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CHAPTER ONE

$ cd projects/freelance/website && code.

Tidy seams of pink and orange text stitched themselves across a black display. Seven squeezed her eyes shut and stretched them open. She hadn’t looked at this project in over a week, and reading code she’d written a week ago was like trying to decipher incantations from an ancient scroll. What was this line even supposed to be doing? She didn’t remember writing any of this.

Tourists and a few locals slumped on barstools beside her. Melting. Sipping Águila. A single fan spun slowly on the ceiling and flies the size of pennies droned stupidly in squares across the shaft of afternoon light coming from the street. Smell of chorizo.

Seven shifted on her stool and pulled her phone out of her shorts. She set it on the bar beside the laptop and tapped the screen to check the time. Her client – lead singer of some struggling indie band in Wisconsin – wanted a new page on the band’s website. Easy enough. It would take her maybe two hours to build it. She’d bill him for four.

Hot as balls in this fucking bar. But the WiFi was down at her Airbnb, and she needed to get this done. That’s what she got for twelve dollars a night and procrastinating. Sighing, she turned back to the laptop. Who wrote this? Surely not her. Surely this incomprehensible garbage wasn’t hers.

“Buenas.” Pedro slung a bar mat down in front of her and leaned on the other side of the bar. Very brown, very weathered. Wiry. Wry. Seven thought he looked like he’d been cute when he was younger.

“Buenas,” she said. “Lo mismo como siempre.”

“You want a Painkiller?” in his thick Colombian accent.

“Síp. Y un orden de patacones, por favor.”

Pedro retreated to make her drink while Seven opened a terminal and typed:

$ npx gatsby develop

The band’s website opened in her browser. She tapped through a few pages. It looked pretty good, actually. Clean.

Under more favorable circumstances – like when she wasn’t down to the wire in a Colombian dive bar – Seven liked coding. She wasn’t any kind of wizard, but she felt pretty badass using the terminal – the old-school input people used in movies when they were Hacking Into the Mainframeeee – and she enjoyed the simple beauty of an algorithm like binary search; the mind-bending magic of recursion.

Plus, she didn’t have to talk to anyone while she was coding. She could slip into the quiet, underwater world of if, else, and for and pretend she didn’t exist.

She put in her headphones and turned on some ASMR. Squinting at the laptop, she pored over a few lines while her ring finger rubbed absent-minded circles on her cupid’s bow.

Her phone buzzed against the bar top: a text from Mom.

> Free for a chat?

Seven sighed and swiped open the message to reply. The reality, of course, was that no matter how much she wanted to stay underwater, at some point, she always had to return to the surface. She had to return to her life.

> Sure

The phone lit up three minutes later as Pedro set a Collins glass on top of a napkin in front of her. Filled to the brim with rum, coconut cream, peanut butter whiskey, and pineapple juice. He grated nutmeg over the top of it as Seven swiped open the call to reveal her mother’s pixelated nostrils.

“Hang on!” said Mom. “Let me get sat down.”

Seven propped her phone against a napkin dispenser as the image on the screen jostled. Ceiling fan. Window. Floor. Mom’s face appeared again, fully rendered. The sunlit kitchen of Seven’s childhood home behind her.

“Hi, sweetheart! What on earth have you done to your hair?”

Seven scowled and brushed at her half-bleached hack-job. “Nothing. How’s it going?”

“Fine, fine. Dad’s here.”

“Hello, Seven!”

“Hey, Dad.” Seven raised a weary palm as Dad’s head popped into the frame beside Mom’s. Thick reading glasses. Gray stubble speckling his pale cheeks.

“What’s happening, then?” said Dad.

Seven lifted her eyebrows. “Not much. You called me.” She caught Pedro’s eye as he set the plate of patacones in front of her. “¿Me regala un… ah…” She couldn’t remember the word for cherry. She made a little circle with her thumb and forefinger. “¿Fruta roja? Por favor.”

“Cereza.” Pedro winked as he flipped open the condiment tray. Definitely cute when he was younger. Or did she just have a thing for bartenders?

Mom squinted. “What are you drinking there?”

“Diet Coke.”

Pedro dropped the cherry into the top of her glass. Dad frowned and peered at the screen. “Is it?”

Mom sighed. “No, Doug, it’s booze.”

“Was there a reason for this call?” Seven sipped and smacked her lips. “Did the Bat Signal deploy to tell you I was drinking?”

“We just want to know how you are,” said Mom. That was almost certainly a lie. “Where are you now?”

“Same place I’ve been for the last two weeks.”

“Cartagena?”

“Yep.” Seven picked up a patacón between two fingers and gingerly crunched into it with her teeth. It was blisteringly hot and needed salt.

Mom tutted. “So you haven’t given any more thought to when you might be coming home, then?”

“No, I haven’t given any more thought to when I might be coming home, then.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not coming home. I’m pretty happy here, thanks.”

“You’re stranded!”

“I’m not stranded.”

“Your words, Seven.”

“Okay, well…” Seven finished the patacón and brushed off her fingers. “I was exaggerating.” That was also a lie. Kind of. She could get out of Cartagena if she really, truly had to, it would just take, like, all her money. She split another patacón and set the halves down. “I’m fine here.”

“Yes, but for how much longer, Seven?”

“For as long as it takes, Mom.”

“For as long as what takes?”

“I don’t know… Life?”

Her mom huffed. “Don’t be obtuse. You need to make a plan. You need to come home and go to school.”

Ah. So this was the reason for the call: the School Discussion. Seven put her temple to her fist and sipped from the cocktail without picking it up. “We can’t afford college.”

“Check your email. You’ve been approved for student aid.”

“How do you know?”

“I filled out your FAFSA and sent it in.”

“What? You can’t do that.”

“And you’ll be glad I did. Apparently, a lot more funding opens up now that you’re twenty-four because you’re no longer considered our dependent.”

“No one asked you to do that. That is Mrs Bates-level helicopter parenting, Mom.”

Mom sighed through narrow nostrils. “Well, this is important.”

“Why?”

“Because you can’t spend your whole life drinking and flopping around in the sun!”

“Why not?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Mom pushed her chair back from the table and stalked out of the frame. Seven heard dishes being banged around in the sink off camera. That was record time for Mom to become exasperated.

Dad lowered his voice to the conspiratorial volume he used to use behind Mom’s back when Seven was little. “Come on, Sev. You can’t keep this up forever?”

Seven bitterly shredded the corner of a damp bar mat. “Watch me.”

Dad sighed. “What are you going to do? How are you going to make money?”

“I’m making money.”

“Are you?” His tone became appreciatively surprised. “Coding still?”

“Remotely?” Mom’s face re-appeared over Dad’s shoulder.

“Yep.”

“And you have some clients? Are they happy with your work?”

Seven plucked a straw from the dispenser, avoiding Mom’s eyes. Her one remaining client was happy with her work. Freelancing, she was finding out, required a lot more than just knowing how to code a bit. You had to have some facility with humans, too. In general, Seven struggled to summon up much enthusiasm for humans.

“You have enough money?” Mom prodded.

She jabbed the straw into the middle of her glass. “It’s cheap here.”

“So, no.”

“Can you just please leave me alone?”

“No, Seven! Not when you’re refusing to take your own life seriously! I’m sorry this guy’s dumped you, he sounds like a real prick, but you can’t go on acting like someone’s severed your legs and left you to die on the tundra! You need to figure out what’s next. You need to go to college. You need a path. A purpose, Seven!”

“College is a racket.”

“College is not a racket.”

“That’s what Dad said.”

Mom volleyed a look at Dad that would wither the balls off a brass monkey. Dad put up his hands. “Now, Seven–”

“I went to college!” Mom cut him off. “They were some of the best years of my life!”

“Oh, that’s right.” Seven pressed her fingers to her lips in mock concentration. “What did you study again? Oh yeah: music. How’s that working out for you? Sorry I missed your sold-out run at Carnegie Hall last month.”

“Seven!” Mom’s hand came down sharply on the table and the image on Seven’s screen tipped sideways. Window. Ceiling fan. When it righted, Mom had gone. Dad looked unhappily at Seven over the top of his glasses as though she were a particularly complicated wiring diagram.

“I know you don’t like it,” he said, “but if you’re not seriously going to start figuring out another way forward, I think school may be your best option.”

“Why do I need to move forward? Everyone’s always moving forward.”

“You don’t want to throw away your future, Sev. You got your heart broken and you think you do. But I bet if you think a bit harder, you’ll realize that’s the wrong call.”

Seven sipped her drink and glared at herself in the mirror behind the bar. “I didn’t get my heart broken.”

Dad smoothed the table and laid his hands gently on either side of the phone screen. “Okay, kid. I’m sure you’re right. Anyway, look… we’ve gotten off track here. I didn’t mean to get into the whole school thing today. What we actually called to tell you” – he took a breath – “is that we’re selling Dragonfly.”

“What?” Seven, halfway through a sip from her tiny red straw, choked and drooled coconut cream onto the bar. Pedro made a face as she yanked a wad of napkins from the dispenser and mopped it up. “Why? What happened?”

“Nothing happened.” Dad took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “We just can’t afford to have her rotting away in the harbor anymore.”

“What about Uncle Tim?”

Mom’s face appeared again, enormous, too close to the screen. “Your uncle knows what’s happening. I’ve spoken to him. He can’t afford the dock fees, and we can’t go on paying them for him. He knows this was never meant to be a permanent arrangement.”

Seven stared at Dad with her mouth ajar. Not Dragonfly. Not Crazy Uncle Tim’s Shitty Little Sailboat. Seven had learned to sail in that thing when she was eight years old. No lifejacket, hull splintering, Uncle Tim half drunk on Coors. Good times. First time she’d ever heard Nirvana, which had been the beginning of her embarrassing love of Dad Rock, and her even more embarrassing crush on Kurt Cobain, circa nineteen-ninety-two. Uncle Tim’s stories about sailing Dragonfly across the Pacific in the seventies had been the beginning of Seven’s dream to one day travel the world.

“The plan was,” Dad continued, “to split the profit from the sale with your uncle. However…” He glanced over his shoulder to where Mom had gone back to banging the dishes, and Seven got the impression that what he was about to say had not been authorized. “As long as we’re talking about school, I’ve been thinking about an alternate solution.”

The banging of dishes stopped. “What alternate solution?” Her mom’s voice, off-camera. Definitely not authorized.

“Well, Jen,” Dad continued, like he was embarking on a treatise to a tiger about the benefits of not chewing off his leg, “I’ve been thinking that perhaps, if Seven came home and enrolled in some classes here, maybe… she could have Dragonfly.”

“What?” Mom’s torso appeared, hands furiously wiping themselves on a dish towel. “What the hell are you talking about, Doug?”

“Now, just listen,” said Dad. “Seven isn’t just going to be able to enroll in some big school and go off and live in campus housing, is she? She’s going to need prerequisites. She may to need to spend some time at City here before she can transfer–”

“City?” Seven felt her face become an incredulous maze. “Shitty City? Where the burnouts go?”

“Community college is a sensible path,” Dad said. “Your brother’s starting in the fall–”

Aha. So this was Noah’s doing. He’d somehow convinced Dad that college wasn’t a racket by easing him in with community college.

Judas.

“And I was thinking,” Dad continued, “that since Noah will be living here at home and we already converted Seven’s room into the workshop–”

“You converted my room?!”

“–that Seven will need a place to live if she does decide to come back. And perhaps Dragonfly might be a good place for that, if she can cover half the dock fees.”

Seven stared at him. “You’re saying I can have the boat?”

