VERONA

™
LLI

ZU x ORI ™
x IS PROLOGUE



VERONA, ITALY, PRESENT DAY

A black cat saunters up Via Dante Alighieri, a narrow
alleyway in the heart of Verona. The walls of the buildings
are striped, warmly red and white. The black cat picks a

leisurely path in the sunlight.

From the opposite direction, a boyish young person is
approaching. He wears short, dark hair and a loose, black

shirt and necklace.
The two walk toward each other.
In a few strides, they meet.

The young person kneels on the stone alleyway,
stroking the cat tenderly. It nestles among his legs, then
continues on its way. The young person rises up, takes five

steps and stops.
As if stricken.

They brace their left hand along the wall. Then slowly

collapse to their knees.
Their head bowed, eyes shut.
One palm against the wall.
Breathing.

In their heart is a searing pain, mixed together with an
excited, guilty pleasure. After many moments, they pull

themselves to their feet.



Quickly they exit the alleyway.

They turn toward the Piazza delle Erbe, Verona’s main
square. A marketplace of umbrelleed street vendors, fruit
stands and tourists lies under a brilliant blue sky. Crossing
the stone square, they circle the 700-year-old marble

fountain of the Madonna of Verona.

At the far end of the square, the young person enters a
beautiful, three-story stone palazzo. Bolted onto the wall is

a heavy bronze plaque.

It reads:



CAPULET

VERONA



Inside is a high glass atrium.

Employees in red smocks circulate among customers,
who examine small perfume bottles and exchange longing
glances. On each bottle is stenciled the Capulet logo: a

small white dagger.
The person in black pays no attention.

They move directly to the back of the floor room.

Snippets of conversations catch their ears:

“It has a very fine head note.”
"And your most expensive fragrance?”

“For today’s woman, mandarin orange and sandalwood

signal assertiveness and flexibility.”

The young person approaches an elegant, double
wooden door, which automatically slides open. Inside are
men and women in white lab coats, busy at their stations.
Everyone notices the young person, but no one meets their
gaze directly. The young person walks past, up a spiraling,

marble staircase.
Two stylish employees are descending.

They nod and say, “Maestro.”



At the third-floor landing is a heavy door. The young
person clenches their right hand, before reaching out and

turning the knob.
Statues and old books fill the room.

Toward the edge of the room, a wall-sized display
comes to life. Appearing on the screen is an elderly Asian
man, seated with his hands clasped. The person in black

walks directly toward the screen.
He raises his eyes.
“Julietis back,” he says.

Gradually, the older man lifts his eyebrows, leaning
slowly forward. “"Are you certain, Tai?” he says, a mix of

curiosity and caution.

The young person rubs their right hand. “"Her signature

is unmistakable, uncle,” he says.

The older man stares gravely at Tai. “Do | need to
remind you how important this is?” he says. “We've waited

for over five hundred years.”

“Believe me,” Tai stares back. “l know.”

| hurry up the hilltop.

Verona lies below me, outstretched in red brown

rooftops, curving beyond the Adige River. Through the



white, quickly moving clouds, the sunshine brightens and

fades along the hillside.

Ahead of me is Castel San Pietro, an imposing walled
fortress commanding the city. | raise up the ends of my

dress, cutting across the high grass.
| came as quickly as | could.
But I'm already late.

| reach the overlook, the place we are supposed to
meet. The young boy stands under a wide tree, his back to
me, gazing in contemplation or dream, across our home

city of Verona.
| approach, with a determined step.
Ah, he senses | am herel!

He turns around.

Tai re-enters the perfume lab, where the technicians in
white coats hurry back and forth. He heads toward a young

woman with platinum hair.
“Lucrezia—" he calls ahead.

The young woman pretends not to hear. She dabs a
thin paper strip into a bottle of red perfume. She waves the
paper under the nose of another young technician. His

eyes are blindfolded.



“Daffodils,” he smiles.

