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      He’s the reigning hero. She has a destiny to fulfill.

      

      Together they’ll find there are bigger things than failure to fear.

      

      Zuri Ebenmore hails from a dying blackhand family. Magic used to appear every generation and then every other generation. Now, it has become so rare that some would like to forget the blackhand bloodline ever existed. But with the arrival of her 19th lunar birthday, the truth can no longer be kept hidden.

      

      Sucked into a secret society of blackhands and whitehands, Zuri is forced to navigate a world of fame, glory, and legend—all while learning how to push and pull her magic.

      

      Everyone is watching and waiting for her to break.

      

      Unfortunately, Zuri catches the eye of an adept whitehand—Idris Young. He’s talented, charming, and unattainable. At least that’s what Zuri was led to believe.

      

      A twirling mystery soon entwines the two in a delicate charade that cannot fail or Zuri’s future as a blackhand is at an end.

    

  


  
    
      For all those who always wanted a little magic in their lives.

      

      Be careful what you wish for.
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      I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed the dark breakfast tea, but drinking it was like sitting at the children’s table for Thanksgiving when you’ve already moved out of your parents’ house. The other three had coffee, black as pitch. But they were adults. The adults drank coffee after brunch while the children had tea.

      “More tea?” My mom eyed me as I stirred my small, blue china cup.

      I mouthed a ‘no’. I didn’t need another refill on my cup of adolescence.

      “How’s the new position at work coming along, Zeineb?” Uncle Hank asked my mom. His glimmering strands of charcoal hair rested over his shoulder, pulled taut in a bubble ponytail. He twisted the ends with his gloved hands, wrapping the tendrils tightly around a black leather finger.

      “Well, it’s still HR. The paycheck is bigger, and I have fewer people to answer to which is always nice. I’m hearing the same stories from the same people, though. And instead of just documenting it and passing it along, I now am the one who has to decide how to handle the matter.” She lifted her cup to her dry lips and sipped on the steaming coffee. “To be honest, things are a bit of a mess. I didn’t know what I was getting myself into. I inherited an ongoing sexual harassment case and a department head that wants to deny a woman maternity leave because her due date isn’t a convenient time for him.”

      “That’s disheartening.” Aunt Margot’s wide mouth frowned.

      “What about you two? Have you found something that interests you or are you still… supplementing your income?” Her blue eyes shifted between my uncle and aunt.

      The pair had received a sizable settlement from a factory accident before I was born, and my mother couldn’t stand that they had decided to live off of it rather than continue to work regular, full-time jobs.

      Aunt Margot leaned back in her chair. It groaned beneath her weight. “Supplementing our income?” She repeated with an ounce of sauce in her tone.

      Their injuries from the incident had been so severe that their hands had required extensive surgery. Neither one was ever spotted without a pair of gloves to cover the scars and chemical trauma.

      Uncle Hank placed a hand on Aunt Margot’s arm and gave it a gentle pat, reeling in the bulldog of a woman. “I’m actually applying for a specialist’s certification. I’m hoping to hear back in a few weeks. I’ve been assured by others in the field it will get approved, but only time will tell.”

      “A certification for what?” I glanced up from my cup. For as long as I could remember, Uncle Hank had never had a job, let alone demonstrated any sort of specialized skills.

      His brow furrowed, and he cleared his throat. “It’s a researcher’s license of sorts.”

      “In what field? I didn’t know you needed a license for that.” He was hiding something, probably lying to appease my mom. We rarely got through a Sunday brunch without her barking at them to get “real” jobs.

      “It appears so. Zuri—” Mom turned her attention to me, steering the conversation away from my uncle. “Have you picked an official date yet?”

      “For what?”

      “Your birthday.” The three of them laughed. “When do you want to celebrate?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t want to celebrate my birthday. I loved my mom, but she could be a bit paranoid. It always ruined things. I had been embarrassed numerous times before in middle school and wasn’t interested in repeating any of it, hence why I had avoided birthday parties for the last three years.

      “I don’t know. With graduation and finals coming up, I haven’t given it much thought.”

      “Well.” Aunt Margot jumped in. “Whether you decide to celebrate is completely up to you, but we have something we wanted to discuss with you about your birthday.” She nudged Uncle Hank with her elbow.

      His lips thinned, and he shook his head as the color drained from his face.

      “Yes,” she hissed. “You need to. It is your duty.”

      “What?” Mom asked. “What is it?”

      “It’s nothing.” He folded his arms across his chest. “If I wanted to discuss it, I would have brought it up.”

      Margot huffed. “Hank, I swear.”

      “Come on. Just tell us.” I leaned forward, my curiosity piqued.

      His eyes met mine and softened into little pools of sympathy. He offered me a small, almost apologetic frown. Had he done something wrong?

      “Uncle Hank, what’s going on?” Mom’s voice tightened.

      “Zuri’s nineteenth birthday is approaching and…” Aunt Margot didn’t finish her thought, leaving me hanging on the end of her sentence.

      My mom gasped, throwing herself back into her chair. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “By the black and the white, Margot!” Hank growled. “I told you ‘no’.”

      “My nineteenth birthday? Have you all been lying to me about my birth year?” I joked.

      “You can’t back down from this.” Margot slammed her gloved palm on the table. “You’re the oldest male in the family, and as such, it is your responsibility. Man up.”

      Uncle Hank practically deflated in his seat, yielding to Margot. “Zeineb—”

      “No!” My mom cut him off. “She’s not going. We’re not discussing this.”

      He sighed. “But it’s time. You know it is.”

      “Over my dead body.” She enunciated every syllable.

      “What is going on?” My voice struggled to cut through their argument. “And why do you keep calling it my nineteenth birthday? It’s my eighteenth.” They were all acting so erratic.

      “Thank you.” My mother’s tongue was sharp enough to slit throats. “Both of you. How do you expect me to explain this?”

      I side-eyed her. “What have you been hiding from me?”

      My mother sighed. Her gaze trailed down from my eyes to the pineapple-themed placemat before her as Uncle Hank glanced to the ceiling, admiring the crown molding. Aunt Margot was the only one who had the courage to look at me which struck me as odd. My mother could stare down a lion out of sheer stubbornness.

      “No,” Aunt Margot said. “It’s your nineteenth lunar birthday. According to our traditions, you’re already eighteen.”

      I shook my head. “Lunar birthday?” This didn’t make any sense. “Did you two join a cult or something?” I laughed, beyond amused at the idea. “Is that why I’m never allowed at your house?”

      “Don’t say anymore, Margot.” My mom’s eyes narrowed on her. “Zuri, I need you to listen to me very carefully.” Her face flushed. Her solemn composure sucked all the air out of the room, crushing my light-hearted disposition.

      I swallowed. “Alright.”

      “Our family has a bit of a sordid history. I fled it for a reason, Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot… haven’t.” She tucked her black hair behind her ear. The slender scars on her hands reddened. “It’s best if everyone forgets this ever happened. Zuri is going to stay in North Carolina, finish high school, and begin her studies at Duke in the fall. Just like we planned.”

      “Zeineb, that’s not fair. I’ve already received letters from Blacksaw. They’re expecting her, and the family’s return is highly anticipated,” Uncle Hank said. “At least give her a choice.”

      My mom’s eyes were the size of moons. “I don’t care how badly they want her. My answer is no! Absolutely not.” Tears built in the bottom of her lids, but she blinked them away. “How dare you even ask that of me. You were there. Have you forgotten everything we went through?”

      “No, I haven’t.” He sighed. “But things might be different for Zuri. We have to at least try. Don’t let me go to my grave believing I was the last.”

      “Your grave?” Mom scoffed. “I’ll probably meet mine before you do.”

      “Will someone please tell me what the hell is going on?” If she thought I was going to just sit there with my lips buttoned, she was sorely mistaken. “What do you mean by ‘sordid history’? Like the mafia or something?”

      “Don’t be disrespectful.” My mom snapped at me.

      Aunt Margot chuckled to herself. “No, darling, nothing like the mafia.”

      “Far worse,” my mom added. “And that is why this conversation is over.”

      But I wasn’t willing to drop the subject and allow her to bury it. “Then what? What could possibly be far worse than the mafia?”

      “It’s not worse than the mafia.” Margot rolled her eyes.

      My mom shot Aunt Margot a scathing look, riddled with disgust and heated anger. “Depends on who you ask.”

      “Uncle Hank,” I began, “I want to know the truth.”

      There was something about that frown he had given me before this whole thing erupted that made me believe he would speak without fearing my mother’s wrath. Perhaps he felt guilty about my ignorance or maybe even responsible for my exclusion.

      “Zuri, there’s no point. I refuse to let you go. I forbid it.” My mom took my hands in hers. “I have sacrificed and suffered so much for you to have a normal life with normal friends and attend a normal school. Learning about our family’s past will ruin it all.”

      My chest tightened. She wasn’t making it easy for me to ignore this. What was it that was so terrible it would unhinge my entire life? Nothing in the world could tear me away from my family and my future. I had lived eighteen somewhat happy years without our history affecting me and could continue on the same. “Tell me. I want to know.”

      “Hank.” My mom said his name. It was a warning.

      He sighed, yielding. At least, I thought he would. “Well, the simple explanation is that you’re a blackhand—just like Margot and I.”

      “What?”

      My mother slammed her mug down on the table. Black coffee spilled over the white lip and ringed around the table’s surface. “How dare you!”

      He ignored the outburst. “A blackhand. It’s a type of magic-wielder.”

      ‘Magic’ I mouthed the word. I knew full well what magic was, but the idea of it actually existing failed to sink into my head. How was it possible that magic was real and I had never experienced or witnessed it before? And how could my family be magic-wielders without me ever having the slightest clue?

      “Mom, why didn’t you ever tell me you were a blackhand?” The new word felt so foreign on my tongue.

      Hank swallowed hard. “No, she’s—”

      “A flup,” Mom cut him off. “I have no magical abilities.”

      I could hear the blood thumping in my ears. Had my own mother really said those two words? Magical abilities. It couldn’t have meant what I thought it did, not in the traditional sense anyway.

      Uncle Hank’s hands massaged each other despite the leather that covered the skin. “But we have reason to believe you might be like your Aunt Margot and me.”

      “Wha—” I coughed, choking on the sentence that struggled to come out. “What is a blackhand exactly?”

      Uncle Hank began to loosen the gloves on his fingers.

      “Not in this house,” my mom hissed.

      “Oh, are you like a mutant?” I asked. “Did the accident at the factory do something to your hands? Like give you superpowers?”

      But now that I thought about it, I didn’t see how that scenario would have any genetic impact on my mother and me. I had noticed my mom had scars and faint lines on her hands, too, but she had never worked in a factory. Maybe whatever had occurred was more than a simple workplace accident.

      “No,” he answered. “There was never a factory nor an accident.”

      “That was all a cover story,” Margot added.

      “We wear these gloves to hide our markings, tattoos that act as a gateway for essences, err—magic to pass through. In and out, pulling from the world around us and pushing out in our own restructured way.”

      Margot patted Uncle Hank’s back with a soft touch. “On everyone’s nineteenth birthday, they get their hands unlocked.”

      My body felt slack in my seat. There they were. More words about magic and its existence without anyone denying the fact. “And you want me to do this? You want me to get my hands tattooed because you think I can perform magic?”

      Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot nodded.

      “I have magical powers?” It didn’t matter how many different ways it was said, I still struggled to piece it all together. My mind was overtaken with thoughts that split and sprinted in different directions.

      “Yes, but you’ll need some training before you can really dive in. You’ll receive that at Blacksaw University should you choose to attend.”

      “That’s not completely true,” Margot said in a small voice. “The right answer is ‘maybe’.”

      My mom sighed, shaking her head. “You won’t know for sure until you put needle to skin. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have these.” She held out her own hands for all to see. “The scars and faded lines were my marks that I received on my nineteenth lunar birthday. But I was a flup. They are now the remnants of my blatant failure.”

      “But you still were able to get the tattoos removed.” I didn’t see the harm in at least trying if a little lasering would clear it all up.

      She tucked her hands in her lap, hiding the damaged flesh. “And it was an expensive endeavor. They struggled for years to break down the ink. I had to have skin surgically removed by medical professionals.” Her grave blue eyes held mine. “What I have gone through, I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. Laws have changed. If you enter that world and are found to be a flup, you don’t get to just turn around and walk back out.” She sat up and lifted her chin. “Which is why this conversation is pointless. You’re going to stay here, finish high school, and go to Duke. You’ve already been accepted.”

      “But she’s also been accepted into Blacksaw,” Aunt Margot added.

      “Well, Is Blacksaw a good school?” I felt as though I were betraying my mom by even asking the question, and the injured expression on her face confirmed it.

      Aunt Margot’s eyes lit up. “It’s one of the best universities in the world for hands. Both your uncle and I loved it.”

      “Then how come I’ve never heard about it?”

      “It’s only for hands,” my uncle said. “The undermen are prohibited from attendance.”

      Undermen and hands? “But I didn’t apply. How could I have been accepted?”

      “Where do I even begin?” Hank ran a gloved hand through his hair. “Our family is… special—powerful.”

      “Highborn.” Margot grinned.

      Uncle Hank nodded. “As such, all Ebenmores are granted automatic acceptance to Blacksaw University.”

      “As long as they aren’t flups or snuffed,” my mom snipped. “Going to that university and having magic isn’t worth the risk of finding out you belong to either of those labels. You’ll be putting your life on the line and still have no additional ability or training.”

      “Why would anyone want to harm me for being a flup or… what was that word you used?” I asked.

      “Snuffed,” she said. “And they won’t want to harm you. They’ll want to kill you, Zuri.”

      “Kill me?” I whispered. It sounded like something straight out of a nightmare.

      My mom was right. It wasn’t worth the risk. Everything my aunt and uncle said was fascinating and the stuff of dreams, but my life wasn’t bad enough to throw away like that, was it? I couldn’t leave my mom behind. For eighteen years, it had just been the two of us. With me gone, she would have no one.

      “But that’s only if you’re a flup,” Uncle Hank said. “Snuffed hands aren’t illegal, and if you are in fact a blackhand descended from the Ebenmore line… people will be falling over themselves for you.”

      My mom took a sip from her mug before setting it down on her coffee-soaked pineapple placemat. “In your correspondence with Blacksaw… did you tell them where Zuri and I are?”

      Uncle Hank shook his head. “No.”

      My mom’s shoulders relaxed. “That’s a relief.”

      “Just that you were in North Carolina.”

      “What?” Her eyes shot wide open, and she cupped a hand to her mouth. “How could you? They’re going to come for us.”
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      The following day at school was anything but normal. Everyone was still chatting about finals, the summer, and college preparations, but my head swam with yesterday’s conversation. It cycled through my mind a countless number of times as the day passed in a sort of haze. When the last period finally came and went, I skipped my after-school clubs and headed straight home, eager for some time alone to be with my thoughts. My mom wouldn’t be home from work for another two or three hours.

      I slid my key into the metal deadbolt and gave it a slight twist, but there was no subtle resistance or click. The bolt had already been retrieved and the door unlocked.

      Something was wrong. Someone was in my house.

      I took a step back as my stomach plummeted to my feet, slipping between my toes. Fright spurred my heart into quick and heavy beats that pounded like an angry fist.

      It was too early for my mom to be home from work, but with the garage closed, there was no way to know if her car was here. Maybe she got sick or decided to take a half-day? Yesterday’s brunch had her out of sorts even after Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot left. She wouldn’t admit it, but I could see the wheels turning in her eyes. Her mind was chewing on something.

      I took my phone out of my backpack and called her cellphone, but there was no answer. I then tried her work phone, and it rang until it ended with a scripted company prompt to leave a voicemail. With a long breath, I slipped my phone into my pocket.

      My jaw clenched and eyes narrowed. I was going to have to go in.

      Perhaps I should have come up with a plan, but the need to defend my childhood home rose with such strength. It was as though a fire had been started within me, bursting to life not with the flick of a match but a quart of kerosene.

      My hand returned to the handle, and my thumb pressed down on the small nickel piece. The front door opened with ease and drifted on its hinges.

      My chest tensed as the scene before me slowly unraveled. Cabinet doors were splayed wide open, drawers spilled out in odd angles, and clothes were piled high on the couch. I took one step into the entry, careful not to make a sound. Several pieces of mail rested on the floor. The African soapstone bowl that normally held my mom’s keys and outgoing letters kissed the tiles, face down.

      A crash of wood meeting wood boomed from the master bedroom. If I had been a braver woman, I would have charged in and threatened the individual to leave my home at once. But I was scared stiff. My feet wouldn’t move, refusing to carry me any further way from the front door. My brain told me to go to a neighbor’s and call the police, but my home and my family were being violated by this perpetrator. I couldn’t run away now.

      “May the black and white damn it all!” My mother’s voice hissed from her room.

      “Mom?” I called out.

      “Zuri?” She replied.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m in my room.”

      “Is everything alright?” My eyes swept across the chaotic state of the house once more. “Do I need to call the police?” My breath stifled. “Or an ambulance?”

      “No,” she answered.

      I took another step inside and closed the front door behind me, locking it.

      “They can’t help us,” she finished.

      “What happened?” I wove my way through the barrage of furniture, knickknacks, and clothes. Someone or something had turned the room on its head.

      “We’re leaving.”

      Leaving? There was no way I heard her right. My mother had struggled for years balancing raising me and working exhausting hours in order to afford this house. The brown brick structure was a shining trophy of all her hard work and painstaking effort. What could possibly force her to just up and leave, throwing it all away? Nothing. Nothing in the entire world was worth that.

      “What do you mean leaving?” I turned the corner, staring into her room. The place looked as though it had been ransacked, but instead of taking all the valuables, the thieves had snatched all of the necessities. “Mom, what is going on? Did someone break in? I’ve heard people who have had their homes burglarized often feel violated and desire to move. Did we get robbed?”

      She closed one of the drawers with a hurry. The clap ripped through my thoughts, pulling my attention to her. She sighed. My breath caught in my throat as I stared at her face. She appeared as though she had aged ten years overnight. Lines cascaded from the corners of her heavy eyes that drooped into puddles of puffy skin. Her complexion was patchy, darkly pigmented around her eyes and mouth. The small hairs around her hairline flared out in all different directions, except the very center where she had ran a hand through several times.

      “Nobody has broken in and stolen anything… yet.”

      “Mom, are you okay?” I could see with my own eyes she wasn’t. “You look like…” I paused, not knowing what word to use.

      “Like I’ve been through hell?”

      I swallowed. “Yes.”

      “We don’t have time for this.” She shook her head. “Grab one of your bags and start packing.”

      “But why? Did you get fired? Is that why you’re home so early?”

      Her jaw clenched for a small moment. “No, I didn’t get fired. I’m not in the mood to play twenty-one questions with you. Will you please just go to your room and start packing. I don’t know when they’ll show up, but I want to be far from here when they do!”

      My hands rested atop my hips. If she wanted me to follow along in her madness, she was going to have to give me some sort of reason or explanation. “I’ll pack as soon as you tell me who you think is coming to our home.”

      She groaned. “Zuri, we don’t have time for this.”

      “The longer you keep refusing to say anything, the longer I’m going to stand here.”

      “The reason,” she began through gritted teeth, “I’m avoiding an explanation is because the time we have right now needs to be spent getting everything in the car and getting out of here. Once, we’re on the road, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Tell me now. I deserve to know. Especially since you said the police wouldn’t be of any assistance.”

      My imagination ran wild with me. My mother was an HR manager at a pharmaceutical company. The only reason that could lead her to avoid the police was because she had gotten mixed up in something illegal. Which was so unlike her, it almost made me bust out laughing just thinking about.

      “The Sightless Sons.” Her breath stifled at the end.

      My eyes squinted. “The who?”

      “The unsavory paramilitary agency in the hands’ world, Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot’s world,” she clarified.

      My jaw loosened. “Why would they come after you? You don’t live amongst them anymore.”

      “Because your Uncle Hank told them where we were—well, he told Blacksaw. He might as well have been speaking to the chairman himself.” She pressed an open hand to her chest and leaned forward, bracing herself upon the dresser with her freehand.

      “Mom?” I took a step forward.

      “I’m okay.” Her words stopped me. “It’s just stress and panic. You know how it gets sometimes.”

      I barely knew anything about her life before I was born, but I knew it was difficult and dark and had left deep scars. Sore shoulders and neck, grinding teeth, aching jaw, and every now then, intense pain in the chest—all hallmarks of how stress, fear, and anxiety had shredded her. If the symptoms were flaring up again, this was serious. Whoever these Sightless Sons were, they had a hold over my mom unlike any I had ever seen.

      “Sit down and rest, at least.” She didn’t like me near when the pain manifested, so I did the best I could from where I stood.

      “No, there isn’t time. We need to pack and leave.”

      I watched her in silence for a few seconds more as she regained herself and her hand left her chest. She slumped on the bed. Her blue eyes laid wide open, staring at the ceiling, as her black hair fanned out around her. Her chest rose and fell as she paced her breathing.

      I cleared my throat. “Mom, you’re worrying over nothing. Don’t you think if the Sightless Sons were going to come, they would have already? Uncle Hank told them we lived in North Carolina weeks ago.”

      “Oh, Zuri, you’re going to give me a heart attack.” My mom sat up. “They’ll come. I’ve… done things. I may not be a priority, but they’ll come.”

      My stomach twisted watching how distraught the entire situation made my mom. She didn’t deserve this. “So, where will we go then? I finish school in two weeks and need to be in my dorm by August.”

      My mom laughed, and the sound made me uneasy. It was a mix of a mocking scoff and fearful cackle. “Oh, no, sweetie. No, no, no. Duke isn’t an option anymore. We need to pack and hit the road.”

      The air grew suffocating without warning. An unexplainable heaviness rested on my shoulders, nearly toppling me over as I struggled to process what my mom had just said. Going to Duke was all I had worked for these last four years. We had spent so much time visiting the campus, meeting for interviews, and bolstering my application. Freshman year I severed my entire social circle in order to focus on academics and extra-curriculars. Now she was telling me it was all a wash?

      This was impossible. I refused to believe this was happening. Why was she ripping our lives apart over a hunch that the boogeyman was coming to get us?

      “So, what?” I asked, tight-lipped. “We just throw everything away and move to Mexico like a pair of criminals?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic—and leaving the country is absolutely out of the question. They’ll know as soon as we step foot across the border. We’ll be flagged and hunted down. Travel out of the country is illegal and extremely dangerous.”

      It explained why she had refused to let me attend the senior class trip to Italy. “I at least want to say goodbye to Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot.” I doubted she would go for it, but if I could get to them, I might be able to get more answers and information than the scare tactics my mother was feeding me. I wasn’t going to give up Duke over an unfounded fear, nor did my mom deserve to have her entire life flushed, too.

      She rose from the bed and returned to her suitcase. “There’s no time for that. We pack tonight, I’ll need to go into office tomorrow and tie any loose ends, and then we’re out of here. I’ll pick you up from school.”

      “Alright,” I answered, but I didn’t have any intentions of following through. I was forging plans of my own.
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      I stared at the block phone before me as it rested on the wood-panel tabletop. Its black and grey hardshell was a testament to its status as a technological relic. The screen was barely bigger than a quarter, and its black, rubbery buttons filled the bottom half. It was ugly, impossible to fit inside a pocket, and my lifeline.

      “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting for too long. Is everything alright?” Uncle Hank said as he sat down at the booth across from me. His dark bushy eyebrows wormed together with concern. “I came as soon as you called, but travel around here is a bit difficult for me.”

      I shook my head. “No, I haven’t been here for long.” I held up the phone. “I’m just relieved this thing worked and the message went through.”

      He smiled, revealing a wide row of teeth. “I’m surprised you still have that. I remember the day when your mother came and told me she was going to give it to you. You were only five years old.”

      It was only to be used in case of emergencies. “I know.” It was the key to circumventing my mother’s panicked plans.

      “Anyways, you still haven’t answered my question: is everything alright?” His blue eyes flicked to the empty space at my side. “Did something happen to your mom?”

      “Yes and no.” I slid the old phone to the side of the table. “Neither one of us is hurt or in the hospital, but my mom is, well… losing her mind.”

      I told him all the things I had seen and heard yesterday. It was difficult to relive. My mother’s face haunted me. Her worry and sadness hit me harder than the loss of my future. She was my rock and idol, the epitome of strength in my eyes, and to see her reduced to nothingness in the span of a single day crushed me.

      Uncle Hank sighed, shaking his head as I finished my story. “I know it may seem like an overreaction from your end, but if she thinks the Sightless Sons are tracking her down, I can understand why she’s doing what she’s doing.”

      His words pelted all of my expectations, drawing big holes in what I believed to be the truth. “I wasn’t… So, you think we should run, too?”

      “No, I don’t. She’s under the impression that Blacksaw has been reined in by the party, but that’s not true. She’s been out of the world for nearly twenty years now.”

      I sat forward. “She told me she left while I was still a baby. Was I not born there?”

      “No, I meant twenty lunar years,” Uncle Hank said. “The point is, Blacksaw hasn’t been captured by the party, yet. They’ll have to wait for Luella to roll over dead before they sink their talons into that school.”

      “Then, what’s the big deal? If you’re certain that the Sightless Sons aren’t coming after us, why won’t she believe you?”

      Uncle Hank’s gaze slipped down from my eyes and met the cold, hard table. Guilt washed over his face as his hand raked through his long, dark silvery hair. “Your mother has been through a lot, Zuri.”

      “I know,” I sighed. “She tells me all the time. But she never tells me what exactly happened.”

      He opened his mouth to speak but shut it. His manicured fingers played with his lips as hesitation silenced him.

      “What is it?” For a big man, Uncle Hank could be such a timid kitten. You had to push to get anything out of him that he believed could be the slightest bit controversial.

      “I don’t know if Zeineb never explained things to you because she wasn’t ready or if she simply didn’t want you to find out the truth about the family. But I’m beginning to think that remaining silent on the matter is causing more harm.”

      I was desperate for him to talk. All my life, this had been the big secret. I had tried many times to coax the truth out of my mom but she never let anything slip. Uncle Hank’s big announcement at Sunday brunch had foiled all her work. This was the closest I’d come to pulling back the curtain.

      He continued. “You are struggling to do as she wishes because she won’t explain where she’s coming from. And she won’t explain where she’s coming from because she doesn’t want you to know more than you already do.”

      “Exactly, she simply wants me to continue blindly following her, and I can’t do that anymore.”

      I couldn’t stand aside as she continued to suffer. I had spent years watching my mother endure anxiety attacks and nervous breakdowns. I naively assumed it was work that stoked her stress, and she assured me that maintaining a safe and stable routine would keep her ailments at bay. What she proposed yesterday was the exact opposite of safe and stable, and the toll it took it was plain to see.

      “I want to help,” I said. “But I can only do so if you let me in.”

      He nodded. “I think it’s time.”

      My lungs pressed against my ribs as I drew in a long breath of air. Curiosity made my stomach flutter. My uncle had handed me the loose thread of a secret on Sunday, and now I was pulling hard, unraveling the entire thing.

      Uncle Hank cleared his throat. “So, I think the first thing you need to understand,” he began with a quake in his voice, “is that in our world—the world of the blackhands and whitehands—we live by a different set of rules and standards and culture. To put it simply, it can be aggressive towards individuals society deems unfavorable. Your mother is a flup. For as long as I can remember, there’s been a bit of hostility towards them, but about twenty-five years ago, things changed. The party began to actively pursue steps to further… segregate them.”

      He paused, steadying his breathing. Uncle Hank was upset. He was going behind my mother’s back, and that single act shattered him. Family was an important and respected facet of his life, but I hadn’t known just how far that loyalty ran until now.

      When he had gathered himself, he pressed on. “On Zeineb’s nineteenth birthday, she got her hands unlocked and we sent her off to Blacksaw. Within the first week, they knew, and she was subsequently sent back home. The chancellor of the university, Luella Day, agreed to keep her lips sealed about the matter, and Zeineb told her friends she was coming home in order to manage the household. Hate towards flups was growing, and it was too dangerous to come out at the time.” He took a sip from my water, wetting his lips. “She managed to carry on for years like this until she got pregnant and went in for her first medical exam. The doctor recognized she was flup right away. You see,”—he rubbed the back of his leather-covered hands—“the ink tends to have an iridescent sheen when you’re a hand but remains flat black or white if you’re a flup. It’s harder to tell with black ink, but she got caught.”

      I couldn’t imagine the weight of living a secret life let alone the terror of being found out. No wonder she was constantly on edge nowadays.

      “The doctor pulled your father aside and—“

      “My father?”

      He blinked. “Yes, your father.”

      “But…” My lips trembled. Uncle Hank hadn’t realized what he had said. “But my mother said… she said my father was out of the picture before she knew she pregnant.”

      His lips flattened. “I’m afraid that’s not the truth of it.”

      My arms wrapped around my stomach, holding myself. “If my father knew my mother was pregnant, then what happened? Where did he go? Why is he not a part of my life?” I told myself I wasn’t going to cry. I was too old for that now, but the pressure built behind my eyes regardless. It took everything inside of me to swallow it back down.

      “Well, the doctor told your father that Zeineb was a flup. When they arrived home, he confronted her. He agreed to not kill her because she was carrying his child—refusing to identify yourself as a flup is punishable by death. But he said if he ever saw her again, he would turn her into the authorities.”

      “He abandoned us because she was a flup?” The idea made my stomach twist in agony. Tears welled in the bottom of my eyelids. I wiped them on my sleeve, not wanting Uncle Hank to see.

      He sighed. “It was probably for the best.”

      My eyes narrowed. “How can you say that?”

      “Because it forced her into action. After years of living in terror and having seen her mother’s gruesome demise, she ran. It saved both of your lives. The following years more laws were passed, stripping flups of more rights and subsequently transforming them into the enemy of the people.”

      I sat still, glued to my chair. My mind struggled to process everything that poured from his mouth. I was paralyzed from the burst of new information. I shifted in my seat and nearly jumped two feet in the air when the waitress stopped by.

      “Are you still doing alright? A refill on your water? Maybe some food?”

      The thought of eating made me want to vomit. “Water’s fine.”

      “I’d like a coffee.” Uncle Hank grinned at her just before she left to fetch him a cup.

      “There’s just… it’s all so overwhelming and sounds simply… cruel.” I struggled to find words to put together the wave of emotions I was feeling. Most of it didn’t make sense, and the parts that did were dark and depressing. Blackhands, whitehands, flups, your world, my world, the Sightless Sons—I was swimming in unknown waters and felt as though there was a shark lurking nearby in the murky depths.

      “Well, that’s what I meant when I said she has every right to be afraid. Especially if they catch her with you. Flups aren’t allowed custody over their magically-inclined offspring. She would be arrested, charged, and executed—no trial.”

      I couldn’t imagine anyone hurting much less wanting to kill my mom. She was defenseless against this magical world. All she could do was run and hide in the darkest corner she could find. The thought of her spending anymore of her life scurrying around in terror broke me. “Do you think I’m a flup?”

      Uncle Hank smiled once more at the waitress as she handed him his coffee and sipped the dark black liquid. “It’s likely that you are, given how our family has progressed, or rather diminished. But I sense something in you which is a lot considering your hands are still muted.”

      I swallowed hard. I couldn’t believe the words that were about to come out of my mouth, but I had to ask them for both mine and my mother’s sake. “And if I go to Blacksaw University, will I learn enough magic to possibly protect my mom and I from anyone that may want to hurt us?”

      Uncle Hank’s eyebrows climbed to his receding hairline. “You’ll learn so much more than just how to protect yourself. Why do you ask?”

      “Do you think it’ll stop the Sightless Sons from tracking down my mom?”

      His bottom lip stuck out as his mind chewed on the idea. “Perhaps. You coming of age and no longer being in her custody could put an end to things, if they’ve even begun.”

      My fingers wrapped around the handle of my uncle’s coffee cup, and I brought the hot liquid to my lips, taking a drink. It was bitter on my tongue and had a less than pleasing aftertaste, but I swallowed it down. “I want to go to Blacksaw University. Will you help me?”
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      I sat on the couch alone. The living room had been left dragged and spread across the floor in a ragged mess. Neither one of us had bothered straightening anything last night, and the sight of it all broke my heart. Sitting in the wreckage reaffirmed my decision. I would do whatever it took to protect my mother and my home. My family didn’t deserve to live in perpetual fear.

      My phone buzzed beside me on the gray cushion. The long flat screen flashed with her reply.

      What? You don’t feel well?

      No, you can’t go home.

      It isn’t safe.

      Wait at the school like I told you.

      I glanced around at the dove gray walls that encased me. The only thing that made me feel unsafe while sitting here was her erratic behavior. My fingers went to work, tapping out a response.

      I’m already at home.

      Everything is fine.

      Just pick me up here.

      As soon as I set the phone back down, it vibrated beside me.

      Fine.

      I’m on my way but I’m not happy with you.

      Normally that line would’ve made my heart skip a beat, but tonight, I felt invincible. Uncle Hank had offered to come back and support me as I announced my decision to my mom, but I no longer harbored that adolescent fear I once had. The roles were about to be reversed. I would protect her from whatever existed in this separate world.

      I knew I was in for a fight. Nobody enjoyed being undermined, but the quicker I could make her see reason in my pursuit, the sooner this would all blow over. The only looming fault in my plan was the possibility of finding out I was a flup.

      But as I sat there, twisting my fingers around each other, the prospect of it all ran away from me. My mind had been so concerned with what might be coming after us, I hadn’t even had a spare moment to consider what could be out there for me. My hands were muted at the moment, as Uncle Hank had stated, but how would my world shift once they were unlocked and I was away at Blacksaw University learning how to manipulate matter in ways I had always been told were impossible. It was every child’s fantasy and now the path had been laid freely at my feet. All I had to do was take the first step.

      “Zuri?” Her voice echoed around the emptied entryway. “Zuri?”

      “I’m in here.” I fought to keep my voice even. If she sensed the slightest bit of weakness or doubt in my determination, she would tear me apart. No cracks or tears, I would be stalwart in my belief.

      Her high heels clicked across the aged wood floor seconds before she turned the corner and met my eyes. Her skin looked droopy and dark in areas—she still hadn’t been able to get any sleep. “What are you doing? Where are your bags? We need to go.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going.”

      Her black eyebrow cocked, and she folded her arms across her chest. “Excuse me? We’re not doing this again.”

      “I’m not going,” I repeated. “And neither are you.”

      “Zuri, I don’t have time to play games or deal with your little rebellious teenage attitude,” she snapped. “We’re in danger. We need to go now!”

      “Mom, you can’t keep running. At some point you need to turn around and fight—protect yourself.”

      “I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m bit out-matched.” Her tone cut.

      Every time her lack of magic was brought up, she didn’t shy away from it, but it was apparent there was still some pain there. She tried to own it but couldn’t. Her voice gave her away. Always terse and poised to a point that could stab you right in the throat.

      “But if we were to all ban together—you, Uncle Hank, Aunt Margot, and me—“

      “You? I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “You heard me. I’m a part of this family. I’m an Ebenmore just as much as you are and a blackhand, too.”

      She sighed, exasperated. Her hand ran though her hair in annoyed huff. The long, red nails looked like rubies in a sea of onyx. “I never said you weren’t a part of this family, but let’s make one thing very clear right here and right now: you are not a blackhand.”

      I conjured all my courage and straightened my back, hoping that having the outward confidence of a hero would give me the bravery of one, too. “Not yet I’m not. I skipped school and met with Uncle Hank earlier today. We talked about Blacksaw, and I’m going.”

      A mix of emotions washed over her face in the span of a second. Shock shrank into grief which ignited into anger. I prepared myself for the worst, fearing her next words. “You did what?” She whispered. Incredulity clipped her words.

      “I’m going to Blacksaw University.”

      Her jaw dropped, and water welled at the bottom of her eyes. “Please tell me you’re lying.”

      I shook my head.

      The tears overwhelmed her eyelashes and streamed down her cheeks. “Oh, God, Zuri.” Her hand covered her mouth. Her feet took a few uneasy steps backward before her back met the wall. “How could you do such a thing? How could you be so foolish?”

      This wasn’t what I had anticipated. Where was the fury and enraged screaming I had imagined in my head? This was utter sorrow and heartbreak.

      “Because we need to stop running. If I go to Blacksaw and learn how to use my magic, I can protect you. It can give us a life we’ve always wanted. One that doesn’t involve keeping our past and our family a secret. One that allows us to live where we want without constant fear of being found out.”

      “How could you be so naive to believe you would be able to accomplish any of these things? Don’t you think if the Sightless Sons or the party could be stopped by a handful of blackhands or whitehands it would have already been done?” Her gaze drifted up to the ceiling. “I don’t know what your Uncle Hank told you, but I haven’t spent the last eighteen years fearful for my life but yours. And now you’ve gone and handed yourself over.”

      I swallowed hard. “What do you mean for me?” She was the one in danger. She was the flup.

      Her stare dropped done to mine. “I never wanted you to be like me or your Uncle Hank or anybody else in our family. I didn’t want you to follow in our footsteps. I wanted something better for you. Something without the class hierarchy, constant instability, and never-ending bigotry. I wanted you to have a better life than any Ebenmore could ever imagine, outside of that world amongst the undermen.”

      “But this who I am, who you are. We’re blackhands.”

      It was piece of my life I felt I had always been missing. For years I had been desperate to know who my family was and where we came from. I was searching for my identity by turning to those who had come before me, but those people had never existed to me. The only family I knew about it and interacted with were Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot, and Uncle Hank wasn’t even my uncle but my great uncle. Who were my grandparents? Cousins? Aunts? Uncles? If I didn’t know where my roots had been planted, how was I supposed to grow?

      “You’re about a hundred years too late. That’s not how it works anymore, but you’ll find out soon enough. I just hope they’ll spare you if you turn out to be a flup. Our line isn’t as pure as it once was. There’s no guarantee.”

      “I understand that, but Uncle Hank said he could sense the magic in me even though my hands were still muted.”

      My mother laughed, shaking her head back and forth as she dried her tears. “That’s amusing. He told me the same thing when I was nervous about my approaching nineteenth birthday.”

      “You’re lying,” I snapped as dread curdled in my stomach. “He wouldn’t feed me some line to get me to attend.”

      “You’d be surprised what he is willing to do in order to ensure the Ebenmore line continues.” Her foot lifted, and she took a step forward, peeling herself from the wall. “Let this be your first lesson, Zuri, since you are so eager to throw yourself into it all. Familial prestige and legitimacy is everything to them. Just as one would chop off their foot to save one’s body, they’ll cleave you from the family tree as soon as they believe it necessary to maintain the family name.”

      “How can you say that?” I shook my head. “If that were true, then Uncle Hank wouldn’t have kept in touch with us all these years. He saved you. He offered you refuge and then assisted in your escape. Given what you just said, it sounds like letting the Sightless Sons have you would have been better for the family image.”

      Her eyes narrowed on me, and lips pursed. “You don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

      Maybe I didn’t but I didn’t believe she did either. She saw this world through the eyes of a flup. That’s why it was cruel and crushing, but my imagination was captured by the possibilities. I envisioned it as something adventurous, mysterious, and full of wonder. A place of magical discovery, where knowledge was the only limit to what I was capable of.

      “I may be ignorant, but you’re bitter.” I folded my arms across my chest, awaiting her next challenge.

      But it never came. Her hands dropped to her sides, tiny scars flaring red, and she strutted toward her room. “You think being able to use magic is a dream, but you’re throwing yourself into a nightmare. It may appear pleasant and safe on the surface, but there’s a dangerous and dark underbelly that will pull you under.”

      “I’m stronger than you think, Mom.” I kept my voice level. “I’ll take your warning into consideration, but it isn’t going to change my mind. I’m almost eighteen. It’s my turn to call the shots in my life.”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Age doesn’t make you a responsible, reasonable, or an experienced adult. You don’t belong in that world. You belong here.” Her words cut deeper than she would ever know, hacking at my insecurities. “Otherwise, you would call it your nineteenth birthday.” Without giving me a chance to respond, she sauntered into her room as though the matter at hand had ended.

      She was too afraid of whatever was out there to see how this could help us. The fear clouded her judgment. I wasn’t going to let this new world consume me. I understood it wasn’t all gumdrops and rose petals, but I wasn’t frightened. Deep down inside, I was eager to be able to give back for all she had done for me. Completing my time at Blacksaw would provide both of us a life we’d never thought possible.

      She just didn’t think I had it in me to survive, and I would prove her wrong.
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      We slept in the house that night, and nobody ever came for us. In fact, nobody came for us the following day or the day after that. The week passed as all our weeks had passed before, inconsequential and remarkably ordinary. I went to school as I had for the last thirteen years, came home a few hours before my mother, and pushed through hours of tedious homework. The only noticeable difference in those few days was my mother’s staunch silence. She ignored me when I called her name, pretended as though I weren’t there, and refused to utter a single word in my presence.

      I understood she was angry with me, probably felt a touch of betrayal and dismay, too. But I didn’t think it would roll into the weekend and onto the day of my graduation. I walked across the stage to claps and cheers of only two people in my family, Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot. My mom was nowhere to be found. My eyes must have scanned the crowd during the entirety of the ceremony, desperate to find her face. When the event drew to a close, we tossed our graduation caps, and Uncle Hank’s big bear hug was the only thing that kept the tears at bay—that and their invitation to live with them over the summer in Rotterpool, Appalachia—the American capital for all things magical.

      I folded and placed the clothes carefully into my suitcase, listening as Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot argued in the living room. They had been fussing over my mother’s antique lamp since they arrived. Despite the light turning on without any trouble, they maintained the lamp was faulty and had huddled around it, muttering awkward syllables. For the first twenty minutes, my mom sat with her hands folded in her lap watching them before retreating to her bedroom.

      She had been nothing but polite and civil toward them, but it wasn’t difficult to sense that something was brewing below the surface. I worried she’d never be able to forgive Uncle Hank and move on. This decision was wholly mine, but I knew she found fault with him. If he wouldn’t have sat down and explained things to me, I wouldn’t have had access to Blacksaw and the training I needed to protect my mom from the Sightless Sons or whoever else had it in for us.

      “Well, Hank, of course, it’s not going to work,” Aunt Margot groaned. “You still have your gloves on.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that before I started?” His voice rose.

      “Because they’re your hands. I thought you would notice.” There was a tense pause before Margot continued. “Not to mention, you gave me an earful recently about how ‘reminding you of things’ is nagging or have you already forgotten and I need to remind you?”

      “If the Sightless Sons were to come and drag you away in the middle of the night, my sleep would remain undisturbed.”

      “Please,” Margot hissed. “Come up with a new line. That one is trite and banal. Shall we try the incantation again?” I could hear the smug grin in her voice.

      A quick rap at my bedroom door stole my attention.

      “Come on in,” I said. “I’m not fin—” Words eroded from my tongue when my mom slid into the room.

      Her hair had been pulled back into a loose ponytail, and her blue eyes drooped far more than usual. She was still in her cream-colored pajamas despite it being three in the afternoon.

      I held my breath as I waited for her to speak. It had been nearly two weeks since I last heard her voice, but that didn’t stop her words from running circles in my head. You don’t belong in that world. You belong here. The phrase haunted me while I lay in bed at night waiting to fall asleep. At times it was deafening, because I knew she was right. But I didn’t want it to be that way. I wanted to be a part of that world and just another proud Ebenmore blackhand. Instead, I was this—a boring, lackluster teen living in the Bible Belt, who had sacrificed her social life and down time to get accepted into college.

      “I don’t suppose I could have another chance to change your mind?” She said with her usual highly-poised tone. Her chin lifted, assuming her signature stance of confident austerity.

      “You’re talking to me now?” I glanced down at my suitcase, then the back of hand. The skin was still pure, unmarked, and untouched. I couldn’t fathom what it would look like when covered with black ink.

      “You may have already given your word, but you haven’t gone on to Rotterpool with your aunt and uncle yet. You don’t have papers. You could still run.”

      I shook my head. This decision was final, at least I felt too far down the rabbit hole to climb back out. She would have to light a fire under my ass if she intended to get me back out. “Why don’t you start with telling me the truth? You constantly dance around the reality of the situation and just throw phrases and words at me to frighten me. Explain to me why you’re afraid.” Uncle Hank had told me the bare bones of her tale, but I wanted the muscles, tendons, and juice.

      She shook her head as she sat atop my bed, barely making a crease in the top comforter. “I’m not ready to share my story yet. Given my actions a few a weeks ago, it’s painfully obvious I am not over it. I try to pretend every day that it has no effect on me, but it’s still a wide open wound.”

      I crossed my arms. “Then, tell me about the magical world. If I turn out to be a blackhand, what do I have to fear?” A lump formed in my throat as the desperate desire for a straight answer swelled and clumped together.

      Her hands laid open in her lap with the palms exposed. Tiny white scars dance around the sides of her fingers where tattoos used to lie. “First, It’s not the magical world. It’s simply our world, and everything else outside of that is the world of the undermen. Anyone and everyone who is not a hand is an undermen. You see the connotations there?”

      I nodded. Hands saw everyone who wasn’t them as lesser. “But I already know that. I already know they don’t like flups.” She was so fixated on that one caveat that it was like pulling teeth to get her to talk about something else.

      “Of course.” She glanced down, taking breath. “I don’t know how to explain to you how quickly the world can become dark and insidious and destructive. On the surface, it appears so pleasant, but it’s so toxic. It’s difficult to get the truth out of anyone, and the party is so focused on war that violence and aggression have been normalized.” She shook her head. “Maybe it’s always been that way though. The party only came into power in the 1930s and before then there was a lot of violence, too.”

      “Well, I guess that does explain in a way why you are so afraid. You’re defenseless. That’s why I’m going. Like I said, I want to be able to protect us.”

      “No, that’s not all of it though. There’s rampant bigotry and hate. The whitehands will detest you, even more so than usual because you’re an Ebenmore—highborn. You will be expected to hate them right back. And together the two, black and white, will loathe the rest of the universe.” Her hands balled into fists. “It’s not a peaceful place. It’s not a place I’d ever want you to enter alone with no one to watch your back.”

      “Mom, I don’t need someone to watch my back. If thousands of kids can grow up there, go to college, and lead successful lives, I can as well. You’re being dramatic and speaking as though you’re sending me off to war.” I placed my hand atop her fist. “I’m just going to college.”

      She nodded and kept her head bowed, but I could still see the water building in her eyes. It didn’t matter how many times we discussed it, this was an issue that we’d never reach an agreement on because it all boiled down to her not wanting me to go and me deciding I was going.

      “I just hope you won’t hate me forever, and one day, you’ll look back on this and understand why I ran.”

      “Mom, what are you talking about? I don’t hate you. I just want you to respect my decision.”

      “Zuri?” Aunt Margot’s booming sing-song voice burst into the room. “Are you about—oops, apologies ladies.”

      “No, Aunt Margot.” My mom stopped her. “It’s alright. We’re done, and I wanted a moment to speak with Uncle Hank before you all leave.”

      “He’s out in the living room still, checking to make sure the turn-switch works properly. I’m pretty sure we fixed it, but you know him.” She rolled her eyes with a sigh. “A bit on the nervous side.”

      “I’ll leave you two be, then.” Mom stood from the bed and straightened out the creases in her pajamas before leaving the room.

      “She’s about to give him an earful, isn’t she?” I asked Aunt Margot once I was sure my mom was out of earshot.

      “Oh, for sure. She’s been trying to drill holes in his head with her eyes since we arrived, but it wouldn’t be the first time those two have butt heads.” A silly smirk drifted across her face. “I still remember the screaming match they got into when she announced that she was moving out and taking her infant daughter with her to North Carolina.”

      “Oh?” I stood from my bed and returned to stuffing things in my suitcase. “When Uncle Hank mentioned her fleeing, he didn’t seem agitated over the fact.”

      “Well, it’s been nineteen years. People change and grow accustom to things.” She took a few more steps into the room. Her kitten heels sank into the carpet. She wobbled, struggling to maintain her balance on the soft surface. “I wouldn’t put too much stock into their disagreements though. Just let them squabble and in a few weeks, it’ll all blow over. That’s what I’ve always done.” Her fingers slipped along my stacks of folded clothes, peeking at patterns and textures. “They don’t have the luxury of hating each other.”

      Her last sentence caught my attention. I glanced over my shoulder at her, wanting to observe her reaction. “What do you mean ‘they don’t have the luxury of hating each other’?” It was a curious thing to say.

      “Margot!” Uncle Hank bellowed from the living room. “Let’s go.”

      “Well, looks like she tired him out quick this time. Are you about finished, sweetheart?” Her rose-painted lips melted into a wide smile.

      “Uhh…” I quickly shoved what I had set aside into my suitcase. “Yes, I think so.”

      “Excellent.” She tugged on the lining of her gloves just at her wrist. “Let’s go save your uncle then.”

      The zipper on my luggage purred as I closed the seal. My fingers gripped the handle and lifted the thing onto its wheels, rolling it along the fluffy carpet with a little struggle. Aunt Margot led the way out of my childhood room and to where Uncle Hank sat red-faced and my mom stood on the opposite side of the room with a glass of wine in hand.

      “Did you two get everything sorted out?” Aunt Margot asked. Nobody in their right mind could have believed those two had worked anything out. She was stirring the pot.

      My mom cast her a severe look, and Uncle Hank huffed.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘no’.” She turned to me. “Zuri, say goodbye.”

      I released my hold on the suitcase and wrapped my arms around the thin women. She stiffened for the slightest of moments before relaxing and returning my hug. For being such a hard woman, she felt as though she were about to crumble at any moment.

      “You don’t have to go,” she whispered in my ear, pulling me closer.

      “I know,” I responded. “I’ll be sure to visit at least once more before I go off to Blacksaw.” I hoped this would be enough to calm her worrying and appease her incessant need for me to capitulate.

      “Promise?” Her voice broke.

      “Yes.” I pulled away from her, and she immediately dabbed her eyes on her sleeve.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do with myself once you’re gone.” My mom hugged herself. “I mean, I always knew you’d grow up and leave one day, but it’s just going to be me all by myself in this house now.”

      Aunt Margot shrugged. “Anytime I don’t want to be locked up inside with this big oaf, I go out. Rebuild yourself. You deserve it after raising Zuri alone for the last nineteen years.”

      My mom wasn’t exactly a social pariah, but I would no sooner label her a social butterfly. She made friends when the occasion called for it, though that rarely translated into long-lasting relationships. And the few that put forth the effort to stay in contact with her eventually were left ignored. She struggled to trust anyone from the outside, and anyone she didn’t trust, she shut out from her life. The three of us standing in that room were all she had.

      “Alright, Zuri,” Aunt Margot began, “you’re going to have your first lesson in turn-switch travel. One of us will have to hold your hand until you get your tattoos, but regardless, it’s very simple. All we have to do is recite an incantation and turn the switch. Sound like something you can do?”

      I sighed, folding my arms across my chest. “Please. I’m not a child. It sounds extremely easy.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” Aunt Margot plucked her leather handbag from the side table before sauntering over to the antique lamp. It’s mushroom-like dome was a stained-glass mix of gold, sapphire, and emerald. “Hank, why don’t you go first, and then, once we know everything is working properly, Zuri and I will follow along behind you.”

      “Excuse me?” Hank’s jaw loosened. “Of course everything is working properly. I told you I fixed it, didn’t I?”

      “Then, you’ll have no problem going first.”

      Hank huffed as he rose to his feet. He strutted over to the lamp with his arms swinging at his sides. The old blackhand was a giant amongst men, and his structure never ceased to amaze me. He didn’t appear particularly muscular, but there was just so much girth and height.

      He held the lamp’s black switch in between his thumb and forefinger before pausing. “Is it left three times or two before right?”

      “It’s left three times, right two times, pause, and turn to the right once more.”

      He nodded. His silvery bubble ponytail rested along his shoulder. “Nyis, sum—”

      “Hank,” Aunt Margot interrupted.

      “What?” He snapped.

      “Your glove.”

      Hank looked up at my mom without saying a word. His eyebrows lifted as he awaited her response. My mom had never allowed them to remove their gloves, not even when they had first approached me about Blacksaw and revealed their abilities.

      “Do what you must,” she mumbled. “Whatever gets you out of my home.”

      Uncle Hank loosened the leather at the end of each finger before giving the final pull. It slid off of his hand in one smooth movement. Mesmerizing lines and swirls burst to life—mehndi designs. They slipped from wrist to finger, black as pitch.