“I’m saying that if you come home and enroll in some classes – real classes, that will eventually transfer or be useful for something – and if you can help us with the fees while you’re here, then, yes. You can have the boat.”

Dad clasped his hands and raised his eyebrows, and if it hadn’t been for Bob Marley telling everyone how every little thing was gonna be from the jukebox in the corner, silence would have fallen.

Seven could feel cogs in her brain beginning to turn. “How long do I have to stay?”

“We are not discussing this!” said Mom. “This is an insane idea, and I won’t entertain it. She can get an apartment.”

Seven barked a laugh that made the patrons at the other end of the bar look at her. “I’m sorry, have you seen the housing market in California?” She tongued a shard of patacón out of a back molar and looked at Dad. “You didn’t answer my question. How long?”

“I suppose as long as it takes for you to get some credits under your belt,” said Dad. “Say a year?”

“And then what?” Mom demanded.

“Hopefully she’ll transfer. Or maybe stick around for another year.”

“Or she’ll be off on her own, on a boat, drowning somewhere halfway around the world!”

“Fuck’s sake, Mom. I just spent three years sailing around Europe and crossing the fucking Atlantic. I know what I’m doing.”

“Not by yourself, you don’t!”

“Oh, sorry, I forgot I need an asshole Italian boyfriend to chaperone me everywhere on his boat, before dumping my ass in Colombia. I thought you were a feminist.”

“I am a feminist, Seven. I’m a feminist who doesn’t want to see her only daughter dead in a shipwreck.”

“No one’s going to die in a shipwreck, Jen,” said Dad gently. “A year is a long time. A lot of things could happen.”

Mom fixed Dad with a look that said, “We’ll talk about this later,” and disappeared. On the other side of the bar, Pedro indicated that Seven would obviously like another. Seven wearily agreed. He set the drink in front of her, and she flipped the pineapple wedge off the rim and into the glass. She stirred it around with the straw, thinking.

A year in San Diego, and then she could fuck off on her own boat. Maybe go back to Europe. Maybe even cross the Pacific like Uncle Tim. Community college sounded god-awful, but Dad hadn’t specified she had to get good grades. And, if she was honest with herself, she wasn’t exactly slaying at life out here.

By the time she’d met Matteo in Italy three years ago, Seven had been traveling on her own for a while, and her funds had run so low she’d been happy to hop on his boat. He’d been older than her – by exactly how much, Seven had never been sure – but he was decent-looking and provided not only free lodging, but also regular meals and frequent sex. Or had it been free lodging and regular meals in exchange for frequent sex? Seven had never been sure about that, either. Either way, it hadn’t been a sustainable housing solution, as evidenced by Matteo’s fucking off with that Australian.

“You never know,” Dad’s voice was cagey. “You might like college. Get into the classes, join some clubs.”

“Clubs?” The word dripped from Seven’s tongue like sour coconut cream. “When have I ever indicated that I have any interest in joining clubs?”

“Well, make some friends, then. Get to know some other people.”

Seven stabbed her straw through the pineapple chunk. She held it up and examined it in the light strafing over her shoulder from the street, then bit it off the straw and took another hard look in the bar’s mirror.

“Other people,” she said, “are the worst.”





CHAPTER TWO

It was the last Monday in August when Seven stepped off the San Diego bus and stood in front of City College. A month since she’d returned to California. Noah had picked her up at the airport in the battered Honda she’d left him when she took off after high school six years ago. Over four hundred thousand miles on it now, according to Noah.

“No way.” Seven had stared at him.

Noah nodded solemnly. He had a full beard and his hands around the steering wheel were enormous. Like some kind of grown man or something. Seven couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him. Wasn’t he supposed to be twelve?

She tapped the dashboard. “Any chance you’d give it back to me?”

“Nope. Sell it back to you, maybe.”

She’d moved onto Dragonfly after some extensive cleaning. Uncle Tim came by to hook up the electricity. Mom bought her some succulents as a housewarming gift; Seven wondered how much neglect the plants would handle before they died. Dragonfly was smaller than she remembered – her shins were constantly negotiating with the furniture – but it was warm and dry and didn’t belong to an Italian.

She’d signed up for classes. Some gen ed requirements, Spanish, and, on a whim, Intro to Machine Learning. She wasn’t sure what sparked that. A chance to do more with code than build shitty websites for midwestern indie bands, maybe.

She’d replaced the ratty old backpack that had been her companion through six years and ten countries, and in the freezing California fog that Monday morning, she stood on the sidewalk in front of the main campus entrance holding the strap of her new bag with both hands like a child. Her entire world had shifted two clicks to the left.

“You’re not nervous,” she said aloud. “These are just dumb humans.”

She found her Stats class and took a seat at a two-person table in the back. Kept her head down as people filed in, hoping no one sat with her. A beefy redhead in a green football jersey went out of his way to walk by her table so he could bump it aggressively with his hip.

“Nice haircut.”

Seven’s hand went to her hair. A rage-fueled hack-and-dye job she’d done herself at the Airbnb the day after Matteo left. The guy in the green shirt laughed, and before she could tell him to fuck off, he’d walked away.

A Black girl in an unzipped gray hoodie and purple athletic uniform plopped into the seat beside Seven as he did. Hair twisted into rows of tight braids that hung in a ponytail and a pair of soccer cleats tied by their shoelaces to the backpack she had slung over one shoulder.

“Asshole,” she said. “I think your hair looks cute.”

Seven pulled out her laptop and didn’t respond.

“I’m Alicia.” The girl held out a hand. Purple hair tie around the wrist. “Alicia Washington.”

“Seven. Jones.”

Apparently unperturbed by Seven not shaking her hand, Alicia set a paper cup of coffee on the desk and shrugged off her bag. “Seven? That’s cool. Is that your real name?”

“Uh huh.”

“Where are you from?”

Seven kept her eyes forward. “Here.”

“Where’d you go to high school?”

“Patrick Henry.”

“Me too! What year did you graduate?”

Seven restrained a sigh. Not wanting to explain the last six years. “A while ago. You?”

“Oh, I’m still there. I’m taking some classes here because I’m tryna graduate early and go to Stanford. Are you transferring?”

So this girl was, like, eighteen? Noah’s age, probably. Seven flipped open her laptop and jabbed her password into it, trying not to feel like a really old, really dumb lady. “Maybe.”

In Spanish, she struggled with verb conjugations. A year in Spain and nine months in the Caribbean, and she still couldn’t remember if it was “espero salir este lugar terrible muy pronto” or “espero que salgo este lugar terrible muy pronto.” But she was ahead of many of the younger kids, who’d somehow managed to complete two years of mandatory high school Spanish without actually learning any Spanish.

She found a quiet spot at a picnic table behind the cafeteria to eat lunch, put in her earbuds, and spent forty blissful minutes pretending to listen to something so she didn’t have to talk to anyone.

By the time she took the bus home that afternoon, Seven was so exhausted that she missed her stop for the harbor and ended up downtown. She jumped off the bus too fast, dropping her phone, then became absorbed in examining the screen for cracks as she picked it up. Rolled her ankle stepping off the curb, realized she hadn’t been looking where she was going, looked up, and found herself in the path of an oncoming truck. She threw up her hands and shut her eyes and thought Shitshitshitshitshit – before something gripped her around the elbow and yanked her back onto the curb.

The truck went by in a blast of warm air. Horn blaring, the driver waving a middle finger down at her through the window. Seven felt a hand between her shoulders as someone said, just behind her ear, “Are you okay?”

She let her bag slip from her arm and doubled over with her hands on her knees. The hand came with her.

“That was pretty close,” said the voice.

Seven hauled in a breath and stared at a circle of flattened gum on the pavement. Shitty fucking truck driver. Shitty fucking phone. Shitty fucking wrong bus stop. Shitty fucking City College in shitty fucking San Diego in this shitty fucking freezing fucking damp fucking foggy fucking hell. She straightened up and turned around.

Every shitty fucking thing that had been in her head flew out of it.

The guy standing behind her looked exactly like Kurt Cobain, circa ninety-ninety-two. Like the poster she’d had on her wall in high school. Well, not exactly like Kurt Cobain, but more like Kurt Cobain than anyone else she’d ever seen who wasn’t Kurt Cobain. Pretty blue eyes. Scruffy blonde hair. He was a head taller than Seven, in a shabby red beanie and plain white t-shirt. There was ink on his wiry arms, and in the corner of his mouth was a hand-rolled cigarette, which, judging by the smell, wasn’t tobacco.

Seven caught her breath and blinked. “Yeah. Fine. Thank you.”

He removed his hand and stepped back, and Seven felt like the sun reappeared as he did. Plucking the joint from his mouth, he kicked a battered skateboard up from the ground and steadied it on one end against his shin.

“No problem. Although you seemed pretty determined to get in front of that thing. For a second, I thought maybe I should let you.”

Seven scooped up her bag and checked her phone again. It was definitely cracked. “Yeah, well, maybe you should have.”

“Aw.” His tone edged into mockery, which Seven did not appreciate. “Rough day?”

“Actually…” She glared at him. “Yeah.”

He hung the joint back in his mouth and fixed her with a look halfway between suspicious and amused, which she also did not appreciate. “If I leave right now,” he said around the joint, “are you going to jump in front of another one?”

“I wasn’t trying to jump in front of the truck.”

“What’s your name?”

She pursed her lips and didn’t answer right away. “Seven.”

“I’m Kurt. Kurt Cobain.”

Seven narrowed her eyes. “No, you’re not.”

Grinning, he tipped the skateboard down and put one foot on it. “I’m not. But you were thinking it.” And he kicked off against the sidewalk and rattled away down the street.

Tuesday went the same as Monday. Class, break, class, break. Forty minutes of peace at the picnic table while she ate lunch. ASMR in her headphones. She ran into Alicia on Wednesday morning.

“Seven!” Alicia caught up to her, soccer cleats bouncing off her backpack. Seven tried to pretend she hadn’t seen her – the last thing she wanted at 8 a.m. on her third day in hell was to get her ear talked off by Little Miss Stanford – but the girl fell into step beside her, another paper cup of coffee in hand.

“Where are you headed?”

Seven kept walking. “Intro to Machine Learning.”

“Oh! AI? So you’re a CS major?”

“No.”

“Do you think you’re gonna be?”

A sigh. “I don’t know.”

“That’s fine. You don’t have to choose right away. Anyway, Computer Science is so crowded now. Everyone is doing CS these days.” Alicia sipped her coffee. “Which is, like, kinda depressing, right?”

“Is it?”

“People think the only way to get a job anymore is to go into tech. But my mom says even the software engineers are gonna be out of a job soon. They’re ameliorating themselves into oblivion with AI.”

Ameliorating. Okay, Stanford.

Seven checked her watch. Her dad always said that eventually the only people left with jobs would be electricians and plumbers.

Intro to Machine Learning was tucked away in a mobile classroom two blocks from the main campus at the edge of Balboa Park. Surrounded by big eucalyptus trees that threw cool blue shade. When Seven opened the door, she was greeted by the smell of old carpet, and as she gently closed it behind her and looked for a seat, someone yelled, “Truck Girl!”

On the other side of the room, with his tattooed arms hung across the backs of two chairs, was Kurt Cobain. He lifted a hand in salutation and pointed at the empty chair beside him. Seven hesitated. At the front of the room, a man in a brown jacket with elbow pads finished writing on the white board and turned around.

“Find your seats, please,” he said. “We have a lot to cover.”