Lucrezia switches smelling strips, testing a second
perfume, this one a slightly deeper red. The young man

changes expressions.
He appears to be recalling something.
“Seashells,” he says curiously.
“Yes,” says Lucrezia. "“But when?”

The young man concentrates. He swallows. “On the
beach, with my mother. | was twelve, no, eleven—when | was
eleven.” Tai watches the experiment, impatiently, his arms
folded. Lucrezia places a third paper strip under the young

man's nose, the deepest red of all.
“And this one?” she asks.
The young man inhales deeply.

Almost immediately he recoils, his face contorting, as if
escaping from the scent. A line of perspiration appears on

his brow.
“I-I don't know,” he answers, nervously.

“Didn't | tell you?” Tai interrupts Lucrezia's experiment.
“No negative memories. Who wants a perfume to feel

terrible?”

Lucrezia casts a downward eye.



The technician removes his blindfold. Lucrezia puts
away the perfume and pats him on the arm. “It's okay,” she

says gently. “You did really well.”

She swivels toward a ruby-colored light, hovering on
the tabletop. “Did you get that, RITA?” she says. The ruby
light wavers in a pleasant, female voice, “We're getting

closer, Lucrezia.”

Tai pulls Lucrezia away from the table. “You and | are

taking a little trip,” he says.
“Now?” she asks.
“Adesso—" Tai repeats loudly, walking away.

Lucrezia glances at her lab table, littered with small
glass vials and testing strips. RITA wavers in red, “Safe

travels, Lucrezia.”

Tai has already disappeared down the hall. Lucrezia
rushes to catch him, removing her lab coat. They step into a
sun-drenched courtyard. A dark sedan and a driver are

waiting for them.
Lucrezia halts. “"Where are we going?”
“New York,” replies Tai.
“Why?"

Tai meets her gaze.



“Juliet is there,” he says.

Lucrezia stares at Tai, then enters the car. The sedan
winds through the narrow, earth-toned Verona streets.
Lucrezia sits beside Tai in the backseat. She is silently

solving a puzzle in her mind.
“Juliet=" she whispers.
She turns to Tai.
“But that means—"

“The prophecy is true,” says Tai, triumphantly. “Did you

ever doubt it?”
“A little—" says Lucrezia, giddy.
She pauses a moment. “But how do you know?”

"No one has a presence like her,” Tai looks away.
M M "
Lucrezia feels eager and anxious at once. “Now we can

finish our work,” she says.
Tai stares out the window, silently.

The sun-colored ltalian buildings flash by. Lucrezia
looks reflectively at Tai. “So you never experienced a

negative memory?”
Tai sits stone-faced.

“There were a few,” he says grimly.
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They enter a hangar near the airport. Tai and Lucrezia
stroll toward a small private jet, climbing on board. Lucrezia
eases into a plush chair, while Tai chooses the sofa. The

plane shreds the runway, breaking the sky.
"Where in New York?" asks Lucrezia.
Tai grins.
“You're going to tell me,” he says.
Lucrezia looks at Tai, plainly.

She reaches into her pants pocket, removing a small
glass vial. Inside the vial is a deep blue liquid. Lucrezia

gazes into it, mesmerized.

"It's a poor sort of memory that only works backward,”

she says.
She holds the vial, chest-height.
And removes the top.
Takes a breath.
Closes her eyes.
And immediately begins seeing images.

The majestic New York skyline appears, the heavy
brown buildings and streets below. Quickly the images
accelerate. In rapid succession, Lucrezia sees herself and

Tai walking in a white corridor, a man with red-rimmed
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glasses, an audience standing in applause, Ori kissing Zu
on a rooftop, the sharp edge of a knife, cars racing under a
terrible storm, Zu standing under stage lights, Lucrezia’s
own face in tears, and finally—an open stage in an empty

theater with deep red seats.
Her eyes open.
"It's a theater.”
"New York is full of theaters,” Tai admonishes her.
Lucrezia dismisses him.
"Il find it,” she insists.
She hesitates.