      He gripped the lamp’s switch once more. The ink shined with an iridescent sheen when brought under the light. Uncle Hank took a deep breath and returned his full attention to the antique lamp. “Nyis, sum, sliys.”

      A pop filled the room, as though a wire in a light bulbed had broke, and warm orange sparks rained down where Uncle Hank had once stood. But he himself was nowhere to be found. The man had vanished in the blink of an eye.

      “Where’d he go? Did it work?” I asked.

      “Well, he didn’t burst into flames, unfortunately, so it’s safe to assume it worked,” my mom answered as she swirled her red wine around in her glass.

      “Our turn now,” Aunt Margot told me. Her hand gripped mine, and she half-heartedly dragged me over to the old brass lamp. My other hand gripped so tightly to the handle on my luggage my knuckles whitened. “Ready?” She asked but didn’t give me a chance to reply. “Nyis, sum, sliys.”

      I heard the pop deep in my ears, before a warming sensation washed down my body, starting from my head and sliding its way down to my toes where it began to burn. White filled my eyes, leaving colorful spots, floating halos, and starbursts against a dark backdrop.

      “Zuri?” I heard Uncle Hank’s voice call to me. “Zuri, are you alright?”

      “She’s just dazed. It’s her first time,” Aunt Margot’s voice floated out.

      When my vision settled, dark ivy green wallpaper and ebony wood filled my line of sight. I heard a slight click from the right, and tiny wall lamps illuminated the space. I turned around and a living room bloomed before me. A cream-colored tufted couch faced a blackened stone fireplace with a velvet chaise lounge chair at its side. A simple, crocheted blanket draped across its back.

      The ring of church bells began to echo throughout the cozy room. “Do you guys hear that?” I asked, fearful all my senses had been wounded.

      “Just the Chairman demanding our undivided attention.” Aunt Margot sighed. “Hank, could you get the radio?”

      “I don’t want to listen.” There was marked agitation in Uncle Hank’s voice.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’ll probably being something upsetting and just depress me.”

      Aunt Margot crossed the room to where a long, brown rectangular box rest atop a small table. A large brass horn that had been shined into a sparkling gold sprouted from the box, glimmering in the light. Aunt Margot twisted one of the black nobs on the box’s face, and sound slipped out from the horn.

      “—ing to the fine people of Rotterpool,” a gentrified male voice said. “It is with a heavy heart that I share the news we have just received from Easternboar. Despite the medical staff’s best efforts, the only surviving victim of last week’s attack has passed away from the damage inflicted upon his body—“

      “Turn it off,” Uncle Hank begged, but Aunt Margot ignored him.

      The nasally voice continued from the radio. “The party has already begun preparations to honor the seventeen blackhands that fell victim to this senseless violence as well as the sole hero in this story, Idris Young, who took a stand and defeated the three assailants before anymore innocent lives could be taken. We hope you all will join us as we mourn and welcome the victims’ family as well as their knight in white armor, Idris Young. Thank you for tuning in, and that is all for tonight.”

      Aunt Margot twisted the dial, and the radio’s static buzzing ceased. “Absolutely heartbreaking. Those poor souls.”

      Uncle Hank shook his head. A pained expression marred his face. “It’s stuff like this that’s going to bring back the Imperial Black.”

      “The who?”

      Aunt Margot shot Uncle Hank a scathing look. “Nobody, and it’s better for the world that they’re not around anymore. I mean, seriously Hank, how could you even suggest such a thing?”

      “Because this type of whitehand versus blackhand bullshit is anything but new, and this historic rivalry is exactly what birthed those types of organizations.”

      “Still. I don’t think it wise to mention it. It just doesn’t sit well with me.” She struggled to piece together her feelings. “It gives me a queasy feeling, and it’s not how I want to spend Zuri’s first day with us.”

      Hank nodded, yielding the topic. “You’re right. It’s not at all how I want to welcome my grand-niece.” His gaze rushed over to me, softening. “Welcome home, Zuri. This is the Ebenmore Manor, built 1873.”
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      Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot’s house was nothing like I had expected, but at the same time, it was exactly what I had expected. The Queen Anne home crawled its way up the mountainside, spouting a large copper onion dome on its turret. Every wall was papered with some dark floral or damask design, and the wooden floors were covered with Persian rugs and Turkish kilims. All the lights within the home, save the dining room and foyer, were so small in size that they created a dim night sky effect when on. At times it felt there was a room for every need, and yet, I still sensed there were some kept hidden and tucked away out of sight. Several times I had foolishly pushed on a bookcase, expecting it to open into another chamber of sorts, but was always left disappointed.

      I had never thought a house itself could be magical, but there was something about this place that made it feel as though magic had been breathed into its every fiber.

      “Zuri,” Aunt Margot’s voice floated up to me from the bottom of the stairs. “Please get washed up and put on the dress. Lakshmi will be here in thirty minutes.” She said it as though Lakshmi were about to materialize at any moment. It didn’t take me thirty minutes to get dressed.

      “Okay,” I shouted back, having no intentions of putting on that god awful dress.

      When Aunt Margot had pulled it down from the attic the night before, I about gagged. It had more layers than an onion, and each was heavier than the last. Every square inch of it was decorated by a button, lace, or embroidered pattern. And the entire ensemble was black, petticoat included.

      When I had expressed my dislike of the layered curtain with sleeves, Uncle Hank made it very clear that black must be worn during the tattooing. The color wasn’t the problem.

      “So, it’s the dress itself you don’t like then?” Aunt Margot had asked.

      “Yes.” I thought by giving a concise answer this wouldn’t leave any room for misunderstanding, but Uncle Hank had proved me wrong.

      “It’s nearly two hundred years old. It’s an icon, a piece of history. Every Ebenmore woman born in the last two centuries has worn this dress. Just because it’s old doesn’t mean it’s no longer beautiful, flattering, or attractive.”

      But my dissatisfaction with the garment wasn’t due to its age. I loved old things. I enjoyed them so much, I chose a senior living facility for my volunteer work four years straight while building my college resume.

      I sighed. “It’s not about the color, age, or tradition behind the dress. I simply want to wear something that is me. Something that is comfortable and… agile”—I plucked through several of the dresses black layers—“In case I turn out to be a flup and need to book it back home.”

      That last remark didn’t go over too well. We all feared that I might be another black smudge on the family tree. Except, they refused to face the possibility, while I had to. It was my life, my future. The best way I could cope was through humor.

      They had kept me under lock and key in the Ebenmore mountainside manor, afraid to release me out into society should the dreadful come to pass. They figured it was safer no one knew about my presence until my status as a blackhand was confirmed. I agreed with their judgement, but it did induce a bit of stir-craziness.

      I hugged my knees to my chest as I perched on the cushioned bench, peering out the large circular window. Below me spilled an entire city that wrapped and twisted around the tall mountain tops. Houses teetered over the cobblestone streets, creating eye-catching archways and passageways that piqued my curiosity. The city was an architectural matchup of Victorian and Brownstone. Soot, umber, and mauve dominated the landscape with evergreens towering over chimney tops and steeply pitched roofs.

      I had stared at the scene nearly every day since I had arrived. It kept me focused on my goal and reminded me why I was here whenever boredom began to erode my intentions. Once I had my hands unlocked, the city would become my playground—at least for the summer.

      I sighed and peeled myself from my seat, desperate to find something else to occupy my mind until the tattoo artist arrived. My bedroom was comfortable but empty. It lacked any kind of quirk or personal touch and served more as a museum for antiques than a welcoming place to sleep, but the view of Rotterpool was the best in the house.

      I strolled into the hallway and dragged my fingers across the ebony chair rail as I sauntered down, deeper into the house. I kept my steps light as to not disturb my aunt and uncle. They were rather jumpy about where I ventured in the home. Anytime I neared a room that wasn’t the kitchen, living room, bathroom, or my bedroom, I was met with a round of questioning.

      My eyes slipped along the walls as I roamed past portrait after portrait of unknown figures. I had done this routine many times, counting the doors and the golden frames as I went along. There were eight total rooms on the second floor, but as I reached the end of the hall, that number rose somehow to nine… which couldn’t be right. I had prowled the hall and counted the doors at least a dozen times by now, and on each occurrence, there were exactly eight doors. I couldn’t have missed a ninth door every time.

      It wasn’t positioned in an odd or inconvenient spot either. It stood in its frame as though it had always been there, and I couldn’t remember what had been in its place before.

      I stared at its ominous ebony face for what felt like minutes before I mustered up the courage to chase my curiosity. My hand gripped the brass doorknob and gave it a slight twist. I half expected it to be locked, but the door drew open with little effort.

      Before me spilled a room unlike any I had ever seen. The ceiling was painted a deep shade of navy with golden constellations scattered across the surface. It was an exact replica of the night sky with a cloudy milkyway spilling through it, interrupted by white dots with names attached them. I didn’t recognize any of them, but one caught my eye—Zeineb Ebenmore. It twinkled in the soft firelight that poured from a large hearth.

      The mantle was topped with several small busts and crowned by a large painting framed in ornate gold. The artwork was vibrant, capturing a small group of people with an impressionist flare. Two mis-matched armchairs stood before the fireplace. One was tall, covered brown leather, and wing-backed, while the other was round, upholstered with a floral pattern, and accompanied by fringe and a footstool.

      Cabinets filled with oddities lined one wall, while an unusual piece of art draped along its opposing wall. The top of it started at the ceiling, and the bottom only reached the dark chair rail. Names and faces sat atop leaves and branches that collided and dipped down the length of the tapestry like vines.

      I walked over to the cloth scene and peered closer. There were a bunch of names I didn’t recognize, but one I saw all repeated over and over was Ebenmore. It was a family tree. A textile record of everyone born and married into the family dating all the way back to the 1700s with space to grow at the bottom. It appeared as though each generation had been added on as they arrived. The thread and hue changed every forty years, even the consistency in the weave was different.

      My finger slid down the cloth, feeling the centuries until at last I found myself all the way at the bottom. My face and name stood alone in my generation, centered in the tapestry as though everyone before me had drained and compiled into one singular person: me.

      “How did you find this room?”

      I jumped at the sound of Uncle Hank’s voice. “You nearly give me a heart attack.” I pressed a hand to my heart, feeling the hard thump on my palm. “And I didn’t find it. It was just there, in the hallway.”

      He sighed. His head tipped back and eyes clothed. “I can’t believe I forgot to lock up. This is the family room. It is sacred. It isn’t a room I enjoy having individuals rummage through.”

      “I wasn’t rummaging. I was looking at the family tree. That’s it. And why am I the only one at the bottom?” I pointed to my name.

      “What do you mean?” He crossed the room, joining me where I stood.

      “I mean, where are my cousins?”

      “You don’t have any.” He shook his head.

      His words cut through me deeper than I would’ve ever thought possible. My stomach dropped to my toes and spun itself into knots. “What?” I mumbled, unable to speak louder than a whisper.

      “You’ll be the last Ebenmore, I’m afraid.” His breath stifled. “I just haven’t mustered up the courage to hire someone to weave the bottom border of the tapestry and finish it.”

      “How can I be the last?” There were plenty of people above me. “Or do you just mean the last of this direct line?”

      His hands slid into his pockets and eyes darted to the ground. “No, I mean the last. Most of the people that you see here have a death date attached to their names or lack a dot beside it. The color of the dot tells whether they were a blackhand or a whitehand.”

      Starting at my great-grandmother, the dots beside names faded the farther one went down the tree. It looked dreary when compared to the top which was splattered with black.

      I couldn’t ignore how many of my family members were already deceased. My own grandfather had died a year after my mother was born. He was only twenty-six. My grandmother died just fourteen years later. And I had never known that I had an uncle, Pieter. He passed away right before my mother’s nineteenth birthday.

      Her whole family was dead.

      “Why has everyone passed away?”

      “The world changed. A new order took control” he answered. “The party came into power in the late 30s.” He pointed to the time period on the tapestry. “If you look, that’s when everybody begins to die, young and fast. I’m one of a handful that have managed to live past thirty-five.”

      “But why? What is the party doing that’s killing everyone?”

      “War. We aren’t the only magical beings in the world, and the party didn’t like that.”

      Before the 1930s, many of my ancestors lived into their eighties, nineties, and a few even surpassed one hundred.

      “What’s that?” I asked. There was a little phrase woven below some names and dates. “Why do some of them have ‘Imperial Black’ beneath their portraits?”

      “Because they were members of the Imperial Black.” His voice was terse.

      “It looks like nearly the entire family was a part of the Imperial Black.” I shook my head. “I don’t understand. The way Aunt Margot spoke about the organization the other day, I thought they were something awful and evil?”

      “It’s difficult to explain. It’s best you forget you ever saw it. The family has worked hard to distance themselves.”

      “Zuri!” Aunt Margot’s voice bellowed from below. “Zuri, please come down here.”

      “Oh! That’s your aunt. I bet Lakshmi’s arrived.” He seemed beyond relieved to get me out of the room.

      I surrendered and exited to the hallway, but this wasn’t over. I wouldn’t forget what I saw on that tapestry, and one day, he would provide me with a proper answer.

      I found my aunt and a young woman, who I assumed was Lakshmi, in the kitchen’s breakfast nook. She wore a pair of black sweatpants with a peach colored crop top tucked beneath a teal blue saree. Long, braided black hair rode over her shoulder and stopped just at her waist. I couldn’t quite place her age, but her face seemed very childlike in composition—round, soft, and innocent.

      “Zuri, why aren’t you wearing the dress?” Aunt Margot folded her arms across her chest.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I told you I didn’t want to wear it. I want to wear my own clothes. They’re all black though, as you stated was important.”

      “What is about to happen here isn’t just important but divine in nature, Zuri. Hallowed and spiritual. A black shirt and leather pants are not appropriate attire for such an affair.”

      “I agree,” the young woman added. “Your outfit is distasteful. You should do as your aunt says and wear the dress.”

      Heat seared beneath the surface. My outfit wasn’t distasteful, just modern with an edge. “If this is so divine, then why am I getting tattooed by someone who looks like a child? Shouldn’t the person holding the gun have some experience? This will be on me for the rest of my life, and I don’t want to have sloppy lines or poor artistry.”

      Margot’s jaw unhinged slightly. “Zuri, what’s gotten into you?”

      “Teenagers.” Lakshmi rolled her eyes. “And Margot, I don’t remember red hair running in the Ebenmore family.”

      “It doesn’t,” Margot said. Her eyebrow cocked, inquisitive.

      “Good, because it isn’t that flattering.” Lakshmi smirked at me, proud of her personal dig. “Where would you like me to set up?”

      Margot stared at her for awhile, taken aback by her comment before mumbling, “Wherever is most comfortable for you. And Zuri—” Margot turned her attention to me. “Go upstairs and get changed.”

      I shook my head. “No, if I’m to get my hands unlocked, I’m going to be doing it wearing what I want to wear.”

      “Well,” Lakshmi began as she pulled metal needles and several jars of black ink out of her bag, “I don’t think anyone will question whether or not she’s an Ebenmore with that brash stubbornness.”

      “I’m not dealing with this. It’s not my family name and tradition.” Aunt Margot flicked her hand as though she were swatting the matter away. “But I will be letting your uncle know about your attitude.” She strode out of the dining room before another word could be said. Her kitten heels clicked across the hardwood floor, carrying her heft frame.

      I shrugged. It wasn’t as though Uncle Hank were going to come downstairs and start stripping me. They couldn’t force me to wear the dress.

      “Are you always this rude or is it just because you’re nervous?” Lakshmi asked.

      I side-eyed her. “I wasn’t being rude. I simply don’t want to wear the dress. If anyone was rude, it was you, sticking your nose into a conversation where it didn’t belong—not to mention, the attacks on my appearance.”

      Lakshmi didn’t respond but continued to set up her workspace on the kitchen table. The last bit of equipment to be hauled out of her bags was a jar of some clear thick substance.

      She ignored me. “Ready to begin?” Her face relaxed, inviting me to the table, yet there was still an ever present strictness in her eyes.

      “Aren’t you supposed to use a machine?” I asked, joining her at the table. I couldn’t help but notice the lack of instruments.

      Atop a paper cloth rested a scalpel-looking blade, several small syringes, nearly ten jars of black ink, a small pot of an oily-looking substance, and an array of hypodermic needles.

      Her black eyebrow cocked for a slight moment before dropping down back to normal. “Ah, the undermen.” She shook her head. “No, you won’t be getting that type of tattoo. We aren’t beautifying, we’re unlocking.”

      “Will it hurt?” It appeared as though she were about to perform surgery.

      “Everyone’s different.” Lakshmi shrugged. “Hands, please.”

      I stretched out my arms and pressed my palms flat on the wooden surface. Lakshmi wiped a wet cloth across the skin, cleaning away any dirt or debris. Her touch was delicate, as though she were afraid the skin would slough away from a tighter grip. She angled my hands this way and that, the three black eyes on her own flesh staring back at me.

      “My family has been tattooing yours for centuries.” Lakshmi withdrew a small circular piece of glass from her bag and held it an inch from my knuckles. “They met in Kolkata while Roman Ebenmore was working for the East India Company.” She set the piece of glass down. “This is going to hurt.”

      She leaned forward in her chair, and her finger pressed right in the center of my forehead slightly above the eyebrows. The area warmed and something was pulled through the surface like a nestled splinter being tweezed. It stung. When she pulled her hand away, a liquid trailed down the bridge of my nose. I touched it and bright red stared back at me.

      “Am I bleeding?”

      “When you take an essence from a human body, the skin can tear.” She said it so nonchalantly. “But it’s necessary.” Her index finger slipped into the jar of oil, stirring as she whispered, “Sni aks.” A visible sheen built in the liquid. “Are you ready?”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “Don’t I need to pick out a design or something.”

      She shook her head. “The essence does it for you.”

      I stared at her. I had no idea what that meant, but I let it be. “Then, I guess I’m ready.”

      “Good.” She pulled her finger from the jar of oil and tapped the central eye on her other hand. The black symbol blinked sleepily, waking up. I gasped as I looked up and met Lakshmi’s eyes. They had gone completely black.

      “What the—”

      Lakshmi stared up at the ceiling. “Keep your hand flat on the table. The design is coming to me.” Her eyes closed gently. And we sat in silence for a few moments before her lids reopened. Her fingers plucked the scalpel and dipped the blade in the oil. “I will begin the outline.”

      Before I had a chance to ask a single question, the tiny knife was on my skin. It sliced through the top layers of flesh with an unbelievable grace, stinging like a sharpened pencil’s tip being dragged across my hand, but not once did I bleed.

      We must have sat there for at least thirty minutes as she carved my one hand. I watched her, struggling not to squirm beneath the irritating pain.

      “How are you holding up?” Uncle Hank’s voice emerged from the kitchen entrance, soft and unassuming.

      I sighed. “It’s not… bad just extremely uncomfortable. Why have you been hiding?”

      “Next hand.” Lakshmi demanded, not glancing up from my skin.

      “I wasn’t hiding.” He huffed, taking a step closer. “It’s just that the process makes me a little queasy, and my stomach is already tight from nerves.”

      If I wasn’t in pain, I would’ve shot him a teasing grin. He was such a delicate man. “Eee!” I hissed as the blade cut deeper, sending the nerve-endings aflame. Blood pooled around her knife.

      Uncle Hank winced, and he had to look away. “Black and white, save me.”

      Once Lakshmi had completed the line, she blotted the surface. “Hold still.” I wasn’t moving though.

      Hank swallowed hard before glancing back to me. “Are you still feeling alright? You look a little pale.”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath. “I feel fine.” My skin was just on fire. “And if anyone looks a little pale, it’s you.”

      He grabbed a nearby dish towel and dabbed his forehead before joining me at the table with cloth still hand. “As I said, I don’t handle these well. I’m not the one who usually sits with person getting tattooed, but seeing as there’s no one else…” His words drifted off on a sorrowful note.

      “Thank you, I’m glad you decided to come down and be with me.” It didn’t bother me either way. I was capable of being a big girl and sitting there with Lakshmi and her alien-esque black eyes.

      Uncle Hank patted my shoulder before slumping in his chair. His stomach jiggled and a tiny airy burp blew past his lips. “It’s a good thing I never wanted to be a physician.” He rested his hands on his belly, and I stared at the tattoos along his skin. They were so intricate and fragile in design. I had never seen mehndi on a man before, but it was beautiful. A small spark of pride bloomed inside of me as I examined the weaving patterns. This was the art form my family had adopted long ago. Something that nearly everyone who came before had worn, and I had a hunch Lakshmi’s ancestors were the ones who had led us there, baptizing our hands in the sacred ink.

      We sat in silence until Lakshmi had finished carving my skin. She set down her small scalpel and uncapped one of her ink jars before selecting the smallest of her needles. “This is the ink for the outline. If it starts burning, say something. You should only feel pressure.”

      Uncle Hank leaned forward in his seat, holding his breath. His grip tightened on my shoulder. “May the black ink hold.” He said it like a prayer.

      Lakshmi drew ink into the cylindrical glass barrel, filling it halfway. She brought the metal tip to my skin. It met one of the grooves she had just carved. Then, without warning, her thumb pressed down on the plunger, injecting the ink into the fresh cut. Black bloomed from the needle and filled in the thin outline of my unknown design.

      “Any burning?” Lakshmi asked.

      I shook my head. It didn’t burn per se, but there was a noticeable tingle, as though my hand had fallen asleep and was just now waking. An unavoidable and irritating static rippled just beneath the surface of my skin.

      “That’s good.” Uncle Hank’s eyes widened. “That’s very good.”

      Lakshmi nodded her agreement as the ink drained into my skin. When the barrel was empty, she set down the syringe, selected another small needle, filled it with the open jar of black, and injected the contents into my left hand. The same tingling tickle roared to life. It slid down into fingers and curled around to my palm.

      “Huh… That’s interesting.” Uncle Hank stared out the outlined pattern set into my flesh.

      “What’s interesting?”

      Lakshmi’s eyes whipped up to me, fixed upon my own. “The last woman in your family to receive that design was your great grandmother, Zara. My mother tattooed her hands.”

      “Your mother? I find that really hard to believe that your mother tattooed my great-grandmother’s hands.” Did she think I was an idiot?

      “Why is that hard to believe?” She squinted her eyes at me, studying my reaction. “You know, I tattooed your mother’s hands, right?”

      “How is that possible? You’re maybe ten years older than me—max.”

      She laughed, lifting another ink pot from the table and unscrewing its lid. “You know, when you told me that she had grown up in the undermen’s world, Hank, I didn’t realize how much she must’ve missed out on.” Her slender fingers choose another syringe. One that had quite a large barrel. “When you have your hands unlocked, Zuri, age starts to slow down. Time doesn’t take the same toll on your body as it once did.” She filled up the needle and pricked the center of my hand. “I mean, you never question why your great uncle is still alive and running around?” Her thumb pressed down on the plunger.

      Black filled the center of the mehndi design, only halting once it reached the outline. My shoulders hunched, curling inward due to the uncomfortable pressure. “No, not really. Uncle Hank’s always been there, and I just assumed he always would.” But she was right. It was silly of me not to ever question his age. “Why do we start aging slower?”

      “Academics don’t know exactly, but the theory is that by pulling and pushing essences, we may be replacing and rejuvenating the ones within us,” Uncle Hank said. “It’s kind of like replacing an old engine in your car.”

      It didn’t make a lot of sense, but I didn’t want to ask for more information. Lakshmi had a habit of pointing out my ignorance and lack of belonging. Why invite anymore scrutiny?

      “So, how will I know if I’m a blackhand or a flup?” I asked as Lakshmi stuck the needle in my other hand, filling in the mandala-like patterns. The skin was incredibly sensitive and brought a wave of nausea crashing through me.

      “We should have a pretty good idea in a week or two.”

      A small part of me crumbled to hear her say that. I was ready and desperate to begin my new life and in my ignorance, I had assumed it would be a day or two at most.

      Lakshmi blinked as she retrieved the needle her eyes returned to their brown and white colors. “I always hate the come down.” She pressed a hand to her head and sighed.

      “Do you want a glass of water or something?” Uncle Hank offered.

      Lakshmi shook her head. “No, just take care of my work so I don’t have to fix anything.” She took a deep breath and set the needle down before relaxing in her seat. “I’m finished, but I’ll be back in a week to see if any… issues crop up.”
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      She turned my hands over, inspecting the tender skin. The sides of my palms had transformed into an inflamed red while the tattoos themselves had deepened in color. Even though I’ve had them for a little more than a week now, I still hadn’t grown used to seeing them and I hadn’t decided if I liked them or not. Tattoos had never been on my to-do list. They simply weren’t an aesthetic that I believed fit my personality. I was the motivated brain, not the hardened artist or survivor of small ill fate.

      “They look like they’re healing pretty well,” Lakshmi said. Her dark brown eyes roamed over the skin as she wore an eye loupe magnifier. “But I understand your concern.”

      Uncle Hank stood at the other side of the dining room. His large arms wrapped around his ginormous torso, hugging himself. “Is there anyway to know before she sets foot in Blacksaw?” He shook his head.

      “I can still go to Blacksaw,” I said. “I’m not ashamed to pack my bags and leave if I’m really a flup. My mother was brave enough to do it, and I will be too.”

      I felt courageous uttering those words, but in truth, I was terrified. This was exactly the nightmare my mother had tried to save me from. My heart broke at the thought of not only being unable to protect her as I had so naively and valiantly believed I might but also now having the injury of this whole failure. My hands would be forever ruined, and my mother forever ashamed of what her past had managed to do to me.

      Aunt Margot’s lips flatlined. “Well, the laws have changed since your mom was nineteen.” She massaged her hands, rubbing the tattooed jewels the shined across her skin.

      “How so?”

      “Flups are barred from society. They were stripped of rights and citizenship about a decade ago.” Uncle Hank put it very bluntly. “All flups are now arrested upon sight and taken to… I don’t even know where.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      Nobody corrected him. Their mouths were all shut tight and gazes fell to the floor, shame pierced their faraway looks.

      “If that’s the case, how do you all know Lakshmi won’t turn me in?” I hadn’t forgotten about that loose end.

      Lakshmi dropped my hands and pressed her palm to her chest. Her jaw dropped, and eyes widened. “How could you even conceive such an idea? That’s just insulting.”

      “Lakshmi would never do such a thing.” Uncle Hank defended her. “Her family and ours have been together for centuries.”

      “We may have started off on the wrong foot but Auntie Lakshmi wants nothing but the best for you.” She pulled my hands into hers once more, but instead of a seven-point inspection, she simply held them. “Just as I helped your mother, I will help you, too.”

      “Then, take another look and tell me if I am a flup or not.” My voice slid into a whimper at the end. I didn’t know if it was the building fear or desperation that moved me.

      She sighed. “Why don’t you tell me instead, because I will not know for sure until your tattoos are fully healed.”

      I shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? I’m not the expert.”

      “What do you feel?” Lakshmi leaned forward in her chair, watching my reaction. “I know that the flesh is still tender, but what do you feel inside of you?”

      My bottom lip upturned. “No different than when I wasn’t tattooed.”

      “No.” Uncle Hank perked up. “Remember when we met at the restaurant—the day after that fateful brunch. As I held your hands, I told you I could feel the magic teaming just below the surface. Can you feel like a new energy or lightness inside of you?”

      I opened my mouth, but Aunt Margot cut me off. “Stop for a moment and reflect before you speak. What you say now will greatly impact your future.”

      I fell back into my chair as her words crashed down upon me. Since Lakshmi said she wouldn’t know for sure until I was fully healed, I thought I would have some more time. I mean, that was a logical conclusion, right? But Aunt Margot made it sound as though today was judgement day. Today would be the day we decided if I was packing my bags and returning to Raleigh or not.

      I took a deep breath. I couldn’t go back, not after all I had put myself and my family through. Not to mention, I had nothing waiting for my back home. School was over, and I had already quashed my admission to Duke.

      I needed this. I needed these powers and this future.

      I closed my eyes, allowing the lids to rest. Shutting off the outside world, I focused on what teemed and danced inside of me. Was there a new presence that had managed to awaken without me ever sensing it? With each breath, I searched. I recounted all of my past emotions and moods, cataloging and categorizing them.

      But the truth was, I felt as I had always felt.

      I opened my eyes, and my brow lifted. “You know, I think I do feel something.” I wasn’t going to let them send me off before my hands had fully healed. It was a callous and unfair move. “As though I’m a bit freer and more relaxed.”

      The three of them shared expressionless glances. I held my breath, hoping they bought it. I wouldn’t surrender until we knew for a fact I was a flup. I didn’t care if I had to spend another three weeks locked inside this antique home with only my thoughts and pair of old people to entertain me. As I said before, I loved old things.

      “Can you elaborate a little more?” Uncle Hank asked.

      My lips withdrew into my mouth as my brain sprinted to come up with the right answer. Clearly, I was onto something with the response I had given, but I didn’t know what. “I’m not really sure how.”

      Uncle Hank deflated but before he could reply, Lakshmi jumped in. “I have an idea.” She reached for her bag and pulled out a glass jar filled with a pale flaxen liquid. It was thick and moved with a bit of reluctance around the jar.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Oil.” She placed the small container on the table and unscrewed the cap. A very musky, earthy scent escaped into the air. “Oils play games with our hands. Depending on what you use, they can have certain maximizing or minimizing properties. This one is Mugwort of the Fourth Essence.”

      Aunt Margot gasped. “Lakshmi, why do you even have that?”

      But Lakshmi ignored her. “Its a boosting oil, like caffeine for your hands. If there’s anything there, you’ll feel it after this.”

      “It is most certainly not like caffeine for your hands, more like amphetamines.” Her jowls shook. “And highly illegal.”

      “Let’s do it,” I said. I was eager to dive deeper and find where my powers lie.

      “Lay your hands flat. I will apply some very carefully so as not to irritate your wounds.”

      “Hank!” Aunt Margot’s face reddened. “Are you going to stand by and watch this happen?”

      But Uncle Hank didn’t seemed perturbed in the slightest. His arms folded across his chest and eyes narrowed upon us, awaiting what was to come next.

      “You’re really going to let this happen under our roof?” Aunt Margot barked.

      Lakshmi turned to Uncle Hank as she slipped a black latex glove over her hand. Her face and shoulders relaxed. “If you do not want me to apply it to Zuri’s hands, I will not, but I want to have your consent before I proceed should anything go awry.”

      “Don’t you place a drop of that oil on that girl’s hands.” Aunt Margot’s voice reached a new pitch. “This is madness. I can not believe you two are even entertaining such a dangerous idea.”

      Uncle Hank dragged a hand down his face, drawing his eyes long before dropping his arm to his side with a weary sigh. “Do it, Lakshmi,” he said, as he turned away.

      “Hank!” Margot screeched.

      Lakshmi barely dipped her finger in the jar, and I held my breath. The oil covered the latex, turning the dull color into a gloss. She painted only the thin, small lines, avoiding the thicker, more intricate areas of the tattoos.

      I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to feel, but my heart pounded with anticipation. Aunt Margot’s inflamed reaction pressed pins and needles into my back, making it so I was unable to lean back and relax. I had no idea what mugwort of the whatever essence was for, but I braced myself for the rollercoaster ride I was about to be swept onto.

      A few second after Lakshmi pulled her hand away, black smoke began to billow from the area where she had first applied the oil. It wasn’t painful at all but felt oddly good. My hands melted as though they were being massaged, and this tingling muscular high slipped down my arms. Once it hit my chest, I had this overwhelming sensation of no longer being a solid body but a fluid one, as though I could liquify right then and there and slip into the soil of the earth.

      “Oh, no.” Aunt Margot whimpered at the sight. Her face marred with horror.

      “Sometimes it takes a while to catch,” Uncle Hank said. His tone made it seem as though he were trying to comfort himself as much as her, holding out hope.

      Lakshmi asked. “What do you feel, Zuri?”

      “I have no idea how to describe this.” I lifted my hands, and the smoke thickened. I could feel the pull of all living things. My fingers were like magnets, begging every piece of organic matter to connect to me. “It’s like my insides are fluids, and my hands are desperate to touch a plant or human. I know that sounds stupid, but that’s the best way I can describe it.”

      Lakshmi turned to Uncle Hank. “I think that’s pretty telling.”

      “Good, I’m glad this disgusting horror show is over,” Aunt Margot hissed. “Zuri, get yourself to the sink right away and wash off that heinous oil.”

      “What does it mean?” I stood from my seat. My legs wobbled beneath me. I held out my hand to Aunt Margot for help and sucked down a deep breath to steady myself. Without warning, a buzzing tickle bloomed in my palm, and the smoke whirled into a wet vapor.

      “Oh, Lord!” Aunt Margot wailed. “Are you two happy now? There goes my English ivy!”

      The potted plant over the sink rocked back and forth on its metal basket. Its leaves had faded to a dusky brown, and the cascading vines withered into crumpled, dried balls.

      “It’ll regrow, Margot,” Hank said. “She didn’t completely pull it.”

      “She shouldn’t have been able to pull any of it.” Margot led me across the room and over to the sink by my wrists.

      “Use mild soap,” Lakshmi called to her. “The ink hasn’t fully settled yet.”

      Aunt Margot glared at her as she opened the tap. The cold water washed over my hands, smothering the steam but little wisps continued to slip by. It wasn’t until she began washing the oil away did the sensation spill from me and a calm peace settled in the pit of my stomach.

      “So…” Uncle Hank sighed before he melted into a smile. “She’s a blackhand.”

      Lakshmi returned his grin. “She is.”

      “What?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Just like that? I’m a blackhand? You’re both sure of it.”

      “Absolutely.” Uncle Hank’s eyes twinkled as she gazed at me.

      Aunt Margot scoffed. “I don’t mean to be the wet towel here.” She held up the white, flower-patterned towel she had just used to dry my hands and tossed it on the counter. “I mean, it’s exciting she’s a blackhand, but I think it’s wrong to just ignore the grave elephant in the room.”

      I swallowed. “Which is what?” My emotions were being stretched and toyed with, yanked this way and that. It was exhausting, not even the blissful residue of the mugwort could cover it up.

      “Margot, we can’t be sure of that just now,” Uncle Hank said.

      She rolled her eyes. “We both know that’s bollocks, Hank.”

      “Will someone please tell me what’s going on. I hate how you just talk over my head.”

      “You may be a blackhand, but your powers are obviously crippled given how that mugwort reacted on your hands,” Aunt Margot answered. “This is what happens when flups enter the line. They give birth to more flups and sometimes snuff the blackhands, too.”

      “Margot!”

      “What?” She challenged him. “It’s the truth. We all saw smoke. It should’ve been fire.”

      My bottom lip trembled. “Well, how do we fix it?”

      “You can’t,” Aunt Margot snapped. “You may be able to pull a few essences here or there, but your powers will never be what they should’ve been. At least not without oil they won’t be.”

      I felt that all too familiar pang of desperation spike my chest. “Then, I’ll use oil.”

      Aunt Margot chuckled, shaking her head. “Didn’t you hear me before? Mugwort Oil of the Fourth Essence is illegal. You can’t go walking around with your hands smoking.”

      “Is there another oil I could use, then?”

      “No.”

      “Well, there might be another way.” Uncle Hank cut in. “A colleague of mine, Doctor Maxwell Raby, has been working on such a thing for a few years.”

      “Raby?” Aunt Margot said the name as though it left a nasty taste on her tongue.

      “Yes.” Hank nodded. “He hasn’t publicized his work on this project yet, but since I’ve received my license, he’s spoken to me on the matter due to our family’s… hard times.”

      Aunt Margot’s brow drew into a hundred lines. “You wouldn’t dare offer your niece up to be his guinea pig.”

      “No, of course, not.” Uncle Hank threw his arms to his sides. “But he might be able to work with her or find some treatment.”

      Margot’s jaw dropped, and she flung up her hands. “I’m done with this. I will no longer participate in this lunacy. These are the kinds of conversations that receive a visit from the Sightless Sons.” She stomped her way to the exit before halting. Her hand grabbed the wooden frame of the archway and a new, calm poise overtook her. “Before I go, I want to remind everyone that you can never speak upon what has happened today nor what was said. We’ll all be thrown into Luciveld without so much as a headline or trial.”
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      Just as Aunt Margot had recommended, we never spoke upon the event again. The weeks slipped by in an uneventful droll until I reached week three in my healing process.

      It developed overnight—a faint, iridescent sheen appeared upon the black ink. It didn’t shimmer in the same way as my uncle and aunt’s were want to. Aunt Margot’s looked like oil on water, full of greens, purples, and yellows while Uncle Hank’s shifted in the hues of a fiery sunset. But mine was a mixture of radiant blues with a pop of gold and copper every now and then depending on how the sun hit it. Uncle Hank had claimed the revelation was a beacon of hope.

      “Hold out your arm, focus on the plant, and draw your hand closed while pulling it back to your chest, like your gently plucking something off of its petals,” Uncle Hank instructed.

      We had been at this for an hour now while we waited for Aunt Margot to finish getting ready and nothing had happened yet.

      “No, not like that,” he hissed. “You’re not snatching. You’re plucking.”

      I rolled my eyes. My hands and wrists were beginning to ache from all the precise and uncomfortable positions he had placed them in. “I can’t do it. Lakshmi said it would take four weeks before I had my full strength. And if I’m as broken as Aunt Margot believes I am, I have a feeling I’m going to need my full strength.”

      “Nonsense.” He shook his head. His salt and pepper bubble pony tail slipped from his shoulder. “You are strong enough. The color has come to the ink. You just need to practice more if you want pull and reshape.”

      I side-eyed him. “Does that mean you no longer believe there’s anything wrong with my abilities?” We hadn’t readdressed the matter, and their silence had been torture. I had attempted to broach the subject with both of them on separate occasions, but they ended the conversation before it even had chance to take off. Aunt Margot refused to discuss it because she wanted me to return to my mom’s. She hadn’t come out and said it, but I could sense it. She didn’t want me there anymore. Uncle Hank on the other hand didn’t want to say anything until he had heard back from Maxwell Raby.

      Blacksaw didn’t allow snuffed hands, but Uncle Hank appeared determined that I would attend. There was no doubt he was holding out hope that Dr. Raby would be able to work some magic and improve my abilities.

      “Now, try again.”

      I dropped my arms to my side. The muscles were sore, and my fingers were literally bent out of shape. “Why don’t you show me? Obviously, I’m not getting this by you just telling me.”

      “Because you already did it, remember? In the kitchen—Margot’s English ivy.”

      “Yes, but that I had come to me so easily. I didn’t even have to think about it or try. I just held out my arm and it came.” I shrugged. Mugwort Oil of the Fourth Essence was quite powerful, as Aunt Margot had alluded. “You need to show me.”

      Uncle Hank’s shoulders cowered inward and hands slid into his pockets. “I can’t show you. I’m afraid your aunt will have a fit if I harm her new house plants in any way.”

      She had bought some potted plants a week ago, and the seedlings had only sprouted yesterday. “But you want me to do it?” He was setting me up to get murdered.

      “It’s a little more understandable if an untrained hand makes a mistake and pulls something by accident. She’ll be able to look past it, but if I do it—”

      “Henry Francis Ebenmore, don’t you dare.” Aunt Margot’s voice cracked like a whip from the top of the ebony stairs. “I’ll having you sleeping on the couch for a week.” The muffled sound of her shoes on carpet as she made her way down filled my ears. “My poor, wittle babies,” she said to the terra-cotta pots that stood near the front door. “Don’t worry. Mummy won’t let them kill you.”

      Uncle Hank rolled his eyes. “Zuri wouldn’t have been able to kill them. She’s not strong enough.”

      She glanced at him from over her shoulder. The flames of hell burned in her eyes. “They’re babies, Hank. They maybe have an essence or two in them. That’s it. They would surely die if she pulled them.”

      “Alright, alright. I’m sorry.” He huffed, not sounding apologetic in the slightest. “Are you ready to go yet?”

      Her scathing eyes dashed away from us and over to the large mirror that stood near the door. With one hand, she primped her blonde hair, giving the curls a little more body. “I am, but I still don’t think we should be doing this. What’s the point of buying supplies? As it currently stands, Zuri’s unfit for university level studies and Raby hasn’t responded to you yet.”

      “Regardless if Raby replies or not, Zuri is going to Blacksaw.”

      “Hank—“

      “Yes, she’ll have to work harder than the other students, but I believe in her, Margot. She can do it. She’s an Ebenmore. If she has half the strength of my mother pumping through her veins, she’ll be just as good as the other students.”

      “Hank, stop it.” Her voice was silvery sharp. “She won’t be able to keep up. You’re just filling her head with impossibilities rewritten as hope.”

      “You don’t know that. Like I said, she may have to work a little harder, but she can do it.” Tears built in the bottom of his lids, and he quickly dabbed them dry with the cuff of his sleeve. “You were there. You saw here pull from your ivy.”

      “And I also saw smoke. Smoke, Hank.”

      His jaw clenched. “If we wouldn’t have oiled her hands, we wouldn’t know this. We would be carrying on as though everything were…” His lips smashed together, keeping whatever word he was about to say from coming out.

      “Carrying on as though everything were what?” Margot challenged.

      “Normal,” he whispered the word. His eyes drifted down to his buffed leather shoes. “The color has come to her ink.”

      “I know.” Her voice softened now that his dismay was apparent. “But we did, and we can’t just ignore what we saw. Sending her to Blacksaw, knowing that she’s…” She cleared her throat. “Sending her to Blacksaw, knowing what we know would be wrong. It’s unethical.” She lifted her handbag from the nearby coat rack, and held the tawny leather bag in front of her. Both of her hands clasped the handle. “I won’t make her go back home if she would rather remain here. But we both know what kind of life lays ahead of her. Factory work isn’t an easy or glamorous thing. There’s a reason only the most desperate of commoners take those jobs.”

      “Exactly. That’s why she’s going to Blacksaw.” He placed a hand on my shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. “And don’t speak to me about what’s ethical and what isn’t. You’re the one who put the idea of running away into Zeineb’s head seventeen years ago, despite it being extremely illegal for flups to have sole-custody over children born to hands. If we were going to live our lives by the rules and maintain ethical integrity, Zuri should have gone to her father.”

      Her mouth opened. Shock riddled her eyes. “How dare you.”

      “I’ll take that to mean this subject is settled.” His back straightened. The old giant looked ready to beat down anyone who would challenge him.

      “Thank you for ruining this outing before it’s even began.” Aunt Margot shifted the emerald pillbox hat on her head.

      

      The squabble in the foyer should have wrecked my mood, but I couldn’t have been happier than I was right then. The bright sun warmed my face; I hadn’t tasted fresh air for a month now. I missed the sound of the birds and the wind and the easy rabble of life.

      While the mountain’s mist swallowed Rotterpool whole during the evening and early morning, by mid-day it was a summer dream. A deep blue sky stretched above our heads with small puffs of clouds lying on the slopes far below us. Winding cobblestone paths whirled around the dark rocky tops, splitting off here and there to connect the peaks. Houses practically spilled onto the streets as they clung to the mountain side for dear life. They were built wherever they feasibly could, even onto the bridges, hanging off the sides, dipping under the path, and wrapping overhead.

      “You know, these bridges were only put in seventy-five years after the city was founded,” Uncle Hank said as we entered a tunnel that eventually spilled onto a long-reach bridge. “Before they would catapult themselves across.”

      “What? That’s so dangerous!”

      Uncle Hank snickered.

      Margot rolled her eyes. “He’s toying with you. The peaks used to be separate towns. As Rotterpool grew, it annexed the other towns and they built the bridges to connect them all.”

      “You’re so funny, Uncle Hank.” I rolled my eyes at him as we strolled passed a section of open bridge. Stone structures, swirling paths, and staggering evergreens towered all around us. “What’s that?” I asked, pointing to a huge building that dominated the highest peak. It looked like a castle floating in the sky with its many windows sparkling in the sun.

      “That’s Kruinhof—the party’s chair,” he answered.

      “And part of it serves as the chairman’s residence,” Margot added. She glanced at the building with small smile creeping across her face. “Aren’t they hosting the families from Easternboar today?”

      “You think I know?”

      Aunt Margot ignored his apathetic attitude. “If they are, would you two want to head up and watch whatever bit of pageantry they have going on?”

      Uncle Hank’s face twisted and contorted. “By the black and white, absolutely not. Why would we voluntarily subject ourselves to that?”

      Aunt Margot chuckled. “It’s not that bad.”

      The bridge spilled into three different paths. One led up the mountain; the second descended; and the third dove into the heart of the rock. Above the cavernous entrance hung an ornate wooden sign. On its face, Mandarin Market beamed in gold lettering. Past it, the cavernous plaza teemed with life. People meandered in and out of shops, carrying a multitude of colored cloth sacks on their arms filled with wares.

      Despite it being inside a mountain, the sunlight still shined through. Certain sections of the sloped ceiling were practically invisible, rendered so by a spell—at least that’s what I assumed, given the ripple that formed along its surface every now and then.

      The pair made a sharp turn to the right, and it forced me to halt in my tracks. “We’re not going in there?” I pointed toward teeming marketplace. “I thought you said we were going shopping.”

      Aunt Margot crinkled her nose. “No, of course not.”

      I was a bit taken aback. “What? Why not? What’s wrong with Mandarin Market?”

      “Nothing.” Her lips drooped. “If you’re a commoner.”

      Uncle Hank came up behind me, taking both shoulders in his hands and giving me gentle push forward. My feet trudged up the inclined path with his guidance. “Due to the family’s status, we live our lives a bit differently than how you and Zeineb live back with the undermen.”

      He had my attention. “In what way?”

      “For one, it’s unwise and a tad tacky to publicly congregate with the commoners.” Aunt Margot smacked her lips.

      “Well, that’s an extreme point of view,” Uncle Hank said. “What I was getting at is that in order to preserve our privacy we do certain things.”

      “Is it extreme?” Margot asked. “How many commoners have you befriended?”

      “Plenty back at Blacksaw.”

      “And are you still in contact with them?”

      He sighed. “No, but that’s because half of them are dead, and the other half…” Uncle Hank shrugged. “I just find socializing outside of the family to be more of a chore than anything. With commoners, you’re expected to be this pillar of power and an ideal role model. And with the other highborn families, it can transform into a dick-measuring contest real fast.”

      I cupped hand to my mouth to keep from roaring with laughter.

      “That’s your opinion,” Aunt Margot said. “We’re all entitled to have one, but I think you’re wrong.”

      His hands fell from my shoulders as he scoffed. “We’re never going to see eye to eye on this, and you know it. I think I’m right because this has always been my life, and you think you’re right because you come from a common household.”

      The idea hit me like a ton of bricks. Aunt Margot had been a part of the family for the entirety of my life. Not once had I ever considered her to be anything but one of us. “If it’s inappropriate for highborns to interact with commoners, then how did you two end up together?”

      “Oh! I think this is it.” Aunt Margot pointed to sangria red door. It was rather unassuming, lacking any decoration or marker to identify where it led. The mountain curled around it, as though it were trying to swallow the door whole.

      “We’re going through the back?” Uncle Hank asked.

      “Unless you’re ready to announce Zuri’s existence to the entire world.”

      “The back is good.” He nodded.

      The three us climbed the several steps and slipped around the deep dusky red door. The room we entered was anything but simple. It was a posh square with a plush white rug and a pleasing cream colored the walls. The ceiling had a slight dome to it, making the room feel larger than it really was.

      “Welcome, Lord and Lady Ebenmore.” A man stood at the end of the room, blocking the only pathway out. His black hair had been combed back into perfection, and a dark burgundy suit hung from his body. “And guest.” His eyes moved to me but didn’t linger. “Your presence is always such a treat.”

      “You’re too kind, Edward.” Aunt Margot smiled with a noticeable hint of blush on her cheeks. “We appreciate you accepting our last-minute request for a private viewing. I remember how difficult these things can be to arrange.”

      His face warmed, lessening his formal appearance. “We would never refuse the chance to have the Ebenmores grace our halls with their revered presence. Especially given how elusive the two of you have become.” He cocked an eyebrow.

      “Overexposure is never good for business,” Uncle Hank said.

      “I understand and sympathize.” His tone made me think otherwise. Edward extended his arm out to Aunt Margot. “If you’ll kindly follow me. I will lead you to your rooms.” His movement was rigid like a soldier’s, but he carried himself with such ceremonial grace.

      Aunt Margot took his arm without hesitation. She sighed when they touched and melted in her kitten heels. Uncle Hank responded with a very obvious eye roll. “It’s okay, Hank,” Aunt Margot began. “You’ll always be my one and only.”

      Without another word, Edward led us through the vaulted hallway. The antique herringbone floor was protected with a red Persian runner that acted like a red carpet walk. Gold sconces dotted the walls, illuminating the centuries old portraits and fragile vases, It gave me museum vibes but was short-lived.

      Edward guided us through a pair of gleaming white french doors and promptly closed them behind us. “As requested, we have asked that vendors leave their wares for your perusal and step out. All transactions will be processed through the Burgundy Exchange in order to maintain your anonymity. If you would like, I will remain and note everything…”

      He continued reciting protocol, but my mind was consumed by the tables upon tables of goods and wares, standing at attention in never ending rows. It spanned the length of three large interconnected halls, separated only by gigantic white archways. Racks of clothing raced the entirety of the back wall with black and white outfits consuming a little more than half of the available room.

      “Yes, I think keeping you with us would make things a lot easier,” my aunt answered.

      “As you wish.” Edward reached into the inside of his coat jacket and retrieved a fountain pen that appeared to be older than my uncle.

      “Let’s start with the required list, then we’ll select the extras.” Aunt Margot’s eyes glided over to Uncle Hank with an expectant air hanging onto her stare.

      His tawny colored cheeks heated to a blushing red as he squirmed in his shoes. “I thought you were bringing it,” he mumbled.

      Her brow lifted. “I specifically told you this morning to fold it and put it in your jacket pocket.”

      “I have all school lists on file,” Edward chimed in. “Which institute will she be attending?”

      “Blacksaw,” Uncle Hank answered.

      “Blacksaw, of course.” The words sauntered off his tongue with a lazy ease. “What a silly question to ask an Ebenmore.” I wasn’t sure if he had pieced together how I was related to Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot, but there was no denying he now knew that I wasn’t just a family friend but the next generation. “Shall we begin? I have ordered refreshments to arrive in about ninety minutes.”

      Aunt Margot turned around, facing a row of tables littered with creams and rejuvenating wraps for worn hands. “Yes, let’s begin.”

      The first item on the list was a crystalline distillation set, casted to extract and infuse essences one through thirty-three. The rule of thumb was the fewer essences the set could handle, the more reliable and sturdy it would be. This, combined with the fact that essences one through thirty-three were consider very basic and pliable essences, made it a near guarantee to never break. But Uncle Hank swore up and down that he witnessed several classmates’ sets shatter, and therefore, we would be purchasing a leaded crystalline distillation set at nearly five times the cost.

      “We don’t even know if she’ll be any good at distillation much less enjoy it.” Aunt Margot pushed.

      “Then she’ll never have to worry about replacing the set.” He shrugged.

      “Except when she moves onto the following years in school and they begin to require thirty-four through sixty-six and onward,” Edward added. I thought it was rather brave of him but neither Aunt Margot or Uncle Hank appeared taken aback.

      “That’s if she moves on,” Aunt Margot muttered.

      Edward tilted his head with a small smirk on his lips. “Surely, you’re not insinuating that an Ebenmore would be held back.” His weight shifted from one foot to the other. “Even if she never cracked open a book or prepared for exams, the familial ability alone would carry her into her fourth year at the very least.”

      Margot sighed. There was tension shared between the three of us, and judging by the uneasy look on Edward’s face, he sensed it as well but couldn’t fathom what it could possibly be. He cleared his throat. “Just as a reminder, Burgundy Exchange policy states that all conversations and information shared between client and associate shall remain strictly confidential. Should a representative of the Burgundy Exchange break that contract, he or she shall not receive a full trial but arbitration administered by the client with punishment ranging from imprisonment in Luciveld or in the most extreme circumstances, death.”

      Aunt Margot released her breath. “Bloody hell that’s barbaric. They’ve really tightened the noose around here, haven’t they?”

      Edward didn’t reply.

      She sighed, exasperated. “We aren’t certain that Zuri has the Ebenmore ability.” My chest tightened as I prepared for her to release the maiming remark that I was snuffed. “Her mother, the flup, is the Ebenmore.”