Seven would tell herself later that it was the impatience of his tone that spurred her to hurry over and sit down next to Kurt.

Kurt’s pretty blue eyes crinkled as he removed his arm from the back of her chair so she could sit. He smelled like Old Spice, and a little bit like weed… but like, in a good way? They sat side by side in silence as Seven opened her laptop and the professor began.

Words like Python, TensorFlow, and decision tree floated by her, and Seven watched them go the way a cat watches cars out of a living room window. She typed a few things into a notes document – Machine Learning is the process of teaching a computer how to learn new things from existing data. We’ll be using supervised learning algorithms to train a neural network on an example dataset – but the meat of what was said was lost on her, because her arm was very close to Kurt’s, and that was all she could think about.

At some point, she heard the word assessment, and tuned in.

“–Which you’ll be taking at the end of week four,” the professor was saying. “Anyone who scores lower than a seventy-five will be advised to drop the course. If this happens to you and you’re pursuing a CS degree, I highly recommend re-taking Linear Algebra and then trying again in the Spring.”

Linear Algebra? There were prerequisites for this class? Seven pulled up the course webpage, scrolled to the bottom, and read the description. The very last paragraph said,

This course will build on concepts learned in Intro to AI, but it is possible to take Machine Learning without it. It is highly advised that students have a background in Linear Algebra and statistics, and a solid understanding of programming concepts, preferably in Python.

Seven stared at the last sentence. She realized now she hadn’t actually read it when she’d signed up for the course. Skimmed the page. Assumed it would be fine. A whim. The way she did everything. Eyes closed, headfirst, can’t lose.

Idiot.

Movement at her elbow brought her attention back to the room. Students were packing up and the professor was wiping down the whiteboard. She snapped her laptop closed, shoved it into her bag and stood. So much for Machine Learning. This might be a new record: the fastest she’d ever quit something.

“I didn’t know you went here,” Kurt said behind her.

When she turned around he was hanging his backpack over one shoulder and pushing his chair under the desk with his knee.

“Oh. Yeah, it’s my first week.”

“Where did you come from?”

“Uh–” She frowned.

“What school?” He smiled and gestured to the door.

Seven fell cautiously in step beside him. “I didn’t. Come from a school. Well, Patrick Henry, but that was a while ago.” He caught the door with his foot as it swung closed behind another student and held it open for her. She carefully avoided brushing him with her shoulder as she stepped through. “You?”

“High school? I dropped out, but that was a while ago too.”

“How long is a while?”

“Like, seven years? I’m twenty-five.” They made their way down a block back toward the main campus. “So, you’re a CS major?” he said.

“No. Well… I don’t know. I’m not really anything. I’m just here because… It’s kind of complicated. But I’m not a CS major.”

“But you’re taking Machine Learning?”

Seven sighed. “I don’t think so. I didn’t really realize what it entailed. I don’t think it’s for me.”

“Hm.” He furrowed his brow at the ground.

“What about you? What’s your major?”

“Honestly, I think I’m just dicking around.” He scratched under the hem of his beanie with his thumb. “This is my second time taking the class. I’m a bartender.”

“Oh.” Seven smirked sideways at him. Apparently, she did have a thing for bartenders. “You do a lot of coding at that job?”

He returned her sideways look. “No. I got this idea last year that I was going to go back to school and become a software engineer. I was always okay at math. But it’s a lot harder than I thought it would be.”

They walked in silence until they reached the block that the main campus was on and stopped. Seven watched groups of students maneuvering around each other. She looked at Kurt.

“How’d you know I thought you looked like Kurt Cobain?” she asked. Kurt frowned and tilted his head. “On Monday,” she clarified. “When you pulled me out of the street. You said I was thinking you looked like Kurt Cobain.”

“Ah.” Kurt smiled. “Magic.”

“Uh huh.”

He held up two fingers. “Actually, there were two reasons. Number one: you were wearing a Nirvana shirt. Normally, I would dismiss someone our age wearing a Nirvana shirt as incredibly basic – found a shirt at Target, probably doesn’t even know who the band is. However…” He indicated her bare arms, inked with the assortment of meaningless tattoos she’d picked up in cities around Europe. “Your collection of shitty tattoos and the absolute hatchet job you obviously did on your own hair suggests to me that yours are not the actions of a basic person. Ergo, I surmised that you must be wearing the shirt intentionally, and must be a fan of the band. And therefore, a fan of Kurt.”

Seven’s hand had moved involuntarily to her hair. She blushed and tugged at it as she said, “Ergo? What are you, Sherlock Fucking Holmes? What was the second reason?”

“The second reason, my dear Watson,” Kurt set down the skateboard and put one foot on it, “is that I look exactly like Kurt Fucking Cobain.”

Seven scoffed and indicated his arms. “Except you also have a collection of shitty tattoos, which I don’t remember Kurt ever having.”

His lips twitched into a smile. He plucked a joint from the breast pocket of his shirt and said, “You should come hang with us later.”

Seven’s eyebrows lifted. “Why?”

“Why?” He scratched under his beanie again. “I don’t know. You don’t seem terrible and I’m a nice person. I’ve been around City a while and haven’t seen you before. So, I figure you’re new.” He put the joint in his mouth, cupped his hands and lit it, then stepped his other foot onto the skateboard. Touched two fingers to his brow as he began to roll away. “Eight o’clock, Watson. At your picnic table behind the cafeteria.”

“What do you mean, my picnic table?” Seven called after him. “How do you know it’s my picnic table?”

“Magic,” he called back.

“Fuck off.”

“Eight o’clock!”

It wasn’t until he’d disappeared around the corner that Seven realized she’d forgotten to ask what his real name was.

The smell of smoke-that-wasn’t-tobacco greeted Seven as she rounded the corner into the dark courtyard behind the cafeteria at 7:55. Kurt’s rawboned silhouette, illuminated under a security light, leaned up against the picnic table, drizzly fog speckling the halo of light around him. Two more people were on the other side of the patio, noisily failing to land their skateboards on a low wall.

Seven hesitated at the corner. The only reason people hung around schools after hours was for mischief, and doing mischief so soon into her tenure here felt brazen. Besides, she didn’t plan to get involved with anyone at City; she wasn’t trying to meet “other people.” She was doing the bare minimum required to get her hands on Dragonfly. Why was she even here? Because this guy looked a bit like Kurt Cobain and she’d never gotten over that particular crush?

Yes, she realized, that was probably it.

“Hey!” He smiled and stepped away from the table. “You came.”

Seven folded her arms against the chilly air and didn’t move. “I don’t understand why you want to hang out on campus like a bunch of teenage hoodlums.”

He shrugged. “It’s a central location and there are good spots to skate.”

“And how did you know this was my picnic table?”

“Because it’s actually my picnic table. I was just letting you borrow it – you looked like you didn’t want to be bothered. What were you listening to?”

Her face went red and she hoped he couldn’t see it in the dark. What was less embarrassing: that she listened to ASMR? A weird YouTube phenomenon where nice ladies with quiet voices whispered directly into her ear holes? Or that the only band she’d listened to since high school was Nirvana?

She shrugged. “None of your business.”

“So, Nirvana?” He smiled as her face went even redder, then tilted his head at the patio behind him. “Come meet everyone. I promise we’re all full-grown adults and no one is a hoodlum. Anymore.”

The two buffoons clattering around on their skateboards on the other side of the yard were Xander Hoffman and Julian Lee. Xander, in a white tank top and puka shell necklace, was a surfer with big California Manchild energy. In at least his thirties, Seven guessed. Julian was younger – twenty-one, he said – in a black and orange t-shirt from the Santa Cruz skateboard company. He had a two-block haircut and bespectacled brown eyes that refused to meet hers, which Seven appreciated because she wasn’t big on eye contact either. A Korean word was tattooed behind his ear.

“What does it mean?” Seven asked.

“Ladybug,” said Julian. “It’s what my Halmi used to call me.”

“But don’t ask why she called him that.” Kurt pulled a joint from behind his ear, lit it, and blew a skunky plume into the fog. “He’ll never tell you.”

“What’s Halmi?”

“Grandmother,” said Julian. “I’m Korean. Half-Korean – my dad is British.”

Xander held out two fingers for the joint. “So your name is Seven? That’s weird.”

Seven scowled. “Yours is Xander.”

“It’s short for Alexander. What’s yours short for?”

“Sevenxander.”

Kurt snorted. Xander stared at Seven with all the vapid seriousness of a cow in a field and said, “Wait, really?”

Julian sighed. “No, dude. She’s messing with you.” He took the joint from Xander, dragged on it, and held it out to Seven.

“It’s not short for anything,” she said as she took it. “It’s supposed to be like the Seven Seas. I think my dad harbored a secret desire to sail the world when he was younger.”

“Ohh.” Xander nodded wisely. “So your parents are hippies.”

“No. Just two people whose dreams were crushed by their first child.”

She punctuated this lofty insight with a good, long hit on the joint. It was like a blowtorch to the inside of her sternum, and she immediately regretted her decision. She choked and shoved the thing at Kurt as a coughing fit seized her, and when she finished hacking and stood up, objects in the world were already making little time trails and the backs of her eyes had gone fuzzy.

“Careful,” said Kurt. “It’s quite strong.”

“Thanks.” Seven wiped her eyes on her wrist. “Alright, your turn.” She glared. “What’s your actual name?”

“Did he tell you it was Kurt Cobain?” said Julian, his voice tight around a lungful of smoke. “It’s not; it’s–”

“Hey! I see you over there!”

The white blade of a flashlight cleaved the dark courtyard in two. Xander’s face paled and Julian began to choke.

“Oh, wonderful,” muttered Kurt. “It’s the cops.”

“The cops?”

“No no no,” he amended quickly. “Campus security. Still… better run, probably.”

“Run? Are you serious? I’m twenty-four and weed is legal.”

“Not legal on a college campus. And these guys are not super friendly.”

Seven looked around. Xander had already disappeared, and Julian was hiking up his pants and tripping onto his skateboard.

“Go ahead,” said Kurt, “I’ll hold them off.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“Give ’em the old” – he waved his hand in front of her face – “these are not the droids you’re looking for.”

Seven rolled her eyes. “My hero.”

Kurt laughed, and the sound of it was so unexpected it made Seven’s heart run up the wall and do an excited little backflip. Even in the face of catastrophe, making someone laugh felt like making magic happen.

He stuck the joint in his mouth, took her by the shoulders, turned her around, and gave her a little push.

Was he seriously suggesting she run from campus security like a fucking high schooler?

Sighing, she trotted across the courtyard. She turned a corner and found herself falling up the steps to the auditorium. When she paused and looked back over her shoulder, the flashlight beam was bouncing crazily around in the dark. She heard Kurt say, “Gentlemen!”

Swearing, she jogged to the top of the stairs and tried the auditorium’s double doors. Locked. She looked around and spotted a second door, tried that, and went through.

Inside was a dark theater. Seven shut the door behind her and put her back to it. The combined effect of running up stairs and a hit of very strong weed was making her head spin. She listened over her breathing for the sound of approaching footsteps. A minute passed. Two minutes. Hearing nothing, she turned to open the door.

It was locked.

“Fuck’s sake.” She jimmied it harder, rattling the handle. Nothing.

She scanned the room. Rows of purple seats and a stage partially blocked by a red velvet curtain. Dark and quiet. Seven crept down an aisle until she came to the stage. There was a small door to the right of it. Finding it open, she went through.