"There's one more thing,” she says. When Tai doesn't

respond, she says, “They've already met.”
Tai's eyes dim like black coal.
"But it's early,” Lucrezia adds.

They face each other intensely, while a well-dressed
attendant appears with a silver plate. On the plate are

gelato and silver spoons.
Tai helps himself.
"I love gelato,” he relaxes.

“So,” Lucrezia pauses thoughtfully. “What happens

when we find her?”
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Tai waves his spoon in the air, like a playful conductor.

His eyes sparkle, darkly.

“We bring her home,” he says.

I'm coming back on the High Line.

The morning sunshine blinds my eyes. | walk on the

walkway, into the orange light.
It was only ten seconds ago.
That changed my life.
Her eyes.

| entered the coffee shop. | took one step, and then—her

eyes. | couldn't let go.
Her eyes.
There's no going back.
| don't even know her name.
| dial Hermes.
“Hermes—where are you?”

“On my way to school?” | hear Hermes reply. "Where

are you?"
“Something happened. | need you.”

“Ill come after school.”
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“She gces to Trinity,” | say.

“Who?”

“I don't know—"

“Ori, calm down."

“She gces to our school!”

“Well," says Hermes, “maybe you should too.”
“Get over here.”

“After school-" he starts to say.

| hang up.

The morning sunshine blinds my eyes. | walk on the

walkway, into the orange light.

Professor Lauren stands over me.

| blink slowly, squinting into the ceiling lights. | have no
idea where | am. The room feels cold and sterile. Professor

Lauren appears calm, but also concerned.
| move my arm. Oh, pain!

My body is sore all over. | can't move a limb without

everything aching.

| suddenly feel scared.
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Professor Lauren leans gently closer. In her calming
presence, | relax just a bit. Lauren looks at me

compassionately, her dark eyes tender.
I'm so glad she’s here.
“You're okay, Zu,” she says.
| don't say anything.

“Your tests came back fine,” says Lauren. “They say you

can go. | already spoke to you dad.”
Tests.
What tests?

At once | understand: I'm in the hospital. But how did |

get here? And why?
| don’t remember anything.

| focus on Lauren to ground myself. As if she can make
everything alright. A nurse walks into the room. He wears
blue hospital scrubs, has short hair and a friendly manner.

And a cute smile.

“You took quite a hit today,” he sounds upbeat, which

means I'm probably okay. “You're a lucky girl.”
“You're family’s out of town?” he asks.

“Yah,” | say quietly.
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“Well, it's a good thing you had Ms. Lauren,” he says.

“She came right away.”
He winks and pats me on the arm.

| raise myself gently to a sitting position. | have an IV
bandage on my arm. My back and shoulders are stiff as

boards.
| make a twisted face.

| notice my backpack on the floor, beside my shoes.
Something about this jogs my memory. | sit there,
remembering the coffee shop—and the kiss. Did that really

happen?
“Zu, are you okay?” says Lauren.
“Yeah,” | say distantly, “I'm fine.”

The nurse returns with a wheelchair. He's offering me a

ride. “I think | can walk,” | say.
“Take a chance,” he smiles at me.

I'm in no mood to argue. | slide into the wheelchair, and
we wheel through the hospital hallways packed with
doctors and patients, going here and there. I'm glad |
accepted the nurse's offer. As we roll through a maze of

corridors, | drift back to the morning at Jack’s Coffee.

It seems like a dream.
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Or years ago.

We exit the sliding glass doors. Outside the humid air
greets me immediately. It's a relief compared to the sterile
hospital. Lauren takes over behind my wheelchair. | take a
long, deep breath, look around hazily and see an

ambulance parked at the curb.
I'm jolted awake.
Oh God.

Instantly | remember the ambulance ride. Or rather,

seeing myself inside it.
And everything else.
Was that actually real?

| must look completely shocked, because Professor

Lauren is leaning over me.
“Woah, what's happening?” she says.
| can only shake my head.
“l just need a minute,” | say.