      Edward’s eyes flashed with interest. “You’re Zeineb’s daughter,” he whispered as though he were speaking to himself. But he quickly recovered from the shell shock, regaining his professional composure. “And who is her father?”

      Uncle Hank shrugged his shoulders. “There are only four people in this world that know. Zeineb, who refuses to speak on the matter. The father, who has yet to come forth. And the doctor and nurse who first cared for Zeineb early in her pregnancy, both of whom are dead.”

      “In other words, her father could be a commoner for all we know,” Aunt Margot said.

      “Ah. In that case, best of luck, my dear.”

      “Thank you,” I mumbled. “You’d think if my father was a commoner, he’d be sprinting his way over to claim me.”

      The three of them paused for a moment, ceasing their perusal of trinkets and oddities.

      “You know, that’s a very good point,” Uncle Hank said, glancing to Margot.

      “A very good point, indeed.” Aunt Margot bit her lip as her mind chewed on the idea.

      “So, it may not be too far of a stretch to believe that she has some sort of ability then,” Edward commented. “Her father being highborn does explain his absence.”

      “Still.” I shook my head. “Why wouldn’t he want to at least see me or get to know me?” Heaven knows I had spent more nights than I cared to admit imagining what he looked like and how our first encounter would carry on. I daydreamed about our budding relationship. I told myself that was highly unlikely to be the case, but I couldn’t kill the hope in me.

      “Because marrying and having children with a flup is a stain on his character. If he’s highborn, he already has money and a name, what can the Ebenmores offer him that his family can’t?” Aunt Margot asked.

      “A daughter,” I answered.

      Aunt Margot deflated. “Oh, Zuri, dear. I am so sorry. I didn’t mean it like that at all.”

      “It’s ok.” I lied.

      Edward cleared his throat in an attempt to sweep the dark mood under the rug. “Shall we continue down the list?”

      Uncle Hank placed a tag upon the leaded crystalline distillation set, marking his intention to buy. “Yes, let’s continue.”

      Next were a pair of hand creams: Capsaicin Balm No. 9 and Oil of Neem. Aunt Margot also selected several salves and moisturizers for herself. As Uncle Hank perused the trinkets and charms displayed, Aunt Margot and I moved onto clothing. One formal outfit was required as well as daily classroom attire. There were no color restrictions, but Aunt Margot and Edward insisted that wearing anything other than black would be considered inappropriate and tasteless. I was highborn. I was expected to wear my colors.

      Soon after, small sandwiches, tea, and biscuits arrived. Being the only one that hadn’t worked up an appetite, the pair turned me loose in the massive block of conjoined rooms with a small piece of paper in hand. While they ate I agreed to hunt down my books. Edward did all he could to follow on my heels and assist me, but I refused. I wanted to get lost in the mystique.

      And so I set out with my book list, passing through domed room after domed room that had been filled with tables and shelves. The amount of items one could purchase was unfathomable.

      Eventually the procession of rooms ended, and I stopped by a burgundy red curtain. Curious, I split the heavy fabric open and peered passed its velvety blockade. A hallway stretched perpendicular before me with an entrance to another room directly across from me. Despite its relatively dim lighting, I spotted piles upon piles of books and tables stacked high with all different shapes and sizes of bound paper.

      Without another thought, I entered the room. Instead of a dome overhead, the ceiling cut high in a diagonal, leading the eyes to a far wall comprised of tilted windows. I peeked down into a well lit cave of sorts, watching as hundreds of small bodies flitted from shop to shop. I felt as though I were invading their privacy by peering at them from above without their knowledge. At the same time, I couldn’t peel my eyes away. This had to be the Mandarin Market, and all the hands below were commoners.

      When the novelty of it all wore away, I turned and sauntered to the first stack of books, glancing at the list in my hand.

      My fingers slid along the edge of the mahogany table that had been polished into a seamless gleam while my eyes hopped from cover to cover. There was a wild assortment ranging from fiction about a whitehand knight; a self-help for those living in a mixed neighborhood; a history on relations between hands and undermen; and a deeper study into the lunar year. There was one title that gave me pause: The Degradation and Reformation of Magic by Dr. Maxwell Raby.

      My chest tightened. That was the man Uncle Hank had reached out to.

      I lifted the emerald hardcover from the neat stack and thumbed though the pages. The book groaned as though it were being awakened from a very deep sleep. The spine stretched wide, releasing the aroma of fresh glue and young binding. My eyes ran down the page to meet a familiar illustration. It was a simple glass jar filled to the brim with a pale flaxen substance. A drop spilled down the glass’s edge, giving the image an artistic styling. The words Mugwort of the Fourth Essence was printed center below the picture along with the year 1956. The page to its right harbored the bolding heading Treatment for the Magically Inclined.

      

      The adulteration of magic has long been studied by blackhands and whitehands alike throughout the ages, but only recently has medicine recognized its existence as a treatable condition rather than a permanent state of being. While the cause of this disorder is still largely debated amongst the leading brains of the industry, all research and experts seem to agree the case almost exclusively appears in children with magical abilities born to flups. The majority of these cases find that precursor symptoms appear in late adolescence and if left untreated, lead to regression and/or stifling of abilities.

      

      “Interesting topic, no?” A warm, enticing masculine voice asked.

      My breath caught. My eyes rose from the pages and met with a man that seemed more fiction than reality. He stood tall with cool green eyes, olive skin, and pale blonde hair that had been neatly tied back into a bun.

      “Sorry,” he began, “that may have come off a bit politically inclined given flups and snuffed hands are mentioned by the party every other week.”

      I urged my tongue to move but instead I stared with blank eyes, caught in between shock and terror. His hands weren’t like mine, even in the dim light I could see that. There were intricate designs engraved along the skin, but where black ink should have been, white rested. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to interact with him, and the attraction clouded my mind. He was gorgeous. The sound of his voice, the allure in his gaze, his robust physique—his presence overwhelmed me.

      He continued despite my lack of reply, “I was skeptical when I saw Maxwell Raby’s name on it, but I gave it a try anyway. If you’re interested, I definitely recommend it. Raby has a way of not only educating but shifting your viewpoint from one of disgust to some form of empathy.”

      “Maxwell Raby?” My tongue was in knots. It was all I could get out.

      “Yes, the author.”

      “Yes.” I nodded as embarrassment heated me from head to toe. Raby’s name was printed on the front cover, larger than the title. “How obtuse of me.” My entire being buzzed with nerves. “Do flups and their offspring interest you?” I cringed as soon as the question had left my mouth.

      He rubbed his lips. White ink shimmered across his knuckles. “Yes, I guess they do. It may be controversial for me to admit, but I don’t think they would be thrown out and demonized by society. If Raby’s theory is correct, those with snuffed powers can be rehabilitated. What do you think of it all?”

      “Never thought about them until today.” I lied.

      A small smile slid across his lips as his eyes held on my face. There was a moment’s pause as I felt him study every line and angle, soaking in my image. “What’s your name?”

      I placed the book back on the table. “Zuri. And yours?”

      “Hmm… Zuri.” He thought aloud. His voice slid into a warm, smoldering octave. “I can’t think of any highborn blackhand family with a Zuri. It’s such a unique but purposeful name.” I didn’t interrupt him but allowed him to continue his line of thinking. “Not to mention, the noblesse rarely drift from family naming conventions. Who does Zs or I endings?” His eyes shined and grin widened. “I know of a Zara and a Zeineb and now, a Zuri. Ebenmore. You’re an Ebenmore. By the black and the white… how the hell?…”

      I swallowed hard. My legs went numb. I needed to sway the topic away from me. “You still haven’t told me your name. And by the way you speak, you’re a commoner.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Idris Young.” His tone held an air of surprise.

      Idris Young? Where did I know that name? I couldn’t place it, but by the he reacted, it was apparent I should know exactly who he was. “Sorry.”

      “It’s kind of nice that you have no idea who I am. It makes this first encounter less intense.”

      “First encounter? Do you anticipate more in the future?”

      “Oh, yes, Lady Ebenmore,” he said as he took several steps, maneuvering around the table and closer to me. “I don’t think we’ll have a chance to escape each other much in the coming school year.” He didn’t stop until he stood just a foot away from me.

      The urge to reach out and touch him in some small way rushed over me. I wanted to brush my hand against his, indulge in the sensation, and collect the memory for me to replay while I daydreamed my life away. Heat built to a warm blush in my cheeks as our eyes met. Could he see my thoughts swimming across my face? He was near enough for me to see the lines of blue skate through the plains of jade in his irises. “Well, if we’re going to end up becoming rather familiar with each other, I would prefer that you call me by my name, Zuri.”

      He wet his lips. “You have a bit of an accent. You’re not from Rotterpool, are you?”

      I didn’t have an accent. I spoke just like my mother did, and she was from Rotterpool. “Well, you read Dr. Raby’s book about flups and their children, you tell me.” It pained me to admit that I was raised amongst the undermen. It made me feel like a foreigner in my own country.

      “I have always wanted to see the land of the undermen. You should invite me over to your home sometime. I can be quite charming when I need to and might be able to win over your mother, doubt the same can be said for the patriarch, Lord Henry Ebenmore.” He said it all without a single air of mockery or jest. Each sentence came across as genuine, and I hated it. I still hadn’t figured out who this man was and couldn’t gauge when he was or wasn’t toying with me.

      “Unfortunately, I no longer reside amongst the undermen.” I faked a frown. “And where are you from, Idris?”

      “If I tell you, you promise to come visit soon? Sometimes I enjoy spiking my father’s blood pressure.”

      “Hmm…” I tapped my index finger along my lips, pretending as though I were seriously contemplating the matter. “You know, you may be onto something. I can’t think of anything that would have quite the same effect as me strutting through your front door.”

      “Really? I think finding you in my bedroom would be far more devastating.” I choked on my own spit, coughing as a small smile climbed onto his perfect pout. “Is that a little too fast for you? Because if so…” He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think society is going to stand aside and allow me to properly court you. If we do this, it’ll have to be kept secret with us stealing small moments of burning passion that consumes our every thought when our bodies aren’t pressed together.”

      I felt as though I had been plucked out of Rotterpool and dropped in the hottest, steamiest part of the Amazon Rainforest. I struggled to breathe against the humidity that seemed to encapsulate only me. “Well, that would ruin the whole purpose of us getting together in the first place, no? I thought I was only wanted to send your father into cardiac arrest. How will we manage that if I’m kept a secret?”

      He nodded. “I think you’re right, and that’s rather unfortunate.”

      “It depends on how you look at it.” I shrugged. “You still haven’t told me where you’re from.”

      He held up his hand, giving me a full, unobstructed view of the white feathers that cascaded along the back of his hand, forming what appeared to be a wing. “Easternboar, of course—the whitehand stronghold.”

      I was about to open my mouth and mutter some witty remark, when the puzzle pieces fit together in my head. Idris Young of Easternboar—the whitehand hero who put an end to the blackhand slaughter. Seventeen was a high body count, but Aunt Margot had remarked several times that we were lucky it wasn’t higher.

      “Zuri, what are you doing over here?” I heard Aunt Margot’s voice call out to me. “You’re out of our private suite and in someone else’s—oh, who is that you’re speaking to?”

      I turned to her, she was only a few steps away with Uncle Hank and Edward not too far behind. “This is—“

      “Idris Young.” Her eyes flew open and jaw swung unhinged to meet her neck.

      “Yes.” The word slithered out of his mouth in a whisper as he took step away from me, placing more distance between our bodies.

      “Oh my.” She giggled. Her body almost floated off the ground. “I always thought the photographs in the papers were quite flattering, but to see you in the flesh is another experience altogether.” Her large brown eyes jogged from from me to him. “I know this is incredibly inappropriate, but it is such an honor and esteemed pleasure to meet you.” She held out her hand in an aristocratic fashion, dainty and fragile.

      He took it with a gentle grip and his lips pressed to her inked hands. “The pleasure is all mine. I have great admiration for those who respect their enemies.”

      Her eyes fluttered from his touch. “I’m Margaret Ebenmore, Zuri’s aunt.” A stupid grin split her lips before she regained herself. “And we will now be leaving you alone to enjoy your own private perusal here at the Exchange. But before we go, would you be willing to give me your autograph?”

      “Absolutely.” His demeanor remained relaxed and friendly but shook off every ounce of flirtatious allure.

      Her hands clasped together as her stare fixated on him. “Thank you.”

      “Do you have something for me to sign?”

      “Oh!” She sucked in a deep breath. A panic flew across her face. “I just have this.” It was a blank notebook that she obviously intended for me to use at Blacksaw. She handed it over with a pen.

      “Anything in particular that you want me to write?”

      Her gaze searched the grandiose rooms of the Burgundy Exchange, hoping to find some inspiration. “I have no idea. I never thought I’d meet you.” She made it sound as though he were some high caliber celebrity.

      “Mr. Young, you don’t have to—” Edward began as he and Uncle Hank reached us, but Idris held up his hand, cutting him off mid-sentence.

      He soon returned it to the page and scribbled something across the pristine white paper. His arm extended, returning the notebook back to Aunt Margot, but his eyes didn’t part from mine. “I thoroughly enjoyed meeting you both.” He nodded toward my uncle. “Lord Ebenmore.”

      “Mr. Young,” Uncle Hank practically growled.

      “Edward.” Idris turned his attention away from his. “I think I’ve finished. If you would be please let Anthony know, I’d like to head over to the Kruinhof now.”

      “Of course, Mr. Young.” Edward dipped his head in a bow. “And if you three would please follow me, I will escort you back to your private quarters.”

      Once we had returned to our designated rooms, Aunt Margot burst from the excitement of the moment. “He’s such a nice man, no? So pleasant and with manners, too. That’s not something you get to experience now with the way relations are between blackhands and whitehands.”

      “What did he write in the notebook?” My curiosity climbed out of my throat.

      She turned the page in her hand, not stopping until it was right side up and held it a distance from her face, so her eyes could focus. “I told you where I lived. I expect you to uphold your promise, Idris Young. What do you think that means?”

      I wanted to melt into my shoes, liquifying until I were two puddles contained within the rubber soles. “No clue,” I lied.

      Uncle Hank reared on us once Edward had left to attend to Idris’s request. “What was all that about?”

      “Well, if you wouldn’t have dawdled while we were looking for her, you would know,” Aunt Margot said.

      “No.” There was a sharp edge in his tone. “Why were you speaking with Idris Young?” The question was directed to me.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “He approached me. Apparently, he’s read Maxwell Raby’s latest book and wanted to get my thoughts on it.”

      Uncle Hank shook his head. “Stay away from him, Zuri. It is incredibly improper for the two of you to be interacting, especially without a chaperone around.” His face grew an unflattering red hue. “If you want to be an Ebenmore, then you need to start acting like it. You’re a highborn woman.”

      My brow knitted together. “Stay away? What?” I thought it was rather odd he was scolding me for talking to him when Aunt Margot had practically internally combusted in his presence. “How is it improper for me to speak to him?”

      “He’s not the sort that you can mix with in public.”

      “Why? Because he’s a commoner?”

      “No, because a number of prominent whitehands have claimed him to be their champion. He’s the one that’s supposed to lead them to victory and put an end to the blackhands. He’ll be your competition within Blacksaw, the one you’ll need to prove yourself against if our community is to have any hope.”

      “Me?” I nearly choked on the word. “There aren’t any other blackhand highborns that can claim that honor?”

      “No, you’re an Ebenmore. It lands on your shoulders.”

      “Hank,” Aunt Margot said with a soft voice. “You’re being a little dramatic.”

      “I am not. You don’t hear what the men discuss when we split after dinners. The whitehands are trying to take over the party and put an end to any semblance of equality that exists right now.”

      Aunt Margot rolled her eyes, dismissing him, but there was something about the conviction in his words that left a queasy feeling in my gut. Uncle Hank had never been one to place belief in an idea unless he had sound logical reasons to do so. I didn’t know to what extent, but I believed him when he claimed there was something brewing behind enemy lines.
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      I thought about Idris Young more times than I cared to admit throughout the following month. As I stared out the circular window in my bedroom, images of his face flooded my thoughts. I carried on our conversation in my head as though it hadn’t been interrupted, and then rewrote it several different ways, surmising what his reaction would be based on my many various responses. There was something about him—his warm, confident demeanor mixed with knowing he was my competition, my adversary—the champion of the whitehands. It stirred me in ways I couldn’t quite grasp. But it was fruitless to entertain such emotions. After all, his goal in life was to see the end of me and all that I cared about.

      I sank lower in my seat with a tight breath. I was overthinking things. For all I knew, he approached me because he didn’t recognize me and wanted to add me to his hit list. On our return home, Uncle Hank had made it very clear I needed to be especially cautious around this sort. Highborn blackhands were top targets, and being one of the last Ebenmores… well, the whitehands were hungry to end the line.

      It was Sunday. The day before I was expected at Blacksaw University, and the first Sunday my mom had requested our presence for the traditional family brunch. Despite our tense parting, there was no person I wanted to see more in this world than my mom. Given all I had experienced this summer, returning home to her felt like seeking out shelter in the storm. It would only be a few hours, but it would be enough for me to recuperate and recharge.

      We still hadn’t heard from Dr. Raby, but Uncle Hank’s determination remained solid as stone. I was going to Blacksaw tomorrow.

      I hopped off the cushioned bench and exited my room. A few doors had disappeared overnight, placing the staircase closer to my bedroom. With light feet, I trailed down the stairs and met with Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot in the ivy green living room.

      Aunt Margot’s fingers clutched the turn switch on the tall lamp that stood beside the tufted couch. The lightbulb was on, illuminating the vibrant hues of the stained glass shade.

      “Do you think we should let Zuri have a go at it on her own?” asked Uncle Hank.

      Aunt Margot shook her head. “Absolutely not. That would be extremely dangerous given the circumstances.”

      “Why do you say that? It’s only three words, no hands involved.”

      “Because she hasn’t learned the tongue yet. If she mispronounces just one vowel, heaven knows how badly she’ll be electrocuted or where she’ll go. I’d rather play this one safe if you don’t mind. It’s the first time in almost two months that Zeineb has invited us to brunch, and I really don’t want to show up in her living room, having to explain that we have no idea as to where her daughter switched.”

      “Fair enough.” Uncle Hank shoved his hand into a pair of tawny brown leather gloves. “Zuri, do you have something to cover your hands?”

      I glanced down at my exposed skin. My mother had always been very strict about keeping tattoos hidden at all times. “No.”

      “Grab some of my gloves,” Aunt Margot said. “There’s a few extra pairs in the cabinet beside the front door in the foyer. Top left drawer.”

      I did as she said, exiting to the foyer and locating the drawer full of gloves without issue. There must’ve been at least a dozen pairs there. Some were decorated with tufts of fur around the wrist, while others boasted of loud colors such as red and shimmering gold. I selected a very simple but theatrical pair of black gloves that went all the way up to my forearm.

      It was strange covering my hands. It made me feel as though my tattoos were dirty, something to be ashamed of, something vulgar. Then again, that’s how my mother had always treated them. The fine white lines, the markings on her hands were a source of odium.

      I returned to the living room and clasped my uncle’s hand. Aunt Margot had already gone through.

      “Uncle Hank?” I mumbled before he had a chance to utter a single syllable.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you certain it’s still a good idea for me to go to tomorrow? We haven’t heard from Dr. Raby yet.”

      “Zuri, don’t worry about that and don’t let what Margot said get to you. I have all the confidence in the world that you will be fine.”

      But I didn’t think it was the nerves. In fact, it felt more like my reality weighing down on my shoulders, crushing me at times. I didn’t know how weak I was compared to a normal functioning blackhand, and to be honest, I was terrified to find out. “How long do you think I’ll last before I’m discovered? Is this something that will be spotted right away?”

      His face drooped, and he sighed. “You have no idea how much it breaks my heart to hear you ask me that.” His hands rested on both of my shoulders, and his head lowered so that he stared straight in my eyes. “I don’t know when or if they’ll piece together the truth. But please know, I believe in you. I will fight at your side, and we will overcome this together. This issue will not hold you back. I won’t let it.”

      I nodded. It was reassuring having someone fighting in my corner. “I’m just afraid of what they’ll do. You don’t think they’ll send the Sightless Sons after me, do you?”

      He chuckled, but the idea of it all didn’t seem too far-fetched to me. There was a set criteria of what a hand was supposed to be, and I didn’t check every box. I didn’t fit the set forth mold which made my existence dangerous. They had already demonized, attacked, and erased flups from society. When would I be next?

      “No, they won’t send the Sightless Sons after you. The chancellor of the school and I are old friends. If you were to be found out, I am certain that she would go to me before ever dreaming of contacting the authorities. She did it for your mother, and she will have the same grace towards you.” His hands dropped from my shoulders and clasped my own. “Now, let’s go see your mother. Don’t speak about this little hiccup and allow her to just be happy that you’re not a flup.”

      

      The mood during brunch had been kept light and easy going. It kept my mom from asking any hard-hitting questions. I didn’t know if I could’ve lied to her. I would’ve tried for everyone’s sake but I doubt I would have been able to hold it together. The emotional storm brewing inside me was difficult to contain and having to meet her eyes and lie to her face would have broken me. I went on this journey in order to provide a future where my mom didn’t have to be scared, where I could protect the two of us. And how was I supposed to tell her that everything was fine, when in reality, my hands were broken. If nothing changed, I would probably never be able to defend us against any whitehand or blackhand that intended to cause us harm.

      “So, have you made any new friends?” My mom asked as she dried the plate I had just washed.

      I shook my head. “No, they’re a pair of hermits. I mean, Aunt Margot leaves the house every now and then to go shopping and meet up with her friends, but otherwise we don’t really go out.”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed that Margot does all the talking.” Uncle Hank was incredibly timid and frightened easy.

      “How much of the house have you explored?”

      “I’m not sure. I know the common rooms. The downstairs never changes. Then, there’s my bedroom, their bedroom, a bathroom, and three other guest rooms. I’ve stumbled upon the family room and Aunt Margot’s walk-in closet, but that’s basically it.”

      “I’m surprised. Sounds like they’re really keeping everything under lock and key.”

      “Is there more?”

      She shrugged her shoulders, toying with me.

      “What other rooms are there? How do I find them?” My eyes brightenrd with curiosity.

      She grinned impishly. “I guess you’ll just have to figure that out. Why ruin the surprise?”

      I scoffed. “At least give me a hint.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “You’ll probably figure things out after a few years of Blacksaw.”

      I winced, but I hoped she hadn’t noticed. The words struck me a like a hammer. A few years. What if I didn’t last that long? “Since you brought up the rooms, there is something I want to ask you about. However, I know it’s going to be a very sensitive topic and I don’t want to put you in an uncomfortable position.”

      She cocked a black eye brow, set down her towel, and leaned against the counter. “What do you want to ask me?”

      I drew in a deep breath, summoning my courage. I hadn’t broached the subject with Uncle Hank because he seemed rather dismissive of the topic at the time. I felt as though inquiring any further would be like twisting a knife in his side. But my mother… She was a bit more emotionally stalwart when family was discussed.

      “In the family room, there is a tapestry with all of our faces, names, birth dates, and date of death.”

      “The family tree.” She nodded.

      “Yes.” My stomach knotted. I didn’t know why I was so anxious to discuss this with her. It wasn’t as though I were going to get in trouble or reprimanded. The worst that would happen is she would simply tell me she didn’t want to talk about it. I guess I felt as though I were prying, sticking my nose into something that it didn’t belong, butting into her personal past. But this was my history too. “On the tapestry, I hang at the bottom all by myself. No siblings, no cousins. It’s just me, and well, the question of…” I swallowed hard. “Of my father’s identity has arisen more times than I can count, and I just want to know. I want to know what that other family is like.”

      I hoped by making it less about my father and more about my paternal family it wouldn’t hit her as hard, but by the way her body tensed and eyes closed in silent defeat, my attempt had failed. She placed both hands on the counter top, bracing herself.

      “I’m sorry I upset you.”

      She shook her head. “I knew this question was coming. For eighteen years, I worked on the response, but these last few months haven’t exactly gone as I expected. And I don’t know what to say now.”

      “The truth.” My eyes fixed on her face. “How would me going to Duke change your response? What? Were you planning on lying to me?”

      She sighed, exasperated. “Not lie to you, but obviously I would need to omit a few details.”

      “Well, now you don’t. It should make it easier.”

      “But it doesn’t.” Her tone switched from frazzled to cutting. “Now you’re closer to him. He’s accessible.” Her breath stifled.

      “And he’s my father. I have a right to know his identity.”

      “The last time we spoke, he threatened to kill me and all that I loved if I told anyone that he was the father or made any attempt to contact him. What do you think he’ll do to you? Someone he has no connection to, someone he considers a stranger.”

      He wouldn’t hurt me. I felt it in my bones, but it didn’t stop the pressure of tears building behind my eyes. “He was just scared.” I tried to explain away his actions.

      “Yes, he was.” She nodded. “And that was before they started the mass eradication of flups. Can you imagine how terrified he would be now after seeing how far the party and the people were willing to go?”

      I couldn’t help it. My eyesight blurred. I did my best to dab away the tears, but they were coming too fast.

      “I’m sorry, Zuri.” She placed a hand on my shoulder. It was supposed to be comforting but it made the air between us awkward. “If there’s one thing I’ve done right in my life, it was severing ties and forgetting that man. It would be in your best interest do the same.”

      But it wasn’t. Aside from the emotional and personal connection, there was also my future to consider. I didn’t have the Ebenmore strength to carry me through this handicap—that had been made very apparent at the Burgundy Exchange—but if my father was highborn with a familial gift of his own… maybe that could help me. They made it sound as though it were passed down through the father. If I only knew who he was and capable of, I might be able to leverage that to my advantage.

      “Can you at least tell me if he was highborn?”

      Her jaw went rigid. “Is that what this is all really about? You want to know if he was highborn in order to ensure you’re full-blooded without any commoner lineage to muddy the line?” She scoffed, throwing down the kitchen towel. “I’m done with this conversation. This is disgusting.”

      Her words splintered my heart. How could I ever tell her now? She was always so quick to judge me. “No, that’s not at all what this is about.” I struggled to swallow down my cascading emotions. I couldn’t let her see me break. I couldn’t let her see that her actions and words had any effect on me.

      She ignored me, walking away. “Oh, Hank,” she said without a wobble in her voice or indication of being upset. “Something arrived for you in the mail last week.” She crossed the kitchen over to another pair of cabinets and counters and plucked an envelope off the laminate surface. “It’s addressed to you.” She extended the letter out to him. “It’s from a Maxwell Raby. Do you know him?”

      The three of us froze. Uncle Hank’s hand began to shake as he reached for the envelope. “Uhh… Yes, I know Dr. Raby. He’s a colleague of mine,” Uncle Hank said a little too quickly.

      “So, he’s a hand?” Mom asked.

      Uncle Hank nodded.

      “Then, why is he sending mail to this address? Moreover, mail through the USPS?”

      “Well, do you remember a few months ago when I said I was applying for an inventor’s license?” He dropped his hand to his side in an attempt to hide the shake. “It wasn’t an inventor’s license, but a researcher’s license. Dr. Raby and I are working together on a secret project. I’m not sure why he sent the letter to your address, but I’m assuming it’s because of the nature of the study.”

      My mom folded her arms. “Something the party wouldn’t approve of?”

      “Precisely.”

      “Should I be worried?” My mom’s main goal for the last eighteen years was to stay out of reach of the party, never letting them know where she was at any given moment. Raby sending a letter to her address revealed a weakness in her plan.

      “No, not at all. Raby is on our side.”

      “How did he get this address then?”

      “I’m not sure, but it doesn’t surprise me. Our family has been a subject of one of his studies.”

      “And that is?”

      “Flups and how they affect the bloodline. He wants to help.”

      “Well, I don’t want his help. I just want to be left alone by that world.” Her tone was solid as stone.

      Uncle Hank nodded. “I understand and I’ll let him know that further contact with this address is inappropriate.”

      “Thank you, that’s all I wanted.”

      Uncle Hank glanced to me as his grip on the envelope tightened. I wondered if he was as desperate as I was to know the contents of that letter. The anticipation was boiling so hot in the pit of my stomach, I thought I was going to melt right where I stood. My entire body was on fire, and I didn’t know how much longer I could pretend that everything was all right.
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      Aunt Margot’s hand fell from the light switch. “Well, that went about as well as we could have hoped. She didn’t act like her normal bloodhound self.” Margot crossed the living room, heading to the foyer to store her gloves away. “I wonder why.”

      “Shift in power?” Uncle Hank guessed with a shrug of his shoulders. “Not feeling like she needs to be the family watchdog now that the baby bird has flown? Maybe she’s found some adult fun on the side to unwind with?”

      “Disgusting,” I mumbled.

      Uncle Hank opened his mouth to reply but was quieted by a knock on the door. The wrap of knuckles on wood, shattered the easy peace in the house and immediately set everyone and everything on edge.

      Aunt Margot’s head popped into the living room. “Were you expecting someone?” She whispered.

      Uncle Hank mouthed a ‘no’.

      She cocked an eyebrow before sauntering to the front door upon her tiny silver kitten heels. She gripped the brass doorknob and opened the front door. Her hand fell to her hip as soon as she saw who stood upon her doorstep.

      “Good Evening, Mrs. Ebenmore,” a smooth, baritone voice said. “I’m Chief Inspector Cowell from the Sightless Sons Protection Agency. These are my associates Inspector Klein, Inspector Russo, and Constable Harrison. We’re investigating a matter of great concern to the party and need a few minutes of your time.”

      Aunt Margot stepped to the side and opened the door a little wider. Her lips flattened into a small mauve line on her face, and her eyes found Uncle Hank. There was tense fear in her gaze, but her face denied it. Her expression remained neutral, unprovoked.

      Four individuals strode into the old home. Despite their titles, they looked more military than simple government agency. Their shoes were polished black leather, and their dusty blue uniforms were belted at the waist. They retrieved their peaked caps from their short-cropped hair and sauntered to the living room.

      “Mr. Henry Ebenmore.” The man with the baritone voice smiled, brandishing the sharp lines of his face. His eyes were an icy gray and hair a peppery black. “It’s been quite some time since we last spoke.”

      Uncle Hank’s back stiffened. “Yes, Inspector Cowell, it has.”

      “Chief Inspector Cowell, now.” The man extended out his hand, and my uncle took it with noticeable apprehension. “The man at my side is Inspector Russo.” He placed his hand on the shoulder of a middle-aged man with a very prominent Roman nose and olive skin. “This,” Cowell said gesturing to another, “is Inspector Klein.” Klein was as tall as a tree and as thin as one of its branches. The center of his head was bald, leaving blonde curls along the sides that twisted in on themselves. “And Constable Harrison.” Harrison was quite stoutly with a thick gray mustache, wide blue eyes, and a ruddy complexion.

      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintances,” Uncle Hank said. His voice restrained and proper. “What can you do for this evening, Inspector Cowell?”

      “Is this her?” Cowell turned his eyes to me. He began loosening a pair of black leather gloves, revealing two hands of white ink. “Is this your great-niece, Zuri?”

      Uncle Hank nodded. I froze in my shoes.

      “Wow.” A smirk pressed to his face. He leaned closer, inspecting every inch of me. “The last of the Ebenmores.”

      “We don’t know that yet.” Aunt Margot rounded to Uncle Hank’s side. “Zuri very well could have children if she wanted.”

      “Yes, she could.” Cowell nodded his head. “But then they won’t be Ebenmores, will they? They’ll take the name of their father.” He glanced at me before continuing. “Do you mind if my men and I take seat? I’m note sure how long this will take.”

      “If you must.” Aunt Margot’s tongue snipped.

      “Thank you,” Cowell said as though he didn’t even notice her less than friendly tone. “So, my colleagues and I are following up an investigation into a missing person’s whereabouts.”

      “Missing person?” Aunt Margot repeated absentmindedly.

      “Yes, a relative of yours.”

      My brow nearly reached my hairline. “Who?”

      Cowell turned to me. “Zuri, how was it that you came into your great uncle and aunt’s care?” He ignored my question.

      Before I could utter a syllable, Aunt Margot’s voice cut through the room. “Don’t answer that.” She took a deep breath to calm herself. “Chief Inspector Cowell, which individual within our family is missing? If you could give us a name, we might be able to better assist you with your investigation.”

      His eyes narrowed upon her like a predator locking in on its prey. “Zeineb Ebenmore.”

      My lungs seized. Hearing her name on his lips made me want to throw up. I had to force an agonizing breath down to keep from collapsing.

      “I’m sorry, Cowell, but I don’t think we’ll be of any use.” My uncle finally squeaked. “We don’t know where my niece is.”

      “I find that rather hard to believe considering her daughter, who’s remained incognito for the last nineteen years, has all of sudden appeared in your residence. How long has she been here?”

      “We took her in on her birthday,” Hank answered.

      “Then you know where Zeineb is.”

      “No, I don’t. That was months ago. She’s back on the run and could be anywhere by now.”

      “Zuri, when did you last have contact with your mother?” Inspector Rossi asked.

      The looks my uncle and aunt sent me made my skin want to slough off my body and crawl away. “My birthday.”

      “And for the last nineteen years, where have you been?” He continued his interrogation.

      “With my mother,” I said.

      “Zeineb packed up and left,” Margot said, drawing their attention away from me. “Zuri doesn’t know where she is, and it doesn’t matter. You don’t have jurisdiction in undermen lands. You can’t touch her.”

      “Not yet we don’t,” Constable Harrison chimed in with a huff. “We’re getting that little issue fixed soon.”

      “Good for you.” Margot rolled her eyes.

      “I think it impertinent to remind you to whom you are speaking and that this attitude will not be tolerated,” Inspector Klein said with heavy guttural accent. “It appears social elevation may be going to your head.”

      “She has broken no laws, and as such, you are no authority to her.” Uncle Hank’s voice grounded into a growl. “I think it is you who would do well to remember your place.”

      Cowell looked up from his seat upon on the couch. “Hank, are you forgetting something?”

      Uncle Hank cocked a dark eyebrow.

      “We know you harbored Zeineb during a portion of her pregnancy, and we have evidence that she was at this very residence before she fled Rotterpool.” He released a deep breath. “Let’s not pretend either of your hands are clean.”

      “That was twenty years ago,” Margot said. “Her living here wasn’t illegal.”

      “No, but I think we can both agree that since then a lot of laws have changed.” Cowell cleared his throat. “Such as not reporting any contact with illegals—flups in this particular case—and aiding in the unlawful seizure of children belonging to hands.”

      “Once again, you have no jurisdiction in undermen lands. Any contact that has occurred between us and Zeineb over the last nineteen years has taken place in the undermen’s world,” Margot said, crossing her arms.

      “Margot, why are acting so defensively? You talk as though we’ve come here to arrest you and Hank,” Cowell said. “It’s not you we are looking into. It’s Zeineb. We’re simply concerned about her whereabouts.” He shook his head, disapproval flinging with every turn. “I don’t see how you can stand there and protect her. Think about all the harm she’s caused—about all the things Zuri has missed out on and how her education may be ruined due to being raised by flup outside of our world.”

      Cowell was clearly out of his depth if he believed for one second that line of reasoning would work on them. Uncle Hank placed family above all else, and Aunt Margot loyally supported his priorities, even seemingly adopting them as her own.

      “As we stated before,” Uncle Hank said. “We have no idea where Zeineb is.”

      Inspector Rossi loosened his gloves. “In that case, maybe we can persuade you to search for her.” Klein and Harrison followed suit. “Perhaps there’s a little shred of memory rattling around in your head that can help us locate her.”

      Margot’s teeth gritted. “Have you all forgotten who are you talking to? Do you have any idea who you are threatening?” Her grip upon Uncle Hank’s arm tightened. “This is Henry Ebenmore, son of Zara Ebenmore and great grandson of Roman Ebenmore. He could end you all in a second and raze a quarter of the city while he’s as it.”

      The Sightless Sons shared an uneasy glance before they all stuffed their white-marked hands back into their government issued black leather gloves.

      Cowell shook his head. “You know, Margot, our beloved Hank is getting on in age. What is it now? Seventy-eight? Seventy-nine? You’ll have to figure out another line of defense eventually.”

      “I’m seventy-seven years old,” Hank answered. “And once I go, there will still be another Ebenmore for you all to contend with.”

      The room turned to me, and Cowell pursed his lips. “We both know hands born to flup mothers tend to end up weaker than their peers or worse—snuffed.” A sinister grin crept upon his face. “We’ll keep an eye on Zuri for you while she’s away at Blacksaw. Make sure nothing of worry crops up.” His stare wound down to my hands. “That’s a curious sheen you’ve got there, which makes sense because she’s not really an Ebenmore is she?” He rose from his seat. “I wonder what your actual last name should be. Reeves? Everleigh? Denholm? Or maybe it’s not a highborn blackhand family at all. Maybe the reason you three don’t know is because it’s some commoner that she was ashamed to be seen with. Who is your father, Zuri?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Shouldn’t you know?”

      Cowell frowned. “I believe that’s all the questions we had for you today.”

      “Thank the black and white,” Aunt Margot mumbled.

      I wasn’t sure if they heard her or not because none of them acknowledged the remark. Like a pack of gargoyles descending from their perches, they swept out of the living room and gathered into the foyer before heading out. “Should Zeineb pop her head back up or reach out to you in any way, I highly recommend you inform me immediately. It would be in your best interest.” Chief Inspector Cowell slipped his peaked cap back onto his faded black hair, and the four of them left.

      Margot shut the door behind her and slumped upon the large mahogany slab. Her eyes closed with a relieved sigh before they opened again, round and worried. She straightened, and her gaze narrowed upon me. “Do not tell your mother that they were here. All you’ll do is frighten her for no reason. They have no leads. They’re sniffing around at our home because they’re desperate. The case has gone cold.”
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      I stared at the ceiling above me, watching as the firelight from the lamps in the street below flickered across the pale white surface. It was a warm, soothing orange hue but not strong enough to tame my mind. My thoughts ran wild with what could be and what would be. Tomorrow was it. Tomorrow I would leave my uncle and aunt’s side, travel to another city on my own, and step foot onto Blacksaw University campus.

      I had always imagined this moment to be something exciting and wondrous, but as I lay in bed, fright poisoned me.

      Uncle Hank had insisted that my powers weren’t that weak, but I struggled to believe him. I wanted to. However, the realist in me told me not to get my hopes up. Disappointment wasn’t something I handled very well, and this situation was shaping up to be just that.

      The grandfather clock in the living room below chimed loud and clear, striking the bell twelve times—midnight. I sighed, flinging the covers off as I rolled out of bed. My feet fitted into a pair of fuzzy white slippers and padded out of the room for a glass of water. Anything was better than lying there allowing my mind to shred itself.

      But as soon as I met the hall, I stopped. The glow of firelight seeped out from under one of the doors—the family room. Someone was still awake.

      I shuffled down the narrow wooden planks and opened the door slowly so as not to disturb whoever was inside. Aunt Margot sat in one of the wingback chairs with her bright pink kimono tied tightly around her waist. Mint green rollers clung to her blonde hair. There was one by her ear that drooped, hanging on for dear life. She had her feet propped up on an ottoman, heating her toes, while a small plate rested on her belly, holding a steaming cup of tea.

      “Aunt Margot?” I stepped in, closing the door behind me. “What are you doing still awake?”

      “Zuri!” She gasped. Her hand pressed to her heart, and her eyes widened. “Are you trying to kill me? You can’t be sneaking around, love. I’m old. I don’t hear too well. You’ll give me a heart attack.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She waved me over, inviting me to sit in the chair beside her. “Would you like a cup of tea?”

      Tea. The drink of my adolescence. Given the occasion, one last cup wouldn’t hurt. “Yes, thank you.” I slid into the second wingback chair, struggling to get comfortable. The cushions had been formed to fit someone else, molded through years of use. “What are you doing up so late?”

      “I should be asking you the same thing.” Aunt Margot handed me a blue saucer and cup. The fragile scent of jasmine tickled my nose.

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Why not? What’s bothering you?”

      I shot her a knowing look. The answer was obvious.

      “What? I’m not sure if it’s because of your visit with your mother this afternoon, the Sightless Sons, or the big day tomorrow.”

      I glanced to the family tree tapestry that dangled nearby. There, my face smiled back at me, attached to the rest of the branches by a single thin line that ran from my mother. “Why isn’t my father on it?” I asked. “All the other individuals who were married into the family are on the thing.”

      “Your father and mother were never married.”

      I asked about her about him before because his existence had little to do with my everyday life. My mother was the one who had raised me and cared for me. She was my parent. But the further I slipped into this world, the more his identity mystified me.

      I sank a little lower in my seat. “Do you have any clue who my father could be?”

      She chuckled. “No, I don’t. And if I did, there’s no way Hank would let me keep something like that from him for nearly twenty years.”

      My eyes closed and head dipped back into the cushioned chair, defeated.

      “You know, you can find out if you really wanted to. You were born in Rotterpool.” Her voice was light, almost a whisper as though she were afraid to speak any louder. “They keep birth records. Though they split before you were born, your mother still loved him. I doubt she’d put the chairman’s name down as the father instead of his.”

      I tossed up my hands. “You’re telling me this now? I have to be on a tram in seven hours, and you’re just now letting me know I can look at my birth record and find out who my father is.”

      “Then again, it might not be that easy. If it were, I doubt the Sightless Sons would have to be asking you his name.” She scrunched her lips. “Something isn’t adding up. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she did put the chairman’s name down as the father, and that’s why they don’t know his identity.”

      I brought a hand up to my forehead, messaging my temples. “The chairman’s name?”

      “It’s just a placeholder. Single mothers can write down the chairman’s name in order to avoid the shame of leaving the line blank.”

      “Which would make the document useless.”

      “Sorry, dear. Why don’t you just ask your mother?”

      I shot her an incredulous look, making sure every facet of the expression was over the top in order to emphasize how ridiculous the recommendation was. “You don’t think I’ve already tried that?”

      She shrugged. “One never knows. Sometimes we overlook the most obvious options right beneath our very noses.”

      My mother was one of the strongest women I knew, but she still had her weaknesses and pressure points. Given how much effort she put in pretending as though my father never existed, it was apparent the wound hadn’t healed—scabbed and scarred in places but not healed. Continuing to push her for information would shatter her.

      “What is it?” Aunt Margot stared at me. “What are you thinking about?”

      I shook my head, not wanting to confess. “Tomorrow, I guess. Blacksaw and my studies.” It wasn’t a complete lie.

      “You have nothing to be nervous about when it comes to Blacksaw.” She smiled at me. Her natural lips were much more pink than I would’ve imagined them to be. “All you have to do is show up and give it your best.”

      “My best?” I cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve been petitioning for me to return home ever since I got my hands unlocked. Why now do you believe my best will be good enough?” It was becoming such a sore spot with me—my best. I didn’t know if my best was good enough, and I had never experienced that feeling before in my life.

      “Well, I’ve lost that battle, haven’t I? What’s the point in continuing to fight it? My efforts are better spent bolstering your spirits so we don’t receive notification of your dismissal. That’s ultimately what I’m trying to avoid.”

      “Don’t want be embarrassed?”

      Her lips pursed. “No, I’m trying to keep your name off of a government list.”

      I sank in my chair, sipping my tea and feeling foolish. “What about you? Why are you awake?”

      Her lips flattened. “Things.”

      I eyed her, urging her to spill more than just one word.

      She sighed. “Things I can’t talk about. Things that should only be discussed behind closed doors. I understand we aren’t in a good place right now, but regression isn’t the answer. Have they forgotten why we put the party in power in the beginning?”

      I struggled to decipher her cryptic words. There was a more simple explanation, but I knew it wouldn’t be given. She wanted to vent and keep her lips sealed at the same time.

      “And since I’ve married into this family, I get dragged into all sorts of stuff. Never in my life would I have imagined I would hear such things or entertain such thoughts. Maybe aristocracy isn’t for me.”

      Her last line pummeled my thoughts. Aunt Margot had been around for as long as I could remember. Obviously, I knew she had a life before she married my uncle, but what that life was like, I hadn’t the faintest idea.

      “Why did you marry Uncle Hank?”

      She shrugged. “Why does any commoner marry into the noblesse? I just don’t have the stomach for it anymore.” A long stream of air blew from her nostrils. “And he was so charming back then. He didn’t act like the other aristocrats. In fact, I remember a number of professors disliking him for his lackadaisical approach to his studies. You see, his mother, Zara, was one of the best students Blacksaw had ever seen, and Hank simply didn’t meet their expectations.”

      “You two met at Blacksaw?”

      She nodded. “Many moons ago. We didn’t get together then though. It wasn’t until we were older. He was creeping toward fifty, and I had just turned forty-five.”

      “So what? The two of you just kept in contact that entire time?”

      She shook her head. “No, we came back into contact because I was working at the Burgundy Exchange.”

      “That’s why you seemed so familiar with Edward.”

      She nodded. “Yes, we used to be coworkers. At one point, early in me being hired, I thought we might be something more, but then Hank showed up and that was that.”

      “Why are the pair of you still awake?” Uncle Hank’s voice boomed from behind us.

      We both jumped in our seats. A bit of my tea spilled, pooling in the center of my saucer. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that. Aunt Margot’s old. You’ll give her a heart attack.”

      Uncle Hank sat on the ottoman where Margot had previously rested her feet. “You should be in bed. You’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

      “I can’t sleep, too nervous. Maybe if you opened that letter and gave me some peace of mind.”

      Uncle Hank had refused to open the note all day. At first, I believed he was just waiting until we had left my mother’s. But the more he put it off, the more I came to realize that he was just as tormented about its contents as I was. On one hand, I was desperate for Dr. Raby’s answer, but on the other hand, his refusal would decimate me.

      “I’ll open it tomorrow.” Uncle Hank’s fingers tapped on his knee.

      Aunt Margot shot him a severe look. “Oh, come on, you big chicken. You are driving all three of us up a wall. This is torture. Just read the blasted thing.”

      He shook his head. His salt-and-pepper hair whipped across his cheeks. “I can’t.” There was a whimper in his voice. “I don’t know what will do if...”

      “Survive.” Aunt Margo finished the sentence for him. “We’ll survive as we always have.”

      “Even if he says no, there must be others studying this, right? Dr. Raby’s not the only researcher in this world,” I said.

      “No, he’s the only one,” Aunt Margot said with a sigh. “You need a special government permit to study illegal matters. Being a flup is illegal nowadays.”

      Her words deflated me. “But I’m not a flup, just snuffed. Nobody is looking into that?”

      “No.” Uncle Hank shook his head. “For the longest time we believed being snuffed was a permanent state of being. It’s only through Dr. Raby’s work that we’ve heard that may no longer be true, but he hasn’t published his findings yet. I only know of his discoveries through my colleagues.”

      “Hank,” Aunt Margot growled. “Read the letter.”

      “I said I would read it tomorrow morning.”

      Aunt Margot smiled at him, light and innocent. “Will you hold my cup and saucer for me please?”

      He turned toward her to take them, and his robe billowed out a bit. Like a snake striking its prey, Aunt Margot’s hand shot out, dipping into his inside pocket. As she withdrew her hand, she clutched the pale yellow envelope between her fingers.

      “Margot!” Uncle Hank shrieked, hopping to his feet. The cup and saucer fell from his hands and spun around in circles near his slippers. “You give that back right now.”

      Margot shook her head. “This has gone on far long enough.”

      Uncle Hank held out his hand, demanding the letter. “That is my personal property, and you do not have permission to rifle through it.”

      “Why don’t you want anybody to read it?” Aunt Margot rose to her feet, meeting his challenge. “What? Are you afraid?”

      “Yes.” Uncle Hank’s voice broke, and tears welled in his eyes. “Yes, I am very afraid. I have never wanted anything more in my life right now, and I’m afraid that letter will ruin it all. At least permit me one more evening believing my grandniece is going to Blacksaw.”

      “Oh, Hank.” Aunt Margot threw her hands around the giant man. “You don’t need to be afraid, darling. We’re here for you. That’s what family is for.”

      “I know, but I didn’t want Zuri to see me like this.” He dabbed the sleeve of his rope across his eyes. “This isn’t what she needs right now. She needs strength, a pillar.”

      “What are you talking about? Zuri is stronger than the both of us combined” Aunt Margot teased as her eyes began to glisten as well. “Look at us, a pair of old buffoons, crying in our bathrobes as she sits quietly, observing.”

      The tears didn’t come not because I was stronger than the two of them, but because I was ignorant. They had a better understanding of what my future was going to be like than I did.

      “Can we please just open the letter?” I asked.

      They wrapped each other into a tight hug. “She’s right,” Aunt Margot whispered in his ear. “We need to open the letter.”

      Uncle Hank didn’t say anything, just cried a bit more on her shoulder. But when they withdrew from each other, he held out his hand, wanting the letter back. She placed it in his fingers without a fight, and Uncle Hank split the envelope open.

      He withdrew along sheet of cream paper, cleared his throat, and began to read. “Dear Henry Ebenmore, I hope you will not mind that I have chosen to write to your niece rather than your own home address. Due to recent unexpected acquaintances, I have reason to believe the party is reading and listening to all of my communications. As such, I have found contacting people through the undermen to be a much more productive and secure way of communicating.

      “Furthermore, I am greatly intrigued by your offer, but unfortunately time has my hands tied.” My chest tightened as a sob built. “I will not be able to meet with her this summer. However, my current residence is in Lilledoorn, and I am participating in a fellowship program at Blacksaw. I would be more than delighted to meet with Zuri there. Please have her reach out to me as soon as the school year begins. Thank you, Dr. Maxwell Raby.”

      The three of us stared at each other, unable to speak. Dr. Raby was going to remedy my hands.
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      The seat was a rich plum velvet, clean and comfortable. I folded my hands in my lap with the envelope resting below as I stared out the tall gold window. Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot stood on the platform below, clutching to each other. Uncle Hank held his hand high and gave me another wave goodbye. I returned the wave. It was the fourth farewell since I had boarded the tram. I hated long goodbyes, but given that they had lingered there for fifteen minutes watching me, I had a feeling they weren’t going to leave until the tram did.

      My fingers tapped out a soft little unnamed tune along the envelope. There were two important pieces of paper in here. One was my official letter of acceptance that had got me out of a daunting interview with security—something all hands had to do if they wished to travel by tram. The form had done all the talking for me, literally. It stated my name, destination, and that I was sponsored by Blacksaw University and Chancellor Luella Day. The second item secured within my grip was the letter. Dr. Raby had never seen my face. I thought it wise to present it to him when I sought him out.

      The cry of the mahogany car door sliding along an old metal track filled my ears. I turned my ahead and peeked over the seats, eager to see which highborn student was about to enter when my jaw nearly fell into my lap.

      Idris glanced around the bourgeoisie decor, evaluating as he ran his fingers down the velvet curtains and gold embellishments. He didn’t even notice me tucked away in the middle row by the window. The sight of the car captivated him.

      “You are aware this car is for highborns only?” I teased.

      His head snapped to me. Tendrils of light blonde hair framed his square jaw. “Yes, highborns and party prized.” He pulled a small but thick piece of paper from his pocket and held it out to me. I was too far away to see, but I assumed it was a ticket.

      “Another reward for your bravery?”

      “My bravery? You’ve learned who I am.” He smirked as his face glowed with amusement. “Uncle and Auntie must have given you quite the scolding. It was rather inappropriate to have a lady speaking to commoner without a chaperone nearby. Although, I did get the sense that your aunt was rather keen on me. That was flattering.”

      “She has a thing for men that are easy to control.”

      Static white noise cut in before a voice boomed overhead. “Good afternoon ladies, gentlemen, and commoners. This is Conductor Neuhaus, and I will be the one in charge of ensuring our safe arrival to Lilledoorn today. If you would please board the tram, locate your seats, and tuck away any small luggage in the overhead bins, we will be leaving the station in five minutes. Dank u wel.”

      Idris sauntered down the red carpet aisle. Placing one foot in front of the other until he reached my semi-private section. “I have a feeling you’re the opposite—you like to be controlled.” He placed his maroon-colored backpack onto the open brass shelf and slid into a seat directly across from me.

      “I—uh…” I stumbled over my words as my eyes slid to my right, glancing at Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot. I didn’t know if they could see Idris from the platform, but the possibility terrified me.