Backstage was a maze of corridors. Cardboard boxes full of feather boas and sequined fabric were stacked four and five high. Enormous sheets of plywood, propped against walls, were half-painted with city skylines. The air smelled of old clothes, new wood, and paint fumes. She stretched her eyes against the dark. She was definitely high.

Every door she tried was locked.

“Fuckity shit-fuck,” she muttered as she shook the handle of a door labeled Green Room and found it immovable. “Cock and balls.” She looked up and down the corridor again. At the far end of it was a door she hadn’t noticed before, so she set off toward it.

As she got closer, she could see that it was too small to be a real door – a prop, maybe; some kind of set piece. Some weird trick of perspective, probably from the weed, was making the corridor warp and twist as she walked toward it. Like the hallway was shrinking or something.

Or… was it shrinking?

She put up her hands and felt them touch the ceiling. Either it was shrinking, or she was much higher than she thought.

Ten paces later, she was crouching, and really starting to wonder what the fuck was going on. When she stopped and looked back, the corridor seemed to stretch infinitely behind her. She shut her eyes. She was very high; properly, balls-ass high – like, mushrooms high.

Some kind of fucked-up Alice in Wonderland shit.

Turning around, she found she was close enough to the door to examine it, and knelt to take a look. It was three feet tall and made of dark red wood polished to a shine. A pattern was carved into it that reminded Seven of Mayan stones she’d seen at that loot stash they call the British Museum. A big brass doorknob dead center. She tried it, and to her surprise, it turned easily. The door made a hideous, hair-raising creak as she pushed it open and crawled through, and the room on the other side was so dark that she had to grope around to find the wall before struggling to her feet.

“Um, excuse me?” said a voice. “What are you doing in here?”

Seven blinked and the room lit up. In front of her was a semi-circle of about ten people.

And in the middle of it, Alicia was levitating.





CHAPTER THREE

Sure, Seven’s world had shifted two clicks to the left the first morning she’d walked into City College. But now?

Now her world had turned upside down, dropped its pants, and was showing her its bare ass.

The toe tips of Alicia’s white sneakers barely brushed the floor. Braids drifted around her head like little living snakes, and a purple sheen coated the air around her like oil on water. Her hands were taut: palms down, fingers spread. Eyes closed, lips sealed. A tiny crease at the center of her brow. A mask of concentration.

“Um, excuse me?” someone said again. “I said, ‘What are you doing in here?’”

Alicia’s eyes snapped open and met Seven’s across the room. The air between them heaved as though someone had shaken it like a bedsheet, and Alicia dropped like a sack of rocks.

“Get out of here!” snapped the voice, and a girl stepped out of the semi-circle. Neon pink hair, black leather jacket, lip ring, eyeliner, and a t-shirt for the band Tijuana No! Tiny. Terrifying. A slight Chicana accent as she said, “You shouldn’t be in here!”

“I’m sorry!” Seven stepped back and her heel hit the wall behind her. “I’m so sorry!”

“How did you get in here? Where did you come from?”

“I don’t know… I didn’t–”

The girl advanced. A crew-cut White guy in a navy-blue polo shirt lunged out of the circle and threw his arm across her chest. “Sol, wait!”

The girl stopped. Seven’s heart was staggering around inside her, looking for somewhere to sit down. Alicia, looking dazed, struggled to her elbows, and the crew-cut guy reached down to pull her to her feet. She stood between him and the pink-haired girl, blinking at Seven like her eyes were adjusting to light.

“Seven? What are you doing here?”

Pink Hair looked sharply at Alicia. “Do you know her?”

Alicia, still blinking, nodded. “She’s in my Stats class.”

“Did you tell her to come here?”

“No. I didn’t know she could See. I thought she was a Nescient.”

Pink Hair turned her furious glare back to Seven. “How the fuck did you get in here, Nescient?”

“Soledad.” Crew Cut lifted a hand. “Calm down.” He looked over his shoulder as though he’d just remembered there were other people in the room, and scrubbed one hand through his hair. “Okay, why don’t we call it here for tonight? Everyone go home. Sol, Alicia, and I will figure out what’s going on here.”

Seven stood paralyzed as the circle dispersed. They collected backpacks and purses from a pile against the wall and gave Seven a wide berth as they stepped around her. The first to the door was a beefy redhead in a football jersey. He knelt and dragged two fingers along the top of the door’s miniature frame. A river of green light followed his fingertips and then the door shot to its regular height. As the rest of them filed out behind him, Seven was seized by the impulse to sprint through herself, but before the impulse could become anything more, the door banged closed. She whirled around.

Crew Cut had his hand up, wisps of navy-blue dissipating from his fingertips like smoke from a blown-out candle. He flexed and closed his fingers, then tucked the hand into his pocket.

“Seven, was it?”

Seven couldn’t remember how to make words come out of her mouth, but whether that was because this guy had just closed a door with his mind or because he was the kind of handsome that might get someone off a triple homicide charge, she wasn’t sure. Unreasonably handsome. Hair buzzed close and faded on the sides. A smooth, square jaw and solid, square shoulders. Muscles too big for his polo shirt. Adidas sweatpants.

What was that movie? The one where Channing Tatum was a stripper? Magic Mike. He looked like Magic Mike.

He tucked his other hand into his second pocket. “Can you tell me how you got in here?”

“You’re not in charge, you know.” said Soleded the Pink-Haired Punk. Magic Mike shot her a look.

“Is Mr Atavari coming tonight?” said Alicia, who was peering at Seven. “Maybe we should tell him what’s going on.”

“He had a family emergency,” said Mike.

“But we could text him?”

“And tell him what?”

“That a Nescient got through our wards?”

“We don’t know she’s a Nescient,” said Soledad.

Magic Mike frowned. “You just called her that, Sol.”

“Yeah, well, I changed my mind. I don’t think a Nescient could get through my wards.”

Mike assessed Seven with quick, steely eyes. “She looks like one. She looks totally freaked out. She looks like she’s never seen magic before.”

“Seven? Do you want to sit down or something?”

Alicia was talking to her. Seven opened her mouth to reply, but there was nothing in it, so she closed it again.

“Come sit over here.” Alicia motioned to a pair of armchairs in the corner, upholstered in green velvet. A small wooden table between them. Seven didn’t move. She couldn’t feel her legs.

“She’s broken,” said Sol. “We broke her little brain.”

“Seven?” Alicia gently waved a hand. “Can you move? I think you should come drink some water.”

“I think we should figure out if she’s a Nescient,” said Mike.

Seven let Alicia guide her across a room with a vibe somewhere between castle library and downtown coffee bar. Wood floor. Brick walls. Wrought iron chandelier with LED-filled mason jars. One wall was a bookshelf filled with dusty hardcovers. The room was empty but for the two armchairs in one corner and a desk in the other. A laptop on the desk was covered in stickers for bands Seven recognized. Bikini Kill. The Clash.

She sank into an armchair and accepted a plastic bottle of water from Alicia. Where had it come from?

“Just got it out of my backpack,” Alicia said as Seven eyed it. Seven twisted off the cap and sipped as Alicia addressed Mike over her head. “Maybe she’s just never seen this type of magic before.” She sat in the other chair and assessed Seven like a preschool teacher evaluating a child. “Is this the first time you’ve seen Physical Magic?”

Seven stared at her.

“When did you first start Seeing?”

Seven continued to stare.

Alicia frowned. “Wow, okay, so you’re, like, very new to this.”

Seven swallowed another mouthful of water. She dragged her voice out from where it was hiding and whispered, “Alicia… what the fuck are you talking about?”

“Alright–” Mike stepped forward. “She’s obviously a Nescient. We need to stop talking and let Atavari know. Sol, can you text him?”

Sol dug a phone out of the back pocket of her jeans, muttering, “No fucking Nescient got through my fucking wards.”

Alicia was still squinting at Seven. “You really never saw magic before?”

“Alicia, stop talking,” said Mike.

“Like, did you ever see something you felt like you couldn’t explain?”

“Texted.” Sol stuck the phone back in her pocket and posted up against the wall, chewing her lip ring.

“Because you could have seen it and not realized you did,” Alicia said. “That happens sometimes.”

“Alicia…” said Mike.

Seven shook her head – more a movement of confusion than an answer to Alicia’s question. She capped the water bottle. Her hand was shaking.

“Coincidences?” Alicia continued. “Psychic moments? Déjà vu?”

Sol examined her thumbnail. “Not all déjà vu is magic.”

“Yeah, I know.” Alicia’s voice tipped into impatience. “I was just trying to give an example.” She turned to Seven again. “You ever had a Moment in the Zone?”

“Alicia!”

Mike had his back to the bookshelf and was surveying Seven with his hands in his pockets. His eyes were too severe to look directly into, and Seven dropped her gaze.

“Are you guys gonna let me go?” she said.

Alicia shifted. “We’re not… keeping you.”

“Yes we are.” Sol checked her phone. “Until we hear back from Atavari.”

“Who–” Seven’s voice stuck. She cleared her throat. “Who’s Atavari?”

Alicia glanced at Mike. “Mr Atavari’s our advisor.”

“Alicia, I’m not kidding, don’t disclose anything else in front of the Nescient, please!”

“Why not?” Sol shrugged. “If she’s a Maker she’ll learn it all anyway, and if she’s a Nescient then Atavari’s just gonna Tabula Rasa her.”

“That’s not the point. It’s against the lore to disclose magic to Nescients. Tabula Rasa’s not a Get-Out-of-Jail-Free card.”

Sol glared, incredulous. “You just used telekinesis right in front of her!”

“That was before I thought she was a Nescient!”

Seven squeezed the water bottle in both hands until it crinkled. She shut her eyes, took a deep breath and let it go. She looked at Alicia. “So Atavari’s like a wizard?”

Sol snorted. “A wizard? Do I look like Harry Fucking Potter?” Something buzzed, and she fished the phone back out of her pocket, swiped it open and scowled at it. “Atavari can’t come.”

“What?” Mike said. “A Nescient just wandered into practice!”

“He’s stuck on the other side of town. He says it’s unlikely she’s a Nescient. Probably just a Late Bloomer.” Sol looked up from the phone. “What do you wanna do?”

Alicia looked at Seven. “We could just let her go.”

“No.” Mike shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

“We don’t know she’s a Nescient!”

“Better safe than sorry. She’s never heard of the Zone and she has no idea what Seeing is.” Mike folded his arms. “I think Atavari’s wrong. And if we let her go and she tells someone, we’re fucked.”

“So what are you suggesting?” said Sol.

“I think we should Tabula Rasa her.”

“I thought it wasn’t a Get-Out-of-Jail-Free card.”

“Well, I thought Atavari was coming. But he’s not, and we need to handle this.”

Sol looked at Alicia. “Who’s gonna do it?”

“Uh-uh.” Alicia put up her hands. “I don’t know it. Have you never done it?”

Sol chewed her lip ring. “I think I may have once on Totopo.”

“On your dog? That’s not the same at all!”

“Well it’s something!”

“And what do you mean you ‘think’ you did?”

“Well… he’s a dog. How am I gonna know if I actually erased his memory?”

“Whoa, whoa.” Seven’s heart – which had finally found somewhere to sit and had been quietly catching its breath – leapt out of its chair. “Erased his what now?”

But the other three didn’t appear to have heard her.

“Can anyone else do it?” said Alicia. “Julian, maybe?”

“He didn’t even show up tonight,” said Sol.

“Can we call him?”

“You can try. But he’s probably hanging out with his boyfriend, and I bet he’s already stoned.”

“His boyfriend?” Alicia frowned. “Angel was here.”

“You know what I mean. Not his actual boyfriend; the Man Babies.”