Oh my God, it's all coming back to me. Everything | felt
inside—or rather above-the ambulance. Orion, my
marriage, my brother and his death—the memories are as

real as my life now.

| dont know how this is possible.
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But it's all completely real.

Professor Lauren is giving me space. We're driving
through the city streets. | feel I'm living in two worlds at

once. | can't make sense of it.
| don't even try.

| watch the tall beige buildings of New York, passing

like distant citadels. I'm different now.
That's the first thing | feel.
| feel older. Or wiser.
“What time is it?"
“It's late afternoon,” says Lauren.

Professor Lauren glances at me. | don't know what to

say, or even how to begin.
“Lauren?” | say.
“Yes?"
Lauren is glad I'm talking.
“Something happened. After the crash.”

| wait for Lauren to respond. When she dcesn't, | take a
breath, hesitate, and say, “I could see everything that was
happening. | was unconscious—but | could see it all, the

ambulance, the wreckage, everything.”

Lauren’s eyes seem to flicker.
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“And then—" | pause, unsure if | should continue. I
started having memories. That I've never had before. About

someone | met this morning.”
| say it all very carefully.
“This morning?” Lauren looks confused.
"Ori-" | say.
"You met Orion?”
"I kissed him.”
"You what?” Lauren turns to me.

| still can't get over it. That wasn't like me. But it gives

me a warm feeling, thinking about it.
Lauren’s eyes return to the road.

"We had this crazy connection,” | tell Lauren, as calmly
as | can. "And after the crash—I had all these memories
about us. Like we'd already known each other.” | look over

carefully, meeting Lauren’s gaze.
| could not say this to anyone else.
“Is that crazy?” | say.
“What did you remember?” Lauren asks.
Instantly | feel relieved.

This is why | love Lauren so much. | know she believes

in me.
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“Well,” | say, still in a strange daze, “it was a long time
ago. But it was us. |, we=" I'm not sure what to say. “Our
families hated each other—so we got married in secret.”
Now | can't stop talking. “But my brother hated Orion. He

tries to kill him-"
“Orion from school,” Lauren confirms.
“I know, | know—"1say. “It's weird.”
Lauren listens, patiently.

“But Orion kills my brother instead,” | continue. “"He has
to flee the city. We try to be together, but it all gces wrong.

Orion dies and then—I kill myself.”
It sounds so embarrassing, really.

Lauren just stares ahead. I'm afraid to say more, so we

drive in silence.
We pull into the garage at Lauren’s building.

| grab my backpack from the trunk. We take the
elevator to Lauren’s apartment, on the top floor. Lauren
shows me to her bedroom, | take off my shoes and rest a

moment on her bed.

When | close my eyes, I'm asleep.

Across the river is Verona.
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| wait under a wide tree. | gaze longingly upon the low

rooftops of the city, saving this image to memory.
Now | sense someone behind me.
| turn around.

Facing me is a beautiful girl in a long, blue dress. Her
hair sweeps over her face in the breeze. A silk scarf is

woven through her hair.
She looks at me directly.
“Juliet couldn't come,” she says.

My heart plummets toward an abyss. “Did she read my

note?” | ask, helplessly.

“Yes," says the girl, still looking in my eye, “and was
ready to go with you to Mantua.” Simply hearing these

words, | am uplifted.

“But her parents also saw the note,” says the girl. “And

have held her inside the house.”
“"Held?”

“The entire Capulet house is mad,” the girl explains.

“They are crazed with hate.”
My spirit is crushed.
Now it's too late.

My future is growing dark.
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“Juliet gives you this,” she says.

The girl in the blue dress steps toward me, pressing a

folded paper into my hand.
Her blue eyes look in mine.
“Go well, Romeo,” she says, sadly.

She hurries away, leaving me by the tree.

| don't know where | am, again.