      “What?” Idris tilted his head as he regarded me curiously until he caught my eyes and followed them out the large rectangular window. “They’re still waiting to see you off?” He turned in his seat. “That’s sweet. My parents did it my first year, and after that they just told my brother to look after me.” Idris lifted his hand and waved.

      “No!” I panicked and grabbed his arm, yanking it downward. Heat bloomed where his palm met my bare thigh. He left it there for a moment too long before his fingers trailed along my skin as he sat upright. I wasn’t certain if it was him or the magic in his hands that stoked my heart into a race but I pretended as though I felt nothing.

      My head whipped to the side, and made eye-contact with a glaring Uncle Hank. Pink flared in his olive cheeks, and both hands rested on his hips. Aunt Margot was saying something to him in an attempt to cool his anger, but his focus was entirely on me.

      “That’s one thing I’ve never envied about the noblesse—there’s an entire social paradigm about who you can and can’t speak to.”

      “Yes, but it’s a flimsy rule. Otherwise the whitehand aristocrats wouldn’t speak to you.” I sank into my seat, no longer wanting to stare into the blue depths of the old man’s outrage.

      “So insulting.” He winked. “I’m a mischling, actually. Father is a commoner, and my mother is highborn—Godkin. I’m worthy enough for my own to speak to me.”

      I half-expected him to turn the question around and place the spotlight on my parents. It was an easy pressure point to exploit. But he didn’t. “Well, that’s such a relief. Wouldn’t want proper etiquette to be the end of the mass slaughter of blackhands.”

      “At least there’s something we can agree on.” His hands ran through his hair, pulling the blond strands into a messy bun.

      The mahogany tram door squealed out it displeasure as it was pulled aside. We both sat back in our seats, maximizing the space between our bodies. A man dressed in a gray uniform with a silver hem marched to us before he extended his arm. “Tickets or papers please.”

      Idris dug into the bag at his feet and withdrew his acceptance form along with the little ticket. The man took a quick glance at both and returned them. “Welcome back, Mr. Young. Hoping to see more great things from you this year.”

      “You and my father both,” Idris said, and they shared a little snicker.

      “And yours, miss?” I retrieved my acceptance form from the envelope in my lap and handed it to. His eyes ran across it and paused at the name at the bottom. Dark eyebrows shot to the base of his gray cap. “Lady Zuri Ebenmore. Well, I’ll be.” He returned my document. “A bit odd to find you two sitting together.” The ticket master scoffed his disapproval before turning and exiting the car.

      “That comment us unnecessary, no?” I asked Idris as I slipped my acceptance form back into the large pocket.

      “What is that?” He nodded toward the envelope in my lap.

      I paused, confused. “My acceptance form.”

      “No, that.” He nodded to the other sheet of paper. “Why is Maxwell Raby contacting you?”

      I tucked the letter beneath my university form, hiding it from his view. “It’s none of your business.”

      He leaned forward, enticed. “Is he wanting to study your mom? Or the family in general?”

      “As I said before, it’s none of your business.”

      He rubbed his bottom lip, trying to piece it all together. My eyes followed the movement, hypnotized. Second by second, inch by inch I melted, wallowing in my desperate curiosity to reach out for him. “If you were in contact with him, then why’d you lie to me and play dumb at the Burgundy Exchange?” he asked.

      The question pulled me out of the haze. I didn’t owe him the truth, but the way he receded from me at the notion of my dishonesty stung. “I didn’t know who he was then. I…” I wasn’t sure how much was too much to tell him. Some part of me trusted him, but the other screamed out in caution. Idris himself had declared us adversaries after all. “I only just received this the other day.”

      “What does he want?”

      I shook my head. “Why do you keep asking me that? You’re not entitled to know.”

      “Because he’s dangerous.” Concern marked his voice. “Maxwell Raby pushes the boundaries when it comes to his research. He’s known to forego ethics for the sake of his studies.”

      “Did you ever think that maybe he was just inviting me for luncheon at his place along with other respected blackhands?” I tried to steer him off his path.

      “No, I didn’t. It’s no secret that the Ebenmore line is diminishing, and as we both know, Raby specializes in this.” His voice dropped to a whisper as he asked, “You’re not snuffed are you?” There was no accusation or disgust behind his voice, but there wasn’t sympathy or tenderness either.

      “No.” I laughed, struggling to keep the nerves out of my voice. “Absolutely not! Why would you even think that?”

      “Your mother is a flup, a revered blackhand family is dying out, and you’re being contacted by Maxwell Raby. It lines up rather nicely.”

      I didn’t say anything. I had no defense because he was right. I hoped my silence would be enough to convey the topic was dead because my knotted tongue was useless.

      “You’re right.” He pulled back. “It is none of my business. Just, be careful with Raby.”

      He opened his mouth to speak once more, but his jaw floundered as our eyes locked. His expression softened, warming the cold jagged edges that originally marked his stare. There was a flicker of sapphire in his green gaze that lured me in. It was so inviting and enticing as though I could simply fall into him and he would catch me in his strong embrace.

      My body buzzed until I felt as though I were floating. My heart was heavy but my entire being was lighter than air. A sliver of me believed he had cast some spell over me, but that was impossible. I hadn’t seen him pull any essences. This was all him and all me.

      Just as I began to fall, he released me. He retreated back into himself, and that warm gaze was gone. I had to turn away to save face.

      Steam built around the outside of the tram, dusting the platform in a light mist. I heard something that sounded like a vacuum. I assumed that sound was from the jet engines, but a tram didn’t have jet engines.

      Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot were still on the platform. They took a step back from the growing cloud of steam. Both of their smiling faces beamed at me. As the tram began to crawl forward, they waved with unmistakable enthusiasm. I pushed Idris out of my mind and waved back, mimicking their excitement.

      Once we pulled out of the station, and I could no longer see the pair, the beginning of tears knocked at my eyes. All the emotions that had been sloshing around inside of me were begging to come out. But there was no time. The tram and its loosely linked cars flew down the track at an unbelievable speed. The force pressed against my chest, pinning me to my seat.

      We were going too fast.

      The car began clanking and whining under the stress. I held my breath, bracing myself. If we didn’t slow down, the tram was surely going to hop off the tracks and collide into itself. But we only gained.

      And then the pressure slipped from my chest to my head, making me feel lightheaded. I glanced out the gold window. The tram and its dangling cable cars were off the ground, ascending into the sky with each passing second.

      

      The trip to Lily Doran was rather quiet. Idris thumbed through his summer reading, and I kept to myself with a vice grip on the letter from Dr. Raby. The flight wasn’t very long, perhaps an hour at most before the conductor announced our touchdown. The tram returned to its metal rails with a bit of a jolt before sliding to a smooth stop.

      Lilledoorn was a quaint city along the lake, cut and dissected by Prussian blue canals. Homes and stores were stacked together with red brick and copper roofs that had oxidized into a stunning sea green color. White outlined the doors and windows, giving the city a lightness that was absent in Rotterpool.

      “May I walk with you to the university?” Idris asked as we stepped out onto the platform with our carry-on bags in hand.

      “Are you sure that’s wise? I am your archenemy. Wouldn’t want to give anyone the wrong idea.” I teased.

      He shrugged. “We’re a few minutes from Blacksaw. The only trouble we’ll cause is a few broken hearts. I am the most sought after man in Lilledoorn.”

      “That’s quite a bold claim.”

      “It’s not bold if it’s true,” he said as he led us down the cobblestone path over to a small booth that was already lined with students.

      I laughed. “If you’re so sought after, then why are you still single?”

      He just didn’t say anything but stared at the students. I had been so concentrated on him, that I hadn’t noticed they had all stopped to watch us, whispering amongst themselves.

      “Who is that with him?” I heard someone a little ways up ask.

      “Do you recognize her?”

      “What year is she?”

      “Look at her hands. Is that a highborn design?”

      “Is she black or white?”

      Idris reached out and grabbed my hand and interlocked our fingers. With a confident tug, he lead me out of the line. “There is another line for highborn’s only. I think it best you stand there,” he whispered.

      The other line that he was referring to was empty. The attendant behind the counter looked half-asleep but perked up as soon as we neared, yawning and stretching his arms out wide. His shaggy brown hair stuck out at odd angles. “This line is for the noblesse,” he told us.

      “I know,” I answered.

      His brow lifted. “All right. Name?”

      “Ebenmore,” I whispered. The students were still watching us, drooling like a pack of hyenas about to feast.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t quite get that. Do you mind repeating your name?” He asked. “I just need to put it down in the ledger, since ferry tickets are free for the aristocracy.”

      That seemed a bit backwards given the disparity in wealth, but I didn’t challenge it. I just wanted out of the spotlight. “My name is Zuri Ebenmore.”

      Somebody gasped. “Did you hear what she said?”

      “What’s the name? Did anybody catch it?”

      “I think she said Ebenmore.”

      “No, that’s impossible.”

      “And yours?” The attendant turned to Idris.

      “You know who I am, Alec,” Idris said.

      “Then, I guess you’re in the wrong line.”

      Idris didn’t argue. He turned to leave but I grabbed his hand and pulled him back to the counter. “He’s my guest.”

      The attendant stuttered, dumbfounded. It was obvious he didn’t know what to do but eventually gave in and presented us with two tickets for the ferry.

      “Why do we need to take a ferry?” I asked as we sauntered to the canal edge.

      “Blacksaw;s on an island. The only way to reach it is by boat.” He glanced down at the blue and gold ticket before looking back up to meet my eyes. “Thank you for this, by the way.”

      “It was nothing.” I shrugged.

      “It may feel that way to you but it’s extremely rare that the aristocracy shares its privileges with commoners.” There wasn’t a hint of joke or jest in his voice. He was being serious. “It feels good to hold value in someone’s eyes, especially if that someone is born ahead of you in class.”

      I didn’t know what to say and kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t going to erase a lifetime of classism in one conversation. “It’s the least I can do for you getting me to Blacksaw.”

      It wasn’t long before the ferry arrived. It was large enough for at least fifteen but only the two of us boarded. It was strictly for the noblesse. The seats were clean, comfortable, and overly cushioned with a tarp strong overhead and gold tassels dangling down in decoration. It felt like a medieval barge made for a king.

      The ferry navigated through the canals for no more than a minute before it broke into open waters. The lake was a deep teal color with shallow waves. The sun sparkled across the surface, making it seem as though we were in a field of diamonds. But the scene was quickly overshadowed when a rocky island stock full of trees emerged into view.

      “That’s it,” Idris said. “That’s Leentje Island.”

      From afar it appeared a wonderland. A gigantic glass dome poked through the tree canopy. Birds flocked to and fro between the branches as curtains of ivy draped to the floor and spilled into the lake. The glimmer of flittering hummingbirds glittered blog the eastern end.

      The ferry came to a halt when we reached the island’s cast iron and wood harbor.

      “Let’s go before the commoners get here and swarm us,” Idris said. The docks were clamoring with students and seagulls alike.

      “Well, you’re adapting quickly, aren’t you?”

      “It’s not hard when you have a good teacher.” He winked.

      We skirted through the distracted crowds before linking to a winding cable stone path. It was ambushed by thick foliage on either side. Squirrels leapt out from their cover with their hands held out, begging for food. By the look of them, the students didn’t let them go hungry. But they weren’t the only ones looking for a handout. Chipmunks and guinea pigs scurried around, propositioning us with tiny squeaks.

      When we finally happened upon the university, I didn’t even notice it. Idris had to point out to me.

      It was a single red brick building, three stories tall with columns that were literally white oak trees. Their mossy branches were alive with the sounds of multigenerational bird families. A large circular window hung over the ornate double doors. Flowers had been set into the glass, and oddly enough, it appeared as though they were still alive.

      “Beautiful, no?” Idris asked as we climbed the brick several steps that led to the main entrance.

      “Incredible,” I breathed. The heavy wood doors parted with a groan, allowing us passage.

      We spilled into a busy haze of bodies and chatter. Students and staff flitted across the foyer, moving from one end to another and hiking up multiple staircases with a hurried pace. At the far end of the grand room stood a wide black metal door—an antique elevator door to be precise. Its cast iron branches swirled and twisted into an ornate design that resemble vines.

      “We need to check in, get dorm assignments, and pick up a map,” Idris said, leading me to the elevator door.

      “Which floor are the administrative offices on?”

      He shook his head with a slight chuckle. “The elevator.”

      “What?” I asked just as the metal vine door slid open with a crash.

      Before me poured a large octagonal elevator car but instead of walls, service counters formed six sides with the two cast iron doors acting as the leftover two sides. In the center stood two cushioned benches full of waiting students as lines of bodies wound around the elevator car.

      Idris pointed to one counter the was rather sparse in comparison to the others. “That’s for eerstejaars.”

      “For what?”

      “First years,” he answered. “They use a bit of dutch around here. It’s a holdover from when the land was Nieuw Nederland. Lilledoorn is defiant to New England and the British still to this day.” He readjusted his backpack on his shoulder and glanced at the returning students line. “Well, good luck, Lady Ebenmore. I hope you are very weak and unable to preform the most basic of pulls.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Young. I hope you break a few fingers and injure your wrists.” I smiled sweetly. “May the best hand win.”

      “May the best hand win,” he replied as he left my side.

      I watched him walk away, feeling a pinch of sorrow. If we had been given any other roles in life but these two, we could have been something—best friends or… I shook my head. My imagination was sweeping me off my feet once again. He hadn’t given me any indication that he saw me as anything other than an adversarial acquaintance. It was my own lust pushing and promising the existence of romantic chemistry.

      Heat bloomed in my cheeks as I watched him from across the elevator car. His broad shoulders, trimmed waist, and round backside would keep me up at night. He glanced over his shoulder, catching me lost in his body. A mischievous, knowing grin split his lips.

      “Excuse me, miss!” A loud voice shattered my thoughts.

      My head yanked around to an exasperated woman, manning the first year counter. “Sorry,” I mumbled. The car was watching me.

      “Name?” She snapped.

      “Zuri Ebenmore.”

      “Highborns.” I heard her curse beneath her breath. “Welcome to Blacksaw University, Lady Ebenmore. You will be in cluster ursus, chamber arctos middendorffi. Here is your map. Don’t lose it. We rearrange the wings every semester, so make sure to pick up a new map when the spring semester begins. I hope you enjoy your time here.”

      “Umm… what’s a cluster?”

      “Next!” She yelled over the top of my head.

      I stepped aside, staring at the booklet of a map in my hands. It was confusing to say the least. They couldn’t fit the entire school’s layout on the page, and I wasn’t even sure if the school fit in the building. There were far more rooms and wings and floors than I had seen from the outside. Some of the doors even had page numbers attached to them which unfolded a new wing with its own set of hallways, rooms, and doors. Based on the number of pages in the mp, I assumed there were at least thirty-five or forty wings, but I couldn’t be sure since they weren’t all the same size.

      My eyes scoured the pages looking for cluster ursus, chamber arctos middendorffi. Obviously it as some place I was supposed to go. I heard the student that had been in line behind me assigned to another odd sounding cluster and chamber. My nose sank into the map, attempting to locate other clusters. But I couldn’t even find those, let alone my own.

      “Excuse me, I don’t mean to be rude, but I couldn’t help but hear you’re in cluster ursus, chamber arctos middendorffi.” A pale girl with large brown eyes and thick brown hair pinned in a retro style blinked at me. “I am, too. I’m having trouble locating it.” Light freckles dotted her face.

      “I have no idea where it is, let alone the other clusters.”

      “Oh, that’s because they only give us maps with our own clusters.”

      “Umm…” I swallowed hard. “What is a cluster exactly?”

      She regarded me curiously for a second before answering. “Dorms. Well, Blacksaw’s dorm system. Every cluster contains six chambers that are all connected by a single common room. It’s like a honeycomb.”

      “Is it me or is this place super into nature and what not?”

      She shot me a weird look. I had said the wrong thing once again. “What did you say your name was, again?”

      “Zuri Ebenmore.” I kicked at the ground, trying to stamp out the embarrassment that was siphoning out from my gut.

      “Ebenmore?” She said in a rush. “I didn’t even know you… when were you… what?”

      “I was raised by my mom with the undermen,” I explained.

      “Oh.” She nodded. “Oh!” She plopped down on one of the benches. “That’s… wow! I’m so sorry I just approached you like that and started talking to you. I shouldn’t have and that incredibly inappropriate and presumptuous of me.”

      “There is no need to apologize.” I offered her a smile. “What’s you name, roomie?”

      She grinned. “Ross Monaghan.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Ross.” I held out my map in front of me as the elevator rode up and down, dinging out floors along its way. “Let’s find this thing.”

      Together, we scoured the pages and five minutes later Ross had located our cluster on the second floor in the Ursidae Wing. We exited the elevator and followed emerald runners that had clovers pressed in the fibers. Tree branches grew across the walls, embedded in the wood, and goldfish swam in the tall windows. Just as we turned a corner, an orange cat darted out and brushed against my leg.

      I crouched down, giving him a few seconds of love. “How is anyone this possible? Tress for columns, branches in walls, and fish in glass.”

      “It’s Blacksaw.” She said it as though that should be explanation enough.

      I frowned, shaking my head. “That means nothing to me.” My hands rubbed against each other, brushing off the orange hair.

      “Decades ago it was blackhand exclusive. Given blackhands only pull essences from organic sources, we have a traditional bond and likeness for carbon-based life. The founders wanted to integrate that into the school and”—Her arms opened wide—“this is what we get.”

      “How do you know so much?”

      “How do you not know more, Lady Ebenmore?”

      “I was raised in North Carolina by a flup,” I said as my neck craned this way and that, attempting to take in all of the school’s wild corners.

      “What part? My family vacationed in Wilmington a few times.”

      “East. About two hours from the coast. I’ve been to Wilmington a few times. It’s a quaint little beach town. I didn’t even know hands left their quarantined cities.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth worry punch my gut. Perhaps it was unwise to be telling people where I had grown up. I had no way of knowing who was friendly with the sightless sons, and my mom still lived over there.

      “I’m from upstate New York, raised amongst the undermen as well.” We shared a smile. “I think that’s it over there.” Her outstretched finger directed my attention to a door tucked away in the corner of a room littered with thick wood tables and chairs.

      On one wall was a tapestry of a great bear fighting a band of ancient warriors. Their axes were raised high, but the bear stood more than double their heights and its claws were woven to be just as long as their blades. Along another wall was a series of windows that overlooked a tropical forest courtyard. A red macaw flaw past in a blur of red feathers.

      We came to a halt before a large arched door. Its face was covered in some unusual pattern that revealed itself to be thousands of tiny, ugly creatures.

      I reached out for the knob and yanked my hand back. Red bloomed from the tip of my finger. “What the fuck? I think something stung me.”

      “Password.” A little nasty voice shouted out to us. He stood on the door knob, no taller than three inches, and wiped my blood from his lips. His long nose arched out to a point, and his bald head shined in the dim light. A pair of iridescent wings shimmered as the gently fluttered.

      Ross giggled. “You didn’t get stung. You got bit.” She cupped a hand to her mouth in an attempt to hold back her amusement. “He’s a password pixie.

      “Password,” the pixie smeared at us.

      “Septa,” Ross said.

      The pixie scoffed and flew away from the handles, granting us access. Ross yanked on the handle and a slender spiral staircase appeared before us. The path was dark but we followed it down anyways.

      It dropped us in the middle of simple hexagonal common room. The small hearth was lit and several blackhand girls piled on the couches and chair, chatting around the fire. Ross and I waved to them and they returned our greeting.

      We went around to each door reading their titles: Alluropoda Melanoleuca, Helarctos Malayanus, Ursus Maritimus… until finally we spotted our own.

      “Arctos Middendorffi,” Ross read aloud before we opened the door and stepped into our chamber.

      The hexagonal room was large with five poster beds each occupying a wall of its own. In the center ross a giant bonsai tree with yellow butterflies flapping around its bushy limbs. I counted five of varying sizes. They stopped and rested on the parts that were hit hardest by the sunlight that poured through a glass cutout in the ceiling.

      “Are we assigned beds?” I asked.

      “No, we just pick one,” a voice said on the other side of the thick bonsai trunk. She stepped around, revealing a freckled face with strawberry blonde hair. “I’m Amber Morin.” She held out her hand as she closed the distance between us. Her fingers were wrapped in rings of black.

      I shook her hand. “Zuri Ebenmore.”

      “Ross Monaghan.” Ross extended her own hand, but Amber didn’t even glance her way.

      “Ebenmore like the aristocratic family Ebenmore?” She asked.

      I nodded. “It appears so.”

      “I thought they put the noblesse in their own rooms?” Another girl asked from the door. I hadn’t even heard her enter.

      She stood tall at nearly six feet with long black hair that was chopped straight at her waist. She blushed under the weight of the room’s attention, illuminating her warm toned cheeks.

      “I did, too,” Amber said absentmindedly. “What’s your name?”

      “Kayla Nguyen.” She took a few steps in, dragging three duffel bags behind her.

      We spent the next several minutes exchanging greetings and names and selecting beds. Ross and I opted for two beds beside each other, while Amber and Kayla did the same with the fifth bed splitting us. Amber insisted on way wanting inside for out last roommate but when the day turned to dusk and she still hadn’t arrived, I began to believe we weren’t getting a fifth roommate.

      Eventually, she stumbled through the door. Her square spectacles hung crooked on her nose as she peered at all of us. Her right eyes was dark purple, and her clothes tightly clung to her.

      “Sorry, I’m late. I got really lost.” She threw her backpack on the final bed and kicked her shoes off. “The name’s Spacey Evans.”

      We spent some time getting to know each other before making our way into the common room that was already alive and boisterous with other first year blackhand girls. Someone had snuck in alcohol and several girls were tipsy.

      When it made it around the room that a highborn was in their midst, I was pulled away from Ross’s side and thrown into the middle of the whirlwind party. Several tried to offer me a drink but I only agreed to a cup if I could share it with Ross.

      The pair of us drank to bright and happy first year together. I hoped against hope that our wish would come true, but something in the back of my mind told me this year would be anything but.

      I was still snuffed after all.
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      While the rest of the cluster congregated in the common for breakfast before classes, Ross and huddled upon our beds and traced out our paths on the map.  For all eerstejaars students at Blacksaw, there were six assigned courses. Ross and I hoped to have the majority of reqs together but only shared two.

      My first class of the year was History, located in the Dead Viel Wing. I had underestimated how long it would take me to wind my way through the Cichlid Wing and stumbled into class five minutes late. The room was nearly full with only one seat still available in the front.

      “That’s her!” I heard another gasp above the classroom chatter.

      I hurried to the vacant seat and slipped in, keeping my gaze pasted to the front wall. My eyes followed the skeletal branches embedded in the walls in order to avoid any eye contact with the other students. It was incredibly uncomfortable being gaped and gawked at.

      “Bonjou!” A sing-song voice carried across the room as a woman with a bright scarlet head wrap. “Seats and silence please.” She placed a beat-up leather bag on the teacher’s desk, cracking it open. “Non mwen se Celestine Middlemiss. By law, I am not allowed the title professor; therefore, we shall make good use of my native language, Creole, and use pwofese.”

      “Leech,” someone whispered behind me.

      Pwofese Middlemiss must have heard it as well because her attention snapped to the person. “It is no secret on these grounds that I am neither a white or blackhand but rather an absomancer. If anyone in here has a problem with that—there’s the door. I will not permit the use of derogatory terms in this classroom.”

      Several students promptly packed their belongings and strutted out of the classroom with their heads held high. Two were whitehands, and one was a blackhand that glared at Middlemiss on the way out.

      “Excellent.” Pwofese Middlemiss clapped her hands together. “Now that the biggest bigots are out of the class, let us begin.” Her hand reached into her bag and withdrew a stack of bright green paper. “This is your syllabus. As you will see, this isn’t your typical History class. We will not only be discussing the past but participating in it as well, pulling and pushing the same essences that our earliest ancestors did before us and learning how the first hands shaped the very pushes we use today.”

      My History class wasn’t the only one that veered from the traditional subject matter. Ancient Philology—which I had wrongly assumed to be the study of the structure, historical development, and relationships of ancient languages—focused on a dead language that comprised the incantations of all of our pushes. Instead of words, the extinct vernacular relied on syllables that featured vowels not present in English and awkward consonant clusters that would tongue-tie any modern speaker.

      Professor Polczynska was very hands-on when it came to teaching us the antiquated sounds, even going so far as to reach into a student’s mouth and move their tongue into the correct position. Her dedication to our education was stunning to say the least.

      My final class of the day was chemistry with Professor Godkin. Ross had saved me a seat in the back, making it impossible for the students to stare at me without being completely obvious. Still, some did, and I took it upon myself to glare back.

      “Now,” Professor Godkin cleared his throat. “I know some of you who are blackhands may be wondering why the school has decided to punish you and make you sit through a chemistry course. After all, you pull and work with organic matter. What does chemistry, the backbone of whitehand magic, have to do with you?

      “My goal with this class for those of you with white ink on your hands will be to teach you the structure, composition, and properties of the matter you pull. For those with black ink, I hope to teach you how to defeat your enemy.” He grinned wide with that final statement, and his eyes shone bright with excitement.

      “I like him already,” Ross whispered to me as a lively energy rippled through the students.

      But the joy was cut short by the abrupt entrance of a man who I presumed to be another professor. Godkin looked over to him with a welcoming smile. “For those of you who are not aware, this is Professor Saviano, department head of chemistry.” Several students gasped.

      Professor Saviano didn’t so much as glance at us as he strode with urgency to Godkin. Saviano’s shoulder-length silver hair whipped around his grizzled face. A long scar drew across his cheek from eye to jaw. He pulled Godkin to the side and whispered.

      “Saviano is the Sightless Son’s most highly decorated individual. He garnered the most kills during the wars with the others and created some of the most effective strategies for victory,” Ross whispered.

      “Sounds terrifying.”

      She nodded. “He’s currently having war crime charges brought against him. My dad is a lawyer working with the prosecution.”

      “What?” I said in disbelief.

      “He’s a straight up killer,” she continued. “The blackhand community was outraged when Blacksaw sniped him from Pale Mary and gave him the department chair.”

      Godkin’s eyes searched the small crowd as Saviano exited the classroom. There were only twenty of us, but he ran his gaze across our faces several times before saying anything. “Volkerink and Ebenmore, I’d like to speak to you after class please.”

      My stomach flipped.

      “I’ll wait for you.” Ross patted my shoulder.

      

      Only three people remained in the classroom: Godkin, me, and a blonde-haired girl whom I presumed was Volkerink.

      “Thank you for staying behind, ladies,” Professor Godkin began. “I wasn’t aware I had a blackhand highborn in my class, let alone two. Usually, we only allow a max of one blackhand highborn in a chemistry class. The belief is that with this introductory class, it is important that whitehands feel empowered and free to explore their powers. Obviously, that’s a bit difficult to do when you have a highborn right next to you, able to smack you down with little struggle.”

      “So, what?” Volkerink asked. “You want us to not try so the whitehands don’t get discouraged?” There was a hint of disgust on her voice.

      “No, I would like you two not to gang-up on the whitehands or go full throttle during exercises,” he said. “I was a highborn whitehand in a beginning biology class once and had the same thing asked of me. It’s not difficult. Be courteous to your classmates so that we all feel comfortable learning together. Do you understand?”

      I nodded. “Yes.” At this point, I didn’t know if I was even as strong as the commoners given my status.

      “Volkerink?”

      “Yes, I understand,” she sighed.

      “Good and thank you both for your understanding. You may leave now.”

      We exited the classroom in silence, but Volkerink was heated. I could feel the annoyance radiating off of her.

      “Can you believe that?” She asked me was soon as the door closed behind us. “Absolutely unbelievable.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

      Her blue eyes hardened. “How can you of all people say that? You probably won’t get anything out of that class. A complete waste of time!”

      “You know who I am?” I asked as Ross drew to my side.

      “Yes, I’m not deaf. I heard him call your name. Everyone’s been talking about the return of an Ebenmore to Blacksaw.” She grinned. “I for one welcome our new blackhand overlord. It feels good to have such a colossal leader to follow. You have no idea how terrified you have the whitehand student body simply by being here. Rumors are already flying around that the Imperial Black is reforming under your direction.”

      I swallowed hard. That was one expectation I would not be able to live up to. “Zuri,” I said, holding out my hand.

      “Anouk.” She took it with a firm grasp. “And you are?” She turned to Ross.

      “Ross Monaghan.”

      “A commoner?” There was marked disappointment in Anouk’s voice. “This isn’t the sort you should be spending your time with, Zuri.”

      I watched as Ross deflated right before my eyes. “She’s my friend.” It may have been a premature declaration, but she felt more like a friend than anyone else in the school, save Idris.

      A cold, wet blob slammed into the side of my head. Water sprayed across my face, drenching me. My cheek throbbed from the impact “Fuck the black aristocracy!” A female student shouted from down the hall.

      Anouk’s head snapped to the side. Murder played in her eyes. Her hand shot out toward the truck of a tree inlaid in the wall. She pulled back and fired off essences in rapid speed. “Zanks ijs,” she hissed.

      My assailant screamed as a long cut opened across her forehead. Her hands cupped the open wound, but blood seeped from the sides. Bright red dribbled down her temples and curled around her chin. Several students shot us nasty looks as they ran to the girls side, peeling her hands from the cut to insect the wound.

      “Anouk Volkerink,” a froggy voice croaked nearby.

      “Professor Claassen.” Anouk panicked, tucking her hands behind her back.

      “You wouldn’t be pulling essences from the school in order to attack your fellow students, would you?” A short man with thick arms and rich black hair loomed nearby.

      “No, of course not.” Anouk shook her head.

      “Good.” He crossed his arms across his chest. “Get yourself to the nurse, Ms. Wilson.” He called out to the injured whitehand that stood at the other end of the corridor. “Yes, please help her, Mr. Miller.” Claassen scoffed before turning his attention back to Anouk.

      Anouk squirmed and shrank in his presence. Her immediate withdrawal made me uneasy.

      “Listen, Volkerink,” he began in strained whisper. “I am just as disgusted by the thousands of whitehands that are allowed to roam these halls. It desecrates the very spirit of this institution. Regardless, I have managed to work here for twenty-five years without lashing out at any students. I expect the same of you during your five years in these halls.” His burning eyes flicked to me. “And you too, Ebenmore.”

      “Yes, Professor Claassen,” Anouk answered.

      “We’ll let this little incident slide, but I will not be so lenient with the next. Understand?”

      “Yes, Professor Claassen,” the three of us responded in unison.

      He took a deep breath before turning on his heel and leaving of us standing there shell-shocked.

      “I hope no whitehand ever has a class with him,” Ross said.

      “They won’t. He only teaches upper division blackhand classes for that very reason,” Anouk replied as we all watched him go.

      He had an eerie presence that I couldn’t exactly place. I wasn’t sure if it was this inherent belief that he was powerful or his severe regard for students. Either way, I would be sure to stay as far away from Professor Claassen as possible.
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      The first week of classes had been spent getting acquainted with professors, their teaching methods, and the grounds. Whether on purpose or not, the school had been structured in a way that you only became familiar with your daily routes. All other nonessential wings and rooms were background noise to me.

      It wasn’t until the second week that my situation really sank in. I had yet to get into contact with Dr. Maxwell Robbie and in three out of my six classes, we had already begun exercises on how to properly pull the first, second, and third essences. These were the most basic and plentiful essences in the world, yet I was struggling to keep up. I hid it well, though. Given my surname, the professors turned their attention to pupils they assumed would need more instruction. But I knew sooner or later without Dr. Raby’s intervention, I would get recognized for what I was—a snuffed blackhand.

      Part way through my third week, I received an official invitation to a university-hosted mixer that would bring students, faculty, and donors together to celebrate the new school year. I wasn’t inclined to go, but Ross changed my mind. She was quick to point out that success in life isn’t always solely about one’s merit but also about one’s connections.

      I was throwing away an opportunity.

      Throughout the week, Ross mentioned several times how she would give anything to be a fly on the wall at the party, and I did my best to assure her that this was going to be some snooty event, boring and trite. I don’t think she bought it though. She sat in the common room in her pajamas, smiled and waved at me out as I climbed the spiral steps. Just before we were both out of view, I saw the tears swell in her eyes.

      I had half a mind to march right back down and spend the night with her, but I knew that wasn’t what she was upset about. She wasn’t tearful over my lack of companionship but my status. She was envious of my grand façade.

      The mixer was located in the Axolotl Wing—a part of the school that wasn’t a part of my usual day—and I had to take my map along with me. The Axolotl wing was only accessible through the elevator and located at the top floor. The chandeliers were made of ice that steamed rather than dripped. Braided wood line the floors, polished and sanded down to a gleam.

      Several individuals stood in the main corridor, chatting away with their friends and other partygoers. They didn’t even glance at me as I strode past. The change in pace was a breath of fresh air. I was one of their own, and therefore, I was nothing special.

      “Invitation, please,” a man dressed in a mixed black-and-white tuxedo asked me as I approached the main hall doors.

      I handed him the golden card. He took a quick glance at it before returning it to me and then stepped aside, hauling the monstrous door wide open.

      “Thank you,” I said as I stepped through.

      The main hall was everything I would’ve expected from Blacksaw but nothing I could’ve imagined. The entire ceiling was cast in glass, cut by green metal that formed geometric shapes. Tropical birds flitted across the dome, flashing bright scarlet red, deep sapphire blue, and the most buttery yellow I had ever seen. Real, live trees line the walls, reaching up toward the star-speckled night sky. In the center, was a marvelous glass sculpture that was as thin as a sheet of paper, yet full of coy life.

      It was a greenhouse of dreams—a fantasy land fabricated in order to mesmerize. I took a few steps in, my eyes were fixed on the sculpture. When I neared, I realized some unknown iridescent liquid was dripping onto the sculpture and running down its sleek sides.

      “I didn’t think you were going to show.” A familiar voice sounded from my side.

      “Why not?” I asked Anouk.

      “Please.” She rolled her eyes, placing her hand on her ruby hip. “We both know this isn’t your sort of crowd.”

      “On the contrary, I’m actually enjoying not sticking out like a sore thumb.” I hadn’t decided whether or not I liked Anouk quite yet. She was friendly toward me, helpful even at times, but I didn’t know if that was enough to override her extreme beliefs and attitude.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s ever going to be possible for you.” She nodded toward my hair. “Have you thought about dying it black to match your family?”

      I shook my head. “No, I haven’t.” I didn’t know why. It wasn’t as though I was attached to the color, and she was right. It being such an odd copper red hue was going to attract attention no matter what. At least with the black, most wouldn’t be shocked to learn that I was an Ebenmore. Blue eyes, olive skin, and thick black hair were the hallmark characteristics of the family. “How long have you been here so far?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “An hour at most. I don’t really like any of my chambermates, so I wasn’t inclined to linger.”

      “Why not?”

      “It isn’t important.” She swallowed as her eyes drifted around.

      “I don’t think either one of us believes you.”

      “Well, it’s just that…” She sighed. “It’s just that they bully me. A few days ago they pulled out all of my undergarments from my trunk and hung them in the tree in the middle of our room. I think they’re just jealous.”

      I felt awful for her. Nobody deserved that, but at the same time, she never cooled it with the aristocracy bit. “Have you tried talking to them or hanging out with them in the common room?”

      “No, I figured it would be easier to just make friends with other highborns. I spotted Simon Hawthorne around here somewhere, but he’s been avoiding me ever since I introduced myself.”

      “I have no idea who that is.”

      She rolled her eyes once again. “He’s a fourth-year student, and his grandfather is president of the board.”

      “We probably look like babies to him. That’s why he’s running,” I told her. “He’s got more important things to do.”

      “Speaking of important things.” She took a step closer to me and leaned in. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something, but I know it’s an extremely sensitive topic.”

      “What?”

      She lightly touched my arm and pulled me a few steps closer to the glass sculpture and away from the crowd. “Do you have any plans to join the Imperial Black or reinstate it? I’ve been digging to see if it’s still around, but I haven’t found anything.”

      “Why do you want to join the Imperial Black so badly?”

      Her blonde brow drew together. “How can you ask that of me? Look around you. Don’t you find it a tad insulting that the mixer isn’t segregated? My family was a part of the eradication process a century ago. They didn’t give up their lives so our school could be infested with whitehands. This is our home, Zuri. This was the place that turned the tide two hundred years ago when we believed whitehand domination was almost final.”

      “I understand. I do. I’ve seen my family tree. I know we were all a part of the Imperial Black at one time.” I shook my head. “But the way they speak about it now—I don’t think it’s something either one of us should get involved with.”

      It was difficult to argue my stance, because I didn’t know exactly what bad thing the Imperial Black had done. Nobody would speak to me about it. From the little that I had gathered, the Imperial Black was an underground society that originated to ensure the success of blackhands who were attending Blacksaw. They were shot down when the party came into power because the party preached equality and the Imperial Black at that time sought superiority.

      Anouk shook her head. “That’s all whitehand propaganda. For some reason they want blackhands to be ashamed of every little thing we did, but whitehands constantly get a pass. The only thing wrong that the Imperial Black did was exist, and I’m not surprised your family is trying to distance itself. After all, the Ebenmores are one of the founding families. It makes you a prime target of the party.”

      I struggled to rectify the two reactions. Aunt Margot and my mother made it seem like some heinous organization, something so unspeakable and unworthy of discussion. Anouk on the other hand treated it as though it had been slandered and blown up into a monster that it wasn’t.

      “Don’t let them make you hate yourself. The Ebenmores have done nothing wrong. The school owes its life to Zara, and there’s been many decades when you all were the backbone of the blackhand community. We need you again. We need the Imperial Black alive and healthy and an Ebenmore at the front of our ranks.”

      “Are you ladies behaving yourselves?” Another woman approached us from behind. She wore a periwinkle blue gown, and her white hair was pulled back in a bulbous bun. Silver butterflies rested on her locks.

      “Chancellor Day.” Anouk turned to her with the largest grin. “It’s so nice to see you again. I was just telling Zuri how fortunate we are to be here.”

      “I don’t believe we’ve had the chance to meet yet, but obviously I’ve heard so much about you, Zuri. The entire school has been able to do nothing but talk about you.” She tilted her head, observing me closely. “Welcome to Blacksaw, Lady Ebenmore. I hope it exceeds your expectations.”

      “Did I hear you say Ebenmore, Luella?” Another older woman dressed in a puffy peach gown with tiny feathers flopping about her hair asked Chancellor Day.

      “Yes, this is Zuri Ebenmore and this is Anouk Volkerink. Zuri and Anouk this is Rosemary Hawthorne–Griffin Hawthorne’s wife.”

      The woman held up a pair of gold spectacles with an attached handle, peering at me through the thick lenses. “Red hair? Isn’t that curious.”

      Chancellor Day nodded. “Oh, most curious.” But she didn’t sound genuinely curious.

      “Do we know who the father is yet?”

      “No.”

      “That’s unfortunate.” Rosemary tutted. “You know, red hair runs primarily in whitehand families.”

      “That’s true, but I doubt Zeineb would have selected a whitehand suitor.” Chancellor Day defended my mother.

      Rosemary’s eyes were the size of moons. “She was a flup my dear Luella. Being an ink-traitor is not outside the realm of possibilities.” Rosemary wiggled her hand at a man who stood nearby. “Nicholas, come over here and inspect her and tell me what you think.”

      The man turned around with an eyebrow cocked. He was tall with a pair of square shoulders and looked to be around the same age as my mother. “Inspect who?”

      “The Ebenmore girl. We don’t know who her father is, and I was just telling Luella that red hair runs primarily in whitehand families. I think her father is a whitehand. What do you think Nicholas?”

      He took a few careful steps forward, almost as though he were afraid to approach. His eyes were locked on me. “I think you’ve lost your mind Rosemary,” he said. “I have red hair. Are you going to start spreading rumors that me and my family are secretly whitehands?”

      “Don’t be silly Nicholas. You have red hair because of your Scottish lineage.”

      The man held out his hand to me. “It’s nice to meet you Lady Ebenmore. My name is Nicholas Adder. I’m on the Board of Trustees with Lady Hawthorne’s husband.”

      I took his hand despite the intense discomfort I felt. I hated how they talked about me as though I weren’t standing right in front of them. “A pleasure, Lord Adder.”

      “Apologies, but I never caught your first name.” There was an unusual look in his eyes that I couldn’t place. It was like a mix of fascination and… Something else.

      “Zuri.”

      Lord Adder nodded. “It’s quite lovely and it fits wonderfully with the family tradition. You should be proud of that name.”

      “Sorry to cut in, but I couldn’t help but overhear.” A man strode over from the side. He was dressed in an all-black suit with black hair oiled and combed back. “My name is Dr. Maxwell Raby. I’ve been looking forward to making your acquaintance, Lady Ebenmore.”

      I nearly choked on my own spit. “Dr. Raby.” I tried not to sound too excited. “My uncle has spoken very highly of you. It’s such an honor to finally be able to put a face to the name.”

      He wasn’t what I had expected. Tall and lanky, almost sickly looking even. I guess when I imagined what a researcher would look like, I saw somebody pale, pimply, and with glasses. He was more pensive and somber.

      Dr. Raby held out his hand, and I took it. I felt a weird surge of energy tickle my palm. He winked at me as we pulled away.

      “Oh, Anouk, dear. Is your father here?” Lady Rosemary Hawthorne asked. “I’ve been meaning to talk to him about the next fundraiser.”

      “I think I spotted him over in the east end,” Chancellor Day answered her.

      And with that, the entire flock flew away, taking Anouk with them. Once they were out of sight, I turned my hand over in order to examine what Raby had done. There, in plain black letters, read:

      First session — Thursday at 6pm

      I couldn’t believe it. The stars had aligned and fortune had landed in my lap. For once, something was going right in my life.

      When I looked up again, I spotted a familiar face in the crowd. His hair had been pulled back in his signature bun, and he donned a simple black suit sans tie. I couldn’t help the smile that crept across my face as I watched him. I shouldn’t have been that elated to see him but I couldn’t help it.

      Idris warmed me with a fuzzy glow. Butterflies erupted in my stomach from the mere thought go talking to him. I longed for our meaningless banter and lobbed insults.

      From the moment we parted, I had hoped that I would run into him again. But with the school being so vast and our lives so different, I never saw him. At times I even wondered if it had been purposely planned that way. After all, it would be in the school’s best interests for us not to run into each other.

      But my little joy was quickly quashed when I spotted a girl hanging on his arm. She was lovely, glimmering in a gold gown with matching glitter dusted in her white blonde hair.

      My entire body went cold. I had to move or I feared would freeze to the spot. I turned with an unusual abruptness and found the first tray of drinks I could, taking one bubbly drink for myself and another for the road.

      When I turned back around to spy on my white hand adversary, he was gone. The group of individuals he had been talking to were all still there, but he was missing from the picture. I craned my neck, searching for him. He couldn’t have simply disappeared.

      “Looking for me?” The words were whispered in my ear.

      “You?” I startled, choking on the champagne. “Why would I be looking for you, Idris?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I thought that you might miss me by now.”

      I took a few steps away. “Well, you’re wrong.”

      “How is it that we go to the same school yet I haven’t seen you once since we arrived? Do you think they planned it that way? Do you think they purposely wrote our schedules the way that they did in order to ensure that we never ran into each other?”

      “What an absurd thing to think.” I rolled my eyes. “You aren’t that important.”

      “Oh, I beg to differ. I think they’re just trying to protect you.”

      Across the room, I spotted Nicholas Adder, watching me. “As much as I would love to try and beat down your inflated ego, I think it best we split now.” I took a few steps away, putting some distance between us.

      “Why?” His hand reached out for my arm to draw me back to him but stopped just as his fingers grazed my skin. It fell to his side with a dead weight.

      “Because people are watching us, and I can’t be seen talking to you.”

      He shrugged. “It’s all a part of the show. Sure, they’ll gossip behind closed doors. But in reality, they’re all loving this. They all probably think this is the first time we are meeting one another. Can you imagine how grand the spectacle must be? The blackhand beauty and the whitehand hero coming together before their very eyes. A clash of factions. It’s this moment that they’ll look back on in a few years and say they witnessed the beginning of the war. They were there when blackhands and whitehands quit hiding the inevitable split.”

      “You think they’re really holding their breath awaiting the violence?”

      “You have to admit, it would make quite a wonderful story to run and tell your friends all about.”

      He made it sound as though it were all theatrics, but after my conversation with Anouk, we were dealing with something much more insidious. My side was mobilizing. “And what if instead of fighting, you kissed me? What do you think they would do then?”

      The question stopped him in his tracks. For a split second, his charismatic persona shattered. “Is that what you want? You want me to kiss you?”

      More than he could ever know. “Well, the best stories subvert the viewer’s expectations.”

      He regarded me for a few seconds in silence before he whispered, “I saw you soon as he walked in the room.” His low voice forced me to close the distance between us. “In fact, I would wager most men did. White is a beautiful color on you.”

      I hadn’t considered the implications of the color of my dress. In my eyes, it was just a color. But to them, black and white were statement pieces. “I’m flattered that you think so. But I bet your girlfriend didn’t appreciate you staring.”

      He cocked his head, confused. “My girlfriend?” And then it hit him. “Ah, Lady Mercedes Montcroix. She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “Date then?” I shouldn’t of been digging, but a pang of desperation demanded to know what his relationship with her was.

      “No, not my date either. She’s highborn. We would have to be courting before I could take her out.” A little smirk appeared on his lips. “She has been spending an awful lot of time around me since we came back from break though. I haven’t been able to figure out if she wants a relationship or simply to climb in my bed for a night or two.”

      The idea of him sleeping with a woman curdled my stomach. No, he didn’t belong to me—we were nothing, only mere archenemies—I had no claim over him, but I couldn’t ignore the sour feeling. “Are you interested in her?”

      “If you tell me why you want to know, I’ll give you an honest answer.”

      I couldn’t tell him why, because I myself didn’t know. It was just this annoying, screaming curiosity in me that had to find out. “How about you give me a dishonest answer, and I’ll deduce from there?”

      “Idris Young,” a man dressed in a pearly tux with hands so full of ink they appeared white. “I was hoping to run into you tonight.”

      “Lord Quinn, what an honor,” Idris smiled at the man. “How are you doing this evening?”

      Lord Quinn was a rotund man with a ruddy complexion and a pair of bright pink lips hid beneath a bushy white mustache. He regarded me with a weepy eye. “I’m doing well.”

      Idris must have noticed Lord Quinn’s interest. “This is Lady Zuri Ebenmore.”

      “Harlot of the Black,” Lord Quinn cut in. “I am well-acquainted with who she is.” A growing fire burned beneath his breath. “She isn’t someone you should be seen in public with, my dear boy. It’s filthy and inappropriate. I understand it thought and don’t hold it against you. Every man wants a quick lie down with the dogs when he’s young and fertile, but you need to keep your eyes on the future. Find yourself a nice whitehand woman, preferably a highborn in order to cement your power and posterity—like my grand niece.” He nodded toward Mercedes Montcroix.

      My jaw slammed into the ground. I couldn’t believe a single word this Lord had just spewed out of his filthy mouth.

      “I assure you, Lord Quinn, Lady Ebenmore is none of those things,” Idris told him.

      “Nonsense.” He took Idris by the shoulder and steered him way by the shoulder.

      I was left standing there feeling more alone than I had ever before despite being in a sea of people.
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      The old dutch townhome stood in front of the main canal with a tall, wide willow on its corner. The sweeping green branches dipped in to the deep blue waters, allowing the small fish to nibble and tug at its branches. The evening was settling upon the lake and at exactly six, the bridge and building lights bloomed to life.

      These last four days had been my most difficult at Blacksaw. On Monday we performed our first pull in History. It utilized the first and second essence—two essences that we had already practiced extensively in Biology and Chemistry—yet I still struggled. The pull was supposed to be easier for blackhands given the organic material was simple in structure when compared to the inorganic material whitehands used that was slightly more complex.

      Fortunately, I seemed to be on-level with Ancient Philology, Chirology, and Metaphysics & Ousiology given those three classes were based around the mechanisms of pushing and pulling essences. But on-level for a highborn was lower than average.

      Chemistry was perhaps my favorite class thanks to Professor Godkin. Given that blackhands couldn’t pull inorganic material, we mainly studied alongside our whitehand peers and got firsthand view of what was and wasn’t difficult for them. As Godkin had said at the beginning of the year, this was a look behind enemy lines.

      Lastly, there was Biology. It should have been my favorite class, the one I soared through, but it was quickly becoming my downfall. I had been able to skate through since I was always the last one Professor Robben observed, but my house of cards would crumble next week. We had an evaluation scheduled for week five where we would stand alone before Professor Robben and push and pull the first five essences. I was less than enthused.

      I wasn’t certain how long it would take any of Dr. Raby’s proposed treatments to work but I needed a quick fix to get through next week’s assessment.

      My fist rapped on the door once, and it was promptly answered by Dr. Raby himself. “Zuri, please come in.” He stood aside and allowed me to pass.

      “I’m sorry I’m a bit late.”

      His home was somewhat of a nineteenth century time capsule. Thick, burdensome wood beams framed the room, standing upon scuffed and scratched wood floors. The ruby velvet upholstery had been worn away in places upon the couch, and the arms were practically bald. On one wall was a blackened hearth that stared at a coffee table covered in books and media.

      “It’s no problem,” He replied, sinking a hand in his over-sized cardigan pocket. “I was reasonably confident that you would show up. Fifth week assessments are quickly approaching, and the letter that Lord Ebenmore wrote to me made it seem as though your case is quite grave.”

      “He’s not wrong. I’m already having more trouble than my peers, and it’s becoming near impossible to hide.” The only other student I knew who was struggling like me was Spacey.

      He nodded his head like a proper medical physician would, listening and analyzing. “Why don’t we proceed to my study. I’ll be able to better treat you there.” Dr. Raby lead me to a set of stairs that were quickly joined by a cast iron spiral staircase. “How would you describe the sensation in your hands when you pull essences?”

      “Well, it depends on the essence and how many I’m pulling at one time. They don’t come that easily to me. I liken it to having a less than optimal magnet in my hand while everyone has a normal, functioning one. The attraction just isn’t there.”

      It was a load off my shoulders to be able to speak open and frank with someone about my situation. I had had to tuck it away and pretend it didn’t exist everyday for nearly a month, and it was becoming cumbersome. Especially when I all desperately wanted was help, but mentioning my condition to the wrong person could land me out on the streets and in the hands of the Sightless Sons.

      “That all sounds quite normal for a snuffed hand,” he responded, completely unperturbed by the word. “How are you handling this all mentally? Sometimes our nerves have a way of making it more difficult for us even when our hands are perfectly functioning.”

      “Is it that obvious that this is slowly but surely unraveling me?” I joked as we passed through a small door that led to wide open room. One large, square window stood at the front, staring out over the canal while several smaller windows on the northern side looked over the lake.

      “I assure you, I didn’t notice anything was amiss at the mixer. I did observe you for some time after our introduction, and you hid it all rather well. If I hadn’t been informed by your uncle’s correspondence, I would have never known.” Instead of leading me to his desk, we sat face-to-face at a small medical table. The surface was a shiny metal, sparkling clean. Two thick legs held it sturdy despite the pair of wheels attached to their feet. “Yours hands, please.”

      I laid them flat on the cool surface as he back and snatched his clipboard off of a nearby shelf. “Have you helped many snuffed hands before?”

      “No,” he answered as he turned an eye to my hands. “For the last seven years I was contracted by the party to conduct research on flups. Through those studies I developed a keen interest in snuffed hands when I noticed the correlation between snuffed offspring and flup parents.” He stretched a pair of latex gloves across his hands before returning to me. His fingers were cold as they ever so gently and delicately lifted my hands and tilted it this way and that. “You have an unmistakable sheen to your hands, so you’re definitely not a flup.” He checked a box on his clipboard form. “Looks like a a mix of blue, gold, and… copper? Do you agree?”

      “Yes.” I watched as he scribbled down the three colors.

      “Definitely not an Ebenmore sheen.”

      “Do you…” I swallowed hard. “Do you know who it could belong to?”

      He paused. His deep brown eyes meeting mine. “Unfortunately, I do not. Most familial transitions are recognizable due to their uniqueness—you’re maternal line being one of those. But I understand your curiosity. This is a remnant, a clue to your father’s identity.”