Seven’s eyes bounced between them. Then to Mike. Then to the door. The urge to sprint through it was creeping up her spine again.

Mike scrubbed a hand through his buzzcut. “I’ll do it,” he said. “I’ve done it before, I can do it again.”

“Are you sure?” Alicia’s brow twisted. “What happens if you get it wrong?”

“I won’t.” He went to the bookshelf and started examining the spines.

“Are you kidding me? You’re gonna look it up in a book?” Sol stalked past him to the desk, dropped into the chair and flipped open the laptop. “Just Google it.”

“You can’t trust Google anymore,” said Mike. “There’s so much slop on the internet.”

“I bet someone has a video.” Sol was rattling something into the keyboard and peering at the screen.

Seven looked around. Mike at the bookshelf. Sol at the laptop. Only Alicia was still watching her. She looked down at the water bottle and tried to think. It was highly unlikely she could beat Alicia to the door. The girl was a soccer player, and Seven hadn’t worked out in like… her entire life. It was worth a shot, though, right? To not have her memory erased? By a guy who probably knew how to do it?

She flung the bottle down and lunged out of the chair.

“She’s fucking going!” yelled Sol.

Seven heard someone else start running too. She felt thudding through the floor behind her, and then fingers closed around her elbow, swung her around, and she was face-to-face with Magic Mike. He gripped her hard by the bicep and didn’t take his eyes from hers as he said over his shoulder, “Sol, did you find it?”

“One sec…” Sol was still rattling away at the laptop. Seven tried to twist her arm free and Mike’s grip tightened.

“I won’t tell anyone,” said Seven. “I literally don’t have anyone to tell.”

“That’s not how this works,” Mike said quietly.

“Okay–” Across the room, Sol read from the laptop. “It says here… advanced Empathetic Magic, but similar to telepathy. Oh, that’s good,” she looked up at Mike, “you’re all about telepathy. Okay, so… Root, set your intention, clarify your purpose, blah blah blah… I feel like this shouldn’t be super hard, actually. You need to make physical contact” – her eyes flicked over the laptop – “which you’re already doing, great. Oh, but it needs to be skin to skin. Can you hold her hand or something? And it says two points of contact, and closer to the hippocampus is better. So, like, her head, I guess?”

Mike grabbed Seven’s hand and pressed three fingers against her temple.

She glared. “You’re just gonna grab my hand and put your fingers on my face? No please or anything?”

“I’m about to wipe your memory. Am I supposed to ask for consent?”

“How about you just don’t wipe my memory?”

“I’m really sorry. I promise it’s better–”

“Are you sorry?” She twisted again, but he twined his fingers through hers, yanked her close enough that their chests touched, and took the whole side of her head in his hand to hold her still. His hand was massive, and up close Seven could smell his clean shirt and the pepper of his cologne.

He shut his eyes.

Seven felt the world spiral – whether it was her memory evanescing or just hallucinatory terror, she wasn’t sure. The floor fell out from under her and she dropped through rings of space and time, and as the terrible black chasm of the cosmos rose up around her like mountains of water had on the Atlantic, she wondered exactly how much of her memory was about to be obliterated. She remembered that a teacher in high school had told her once that scent was the strongest sense tied to memory, and she wondered why the fuck she was remembering that, of all things, right now.

“You smell like laundry,” she mumbled, as her mind slurred sideways and melted into a puddle. “Laundry and–”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Seven’s eyes crawled open and she immediately shut them again.

Sweet, barbecue-dry-rubbed ball sack of ever-loving Christ, what cruel god had she angered last night to be waking up feeling like this?

She groaned and rolled over and sat up with her eyes closed. She could tell without looking that the room was spinning. Her head felt like she’d spent the night banging it against a fence post, and her mouth was as dry as – well, Christ’s barbecue-dry-rubbed ever-loving ball sack, probably. She dug through her memory for the cause of this unjust and excruciating torment.

The picnic table. There had been weed. A blowtorch to the sternum. These are not the droids you’re looking for…

She couldn’t remember anything after that.

Whatever was in that shit Kurt gave her had done an absolute number on her. She squeezed her temples and opened her eyes.

She was in bed aboard Dragonfly, thank fuck, so she’d gotten herself home, at least. And there was no one else in the bed, so she hadn’t picked up any strays. She pulled back the blanket and swung her feet onto the floor.

She was going to have a stern word with Kurt Fucking Cobain about the strength of that weed.

One cup of strong black coffee later she was sitting with her sunglasses on and her eyes closed in the back of Stats, praying no one sat next to her. The rest of the class were filing in around her, talking too loudly. Obnoxiously scraping chairs.

Someone dropped into the other seat and she squinted to look. Alicia. Pulling her laptop out of her backpack and peering at Seven. Braids twisted into a big round bun on top of her head today. Purple hoop earrings.

“Rough night?”

Seven closed her eyes again. “I can neither confirm nor deny.”

She heard Alicia zipping her backpack closed. “Big party?”

“I assume so.”

“You don’t know?”

“I do not.” Seven squinted to catch the look of judgment she assumed would be making its way across Little Miss Stanford’s face. But Alicia looked inquisitive, not judgmental. Suspicious, even. Like she thought Seven might be hiding something.

“So you don’t remember?” Alicia said.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“What are you, the Spanish Inquisition? Yes, I’m sure.”

Alicia studied her a moment longer, then turned to her laptop. “Okay.”

“So glad you approve.”

“Oh. No, sorry, no judgment. Just… never mind. Sorry you had a bad night.”

Later that day, Seven came around a corner and was nearly mown down by a girl half her size with a bright pink pixie cut, walking so fast she was either on her way somewhere very important or running from the law.

“Watch where you’re going!” the girl snapped as she and Seven bounced off each other.

Seven blinked at her from behind her sunglasses. Leather jacket. Lip ring. Blondie shirt. Why did she feel like she knew this person?

“Sorry. My bad.”

“Yeah, obviously.” The girl stepped around her. “Maybe you should take your sunglasses off, daywalker.”

The hangover followed Seven all day. And she couldn’t shake the feeling she was constantly forgetting something; she kept stopping to pat down her pockets in a panic that she’d left her phone. Déjà vu was everywhere, and things kept appearing in the corner of her eye. A shadow where there shouldn’t have been one. Something going around a corner. A flash like sunlight caught by glass. Every time she turned to look, it had gone.

By the time she got to Machine Learning the following afternoon, she was beginning to wonder if she’d woken up at all yesterday, or if she’d just been wandering through a dream for the last forty-eight hours.

“Nice sunglasses,” said Kurt.

“Thanks.” Seven took them off and rubbed her eyes.

“Rough night?”

“Yeah, like, two days ago. What the fuck was in that weed?”

Kurt frowned. “Nothing nefarious. I did warn you it was quite strong.”

“You did not warn me. I don’t even remember how I got home.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Really?”

He looked concerned, so she said, “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. Did you guys all get away from security?”

“Yeah, no problem.” Kurt opened his laptop and put in his password. “Those guys are basically mall cops. Sorry you got so wrecked. We’re hanging out again tonight if you want to come.”

Seven shook her head. “It’s Friday and I am going home to sleep all weekend.”

“Okay, folks.” At the front of the room Professor Li braced both hands on the back of his chair. “Let’s get started, please.”

Seven pulled out her laptop and opened it as the room quieted. Li picked up a red pen and turned to the whiteboard.

“As we discussed during our first session on Wednesday, this is not a lecture. This is a hands-on lab where you will build a very basic neural network and train it on a dataset.” He turned. “Can anyone tell me the definition of a neural network?” Several hands went up. He pointed to a guy in the front row. “Yes.”

“A computer program designed to make decisions like a human.”

“Sure.” Li scrawled on the whiteboard. “A neural net is how a computer learns. It is the basis of artificial intelligence. We feed it data, and it analyzes that data and makes predictions. A facial recognition system, for example, learns to recognize faces by being fed an enormous image dataset of faces.”

He turned and peered over the top of his glasses. Nobody moved. He turned back to the board.

“It’ll be a while before we get our hands dirty building an actual neural net in this class – first we’ll be implementing a web scraper. Can anyone tell me what that is?”

Seven’s insides jumped. She knew this. She’d actually tried to build one before. Before she could raise her hand, however, Li had called on someone else.

“It’s a tool to gather data from the internet. Like a bot that pulls text and images from websites.”

“Yes. It literally scrapes the web. The web scraper is what you’ll use to gather the data that you’ll eventually feed to your network. Does everyone have access to this class’s resources on Github?”

Murmurs and nods. Seven looked around, realizing she did not.

“Your first task is to build the web scraper, use it to gather data, then format and feed the data into a demo neural network that I’ll provide for you,” said Li. “You’ll be turning the project in via Github in two weeks. This is your chance to get familiar with some of the tools we’ll be using in this class, and for me to evaluate your understanding of Python. Any questions?” Shrugs and shaking heads. “Great. Let’s talk about TensorFlow.”

Two hours later, Seven stepped into the blue shade surrounding the mobile classroom. Her head was spinning; keeping up with that class was going to be impossible hungover. She crammed her sunglasses onto her face and was about to set off down the block when someone called, “Watson!”

Kurt jogged up behind her, backpack over one shoulder and skateboard under one arm. Shabby red beanie. Matching Converse. He smiled crookedly and said, “Trying to escape?”

“Well you did try to drug me,” said Seven as he fell in step beside her.

“Nah.” He waved a hand. A slice of pizza, tattooed in red and yellow, stuck out amongst the others on his forearm. “I don’t try to drug people, I only succeed.”

“Hilarious.”

“Hey, so do you know what Li was talking about when he said ‘PyTorch is not asynchronous’?”

Seven rubbed her eyes behind her sunglasses. “Kind of. The specifics are over my head, but I understand the basic concept.”

“Can you explain it?”

“Now? No. I am way too frazzled for that.” She looked at him. “Didn’t you take this class once? You still don’t understand sync and async?”

Kurt pushed up his beanie with his thumb. “He talks so fast. I’m like, barely writing shit down in time.”

“Yeah. Honestly, I’m probably going to drop the course.”

He looked at her. “Oh, really? Sounds like you have a handle on it.”

“The coding stuff is okay, but I’m pretty intimidated by the math. I’m in Stats; I haven’t even taken Linear Algebra.”

“I took Linear Algebra last semester. I just don’t get the coding stuff. I still don’t really know how to use the terminal.”

Seven frowned. “If you understand Linear Algebra, you can figure out how to use the terminal.”

Kurt stepped around a root that was cracking through the sidewalk. “Well, I’d say if you can use the terminal, you can understand Linear Algebra.” They walked in silence. “Don’t drop the course,” he said, eventually. “That would be a real shame.”

Seven’s heart, which had been hiding in bed with the covers over its head for the last two days, opened one eye and peeped out. “A real shame, huh?”

“A waste of potential, I think.” He shrugged, not looking at her. “I could help you with the math.”

“Yeah?”

“Sure. And maybe you could help me with… everything else? Partner up?”

She snuck a look sideways. “Are we allowed to do that?”

“I don’t see why not.”

They reached the edge of the quad, where the Korean guy Seven met the other night was sitting on a bench with a skateboard in his lap. Santa Cruz skate hoodie. Faded undercut. Glasses.

“Hey,” said Seven. “It’s Julian, right?”

Julian bobbed his head. “Seven, short for Sevenxander, right?” He and Kurt did one of those high-five handshakes that Seven had only ever seen skaters do correctly. Kurt’s phone dinged and he pulled it out.

