m needed at the embassy. We will continue this soon,” Ms Chancellor says before hurrying ahead of us.

				Lila and I follow in silence, climbing the spiral steps to the door Ms Chancellor showed me just an hour ago. But even if we’re quiet, my thoughts are loud. I can’t even try to hide my disappointment. My mom was supposed to make more sense to me now. This was her big secret. I am where she once was, on the verge of learning the things that she once knew. But as Lila and I start down the tunnel that will take us outside, I can’t help but feel my mother slipping further and further away. The woman I remember now simply feels like a lie, and there’s nothing new to replace it.

				“Weird, right?”

				It takes a moment to realize Lila is talking, a moment more to realize she’s talking to me.

				“You’re in the shocked-and-confused phase right now. It’s OK. I get it. The shock goes away after a few days, but the awe…the awe hasn’t gone away for me yet.”

				“So you didn’t know…”

				“What?” Lila looks at me. “That my mother belongs to an ancient league of secret lady assassins or whatever?”

				“They aren’t assassins,” I say. Then I think about it. “Are they?”

				“Oh, certainly.” Lila rolls her eyes. “Did you think their battleaxe collection is for when the librarians want to collect late fees?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer before she shrugs and says, “In answer to your question, no. I didn’t know. My mother told me a few weeks ago. Did yours tell you?” It takes Lila a moment to realize what she’s said. “I mean, before she died?”

				She doesn’t sound embarrassed. After all, Lila is the kind of person who isn’t afraid of the truth and doesn’t have time for regrets.

				I shouldn’t either, I realize, but all I can say is, “No. I never knew.”

				Maybe my mom died too soon. Maybe she didn’t think I belonged here. Maybe it’s just too hard to work something like an ancient family legacy in over breakfast. But no matter why, the fact remains that my mother never told me, and my mother never will. There was a time that would have made me cry, but that’s the good thing about being dead inside, I guess. Dead people don’t feel pain.

				Then something occurs to me – something that has nothing to do with my mother.

				“Does Noah know?” I ask, and Lila laughs.

				“Noah doesn’t have a clue. About anything. Ever. It is safe to assume that Noah is perpetually clueless.”

				“I’m worried.”

				I don’t know where the words come from or why I say them now. Aloud. To Lila. But I can’t take them back, and it’s too late. Lila’s already looking at me like I’m even crazier than she’d been led to believe.

				“What do you have to worry about?”

				“Well, let’s see…Three years ago the prime minister ordered my mom’s death, but I accidentally killed her instead. Didn’t remember it, though. And then a few weeks ago the prime minister tried to have me killed, but he ended up in a coma, so we have absolutely no idea who else wanted my mother dead. Or why. Or how it might all tie in to the shadowy secret society that my ancestors evidently founded a thousand years ago. So I have worries, Lila. I have plenty.”

				The look Lila gives me is so cold it’s like maybe I didn’t say a thing. And maybe I didn’t. I’m starting to wonder when Lila shrugs.

				“Fine. Evade my question.” She reaches for the ladder and climbs outside.

				I want to yell at her and pull her glossy black hair or force her to break a nail. Most of all, I want to go to Noah and tell him how annoyed I am that his twin sister and I are going to be in the same secret society. But I can’t do that, of course. Because…secret society. I have one more secret now. One more mystery. One more set of lies. But I’m not lying to myself anymore, and that has to count for something.

				The sun seems too bright once we make it to the street. I’m still standing, squinting, when Lila says, “Don’t look behind you,” which means, of course, I start to turn, but Lila grabs my arm. “Keep walking.”

				Lila loops her arm through mine. It’s the way the fashionable women always walk together down the chic streets near the palace. This feels so European, I think before realizing that we are in Europe. We probably look like confidantes. Friends.

				Looks can be deceiving.

				“What is it?” I ask.

				“There’s a big guy with a scar on his face watching us. I think he’s…” She makes a quick glance back. “Yes. He is following us.”

				How many times in my life have I thought I saw the Scarred Man? Too many to count. For years, it was just another by-product of my messed-up mind, my fear. My crazy.

				Now it’s just one more thing I have to feel guilty about.

				After all, the Scarred Man is no longer the Scarred Man. Now he’s…

				“Dominic.” I force out the word.

				“What?” Lila asks.

				“His name is Dominic. He used to be the prime minister’s head of security.”

				“Do you think he saw us leave the tunnel?”

				I know he saw us leave the tunnel, but that’s not something I can tell Lila. I jerk to a stop and turn around. Dominic is across the street, standing perfectly still. Watching. He doesn’t smile and doesn’t wave. He doesn’t even try to hide or act natural. There’s no denying what he’s doing. He is tracking me.

				Lila says something in Hebrew I don’t understand. Or maybe it’s the Portuguese equivalent of creepy.

				I should tell her that I know him. Sort of. I should let her know that he and I are…something. Not friends. Not family. We have whatever bond forms when you spend three years shouting from rooftops that the Scarred Man killed your mother. We are bound by whatever it is that lives on long after someone saves your life. Or maybe he’s here because my mother was his first – and maybe only – love.

				I killed the love of his life, I realize with a start. And, suddenly, Dominic’s glare has an entirely new meaning.

				“Sorry, Lila. I’ve got to—”

				Go.

				Run.

				Scream.

				I have to get away from here before the guilt makes me throw up all over Lila and her perfectly polished toes.

				“Where are you—”

				“Bye, Lila. Just tell Noah I said…bye.”

				Then, before my new sister can see through me, I’m gone.

			

		

	OEBPS/images/OrchardLogo_fmt.jpeg
ORCHARD





OEBPS/images/SHTRun_cover.jpg
FUN.

DANGER. GLAMOUR.
EVERYTHING A GIRL NEEDS.






OEBPS/images/Chap01_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/SHYRun_TTP_fmt.jpeg
T
SEE Hg\‘j}’\‘
THEY RUE

Ally Carter





OEBPS/images/Chap02_fmt.jpeg