      “A woman, Lady Rosemary Hawthorne, remarked at the mixer that the majority of red heads are whitehands. Do you think this transition could belong to a whitehand?”

      He shook his head. “No. The colors are too saturated and vibrant. Whitehand ink tends to exhibit a more muted or pastel color. If your father was a whitehand, you wouldn’t see this amount of pigment in the transition.”

      “Are you sure?” I had to ask. If I was going to rule out the possibility, I needed him to be certain.

      “Absolutely,” he said with confidence. “You’re father’s a blackhand.” Using a cold silver instrument, he guided my hands over so that they rested palm up. “Now, I have a promising theory that your condition is reversible due to magic flow in and out of the hands being controlled by a theoretical valve. When opened wider, this valve allows for the hand to pull and push larger and more numerous essences, which in turn is exhibited through greater power. I also believe that it is within this theoretical valve that the highborn familial ability is stored.”

      “So, how do we fix my hands and open the valve?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure, but considering it will probably involve an invasive surgery, I’d rather conduct some tests and run my results by a few trusted colleagues. In the mean time, I can provide you with a short-term solution.”

      “Surgery?” The idea mortified me. If anything went wrong, he could render me a flup.

      “Ultimately, yes, you will require surgery if you want a permanent solution.”

      “And the short-term solution?”

      “Oil injections,” he answered. “But we’ll go in through the palm, here and here, in order to avoid any apparent needle marks or bruising that may occur upon the ink—the hallmark signs of illegal oil use.”

      I nodded my head. That sounded like a much more reasonable first step. “How long before the oils take effect?”

      “You’ll notice some change within twelve hours,” he said as he opened and closed drawers, pulling out four needles, cotton balls, and a few glass jars of translucent substances. “But the full effects won’t happen for a few more days, and after that the body will begin breaking down the oils. You’ll need to return in a month or so for a second round of injections. Other than the assessment, is there anything that worries you as far as your powers go?”

      “More like someone.”

      “Idris Young?” He cocked an eyebrow.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Anouk Volkerink.”

      He nodded as he prepared the first needle. “What is she wanting?”

      I wouldn’t have spoken about this to just anyone, but given the open line of communication that Dr. Raby had established with me, I felt confident that my next words wouldn’t be met with any harsh judgement. “She wants us both to join the Imperial Black. I doubt it’s still around, and she insists that I reinstate it. I have no intentions of doing so, but the way she described how my powers were supposed to preform…” I sighed.

      “You know, it might actually help you to have the Imperial Black on your side. Blackhands don’t turn out their own.”

      My mouth went dry. “What? The Imperial Black is banned. No one in my family will even discuss it.”

      “Alright, first injection,” he announced before he pricked my skin with the needle. It went in with only the slightest bit of discomfort. “The only atrocity the Imperial Black committed was protecting its own.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked as a burning sensation erupted deep in my palm.

      “The party labeled the Imperial Black as hostile blackhand supremacists due to a still controversial decision to desegregate the schools. The Imperial Black didn’t want whitehands flooding the halls. After all, Blacksaw University was founded in order to throw off the whitehand yoke.” He placed the empty syringe down, and picked up a second. “Second injection.”

      “Anouk told me that the demonization of the Imperial Black was all propaganda. Do you agree?”

      “Absolutely,” he answered. “Don’t misunderstand me though. The Imperial Black isn’t flawless, but it also isn’t the monster everyone makes it out to be. Your family’s refusal to even entertain the subject is due to the negative PR the Ebenmores suffered in the 50s for being founding members and quite heavily involved. With your numbers dwindling, you all can’t afford to take one misstep with the party.”

      “Then why is Anouk pushing me to do this?”

      “Third injection.” He sank the needle into my other hand. “The Volkerinks have never been leaders. I would wager being at the forefront of this isn’t a position she’s comfortable taking on. You see, her family places heavy emphasis on remaining in the shadows. They have a long, multi-century reputation as being the assassins of the blackhands. They have family secrets about killing that are handed down generation to generation, starting when they are only eight.”

      “What?”

      “Fascinating stuff, really.” Dr. Raby inserted the fourth and final needle. “Alright, I think this about does it.” He yanked his latex gloves off his hands. “Go easy on your hands for tonight, and remember—it is imperative that you remain silent about your condition and what took place tonight in my study. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, of course. Thank you for your time.”

      He rose from his seat. “I’ll send a letter to your uncle and aunt, updating them, and I expect to see you back here when your oils dry up.”

      

      Before returning back to Leentje Island, I had agreed to meet up with Ross for a drink in Lilledoorn and take the ferry home together. Ross waited for me on the outside stoop with her backpack hanging on one shoulder. Her brunette hair had been pulled back in a loose bun, held up by pins. Bright red colored her lips.

      “What happened? Why are you so late?” She asked.

      “Took longer than expected.” I let my arms hang at my side, making sure my hands didn’t bump into anything. A small throb had built in both palms that verged on the edge of painful.

      “Well, did you complete this super secret family business?”

      “Yes.” I nodded as we turned the corner and traipsed over the canal bridge.

      “You missed a pretty eventful night.” She shifted her backpack from one shoulder to the other. “Both Amber and Kayla brought dates—whitehand dates.”

      For the first time, I felt split on the subject. “Whitehands? How did they meet them?”

      Ross shrugged. “I don’t know, but I felt weird about it, you know? Like, it’s just two people on a date, but seeing them with whitehands made me feel…”

      “I get it. Me too.”

      “Anyways, I didn’t say or do anything about it. I was polite and as friendly as I could be. Aside from the pale ink, they both seemed like good people.”

      We arrived at the ferry and just as I had done with Idris, I pulled Ross into the highborn line and got us two free tickets for the last ferry from Lilledoorn to Leentje Island. We are the only two on the vessel, and Ross made no qualms about spreading out and enjoying herself.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do if we ever stop being friends,” she said. “These little perks are addictive.”

      “It’s shameful to admit but I completely agree with you. I wasn’t raised with the special treatment, and I’m not looking forward to going home over winter break and back to my mother’s house in North Carolina.” I shot her a forced frown.

      “Yeah, it’s my first taste as well. My dad’s a lawyer, but he’s always taking cases that are against the party—there is no money in that. And then my mom’s a janitor.”

      “What?” I couldn’t have possibly heard her correctly. “A janitor?”

      “She works at the local underman elementary school. She says it’s easy because she can technically cheat and use essences, pulling from the dirt, food, and any other bodily liquids that are left over In order to scrub the floors, polish the toilets, and scrape the spitballs off of the ceiling.” With a jolt, her eyes opened wide. She turned to me. A grave expression marked her face. “You have to swear that you won’t tell anyone what I just said. Please, Zuri. Please swear to me you won’t utter a word of this.”

      “I swear. And honestly, I don’t think you have any reason to be ashamed of this. It’s pretty humorous, genius even. She gets paid to clean and never has to lift a finger.”

      “Well, technically, she has to lift ten, but I understand what you mean.” Ross leaned back into the cushioned seat and closed her eyes, allowing the evening wind to blow through her hair.

      “My mom works in HR. I think everything that she’s been through in life has given her a deeper sense of empathy than the usual person.”

      “Does she talk to you about that a lot? About her life here before she fled?”

      “No, not a lot to be honest. She says only what needs to be said in that moment.”

      “Anything you can share?” Ross asked sitting up.

      I never considered how fascinating my mother’s life must be to those on the outside. But it was only like that due to its controversial existence and conflict. “My mother and father were in love. It wasn’t just a casual fling like I’ve heard some students gossip. They were going to get married and start a life together, but then she got found out.”

      “How?”

      “The doctor. When she went in for a prenatal exam, the doctor noticed that she didn’t have any sheen or transition to the ink on her hands. He didn’t report it to the party, but he pulled my father aside and told him. And that’s when my father broke things off with her and ran.”

      “Fuck me. Can you imagine? Spending all that time, working so hard to blend in only to get found out due to the tattoo on her hands not being iridescent. It really shows you just how obsessed we are as a society with trimming the herd. We notice every minute detail that’s wrong.”

      My throat tightened. “Yeah.”

      When we finally arrived at the island, the sky was a solid black. The normal rabble of harbor workers and passengers had subsided, giving way to the croak of frogs and crickets and the slap of the lake waters colliding with the docks. We didn’t linger on the ferry. Ross and I collected our things and marched down the dock.

      At the far end, an individual came into view, illuminated by the harbor lights. It was Professor Saviano. He came toward us at a rather quick pace.

      “Good evening, Professor,” Ross said as he blew right past us as though we weren’t even there.

      “What was that about?” I glanced over my shoulder and watched him hop aboard the last ferry of the day destined for Lilledoorn.

      “Who knows? He’s such a weird man.”

      Just as we began our ascent up to the school an ear piercing scream tore through the night.

      “What was that?” Ross reared around.

      I held my breath, shaking my head. “I don’t know.”

      Another shriek filled our ears. It was followed by a heavy sob and a desperate wail for help.

      “What should we do?” Ross asked. There was a noticeable whimper in her voice.

      I didn’t answer but turned and ran toward the sound, launching myself through the thick foliage. The grounds were completely shrouded in nightfall, and the tree canopy blocked any moonlight. Dr. Raby had told me to refrain from using my hands, but this was a potential emergency.

      Fear gripped me as I hurdled toward the screams. I had no idea what waited for me on the other side and worried it was something or someone with sinister attentions, luring us into their trap.

      As we jogged toward to the rocky shoreline, I held out my hand, struggling to pull any essences. There was plenty of organic material around—the grass, worms, birds, and trees—but it was just as Dr. Raby had said, the valve was nearly closed. It took three tries before I felt a third essence slip into my hands. “A’hrak.” I pushed it right back out in a small light bloomed from my hands.

      Large dark green leaves illuminated before me. Birds cawed out their disapproval of the bright light, but I forced my way through. Not stopping until I spotted a figure sobbing hunched over by the lake. She shrieked when the light surrounded her. Her movements were rapid, unsteady, and desperate in an awkward attempt to scurry away.

      “Are you okay?” Ross called to her.

      But she didn’t even acknowledge us until we drew nearer. “Are you all right?” I asked. “Do you need help or a doctor?” We slowed into a walk. My feet trudged through the high grass with my hand still held out in front of me.

      She glanced over her shoulder at us and I recognized her face. It was the whitehand that had attacked me on my first day of school. Her hair was a mess, and her cheeks were stained with the never-ending flow of tears. The wide wound on her forehead had healed, but streaks of fresh blood marked her arms and cheeks.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      When we were no more than three feet away, she turned around. The most horrific thing I had ever seen laid before me. Blood seeped from her wrists, covering her forearms and dribbling down the tip of her elbow.

      “They’re gone,” she whimpered. “He took them.”

      Ross stopped and covered her mouth. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “They’re gone,” she repeated.

      She bore no cuts, bruises, or broken bones. In fact, I would have never thought her injured, except for the simple fact that somebody had chopped off both of her hands.
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      The fire kicked and cackled in the hearth. It was just bright enough to illuminate the room without creating an oppressive heat. I stared at it in an attempt to burn out my memory. I hadn’t been able to shake the image of those two bloodied stumps.

      “And what did you do after you found Ms. Wilson?” One of the two local officers asked.

      “Well, I stayed with her puking my guts out while Zuri ran back to the school to get help,” Ross answered.

      “Did you see anybody else at the scene? Or anyone fleeing in a boat?”

      “No.” Ross shook her head.

      “What about you, Lady Ebenmore?”

      I dragged my eyes away from the fire and looked at the stout man. His cheeks were a bright red, and he was sweating profusely. “No, I didn’t see anybody.” But then I doubt I would’ve noticed them if they had been there. My attention was so consumed by the traumatic sight before me.

      “How well would you say you two know, Ms. Wilson?” The second officer asked.

      “She’s a whitehand.” I shrugged my shoulders.

      “Well,” Ross began meekly, “there was an incident on the first day. She pushed a water spell and hit Zuri right in the head.”

      “Did you retaliate in any way?” The questions continued.

      “No. I didn’t know any incantations or hand posturing. There is no way I could’ve retaliated, and until I saw her this evening, I hadn’t even thought about her.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I glance at their hands. The color of ink embedded in their skin would decide whether I would be considered a suspect or not.

      One was white and one was black. It would be a tossup.

      “So, just to reiterate—you two took the last ferry back to Leentje Island. On your way to the school, you heard Ms. Wilson scream. You both rushed over and found her with both of her hands… missing.”

      “Yes,” we answered in unison.

      The one officer looked at the other. “Ms. Wilson has no recollection of where she was before all this happened. She says one moment she was having a drink with friends at the Little Horn Inn, and the next she’s on Leentje Island. It’s a very troubling timeline.”

      “It kind of sounds like that murderer they had in the 90s here—the one that we studied at the Academy.”

      The officer nodded. “Yeah, the Hand Collector.”

      “You don’t think…?”

      “Gentlemen, please.” Chancellor Day cast them a severe glance. “That was twenty-five years ago. There is no way the Hand Collector has returned to Blacksaw. If anything, I think we’re dealing with a truly disturbed individual, possibly acting out as a copycat.”

      The two officers shifted in their boots, gathering themselves before continuing their questioning.

      “While in Lilledoorn, did either one of you see Ms. Wilson?”

      We both shook our heads ‘no’.

      The door to Chancellor Day’s office swung open and a rather disheveled Nicholas Adder stepped in. “Apologies for how long it took me to get here.” He tugged at the hem of his shirt, straightening the white cotton. “But I came as soon as I received my summons.” His shoulders wiggled, putting his blazer into proper position. “Has there been any new information since you sent that post, Chancellor Day?”

      She shook her head, her expression solemn. “Unfortunately, no.”

      Adder walked over and stood by the fireplace, resting an arm on the mantle as there were no more seats left. “Are these the two students that found her?”

      “Yes, Nicholas. Ross Monaghan and Zuri Ebenmore, both blackhand eerstejaars.” Chancellor Day rested her hands on the top of her desk, and I couldn’t help but stare. Upon her right hand was a geometric pattern set in black ink and on her left, was the exact same pattern, but in white ink. “Lord Adder will be sitting in on this interrogation as a representative for the board. I just want to reiterate that you girls are not in trouble, and the four of us are here only to piece together what happened.”

      “What were the pair of you doing out so late?” The first officer resumed the conversation.

      The way they jumped around the timeline with their questions revealed just how out of third depth they were. This crime wasn’t one to be solved by a pair of rookie officers from the local town.

      “We were walking back from the dock. We had taken the last ferry from Lilledoorn,” Ross replied. We had already told them this. “We were the only two there, except for…” She sat up straight and turned to me with a look of disbelief.

      “Except for who?” Chancellor Day asked.

      “Professor Saviano,” I told her. “He passed us on the docks, he was in such a hurry to catch a ferry that he didn’t even greet us. Just stormed right passed us.”

      “Did Saviano have any official university business later in the evening?” The officer turned to Chancellor Day.

      “That, I think concludes the student portion of our investigation this evening. I have no issue discussing this topic further with you two officers, but I refuse to do so in front of students. Do you have any further questions for them or is it okay if I release them?”

      “I think we have all that we need.” The first officer nodded. “Unless my partner has any more questions.”

      “No, the two girls are free to go.”

      “Given the events of this evening, I kindly request that you both go straight back to your chamber and please, do not discuss what has occurred with anyone, including your chambermates, family, and the party or news organizations.” Chancellor Day rose from her seat.

      Ross and I followed suit, not speaking a word. We nodded our understanding, turned, and marched out of her office. As we went, Nicholas Adder stared at me. His eyes searched me just as they had done the first night we met. He lifted his hand and ran it through his hair, and I spotted the most curious spot of red on his pristine white cuff.

      Blood.

      Why was there blood on the cuff of his shirt?

      “Did you hear what they said?” Ross asked as we reached the elevator. “The Hand Collector.”

      “Who is that?” We stepped on the empty car.

      “A serial killer from the 90s. He went around chopping off hands and was never caught. The police believed he had died, because there were only three victims and just as everything was heating up, it abruptly stopped.”

      “But he’s not really a serial killer, is he? He’s not murdering them, just taking their hands.” I didn’t know which I found more disturbing. “Why the hands?”

      “Taking their hands takes away their ability to push and pull essences,” Ross answered as he stepped off the elevator. The school was deserted, there wasn’t a single soul traipsing about in the main corridor. “Losing your hands basically makes you a flup. That’s a death sentence to most around here.”

      “So, what happened to those victims from the 90s?”

      “I’m not sure.” Ross shrugged her shoulders. “To be honest, I always thought the story was fake—like a boogie man used to scare us to behave at school and not stay out late.”

      “Do you think it’s the actual Hand Collector or copycat?”

      “I have no idea. But seeing Harley Wilson like that…”

      “I know what you mean. That image will haunt me for the rest of my life.”

      “How could anyone do that to somebody?” She sighed. “I mean, if someone were to take my hands and eliminate my magic, I think I’d want them to go all the way and just take my life too.”

      Ross was being dramatic, but given everything we had been through so far, I thought it would be kind of tasteless to call her out. “I feel like I need to do something.”

      Ross glanced at me. “Me too.”
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      I propped the book open in front of me. With my hand stretched out, I plucked the second and fourth essence from the plant on the desk. They slipped into my fingers with little effort, and for once, it didn’t feel as though I was trying to shove a round peg into a square hole. I mimicked the hand posturing In the textbook with my fingers curled into my palm and repeated the incantation. “K’ra ts’ahn.”

      The air rippled, and the terra-cotta pot hovered, rising into the air until it was level with my hands.

      “Hey, I heard what happened,” Idris’s voice sounded from behind.

      His presence broke my concentration, and the terra-cotta pot fell to the desk, fracturing it’s orange red base. “What are you doing here? You know we shouldn’t be speaking.”

      “We’re tucked away in the back of the library. Nobody’s gonna spot us.” He pulled out one of the chairs at the table and sat down.

      “You don’t know that for sure.” I swept up the spilled soil into my hands and dusted it back into the pot, making sure not to leave a single spec behind.

      “How are you handling everything?” He placed his hand on mine to stop my frantic movement.

      My chest tightened, and I struggled to inhale a breath. His gentle touch was soothing and sweet. “Frazzled—I’m frazzled. Assessments are next week, and I saw someone with both of her hands chopped off. I’m doing as well as anyone could hope.” The only ray of sunshine in my life at the moment, was the glimmer of hope that Dr. Raby’s oil injections had worked. I had noticed a difference, but that could also be my mind relaxing and no longer withholding.

      “I’m sure they will let you and Ross forgo the assessments if you need to.”

      “That’s the thing. I don’t want to. I want everything to go back to the way it was. I want to go back to when old people with musty breath were asking me invasive questions and whitehands were shitting on me and blackhands were urging me to do illegal things. That reality was at least familiar, and the familiarity made me feel safe compared to what I feel now.”

      “You don’t feel safe anymore?”

      I shook my head. “And I don’t think you are the one I should be having this conversation with. You’re the enemy, or have you forgotten?”

      “I think we’ve both forgotten.” He swallowed hard, leaning forward in his seat. “What happened to Harley Wilson should ascend the schism in our society. Whatever it is you’re going through, I want to help.”

      “Help?” They were the exact words I would want him to say, but at the same time they were so wrong. He was offering me something that I wanted so badly but couldn’t take. This point was hammered home at the mixer.

      “Yes, I want to help you,” he repeated.

      “Idris, I don’t even know if I can trust you.”

      My words threw him back in his seat and he stared at me as though I had injured him. “How can you say that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because you repeat constantly that we’re enemies, adversaries, heaven and hell destined to battle it out to the death. You never let me forget it.”

      He swallowed hard. His hands balled into fists. “I know, and it’s wrong for me. I shouldn’t have. I’m just as confused by all of this as you are. I guess…”

      “You guess what?”

      “I guess, I never expected to like you. It’s hard to hate someone when all you want is to be around them every waking second.”

      I stared at him, unable to speak. My throat felt swollen as though even swallowing would choke me.

      “Truce?” He lifted his chin, studying me, wanting to see my reaction before the words left my lips. “At least until this whole affair is settled. “

      “What?” I cocked my head, taken aback. “You think this will happen again? You think another student will be attacked?”

      He shrugged. “What do the police think?”

      “One suggested that it was somebody called the Hand Collector, but Chancellor Day quickly shut that down. She asserted that if anything it was just a copycat. She didn’t say a lot during the interrogation, but it kind of felt as though she wanted this all to blow over and just be an unfortunate memory.”

      “Well, it’s in her best interest and the school’s best interest that happens, but if it is a copycat, they’ll strike again. The Hand Collector claimed three victims before he or she stopped.”

      I nodded, having heard this before. “Ross already filled me in. We haven’t spoken too much but given what’s been said, I think we’re going to try to do something.”

      “What do you mean do something?”

      “I mean, find out who did this and stop them.”

      His lips screwed up, and he struggled to hold back a laugh. “With all due respect, Zuri, have you forgotten that the two of you are just a pair of eerstejaars, and Ross is a commoner?”

      “Well, that’s never discouraged you, and you’re just as common as Ross.”

      “Haven’t you figured it out yet? I’m one in a million, Lady Ebenmore.” He teased me, lightening the mood.

      “I already told you. I don’t like formal titles.”

      Idris shrugged. “If you get to remind me I’m a commoner, I get to remind you that you’re an aristocrat.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So, back to this truce thing.” I didn’t want us to drift too far from the prospect. “What exactly does it entail?”

      “I’d rather not compartmentalize it right now. Let’s see what it becomes. Why put restrictions on something before it’s grown?”

      I thought it odd he wanted to keep it so vague. That was dangerous given our places in this world. “Safety? Regulations tend to provide stability.”

      “Then, how about we start with the fundamentals of friendship? Let’s get to the point where we trust each other and can be honest.”

      “Alright.” I nodded. “That sounds fair.” My hands found their way to my hips. “And you don’t court Mercedes Montcroix.”

      “What?” Idris laughed. “Why? Would do want me to court you instead?”

      The question nearly knocked me out of my chair. “Sure, right after I pay a visit to your family like I promised.” I rolled my eyes. “This is a truce. If I’m going to trust you, you can’t be crawling in deeper with my enemies.”

      He winked at me. “Right.”

      “I’ll do the same if you want me to?””

      “No, I don’t think that will be necessary..” He stood from the chair and slipped his backpack onto his shoulders. “I have a lab I need to go to. If anything else happens or you need somebody who isn’t Ross to talk to, come find me. My cluster is Canis in the Nightingale wing. Tell the pixie you want to summon me before he has a chance to bite off your fingers.”

      A surge of emotions flushed through my system as I watched him walk away. Guilt pricked my stomach. I feared I was using the travesty to get closer to Idris, but at the same time, I loved slipping in deeper with him. I fell harder every day, and it wasn’t going to stop until I landed in his arms. But would he ever have the courage to catch me or would he simply let me tumble down forever?
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      I sank into my seat and nerves jolted through me. Tonight was our first round of assessments, and I was feeling everything but prepared. Each passing day I noticed a positive change in my ability to push and pull essences, but I was still nowhere near meeting my professor’s expectations.

      “Any news over the weekend?” One student asked another behind me.

      “No, the keeping the lid on this one sealed tight.”

      “It’s just awful. Who could do such a thing to another person?”

      “That’s a stupid question. The answer is practically staring you right in the face,” the loudmouthed blackhand said.

      “Is it? Well, why don’t you enlighten us, James. Since you’ve managed to discover the identity of the Hand Collector before the authorities or faculty,” Siddhartha called him out.

      “The Leech.” He held up his hands like it was obvious. “There is a reason the party got rid of them in the first place. They’re jealous. They want what we have and they’re willing to take it at any cost. I think Middlemiss finally snapped.”

      “That’s a dangerous accusation,” Siddhartha remarked.

      “But it’s not far-fetched,” another boy pushed. “She is a Leech. I don’t know why we pretend as though that’s okay because it’s not.”

      “You had your chance to leave on the very first day,” Siddhartha said.

      “And I did,” he hissed. “They put me back.”

      “We should start a petition demanding for her resignation. I agree with James. The Leech is the Hand Collector. She’s a danger to us all.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, but the wave of support for this petition overwhelmed me. Second by second more voices added into the chorus. It felt as though Siddhartha and I were the only two who believed the accusation was ridiculous.

      “Middlemiss didn’t do it,” I shouted when the wave broke.

      The classroom quieted. “And how would you know?” James asked.

      “Maybe because I was there.” I hadn’t seen Middlemiss anywhere around. In fact, the only person I had seen was Professor Saviano, but none of the students were calling for his resignation.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” James retorted.

      “Yeah, it does. It means I know things you don’t. They aren’t giving you all the full story.”

      “And what story would that be, Lady Ebenmore?” Pwofese Middlemiss asked as she entered the classroom.

      “Nothing,” I said, crumbling in on myself.

      Pwofese Middlemiss stood behind her desk and stared out at us. Her dark hands gripped the back of the seat, clutching as though she were holding on for dear life. “Since I’m sure nerves are running high today, I thought I would give you all a break from the usual lecture and instead do a full class time of practical work. We will work on ancient pushes and give you all a chance to loosen up before you step into assessments at the end of classes today.”

      As a warm-up, she had us run through several pushes and pulls we’d already learned. They were relatively easy for blackhands since organic matter was more rich and plentiful when essences were first discovered. Whitehands, however, had to focus the majority of their work on rocks, and from what I have been told, rocks didn’t like giving up their essences easily.

      “We need to tell Pwofese Middlemiss about that petition students are planning,” Siddhartha whispered to me. She had slid over two seats in order to be nearer to me.

      “No.” I shook my head. “They have no backbone—James especially. Don’t give it any more attention and it will die.”

      Siddhartha side-eyed me. “If we do nothing about this, then we are just as wrong and guilty as them.”

      I liked Siddhartha well enough, but she wasn’t someone I wanted to get entangled with. Siddhartha was a first year whitehand and an outspoken egalitarian. I admired her courage, but didn’t envy the spotlight it shined on her. I was still trying to make it through my studies without being found out as a snuffed hand. The last thing I needed was more eyes on me.

      “You can say whatever you want to say, Siddhartha, but don’t drag me into it with you.”

      She rolled her eyes and returned to her seat. Nothing was going to come of this petition, because it was so obvious the Pwofese Middlemiss wasn’t the Hand Collector. She already walked around with a target on her back. Doing something like this would only confirmed people’s biases, and she was still fighting to show the world that absomancers weren’t these bottom feeders the party made them out to be.

      “Hands down and eyes to the front, please,” Pwofese Middlemiss’s voice cut through the mix of jarring syllables. “We will move on to our new push that first originated in Ancient Egypt and spread to neighboring African communities. It’s a push that calls water from any open source. And by that, I mean not blood, saliva, or any other entity that is holding the water. It is only exposed, open water.” She moved to the front of the classroom, standing center. “As usual, I will need a student from whom I can borrow powers in order to demonstrate this push.”

      “Leech,” I heard James whisper.

      Siddhartha turned around in her seat and shot him a dirty look.

      The party had outlawed absomancers siphoning powers from hands, but the school had managed to get the party’s permission to allow Pwofese Middlemiss to do just that. The university faculty cited it as necessary in order to prepare students for what may come one day. What better way to ease the shock of having your powers siphoned, then to do it in a controlled and safe environment?

      “Zuri,” Pwofese Middlemiss called my name. “How about you?”

      The proposition stifled my breath. I glanced at my side to see Siddhartha staring at me. She lifted her eyebrows, urging me forward. But I desperately didn’t want to go.

      I feared Pwofese Middlemiss borrowing my powers and realizing just how much I lacked, how much wasn’t there that should’ve been. Dr. Raby had said the problem was a theoretical valve. Well, would Pwofese Middlemiss be able to sense that? I didn’t know enough about absomancers to feel comfortable.

      “It’s okay if you’re afraid,” James said. “It’s a natural response.”

      “Any more out of you and I’ll submit your name straight to the Chancellor,” Pwofese Middlemiss threatened him. “Zuri, whenever you’re ready.” She took a step to the side and gestured with her hand that I was to stand next to her.

      The students were quickly making this into something of a statement. If I refused to go, I was siding with the bigots, agreeing that this was a perverse act that I wouldn’t have any part in. By getting up from my seat, I was siding with Siddhartha. I was saying that Pwofese Middlemiss was my equal and most importantly, not the Hand Collector.

      I swallowed hard. My heart was beating so hard I could hear it in my ears. I knew what I had to do, and chances were it would come at the expense of my own studies within the school.

      I rose out of my chair and with heavy steps, marched to the front of the classroom. Pwofese Middlemiss smiled at me. It wasn’t a triumphant smile, but one that was reassuring and motherly in nature. As though she were trying to convey that she wasn’t going to hurt me and this would all be over soon.

      “In order to complete this push, the hand must focus more on your posturing rather than the syllables as our first four pushes have done.” Pwofese Middlemiss turned to me and held out her hands. The fingers were spread wide and palms turned upward to the sky as though she were preparing to receive something. “I will first borrow Zuri’s powers, and then I will demonstrate the push. Chances are, I won’t need to take that much given that she’s an Ebenmore, so the absorbency should be minimal.”

      I held my breath. This was it.

      Here and now in this classroom my big secret was about to be exposed. When she had to exert more than necessary in order to absorb from me, that’s when she would know I was snuffed. In fact, that’s when the entire classroom would probably know too. It’d taken her approximately five seconds to absorb from the previous student volunteers, and I was terrified that I would be standing up here for ten or fifteen seconds or maybe not even that long. If she was unable to absorb anything, it would all end in the blink of an eye.

      “Ready?” She asked me.

      I felt the pressure building behind my eyes. This wasn’t how I wanted it all to and. I didn’t want to leave my studies and return home a failure. I didn’t want to let everybody down.

      “I’m ready.”

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, it felt as though somebody had dumped a cold bucket of water on my head. I froze from scalp to toe, petrified of what was going to happen next.

      Pwofese Middlemiss opened her mouth and her fingers went rigid. The pupils in her eyes enlarged until they consumed all of her dark iris. I waited to feel the tug, to feel anything really.

      But there was nothing, not even an itch or a scratch.

      The previous students had discussed feeling as though somebody were reaching through their throats plucking out something from the pit of their stomachs, but I stood there, untouched. Was the valve too tight for her to even reach inside? Did the oils only work for me? Dr. Raby hadn’t specified explained the mechanism behind the oils’ function.

      Pwofese Middlemiss’s arms dropped to her side, and she closed her mouth with the jolt. I heard the click of teeth slamming against teeth. She blinked a few times and stumbled. She had to brace herself on her desk to keep from falling over. She was dizzy and out of sorts.

      “Pwofese Middlemiss?” I took a step forward, but she held out her hand, halting me.

      The air was tight and intense as we watched her. I could feel the students’ eyes jumping from me to her as they sat on the edge of their seats, waiting to see what would happen next.

      “Did Zuri attack her or something?” I heard somebody in the crowd ask.

      Before anyone could answer, Pwofese Middlemiss straightened herself. She kept a hand on her head, holding it there as though she were cradling a headache. “Class dismissed. We will resume the lesson on Wednesday.”

      Nobody moved. Nobody spoke a word. We all stood frozen.

      “Did I stutter? Class dismissed. Pack your bags and go!”

      Zippers ripped through the air, and rushed mumbles peppered the metallic sound. But I couldn’t leave. Guilt sat on my chest with the weight of a whale. “Are you okay, Pwofese Middlemiss?”

      “Zuri, you need to leave as well.”

      “Do you want me to take you to medical? Or call a nurse?”

      She glanced up at me. The whites of her eyes had gone red. “I said go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ross and I sat next to each other as we waited in the hall to be called in for assessment.

      “I heard about what happened,” Ross said. “The students are saying that you’re so powerful, you were able to block her. Is that true?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      Ross glanced to the left and right, checking to see if any students were attempting to eavesdrop before she asked, “Then what happened?”

      I shrugged my shoulders and held out my hands in surrender. “I have no idea. I couldn’t have possibly blocked her, because I didn’t feel anything. I didn’t even feel her try. I was just standing there and next thing I know she’s about to fall over.”

      “It’s really odd. I’ve never heard of that happening to an absomancer before.”

      “I agree. To be honest, I had a bad feeling about going up there. When she called me to volunteer, I didn’t want to. But at the beginning of the class, the students had been trying to pin the crime on her. They were talking about organizing to get her fired because she’s a ‘leech’. It set me up to where if I didn’t go, I was agreeing with them, saying her existence and abilities were perverse and unnatural. I had no way out of it.”

      “Wait. Some of the students think Pwofese Middlemiss did it?”

      “Ridiculous, no?”

      “It just doesn’t make sense. I can’t fathom Pwofese Middlemiss cutting off students’ hands. Then again, I can’t really fathom anyone doing it at all.”

      “I also don’t think they’re approaching this from the right perspective. The general consensus seems to believe that this is an attack on hands in general, but I think it was an attack just on whitehands.” I had heard enough bigotry and expressions of disgust to know that there was a dark underbelly in the school that fractured both students and faculty.

      “Who do you think hates whitehands enough to do something like that?” Ross asked. “It’s only a rivalry between us and them, not a war.”

      There were two people that come to mind. “I wouldn’t put it past Anouk. I learned from a trusted source that her family has deep roots in assassination and the like. And then there’s Professor Claassen. He made a comment to Anouk our first one day, claiming to be just as disgusted by the fact that whitehands are allowed to roam the halls and after all these years, he can barely contain it. That’s why he works exclusively with upper division blackhands.”

      “Just because Anouk’s family is specialized in assassination, doesn’t mean she has the backbone to do it.”

      “She’s made several comments to me expressing the desire to eradicate whitehands from the school. During the mixer, she asked me if I had found a way into the Imperial Black or if I was interested in reinstating the group.”

      Ross leaned forward. “The Imperial Black? It’s questionable, but I don’t know if it’s enough to convict. Sure, they were bad during our grandparents’ age, but if anything, the Imperial Black just seems like a stuffy aristocratic society now.”

      “Regardless, I wouldn’t rule either of those two out as possibilities. And then there is Saviano.”

      “Yeah, but he’s a whitehand. Why would he attack another whitehand?”

      “Maybe he’s trying to frame us? We saw him fleeing the scene. He was the only one there. And then there is his background as being one of the most fiercest hands for the Sightless Sons.”

      “And the charges of war crimes being brought against him at the moment,” Ross added. “So, you think it’s one of those three?”

      “And one more. I didn’t say anything, because I wasn’t even sure what to make of it when I saw it. But I think Nicholas Adder might be worth looking into as well. The night that we found Harley Wilson and were brought in for the interrogation, Adder came in rather disheveled, frazzled even, and I saw blood on the cuff of his shirt. Not old blood either, it was red and new.”

      “Nicholas Adder? The highborn that’s on the Board of Trustees for the school?”

      I nodded. “The very one. It may be frightening to admit, but I think all highborns are a touch more extreme in their beliefs than their commoner counterparts. Every highborn I’ve met and spoken with has nothing but nasty things to say about whitehands.”

      Ross sat back with a sigh. Her eyes were wide open as she stared at the floor. “I think you’re right. On all four counts—I can see it.”

      “So, what do we do about it?” The night that we had found Harley, we had agreed that we would do something. “We both know that those two officers are way out of their depth. Questioning was sporadic and the mixing up of the timeline was amateurish.”

      “I know. Why don’t we start by looking into our four suspects.”

      It was weird to hear her say the word, suspects. I had never thought I’d be in a situation where that would apply to my life outside of a game of Clue, but here I was. A part of me wanted to just call the whole thing off. I was waiting to be called into Chancellor Day’s office and be expelled any minute now.

      “I think that’s a good first step. We need to keep our eyes and ears open. Anouk, Adder, Saviano, and Claassen need to be watched like a hawk.”

      “Lady Ebenmore,” Professor Claassen called to me from the other side of the hall. My heart nearly leapt out of my mouth. “If you will come with me, we will begin your assessment.”
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      Dr. Raby began by lifting my hands one at a time and feeling for any swelling or tenderness. He inspected my hands, going over every single inch. When he thought his observation was sufficient, he picked up his black pen and scribbled his findings onto a sheet of paper.

      “How did those oils work out for you?” Dr. Raby asked. “Were you able to feel them at any given time or did they integrate and just open your hands?”

      “They worked well. I noticed within the first few days I wasn’t struggling as much to pull and I never felt the oils. That being said, I don’t think it was enough. The expectations of me by my professors…” I shook my head. “Everyone assumes me to be able to do the impossible, and the oils, while extremely helpful, only give me enough strength to do the ordinary. Does that make sense?”

      “It does.” He sat back in his chair, crossed his arms, and nibbled on his lips while he thought. He had deep olive pigmentation around his mouth and slightly up his cheek. “I’ve been testing out different combinations of oils, even some that are illegal, and I haven’t been able to find a mixture that is superior to the one I provided during our last meeting. For now, the only thing I’ll be able to do for you is give you a larger injection than last time. But I’m a little bit wary because I don’t want to trigger a reaction. Putting too much in your hands could kick your immune system into full swing and eliminate all the oils.”

      “I have been meaning to ask you, what exactly do the oils do to my body? You explained your valve theory, but do you know how it all works physiologically?”

      He rested his elbows on the small medical table. “The oils function within the skin, just as they do topically—they’re a maximizer, a booster. Injecting them was outlawed nearly a century ago, because while the effects are heightened, if not properly administered it can lead to irreparable damage. Why do you ask?”

      “Well, there was an incident.” Flashes of Pwofese Middlemiss hunched over and dazed raced through my mind. I had held my breath the rest of the week, waiting to be fetched and toss out of the school, but nobody ever came. The Wednesday after the incident, Pwofese Middlemiss greeted me with a smile. It was as though nothing had ever happened.

      “Are you referring to Ms. Wilson?”

      I shook my head. “No, this happened the week after the Harley Wilson incident, but I don’t believe the professor reported it to anyone.”

      His dark brow lifted, and his hand picked up his pen, preparing to jot down whatever it was I had to say. “What happened?”

      I was hesitant to speak, because I knew every single word that came out of my mouth was going to be recorded, but at this point, if I couldn’t trust Dr. Raby, who could I trust? This treatment was highly illegal for both of us to participate in. If I went down, then he did too.

      “My history professor, Pwofese Middlemiss, is an absomancer. On the day of our assessments, she chose me to absorb from in order to demonstrate a push to the class. But something went wrong. I didn’t feel anything, and as soon as she started to absorb, she had to stop. Her eyes were bloodshot. She was stumbling around. She had to brace herself on her desk.” My eyes followed the ink in his pen. “She dismissed us immediately, and we never spoke on it again. She didn’t even report it to Chancellor Day. I think she knows I’m snuffed.”

      “That is rather fascinating. I wrote a research paper that discusses absomancers attempting to absorb from flops and obviously being blocked, but I don’t think I’ve ever come across any literature that describes an absomancer absorbing from a snuffed hand. Based on my theory, I would assume that they would be able to, but it would just be more difficult than usual.” The firelight flickered across his angular face, making him appear far more gaunt than usual.

      I shook my head. “But that’s not at all what happened.”

      Dr. Raby sighed. “I don’t have an answer for you.” There was a hint of disappointment in his voice. “I’ll have to do a little research and ask around, but I think this is something worth looking into. For the time being, if she tries to approach you about it, avoid the conversation at all costs. We need to construct a believable narrative before we confront it.”

      I nodded. “I’ll do my best.” I doubted it would be difficult, considering it seemed as though she wanted to drop the entire event as well. Maybe she was embarrassed or confused by what happened.

      Dr. Raby began pulling out his equipment—needles, oils, and cotton balls. “How did your assessments go by the way? Did they notice anything?”

      “They were far more rigorous than I was expecting, but luckily I received average marks. Professor Claassen was one of the faculty members selected to observe and grade. When I had finished, he expressed his rather heated disappointment in my performance.” I thought it best to leave off the part of the story where I went to the women’s restroom and proceeded to cry for a good twenty minutes.

      “Professor Claassen’s always been a difficult and often absurd professor when it comes to student expectations. When I was a student at Blacksaw, I despised all of my classes with him. But he’s a damn good hand, and that’s why they keep him on staff.” Dr. Raby flipped over my hand. “For your last injection, I only gave you two millileters per hand. This time I’m going to give you three, which means you will have three injection sites.”

      I nodded. “Wait, did you say Professor Claassen taught up blocks when you attended?”

      “Yes.” Dr. Raby stuck the syringe into my palm. I didn’t even feel it. My mind was racing with this revelation.

      “So, he’s been there for a long time then?”

      “Twenty-five years I think. Claassen first started teaching in ’94. He was quite infamous his first year or two. He led a coalition to segregate the school again—it’s why he only teaches upper division blackhands now. Chancellor Day won’t let him anywhere near the whitehand students.”

      My jaw hit the ground. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My hunch was manifesting into a full-blown possibility. “Do you think Professor Claassen was a part of the Imperial Black or that he restarted it?”

      “Restarted it?” Dr. Raby shook his head. “The Imperial Black never went away. The parties hatred for them only drove them underground.”

      My eyes widened. “The Imperial Black still active?”

      “Absolutely.” Dr. Raby nodded.

      “Do you think Professor Claassen is a member?”

      “Well, that would be impossible.” Dr. Raby picked up another syringe and injected it into my palm. “Official membership to the Imperial Black is only open to the noblesse. Commoners can join but never be members—keeps a commoner from having a chance at ruling the society.”

      “Professor Claassen’s a commoner.” I thought aloud “Therefore, if he wanted anything to do with the Imperial Black, then his participation would be severely limited.”

      “Seems like a logical conclusion.”

      “Why do you know so much about the Imperial Black?” Dr. Raby was a commoner too. If only the noblesse were allowed, wouldn’t Dr. Raby be on the outside? Unless he knew highborns that were active members of the society…

      “Curiosity,” he said, relaxed and calm. “Anything I find fascinating ultimately ensnares me. While I was attending Blacksaw, I kind of fell in love with all the mysteries and history of the school. I think that’s why I came back. Blacksaw’s my home. I even remember all five passwords I was assigned throughout the years: gall bladder, spigot, cyanide, septa, and onomatopeia.”

      “Septa?” The school must have been recycling passwords.

      “Yes, septa was my cluster password during my fourth year. Why does it interest you?”

      I shook my head. “No reason.”

      I had only been there for two months and was already beginning to feel a certain attachment to the place. Its quirky, alive decor made it stand out as a truly unique and special environment.

      “Just so you are aware,” Dr. Raby began as he started placing the oils in my other hand. “If you have any type of reaction, or anything happens—contact one of the two students who will are apprenticing under me. Tell them what happened, explain your symptoms, and let them know you’re one of my patients. They’ll help you.”

      “You told your apprentices that I’m snuffed?” The thought made my stomach curl into a knot. Sweat broke across my brow.

      “No, they know nothing of our sessions, but they have enough medical knowledge of oils to be able to assist you. And I trust them. The whole reason they are apprenticing under me is because they want to be involved in studies that push the envelope. They wouldn’t throw their future away over a case of oil injections.”

      I nodded, relieved. “Okay, but why can’t I go to you?”

      “Faculty retreat. All the professors and staff will be gone this weekend.” He winked. “Enjoy it, but don’t get into too much trouble. Keep an eye out on your hands.”
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      The oils took without reaction. I was able to pull and push with greater efficiency, all thanks to Dr. Raby’s work. I did everything I could to follow his instructions to a T, even going so far as to dodge all conversation with Pwofese Middlemiss whatever the cost. She had tried to stop me once or twice at the end of class but I hurried out with the rest of the herd.

      “Where is he?” Ross asked.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Who knows? He’ll be here though.” Professor Godkin had never missed a lecture.

      I shifted around in my seat, glancing at the students around us. Couples lined the back few rows. They weren’t touching as PDA was considered extremely crass even for commoners, but the way they sat with only an inch between their shoulders was telling. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were rubbing thighs beneath the desks or hands were wandering. They thought they were being covert, but the outward angle of their shoulders was telling.

      “Is it me or does it feel like everybody’s dating somebody?” I asked Ross.

      “Dating is what the undermen do. We court.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Regardless, it feels like we’re the only ones in the school that are still single?”

      Ross looked up from the homework that she was still scribbling upon like mad to complete. “I don’t know. Why do you care?”

      “Do you not?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I’ve never had a boyfriend—not interested.”

      I had never had a boyfriend either, but it wasn’t due to a lack of desire. My mother’s paranoia made it impossible for me to get close to anybody outside of the family. Now that I was finally on my own, it was something I’d like to experience.

      “They’re just using it as an excuse to have sex. They’re commoners. It’s different for them.”

      “And how would it be for me?”

      “No sex until the knot is tied, courting is practically a betrothal, and you need parental approval.” She shrugged her shoulders, not glancing up from the homework. “The usual.”

      I sighed. It looks like I was going out of this world as a single, independent woman that didn’t need a man.

      “Is there somebody in particular you want to court?” Ross asked.

      The question hit me like a hammer. Obviously, there was someone, but I couldn’t say it aloud. Speaking his name would be breathing life into the impossible. “No, not really.”

      Ross looked up from her homework, her dark brow sharply cocked. “I can hear the lie in your voice. Why are you hiding it? Won’t work or embarrassed to admit it’s a commoner?”

      Him being a commoner was the least of my worries. Uncle Hank had married a commoner. I’m sure the family could overlook it. “Yes.”

      “I don’t envy you. As much as I love shaking up society I think this is one rule you should follow. Unless he’s some blackhand badass, which I can’t think of any off the top of my head, you should stick with the noblesse. You need to elevate the family, and besides, society will turn on you so quickly, you’ll get whiplash.”

      “Thank you so much, advisor. However would I navigate these treacherous, noble waters without you.”

      “Maybe that’s what I should do for a living, become an advisor for the noblesse.” She looked up toward the ceiling where rain drops were suspended indefinitely, dreaming. “You should take that aristocracy class with me next year.”

      “That’s a little too conceited, even for the likes of me.” The thought of it made me want to melt in my seat from embarrassment. “I’d probably flunk out.”

      “Speaking of the big dirty F-word, did you hear about Spacey?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t spend too much time with Spacey, and she didn’t seem all that interested in hanging out with the chamber anyway. She had found a group of friends comprised of different girls from various clusters. The first year whitehands had taken to calling them ‘the mongrels’.

      Ross leaned over and cupped a hand around my ear. “She failed her assessment.”

      “That is a dirty rumor, Ross Monaghan.”

      “It’s not a rumor. Spacey told me herself,” she whispered. “She was pissed one evening and losing it in the chamber, because the school’s making her attend extra lessons at the end of the school day.”

      “Why was she mad?” If it wouldn’t be so scandalous, I would gladly welcome extra lessons with a professor or even an upperclassman.

      “Bad case of injured pride.”

      A load bang blasted through the room. Professor Saviano burst through the door. A scowl marked his face that he didn’t try to hide as he slammed his suitcase on the desk and huffed, annoyed. “Silence!” He roared.

      His shout rendered the students speechless. I felt fortunate to not be sitting in the front. I wanted to be as far away from his ire as possible.

      “Professor Godkin will no longer be teaching at this institution.”

      Gasps mixed with a hurried rabble erupted. The shock struck hard. I couldn’t fathom why he would quit. Blackhands and whitehands alike loved Professor Godkin. Something about the whole situation was off. There was a piece of the story that Professor Saviano was withholding.

      “Did I ask you to speak?” Saviano snapped. “For this reason, I will be conducting the lesson today.”

      “Can you believe it?” Anouk whispered to me. She perched on the seat to my right with a little smirk on her face. “I wonder who took him out. Better for us all, though. Dangerous to have a highborn whitehand on the faculty.”

      “Lady Ebenmore and Lady Volkerink.” Professor Saviano called us out. “Anything you two would like to share with the rest of us?”

      “No.” Anouk shook her head.

      “Official noblesse business?” He mocked.

      Both of us sat there, unmoving and wide-eyed. When we had been sufficiently shamed into silence, he continued. “Due to his rather abrupt departure, I’ve only had time to look over the syllabus and it’s in the whitehands best interest if we accelerate our timeline and hop forward a few weeks.”

      Anouk raised her hand.

      “Yes, Lady Volkerink?” Professor Saviano’s voice dripped with irritation.

      “It may be in the whitehands best interest, but is it in the best interest of the blackhands? This isn’t a segregated class.”

      “This is chemistry. This is the subject that explores and deepens our understanding of pulling and pushing inorganic materials AKA things only whitehands can push and pull.”

      “Yes, I understand that, but there—”

      Professor Saviano slammed his hand on the desk, cutting her off. “You asked me a question, and I gave you an answer. This will not descend into a debate.” He balled his hand into a fist. “Whitehands please stand.” The classroom erupted with the sound of wood sliding against wood. The skipping screech grated against my ears. “I would like you all to run through Al-Majid’s Hand Posturing for Beginners, go over positions one through forty-six. And blackhands, to the front of the classroom.”

      Ross, Anouk, and I all shared an uneasy look. We had no idea what Professor Saviano had planned for us, but his foul attitude assured us it would be less than pleasant.

      “Please arrange yourselves in alphabetical order by your first name.” This placed me at the end, Anouk at the beginning, and Ross hovering about the middle. “For our lesson today, I want the whitehand students to get a feel for what it’s like to be attacked by a blackhand. Also as Lady Volkerink so readily pointed out, all of our lessons must have a blackhand component. You all will have to pull in an environment that is not rich in organic material. Good luck.”

      My body tensed with terror. In a state of panic, my eyes whipped around the room, searching for anything I could pull from. Anouk would surely go for the one potted plant by the door. Maybe the student after her would wring out the soil. The others would pick apart the classroom—the fish swimming in the window, the blossoms hanging from the ceiling, and… that was it.

      I was doomed.

      Professor Saviano turned to the whitehands and led a review of their forty-six positions. He provided tips and tricks to harmonize fingers and palms as he went. Once he was satisfied with the majority of their hand posturing, he called the first student down.

      James, the Loudmouth.

      Anouk stepped forward to meet him. They stood twenty paces from each other. It was supposed to be a simple exercise, but it felt aggressive—real, even. By the look in Anouk’s eyes, she was going to do whatever she needed to get the best of James. If he wasn’t such an annoying twit, I would’ve felt bad for him.

      “All right, we’re going to keep the rules very simple. No attacks to the hands,” Professor Saviano said as he side-eyed Anouk. “The blackhand will be the attacker, and the whitehand will be the defender. To all my whitehands, pay attention to what they are pulling. That will give you a hint as to which essences they are going to use. You all have taken just as many biology classes as your blackhand counterparts—I hope you are paying attention.” He took a few steps back, giving the pair the floor. “Whenever you’re ready Lady Volkerink.”

      Anouk lifted her hand, and just as I had predicted, she pulled the potted flower. What I had failed to foresee though, was how efficient and devastating that pull would be. Instead of the essences seeping out and the leaves crumbling one-by-one with the stem ultimately wilting, the entire plant dropped into a pile of ash.

      “Uhr dz’e stur.” One arm shot out with the thumb and index finger touching while the other three fingers were glued tight. Her other hand curled into a fist and slammed into her bicep. The push exploded from her outstretched hand like a shotgun blast. The air pulsated as the white streak screamed toward James at a breakneck speed.

      Unfortunately, he was just as dumbfounded and horrified as the rest of us. Instead of blocking, evading, or countering, James froze and took the hit. Anouk’s push met his kneecap, blasting it to the side. He collapsed, screaming in pain and terror as he gaped at his off-center knee.

      There wasn’t a shred of sympathy on Anouk’s face. She watched him with a twinkle in her eye.

      “May the whites silence you, Volkerink,” Professor Saviano growled as he rushed to James. “Hold still. I’ll snap it back in place.”

      James screamed, “No!”

      But Professor Saviano ignored him. He postured his fingers and murmured several syllables. Right before our very eyes, James’s kneecap slid back into place. It squealed as bone skidded against bone.

      “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Professor Saviano patted him on the shoulder.

      James was the color of snow, nauseated snow. “I need to go to medical.”

      “Why?” Professor Saviano asked. “Just fixed you up.”

      “I feel like I’m going to throw up,” James announced moments before orange liquid sputtered from his mouth and trickled down his chin

      “May the black and white bless it.” Professor Saviano leapt to the side, dodging the contents of James’s stomach. “Volkerink, since this was your doing, you can take him to medical.”

      “All right.” She shrugged, not perturbed in the slightest.