I'm in a room I've never been before. The sky is faintly
blue outside the windows, but | cant make sense of my
surroundings. For a few moments, | can't even remember

who | am.
It doesn't last for long.

The large pillows beneath me bring me back to

Lauren’s bedroom. | came in here to lie down.
Along time ago.
Judging by the color of the sky.

| roll onto my side, facing the blue windows. | stay in
this position a while. There's a warm smell of celery and
tomatces drifting on the air. Finally, | shift my legs over the

side of the bed.

Surprisingly, | feel much better.
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Almost normal again.

As if nothing had happened. As if all of today was

actually just a dream.
It's a comforting feeling.

| emerge from Lauren’s bedroom, following the warm
smells. | make my way through a softly lit living room and
carefully toward the kitchen, where Lauren is standing at

the stove. She turns toward me.
“Hi, | made soup,” she says warmly.
“I can smell it,” | smile.

Lauren brings two bowls of vegetable soup into her
study. | sit down on the sofa, with Lauren in an upholstered
chair and a coffee table between us. Her large dog,

Lorenzo, lounges at the base of a ceiling-high bookshelf.

The low-lamp warmth of Lauren’s study relaxes me.
Lauren brings over a teapot on a bamboo tray, filing our
teacups. She crosses the room, retrieving a large book from

her impressive bookshelf.
She places it on the table.
In front of me.

"This is the story you told me,” Lauren says. “On the way

here, in the car.”
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| look down at the book. On the cover is a scene of two
young people on a balcony. The title is Romeo and Juliet,

by William Shakespeare.
| look at Lauren, mute.

Quickly, I am coming back to reality. | feel anything

could happen next.
“Have you read it?” she says.
| look at Lauren.
“No,” | say.

| feel a little embarrassed. | fancy myself a storyteller,
but I've never read Shakespeare’'s Romeo and Juliet, only
the most famous play of all time. “It's a love story," | say,

trying not to sound ignorant.
Lauren flips open the cover.

"You've never read it?” Lauren asks me again. As if she

didn’t hear my response.
“No,” | repeat.

Lauren begins turning pages of the book. “It's about
the Montagues and the Capulets,” she tells me. “Romeo is a
Montague and Juliet is a Capulet.” The pages of the book
are full of beautiful drawings. “Their families are feuding,”
says Lauren, “so Romeo and Juliet can’t be together. They

marry in secret.”
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Lauren looks at me.
| feel unnerved, my stomach clenching.

| turn the book around, flipping its pages myself. The
illustrations are scenes of sword fighting and death, of a
priest and two young people being married, and then

young girl killing herself with a dagger.
"Is this a trick?” | say, suspiciously.

These are the scenes of my memories. But not exactly!
It's like seeing one's own story—but from the outside in. Like

someone else was telling the story.

"No, Zu,” says Lauren, calmly. She edges back from the

table, giving me space.
“What are you saying?” | say.
“I'm not sure.”

For the first time, | can’t completely trust Lauren. I'm not
sure what's happening. How could this be a trick? Lauren
would have had to get inside my memories. At the hospital

maybe? And then make a book of it?
My mind gces in crazy directions.

Lauren holds my gaze, then slowly draws the book back
toward her. “Can | ask you some questions?” she says

carefully. “Let’s see what you remember.”
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| watch Lauren, silently.
"Where did Romeo and Juliet meet?”
"I don't know,” | say, defensively.

This wasn't part of my memories. | dont even know
anything about Romeo and Juliet, whoever they are—which
is actually relieving to me. Maybe this is all explainable,

after all.

"Okay,” says Lauren, continuing. She looks down at the

page. “In what city then?”
| haven't a clue.
"Verona,” answers Lauren, and after a pause, “Italy.”
“Right,” | deadpan.

I'm O-for-2. Somehow this reassures me, like I'm proving
my innocence. | would feel cheap if my memories were in
any old book. But something interesting happens when |

hear the name: Verona
The sound has a familiar ring.
Lauren flips another page.