Julian’s eyes almost met Seven’s. “So you guys have class together?”

“Machine Learning.”

He bobbed his head again, and silence wormed its way between them. It became glaringly apparent, with Kurt absorbed in his phone, that Julian and Seven had nothing to talk about. She was scrounging around in her head for something to say when Julian’s phone dinged too. He pulled it out and tapped it open, looking relieved.

“Is that Angel?” said Kurt, without looking up.

“Uh huh. Is that Mía?”

“How do they always text us at the same exact time? Is that a psychic twin thing? Can they all do that?”

Julian shrugged, sending a message, then tucked his phone back into his pocket. He smiled apologetically at Seven. “We’re dating twins.”

“Oh.” Seven looked at Kurt. “Both of you.”

Kurt was doing an excellent job of pretending he didn’t hear her as he typed into his phone. Seven felt disappointment sink through her. So he was dating someone.

“Technically, only Kurt is dating his twin. Angel and I live together,” said Julian. “Mía is Angel’s sister. I introduced her to Kurt. Which I’m sure Mía regrets.”

Kurt shot him a look, finished typing, and put his phone away. He didn’t look at Seven, and for a moment, she thought he might be deliberately not looking at her. Like he didn’t want to meet her eye.

“How was class?” said Julian.

Kurt sighed. “Shitty. But I have a secret weapon this semester. Sevenxander is going to teach me the hard stuff.” He hesitated, looking guilty, and squinted sideways at her. “I think?”

“Oh, yeah?” Julian looked at her too. “That’s gonna really suck for you because Kurt is unteachable.”

“Yeah, well” – she cleared her throat – “he said he’d teach me Linear Algebra. So, I figure I’m getting a deal.”

“You’re gonna teach her?” Julian turned incredulous eyes to Kurt. “You dropped out of high school. Do you even know Linear Algebra?”

“I know Linear Algebra, you dick. Why don’t you worry about your own classes? What are you majoring in again? Art?”

“Sculpture. And fuck off. Art is just as hard as computer science.”

“Mm.” Kurt’s phone dinged again. “Forgive me if I whole-heartedly disagree.”

He checked the phone and chuckled. So apparently Mía was funny. Seven tried to ignore her mounting disappointment and lifted her smartwatch to light it up.

“I should probably get going. I’m pretty tired.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Kurt elbowed Julian with his perfect, tattooed arm. “Seven got totally sautéed by that shit we got from Xander’s guy.”

“Oh, bummer.” Julian looked at her. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s all good. Think I just need to sleep it off.”

“Sure you don’t want to come get your edges crisped again tonight?” said Kurt.

“Pretty sure, thanks.” She stepped around them, avoiding Kurt’s eyes. “I’ll see you next week.”

Seven did not see them next week. She made a concerted effort to avoid running into Kurt before or after Machine Learning, and kept their in-class chat to subject matter only. She came up with an excuse when he asked to study together, which she felt bad about, but for now, their deal was going to have to wait. She wasn’t going to blow him off forever. Just until he stopped looking exactly like Kurt Cobain.

On Friday afternoon, she stood at the bus stop outside City. It was chilly, fog creeping in. She stood with her arms folded tight, alternately looking for the bus and sneaking glances at the only other person at the stop: a dude with his hair shaved into an armed-forces-exact crew cut. Tight navy-blue t-shirt and Adidas sweatpants. Gym bag. He reminded her of someone.

He had his eyes on his phone, so he hadn’t noticed her. Seven had never seen him on the bus before. He was wearing too much cologne; she could smell him from the other side of the bus stop. Clean laundry and… something.

He must have felt her eyes on him, because he looked up from his phone. “Yes?”

Seven looked away. Channing Tatum. That’s who he reminded her of. That movie where he was a stripper who fixed roofs, or whatever. Magic Mike. Did she watch it recently? She must have: it seemed fresh in her memory.

“Sorry. I just haven’t seen you on the bus before,” she said.

“I don’t usually take it.” He returned to his phone. “My car is in the shop.”

“Ah.”

She folded her arms tighter and looked down the street for the bus. This dude obviously didn’t want to talk to her, and that was fine. She didn’t want to talk to him either.

Except she did. Because the feeling like she knew this guy from somewhere was fidgeting around in her hippocampus like a pebble being worried by a toe inside a shoe. Finally, she said, “Hey, so, this is weird, but do I know you?”

He looked up sharply. “Excuse me?”

“You seem really familiar. Did we go to high school together?”

“I don’t think so.” He looked down again and angled away. “I graduated a while ago.”

“Me too. Like, six years.” She waited. “What about you?”

“Eight years ago.”

“Patrick Henry?”

“Yep.”

“So you were two years ahead of me.” She watched his thumb swiping the phone. “I guess that must be it.”

“Guess so.”

The fog stretched silently between them.

“So where were you?”

He sighed and looked up. “Where was I what?”

“For eight years after high school. How come you’re here now?”

“Navy. Two contracts.” He went back to the phone.

Military guy. That explained the crew cut. Seven dug around for something else to ask him, because there had to be more to it than seeing him around high school. There was definitely something familiar about this guy. That smell. His Channing Tatum haircut.

Or did she just think he was cute? Because he was. Like, the-serial-killer-women-write-letters-to-in-prison cute.

She turned around and tried not to think about it. Knowing her luck with dudes at this school so far, he was probably already dating a twin. And even if he did look like Magic Mike, he certainly didn’t act like him. Channing Tatum was super lovable in that movie. This guy, honestly, seemed like kind of a dick.

The bus gasped around the corner, and she stepped up to the curb. Hopefully it would be warm in there.

Magic Mike got to the door ahead of her, and Seven stood on the step below him as she dug around in her bag for her bus pass. A blue light flashed as Mike scanned his and moved up the steps. Seven stepped up and put her pass on the scanner, but instead of flashing, it beeped. She swore under her breath and tried again.

“You’re fine,” said the driver. “It worked.”

“Oh.” She frowned and looked at Mike taking his seat. “I didn’t see it light up.”

“It doesn’t light up.” The driver reached down to pull the lever that closed the doors. “Go ahead.”

“Didn’t his light up?” she pointed at Mike.

“Just take a seat please.”

Maybe he had a different kind of pass. Or maybe she hadn’t seen a blue flash. Maybe that had been something else.

She sat a few rows behind Mike as he tucked his bag under his seat and looked out the window. On the other side of the glass the street was basically a parking lot. Brake lights on one side, headlights on the other. Behind Seven, the tinny thump of Taylor Swift in someone’s headphones told her to shake it off. Some number of minutes went by.

Then she saw it again. A navy-blue flash in the corner of her eye. She snapped her eyes forward to catch it, but it shimmied into nothing and disappeared, like the ripple on the ceiling of an indoor swimming pool. The bell rang and the bus driver put on the blinker, and Mike stood with his gym bag and made his way to the front. Seven watched him duck down the steps and disappear.

And for reasons she couldn’t fully explain, she got up and followed him.

They were downtown, and the foggy skyscrapers buzzed with people leaving work. She weaved through the crowd behind Mike to a taco shop and hid outside while he ordered food to go, then to a mini-mart, where she lurked near the sodas as he picked up a basket. She tracked him through the aisles at a distance until he stopped in the pharmacy section.

She saw the flash again as Mike reached for a bottle of shampoo. Like he’d moved the air aside and made it shimmer. And to her astonishment, as the shimmer disappeared, the bottle of shampoo jumped into the basket.

Seven blinked. No, that was impossible. It didn’t jump. It fell.

He walked to the end of the aisle and she stole silently after him. He was halfway down the next aisle examining cans of soup when she peeped around the corner. A wave of his hand. Another shimmer. Another item leapt impossibly off the shelf and into his basket.

She looked around for someone else to verify what she’d just seen. But there was no one.

When she looked back, Mike was shimmering a can of Campbell’s Chicken and Wild Rice off the shelf.

She checked in with her heart, which was being surprisingly cool about the whole situation. She wasn’t in tremendous shock, or even really in disbelief. In fact, it felt weirdly like she was confirming something she already knew. The way you might feel when the trap you set out finally catches the mouse that’s been chewing holes in all your cereal boxes. You knew the little bastard was there; you just hadn’t laid eyes on him yet.

It was magic. Of course it was magic.

Everything she’d ever glimpsed in the corner of her eye; every item that ever had gone frustratingly missing. All the bad luck she’d ever had, and probably all the good luck, too. It was all there, in that ephemeral slip of air twisting between Mike’s fingers. So slim you could blink and you’d miss it.

She stood for a long time, watching Mike use magic to put things in his basket. Peanut butter. Coffee filters. Kix. When he finished, he pulled out his phone and swiped through it. Apparently realizing he’d forgotten something, he looked up and scanned back down the aisle.

And spotted her.

Seven jolted and tried to duck around the corner. Her hip bumped the shelf and dislodged a stack of cans, which crashed to the floor in an unnecessarily loud display that kicked her poor heart, which had really thought it had everything under control, right in its ass.

She was seized by the impulse to flee. Cans were rolling in all directions. Her foot landed on one and she slipped, shooting out an arm to steady herself, and as she caught hold of the shelf, another stack came loose and toppled to the floor.

“What are you doing?”

She looked up. Magic Mike was standing over her with a very square jaw and very stern eyes.

“Uh…” She grabbed a can and held it up to her face to inspect the ingredients. “Shopping. Obviously.”

“Are you following me?”

“What? No.” She put the can on the shelf and pulled out another. “I’m just looking for… the right… soup. Oh. Here it is.” She picked it up off the floor. “Chicken and Wild Rice. Okay, well–”

“Why are you following me?”

“I’m not. I’m… looking for soup.” She scanned the ground, avoiding his eyes. “I should probably let someone know about this mess.”

“You should probably explain why you followed me off the bus.”

She clutched two cans and tried to think. This guy was not just Channing Tatum-handsome; he was also built like a fucking machine, and she’d spent the last ten minutes watching him perform mind-bending feats of metaphysical whatever-the-fuck like it was nothing out of the ordinary. Lying was perhaps not the way to go.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay! Yes. You’re right. I was following you.”

“Why?”

“Honestly?” She cast around, waving the cans. “I really don’t know. I can’t explain it. Like I said at the bus stop, I thought you looked familiar, and I was trying to figure out why.”

“And that’s an acceptable reason for stalking someone?”

“No, probably not.” She lowered her voice and furiously whispered, “But can you please explain to me how you’re Lucky Charms-ing peanut butter and coffee filters into your effing shopping basket?”

His brow creased. “Excuse me?”

“The magic! I saw you. Doing–” She mouthed the last word, “magic.”

The gray eyes flashed. The square jaw squared. “No, you didn’t.”

“What? I definitely did.”

“No,” he repeated, “you didn’t.”

She frowned. “Come on. Are you kidding me? I know what I saw. Your little–” she wiggled her fingers, “blue sparkles. It’s magic, right? Don’t tell me I’m crazy–”

Oh shit– Wait. Was she crazy? Was it possible she was still high? She looked around. What day was it? How long had she been standing in this mini-mart? Who was the president?

No, no. No, come on now. She wasn’t crazy. She knew what she’d seen.

“I saw you moving shit without your hands, I saw you–”

He grabbed her by the elbow and suddenly his face was very close to hers. Smell of clean laundry and… something. She remembered that a teacher in high school had told her scent was the strongest sense tied to memory, and she wondered why the fuck she was remembering that, of all things, right now.

“Okay,” he said in a low voice, “you need to tell me exactly what you saw.”