      “From now on,” Professor Saviano began as he eyed the rest of us. “I would like for your attacks to be controlled and reasonable. If anyone pulls the shit Volkerink just did, I’ll have you suspended.”

      One by one, we stepped out into the center of the classroom and faced our opponent. For the most part, blackhands appeared to have the upper hand, simply because surprise was on our side. However, there were a few whitehands that proved to be promising. One even managed to counter and knock his blackhand counterpart to the floor.

      By the time it was my turn, my fears had been realized. I was the last to go and as such, all of the organic sources had been drained.

      I stepped out into the center of the small ring that the class had formed and faced my whitehand partner. Theo wasn’t one of the best whitehands at Blacksaw. He wasn’t even one of the best in the class. Due to the near constant verbal abuse he received from the other whitehand boys on account of his size, he was more on the meek and quiet size, preferring to never be seen and most certainly not heard. Even now, he struggled to stand across from me. Everyone in the classroom watched.

      “I don’t think this fair,” Theo squeaked out his dissatisfaction. “I shouldn’t have to face a highborn. We all saw what happened to James.”

      Professor Saviano rolled his eyes. “James’s downfall was his own lack of preparation. Whenever you’re ready, Lady Ebenmore.”

      I turned to him. “But there’s nothing for me to pull.”

      He cocked his head. “What ever do you mean?”

      “There’s not a shred of organic material left.”

      “You’re an Ebenmore. They’re supposed to just basically leap out at you,” he suggested in a mocking tone. “Don’t even try to tell me that there’s not a single essence left for you to pull.”

      I faced Theo once more with the muscles in my back so tight they burned. His demand was impossible to fulfill.

      My eyes ripped the room apart, searching for anything I could use. The plant was gone, soil tapped, fish eviscerated, and blossoms decayed. There was nothing.

      “Lady Ebenmore…” Saviano tapped his fingers along his desk. “We haven’t got all day.”

      I swallowed hard as the pressure of his gaze nearly pummeled me to death. I couldn’t feel the essences lurking around like he believed me able to do. The oils didn’t give me the powers of my namesake, they merely raised me from snuffed to commoner.

      “I don’t think we ever have to worry about the Imperial Black rising again if they’re going to have Ebenmore as their leader,” Saviano quipped, and the whitehands giggled. “Almost at the end of the first semester, and you’re still struggling to pull?”

      I had to act. My arm struck out toward the soil on the floor, hoping to get anything that may have been left. But the heaping pile was empty, only inorganic remained.

      A number of students laughed at my failed attempt, even a few blackhands.

      “All right, settle down,” Professor Saviano called out to them. “Apparently, we need to be a bit more patient. Can’t forget that Ebenmore is a bastard born to a deceitful flup. There’s probably a reason daddy hasn’t shown up to claim her.”

      Rage burst inside me, and my vision dimmed. Tears threatened to overwhelm me from the surrounding laughter. But I held it all in. His poking and prodding was an attempt to get a rise out of me, to show the whitehands that I was nothing to be afraid of, and I refused to be torn down and mocked.

      My arm shot out toward Professor Saviano. I was going to make the bleached asshole pay for what he said.

      But before I had a chance to pull one single essence. My arm swung away, flung in the opposite direction.

      Professor Saviano stood with his hands postured, and the final syllable of his incantation dripped from his lips. I expected to see anger in his face, but instead, a wild look pierced his eyes. “Do you dare try to pull from a person? And a professor at that?”

      I didn’t say anything. I stood there in all my burning, heated shame as my lips curled inward.

      “Such an emotional decision.” He tutted.” Women, no?”

      “Just another sliver of evidence that their actions are rarely measured,” a whitehand boy chirped. “We should all be thankful that the party clamped down on them all those years ago.”

      “Shut up,” Ross snapped. “You’re just mad because nobody wants to fuck you!”

      “Silence!” Professor Saviano yelled. “I think this shall conclude our lesson for today as we are out of time. Ebenmore, I would suggest you retire the name and assume your father’s but…” He shrugged.

      

      Ross’s arms hugged her books against her chest in one of the tightest embraces I had ever seen. “Zara Ebenmore was a revered blackhand and a woman. They all criticized your uncle for not being like whom? His mother.”

      “Yes, but Zara wasn’t a flup. Do these highborn abilities pass through flups?”

      My comment snapped her out of her fury. “You don’t think you have the Ebenmore ability?”

      I shrugged. “Not after what I just went through.” Maybe Dr. Raby was right. To get full use of my powers, I would need surgery.

      “Zuri,” I heard Idris call my name from the other end of the large hallway. He ignored the pressing eyes of students and stormed toward me. “I need to speak to you,” he said when he neared. There was an unbelievable depth of emotion behind those words. Something was wrong.

      “That’s Lady Ebenmore to you. And no, thank you!” Ross stuck out her arm to block him and tugged me along with her other hand. “We’ve had all the whitehand harassment we need for the day.”

      “Zuri, please.” The white’s of his eyes were pink and glossy. He hid behind his golden locks, forgoing the everyday bun.

      I dug my heels in, halting Ross’s trail with an unexpected yank. “Ross, it’s okay.”

      Her brow creased. I could see the confusion and disbelief spilling over her face. “You know him?” She maintained a measured tone.

      I nodded, afraid to speak the words aloud with so many ears eager to hear.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me you were… friendly with Idris Young?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. I had done it out of self-defense, but Ross wouldn’t understand. She would see this as me hiding something from her. “I didn’t think it matter that much,” I mumbled. Before she had a chance to throw it in my face, I spun on my heel and walked over to Idris.

      “We need to talk,” he told me again, taking me by the hand.

      Just before he was about to lead me away, I heard Ross’s voice behind me. “I’ll see you back at the chamber, yes?” Doubt riddled her voice. This short sequence of events had thrown her.

      “Yes, I’ll see you there.” I reassured her.

      Idris led me through a maze of corridors, taking me into wings I didn’t even know existed and passing through areas that were reserved only for whitehands. The school had provided us with similar blackhand only spaces, but it was surreal to see theirs. It was the difference of watching the moon from the earth and standing on the moon.

      He didn’t stop until we pushed past a door labeled Faculty Only. And when he did finally pause, he crumbled. His tall frame slumped into a chair, and he buried his face in his hands.

      “I don’t think we’re allowed to be here,” I mumbled. I didn’t mean to be insensitive, but I had no idea what to say. This was the last emotion I expected to witness from Idris.

      He sucked in a deep breath, gathering himself. “I want in.”

      I shook my head. “In to what?” I sat across from him so that we spoke at eye level—on equal terms. Something was deeply wrong with him, and I wanted to get to the bottom of it. “What’s the matter? What happened?”

      “A month ago you told me you and Ross were hunting the Hand Collector. I want in.”

      I titled my head, unsure where this was leading. “We have suspects we’re looking into, but that’s it. I’m not hunting the Hand Collector per se.”

      “I just need to do something.” Idris shifted in his seat before bouncing onto his feet. His hands tensed, pulling the white-inked skin taught. “Please, help me. You’re the only one in the school that probably has the firepower to potentially end this.”

      If only he knew just how wrong he was. If I ever came face-to-face with the Hand Collector, chances were I would lose both of my hands. “Okay. Can you at least explain to me why you have this sudden urge to join us in combating him?”

      His lids filled with tears. “He’s in the hospital with both of his hands missing. My cousin, Alexander Godkin, lost both of his hands this weekend.”

      “Wait, Alexander Godkin, is that Professor Godkin of first year chemistry?” The question fell out of my mouth. It was heavy as it tumbled off the tip of my tongue and landed at my feet. “Is that why he wasn’t in class today? He lost both of his hands?”

      “And just like Harley Wilson, he doesn’t remember anything. The Hand Collector kidnaps them, chops off their hands, and then wipes their memory. My mom visited him in the hospital. She says he only remembers up to the mixer.”

      I deflated in my chair. I couldn’t believe the Hand Collector had claimed a second victim right beneath our noses. Where were the police? How had the authorities not investigated and at least arrested somebody yet?

      “Please, Zuri. It’s personal now.” Idris dropped to his knees, pleading with me. “If you value our relationship at all, you’ll let me join you and Ross on this.”

      As though I could’ve ever denied him in the first place. “We’ll do this together. We’ll bring this copycat to justice.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ross didn’t grill me that night. She asked a few basic questions about how Idris and I met and if we were friends. All the while, she maintained her composure. In fact, Ross never once appeared irked by his existence in my life until I informed her that he would soon be a part of hers as well, since he would be joining the search for the assailant.

      “It’s not about the color of his hands,” she said as we braved the map, attempting to locate the meeting spot of Idris’s choosing. “I don’t care that he’s a whitehand. It’s society that does. And for that reason. I think it prudent that we don’t socialize any more than necessary.”

      “Well, fortunately for us, the three of us currently attend Blacksaw—safe and out of society’s harsh reach.”

      “Yes, but the other students and faculty still see, and they’ll go home and tell their loved ones and word gets around. I mean, I don’t care if you want to talk to him on the side. We simply can’t be seen with him. How are we supposed to effectively investigate two violent and perverse attacks, if we can’t be seen with him?”

      I sighed, exasperated as I pulled the map out of my face, staring her dead in the eye. “Ross, I don’t care if they talk. That’s the point you seem to be missing. Since I arrived at the school, people have talked. No matter what I do, what I say, or how I act—people talk. After three months of people talking, I’m over of it. I don’t care anymore. Let them talk. Discovering who is behind all of this is way more important than gossip.”

      “I agree, I just—”

      “What?” I snapped.

      “I’m afraid, Zuri.” As she stood there, confessing her weakness, Ross appeared so small. “I’ve spent my life being told to be wary of whitehands, and now you want me to work with one of the biggest and baddest of them all…” Her arms were glued to her sides. “It’s just a bit overwhelming. Logically, I know he won’t do anything, but I’m fighting nineteen years of conditioning over here.”

      She didn’t ask for it, but it was the only thing I could do to help. I wrapped my arms around her and gave her a big hug. “It’s okay. I understand. You’ll see, just as I have. He’s a normal person that’s been transformed into a monster due to people talking.”

      Ross didn’t say anything in rebuttal but followed behind me as we passed through wing after wing in search of some obscure library. It was a relic of the past that had once served highborns a hundred years ago but was locked up after several commoners died due to faulty enchantments.

      Eventually, we stumbled upon the abandoned library. Idris waited outside the door. “For a minute there, I was worried the two of you wouldn’t show up.”

      “It’s impossible to find anything in this school, and the map is little help,” I said.

      He nodded. “Yeah, the first year’s awful, but after that you slowly memorize the wings and then the wings just get moved around at the end of the semester like a jigsaw puzzle.” He glanced at Ross, who still stood behind me, pretending to be meek and mild. “I’m Idris Young.” He held out his hand for her to shake.

      I half-expected to prod her, but she stepped out from behind me and took his hand. “Ross Monaghan.” She winced, wide-eyed when she caught sight of the white tattoos.

      He ignored the reaction. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Obviously, I’ve heard a bit about you since you are the only one that Zuri trusts at her side.” He winked at Ross, summoning his signature charm.

      She nodded. “I get that a lot.”

      “Shall we get started?” Idris asked. The pair of us nodded, and he turned to the entrance behind him.

      The door was the same wood as the paneled walls around it, dark and dusty. It would be easy to ignore if you weren’t actively looking. It barely stood out from the wall, and a spray of branches climbed across it like an old protective claw.

      “Are you sure this place isn’t going to kill us?” Ross asked him. “I know you brush elbows with the aristocracy on the reg, but you and I are still commoners and this library has a reputation.”

      “I’m sure. I used to bring a few dates back here in order to…” He met my eye and cleared his throat. “We’ll be fine. I’ve been in here a couple times. The room’s been pruned. But it’ll be easier to enter if Zuri does it.”

      “What do I need to do?”

      “Touch the knob and open the door, Lady Ebenmore. Your secret library awaits.”

      Something about entering an abandoned library in an old enchanted school just didn’t sit right with me. Dark, ominous feelings settled at the bottom of my stomach, brought on by the presence of the forbidden room.

      But I did it anyway. I couldn’t be a coward now with Idris watching. I stepped forward and my hand clasped the cobweb-lacquered doorknob.

      “Welcome, Ebenmore,” the room whispered to me.

      My heart hopped into my throat. “Did you guys hear that?” I croaked. I could feel the blood drain from my face, emptying into my toes and I hadn’t even entered the room yet.

      Ross shook her head. “I didn’t hear anything. What happened?”

      “The room welcomed me,” I answered. As I turned back to the door, a phrase cast in latin blossomed across the wood: Cum lux abest, tenebrae vincunt. I stared at it, regretting never taking a single semester of the dead language. “Can anyone read this?”

      The pair stepped forward to take a closer look.

      “Weird. I’ve never seen that before,” Idris commented. “Then again, I’ve always had to use a push to get in, never had a blackhand highborn simply open the door for me.”

      “When light is absent, darkness prevails.”

      Idris and I both turned and stared at Ross. I wasn’t shocked to learn that Ross knew Latin but surprised.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “I told you I went to school with the undermen. While everyone took French, I took Latin.”

      “What do you think it means?” I asked them.

      “It’s kind of obvious,” Ross said. “It’s the entrance to a library. When knowledge is absent, ignorance prevails.”

      “Come in.” The room beckoned to me.

      Goosebumps rose across my skin. I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up straight. “I don’t know if I can do this. It just told me to come inside.”

      Without another second spared, Idris pushed the door open. “As I said, I’ve been here before. Nothing’s going to happen to us. If anything, the library is just eager to have a highborn in here.”

      “And once again, you’re sure it’s not going to try to kill us.”

      “Yes, they bound it before they locked it up.”

      “Well, I hope the same hand that cast the bind wasn’t also the one in charge of locking up the room.” Ross rolled her eyes. “Did a lousy job if students are able to use pushes to get in.”

      I stifled a laugh. “She has a point.”

      Before she could protest anymore, Idris ushered us in. The library was more of a grand study. Three stories tall with walls full of webbed bookshelves, and a dusty centerpiece sitting area that rivaled some of the best gentlemen’s clubs.

      “Go on,” he urged us.

      “Zuri first.”

      With careful steps, I proceeded across the old floorboards. Insect carcasses crunched beneath my shoes. Ross released a giant sneeze as I made my way onto the dingy Persian rug. As soon as I sat on the tufted leather couch, I heard a flicker. I turned and watched as the entire wall flamed to life. The large hearth nearly illuminated the entire library. The fire was brighter than any I had ever seen, burning hues of white, gold, and buttery yellow.

      “That’s never happened before.” Idris sat in an armchair.

      “Well, the Queen has returned.” Ross tossed herself onto the couch. A large cloud of dust surrounded her. “So, now that things are becoming a little bit more real, how do you two propose we do this?”

      Idris leaned forward in his chair, rubbing his hands together. “Do you have any leads?”

      “Four,” I answered. I went on to explain each suspect in detail, noting the clues and reasons they had made the short list. He just nodded as he listened, agreeing with most of what we had to say, except for the last name.

      “Professor Saviano is not a Hand Collector wannabe,” he said with confidence. “It doesn’t make any sense. Saviano and Godkin were close. Saviano wouldn’t have chopped off his hands.”

      “Yeah, but he has a history and he’s rather vile,” I said.

      “He’s rather vile to blackhands,” Idris added. “And his history just proves he’s a good soldier—not a murderer.”

      “I don’t know if that’s wholly the truth,” Ross spoke up. “My father’s a lawyer, working on a case to bring charges against Professor Saviano for war crimes.”

      “War crimes?” Idris’s golden brows lifted high in disbelief. “Why have I never heard about this?”

      “Because the party is trying to keep it quiet.” Ross explained. “He’s been their golden boy and hailed a hero for the last three decades. What an absolute stain on the party’s reputation that would be if the entire thing were foiled in front of everyone’s eyes.”

      “Regardless, Saviano isn’t the copycat. He is fiercely loyal to his faction. Both victims have been whitehands. One a commoner and the other highborn.”

      “The second victim being a highborn is quite interesting, no? Ross asked changing the subject. “I mean, the aristocracy isn’t exactly accessible to just anybody. Only other highborns would be able to just approach him.”

      “Yes, other highborns and faculty and students. Our three remaining suspects: Claassen, Anouk, and Adder fit those requirements,” I said. “And I want Saviano to remain as one of our suspects.”

      Idris turned to me, annoyance dripped from his face. “It’s not logical. Your pride has been injured, so you’re forcing a narrative. Let it go. You can’t look at this through a clouded lens.”

      “What do you know about it?”

      “That you’re easily stirred and when brought to anger, you have no qualms pulling from a person.”

      Ross sighed. “It’s only the first semester of her first year. We haven’t even moved onto animals in biology yet—still on plants.” She defended me. “And Professor Saviano was going for the jugular.”

      “From what I heard, he only pressed the pressure points any whitehand would. Zuri’s lucky it was him testing her. She would be awaiting trial right now if she had pulled from anyone else. Yes, Saviano’s ruthless but at least he takes as much as he gives. He was highly amused that she even tried, said he hasn’t seen a student with guts like that in a long time. You’ll thank him later, even if it’s begrudgingly so.”

      “If I had a dick, I’d tell him to suck it.” I sank into the couch, folding my arms across my chest. “We’ll focus on the other three.”

      “Thank you,” Idris said. “It’ll be smarter and more efficient if we assign suspects and take it upon ourselves to investigate them.”

      Ross nodded her head. “I agree. I know the reason I haven’t been more active about this is because I feel rather overwhelmed with the amount of possibilities and work needed to be done… and I was also holding out hope that the authorities would take care of it.”

      “Well, considering I have absolutely no access to Professor Claassen or Anouk Volkerink,” Idris began. “Adder seems like the only plausible person for me to look into.”

      “I guess that means I have Professor Claassen, because Anouk won’t let me anywhere near her and you two, Zuri, have a pretty well-established relationship.”

      Idris’s lips flattened. “You’re friends with Anouk Volkerink?”

      “I wouldn’t call us friends.” I struggled to explain. “But we’re civil. We talk in class. There’s been a number of situations where we’ve been invited to events and we’ve only known each other, so we pair up.”

      “Just be careful with her.”

      I didn’t need a warning. Anouk was on my side as long as my toes never dipped past faction lines. I had no intentions of ever leaving my blackhand family.

      “All right,” Ross began, gathering her things. “As much as I would love to stay in this creepy old room that innately wants to kill me, I have a study hall to get to. Meet back at the cluster later?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’ll be staying in and studying tonight.”

      “It was nice meeting you, Idris.”

      “The pleasure was all mine.”

      Idris and I watched in silence as Ross practically crept out of the room. She kept her arms tight to her chest and did everything to make herself as small as to not trigger the room.

      I rose from the couch, walking towards the large hearth. I needed to get away from Idris’s intense gaze. Knowing I had his undivided attention, felt as though my entire being had been cast into Antartica. The heat brought me back. “Do you think it’s unwise of us to be doing this?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked. “Being in this room? Being alone together? Or tracking down the Hand Collector? Because I would say yes to all three.”

      I glanced at him over my shoulder and smiled. It wasn’t a warm, beaming smile, but one that conveyed a reluctant agreement. “I think you’re right. “

      “Why did you and Ross want to go after the Hand Collector in the first place?” He asked. “You don’t have any personal ties to his victims or to him.”

      I pressed a single finger to the mantle and ran it across the dusty mahogany surface. “Did you forget? We were the ones that found Harley Wilson. Her screams and cries still keep me up at night sometimes. Just seeing somebody that… broken really stirred something in me.”

      “I understand.”

      I honestly doubted he did. He lived such a perfect life surrounded by love and support and praise. “Do you?”

      He sucked in a long breath. “Yes, over the summer I saw fifteen people murdered in cold blood, two severely injured that would later go on to die in the hospital, and I myself had to kill three people.” He swallowed hard.

      “I’m sorry.” How could I have forgotten?

      “Like I said, I understand that impulse that moves you into action when you see somebody so broken.” He stared at me.

      All at once, my body switched from cold to feverish, burning hotter each second. There was something about Idris. Something that went beyond his mesmerizing looks and confident demeanor. He had this unshakable charm but could be so personable and real when needed.

      If only the ink on his hands had been a different color…

      “I felt the same way when I first saw you at the Burgundy Exchange,” Idris went on. “I think that’s why I approached you. It was against the exchanges rules, but I couldn’t help myself. An uncontrollable impulse dragged my feet over to you.”

      “Did you have any inkling who I was when he first saw me?”

      “No.” He stood up and joined me at the mantle. “But you looked incredibly out of place. I didn’t even think you are highborn, to be honest.”

      I blushed, turning away to hide it. “So, what? You decided you’d just saunter on over and try to charm the pants off some commoner blackhand?”

      He chuckled. “The blank ink did throw me for a loop. I knew there was a fifty-fifty chance, and I took those odds.”

      “How different do you think things would be if I was a whitehand?”

      “Very different. I think the black on your hands plays more into who you are than you think it does. It shapes the way society and people treat you. And those who come before you will treat you differently as well, based on how they were raised. You would probably be a completely different person if you were a whitehand. I don’t know if I would like you as much.”

      I had never stopped to consider all of the variables that go into somebody’s personality. It was a wide web filled with tiny moments that built and molded a person.

      “I adore the fact that you’re a blackhand,” he continued. He stretched out a single finger and chased the lines and designs along the back of my hand as it rested on the mantle. The touch was gentle and soft but swirled my ink to life. “Makes me admire you that much more. You’re the underdog in this fight. You should be playing by all the rules and following what every representation of authority tells you to do, but you’re forging your own path instead.”

      When he looked up from my hand, our eyes locked. I urged my tongue to move and say something—anything—but it froze in its inability to choose.

      He took another step toward me, and lifted his hand to my face. I watched as a hundred white feathers cupped my cheek. His thumb caressed my skin and I ever so slightly nuzzled his palm, basking in the touch. This small moment of physical contact was fleeting, and I intended to hold on with both hands to savor every second.

      I wanted to tell him to kiss me, but I was afraid that if I said the words aloud, they would scare him away or worse, make me look like an absolute fool. Instead, I wound my fingers into his, resting our interlocked hand on the mantle. The two inks glistened together, mine an array blues and warm metals, and his eyes, as silvery and periwinkle as the moonlight.

      Without another word, Idris lean forward, tilting his head so that it angled just perfectly to meet me. My heart beat so fast in my chest, my rib cage shook.

      Seconds before I was to taste his lips, an unmistakable voice roared in my ear. “No!”

      We ripped apart, spilling with fear. His eyes were as wide as moons. “Did you hear that?”

      I nodded, barely able to breathe. “It was the room.”

      “Let’s get our stuff and go back to our clusters,” Idris suggested as his head whipped around the abandoned library, searching for any apparent danger.

      I agreed, but the overwhelming sense of disappointment crushed me. We would never get a moment like this again.
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      A small metal bulb pressed the pad of my index finger. I nodded my head, indicating that I could feel it. The bulb moved to my middle finger and pressed to the center of the print. Once again, I nodded my head, indicating that I could feel it. The tiny bulbous instrument made its way around all ten of my fingers before being set down on top of the small medical table.

      “Well, I don’t think any extensive damage has been done, but I think we’ve hit the upper limits of oil injections,” Dr. Raby said.

      “What do you mean? How is that possible?” I asked. “The second time didn’t last as long as the first though.”

      He nodded his head. “Exactly. I told you my concern with giving you more oil was that your body would break it down faster and I believe the reason you struggled in class with Professor Saviano is because your body had begun to break down the oils.”

      I flattened my palms on the medical table, watching as the blue and gold iridescent sheen overtook the black ink color. “So, what do you recommend we do next?”

      He sighed. It was the sound of defeat. “I’m not sure. I need more time to find a reliable oil combination until a permanent solution is elected.”

      “I have finals coming up. I don’t exactly have time.”

      “I understand. I worked on this nonstop over the weekend for that very reason and had a few breakthroughs, so all is not lost.”

      “A breakthrough on what? A cure or temporary fix?” I asked.

      “Well, what I hope will be a cure. But it is just as I had assumed from the beginning. In order to rectify the situation, you will require surgery.”

      After my chemistry class with Professor Saviano, surgery no longer seemed so drastic. But when I reconsidered with a cool head and silent heart, I was reluctant to go under the knife. “If I agree to this surgical procedure you’re preparing, what do you think would be the worst possible outcome?”

      “Complete and absolute loss of your powers.” He blinked, unmoved by how devastating that statement was. “Or you’ll come out worse than when you went in. Any sort of damage or interference with the flesh will alter your magic one way or another. Given that surgery on the hands is illegal, we more readily see a negative effect. However, I quite confident in my ability and knowledge and believe we will see a positive outcome for you. After all, this procedure will be tailored specifically for you and for your hands.”

      Before coming to Blacksaw, I had spent three months listening to my family go on and on about how my only saving grace was that I wasn’t a flup. If I let Dr. Raby slice and dice my hands and came out lacking all magic, would I essentially then be a flup? Wouldn’t all of my family’s fears be realized in that single moment?

      “That being said, you don’t have to make a decision at the present moment. My research isn’t there yet. For now, I’ll try another injection with different oils. However, this can only be used once. As the body will memorize these oils and attack them aggressively in the future” he explained.

      I swallowed hard and nodded. “Whatever to get me through finals.” Saviano’s scolding still stung despite it being a week since the incident.

      Dr. Raby began pulling out his instruments as he always did, starting with the glass jars of oils and moving onto the needles and cotton balls. “How is school going for you by the way? Aside from the incident with Professor Saviano.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Okay I guess. Pwofese Middlemiss still hasn’t managed to approach me about that whole event, not that I’ve really let her try. I dart out of the classroom as soon as time is up and dodge her in the hallways.” I scratched my head. “Still haven’t been able to figure out why Chancellor Day hasn’t sent me a summons though. By now I assumed Middlemiss would have told her, but I’m not about to go up and ask her why she’s hesitating.”

      Dr. Raby smiled reassuringly. “Probably for the best.”

      I continued, “biology is all right, I guess. The oils make it bearable. But I can tell Professor Robben is disappointed with me. I haven’t shown that awesome power that the Ebenmores have become associated with. And what makes it worse is that they all lay blame at my father’s feet for my lack—a man that continues to be a mystery to me.”

      “I can see how that would be a sore subject for you.” Dr. Raby spooned a dark black oil into the mix of numerous opaques. “But, genetically speaking, they’re not wrong. You could be average, without a familial ability if he is a commoner. If he’s a highborn,  you have his familial gift instead. Not all of these special abilities are in-your-face and blatant. Some of them have a more passive nature.”

      I nodded, soaking in all he had to say. I really enjoyed my visits with Dr. Raby. Despite his seemingly irksome appearance, he was calm, collected, and personable. He didn’t make me feel like a freak, and as soon as I walked through his door, all expectations and pressures lifted from my shoulders. Not to mention, the man was filled with a wealth of knowledge. Sometimes I wished he were my biology teacher.

      “Well, let’s just say I’m not holding my breath for that last option.” At this point, convincing myself that my father was a commoner was way more palatable than having to believe that he was a highborn and I was terrible hand. “And then, there’s the students. It’s difficult to fit in. “

      “Why do you say that?” He pressed the needle to my skin. “Are they still keeping you at arms length, placing you on a pedestal?”

      It was an apt description of my experience when I first arrived at Blacksaw, but it was no longer that way. “No, it’s just…” My mind flashed back to the small moment Idris and I had in the library. “It’s just that everyone seems to be courting, and I’m the only one left standing at the dance without a date.”

      He set the needle down, picked up another and filled it with the gray oil. “I’m sure it’s not difficult for you to believe, but I had the same problem at Blacksaw. The party likes to promote the ideal man as being athletic, strong, courageous, and the ultimate alpha male.” He chuckled. “Look at me. I’m a birch tree with a big brain stuck on top. I’m not the ideal and on top of that”—he paused and met my eyes—“I’m not straight.”

      “Party doesn’t approve?”

      He shook his head. “No. The number of hands is in decline, and the party has spent nearly a century encouraging families to birth children. I’m sure you can see where homosexuals don’t fit into that plan.” He took a breath before he continued. “On the bright side, I think this moment will pass, and it’s the last thing you should be worrying about.”

      He stuck another needle into my palm, and I barely felt it. The whole process had become so routine at this point. “I just don’t understand. What about me is so off-putting?”

      Dr. Raby snickered. It was the first time I had ever seen him laugh. “You’re a part of the aristocracy. Nobody is looking for a life long commitment at nineteen.” He patted my arm. “But don’t worry. Even those that most wouldn’t find conventionally attractive still get courted and married after graduation. There is a good blackhand man waiting for you.”

      My breath seized. “And that’s another thing. Why do commoners get to date outside the ink but highborns don’t? Amber and Kayla are courting whitehands, and all four of them seem to be rather happy.”

      He glanced up at me from his work, there was an unmistakable sizzle to his gaze. I couldn’t tell if he was angry with me for asserting such a notion or upset over the two girls being with the whitehands.

      “Unfortunately, there are some things commoners are allowed to get away with that the noblesse are not. But as I said, don’t fret over it. Put it out of your mind. Your studies and overcoming your condition should be your focus.”

      I nodded. He was right. I needed to focus on myself, not boys.

      He wrapped his gloved hand around mine and gave it a gentle squeeze. “It’s going to be okay. You have so many successful and powerful highborn blackhands watching over you. All of them are eager to guide you and see what you become. They’ll help keep your feet on the right path, and all you’ll need to do is simply take a step and walk.”

      “I know and I feel absolutely miserable and disgusted with myself for admitting this, but sometimes I just wish I could be a commoner. A nobody, another face in the crowd, free from societal bindings and rules.” And most importantly, I wanted to be free to like who I liked, court who I wanted to court, and kiss who I wanted to kiss.

      I had been attracted to Idris ever since I first laid eyes on him. And then to finally have a moment, where the veil is lifted and we are no longer afraid of each other… The little we had been brave enough to take was already being torn from our hands.

      “Have you spoken to your family recently?” Dr. Raby asked.

      “No, in fact I haven’t spoken to them at all since I arrived at Blacksaw.” I’d been so busy that time just blew by me. It felt like only yesterday I was waving goodbye to them at the station.

      “Good. Then they’re following my instructions.” Dr. Raby straightened my left hand, and placed tiny marker dots where he intended to insert the needles. “I doubt you’ve heard what’s been going on outside in the world, as Blacksaw tries to shield you guys is much as possible, but things are heating up.”

      “What do you mean? Is my family in danger?” I hadn’t forgotten the visit the Sightless Sons paid us before I left.

      “No, but the ever-watching eye of the party is open wider than usual now and things are about to get more difficult, I suspect.”

      “In what way?”

      “Protests have been popping up in Easternboar over the assaults here at Blacksaw.”

      “You mean the Hand Collector copycat?”

      Dr. Raby did a double take. “Yes, how do you know that name?”

      “People talk.”

      “Anyway, they haven’t issued the directive yet, but Chancellor Day suspects that the Sightless Sons could potentially come to Blacksaw next semester.”

      As though an ice pick had been driven straight into my chest, my heart froze. The crippling, icy panic spread along my arms and down my legs and up my neck until it consumed me. If the Sightless Sons came, all my words and actions would be reviewed under a microscope. The chances of me being found out as a snuffed hand skyrocketed. I doubt I would ever be able to see Idris again. Then, I ran the risk of not being able to finish my treatment with Dr. Raby which meant the sole purpose for me attending Blacksaw was at a close. I came here to learn how to protect my mom.

      If my condition was discovered, my career here as a student was over.

      “When will we know for sure if the party is sending them?”

      “Winter break.”

      “You do realize how devastating this could be for me?”

      He nodded. “Oh, absolutely. That’s why I’m telling you. You need to start preparing now.”

      “How do you suggest I do that?”

      “Solidify your friendships and talk to your aunt and uncle about the surgical procedure over winter break. I’ll need some time to arrange things in order to pull it off right beneath their noses.”

      I leaned back in the chair and closed my eyes, blowing out a big long breath of air. This bit of news made it feel like the sky was falling. I didn’t open my eyes again until I knew for sure I wasn’t going to crumble. I turned my head as Dr. Raby finished up his work, needing something to take my mind off of the impending doom.

      But his office always looked the same. It was full of books, crystal distillation equipment, medical tools, and an entire wall of shelves dedicated to all sorts of carbon-based life. He never cleaned. I noticed it was only ever tidy after one of his two apprentices had stopped by.

      And then my eyes stopped when I met a curious photograph. It was framed in a simple wood and rested atop the mantle of his fireplace. In it, was a group of young faces. One of which I recognized. “Do you know Nicholas Adder?”

      “Yes, he’s on the Board of Trustees.”

      I pointed to the photograph. “No, I mean personally.” They couldn’t have been more than thirty years old in the picture.

      “Oh, that.” Dr. Raby smiled to himself. “That was a fun summer. A group of Blacksaw alumni met up to spend the season on the lake together. That’s when I really got to know Nicholas. He had some emergency that delayed his arrival, but regardless, we really bonded over that small time that we had together. He said he felt as though I was the only one he could talk to about the troubling event.”

      I understood that sentiment pretty well. “You are a really good friend. Thank you.”

      Dr. Raby turned his smile to me. “It means a lot to hear you say that. I’m honored.” He placed the final needle on the medical table. “And that’s the last of it. As I said, this is a different combination of oils, so take it easy. Good luck with your finals, and I’ll see you when you get back from winter break.”

      I stood up from my chair, thanked him for his time, and traipsed over to the door. We weren’t very close, but I was disheartened to know that this would be the last time I saw Dr. Raby for a few months. Whenever my life became dark and confusing, he was always a beacon of light that restarted my mind and helped get me going again. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need that over the winter break.

      But I never knew what life would throw at me. It had turned into a wicked roller coaster ever since my eighteenth birthday.
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      Finals arrived in the blink of an eye. Instead of venturing out to Lilledoorn with Amber, Kayla, and the other girls in the cluster, Ross and I stayed in to study. Ross had no reason to be nervous about the tests. All of her marks so far had been average or above average. I, on the other hand, felt as though I were going to war.

      The new batch of oils that Dr. Raby had given me were working well, and most importantly, they were lasting. I hadn’t realized far behind in ability I had become due to a month without in my hand until mock practicals were underway. I struggled to pull several essences that the others could do without issue, and some pushes felt awkward to pull off.

      To make up for this, I enlisted Anouk’s help. She was wary, confused even, and asked why I even needed her help in the first place. I lied, saying I had injured my wrist a few weeks ago, and the injury had set me back.

      She bought it and with that came plenty of time to observe my suspect and grow closer to her. However, in that time all I learned was that Anouk was exactly who I had painted her out to be: confident, proud, and bigoted.

      I was rather proud of my performance during the tests. I wouldn’t call it stellar or even exemplary, but I was at least able to do what they asked of me, and that was a lot for a snuffed hand.

      When winter break came upon us, our cluster through a huge going away party, and I boarded the tram to Rotterpool the next day. Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot were there, waiting on the platform when I arrived. Uncle Hank wrapped me in his arms as soon as I stepped foot off the tram.

      Aunt Margot talked nonstop the first week I was home, hungry for every detail. We mulled over my chambermates, professors, friends, and any other morsel that Aunt Margot desired to savor. Her excitement didn’t ebb until we neared Christmas. Unfortunately, my mom was unable to attend, as she was at a support group potluck. Somehow she had managed to find a motley crew of magical rejects who she now spent most of her time with.

      As the three of us sat in the family room, rummaging through the new gifts we had received, the family tapestry caught my eye once again. I started from the top with Roman Ebenmore and read my way down until I came to my own face.

      “I have something to ask, but I know you two won’t want to discuss it.”

      Aunt Margot leaned forward in her chair. “What on earth could that be? I like to think that your uncle and I are rather progressive and open-minded.”

      I glanced down at my hands, studying the black ink in the mehndi design for the hundredth time in my life. “The Imperial Black.”

      Aunt Margot’s jowls quivered. “I concede my point. You’re right.”

      Uncle Hank shuffled in his chair, not wanting to retreat as Aunt Margot had. “What is it you want to ask?”

      “Well,” I began, “as I am sure you all assumed would happen, I receive a lot of comments and questions about the Imperial Black. One highborn classmate is actively searching for the society and regularly asks me if I’ve made contact yet. Then, during one of my classes, a whitehand professor made a comment to the extent that I was expected to reinstate the Imperial Black.”

      Aunt Margot’s wide mouth flipped into a frown. “I didn’t expect them to thwart her this hard in her first year.”

      Uncle Hank ran a hand down his face inside. “What’s your question, Zuri?”

      “I want to know why.”

      Uncle Hank shifted to the end of his armchair and rested his hands in his lap. “Why don’t we start with you telling me what you know about the Imperial Black so far.”

      I drew in a deep breath, gathering my thoughts. I had received so many conflicting comments and information but I hadn’t formed my own opinion.

      “That they’re not as bad as everyone makes them out to be. That whatever they did in the past was met with an overreaction on part of both the school and the party. And that the continued shaming and demonizing is just whitehand propaganda.”

      Aunt Margot’s pale eyebrows lifted. “Sounds like you’ve been talking to a lot of blackhands in high places.”

      “Well, is anything that I said wrong?” I asked.

      “I’m not exactly sure,” Uncle Hank said. “Because that all occurred before my time. Blacksaw disavowed the Imperial Black just after my mother graduated.”

      “Well, what did they do? What is so awful that they had to be disbanded?”

      “They murdered people and fostered hatred,” Aunt Margot said. “They were everything that we are supposed to be moving away from. The whole promise of the party—The Gray Reconciliation Party—was to unite blackhands and whitehands. The Imperial Black only served to destroy that dream.”

      “But that’s not the original intent of the group. The Imperial Black started as a secret society for the black noblesse. It was like an underground society, a community that built strong bonds between the blackhand aristocracy, and that’s why the whitehands and the party hated it. They were afraid of the power and strength it provided to the blackhands.”

      Aunt Margot’s mouth was agape. “Hank, I can’t even believe the words that are coming out of your mouth.” She turned to me. “When the universities were desegregated, the Imperial Black was enraged. They didn’t want white ink at the school as they put it. So, they endorsed the commoners bullying the new students, and eventually that bullying turned into violence and mass murder. The Imperial Black brought upon us a tragedy that hands have never experienced before or hence.”

      “How many people died?”

      “Nearly the entire first year class of entering white hands. And I’m sure they would’ve gone after the upper classmen as well if the Sightless Sons hadn’t stepped in.” Her face reddend. “Absolutely disgusting and despicable behavior.”

      “I’m not saying it wasn’t, but do you see how their mission and promise warped from inception to the conclusion? When blackhands speak of the Imperial Black, they see it through rose-colored glasses of what was in the beginning. Whitehands see it for what it became and the threat to their dominion that it was.”

      “Hank, have you forgotten that I am a blackhand?” Aunt Margot snapped.

      I cut in again before they had a chance to turn on each other. “If you feel this way, Uncle Hank, then how come when I first asked you about the Imperial Black, you shut the conversation down right away, wanting nothing to do with it.”

      He feebly looked to Aunt Margo before turning to me. “Because you were just returning to us. How would I even begin to explain all this to you when you haven’t even stepped foot out the front door?”

      “Or is it because you’ve been talking to other researchers and highborns, and everyone’s buzzing about getting the band back together?” Aunt Margot cocked her eyebrow.

      I jumped in again, ignoring Aunt Margot’s question. “When you attended Blacksaw, were you a part of the Imperial Black?”

      He cast a severe glance in Margot’s direction before returning to me. “No, my mother detested them. She would have disowned me if she ever found out.”

      “Could you have joined the Imperial black when you are going to school?” I leaned in, digging deeper into his answer.

      His face drew into a solemn, serious expression. “If you’re asking if they had gone underground, I think it’s possible. I wouldn’t doubt it. But if you’re asking if I had any knowledge of their existence—the answer is no. They never attempted to contact me.”

      “Probably because your mother was the bigger badder wolf. Your membership wasn’t worth having her come after them.” Aunt Margo giggled to herself.

      Uncle Hank folded his hands in his lap. “Yes, my mother was a force to be reckoned with. It probably was rather wise of them to not poke the bear.”

      “Would you disown me if I joined the Imperial Black?” I asked.

      The question made the tension in the air churn into the consistency of butter. It melted and used around us, but where the heat was lacking, it was thick and difficult to get through.

      “Zuri, I’m going to tell you something that my father told me the day that I got my hands tattooed. I’ve never repeated these words before, but I think you need to hear them.” Both Aunt Margo and I pricked up, perched at the edge of our seats. “When the historians write our tales, no matter what, your name will be entered into the books. You need to decide now what you want that story to be, because the choices you make will color that image for forever.”

      “Is that why you refused to fight in school?” Aunt Margo asked.

      He nodded. “I didn’t want to go down in history as a bully or violent or aggressive. I prefer to liken myself to Ferdinand the Bull. I may be big and full of power, but I just want to sit on the grassy hillside and smell the flowers.”

      Aunt Margo reached and grabbed his hand, squeezing it tightly with a wide smile on her face. “And that’s why I fell in love with you.”

      “Now that you got your heavy question out of the way, I have one of my own.” Uncle Hank turned to me. “How are your sessions with Dr. Raby coming along? He tries to update me as much as he can, but communication is limited.”

      “It’s good and bad. The oil injections are working, but it’s only a short-term bandage essentially.”

      “Oil injections?” Aunt Margo repeated, disgust dripped from her tongue.

      I held out my hands with the palms up, showing them the bite-sized red dots on my skin. This last injection hadn’t healed up quite as well as I would have hoped. “He goes in through the palm as to not disturb the ink on the hand and injects a mixture of oils deep within.”

      “And you’re okay this, Hank?” Aunt Margo gaped. “This is highly illegal. This could see both Dr. Raby and Zuri locked up for a long time.”

      Uncle Hank ignored her. “So if this is what he’s decided upon for short-term, what’s the long term plan?”

      I sighed. “Surgery. He has a theory that our hands operate like valves. The more open the valve, the more essences we can pull and push through her hands. I don’t know exactly what the surgical process would entail, as he’s still researching, but I will ultimately end up with a scalpel pressed to my skin.”

      Aunt Margo shook her head. Her blonde curls whipped against her cheeks. “You can’t do this. That is so dangerous. It could render you flup from the slightest mistake.”

      “I know.” My eyes drifted to the ground, staring at the battered wood floors. “I haven’t agreed to it yet because I’m afraid of losing the little that I already have.”

      “Hank, say something.” Aunt Margo beckoned.

      He shrugged his shoulders. His mind was still pondering the matter. “I’m not sure what to say. This is Zuri’s power and Zuri’s hands. It’s her body. She needs to do whatever she feels is necessary.”

      Aunt Margo threw up her hands. “Oh, Hank. You’re basically giving her your blessing.”

      “No, I’m not.” He shook his head. “I’m simply reminding her of her own bodily autonomy.”

      An unexpected knock on the front door silenced us all. Nobody moved, frozen and unsure if our ears were playing tricks on us.

      “Is that someone at the door on Christmas?” I asked.

      Aunt Margot and Uncle Hank turned to each other. Worry marked their gazes.

      The knock beat out again, only it was a little louder this time. The ominous sound sent them into action.

      “Zuri, you come down with me. Hank, lock up the second floor. Don’t leave any rooms out that you wouldn’t want the party going through.”

      The three of us rose from our seats, and I followed Aunt Margot down the carpeted stairs. She pointed at the couch in the living room, commanding me to sit nearby the formal Christmas tree. She continued into the foyer and opened the front door.

      “Merry Christmas,” a familiar voice slithered out.

      “Merry Christmas, Chief Inspector Cowell.” Her voice was civil but pointed. “To what do we owe this pleasant surprise?”

      He chuckled. “To be honest, I wasn’t expecting anybody to be home. I anticipated you would be spending Christmas with family elsewhere.”

      Aunt Margo shook her head with an uneasy smile plastered on her lips. “Just the three of us here today.”

      “Mind if I come in and have a look around? It is awfully cold out here. I would be truly appreciated if you would allow me to warm up my hands.”

      Aunt Margot didn’t say yes or no but stood aside and opened the door a little wider. Just as uncle Hank was tumbling down the stairs, Cowell stepped into the foyer. His head craned this way and that, running his eyes down every nook and crevice. The sight of it made my blood run cold. After a few awkward seconds, his icy blue eyes landed on me, puncturing all warmth.

      “Merry Christmas, Zuri.” He forced a smile.

      “What are you doing here, Cowell?” Uncle Hank asked.

      “As I told your lovely wife, I thought I’d pop in and warm up my hands—see what the Ebenmores were up to.”

      “I would assume a whitehand home would be more accommodating, no?” Aunt Margot asked.

      Cowell snickered. “You’re probably right, but at the moment, you all are my favorite blackhand household, not to mention the talk of the town. Oh, and Zuri’s test scores came in.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a thick envelope, holding it up for all to see. “She was remarkably average.” His arm extended out to me, offering me my test scores. The front flap had been peeled back.

      “Last time I checked, that wasn’t a reason to receive a visit from the Sightless Sons,” Aunt Margot quipped.

      “Times are changing.” His eyes bore into me. “You know, I was expecting a little more from you. Anticipated he would either be great or you would be snuffed. What happened? How is it that you are just simply average?”

      “All anybody ever likes to talk about is my maternal family. I do have a father. He’s out there somewhere and he may just be a simple commenter.”

      He noted. “Highly unlikely but sure, if that’s the story that you want to spin right now, I’ll buy it.”

      “Are your hands warm yet?” Aunt Margot hadn’t left her position by the door.

      Chief Inspector Cowell glanced over his shoulder at her. “Just one more moment. I wanted to let Zuri know that I am looking forward to spending a wonderful spring semester with her at Blacksaw.”

      My stomach curdled and decayed and withered, sinking to the bottom of my toes. I felt as though all the essences were being pulled from my very being, leaving me nothing but ashy emptiness. “They’re sending the Sightless Sons to Blacksaw?”

      “Yes, some new information has emerged.” He watched me, studying my face.

      “What is this new information?” I asked.

      His brow lifted and he smiled at me, amused. “My, you’ve got a curious one on your hands.” Nobody said a word a reply. “I like that, Zuri. It’s that burning curiosity that we look for when selecting inspectors for the Sightless Sons. Maybe you should think about joining after you graduate.”

      He turned on his heel and marched toward the door. Just as he reached the foyer steps, he turned back around and looked at me. “Tell you what. Since it’s Christmas, I’ll let you know. When forensics examined the wound on each victim, they both noted a clean almost surgical like precision in the severing of the appendages. The hands are being removed the exact same way they were twenty-five years ago. Given that that information was never revealed to the general public, it’s safe to assume that he’s back.”

      “Thank you.”

      Aunt Margo and Uncle Hank both scowled at me, but I was only doing is Dr. Raby had instructed. I was preparing. Perhaps if Chief Inspector Cowell felt as though I were on his side, he’d cut me some slack.

      Cowell placed his hat back onto his salt-and-pepper hair, tipped it in my direction and left. Even with the door closed, it felt as though the outside chill would permanently be in the home.
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      They had been reluctant to let me go on my own. Uncle Hank said it would be rather inappropriate for a highborn young woman to be out in the city by herself. But I pushed and with a little of Aunt Margot’s help, convinced him that he was playing by archaic rules.

      I stepped outside the front door without a chaperone. As I walked to my destination, I buried my hands in my coat pockets, not wanting to focus on the task ahead of me.  Instead, I allowed my imagination steal me away. Chief Inspector Cowell’s tip off had made me rethink my approach to uncovering the assailant’s identity.

      If the information provided was true, then it completely absolved Anouk. She was my age. There was no way she could be the Hand Collector, considering it was the original butcher we were facing now.

      The other part I found awfully curious, was his description as to how the hands had been removed. It showed care on the Hand Collector’s part. Whoever was doing this, wasn’t just hacking and running. This was a delicate procedure. I had never considered any of the school’s medical providers. There was only one nurse that I knew by name, and she had been serving Blacksaw her nearly forty years. It was a stretch to believe that after a successful fifteen year career, she would begin slicing off hands in the ‘90s, take a break, and then returned to her hobby twenty-five years later.

      No, it wasn’t somebody in medical. I shook my head.

      There were was only one group of individuals that I witnessed carrying around tools that could offer such a clean cut—the stiziologists. Some of the professors at Blacksaw specialized in the revered tradition of tattooing. They obsessed over skin types and textures as well as cataloging every type of ink that had ever been used and might be one day used. Several leaders in the department had even begun researching new techniques of implementation such as possibly flaying the top layer off and laying the pigment down deeper in the hand. This would require surgical like precision.

      I took out a fountain pen that was no bigger than the size my palm and scribbled down two words onto the patch of skin: Anouk and stiziologists. When Idris, Ross, and I met up for spring semester, I would need to make sure that I told them of my discovery.

      I rounded the corner and the site before me nearly knocked the breath out of my lungs. Like a stately mansion carved into the side of the mountain, St. George’s Sanatorium stared out into the Appalachian Mountains with bright green blooming turrets.

      This was where I was born. The place had been restructured into a general hospital in the ‘60s but retained its traditional name.

      Mustering the small bit of courage I contained, I lifted my chin and marched my way across the cobblestone road and onto the cliffside stairs. The inside was bright white, and a flat taupe-colored rock without any seams served as the floor. I crossed the wide lobby and headed straight to the reception desk.

      The tall pointed ceiling gave way to a large opening that allowed the morning sunlight to pour through. It was exactly where I pictured the gates of heaven to be contained. Pristine, pure, sterile, and white.

      “Good morning, how may I help you?” The receptionist asked. She was young. No more than a year or two older than myself.

      “I am hoping to locate a record.”

      “And which record might that be?”

      “My birth certificate.” The reality of it all cracked open on my head and oozed down to my toes. It was cold, wet, and stifling.

      “Unfortunately, no unauthorized individuals are permitted into the medical archive. However, I can phone down, and have somebody retrieve the document for you.”

      “How long do you think that will take?” I had a switch to flip in about two hours. We were spending New Year’s with my mom. Given Uncle Hank and Aunt Marot had no idea where I was, I thought it best not to be late.

      Her lips flatlined into a thin purple line. “I’m sorry, I can’t say for sure.”

      A large group of individuals burst through the front doors with a woman howling in pain. Several of them begin calling for medical attention.

      “As you can see, we’re quite busy here today.” She glanced down at the paper before her and lifted her pen. “Your name please.” I counted at least twelve names ahead of my own.

      “Zuri Ebenmore.”

      Her body stiffened and movements became rigid and rush. In one quick slam, she placed her pen back on her desk. “I am so sorry, Lady Ebenmore. I didn’t recognize you. I will get somebody on this right away and will have you in and out of here quickly.”

      “Thank you.” I stepped away from the marble countertop and to the nearby waiting area. I watched as she lifted the handset of an old rotary phone and placed the receiver against her ear. She was too far away for me to hear what she was saying, and I was terrible at reading lips but I did spy the utterance of my name.

      “Lady Zuri Ebenmore?”

      I faced forward to find Nicholas Adder standing before me, and my heart thumped hard. Warning bells went off in my head. There was a 50-50 chance that the Hand Collector himself was right in front of me.

      “Lord Adder, what are you doing here?” I glanced at both of his hands, eager to find any cuts, blood, or other possible evidence.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “My wife is giving birth.”

      “Oh, were you the ones that came in screaming?” I didn’t realize until after it was out of my mouth how unusual that question sounded.

      He nodded. “Yes, we were the ones causing all the ruckus.”

      “Well, I guess congratulations are in order.”

      “Thank you. It will be our third. Still don’t know if it’s a boy or girl yet though.” He sank into the arm chair next to me. For somebody about to add another baby to the family, he didn’t seem as nervous as I would expect them to be. “What are you doing here? Margot and Hank are okay, right?

      “Yes, both of them are in perfect health. I’m here for myself, looking into a few documents, doing a little research.” I tried to make it sound as though my mission before me was nothing but a lighthearted task.

      A hundred wrinkles appeared on his forehead. “Research into what?”

      “Family lineage. You know how we highborns are. Obsessed over both growing and pruning the tree.” I massaged my hands in my lap, attempting to wring out all the anxiety that was building on my sweaty palms.

      He nodded. “Yes, we are.” His green eyes dipped down to my lap. “May I?”

      “What?”