“Who married them?” Lauren looks me in the eye,

across the table.

"The priest,” | say.

26



I'm uncomfortable knowing this. | mean, you could

argue it's a pretty logical guess.
Except | didn’t guess.
"Who attended the wedding?” Lauren asks.

“It wasn't a wedding,” | say. My certainty is unnerving. “It

was just the three of them.”

Lauren shifts her position, uneasily. "And why was

Romeo banished from Verona?” she asks me.

Again, | don't know about Romeo. In my memories, it
was Orion who was banished. Dces that mean Orion is
Romeo? | don't know. But the sound of the name Romeo

stirs my heart.
Deeply.
| look down at the floor.
“Because he killed my brother,” | say.

“You mean cousin, Zu,” Lauren corrects me. “Tybalt is

Juliet’s cousin."
| stare at Lauren, vaguely.
I'm saying the name to myself:
Tybalt

| look at the image in the book, of the fallen Tybalt.

“No,” | say, "he was her brother.”
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Lauren smiles, looking amused. “Zu, are you saying

Shakespeare is wrong?”
| raise my teacup, taking a slow sip.
I'm surprising myself.

I've always been confident, but never bold. “Nothing
against Shakespeare,” | say. “It's just that Tybalt is her

brother. That's all.”
“How do you know?” Lauren sits back.

She sounds defensive, like I've dared to insult
Shakespeare. Now it's Lauren’s turn to feel uncertain. Even
though I've known Lauren for a few weeks, this is the first

time we've talked as equals.
| say the only thing | can.
"l was there.”

It comes out stronger than | expect. “Tybalt killed

Orion's friend—that’s what started it all.”
“Mercutio,” Lauren says.

| feel a shiver up my spine, rising to my neck. Yes, that

name feels right.
| don't know what rabbit hole this is.

Butlam in it.
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“We had a plan,” | say all at once. "It was the priest’s
idea. | was going to fake my death—but | woke up in the

dark in my family’s tomb—and Orion was dead.”

It's strange to say this and not feel devastated. I'm
aware of the devastation, but I'm not devastated. At least

not right now.
There's a distance.
“And then | stabbed myself.”
| feel my strength when | say that.

This feels like me. That was pretty gutsy. I'm not sure I'd
actually do it again. But I've always been able to go for

things.

Professor Lauren is sitting silently. | feel how much |
never want to leave Lauren’s study. Everything else in my
life has turned completely upside down. But here with

Lauren, | can handle it.
| sit forward on the sofa.

“Lauren, what's happening?” | say tensely. “Why are my

memories in Shakespeare's play?”
Lauren is uncannily quiet.

Usually she has an answer for everything. “Well, let's

remember,” she says. “Shakespeare’s play was based on a
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real story. Romeo and Juliet were real people. Later

Shakespeare turned their story into a play.”
| desperately want Lauren to say more.

To just keep talking. | take another sip of tea, feeling
again in two worlds at once. One is hundreds of years old,

the other is the present.

| can feel my memories, impressing themselves,
overlapping into Lauren’s study. Even my body feels
different. In my memory, | feel slightly smaller—-my body is
younger and different. And the way | think about things. It's
like | had a different attitude then—a different outlook. I'm
more innocent, more religious, but also more aristocratic,

somehow more entitled.

It's as if my family, and my family’s social status, were
more important then. I'm feeling all this—but at the same
time, I'm still myself, Zu. It's like being inside another
person, exploring who they were and getting to know
them, without losing touch of myself. | am two people at

once. But both of them are really me.
Different sides of me.
Or different lives of me.

“Reincarnation isn't really accepted these days,” Lauren

breaks the silence. “But a long time ago, it was.”
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I'm spellbound.

| don't know what Lauren will say next, but I'm hanging
on every word. The word reincarnation makes things

different. Somehow it feels more real.
But also scarier and more important.

“What you described in the ambulance is sometimes
called a time crossing,” Lauren says. “When you experience

two lives at once.”
| listen, rapt.