She twisted her arm, nervous hairs pricking up on the back of her neck. “I just told you. Magic.”

His eyes went aggressively around her face, like he didn’t like that answer at all. He tightened his grip on her elbow. “Come with me.”

Without waiting for a reply, he began steering her out of the market. Dumped his basket on the floor and didn’t even bother to tell the staff about the disaster with the cans. He was strong and holding her arm too tight, and about halfway to the door she realized this situation had just become very real. She dug in her heels and wrenched her arm free, spun around, glared at him, and said, “Excuse me. Where are we going?”

He glanced over her shoulder at the cashier behind the register. “Please don’t make this difficult.”

“Why don’t you tell me where we’re going? And I’ll decide how difficult I want to make it.”

“We’re going to see someone who can explain what’s going on here.” He lowered his voice. “You want to know what you saw? You want to know about magic? Then please don’t make a scene, and come with me.”

Seven searched his eyes. They were completely lacking any sense of humor, but they were not devoid of humanity. Serious, but not menacing. Probably not the face of someone who was going to rape and murder her, although you never could be sure. Anyway, what choice did she have? What was she going to do: witness literal magic and then just walk away? She pulled herself upright to get as close to his height as possible and put her hands on her hips.

“Alright, fine,” she said. “Take me to your leader.”





CHAPTER FIVE

She followed him out of the mini-mart and up the crowded street the way they’d come. Skyscrapers. People in suits. Mike crossed the street to a bus stop and stood on the curb with his arms folded and Seven tucked in next to him. The silence was uncomfortable, and she looked for something to fill it with.

“What’s your name?” she landed on.

He angled his duffel bag so she could see a name stenciled into the canvas. Logan Cooper. Faded, like the bag was old. Probably a holdover from the military.

She bobbed her head. “I’m Seven. Jones.”

Silence again. Mike – Logan – checked his phone. The bus pulled up and she followed him on. She peeked around his shoulder to see the flash when he scanned his pass, and realized he wasn’t even scanning anything – just waving his hand.

“Is that a perk of being a wizard?” she asked as she squeezed into a seat beside him. “Free public transport?”

He looked out the window. “I’m not a wizard.”

They rode in silence. Logan watched the traffic go by. Seven rubbed circles into her cupid’s bow and tried to figure out what was bugging her about him. That clean-laundry-and-whatever-it-was scent had knocked something loose in her memory, but try as she might, she couldn’t shake it to the surface.

Ten minutes later, they were back in front of City College.

“Where are we going?” she asked as she followed him off the bus.

“I’m taking you to Atavari.”

“What’s Atavari?”

“He’s our supervisor.”

“He’s a wizard too? With an office in a community college?”

“He’s not a wizard.”

He led her across the quad and up the steps to the auditorium. She followed him through the theater and the corridors backstage. Every turn she somehow knew. Why did she feel like she’d been here before?

They came to a door marked Green Room and Logan thumped on it with his fist.

“Enter.”

“Wait here,” he muttered, and slipped inside.

As the door closed behind him, Seven stepped back and took a moment to reevaluate. She’d just followed some guy she didn’t know off the bus, watched him perform literal magic, and then just let him bring her here. She had no idea what his intentions were. No idea who this Atavari guy was. Some Gandalf-looking motherfucker in a long white robe? Carrying a staff? Riding a horse?

The door opened and Logan’s head popped through. “He says you can come in.”

Behind the door was a common room. A couple of couches slung against the walls; sink and refrigerator. Green carpet. An assortment of chairs was arranged around a folding table in the middle of the room, where a bespectacled middle-aged White man was bent over a pile of papers. He was well-dressed in a sweater vest and button-down, and didn’t look up as Seven came in.

“Just give me one… minute…” He turned a paper over, wrote a florid C- at the top, then set it aside and looked at her. “Sorry. Already behind with grading and it’s only week two.” He touched his thinning hair, then indicated a chair with a flourish. “Come in. Sit.”

Seven crossed the room and sat as he gathered the papers. Logan sat on one of the couches, watching.

The man held out his hand. “Hugh Atavari. Theater teacher and club supervisor.”

Not Gandalf, then. Seven shook his hand. “Seven Jones.”

“Thanks for coming in. So you spotted Logan doing some telekinesis today. That’s fun! Is this the first time you’ve Seen in the wild?”

“Seen? Magic? …Yes?”

“Okay. A bit of a Late Bloomer, but we won’t hold that against you.” Atavari winked. “I bet some things are starting to make sense now.”

She glanced at Logan. “Um… no? Should they be?”

“Well, am I right in assuming you recently accomplished something miraculous?” Atavari said. He leaned in. “You’re not alone. We’ve all done it.”

“Accomplished something?” Probably not.

“An inexplicable feat that you achieved while doing something you love. A transcendent moment in ‘the Zone.’” He did little air quotes.

What the fuck was this guy talking about? Seven shook her head.

“Hm.” He frowned, studied her a moment, then said, “Do you mind if I try something?”

“Uh…”

“I just want to make sure you saw what you think you saw today.”

Before she could reply, he flourished something out of the air. A wisp of lavender smoke. As his hand closed around it, the smoke became a rose. He held it out to her.

“Can you See that?”

Jesus Banana-Dick Christ, that was literal magic.

“How did you do that?” whispered Seven.

Atavari opened his fist and the rose evaporated. “Well, she can definitely See,” he said to Logan, and looked at her over his glasses. “People can’t usually See magic in the world until they discover it in themselves. The fact that you spotted Logan using telekinesis today, but you don’t remember your Moment is–”

“Sorry, hold on…” Seven shut her eyes. “Can we just… Can we start over? This is, like, a little overwhelming. Are you saying I have magic?”

Atavari sighed, checking his watch. “This is going to take longer than I thought. Can you come back tonight? A little before eight? I can sit down with you before the club meets and walk you through some things.” He put a hand on her knee. “Get some dinner, take a walk. Come back at ten before eight. I’m sorry I can’t give this my full attention right now, but if you come to the Gathering, things will be clearer.” He smiled. “Logan, maybe you can walk her out?”

Numbly, Seven followed Logan back out to the corridor.

“Do you have somewhere to go?” said Logan.

Seven pressed her hands to her eyes. “I think I need to go home.”

“Are you coming back?”

“To your club? What is it?”

“The Gathering. It’s a club for the Makers at this school. Around eight of us.”

“I don’t know... Are you gonna be there? Where are you going now?”

“I was going to the gym.” He sighed. “But I guess–”

“No, it’s fine.” She shook her head, squeezing her eyes under her palms. “I’m fine. Go to the gym.”

“Sure you’re okay to get home?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“And you’re coming back?”

Seven dropped her hands. She stared at the floor and tried to think. She was halfway down the rabbit hole and she couldn’t very well stop here. Actual magic. That she might have. But a club? A club meant other people. A club was going to be a nightmare.

She looked at him and nodded. “Yeah. I’ll come back.”

There was no answer from the Green Room when she rapped on the door at seven-forty-five. She knocked again.

“Over here.”

Atavari was beckoning her to a different door at the end of the corridor. A dark red door, polished to a shine. Seven could have sworn it wasn’t there when she walked up.

On the other side of it was a room with brick walls and a wrought-iron-and-mason-jar chandelier in the ceiling. A desk in one corner; a pair of armchairs in the other. Why did she feel like she’d seen it before?

“Um, excuse me? What are you doing in here?” said a voice in her ear.

Seven whipped around. But there was no one behind her except Atavari, quietly closing the door.

“Sorry about earlier. I teach three classes and run the department and this club. Have a seat.” He indicated the armchairs. As Seven sat, he turned to the door and traced its top edge from left to right. The door lit up and turned lavender.

Then it shrank.

Seven’s jaw dropped. She watched it become the size of a cat flap, then a mouse hole, then disappear. Atavari turned, rubbing his fingertips like he’d touched a hot pan.

“Wards,” he explained. “An extra precaution to keep out the Nescients.” He sat in the armchair on the other side of the table and crossed one foot on his knee.

“Nescients?” said Seven.

“Folks who aren’t aware of magic.” Atavari tugged his hem down to cover his bare ankle; he was wearing no socks. “Let’s begin, as the Red Queen tells us to, at the beginning,” he said. “You asked me earlier if you have magic. The short answer to that is ‘Yes.’ The longer answer is ‘Yes, and so does everyone else.’”

Seven said nothing. What were you supposed to say to a revelation like that?

“Contrary to what you’ve probably read in books or seen in movies,” Atavari continued, “magic is not a binary system. It’s not a case of people born with magic and people born without magic. It exists on a spectrum. Every human is born somewhere on that spectrum – the majority of us fall somewhere in the middle. Does this make sense so far?”

Make sense? Well, if you engaged with the basic premise that fucking magic was real, then… actually, yes. It made perfect sense.

Seven decided to engage. “So it’s like, the people at one end of the spectrum have magic and the people at the other end don’t?”

“No. Where you are on the spectrum affects other things, but it has nothing to do with that. Everyone has magic. Everyone has the capacity to See.”

“So why don’t the– What did you call them?”

“Nescients.”

“Why don’t they… See?”

“Because they haven’t discovered their own magic,” Atavari said. “First you must do that. Then you start to notice it in the rest of the world. Have you ever learned a new word, and then suddenly started seeing that word everywhere?”

Seven nodded.

“It’s kind of like that.”

She kept nodding. Absorbing. So far, she supposed it still “made sense” so she decided to keep engaging.

“So how does someone discover their magic?”

“In the Zone. The ‘transcendent moment.’” He did the air quotes again. “The Zone is not a magical concept: you’ve heard of it, I’m sure. You get into the Zone when you’re doing something you’re good at, and doing it extremely well. Slaying, my husband would say.”

Seven nodded.

“What most people are not aware of,” he continued, “is that if they happen to be in the Zone at the right place and time, doing the right thing, they will discover magic. This is what we call the Moment. Unfortunately, most people never experience it. They either don’t pursue the right things, or don’t have time, or opportunity, or they just don’t care to do more than drift through life, unaware of their potential. And so most people never discover their magic.” He eyed her. “You say you don’t remember having this Moment.”

She shrugged apologetically.

“That’s uncommon, but not unheard of. Sometimes people don’t recognize it. Sometimes it isn’t powerful enough, or the person isn’t open to it.”

“What would I have been doing?” she asked. “Maybe that would help me remember?”

He rubbed his chin. “Difficult to say. You can get into the Zone doing almost anything; but the Moment is more likely to occur while you’re doing something that speaks to your soul. That connects deeply to your humanity.”

Humanity? Seven was fairly sure she’d never been deeply connected with any part of humanity. Except maybe after a few painkillers.

On the other side of the room, the door expanded in a flash of purple. It swung open, and Alicia stepped through it.

Seven’s jaw dropped. “Alicia?”

Alicia stopped. She looked at Atavari, then at Seven. “Hey… Seven. Hooow – did you get in here?”

Atavari stood. “I invited her in. Seven discovered she can See today. She’s going to sit in on the Gathering.”

Alicia looked suspicious. Or nervous. Like someone who knew something she shouldn’t.

“Do you know each other?” asked Atavari.

“Seven’s in my Stats class.”

“Oh, great!” Atavari checked his watch. He looked slightly harried, and Seven got the impression he looked that way all the time. “Actually… then maybe you can fill her in on some things, Alicia. We didn’t get a chance to talk about Conduits or the branches of magic, but I need to get some stuff together before we start.” He looked at Seven. “You know, I think you’ll pick it up. Alicia can tell you the rest. Alicia?”