      He held out a gloved hand, indicating he wanted me to place my own hand into his grasp. “I’ve never seen the Ebenmore transition before. I’ve heard it’s a rather unique spectacle.”

      I kept my hands where they were. “Unfortunately, I don’t have it.”

      “No?” He shifted to the end of his seat. “Then, may I see what your transition is like?”

      My heart beat rapidly in my chest, quick and light as though it were running for its life. Several people had made comments about the colors on my hand, but nobody had requested to see them out of nowhere. Was he wanting to review my wares before he decided to steal them and then wipe my memory?

      “I don’t—”

      “Please, just give me your hand.” His insistence was verging on demand.

      “Nicholas, what are you doing?” An older woman with silvery chamomile hair called to him. She was short, standing no taller than 5’2” and had the cheery disposition of a proud grandmother.

      Adder rose from his chair. His face burned an unnatural shade of red. “Just chatting with a student.”

      “Well, you’re needed upstairs. She’s about to start pushing.”

      “Of course.” He nodded. “Enjoy the rest of your day, Lady Ebenmore. I’ll see you at Blacksaw in the spring semester.”

      I forced a smile that probably looked more like a grimace and waved him off. As soon as he was out of sight, the receptionist called me back over to the desk. Before her laid a manila folder. The first two letters of my last name had been tabbed atop the pale beige label.

      “This is it,” she said. Her well manicured fingers lifted the heavy paper flap and a chart of the night sky stared back at me. “This was the arrangement of the stars when you’re born.” She explained. “And here is what the moon looked like.” She went on to show me every piece of paper that was included in my birth profile, but the one I so dearly desired was not revealed until the end.

      “Why does it look like this?” All my birth certificate contained was my name, the date, and the location. All other information have been redacted.

      “Hmmm… You’re right. That is odd. Your birth certificate has been sealed.” She lifted the paper to her face and squinted at a small red stamp at the bottom of the page. “Someone with a lot of power doesn’t want anyone to know about your birth.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      She placed the certificate back on the counter and pointed to the seal. “This seal rate here. It’s a party seal and belongs to somebody very high up.”

      “Do you know who exactly?”

      She shook her head. “No unfortunately, I don’t. The stamp is used by all eleven members on the advisory board who report to the chairman. And it gives no date as to when it was sealed, so it’s nearly impossible to narrow down.”

      I closed my eyes and hung my head in defeat, waiting for it to simply snap off my shoulders and roll away. The weight of this disappointment was unlike anything I’d ever felt before.

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered.

      “Me too,” I said as I turned and headed for the hospital doors. Another dead end into finding my father’s identity. I had no where else to run to and was beginning to believe I would never know.
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      While the winter break had been somewhat calm and relaxing, I was more than excited to return to school and see Ross and my other chambermates once again. It was difficult staying with family after having tasted supreme freedom. I tired of them following me around, squawking about what was and wasn’t proper for a highborn lady.

      Despite my protests, we convened in the back of the main library, near the section reserved for academic personnel only. I had my reservations about gathering in public, but both Idris and Ross seemed certain we wouldn’t run into issues since classes had yet to begin and more than half of the student population hadn’t returned from break.

      “No wonder upperclassmen just stay at the school,” Ross said as she crumpled into a chair. “That was murderous. My parents insisted on treating me the way they did when I was still in high school.” She rolled her eyes. “Curfew was at eleven o’clock, and they expected me up by nine doing chores.”

      “I only saw my mom for one night. She seems to be in a good place. She joined a support group for those cast out and demonized by the party,” I said. “The rest of the time I was with my aunt and uncle. I’m beginning to hate the double life that we lead. It’s like I’m allowed to behave and do whatever I want when we are at home, but as soon as we step out the door, it turns into all these rules and reminders of how a lady is supposed to act.”

      Ross whistled. “They’re prepping you for marriage.”

      “Marriage? I’m only eighteen.”

      “Nineteen, you underman,” Ross corrected. “We do things the old school way here. You don’t date, you court. Betrothals are commonplace. A large majority of students get married within a month of graduation. If you’re un-promised or unwed by the time you’re twenty-seven, you’re a spinster doomed to be a burden on the family.”

      “It’s terrible but she’s right,” Idris added. “About two years ago my parents started hinting about marriage and finding a serious girlfriend, and now they’re laying it on thick. My dad has this theory that I’m carrying on casual affairs and just hiding them, while my mom believes I’m not taking this whole thing seriously enough.”

      “That’s right.” Ross sat up. The light bulb clicking on in her head shone brightly through her eyes. “He’s a few years older than us. So, who’s the lucky lady you have your sights on?”

      “For marriage?” He shrugged his shoulders. “I have a no idea. I don’t even know where to start. Everyone demands so much of me at school and in the community, I haven’t exactly had time to court anyone.”

      “I’ve heard Mercedes Montcroix was the likely option.”

      Flames exploded within me at the sound of her name. I had to stare at the weathered floorboards to hide the geyser of anger that bubbled beneath the surface.

      “No.” Idris shook his head. “I promised someone I wouldn’t court her.”

      “What?” Ross perked up, hungry for the scoop. “Who? And why? Do spill all, please, Idris. What does this person have to gain or possibly lose from you courting Lady Mercedes Montcroix?” She held her arms open. “This is the circle of trust: you, me, and Zuri.”

      He laughed. Amusement played in his eyes. “It was a… I don’t even know what she is to me anymore. Anyway, I’m pretty sure she’s made me promise to stay away because she’s jealous.” He rubbed his hands together. Flashes of silvery periwinkle popped across my vision. “She wants me but refuses to swallow her pride.”

      “Her pride?” Ross repeated. “Who is this woman?” She sat at the edge of her leather seat. “Obviously, a highborn. But what whitehand highborn would believe…?” She shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense, especially considering Montcroix is already pawing at you.”

      “Don’t worry too much about it. Near-relationships happen more frequently than you’d think. Most want to date the whitehand messiah persona and not Idris Young.”

      “Tell me about it! It happens to me all the time! I’m constantly wondering when someone will see me for who I am, but the fame and power of being the best first year in Haraktology clouds their eyes.”

      Ross’s humor numbed my anger, and a hearty chuckle poured out of me. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Are you really?” Idris asked.

      “Oh yeah, my mom cried when she saw the nine on my transcript.”

      “A nine?! Damn! Guessing you’re already eyeballing enchanting apprenticeships?” Idris asked.

      “No, I should though.” She sighed. “I just have zero interest in enchanting. I only did well in Haraktology because I thought it was easy.”

      “And what were your grades like, Lady Ebenmore?” Idris asked.

      I died inside. Outside of the family, Ross was the only one I had told I received straight sixes—the very minimum necessary to pass—and I had no intention of telling another living soul.

      “Speaking of grades.” Ross jumped in to save me. “Did you hear about Spacey?”

      My heart dropped as I assumed the worst. “Did she lose her hands? Is that why she hasn’t shown up yet?” My breathing quickened, tugging me into the harsh reality that the Hand Collector was still out there. “I just can’t believe it, but at the same time, the mongrels are such loose cannons. No precautions. Easy pickins.”

      “I guess it’s good to know what you really think about Spacey.” Ross was stunned by my response. “But, no, the Hand Collector didn’t add her hands to his beloved selection. Amber told me this morning that Spacey dropped out. Apparently, she received a mixture of unsatisfactory grades and the school said she could continue her studies if she repeated the semester. Spacey turned it down and stayed home instead.”

      I couldn’t believe any of what I was hearing. “I knew she was struggling, but she quit? Why?”

      “Blacksaw isn’t for everyone,” Idris answered. “And I promise she won’t be the last to go either.”

      Ross deflated in her chair. “Well, now that I feel sufficiently grim, let’s dive into this meeting and discuss the Hand Collector.”

      Idris popped his knuckles all at once. The sound made my own fingers hurt. “Did anyone learn anything useful over the break?”

      “Nope.” Ross shook her head. “I tried to weasel out some more information about Professor Saviano from my dad, but with the holidays in full swing, the courts are shut down. No new news.”

      “I learned something very useful,” I said.

      “I did, too,” Idris said. “Why don’t you go first, Zuri?”

      “We had a visit from the Sightless Sons over the break.” Horror streamed across Ross’s face, but I ignored her and continued. “The agency has ruled out the possibility of the attacker being a copycat. Whoever’s doing this is the original Hand Collector. Which means, it can’t possibly be Anouk. We weren’t even born when the Hand Collector was first at Blacksaw taking trophies.”

      “How do they know is not a copycat?” Idris asked.

      “Because of how the hands were removed. They have a very precise, clean line—medical grade. This same technique was used back in ’94.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick.” Ross held her stomach and leaned back into her seat. “That is terrifying. The Hand Collector is back to prowling the campus grounds. I wonder what made him to start collecting again.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “No idea. But it’s obvious that whoever’s doing this knows his or her way around a blade, a scalpel probably to be more precise. And who in the school is known for having steady hands and hating whitehands?”

      “Professor Claassen. Stiziologist extrodinaire,” Idris answered.

      “He’s been flaying people’s hands for decades,” Ross added.

      “And over the break, I found out that Professor Claassen first started lecturing here in 1994. That’s awfully coincidental that the attacks began the first year that he did.”

      “So, it’s Claassen then, right?” Ross’s eyes bounced between the two of us.

      “It has to be. My brother also told me that the party believes that Claassen’s a part of the Imperial Black.”

      “How would your brother know something like that?” Ross asked.

      “My brother works for the party.”

      I shifted in my seat. “Regardless, Claassen’s participation in the Imperial Black doesn’t automatically make him a criminal. And it’s well known that whitehands whisper any powerful or disliked blackhand is a part of the Imperial Black. It’s an overused smear.”

      Idris tilted his head and squinted at me, trying to discern if I was joking or not. “The Imperial Black is a hate group.”

      “It’s a secret fraternity that supports blackhands.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Ross tossed up her hands. “The group is dead.”

      Idris slumped in his seat, surrendering the point, but his gaze didn’t leave me. There was a certain fire in his eyes that told me he didn’t like what I had said.

      “So,” Ross began, dragging the conversation back on task, “We all agree it’s Professor Claassen. He’s the Hand Collector, correct?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Claassen’s likely, but I had an incident with Lord Nicholas Adder that left me with the uneasy feeling in my gut.” I didn’t wait for them to tell me to go on. “I ran into him at the hospital. I was waiting to review my birth certificate, and he was there for the birth of his third child. At one point, he requested to see my hands.”

      “What?” Incredulity painted Ross’s tone. “He asked to see your hands? That’s so weird.”

      “It made me uncomfortable at first, but he explained it as wanting to see the Ebenmore transition. When I told him I didn’t have it, he continued to push, almost demanding that I show him my hands. It wasn’t until a family member showed up and pulled him back to his wife’s side that he left me alone.”

      “That is pretty… unsettling.” Idris thought aloud. “And then with the blood on the cuff of his shirt the night Harley Wilson was attacked… We need to get a bit more aggressive about this.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “We can’t sit around and wait for clues to just fall into our laps. We need to be more active in our investigation.”

      “But we’re just students. We don’t exactly have any power or authority over these men.” Ross pointed out.

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      “Then what? Do you intend to break into their offices and search for clues? We can’t get warrants or invite them in for an interview.”

      Idris lit up. “That’s a great idea, Ross. Let’s break into their offices and search for some hard evidence.”

      “No.” Ross shook her head. “No, no, no. If we get caught, we’ll get expelled.”

      “And if we don’t, there’s a good chance that somebody else will get their hands removed against their will,” Idris said.

      “Zuri, help me out here.”

      I gave her a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry, Ross. But I think I’m with Idris on this one. The hard evidence that we need isn’t going to be handed to us. We’re going to have to take it.”

      Ross froze, and her eyes grew wide. She tapped my hand with an uneven, desperate beat that only increased in tempo.

      “What? What are you doing?”

      “Middlemiss,” she hissed seconds before a dark shadow cast across the library table.

      “What an interesting congregation,” Pwofese Middlemiss said behind me. “But don’t worry. I won’t ruin your reputations as long as Zuri comes with me. There’s something we need to discuss.”

      I rose from my seat as the earth crumbled around. The ground shook beneath my feet my knees trembled. Panic embraced me whole, severing soul from body. As I followed her away from Idris and Ross, I was merely an observer—my limbs moved and reacted as though somebody else were controlling them.

      She didn’t say anything as she led me to the faculty-only section of the library. The book shelves grew in height until the stood nearly twenty feet high, blocking out any and all sunlight. Only the glow of floating orb lights illuminated our way.

      Middlemiss was leading me into the depths of the great library, far away from another living soul. She knew I was snuffed. This was my solemn walk to expulsion before being handed over to Chancellor Day.

      “You’ve been difficult to get ahold of outside class,” she said as she turned to face me Her arms folded across her chest.

      I didn’t say anything in reply, just stood there and stared at her, reeling from the shock that this was actually happening. If anyone was going to realize my status, I expected it to be my biology professor, Professor Robben, not my history professor.

      “But,” she continued, “I have a feeling that was on purpose. I had half a mind to summon you to my office ten separate times but withheld. As we both know, summons aren’t the most polite way to request somebody’s presence. I didn’t want to start off this conversation on the wrong foot, but it appears that was unavoidable.”

      I blinked, feeling all the hope drain out of me from the tips of my toes. I hated that she was prolonging inevitable with a lecture.

      “How long have you known?” She asked me. “Or do you even know?”

      I couldn’t decide whether now was the time to play it down or come clean. “I’ve known for a while, but as you can see it doesn’t affect my life. I passed all my exams, turned in all my homework and didn’t skip any classes. There’s no reason to report me to the Sightless Sons.”

      “The Sightless Sons?” Her brow crinkled. “Oh, Zuri, and I’d never do something like that. I wouldn’t wish that upon my worst enemy.” She scrunched her nose acting as though she had smelled something awful. “They’re brutal beasts that feast on the smallest shred of meat that they come across.”

      I breathed a small sigh of relief. “Thank you. You have no idea how desperate I am to stay out of their crosshairs.” It’s not like my efforts were working though, considering Chief Inspector Cowell had decided to pay us a visit on a hunch that we would be in North Carolina with my mom.

      “However, I do want you to tell Chancellor Day. Given the possible predicament this will put her in, she needs to know. She needs to be able to prepare.”

      My relief withered away. “Prepare for what?” Uncle Hank had always said that she allowed my mom to be dismissed quietly. Was it to prepare for a barrage of questions from the party or to prepare a quiet getaway?

      “For when the world finds out.” There was a small laugh on her lips as she leaned back in her chair. “You don’t think you’ll be able to hide this forever, do you?”

      “No, I guess not.” But I hoped I would be able to.

      “Good.” She rose from her chair. “I won’t mention this to anybody else. As for now, your secret is safe with me. But if you don’t say anything to Chancellor Day, I will be moved to do so. You may go.”
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      Chief Inspector Cowell hadn’t lied when he said the Sightless Sons were coming to Blacksaw. They arrived on the first day of classes and swarmed the grounds like little ants. I had expected them to at least try and blend in with the student population, but they did everything they could to stand out, donning stiff light gray uniforms and military-style cap hats.

      Despite their overwhelming presence, the three of us carried on with our plans. Our first target was Professor Claassen’s office.

      Instead of going back to our dorms at curfew like we were supposed to, we hid in the abandoned library until the clock struck two in the morning. Idris navigated our path to the stiziology department, using the map to take us along off-beaten paths and some routes that were accessible to whitehands only to avoid the guards posted in the main corridors.

      We didn’t stop until we reached a nondescript door that was only accessible through a smaller wing. It was a simple mahogany with a fogged-window cutout and an aged knob. This was preferable to the department’s main entrance due to all the lurking eyes, but we soon ran into a problem.

      “I can’t open the door,” Idris said. “And my hand kind of tingles…”

      “It’s ink-locked,” Ross said.

      Idris nodded in agreement. “Locked to whitehands. One of you two will have to open it.”

      I stretched out my arm and gripped the brass. It was cool to the touch. When I turned my arm, the lock mechanism didn’t give. I tried it three more times before Ross hissed for me to be quiet.

      “One of those Sightless Sons will hear you.”

      I turned to both of them with shock on my tongue. “I can’t open the door,” I whispered. “It’s locked-locked.”

      Idris’s brow creased. “That’s impossible. It would be a fire code violation if the secondary entrance was completely locked.”

      “Yeah, only some of us are allowed to live if a fire breaks out.” Ross stepped forward, nudging us out of the way. “Let me try.” She grabbed the doorknob, twisted, and opened our way to a large corridor.

      The pair of them shot me a quizzical glance before we progressed. For a second, I didn’t understand it, then it all clicked together. I hadn’t had a session with Dr. Raby since a month before my finals. I was nearing three months without an oil injection.

      The valve had shrunk. I was snuffed.

      The Stiziology department was L-shaped with small hallways streaming off to office doors and one guard posted near the main entrance. We listened for his footsteps before entering.

      But heard silence instead. He wasn’t patrolling as he should have been.

      Idris pointed on the map where Professor Claassen’s office was located, and the two of us nodded.

      With silent steps, we padded down the hall. Our shoulders grazed the wood paneling of the walls as we trailed single file, doing our best to stay in the shadows. Fireflies drifted lazily down the center, lighting the path with their twinkling lights. When we neared the crook in the hallway, Ross broke off, swatting the bugs away.

      She slipped into a small nook stationed in the corner of the hall that served as a large oak tree’s home. Shrouded in darkness and protected from any prying light by the trunk, nobody would have known she was there unless they were looking.

      It was unsettling being in the dark wing. I’d only ever been here during the day and the place was always bustling. Usually professors stuck their heads out of their offices and shouted for silence, claiming that it was so loud they couldn’t even think. This was where the stizio-focused upperclassman congregated, it was a haven away from the white hands, and at night it was an empty, eerie windowless hall.

      I followed Idris down the slender passage using the fireflies as a guiding light. The sudden flap of wings and chirp from above made my heart stop. I was so on edge I could feel my blood beat through my entire body. It was an all-consuming throb that drummed the arrival of fear.

      If we were caught, we would be placed on immediate suspension until they investigated and decided whether to expel us.

      Professor Claassen’s office was the last on the right. Idris performed a simple unlocking push upon the doorknob and we slipped in.

      Neither one of us had ever been within Claassen’s office. We stood silent and unmoving as our eyes roamed over every inch the bloomed to life beneath the fireflies’ glow. Idris turned to me. Despite the dim light, I could see the worry in his eyes. “I don’t know if there’s anything I can pull that he won’t notice is broken or missing.”

      The space was like a sanctuary to organic material. Glass terraria hung from the ceiling in an array of different shapes and sizes. The little orbs housed the succulents, while the large geometrical shapes tended to home the leafy plants.

      His desk was pushed to the wall closest to the door, and an island sat in the middle with work materials strewn across the surface. On the far end, I noticed a long counter with the curtain hiding its undersides. Shelves upon shelves of terra-cotta potted plants lined the black wall. To the right stood a formidable army of cabinets with some of its doors left wide open. I spotted copious amounts of glass jars in various colors with translucent liquids resting in their bellies.

      “Where do we start?” I asked. We were looking for anything and everything that could tie Professor Claassen to the Hand Collector or absolve him.

      “Let’s start on one side and work our way around the room. We don’t have very long. The birds may help hide whatever noise we make, but we need to move fast and quietly. I don’t want to be here any longer than necessary.”

      Idris started with Professor Claassen’s desk, opening and closing drawers as carefully as possible. I moved to the cabinetry, pulling on the small brass knobs. The first was stuffed with parchment. Sheet upon sheet laid on top of one another, unlabeled and disorganized.  The next cabinet housed thin drawers with all sorts of colorful insects pinned in place. Beneath each tiny bug was its common name and Latin binomial name. They were all used to derive inks. The third cabinet gave me a punch in the gut.

      “I think I have something here,” I whispered to Idris who is still deep in Professor Claassen’s desk drawers.

      “What is it?” He glanced up.

      “You need to come see this for yourself.” I stepped back, taking it all in as Idris joined me at my side.

      Stretched in shadow boxes and hanging from hooks was skin. One specimen was even a full hand, belonging to man from Egypt and dated around 1630.There was skin samples from an unknown Nordic mummy that held trace pigments of blue and black ink. The skin on the hooks looked to still be somewhat fresh, hung there to dry. Idris pulled out the first drawer beneath the small skin shrine and an array of medical scalpels and knives gleamed before us, polished bright.

      “What do you think this means?”

      He pulled out another drawer filled with needles, both ancient and modern alike. “He does specialize in stiziology, But I don’t know enough about the practice or the research to rule this out of the ordinary or not.”

      “Regardless, it demonstrates that he has the tools and the know-how. As well as an odd fascination for tattooed skin. Much like the Hand Collector, no?“

      He nodded, closing the doors to the cabinet. But he shut them a little too hard. The wooden frame knocked against the wall, releasing a loud pound. We both stilled, waiting to hear footsteps or see Ross’s warning sign.

      But nothing came.

      Instead, one of Professor Claassen’s terra-cotta plants fell from the shelving overhead. The clay smashed into several pieces, and the soil scattered across the floor.

      Idris looked at me, eyes wide. His arm stretched out and he pulled the essences from the terra-cotta and soil, leaving only the organic material. Just as he was about to push them in some innocuous way, a glowing red butterfly fluttered into the room.

      Ross’s warning. Patrol was coming.

      Idris grabbed my arm, and we dashed to the back of the room sliding under the curtained counter. The thin linen fluttered from our movements.

      “You need to pull the rest of it,” Idris told me. “You need to pull it before he gets here.”

      I nodded. It was the only way to clean up the mess from here.

      Despite the icy trickle of impending doom running down my neck and back, I held out my hand, summoning the essences. I could feel a gentle tug, but nothing came to me.

      “Hurry, Zuri,” Idris pleaded. His forehead dripped with sweat. I didn’t know if it was from fear of the discomfort from holding essences, as holding was something very difficult for even the best hands to do.

      I focused. I mustered all the strength I had and attempted to pull once again. But as I reached for them, it felt as though they weighed a ton. It was impossible. Without the oils to support me, the bonds were too strong for me to break. I couldn’t lift them.

      “What’s wrong?” Idris asked just as the office door opened.

      We both fell silent, sliding back beneath the counter as far as possible until our backs hit the wall. Idris touched my wrist before sliding his hand down to mine and holding on tight for dear life.

      Black leather boots tapped along the wooden floor. I couldn’t see the agent’s face, but through the tiny slit in the burgundy linen cloth I saw the gray uniform and polished silver buttons.

      His footsteps continued until they abruptly stopped, crushing something beneath his toe that was on the floor. It was the plant I had failed to pull.

      Idris’s grip on my hand tightened. My palms began to sweat.

      The agent crouched down, and I watched as his white tattooed hands scooped up the organic material. He examined it, rubbing the leaves in between his fingers.

      “I know you’re here,” a deep baritone voice said. “Come out and you will only suffer suspension. If you resist, we have been authorized to use whatever force necessary to make you comply.”

      We had no way out of here, and the thought made me nauseous. Terror mixed with my apparent vulnerability built a demanding cry in my chest that I suppressed. I turned my head, meeting Idris’s gaze. He was our only way out of here. My hands were snuffed. I hoped he could see the desperation that marked my eyes.

      He gave my hand a gentle squeeze, then nodded toward the door.

      We were going to make a run for it.

      He raised his other hand and held up five fingers. One bent inward towards his palm, initiating the countdown. I had no idea what he had planned, but it was obvious what he wanted me to do.

      Three… Two... One.

      Idris stretched out his arm, despite the clear discomfort that he was already in from holding onto essences, he pulled even more. The chains holding the terraria in the air glowed a bright red before disintegrating and snapping.

      A cascade of glass fell from the ceiling and shattered all around us. The guard held up an arm to cover his head, and the pair of us slid out from beneath the counter. Idris’s arm stretched out, and he muttered several syllables, unleashing thousands of bright white sparks that ended in a flurry of smoke.

      We sprinted across the glass covered floors, shoving the Sightless Sons agent into a nearby cabinet. We darted our way down into the main hall, and Ross joined at my side. The three of us ran for our lives.

      Even when Idris broke off to go to his own cluster, we didn’t stop to say goodbye. I heard several shouts for us to halt, but I refused to stop.

      It wasn’t until I reached our pixie door that I even allowed my steps to slow. In a huff, I gave the grumpy pixie our password as I struggled to catch my breath. He allowed us passage through the door and as soon as we entered the common room, a calm settled on both of us. It were as though we had reached sanctuary.

      Without saying a word, we wrapped her arms around one another. Both of us were overflowing with a flurry of emotion.

      “I can’t believe we made it out,” Ross said.

      “I know. Neither can I. Idris saved me back there in that office.”

      “What happened?”

      “The place was covered in potted plants,” I explained as we picked ourselves up and padded to our chamber, still lost in the haze of the chase. “We knocked one over by accident.”

      “Did you find anything of interest?” Ross asked.

      My hand gripped the knob to our chamber and pulled. “Oh, you have no idea. Professor Claassen is a creepy bastard.”

      Ross’s face went white, and her eyes were as wide as moons. Her jaw unhinged, leaving her mouth agape.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Her arm lifted with her index finger pointed.

      I turned around, and the scene within the chamber unfolded like a nightmare. Amber and Kayla lay strewn across the floor. Their unconscious bodies cast in the moonlight at the foot of the giant bonsai. Dark red stubs now rested where hands had once been.
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      Ross and I sat in Chancellor Day’s office once again. The dame herself was perched behind the desk with her legs crossed and a royal purple robe wrapped around her thin frame. I had never noticed the crow’s feet around her eyes, but the angle of the firelight flamed them to life. She looked older than usual, worn and weary.

      “It’s very important that you two say little more than necessary once the sons arrive,” she told us. “I don’t think either one of you were involved in this, but you were out of your chamber past curfew. There will be questions.”

      “Are you going to expel us?” I asked her. The question weighted too heavily on my mind to keep buckled behind my lips.

      Her face softened. “No, I would never let something like that happen. The university administration wasn’t the one to impose the curfew—that was the sons doing. I think it’s silly.”

      “But you can’t deny the reasoning behind it,” Nicholas Adder said. He rested in an armchair that stood in one corner of the room. “These attacks are all occurring at night. What better way to keep the students safe than by ensuring they are all in bed and locked safely behind their cluster door?”

      “Well, obviously, it doesn’t work. Lady Ebenmore and Ms. Monaghan aren’t the two without hands. It’s the two women that followed the rules and stayed in. If the pair had been there, the Hand Collector might have taken their hands as well.”

      “I doubt it. Zuri is too important to the blackhand initiative. The Hand Collector wouldn’t touch her.”

      I stared at him. It was odd that he seemed to know what was going on in the Hand Collector’s mind.

      “Do you still believe the collector to be a blackhand then?” Chancellor Day asked. “Even though these two students were blackhands.”

      “Yes. Both blackhands and whitehands have been killed now. I don’t think this psycho is selecting his victims just based on the color of the ink in their hands. I think these two girls were chopped as a defensive measure, not offensive.”

      A hard knock rapped on the door. Chancellor Day sighed, annoyance beat on her breath. “Come in,” she said with a light and airy tone that betrayed her true feelings.

      Chief Inspector Cowell entered, flanked by a cast of sons and local officers. There were six of them in total. “Good Evening—or should I say, morning—Luella.”

      “Hello, Cowell.” Her voice was monotone.

      “Lord Adder.” Chief Inspector Cowell nodded towards Adder, holding his cap to his chest like a mother with her newborn baby. “Happy to see your face here instead of Hawthorn’s.”

      “Hawthorne’s a bit too old for these early morning emergencies,”  Adder replied.

      Cowell and his drove took their places in the office with Chief Inspector Cowell choosing to sit on the edge of Chancellor’s Day’s grand executive desk. He looked at Ross and I. His salt-and-pepper hair been parted and combed neatly. There was an amused twinkle in the darkest part of his eye. “Lady Zuri Ebenmore and Ross Monaghan.”

      “Chief Inspector Cowell,” I replied. Ross sat silently at my side, scared stiff.

      “I guess I’ll just begin this interrogation by asking one question on everybody’s mind. What were the pair of you doing out of your cluster past curfew?”

      My mind fumbled to come up with an answer. I couldn’t think of anything to say that was both plausible and convincing. Everything that my thoughts spewed led down a track of questions that I wasn’t prepared to answer.

      “I couldn’t sleep. So it was Zuri’s idea that we get out of the chamber and walk around to quiet my mind,” Ross answered.

      Cowell cocked an eyebrow. “Why couldn’t you sleep?”

      “Because I still have nightmares about finding Harley Wilson.”

      “Isn’t that touching,” Cowell commented. “So, Miss Monaghan couldn’t sleep due to night terrors and Lady Ebenmore suggested that they leave the cluster, despite it being past curfew, correct?”

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “You do understand that being out past curfew is an automatic suspension, right Lady Ebenmore?” Inspector Cowell asked.

      “Which will not be levied,” Adder was quick to say. “You can instill it all you want, but the university refuses to enforce arbitrary rules not set forth by the university itself.”

      I was taken aback by Adder’s fiery dismissal. Wasn’t he just telling Chancellor Day that these rules were necessary a few moments ago.

      Irritation stiffened Cowell’s face. “Need I remind you, the party has specifically given the agency authority over the university.”

      “Yes, but you’re not here on the party’s directive. You accepted our request or your assistance before the party’s directive could be processed and administered,” Adder said. It was obvious by the little smirk on his lips that the invitation was made in order to subvert the party’s power. “We did not ask you to rewrite our rules and banish our pupils.”

      Chief inspector Cowell tutted his disapproval. “You’re playing favorites, Lord Adder. Did you not suspend two white hands last week for this very offense?”

      “Chief inspector Cowell.” Chancellor Day stepped in. “I think we can all agree that the circumstances of the situation are drastically different than the incident from last week. If Lady Zuri Ebenmore and Miss Monaghan had decided to remain, who knows if both of them would still have their hands? As Chancellor of the University and Lord Adder acting as sole representative for the board, we both request that you forgo judgment.”

      Cowell glanced at the two of them. “Disappointing,” he said, shaking his head. “In order to maintain friendly relations with the school, I’ll permit your request.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. The weight of it all lifted from my shoulders. Ross and I weren’t being pegged with the crime, nor would we be punished for breaking curfew. It was a dream come true.

      Shouts echoed from outside the office. We all stopped and listened. The voices were yelling at each other, growing louder in volume until they reached Chancellor Day’s door.

      Without warning one of the sons burst through. The door swung open, slamming into the door stop so hard, it rattled on its hinges. He held Idris in cuffs with both Professor Saviano and Professor Claassen barking at his heels.

      “Chief inspector Cowell,” the agent began, “I found this student out past curfew, having broken and entered into Professor Claassen’s office.”

      Cowell’s brow touched his hairline. “Idris Young?”

      “I want him expelled,” Professor Claassen roared.

      “Which is absolutely ridiculous, because there’s no proof that was Idris who did it,” Professor Saviano countered.

      Chancellor Day held up her ink-mixed hands, calling for silence. And everyone obeyed. “Have you so little respect for my office that you believe you are entitled to enter whenever you see fit?” She scolded the lowly son.

      The agent’s jaw bobbled. His eyes hopped between Chief Inspector Cowell and Chancellor Day, unsure of what to say and waiting for either one of them to fill the void. “I apologize. I was simply taking the perpetrator directly to my lead.”

      “Chancellor Day, I implore you. Mr. Young has gotten away with every little grievance since he arrived here. Now we have caught him red-handed, breaking into my office for who knows what, and I demand action be taken. I want consequences,” Professor Claassen said.

      “It’s true. I was posted in the Stiziology department this evening and while on my watch, someone broke into Professor Claassen’s office. The perpetrator is a whitehand, as the chains used to hang the terraria were pulled. When I chased him, he ran. I could’ve sworn there were others with him, but they split and I followed this one back to his cluster.”

      “First, that is impossible as the department can only be opened by blackhands outside of office hours. I don’t know if you realized yet, boy, but Idris Young is a whitehand,” Professor Saviano snapped before turning to Chancellor Day. “Idris and I meet early in the mornings for tutoring. There’s no way Idris was involved in this student prank.”

      “Student prank? This was no prank.” Claassen growled. “Chancellor Day, please?”

      The room fell silent as everyone awaited for either Chancellor Day or Chief Inspector Cowell to speak. It was the latter that chose to open his mouth. “So, three students found out past curfew, and Professor Claassen’s office broke into. As Professor Saviano so readily pointed out, it would take a blackhand to get Mr. Young into the Stiziology department outside of normal operating hours.” Cowell’s stare feasted on Ross and me. “What were the three of you after in Professor Claassen’s office?”

      “This is insulting,” Adder snarled, standing from his seat. “I’m sure you of all people know who Idris Young is. It’s outrageous you would even suggest that Lady Ebenmore and Mr. Young acted together.”

      “Is it outrageous?” Cowell asked him.

      “Yes!” He took a step toward the inspector. “Given the roles society has decided for them, the two are strangers at best.”

      “I don’t believe it’s society, Lord Adder. I believe it’s the aristocracy,” Cowell replied. “Maybe you don’t have as tight a collar on Lady Ebenmore as you originally believed.”

      Chancellor Day stood from her seat with all the grace of an angry fairy godmother. “This isn’t a conversation to be had in front of students, and I’m sorry to injure everyone’s pride, but there are larger matters at hand. I don’t care about curfews. I don’t care about students causing mischief in your office, Professor Claassen. What I care about is that we now have two more students who are missing hands and no arrests to show for it.” She turned to Cowell. “Stop harassing my pupils with your draconian measures and do your fucking job!”
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      Professor Saviano and Idris didn’t have tutoring lessons in the early mornings. That was a lie told to save Idris. The whitehands couldn’t afford to have their lord and savior suspended or possibly expelled, so there were no punishments brought against him.

      Despite Saviano saving Idris, I advocated to have him put back on the list of possible suspects. It was no secret amongst the three of us that Amber and Kayla’s families were leading witnesses in the charges against Saviano. In fact, it was their parents’ testimonies that was driving the entire case. With both of them in the hospital, Ross had received word from her father that the case was suspended for the time being.

      Also, one couldn’t overlook the fact that in order to intercept the Sightless Sons’ agent, Saviano had to be out of his room and roaming the school. This was the second time we had caught him nearby the scene of the crime.

      The two issues in this assumption was that I didn’t know how to explain his obvious absence at the school in ’94. Chief Inspector Cowell had said that we weren’t dealing with a copycat, and Saviano was very clearly posted in Rotterpool at the time, leading  operations for the Sightless Sons. And Godkin. I agreed with Idris—Saviano wouldn’t have taken Godkin’s hands, unless he had no other way out. Perhaps Godkin had discovered Saviano was the Hand Collector.

      Of course, Idris defended him, claiming those two issues were enough to vindicate him, but Ross agreed that we needed to look into him at the very least.

      There was one other piece of that evening that had fallen by the way side, and that was my evident lack of ability. Idris hadn’t brought it up but he wasn’t an idiot. There was no way my performance that night coupled with the rampant reports of my lack of power hadn’t sparked something in his mind. He had read Dr. Raby’s book and knew my mother was a flup. It was only a matter of time before he told someone of his suspicions, and I feared that person would be Professor Saviano.

      My circumstances pushed me into action, and I elected to have the surgery. Dr. Raby insisted we do it over spring break, so that my recovery would be concealed and he gave me a small bump of oils to carry me through the first half of the spring semester.

      “Nervous?” He asked as I settled down into the surgical chair.

      My feet rested, propped on the vinyl wrap while my head was cradled in some stiff cushioned contraption. “Terrified,” I answered.

      “There’s no reason to be.” He tried to assure me. “This is a minor procedure. Since it will take place just below the surface of the skin, we only need to use a local anesthetic.”

      “I’m not worried about dying or complications of being put under. I’m terrified of losing the little possibility I have at pushing and pulling essences. Even I know that the slightest amount of damage to the hands effects one’s abilities.”

      He paused, staring down at the tray of sterile instruments at his side. “I wouldn’t have suggested this if I believed the likely outcome was permanent removal of your powers. I’m on your side, Zuri. I’ve been here since the beginning and I always will be.”

      I smiled and nodded, not wanting him to take my apprehension personally. I trusted his expertise and his research, the uncertain variable in this endeavor that made me uneasy was me—my own hands and ink. They had failed me countless times when I desperately needed them, and now it felt as though I was just setting myself up for another failure.

      Dr. Raby slipped his hands into a pair of latex gloves and selected a small needle with a large barrel. “This will numb the area.” He explained as he injected the liquid just underneath the black of my tattoos.

      The point stung but I bared it. The rest of my life depended on this moment. I had to see it through to the end.

      His fingers wiggled as they roamed over his array of scalpels, trying to decide which was best for the initial incision. After only a few seconds they plucked a thin blade. Dr. Raby placed the sharp metal edge on my skin and sliced, cutting carefully around the ink. “Do you feel anything?”

      “No.” I shook my head. Watching him I was mesmerized by his skill. His hand didn’t shake or quiver. The incision was a clean line wrapping around one side of my mehndi designs.

      “I heard you almost got suspended from school,” Dr. Raby mentioned as he lifted my skin. The flesh looked weird, bright red. It bled, seeping over the edge. Dr. Raby grabbed a large piece of gauze and dabbed the blood away.

      “Who did you hear that from?”

      He glanced up at me. “Lord Nicholas Adder.”

      So, Adder and Raby were still good friends it seemed. “Yes, I was caught out past curfew.”

      Dr. Raby picked up a wafer thin piece of silicone. It was so fine, it was practically transparent. Using a pair of tweezers and a metal rod, he slid the implant through the opening in my hand. He then centered it before carefully pulling the skin back over.

      “What are you doing out past curfew?”

      I didn’t know whether to tell him the truth or lie. I had a feeling he would disapprove of me snooping around in Professor Claassen’s office. Dr. Raby was deathly loyal to blackhands and Professor Claassen would be an ally on that front. Also, I was certain Chief Inspector Cowell’s assertion that Idris and I were working together had planted and sprouted in Lord Adder’s head by now. If I admitted to being in Claassen’s office, there was a chance  Cowell’s assumption would be confirmed.

      “What does the implant do?” I decided to change the subject instead.

      “It’s a magnifier of sorts that I developed. It’s a combination of things, but the main proponent is oil. Mugwort Oil of the Fourth Essence to be exact.”

      “What?” I swallowed. “Isn’t that illegal?” That was the oil Lakshmi had applied it to my skin when they were first trying to figure out what was wrong with my hands. Aunt Margot had flipped her top and bemoaned the entire event.

      “Yes, it is, but it’s diluted. I elected to use it because it’s one of the most powerful and attainable oils that we have.” He set down his tools and picked up a suture, then began sewing the incision closed. “Is what cChief Inspector Cowell said true?”

      I bit my tongue. “What do you mean?”

      “Did you sneak out with Idris Young?” He sewed the black thread to my flesh.

      I breathed a long air of relief that I hadn’t answered Raby before. “Does Adder think I did?” He had been the first to stand up and defy Cowell’s assumption. It was possible he was only doing that to keep me in the school.

      “He believes you have Idris Young wrapped around your finger,” Dr. Raby said without glancing away from his work.

      I had to be careful with my next words. Dr. Raby didn’t know Idris like I did. He saw him as the opposition’s golden child. “We have a mutual respect as any wise individual would for their enemy.” It pained me to reduce my relationship with him to that, to paint it out as though he was nothing to me but somebody I would meet on the battleground ten to twenty years.

      He was more to me than just a respected enemy. I know we framed our relationship as a truce, but it had expanded into something much more tangible. We didn’t have the luxury of exploring what was between us as the other students did, but through his cryptic responses to Ross’s questions, I knew he was somewhat interested in me.

      “And that’s it?” Dr. Raby asked as he placed the last stitch.

      “For now.”

      “What do you mean by that?” He began numbing my other hand.

      “Simply that I don’t know what the future holds. I like to leave all my options open.”

      Something about my response perturbed him, because his hands quit moving and he just looked up at me. “I know you’re young and your family just returned you into the world six months ago, so you may be speaking from a naive frame of mind, but there shouldn’t be any more between the two of you ever. You can’t trust him. It’s in his best interest if he sways you and makes you believe that there is a budding friendship or relationship of some sort. His brother works for the party, advocating white hands the primacy daily. His mother is a whitehand highborn, and his father is an activist for whitehand rule. There is no reaching Idris. He was born and raised in this. The only one that can sway in this game, is you. Don’t let him move you. Don’t let him trick you. And don’t let him play with your emotions. Our entire community is at risk if they turn you.”

      I met his eyes, holding his stare. “I would never even dream of turning against my faction. After what I’ve endured at Blacksaw, I am well aware that the blackhands are my family. It was a blackhand who volunteered to fix my snuffed hands in secret. It was a blackhand that saved me from suspension and the sightless sons. It was a blackhand that befriended me in a time when nobody else would. Blood or not, I am with you all to the very end.” None of it was a lie. I truly treasured the support around me, and I wasn’t blind to the fact that all the people lifting me up were blackhands.

      And I wasn’t an ink-traitor. My heart was simply lost, teased by the prospect of not being able to have the one gorgeous strapping man who I wanted.

      “It is such a relief to hear you say that.” He continued to inject the numbing solution into my flesh. “Through underground channels, I have heard many times that the whitehand highborns are pulling strings to flip you. You have no idea how terrifying it is for me to be doing all this research on unlocking and improving your powers with the hanging worry that in a few years you’ll turn around and use it against me and everyone that I love.”

      “I know it seems like I kind of just emerged as an adult out of nowhere, but my uncle and my aunt have been in my life for as long as I can remember. You do realize that flipping would mean turning against them as well, right?”

      The idea was completely unfathomable to me. If my relationship with Idris did anything, it lessened my ignorance. This in turn lessened my dislike for whitehands. In the beginning, I feared them because they were the strange unknown. My interaction with Idris showed me that they were just people like everyone else with families, jobs, hobbies, and aspirations. It wasn’t making me hate blackhands.

      Dr. Raby lifted the scalpel to start the first incision on my left hand but then paused. “Would you like to do it?”

      At first, the question disturbed me. Of course I didn’t want to slice open my own hand, but then I saw the symbolism behind it. This was me taking back control of my future.

      I stretched out my right hand and plucked the scalpel from his open palm. But my grip wasn’t strong enough. My hand was still numb, and the medical knife teetered between my fingers. Dr. Raby wrapped his own hand around mine, careful not to disturb the sutures, and lowered the blade to my skin. Together, with his hand over my, I sliced a small line beside the tattoo and opened by flesh for the oil implant.
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      My week at Dr. Raby’s was spent lazing about while an apprentice waited upon me. For the first twenty-four hours after my surgery, I didn’t feel too much discomfort. However, the second, third, and fourth were nightmares. Dr. Raby provided me with medication to reduce swelling and redness; and when it felt as though I had hundreds of angry fire ants beneath my skin, eating me from the inside out, I received a strong painkiller.

      By the time spring break drew to a close and I returned to school, my hands had mostly healed. Dr. Raby insisted I visit his apprentices on campus to receive a few more pushes of mending essences, but that was only to reduce the appearance of some fine lines. I had four to six weeks to wait before the implants set, until then, he warned that my magic would be a bit wonky. I was too elated to come out of the surgery with the transition still apparent on my hands that it hadn’t dawned on me that my midterms landed right in the middle of this healing phase.

      “And what essences could you expect to find in the herb feverfew?” Professor Claassen asked. He sat tall with pen in hand and papers stacked neatly on the table before him.

      He, Professor Robben, and Pwofese Middlemiss had been selected to lead the oral and practical portion of my midterms. Claassen was a hardass, but I preferred him over Professor Saviano. I believed to be a gift from the universe that I didn’t have a whitehand on my board.

      “The fifteenth, twenty-first, and ninth essence,” I answered.

      “Who founded the first, second, and the third law of ousio motion?”

      “Queen Nafanua.”

      “In order to push a proper light spell, which two digits must always be touching?”

      “One and two.”

      “Which essences are commonly found in iron-carbon alloys?”

      The question gave me pause. I didn’t know the ousio-composition of inorganic materials as well as I should. “That’s steel, right?”

      None of them either confirmed or denied my claim. Professor Claassen simply repeated the test question.

      I ran a hand through my hair and sucked in a deep breath, thinking. “Eighth, thirteenth, and…” Fuck. There were two more, as each alloy held two. “Fourteenth and twenty-ninth.”

      “Good,” Claassen replied. “And which essences go to which alloy.”

      I had no idea. “Eighth and fourteenth come from the carbon alloy, and the thirteenth and twenty-ninth come from iron?”

      “Incorrect. Eighth and fourteenth come from the carbon alloy, and the thirteenth and twenty-ninth are pulled from the iron alloy,” Claassen said as he wrote on the piece of paper before him.

      “When did tattooing first arrive in Europe?” Pwofese Middlemiss began her round of questions.

      “The most direct evidence we have of early tattooing comes from Otzi the Iceman who dates from the 4th millennium BC.”

      “And when were familial gifts in the noblesse first recognized?”

      “In the 1600s.”

      “Why then?”

      “They were used as justification by those select families to rise above the peasant class and assume power. This was fueled by the birth of the doctrine of the divine right of kings.”

      “Do you know how these special powers are passed?”

      It irked me that Middlemiss was hitting so hard on questions about familial gifts. But I heard her loud and clear. I still hadn’t confessed my snuffed status to Chancellor Day, and she knew. It didn’t matter though. I didn’t have any intentions of doing so. If this surgery was as successful as both Dr. Raby and I hoped, I wouldn’t need to say anything.

      “Genetically.”

      “Through which parent?”

      “Either, but only one is passed on.” I had never wondered which familial gift I had received due to my snuffed status, but now my imagination floated off with me. Dr. Raby hadn’t said how the procedure would affect familial powers.

      “Are you trying to say something, Middlemiss?” Professor Robben asked.

      “No, I finished.” She smiled at him with her deep rose-colored lips.

      Professor Robben sighed. “What does the sixth essence taste like?”

      “Moss.”

      “And to which hand posturing does it best respond?”

      “Circular.”

      He nodded. “Which out of the basic thirty-three elements is the heaviest to pull?”

      “The twenty-sixth?”

      He shook his head. “Twenty-seventh.” I should’ve known that.

      “Time,” Professor Claassen called out, signifying the end of my oral exam.”Stand for the practical.”

      My feet spread shoulder-width apart and my knees sunk slightly, getting comfortable.

      “Whenever you are ready, please perform Ongian form number one.”

      Normally, our traditional forms frightened me. They were a dance of sort between wielder and essence, beginning with a pull and launching into a series of moves that yo-yoed the essences around hands and room alike. They were seen as essential in order to truly master the manipulation of essences, the control was one of the things that snuffed hands struggled with most.

      Today felt different though. Every morning I tested out my hand since the surgery by pulling a single essence from the bonsai tree in my chamber. Day after day the pull became easier and easier. Today had been like plucking fruit from a tree, and I wasn’t even fully healed yet. My tattoo was still very slightly raised and would only sit flush with the skin once the implant had settled. Then I would know my recovery was at its end.

      I pulled three essences from the plant provided, and began the motions. My arms raised and lowered with my fingers curled and arms stretched out, pushing and pulling the essences in a sort of juggling act. They illuminated the room in a series of colors and flashes that indicated I was doing everything right. And when the first form drew to a close I stood with a big gleam on my face

      This should be enough to prove to Pwofese Middlemiss that I wasn’t snuffed.

      “Well,” began Professor Robben, “that was exceptionally better than anything I’ve seen from you.”

      “Yes, quite out of character,” murmured Professor Claassen. “Thank you for your time, Lady Ebenmore. That concludes the midterm.”

      I left the room feeling as though I were floating. This was perhaps the highlight of my month. I had walked into that room and crushed everything they had to throw at me. It was so alleviating just to feel normal.

      But that feeling was soon ripped away when a strong hand grabbed my arm and twirled me around. Pwofese Middlemiss stood just a foot away from my face.

      “You lied to me,” she snarled. “You didn’t tell Chancellor Day like you said you would.”

      I didn’t know what she is talking about. There was nothing to tell Chancellor Day, and I thought I had made that rather apparent during my test. “What do you mean?” I shook my head. “What do you want me to tell Chancellor Day?”

      “Don’t play stupid with me, Zuri. After everything I’ve been through, I’m the last one you want to try to bullshit.” She growled. “It is imperative for your protection that she know.”

      “There’s nothing to tell her.” I shrugged my shoulders. “You saw me in there. I proved myself.”

      “That exam has nothing to do with it.” Her eyes narrowed on me, confused. “It proved nothing.”

      “It proved everything!” My voice raised louder than I intended for it to, drawing attention from a nearby agent in a light gray uniform.

      The clap of leather boots on wood filled the corridor as Pwofese Middlemiss hissed. “You can’t run from the truth. Hide all you want, but one day you will have to face this.”

      “Is everything all right over here ladies?” The young sightless sons agent asked. His bright blue eyes glanced between the two of us, and his brow lifted when he realized exactly who the two of us were. “Is this absomancer bothering you, Lady Ebenmore?” There was venom on his tongue.

      Pwofese Middlemiss folded her arms across her chest, waiting for the fight.

      I shook my head. “No. She just cares about me and is trying to push me to do my best is all. Sometimes it comes in the form of tough love.” I shouldn’t have been saving after she harassed me, but I liked Pwofese Middlemiss. All I wanted was for her to let the incident go.

      My words melted her feisty disposition. “Exactly. Our paths are more alike than you think. I’m trying to ensure that you have a better future.”

      “That’s relieving to hear,” the agent said. “In the meantime, I expect you to keep things at a respectable volume or move your conversation to a private area.”

      “Yeah, we’ll remember to do that.” Pwofese Middlemiss glared at him as she turned on her heel and marched back into the testing room.

      I stood there for a few seconds, alone and confused. I wasn’t sure what Middlemiss had planned and perhaps I wasn’t taking her demands as seriously as I should be. She had the potential to ruin me, so why was I playing as though I were above it all?

      I wasn’t and I needed to remember that.
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      As always, I was the first at the abandoned library. The other two insisted I show up early to let them in, since I was the only one that could enter safely. When I arrived at the library, it appeared different this time. The floors had been swept and the cobwebs wiped away. Someone or something had come in and tried to clean it. Perhaps the room was beginning to enjoy our company and wanted to make us more comfortable.

      I slipped into the leather hold of the couch with my backpack resting on my thigh when something caught my eye. There, in one of the armchairs lay a bundle of black cloth. I reached over and picked it up, unfurling the garment. It was long, running the entire length of my body. Its hood was deep and hemmed with a black silk ribbon.

      It was a cloak. I had never seen one in real life, only In movies set in historical times, but there was no mistaking what I held in my hands. Clipped to the neck was a silver eye clasp, stylized to appear shut. When I connected it to the other side, the metal moved and the eye opened. Whoever had made this had taken great care and effort. I couldn’t imagine someone just forgetting an item like this.

      I opened it wide, searching for a tag or perhaps a sewn in name as fancy coats were want to have. To my surprise, there was a silk patch just below the nape of the neck. In sparkling white letters it said: Zuri Ebenmore, Daughter of the Black House.

      I gasped, opening my hands and letting the cloak fall from my grasp onto the floor. I didn’t know if it was the library or someone toying with me. How did anyone know that I had been to this library and would return? Was I being followed? Chief Inspector Cowell did say that he intended to pay close attention to me. I didn’t think that that entailed a tale. It seemed a rather drastic measure for someone as inconsequential as I was.

      “Take it,” the room whispered in my ear.

      “No,” I replied. My hands shook.

      “It’s yours,” the room told me. “Claim your title.”

      Just as the blood drained from my face a knock on the library door stopped my heart. I approached slowly, unsure if whoever lurked behind that door was the same person that it left the cloak for me to find.

      With my breath rattling in my chest, I gripped the cold brass handle and opened the door ever so slowly. A pair of green eyes stared back at me.

      It was Idris.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me. “You look sick.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “I don’t know. I don’t know if it’s the room or the Sightless Sons but somebody’s on to us.”

      He stepped in the library and closed the door behind him. “What do you mean? What happened?”

      I marched over to the pile of black and lifted the cloak. “Somebody left this in here for me to find.”

      Idris shrugged. “We’re probably not the only ones that use this room. Someone may have just accidentally left it behind, not specifically targeting you.”