"It's not so uncommon, actually,” says Lauren. "Often
what we call deja vu is a weak form of a time crossing.”
Lauren is filling my teacup. “In the past, reincarnation was
accepted as part of life. It was part of philosophy and
religion. In ancient Egypt, Greece and China—past lives

were part of being human.”
“What did the Chinese say?” I'm interested.

Ordinarily I'd feel completely weird talking about past
lives and reincarnation, while Lauren and | calmly sip from

teacups.
But today has not been ordinary.

“There's a saying in the Chuang Tzu,” says Lauren. “It's a
famous book of Chinese philosophy: Birth is not a

beginning; death is not an end.”
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“So you live on—" | say.
| hold my breath, unconsciously.
“And lived before,” says Professor Lauren.

My heart is actually racing. Anytime I'd heard about
reincarnation in the past, it was always like: “Well nobody
really knows, and nobody will ever know.” But now Lauren is
saying that people, wise people—a long time ago—actually

knew. Or at least thought they did.

Lauren’s study seems to open wide. Like the room we're
sitting in is bigger than it is.
My hands hold my teacup.

| feel another round of memories could come crashing
through, at any time. As if the boundary between the past

and the present has been broken.
Now there’s nothing stopping the flow.

“Rebirth is a big part of Hinduism too,” Lauren gces on.
“There are a billion Hindus in the world. And Buddhism.

That's how they pick the Dalai Lama.”
“What's the point of it?" | ask directly.

Lauren seems as interested as | am. “Well, the Greeks
thought it was about perfection—and immortality—of the

soul. Basically we learn from our mistakes. So over many
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lifetimes, hopefully, we become more and more-" she

reflects a moment, “ourselves.”
Wow, | think: immortality.

Even the word has weight. | can't remember being so
fascinated by anything. | had no idea Lauren was this

interesting.

I'm on the edge of the sofa.

“So, why isn't it a thing?”

Lauren laughs. "Well, people stopped remembering
their past lives,” she says. "Also—it got banned.”

Banned!

“By who?”

“The Emperor of Rome,” Lauren says causally. What I'm
hearing is stranger and stranger. "About fifteen hundred
years ago. His name was Justinian. He knew that ideas have
power, so he banned any ideas he found threatening.
Justinian decreed that anyone believing in reincarnation

would be excommunicated from the Church—which, at the

time, was the worst thing that could happen to you.”

“Why was reincarnation threatening?” | can’t stop

asking questions now.

“It's about power, Zu,” says Lauren. “Imagine if people

didn't live in fear of death. If they knew they'd be born
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again. If they knew they'd come back. That would make
them harder to control. Justinian and the Church had all the

power—and they wanted to keep it that way.”

“Lauren?” | say, summoning my courage. “Do you think |

actually might have been Juliet?”
Lauren considers my question, carefully.

| am hit with a sudden thought. Immediately | stop

caring all about philosophy.
| have a bigger question.
“Do you think he knows?”
“Who?" says Lauren.
“Orion.”
| can see Lauren doesn't get it.

She hasn’t made the jump—that Orion is, or might be,
Romeo. She's only been considering my story. “Do you

think he knows he's Romeo?” | say.
I'm struck by a terrifying thought.

What if Ori doesn't know? What if he actually doesn't
remember? What if I'm the only one? | was the only one in
the car accident. What would that be like—to have to

remember our past alone?

| imagine how lonely that would be.
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I'm three steps ahead of Lauren. | can tell by the
expression she wears on her face. For her, this is still just an

interesting case study. An example from her books.
For me, it's my life.
“You think Orion is Romeo?”
“Yes,” | say.

There's not a doubt in my mind. | don’t know where my
certainly is coming from. | feel animated, ready to take on

the world.
But | want Orion with me.

“Lauren, | need to see him,” | say. "Do you know where

he lives?”
Lauren sits back, abruptly.

“Zu, you just got out of the hospital,” she takes a

cautious tone. “You should stay here.”
“No way-" | say.

I'm feeling my newfound boldness. | stand up, pacing
through Lauren’s study. “No way. | need to see him. I'm fine
anyway—they said so at the hospital.” | feel a dizzy wave and

catch hold of a nearby chair.

“Lauren, this is important,” | steady myself. “"Where does

he live?”
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Lauren hesitates again. Obviously, she knows. So why
won't she tell me? "What's with you and Ori anyway?” | say.

“l heard you were close.”
“We were,” Lauren says, honestly.

“So what happened? You've never even mentioned

"

him.

“I gave Orion some advice—" Lauren says, haltingly,

“that he didn't like.”
| feel there's more to the story.
But that can wait.
“Where dces he live?” | ask again.

| feel like I'm pulling teeth, but | don’t care. Lauren
responds: “We're not really supposed to give out student

addresses.”
"Lauren—"
“71 Gansevoort Street,” she relents.

"Ganzi—what?" | ask. | hold out my phone, in front of her

face, interrogation-like. “Ganzi—what.”
Lauren looks at my phone, awkwardly.

“Share your location with me,” she bargains. “In case

you pass out in the street.”

“Deal,” | say.
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| tap on my phone.

Then extend my arm again.

“71 Ganse-voort,” Lauren deadpans. The location

appears on my map.
It's not even that far!
| grab my backpack, rushing out the door.

"Zu wait—"

“I'm fine, Lauren, | promise,” | dash down the hallway. |

feel Lauren at her door, watching me.

Once I've made up my mind, no one can stop me. |
watch the floors tick down in the elevator. It's been

hundreds of years already.
| don't have another hour to waste.
The floors keep ticking down.

| just pray Ori remembers.

Like | do.

Graceful pink clouds float above the ocean.

Beneath a grey blanket, Tai lies curled on the sofa,
aboard the Capulet jet. Across from him, Lucrezia stares

into the pink horizon, lost deeply in thought. In her lap is
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her phone. On the screen is a photo of a man in his early

30s, looking earnestly into the camera.

The jet continues in a line.

| race down to the subway station.

It's only a block from Lauren’s apartment. | hear the
crackle of a train and burst through the turnstiles in time to
catch the Crolling in. | jump on as it accelerates. I'm rushing

toward an unknown destiny. | can't sit down, so | stand.
But even standing, | want to run.

Ori, I am coming.

Hermes sits at his laptop.

He reads a message on the black screen. It's from

Santiaga, and says:
Everything ok?
Hermes replies: [ think so
Then: Are you here?

Santiaga: lam

Hermes turns his head slightly. He smiles.
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He shuts his laptop and shoves it into his backpack.
Hermes grabs his skateboard, heading down the stairs of

his house.

The C train to 14th Street is only one stop.

It feels like forever. Finally the doors crack open. | dash
out and push through the people. Everyone is moving at a

snail’s pace! Don't they have anywhere to be?
| feel I'm in another gear.
My life is urgent.
| come up to the street, black and red lights.

Which way, which way?

Lauren fills her teacup from the kitchen.

She re-enters her study, sitting down alone in the
upholstered chair. She takes a slow sip of tea, staring

forward, silently.

Lorenzo rests at her feet.

| spin around, finding my bearings. New York vibrates
and pulses with life. | hear a buzz of people in the streets,
the dark metallic smell of the night. | proceed up the

avenues and in five blocks | am there.

39



I'm standing outside 71 Gansevoort, a three-story brick

building.
I've never wanted to be anywhere more.

A light shines from a third story window. | gaze upward,

across the grey cobblestone street.
Are you up there? | ask myself.

| almost expect him to appear. Cars and pedestrians
pass before me in the night. The world feels harmonious

and full of meaning.
| am in the right place.
At the right time.

Against the backdrop of my pounding heart, | feel a
tear behind my eyes. | stand there, looking at the lighted

window across the street.
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