      I opened the cloak in a huff and held out the silk patch. “Look. It has my name on it. They’re targeting me.”

      Idris took the cloak from me and stared at the black silk, running his fingers over the embroidery. “What do you think this is for?”

      “I have no idea,” I said as another knock on the door cut me off mid-thought. Idris opened it, and Ross traipsed inside.

      “Why do you two look so glum?” She asked.

      “Zuri found this cloak in the library, and it has her name stitched into the back of it.” Ross took the garment from him and inspected the fine black cloth as we all had done. Then, she held it out to me. “Okay, well, put it on. Let’s see if it makes you invisible.”

      “This isn’t a joke, Ross.” I snatched it from her. “It’s creepy.”

      “I never said it wasn’t, but what are you going to do? Carry it around with you and stare at it all day? Whoever left it here for you to find wanted you to where it. So, where it. Perhaps there is a message imbued in the cloth that only you can hear.”

      I looked to Idris, and he nodded his head. “She’s not wrong.”

      “What if it kills me?”

      “This room would never let that happen. I’m certain if it senses that the cloak was made to kill you, it would’ve hidden it or destroyed it,” Ross said. “Now, go on. Let’s see how pretty you look.”

      I held my breath and slid the heavy garment over my shoulders. It cascaded down to my feet in an array of folds. The hood rested against my back as the shape hugged my shoulders without a struggle. It was a perfect it.

      “Well, do you hear anything?” Ross asked s she twirled a finger around her brown curls.

      I shook my head. “No. It just feels like I’m wearing a cloak.”

      “Clasp it,” Idris suggested.

      I took the shut eye in my fingers and slipped the backside into a small metal holster on the other side. The eye opened. Both Ross and Idris jumped.

      “Pretty weird, no?” My fingers held the hard silver eye out for them to see.

      Ross took a step toward me, running her hands down the fabric and feeling the cloth. “I think the word you’re looking for is fantastic.”

      “Yes, it’s well-made, but what is its purpose? Who left it for me and why? The whole thing feels dangerous and eerie.” And I couldn’t figure out why Idris nor Ross were as alarmed about the cloak’s sudden appearance as I was. Ross admired the thing, and Idris didn’t really have an opinion one way or another.

      “Speaking of eerie things, Professor Saviano’s court case is still stalled. My father believes that the attack on those two girls may have permanently shut it down. The witnesses are so petrified that the pair of them losing their hands was a warning.”

      I slipped the cloak from my shoulders and folded it, holding it in my grip. “You can’t be serious.”

      Ross nodded. “Dead serious.”

      “I told you he wasn’t as squeaky clean as you thought,” I said to Idris.

      He sighed, slumping in one of the highback armchairs. He ran two hands down his face, the reality hitting hard. “So where do we go from here? What’s the next step in order to halt the Hand Collectors rampage?”

      “I thought it was kind of a done deal that we believed it was Claassen?” Ross said.

      “The tools in his office were very damning, but the recent choice of victims doesn’t make sense. It only makes sense for Saviano. And I can’t get over Adder’s weird behavior. I’m not exaggerating when I say he was obsessed with touching and feeling and seeing my hands.”

      “I agree. All three of them are believably guilty. The blood on his cuff, his obsession with Zuri’s hands, and his attendance at the school in 1994 make Adder plausible to be the Hand Collector. Then, there’s the whole thing with the court case, his presence at Harley Wilson’s attack, and his history that make Professor Saviano plausible. Lastly, you have Claassen who hates white ands, advocates resegregation, has the tools, skin, and the know-how in his office, and his first year teaching was 1994,” Idris gave us the rundown. “We need the smoking gun. Just as I had said last time, we need some hard evidence.”

      “Were the tools in Professor Claassen’s office not hard evidence question?” Ross asked.

      “No,” Idris said. “There wasn’t any blood on the tools. Plus, he specializes in stiziology. Yes, it’s completely disturbing that he has scraps of skin that he collects, but there were no fresh hands.”

      I winced at the distinction.

      “What if he’s taking the hands and skinning the tattoos, then tosses the rest?”

      “Then what’s the purpose of chopping off the entire hand?” I asked Ross. “If all he wants is the ink, that’s a lot easier to take than having to saw through bone and cartilage and ligament.”

      “Zuri is right. Flaying a little bit of skin is a lot less work than taking a limb,” Idris added.

      Ross ran a hand through her thick brown hair. “I just want this to be over and settled already. The waiting and guessing is agonizing.”

      “Then do something about,” Idris told her.

      “Like what? Rummage through their things?”

      He shrugged. “Isn’t that what we do when we pin someone as a suspect? Violate their privacy?”

      “You’re right. Idris, you take Professor Saviano. Ross, you turn your attention to Professor Claassen. And I’ll deal with Lord Nicholas Adder,” I said. “Next time we meet, let’s have something solid.”
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      My eyes were glued to the map as the elevator ascended. All the counters were closed on the octagonal car. I had an hour before everyone arrived for work and was feeling oddly optimistic about this.

      The elevator dinged once I reached the sixth floor. I glanced down at the map as I stepped off, entering the corridor and waited. From the rumors roaming around the school, the Hyacinthine Wing was the only one without a regular Sightless Sons agent posted. The reason being that the Sightless Sons didn’t bring a single blackhand with them, and the resident jaguar on this floor wasn’t one to take lightly.

      During the day, he was harmless. He had been at the school for little more than a decade and trained to ignore the comings and goings of the students and staff. It was only during the evening hours that one had to be on their guard. Given the vastness of the wing, I prayed he was tucked away in a dark corner, sleeping.

      I stretched out my right hand and closed my eyes. With all my attention diverted to this one task, I sensed the essences around me. Where I once had to yank and pull to pluck an essence, I could now feel it reaching out to me.

      I pulled two essences from the nearby potted plant, not enough to do irreparable damage, and pushed them right back out. “A’hrak.” Light bloomed from the palm of my hand, illuminating the way before me.

      Herringbone wood floors lay beneath my feet and matching wood panels covered the walls. I could hear the rustling of wings and calls of macaws as I carefully padded down the long corridor. Large blooms of tropical plants dotted corners and hid hallways. Twice I walked right past my turnoff. I could clearly see the hall on my map, but it was hidden behind a careful arrangement of elephant leaves.

      As I continued down, an uneasy, foreboding feeling sank into my stomach. An overwhelming dread hit me like a train. I had been so confident in my ability to do this on my own when I first set out, but now I wanted nothing but to have Idris or Ross at my side. For as strong as the surgery had made me, it hadn’t given me a boost in knowledge or the ability to push and pull essences from inorganic material.

      I pushed farther down the hall, passing doors with names I didn’t recognize painted on their faces in gold lettering. I read them as I went. My eyes searched for the title Member of the Board of Trustees. I turned another corner and that’s when I heard it.

      It was deep and rolling, guttural in essence. I half-believed my mind was playing tricks on me but when I spun on my heel and my hand lit the way I had just come, I saw him. His spots were faint against his black fur, making him practically invisible amongst the foliage. However, there is no denying that golden reflection from his eyes. It shined bright and was pinned right on me.

      I contemplated pulling essences from him. It was the easiest way to defend myself, but then they would know that somebody, a blackhand, had entered the wing overnight. Given that the three of us had just recently been caught rummaging through Professor Claassen’s office, this little break-in would be an open and shut case. I needed to be in and out without a trace. Which meant I couldn’t pull from the jaguar.

      I did the next best thing I could.

      I spun around and took off. My legs pumped hard. His roar echoed around the corridor as his weight hammered the floor behind me. Light whipped around me as my arms swung to build up speed. My heart was in my throat, and my lungs burned.

      He hissed with a high-pitched cry that reverberated with my impending death. The hairs on the back of my neck raised.

      I cut another corner and heard him seconds later colliding into the wall, unable to get a good grip on the slick floors. I glanced behind my shoulder and the small flash of light revealed that he was only a paw’s length away. There was hunger in his eyes, an overwhelming desire to pounce on my body and feast on my flesh.

      Just when I thought my luck had run out, I saw the door up ahead. Lord Nicholas Adder, Member of the Board of Trustees twinkled in the flickering light. The only problem was, I didn’t know how to open the door, nor did I have the time to figure it out.

      As it approached, I grabbed the doorknob, resolving to pull essences from the jaguar in order to use them and unlock the door with a deft push. But the brass knob turned without any trouble.

      It was unlocked.

      I darted in and slammed the door behind me. The mass of bone, fur, and muscle pummeled the wood. I reached up and turned the lock as my back rattled against the door to hold it from the jaguar’s battering.

      He didn’t linger long once he realized I was out of reach, but it took me a while to peel myself up off the floor. My breath was uneven, and my heart felt as though it had lodged into my rib cage. I was sure the stress of the ordeal had shaved an easy five years off my life.

      But I was in. Somehow, I had managed to get myself into Nicholas Adder’s office.

      I glanced down at my hand, as the light flickered, warning it was running out of fuel. A hint of red caught my eye, and I had to do a double take.

      My eyes were playing tricks on me. The transition color upon my right hand was different. A fire burst of red, orange, and gold—the same colors as was on Uncle Hank’s hands. However, my left hand still shown sapphire, copper, and gold.

      I sighed and tucked it away in my mind. It was something I would bring up with Dr. Raby, but for now, it was inconsequential. There was nothing I could do other than fret, and that was pointless given my current circumstances.

      Adder’s office was smaller than Claassen’s. On one wall stood tall cabinets that featured his familial history with old black-and-white photos of fathers past. Two white armchairs faced toward a cherry wood executive desk. The surface was scattered with contracts and old parchments.

      I pulled myself onto my feet and rounded upon the desk, hungry for anything that could tie him to the Hand Collector. The drawers opened one after another for me, filled with folders and papers.

      There was one drawer that I couldn’t open. It required a key.

      I glanced up and pulled a few essences from the small shrub in the corner of the room and pushed them out with my left hand, but they didn’t all come out. It felt as though there was a funnel attached to my left hand, clogging the way out. But it was enough to unlock the drawer.

      As I ripped it open, a weird tickle grew in the palm of my right hand. I ignored it, figuring it was irritated from overuse. My eyes scanned the contents of the drawer and stopped when a very familiar silver icon stared back at me.

      It was the clasp from the cloak I had found in the library. The eye was shut as it wasn’t fastened to anything. I knew it couldn’t the exact same one that I had found, for that was tucked away in my chamber. But why did Adder have one as well?

      I shut the drawer and stretched out my arm, pulling more essences. I dropped my hand to cut off the flow, but it didn’t stop

      Even resting at my side, my hand pulled. When it had finished with the potted plant in the corner, it began siphoning off a branch in the wall.

      I shook it and closed my fingers into a fist. But it did nothing. I couldn’t stop the pull.

      My hand drank in what felt like twenty-eight essences. They were heavy and began to burn from lingering with in me. I tried to push them back out through my left hand, but there was a clog of sorts. They were coming out, but not as fast as my right hand was pulling them in.

      I tried to keep myself from panicking, but the overwhelming terror burst in my chest. I screamed for help as every organic in the room was sucked inside of me.

      An indescribable stinging pain ricocheted across my palms. I couldn’t get the essences out, and the agony was building. The more my palms swallowed, the worse it all became. I toppled over from the pain. My muscles and bones were writhing beneath my flesh. I stared at my hands as my vision blurred, trying to make sense of it all.

      I heard a distinct snap, and my fingers twisted in odd angles on their own will. I cried, shrieking. My thumb had turned itself all the way around. In a desperate attempt to save myself, I fought the flow of the pull and pushed against it, shoving everything I harbored inside, not caring how the essences extrapolated themselves.

      The room ruptured. Glasses popped, windows shattered, and the cabinets collapsed. Sickness settled in my stomach, and my sight dimmed. I braced myself on the desk, taking deep breaths to slow my fading mind, but the spots eclipsed my vision, and I slumped on the floor.
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      I blinked as the medical wing came into focus. I heard a gasp from my side and turned my head to see a nurse dart from away, heading to another colleague. She whispered something in her ear and they both glanced at me. The charge nurse said something in reply, and the young woman darted out of the medical wing with quick steps.

      The charge nurse folded her hands before her and in the long steps, crossed the room over to my bed. She smiled as her hands shone with a flamingo pink transition across the white ink. “How do you feel, Lady Ebenmore?”

      “Better.” The dizziness had faded, and the sour sensation in my stomach withdrawn. I lifted a hand to brush the hair that threatened to fall on my face out of the way and paused. Three out of my five fingers were in splints. “What happened?”

      “Well, it seems that while you were trespassing in Lord Adder’s office, you pulled a few too many essences and held onto them longer than you should’ve. A condition commonly referred to as Ousi Fever, But I like to refer to it as plain inexperience and ignorance.”

      As the last word trickled out of her mouth, the medical wing doors flew open and the first nurse returned with Lord Adder and a police officer in tow. I swallowed hard. This was it. It was my second time being caught out past curfew, and this time my collapsed body had been found in the office of a Member of the Board of Trustees. There was no way they weren’t going to throw me in a cell.

      The nurse turned to the officer. “Here she is. Awake and stabilized just as you requested. As long as her hands aren’t twisted too harshly, she should be good for transport.”

      Nicholas Adder shook his head. “No, I’m not pressing charges.”

      The charge nurse gasped. Flames burst into her eyes. “This is nonsense. This is blackhand aristocractic favoritism.” She turned to the officer. “Surely you won’t stand for this.”

      The officer sighed. “Unfortunately, this is a civil matter. As the office is located on campus, and Zuri Ebenmore has been granted permission to access said campus, we’re not dealing with a criminal trespass charge.”

      I had half a mind to ask why he wasn’t pressing charges, but thought it was best not to try my luck. I didn’t want to say the wrong thing and have him change his mind.

      “That being said, I still have a duty to ask questions and create a record of the event in order to file at the department.” He glanced down at me, observing my crippled hands. “Do you believe she is conscious and in a good state of mind to answer a few questions.”

      “Look at her. What do you think?” The charge nurse snapped.

      The officer shifted his weight, uncomfortable with the nurse’s feisty disposition. “Lady Ebenmore, what were you doing in Lord Adder’s office?”

      “I got lost,” I lied.

      Adder smirked at my answer, and the charge nurse folded her arms across her chest in a huff.

      “You got lost?” The officer repeated.

      I nodded. “Yes—kinda. I was running away from the jaguar and entered the first door that would open for me.”

      “And what were you doing in the Hyacinthine Wing to begin with?”

      “Well, that’s where the lost part comes in. I went to the wrong floor by accident and didn’t realize it until it was too late.”

      “How did you break into Lord Adder’s office then? You had to have used an unlocking push to get past the door.”

      I shook my head. “No, the door was unlocked. I merely turned the handle and ran in.”

      The officer’s brow scrunched into four deep lines. “No, unfortunately, that’s not how this works. The knob is tied to Lord Adder. Only Lord Adder and those that he invites may enter.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. I didn’t have time to push a spell with a hungry jaguar threatening to rip my guts out.”

      He nodded, and unconsciously patted his stomach. “Once you were inside, what happened next?”

      “I can’t recall,” I answered. “The whole event just overwhelmed me, and I blacked out.”

      “She’s lying,” the charge nurse murmured. “And I think it has something to do with this.” She grabbed my two wrists and held up my hands for both men to see. “The transitions aren’t the same.”

      I yanked my hands away. “They’ve always been like that.”

      She glared at me. “Impossible. She’s done something to alter her hands. I suggest a formal investigation by the Sightless Sons.”

      The officer made note of my hands, but didn’t really seem swayed by her words. “Do you know how the glass got broken? Or why the cabinet collapsed?”

      I shook my head. “No, I was told I had Ousi Fever. Maybe as I was going out, I pulled some essences and it all just kind of burst out of me in a fit?”

      “She came in with Ousi Fever?” The officer asked the charge nurse.

      She nodded. “One of the worst cases I’ve seen in a long time. It broke digits to three and five on her left hand, and one, three, and our on her right hand.”

      The officer drew in a deep breath. “That had to hurt. Well, since Lord Adder isn’t pressing charges and Lady Ebenmore doesn’t seem to remember much of the event, I think that’s it for my questions. Thank you for your time.”

      He turned to leave and the charge nurse swooped down upon them, arguing with him as they strode out the doors. She was obviously dissatisfied with my lack of punishment.

      “Did you find anything of use in there?” Adder asked me once the officer and charge nurse were out of earshot.

      “No, was I supposed to?” Had Adder assumed I would break into his office sooner or later? Was he the one that left the cloak in the abandoned library and expected me to go sniffing around to find out who had done it.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m uncertain of how much you already know?”

      “About what exactly?”

      “Zuri!” Ross’s voice carried to me from the medical wing doors. “You’re awake!” She dashed to my side, and her eyes lit with relief. “That fever had knocked you out for two days. There were talks of transporting you to the hospital.” But Ross’s exuberance quickly faded when she realized that Nicholas Adder stood at my bedside.

      He smiled at her before his eyes turned to me. “I can see you two have a lot to catch up on. When you’re ready to talk, I’ll be in my office, Lady Ebenmore. I’m sure you know which door that is.”

      We watched him leave. He swayed with an air only silver spoon could produce. “So what are they going to do with you? The students have running bets going on about which jail you’re going to go to.”

      “He’s not pressing charges against me,” I told her.

      Her eyes widened and mouth gaped. “What? Why isn’t he pressing charges against you?”

      I shrugged my shoulders as much as I could in the bed. “I don’t know and I was too afraid to ask.”

      “I don’t blame you.” Ross glanced around before leaning in close. “Did you find anything?”

      “Yes, something very interesting.” But I wanted to tell the two of them at the same time. “Where’s Idris?”

      Ross shook her head. “I don’t know. We had planned to meet up this morning in the library to share whatever news we had about your case, but he never showed. I assumed he got cold feet and decided not to come. The Sightless Sons are practically everywhere now due to the two recent office break-ins.” She flashed me a wicked grin.

      That was completely unlike Idris. He wasn’t afraid to meet with me, so why would he shy away from meeting with Ross over a few possible guards. Someone that he had virtually no consequences for being caught conversing with. It didn’t make sense.

      “Well, did you see him in the halls at all today or anything?”

      “No, but you know that neither one of us ever really runs into the upper division whitehands. Why do you ask? Do you think something happened to him? Is that what you found in Adder’s office? Plans to take down the whitehands?”

      “No. Nothing like that. But in his desk drawer, I saw the metal eye clasp. It was the same one that we had found on that cloak left for me in the library.” I rested my mottled hands at my sides. A light throb was building in the joints.

      “Do you think he the one that left the cloak for you then?”

      “I’m not sure but it seems likely. Who else do you know has that clasp?”

      “Nobody, to be honest. I’ve never seen it before my life. Odd how it’s popping up everywhere now, no?”

      I nodded. “Yes, it’s very odd indeed.”
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      I was released later that evening much to the charge nurse’s dismay. Ross greeted me at the doors to carry my dirty clothes for me and help me get around the school. With three out of ten of my fingers in splints, my hands were virtually useless. The medical wing had done it its job of trying to heal me, as I had entered with five broken fingers and two of them badly twisted. But I was still going to need a few days to a week in order to fully recover.

      It seemed this entire year all my hands had done was recover.

      The next day I returned the classes. Everyone whispered about how I got off too easily for my crime. James even went so far as to claim that I was sleeping with Nicholas Adder.

      But after what I had been through in the fall semester, the rumors and gossip were just background noise. At this point, all I really cared about was seeing Idris again. I kept an eye out for him in the hallways, even went so far as to stop by the few wings where I knew some of his classes were held, but he wasn’t there.

      I eventually gathered my courage and headed to Prof. Saviano’s office later that day. If he wouldn’t do anything about it, my next step was to slide into the depths of the whitehand territory and try Idris’s cluster.

      “Lady Ebenmore,” Saviano said, staring at me with an ever-present amused twinkle in his eye. “For what do I owe this immense pleasure?”

      I swallowed hard, hugging my books tight to my chest. “Sorry to interrupt you, but I was just wondering if you had seen Idris Young at all lately?”

      He cocked his head and regarded me with a smirk. “Come in and shut the door behind you.”

      I did as he requested and remained where I stood.

      “What interest do you have been Mr. Young?” He asked.

      “We’re friends, and I care about him. Seems as though nobody has seen him today or yesterday, and I’m worried. From what he’s told me, the two of you are close. He really looks up to you. I was hoping you could at least tell me if he’s well or not.”

      Saviano sat up in his chair. “No, I haven’t seen him. But it’s interesting how you describe your relationship…” His expression shifted from relaxed to one of worry. “Do you think something bad has happened to him? I am well aware that the three of you have been up to some shenanigans. Did you do something or know something, Lady Ebenmore?”

      I shook my head. “No, I didn’t do anything. I’ve been in the medical wing for the last few days. How could I have?”

      He nodded and leaned back in his chair. “I’ll say something to Chancellor Day and ask the other boys in his chamber if they’ve seen him. In the meantime, you worry about yourself. You’ve been getting into an awful lot of trouble lately.”

      “Thank you, Professor Saviano,” I said before I turned and left his office.

      But it wasn’t enough. Worry pummeled me. I have this weird intuition something had happened to him, something bad. It gave me a flighty sense of panic. Impulse told me I needed to act needed act fast.

      But I didn’t know who else to go to. While I didn’t think Professor Saviano had faked his concern, his obvious lack of urgency was troubling.

      

      “What did Saviano say?” Ross asked.

      I slipped into bed, pulling the sheets over my body. My concern hadn’t subsided. I didn’t know if I would sleep tonight. “He said he hadn’t seen Idris, but he’d look into it.” I’d probably just stay awake the entire time staring up at the ceiling. “And then I tried his cluster—the vicious little pixie summoned him, but he never showed.”

      “Yeah, I asked some of the whitehands I’m on friendly terms with if they knew where’d he been, and none of them has seen him lately.” She crinkled her nose. “Something about this isn’t right.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been having that feeling all day. Like this weird sharp, panicked worry.” I laid my head on the pillow, trying to shove the feeling away.

      “You don’t think…” Ross’s lips slammed shut.

      “Think what?” I encouraged her to go on.

      She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m being unreasonable. My imagination is running away from me.”

      It wasn’t difficult to connect the dots. “You think the Hand Collector might have gotten to him, don’t you?”

      “No, but yes. I don’t know.” She cringed, shaking her head. “My mind’s jumping to the worst conclusion possible.”

      “Do you think any of our suspects would have any reason to go after him?” Professor Saviano loved Idris. While Professor Claassen was against whitehands at the school, I couldn’t imagine him having the guts to go after the whitehands’ beloved hero. And I had seen Nicholas Adder the day that Idris disappeared, so I doubted he had done something.

      “No, I don’t. Thus the problem.” Ross flung herself onto her bed.

      As I stared at the ceiling with my mind racing, trying to link one of the three to Idris, a black envelope materialized in front of me. When it was whole, it fell onto my face. I sat up, examining the envelope. There were no names, dates, or any type of marking on it.

      “What is this?” I asked Ross.

      She rolled over and her eyes went wide. “It’s a summons.”

      While I knew what a summons was, I wasn’t exactly sure how they worked. “What do I do with it?”

      “Well, you have to open it, and you have an hour to respond. Either you go and fulfill the summons, or you reject it and the person gets notification of your refusal. If you ignore it, the sender if notified of that as well.”

      I tore the black flap open, and pulled out a small note card. Across it in barely legible handwriting was the following:

      

      Please see me at once. It is of the gravest importance.

      - Dr. Maxwell Raby

      

      “Who is it from?” Ross asked.

      “I’ll tell you later,” I said as I hopped out of bed, dressed myself, and rushed out of the chamber.
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      I knocked on the door, but nobody answered. My hand still clutched the summons. I had taken the last ferry of the day from the island to get to Lilledoorn. I had nowhere else to go but here.

      I knocked again. This time beating a little harder, and once again, I was left standing on a stoop.

      My eyes glanced around the dark street. The willow rustled from the nibbling fish in the canal. None of this was making sense, but I knew it was all connected somehow. The summons, Idris’s disappearance, and now this unanswered door. Something was going on, and I knew whoever was pulling the strings was possibly luring me into a trap, but I didn’t know another way. It was too late to go back and get Ross, and given my hot run with the police and the sightless sons, I didn’t think it wise to invoke their services.

      I tried the door, and the knob twisted open without a struggle. It was unlocked.

      I entered the living room. From the little light provided by the streetlamps, it looked as it always had. There was no sign of struggle or a fight. “Dr. Raby?” I called out.

      He didn’t respond, but I heard his voice coming from his study on the third floor. At least, I thought it was his voice.

      “Dr. Raby?” I yelled a little louder.

      “Zuri, is that you?” He shouted down at me. “Come on up and lock the door behind you.”

      I shut the front door and bolted it as he had instructed. “Is everything okay?” I asked as I began my ascent.

      He didn’t answer me.

      “I took the last ferry from the island to get here. I have no way of getting back, but I was so worried that I came.” I rambled on as my foot struck step after step. “Is everything okay? Are you okay?”

      Just before I reached the door to his study, I stopped. Unprovoked dread buried itself in the pit of my stomach. It was my intuition screaming at me, not that it hadn’t already been trying to get my attention when Raby hadn’t answered the front door.

      I peeked through the crack, but the study looked just as it always did. The firelight pouring out from the door made the splints on my fingers glint and shine. I was powerless, but I knew I had to go through the door. Something had happened to Dr. Raby, and I had to do whatever I could to save him.

      I pushed through the door. My limbs felt like ice, attached but numb.

      My head turned to the right, and the scene before me slammed the wind right out of my chest. Atop Raby’s medical table, laid Idris, strapped and dazed. His head a flopped to the side, and his eyes met mine, but there was nothing behind that green gaze. He didn’t even recognize me.

      I gasped, clasping my palm to my mouth.

      “I know it’s a bit shocking,” Dr. Raby said, standing by the hearth. “But I believed it imperative you be here for this one.”

      “This one?” My jaw shivered.

      “It didn’t sit right—-me being the one to harvest his hands when he’s your archenemy. I felt it would be extremely disrespectful after the bond we’ve built.” He turned, gripped his small metal table of instruments and wheeled it over to where Idris lay. It was toppeded with all sorts of knives, medical tweezers, and other equipment. “Now, I don’t expect you to perform the full amputation. I think that’s asking a bit too much from you but maybe a ceremonial slice? You did remarkably well with your own hands a few weeks ago.”

      I swallowed hard. “You’re the Hand Collector?” Pressure built behind my eyes. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      He paused, and his brow lifted. “I thought you knew? You’re a very clever girl, Zuri, and I thought something like this would be obvious to you. I’m sorry if this comes as a shock or you find this revelation disappointing, but I’m sure you can understand my reasoning behind it all.”

      I had half a mind to turn and run out of his house, but I couldn’t leave Idris laying on his table. Considering how dedicated I knew this man to be to his work, there was no way he’d let Idris go without losing a hand or two if he knew the police were on their way. He would sooner chop them off than run.

      “No, I don’t understand.”

      The Dr. Ravi I knew was compassionate for the weak and a champion for those who had been unfairly shut out and demonized. He had lifted me up and saved me when I was most desperate and afraid. He encouraged me, talked to me as though I was his peer, no less nor smaller. I saw him as a mentor. The only adult here in Lilledoorn that I trusted and felt true friendship.

      How could this man be the Hand Collector?

      He sighed, glancing down at his feet before raising his dark eyes to meet my own. “I do it because they’re trying to take everything from us.”

      “Who? The party? The Sightless Sons?”

      He shook his head. “No. Don’t you see? The mechanism that makes the party a foul beast are the ones driving it—the whitehands. Seventeen blackhands murdered in Easternboar and what’s the punishment? How was it ever addressed? What regulations were passed in order to protect us? When we did the same, the party decimated our community. We lost the Imperial Black and Blacksaw.”

      Even though I was scared stiff, I knew it was imperative that I continue with his line of logic that I was on his side. As much as I wanted to run from him, I wouldn’t turn tail and watch Idris lose the one true thing he loved.

      “So, Harley Wilson and Alexander Godkin makes sense, but what about Amber and Kayla—my chambermates? They were blackhands.”

      “They were ink-traitors. You told me yourself. They were courting whitehands. There’s more of them than us. We can’t let them breed us out of existence.” His weight shifted from one foot to another.

      “I didn’t know that. I always just assumed our numbers were equal.”

      “And that’s why it’s important that you’re here. You need to learn the ugly truths of our reality if you intend to be the next blackhand leader. The people need to know that you see what’s going on and aren’t fazed by the games the other side plays. You need to be able to draw back the curtain when they try to smother you with it.”

      “I agree, but how does chopping off somebody’s hands have anything to do with that?”

      “It’s a message. It’s not about causing the most damage but striking fear that promotes conversation and recognition of our struggles. It’s the whole reason I took those three pairs of hands back when I was a fourth-year student 1994. We weren’t being heard by the party or the school. They were giving preferential treatment to whitehands in order to make the numbers at Blacksaw more equal, while Pale Mary University was openly discriminating against us, keeping the student population at eighty percent white and…”

      Couldn’t believe the things that were coming out of his mouth. The extreme sentiments and desperation weren’t what surprised me. Those two things had been bubbling under the surface ever since I stepped on the stage, but to hear that type of pain and vitriol from Dr. Raby—I didn’t know what to make of it. I was sympathetic to his suffering but punishing others wasn’t going to give him what he wanted.

      “Cum lux abest, tenebrae vincunt,” He said.

      “When light is absent, darkness prevails.” I repeated Ross’s own words.

      His eyes lit up and he smiled, nodding with pride. “Exactly. When light”—he pointed to Idris with his hand—“is absent, darkness”—he then pointed to me—“prevails.” He retrieved a pair of latex gloves and slipped them on his hands as I had seen him do countless times before. “Are you with us or not?”

      I nodded. “I’m with you. If it wasn’t for you, I’d still be snuffed.”

      He grinned and stepped to the side. “I was hoping you’d say that. Grab yourself a pair of gloves.”

      I did as he requested, carefully fitting a large pair of gloves over each of my splinted fingers. I expected him to ask me questions about why my hands were injured, after all it was his own precious work that I had potentially destroyed, but the man was too enraptured by his current undertaking.

      He lifted and observed the tattooed feathers on Idris’s hands. I prayed that Idris would snap out of it and launch an assault on Dr. Raby, but whatever drugs he had him under were strong. While Idris’s body lay on the table, his mind was a thousand miles away.

      “Would you prefer to make the first cut?” Dr. Raby asked.

      My mind sprinted with replies. I didn’t want to have any part in this, but with my hands in tatters, I didn’t know how to end it either. “No, I’d rather watch. I’ve heard from one of the inspectors of the Sightless Sons that your work is rather remarkable. That’s how they knew it wasn’t a copycat.”

      I couldn’t see the smile behind the mask, but his eyes lit up. “I take great pride in my work, you know this. I’ve always been obsessed with precision and perfection. And Mr. Young deserves no less from me.”

      His hand lowered to the metal tray, and he lifted a small scalpel. “We first start with an initial incision.”

      He turned and bent over to begin, but my eyes were locked onto the table. There, shining up at me, was an array of blades. One knife in particular seemed trustworthy in this situation. The blade was long and sharp.

      It was the amputation knife.

      “Could you hand me some gauze?” Dr. Raby asked. “The bleeding can be quite excessive in the beginning, and I’m not a fan of blood-stained floors. It leaves an unsightly mark.” He pointed to the inch-long cut he had already made oozing with bright red blood. “Just hold it here, please.”

      He bent back over to continue with his decision, and my hand lowered to the metal tray on the medical table. But instead of the gauze that he requested, I snatched the amputation knife and swung upward.

      It struck Dr. Raby in the side of the neck at an awkward angle. His entire body went stiff and jumped at the same time.

      Just as I reeled back, he turned and faced me. His eyes practically popped out of his head and his teeth clenched. I struck again, catching him in the belly.

      With his hands in a pair of latex gloves, he was unable to pull essences. But he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. Dr. Abby swung his arm and caught me in the shoulder with his scalpel.

      I howled from the pain. It burned and radiated with an unbelievable force.

      Screaming like a banshee, I shoved him, the amputation knife still buried in his stomach. He fell back, colliding into his dusty bookshelves. Blood poured from the hole in his neck.

      He pulled himself back onto his feet and charged me. His outstretched hand caught me by the neck and pinned me against the wall. I pulled the scalpel out of my shoulder and hacked away at his arm, but it didn’t faze him.

      He leaned his weight onto me, closing my windpipe. My vision dimmed as I gasped for air. My muscles throbbed, and my heart beat with such a pound.

      His teeth grit as he summoned all his strength into his hands, strangling me as hard as he could. The once crashing pulse in my ears began to slow. My vision popped with small circles of unusual colors.

      I dropped the scalpel, my arms felt like a hundred pounds each. My hand reached for the blade sticking out from his stomach and with every last bit of will I had, I pulled it out. Another spout formed, and the sudden loss of blood made him falter.

      Unable to regain his balance, he stumbled back, losing his grip on my throat. I fell to the ground coughing and wheezing. My lungs were on fire, and my mind was up in the clouds.

      Then, without warning, I keeled forward and my brain shut off.
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      That first breath hit my lungs hard. My eyes whipped open and I stared at a white vaulted ceiling with thick chunky beams for rafters. I didn’t know where I was, but it was light out—daytime. My last memories were of pain, yet I felt nothing but an internal lightness. It was almost euphoric in nature.

      Voices, footsteps, and the trickle of water slowly bloomed to life in my ears. I rolled my head to the side and watched as a nurse marched to my bedside. She had a sweet, serene smile stamped across her weathered face, and she walked with her two black-inked hands clasped before her.

      “How are you feeling, dear?” She asked.

      I shifted in the bed. “All right, I think. Where am I?”

      “St. Benedict’s Hospital in Lilledoorn. You were rushed to us a few hours ago when two apprentices showed up at Dr. Maxwell Raby’s home for work.”

      The entire night flooded me. Finding Dr. Raby standing over Idris with a scalpel, reaching for the amputation knife, driving the blade into Dr. Raby’s neck, the tussle and blood—it all replayed in my head like a scratched movie reel. But whatever drug they had pumped in me dammed my emotions. “Am I going to live?”

      She nodded with a smile, pulling her lips wide. “Yes, but you’ve lost a bit of blood. The stab wound in your arm was rather deep and nicked an artery, and you’ll have some nasty bruising around your neck for the next couple of weeks to months.”

      “Do my uncle and aunt know?” I wanted nothing more than to see my mother, but I knew it was impossible. I had only spent one night with her over winter break—New Year’s. Now it felt like it wasn’t enough. Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot were the next best things.

      “Yes, both the authorities and Chancellor Day have notified them. They took the first tram out of Rotterpool this morning and should be here shortly.” She peered down at me with all the sympathy a human could muster. It verged on pity.

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      She placed a gentle hand on my arm. Her touch was warm. “Do you need anything? Are you thirsty or hungry?”

      “No.” I just wanted to lie there and feel nothing.

      “All right. I’m going to go notify the doctor that you’re awake. Don’t be afraid to call if you need anything.” And with that, she turned and walked away in her gray scrubs.

      I closed my eyes and settled in my bed. It was over. It was actually over.

      The Hand Collector had been discovered and defeated. Idris and I were still alive. The Sightless Sons were now free to leave the school, and I could return to my studies. The only trouble left to sort out was my uneven hands. With Dr. Raby no longer in my life, I didn’t know how I was going to accomplish that. The theoretical valve in my right hand was clearly more open than my left, but what did that mean in the end? I would have to learn how to manage this until another solution could be found.

      “Zuri, are you dead?” Idris whispered.

      My eye whipped open, and with some labored effort, I sat up to spot him caddy corner from me in his own recovery bed. The ward was empty, save the two of us and ten other beds dressed in white.

      “Not yet,” I answered. “What are you doing here?” The only injuries he had sustained was the cut along his wrist.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Am I not injured enough for you? Are you trying to gatekeep the recovery ward?” He winked. “Possible concussion and loss of blood. Plus, they aren’t exactly sure what was in the cocktail of drugs that Maxwell Raby gave me. So, I’m in here for the day for monitoring.”

      “Do you remember anything?”

      He shrugged. “Not much, but I know you saved my money-makers and possibly my life as well.”

      “Ugh. Don’t say it too loud. Someone might hear you.” We both chuckled.

      But when the laughter trailed to an end, he stared at me. There was something in his gaze that I had seen once or twice before, yet it still stunned me when it appeared. “Thank you. I really mean it. I can’t imagine where I’d be right now if you hadn’t showed up.”

      His face softened, and there was an undeniable tenderness. His jade green eyes searched my face as his smile slackened, longing glowed in their depths. It was a sobering gaze.

      “It was nothing,” I mumbled, my tongue slack.

      He cleared his throat. “I guess this means our truce has been upgraded? Maybe we can start negotiating a peace treaty?”

      I blew a long sigh. There was nothing else I wanted more, but I had learned my lesson with the Hand Collector. I had once believed the only thing I stood to lose by associating with Idris was respect from the highborns and my peers, a scandal or two, and some nasty remarks from whitehands. It was apparent now that I was wrong, so incredibly wrong. It was almost frightening how naive I had been.

      The whole reason Idris was targeted and captured by Dr. Raby was because of me. Before Idris’s disappearance, Dr. Raby had asked me about the circulating rumors that concerned the pair of us. He didn’t hide his disapproval. It was the same pattern with Amber and Kayla. I confided in him, waxing poetic about my desire to have a boyfriend as well as my feelings of inadequacy. It was my words that inspired his hunt. Even my falter over the mention of ‘septa’ that tipped him off and led him to entering my cluster unopposed.

      I had never spoken to him about the hallway incident with Harley Wilson though, but Professor Claassen witnessed it—maybe he was the missing link there. It wasn’t far-fetched to believe that a stiziology professor and medical researcher would interact semi-regularly, especially if they were both devout to their own factions. Surely the two would have bonded over their hate for whitehands, and Claassen’s refusal to hide his bigotry would’ve been like a beacon in the dead of night for Dr. Raby. In the end, my minuscule involvement with Harley Wilson led to her loss of limbs.

      I believe Professor Alexander Godkin was the only one not touched due to my careless tongue. His downfall was his mere existence. In the eyes of many, Blacksaw was a refuge for blackhands. It was created to serve as a sanctuary in a time of dominion. A whitehand highborn teaching on its grounds was sacrilege.

      Idris receiving his education within Blacksaw’s walls potentially carried the same gravity as Professor Godkin’s presence had. Any relationship between was would eventually become lethal.

      “No, let’s stick to the original agreement. Our truce was made solely to defeat the Hand Collector. That goal has been met, and it’s time to return to normalcy.” It took more strength to speak those words than it had to drive the knife into Dr. Raby.

      He sat still and quiet for a moment before he shook his head and confusion percolated across his face. “What? Why would you say that? We can’t simply go back after everything we’ve been through.” His face hardened. “Even if we wanted to, it’s impossible. You can never reverse time in a relationship. Things have been done; words have been spoken; and emotions have been felt.”

      I turned my head, staring out the canal below through the window. I couldn’t bare to look at him. “Well, then I guess we just return to adversaries who had the luxury at peering inside their enemy’s head.”

      “That’s bullshit, and you know it.” His confusion burned into frustration and anger. “One of your conditions for this truce was that I not court Mercedes Montcroix—seems like a rather personal demand for someone intending on things remaining fractured between us.”

      I had to bite my lips to keep the guilt at bay. “I’m sorry I led you on.”

      “You… why are…” He perked up, and deep lines formed on his forehead. “Are you doing this because you somehow believe you’re responsible for what happened to me? Do you think by pushing me away you’ll be protecting me in some Hollywood-esque manner? Because that’s ridiculous.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not, though. They all got hurt in some way because of me, with the exception of your cousin, Professor Godkin.”

      He tossed up his hands. “How conceited can you be to believe you were some divine inspiration for Maxwell Raby’s grotesque pursuit?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. It’s not like that.”

      I was surprised he hadn’t pieced it together yet. Idris had read Dr. Raby’s book. He knew where Dr. Raby’s specialty lay as well as my family history. He was there the night I couldn’t access the stiziology department or pull the remaining organics. I folded my hands in my lap, waiting for the bullet, waiting for him to accuse of me of my ultimate sin.

      “Then, please, enlighten me. What is it like, Zuri?”

      But he didn’t. Perhaps he was too blinded by the previous evening’s traumatic event and his current emotional wounds to see that I was a flup and Dr. Raby had been breaking the law in order to ensurw I pass my classes through regular oil injections.

      “Just like I don’t understand the inner workings of the whitehands and the whitehand noblesse, you don’t understand blackhands and the blackhand noblesse. There were things going on, strings being pulled that I didn’t even know were being pulled until… you.”

      His eyebrows narrowed. “Were you in any way a part of those attacks?”

      The question twisted my stomach into knots. “No! Absolutely not!”

      Idris slumped back into his bed. Exhaustion washed over his face. He rubbed his hands across his forehead, massaging the temples. “I can’t handle this right now.” His breath stifled. “I’m weak, tired, and emotionally drained.” I watched as his chest rose and fell, pulling in and pushing out the air in rhythmic motions. His lungs pumped as though he had just finished a light jog. “If what you want is to pretend as though the last year didn’t happen, then I’ll play along, Lady Ebenmore.”

      The formality stung, but that was the point. I had hurt him, and now, he was going to hurt me too. I would’ve let him use me as an emotional punching bag, but I couldn’t take it. I rolled over, pulled my blankets around me, and looked anywhere but at him.

      The two of us laid there in dead silence.

      Uncle Hank, Aunt Margot, and Ross arrived not long after. They fretted and fussed over me. Aunt Margot was particularly aghast at the wound in my upper arm. She couldn’t believe that I had been stabbed. But it wasn’t my injuries that had me shaken. It was the fact that in a single twenty-four hours I had lost two meaningful relationships and killed a man.

      Dr. Raby was a monster, but he hadn’t always been that way in my eyes. For the vast majority of the time I knew him, he was a mentor and a friend. He made me feel normal and empowered me through his knowledge and research. He had ruined many lives but renewed mine.

      And then I stabbed him in the neck with an amputation knife.

      I didn’t know how I was going to get over this. I didn’t know how I was going to get over any of this.
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      The following days were marked by a parade of interviews from the Sightless Sons, the local police, Chancellor Day, and several Blacksaw University board members. Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot sat in on all of the questioning with Aunt Margot providing answers almost as often as I was.

      After a week, things finally settled. I returned to my chamber, though it seemed quite empty with only Ross and I there.

      “Try sleeping in here by herself after two girls get their hands removed, one girl drops out, and the other is attacked by the Hand Collector—it starts to feel cursed,” Ross had said. “I ended up crashing in another chamber that had a free bed.”

      I didn’t blame her.

      While I finished the semester, Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot stayed in Lilledoorn. Aunt Margot claimed they needed a vacation and with the end of the year soiree on the horizon, what better place to holiday than Lilledoorn. In reality, it was their excuse to remain nearby and keep an eye on me. I wasn’t bothered by it. In fact, I appreciated their company. Every weekend Ross and I took the ferry into town and spent both days with my uncle and aunt. It kept my mind off the whirlwind that had blown through and limited my chances of running into Idris.

      But I couldn’t hide from him forever.

      The air was light and warm in the campus courtyard. A four-string quartet plucked away on its own in one corner while cocktails circulated the mixed crowd. As was Chancellor Day’s style, peacocks pranced around the grounds, fanning their feathers to the guests’ delight. Tiny orbs of light floated overhead, casting a gentle glow onto our faces as the sun set upon the lake. It painted the dark turquoise waters into an array of reds, golds, and purples. I stopped to watch, sipping on my fruity drink as Anouk came and joined me.

      “Lovely, isn’t it?” She asked. A champagne-colored summer dress hung from her shoulders and flapped carelessly in the breeze. “I’m going to miss Blacksaw over the summer.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You live in Lilledoorn.” She had probably seen Blacksaw from her bedroom window every day of her life.

      “I didn’t say I’m going to miss Lilledoorn,” she hissed. “Just my freedom. I didn’t realize how many rules my parents had until I didn’t have to abide by them anymore. I’m sure you understand the sentiment.”

      I had suffered similarly over the winter, but this break felt different. “I’m actually looking forward to going home. I miss my mom.” Given how dangerous it was, communication between was greatly limited. Even visiting her for New Year’s had felt like a huge risk.

      “Your mom?” She repeated. Disbelief colored her words. Everyone in this world seemed to forget she existed. Since Uncle Hank and Aunt Margot had somewhat became my guardians, a new narrative emerged that credited them with raising me.

      “Yes, I’m going to stay with the undermen over the break.”

      She inhaled quickly, and her eyes widened. “That’s rather unbecoming.”

      “What’s rather unbecoming?” A man asked as he approached from behind. He placed two black-inked hands on Anouk’s shoulders and smiled. His hair was white, his skin deathly pale, and his eyes a light shade of violet. But the pair shared a similar button nose and gap between their front teeth.

      “Zuri was just telling me that she plans to spend her summer with the undermen,” Anouk explained.

      “Lady Zuri Ebenmore.” His eyes flashed. “I don’t believe we’ve had the opportunity to meet. I’m Lord Rens Volkerink, Anouk’s father.”

      “It’s pleasure to meet you.” There was something about him that was so odd, it was captivating. It made me feel uneasy, but I couldn’t look away.

      “The pleasure’s all mine.” He cleared his throat. His voice was as sharp as a poisoned dart. “And I agree with my daughter. Your stay with the undermen sounds rather unfortunate. If you are in need of more appropriate accommodations, you are more than welcome to stay with us in Lilledoorn. Our doors are always open to Anouk’s friends.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled, attempting to appear as gracious as possible. “But I’m actually looking to my time away. I need a moment to breathe and clear my mind.”

      Rens Volkerink nodded his head. His eyes dipped to the yellow and green bruises that peppered my neck. “I understand. You’ve had quite the year. Between finding victims of the Hand Collector, struggling to keep on top of your studies, going against your own, and becoming a victim yourself—I’m sure some time for rest and reflection is needed.”

      “Going against my own?” My body stiffened, worried that he was referring to Idris.

      “Yes, it must have been very difficult to attack Dr. Maxwell Raby instead of letting him bring down Idris Young once and for all. Only a person of superior moral fiber could pull off such a feat.” His hands fell from Anouk.

      “I didn’t save Idris Young.” I downplayed the situation. “It was self-defense.”

      “Self-defense?” Rens Volkerink chewed on the word. Judging by the wrinkles in his face, he didn’t like the taste of it. “But Maxwell Raby would never lay a hand on his brethren. He was as loyal as they come.”

      “Half of his victims were blackhands.” I reminded him.

      Rens Volkerink’s brow lifted, but before he had a chance to reply. Aunt Margot’s voice cut through the crowd with my name atop its back.

      “If you will excuse me, please,” I said to the Volkerink pair as I turned on my heel, eager to get away. They both bowed their heads in a polite farewell.

      But out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Idris across the courtyard. He was speaking to a group of whitehands. A woman leaned into him and linked her arm around his, but I couldn’t see who it was. Several attendees blocked her slender frame.

      I took a few steps, heading in the direction my aunt’s voice had emerged with my eyes glued to them. Finally, a clearing allowed me a glimpse of the woman who was snuggling up to him in public. I recognized her face at once, and my world shattered.

      It was Mercedes Montcroix.

      I swallowed the lump down in my throat. Pain rampaged through me. My heart pumped so hard and fast in my chest, it burned. I was crumbling in public over a man I had rejected.

      As his laughter rolled to a close and Mercedes gleamed a smile at him, Idris noticed me watching him. He did a double-take. Our eyes met. I struggled to push down the sea of emotions, not wanting him to see the dark green waves of jealousy that rolled within me.

      Mercedes followed his look. Her head craned in my direction, and she glared at me just as Aunt Margot bellowed out my name once more. I whipped my eyes straight ahead and marched onward with my chin lifted. I refused to let her see how defeated I felt inside.

      When my aunt emerged from the crowd, she stood with Uncle Hank, Chancellor Day, and Pwofese Middlemiss. I groaned to myself. It was one thing after another today, but I put on a brave face and joined the small group. I knew Uncle Hank would have my back when the snuffed accusations began to fly.

      “Why have you been avoiding, Pwofese Middlemiss?” Aunt Margot asked as soon as I joined them. Her hands rounded on her large hips, flaring out the top of her rusty rose-colored dress.

      It was a wrecking ball of a question. My tongue buckled under its weight. “Well… uhm… I haven’t,” I mumbled.

      “That’s not what Pwofese Middlemiss just told us.” Aunt Margot cast me a severe glance.

      “I didn’t go to you right away after the incident, Chancellor Day, because nobody was hurt. Plus, I wanted to give Zuri the opportunity to tell you herself,” Pwofese Middlemiss explained. The tiny tassels attached to her bright yellow hair scarf dangled as she spoke, whipping around in tune to her frustration. “But I feel holding this secret any longer may become detrimental in the long run.”

      Chancellor Day glanced between the two of us, and her back straightened. “What secret?”

      “Yes,” Uncle Hank huffed. “What secret?” He crossed his large arms across his thick chest. His bubble ponytail trailed over his shoulder.

      I shrugged my shoulders, feigning ignorance. “I don’t know what she wants me to tell you.”

      Pwofese Middlemiss’s nostrils flared with fire. “I’m going to give you one more chance, Zuri. You tell, or I do.”

      I shook my head. “I still don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “Fine.” Her hands balled into fists at her side. “Towards the end of the fall semester, Zuri volunteered to serve as my source, so I could demonstrate a pull for the class.”

      Uncle Hank’s eyes widened, and the color drained from his face. His hand reached for Aunt Margot’s, clutching it tightly. He knew what was coming.

      Pwofese Middlemiss continued, “As I attempted to absorb from her, I couldn’t. I was stopped. Not only did it feels as though I had hit a brick wall, but some force retaliated.”

      “She pushed against you?” Aunt Margot gasped. “Zuri, you attacked a teacher?”

      “No, not like that.” Pwofese Middlemiss clarified. “I believe it was passive on Zuri’s part, a reaction within her that she had no control over. It reached inside of me, using my own powers as the connection, and… attacked. If I wouldn’t have been able to break the connection…” She shook her head.

      Chancellor Day stared at me, blinking. I could almost see a hint of disbelief play in her dark eyes.

      “It can’t—you’re not saying what I think you’re saying, are you?” Uncle Hank asked.

      “What? What is she saying?” Aunt Margot yanked on his arm. “I don’t understand.”

      “The ability.” Uncle Hank breathed, his shoulders falling. “it’s a power siphoning block with a counterstrike. It’s a highborn familial ability.”

      Aunt Margot’s hand clasped her mouth as the four of them stared at me.

      They were talking about my father. Apparently, he was a highborn after all, and it was his ability that had passed onto me instead of my mother’s. “Then, whose is it? Who is my father?”

      Pwofese Middlemiss shook her head, and her eyes squinted. “But I thought you knew. You don’t know?”

      “No,” I whispered, awaiting the tidal wave that was about to crash down upon me. After spending a year searching and hunting for a name or even a clue as to his identity, I was about to be handed a name. And as a bittersweet cherry on top, Pwofese Middlemiss had known for nearly six months. I feared any wasted time, having already spent eighteen years knowing nothing.

      Middlemiss turned to Chancellor Day, who gave her a nod of approval. “You were the one who discovered it, you should be the one to tell her.”

      Pwofese Middlemiss’s lips drew into a thin line. It was obvious the words she was about to say were heavy upon her tongue. “Zuri,” she began, “I can’t tell you exactly who your father is, but I know the surname.”

      “Wait,” Aunt Margot interjected. “Before we go any further, I have something to say.” She took my hands in hers. The back of her hands looked like a jewelry box filled with cut gems and precious metals. “No matter what, your uncle and I will always be here for you. Whatever name revealed, no matter how… dark. We will always stand with you. We love you.”

      “I love you, too.” No matter what name came out of Middlemiss’s mouth, it could never replace the love and admiration I held for my mom, Uncle Hank, and Aunt Margot. This was my family. These were the people that had raised me. They would forever be special to me.

      Middlemiss cleared her throat. “Zuri, I’m fairly confident that your paternal line comes from the Adder family. You have their familial ability, not the Ebenmore’s. And while you will always be Zuri Ebenmore to us, your name should be Zuri Adder.”
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