Alicia was busy rustling through her backpack, and for some reason Seven felt like she wasn’t actually looking for anything – she was just avoiding making eye contact with Seven.

Atavari went to the desk as two more people came through the door. They were tall and slender, with dusky skin and faces so similar they could have been twins. The first, with dark, waist-length hair, was dressed in knee-high boots and a miniskirt. Gold hoop earrings and Gucci handbag. Her twin’s hair was chopped into an androgynous mop and streaked with platinum. White blazer and chinos.

Boots and Miniskirt eyed Seven as she deposited her purse next to Alicia’s backpack. Alicia fiddled with her bracelet. “So… Seven, when did you figure out you could See?”

“Today.”

“Mhm.” Alicia squinted at her. “No memory of any magic or anything before today?”

Seven squinted back. “Why are you being weird?”

Alicia let go of her bracelet. “No reason. Well… Okay. Well… cool. Hey, you can See! That’s dope. Welcome! We don’t get a lot of new people – everyone here has been a Maker since they were pretty young. I guess Atavari said I should fill you in on some things–”

“Honestly… can we wait on that?” said Seven. “My head is pretty full.”

“Oh, sure.” Alicia nodded vigorously. “Yeah, there’ll be plenty of time. It’s a lot, I know.”

More people trickled in. A young red-headed guy, built like a tank in a green jersey; just behind him, Logan; then a pink-haired girl in a leather jacket, and just behind her–

“Julian?”

Julian stopped. He adjusted his glasses and squinted at her, then leaned a skateboard up against the wall. “Sevenxander, hey. Are you in this club?”

She crossed the room. “Not exactly. I guess I’m observing?”

“But you know what this club is?”

“Apparently, I See now?”

“Huh. Cool.”

The androgynous platinum moptop swaggered over and slipped a hand into Julian’s back pocket.

“Oh,” said Julian, “this is Angel.” Angel smiled and extended a willowy hand. Julian indicated Boots and Miniskirt, who was snapping a piece of gum and chatting with Alicia. “And that’s Mía. They’re the twins.”

Julian and Kurt’s twins.

Seven studied Mía. She looked Seven’s age, but unlike Seven, carried herself like a woman in her early twenties, rather than a girl. Seven wondered how Kurt had tricked her into dating him. Like, Kurt was cute, for sure, but Seven got the impression he was a bit of a knucklehead. Did women like Mía date knuckleheads?

She turned to Julian. “Is Kurt coming?”

“Kurt? No. He’s a Nescient. He can’t See.” Julian’s mouth twitched. “You know that’s not his name, right?”

“Oh, weird.”

“Yeah, he makes everyone call him Kurt–”

“No, I mean about the magic. When we met, he made all kinds of jokes and, like, allusions to magic…”

Julian rolled his eyes. “That’s just Kurt being Kurt. He makes a lot of dumb jokes. You can’t tell him about this meeting, by the way. Okay?”

“Okay, folks.” Atavari stepped out from behind the desk. “Circle up, please.”

Seven slotted herself between Alicia and Julian as Atavari introduced her. The rest of the group went around the circle, giving their names.

She already knew Alicia Washington in her soccer jersey, Julian Lee in his skateboard shirt, and Logan Cooper, aka Magic Mike. Kurt’s girlfriend in the mini-skirt was Mía Delgado, and her twin was Angel the Androgynous Moptop. Soledad Peréz was the pink-haired punk. The redhead in the football shirt was Warner Vanderbilt.

“I think we have an even number today,” said Atavari. “Why don’t we pair up? Alicia, can you partner with Seven? Let’s work on levitation again, since Alicia and Angel are the only people who’ve gotten off the ground.”

“Excuse me.” Julian looked annoyed. “They are not.”

“Yeah, but you’re never here, wey.” Mía snapped her gum. “So how would we know?”

The room filled with chatter as the circle dispersed. Logan was watching Seven, but Soledad stepped between them and dragged him away before Seven could say anything. She felt a hand on her shoulder. When she turned around, Alicia was grinning at her.

“Are you ready to learn how to fly?”





CHAPTER SIX

Before Seven could learn to fly, she had to learn how to Root. Rooting, as Alicia explained it, was accessing your magic. It boiled down to engaging your core and visualizing. Seven, who’d never visualized in her life, and honestly wasn’t sure she even had a core to engage, thought it all sounded a bit too close to hippie nonsense for her liking.

“Picture roots coming out of your feet,” said Alicia, as Seven stood there with her eyes closed, feeling silly.

“I am.”

“Picture light coming out of the top of your head.”

“I am. I don’t think it’s working.”

“It’ll work. Just observe. Let the magic come to you.”

Seven sighed. They’d been at it for an hour, and she’d had zero inkling of any magical feeling. When nothing happened, she said, “What am I actually harnessing here?”

“You mean ‘What is magic?’” Alicia’s voice was thoughtful. “I don’t think anyone knows for sure. Some magical scientists think it might be that particle they found when they split open the atom. Nescients call it the God Particle.”

“The Higgs Boson?”

“Yeah. Either that, or it’s just, like, vibes.”

Definitely hippie nonsense. Seven opened her eyes. “You have to do this Rooting thing every time you want to do magic?”

“Make magic. Yes, you do. But don’t worry – it becomes second nature; pretty soon you won’t have to think about it.” Alicia gave her a sympathetic smile. “Why don’t we take a break? You can tell me about your Moment! What were you doing? Did you freak out?”

“Oh. I guess I didn’t have one. Or I missed it, or something.”

“Oh.” Alicia frowned. “That’s weird. I never heard of that happening before.”

“How did yours happen?”

Alicia’s eyes lit up. “Okay, so I was, like, eight – nine, maybe? Playing soccer, obviously. I was obsessed with soccer. It was the last game of the season, and we were tied. We never won, but I didn’t care – I was totally in it. Super focused.”

“In the Zone.”

“Right. And just before half time, I got possession of the ball and I saw this shot open up… and even I knew, in my little nine-year-old brain, that it was, like, an impossible shot. But something told me to take it. And when I did, the ball lit up. I mean it exploded in purple flames, and then it weaved between people and put itself in the goal.”

Seven folded her arms, not sure if she believed this. “Uh huh. What did you do?”

“I’m pretty sure I cried. I was terrified.” Alicia laughed. “Later, I asked people if they saw what had happened, and they all said they’d seen it go in, but no one could explain how. When I told them the ball lit up and moved itself, they all kind of laughed and rubbed my head like it was cute.”

“And that was your Moment?”

“Yep!”

“And everyone here had one?”

“Mhm!” Alicia swung her gaze around the room. “Angel and Mía had theirs during a ballet class – you should totally ask Angel to tell you that story; it’s pretty funny. Julian was drawing, Warner was playing football. Most people find magic doing something creative. Or physical.”

Seven frowned. “Why?”

“Not sure. I guess stuff like that connects more deeply to your humanity.”

“What does that mean?”

“Like… Touches the part that makes you human. Your soul, I guess.”

Those words again: Humanity. Soul. Seven found them vaguely irritating. What even was a soul?

By the end of the meeting, she was exhausted, and her head was full of magical jargon. Atavari beckoned her over as everyone filed out.

“How did it go?”

“I really don’t feel like I’m supposed to be here. Everyone’s like… talented? I never did art or sports or anything.” Mom had made her take piano lessons as a kid, but that always felt like Mom’s thing. Seven had quit, like she’d quit so many things since.

“You’re a little Left-Field, for sure, but there’s no reason to think you shouldn’t be here,” said Atavari. “Come back next week. We meet Wednesdays and Fridays.”

She sighed. “I don’t know… I’m not really, like, a club person. Is there a book I can read or something?”

Atavari looked over the top of his glasses. “You shouldn’t try to handle this on your own. It’s extremely important that you start Channeling as soon as possible.”

More jargon. Seven rubbed her eyes. “Channeling?”

“Did Alicia not explain?” He checked his watch. “We don’t really have time to get into it… But you need to be Channeling. And since we don’t even know what your Conduit is, I really think you should come back so we can help you figure it out. Obviously, I can’t force you, but I can’t let you leave without impressing on you that it’s your responsibility to manage your magic. At least give me your number so I can add you to the text chain.”

It was dark by the time Seven got off the bus at the harbor. She was bone-tired, and looking forward to a beer and a good night’s sleep. Discovering magic was turning out to be kind of a bummer: It didn’t even work properly, and now she was responsible for managing it? She still had all her other classes to deal with, and she had to come up with money for half of Dragonfly’s slip fees next month.

Harry Potter never had to deal with this shit. He just hung around a castle eating chocolate frogs like a little bitch.

She was halfway across the harbor parking lot, muttering to herself, when an ungodly yowl stopped her in her tracks. It was the most horrendous sound Seven had ever heard. It was probably a cat, but it sounded more like a baby being run over by a steam roller. Like a trumpet having a violently bad orgasm. It seemed to be coming from a dumpster on the other side of the parking lot. Either that, or directly from the bowels of hell.

She walked over and opened the dumpster and peered inside. It was empty, but glaring up at her from the bottom was an extremely one-eyed, snaggle-toothed, crooked-tailed black cat.

She scooped it up and held it up to the light of a streetlamp. “Fuck’s sake. A black cat? Discovered by a girl who just found out she’s a witch? A little on the nose, isn’t it?”

The cat glowered at her through its one ghastly eye and made a noise like a violin being tortured for information.

Seven sighed and checked her watch. Nine forty-five. Way too late to take it to the shelter. No vets would be open. It was unlikely to be someone’s pet – it looked like it had spent the last fifteen years doing hard time in a Venezuelan prison.

“I was really looking forward to falling asleep with my phone on my face tonight,” she told the cat. “I was not planning on having company.”

The cat licked its nose, and its lip caught on its snaggletooth.

She set it at her feet, and it banged the top of its head against her shin with an assertiveness that bordered on aggressive. She watched it slither between her ankles. An even weirder noise was coming out of it now – a sound akin to marbles rolling down a drainpipe – and Seven realized it was purring.

“Jesus Christ,” she said, “fine. You can stay the night. But that’s it.”

Seven kept the cat, obviously.

The shelter was full when she arrived on Saturday morning. They checked for a microchip and vaccinated him, but they didn’t have space to keep him.

“Call around to some other places,” they suggested. Seven did. No dice.

She named him Neo, after the guy from the Matrix, on account of his one eye, and by the end of the weekend, he was there to stay. His favorite spot was the shelf where Seven was willfully neglecting those succulents, and he was almost always silent, except for just before mealtimes, when he wailed like a banshee having its fingernails removed.

She made the mistake of trying to wash him and came so close to losing an arm that she vowed never to do it again. She was still sporting the lacerations in Machine Learning on Wednesday.

“What the fuck happened to your hand?” said Kurt as she sat down beside him.

Seven tugged down her sleeve. “I got a cat.”

At the front of the room, Professor Li came to the end of a particularly unintelligible line he was scribbling on the whiteboard and stopped. He capped the pen and turned around.

“Anyone have a chance to work on the web scraper project this weekend?”

A few hands went up. Seven had been so preoccupied with Neo, she had to remind herself what he was talking about. She was supposed to be building a web scraper to gather data for a neural network.

“Great.” Li set the pen on the whiteboard shelf. “Today I want to talk about something a little different: motivations. Specifically, yours.” He put his hands behind his back. “Let’s start here: Who can tell me some of the problems with artificial intelligence?”

A few hands went up. Li pointed to one of the three girls in the class – Seven was pretty sure her name was Pritha.

“Bias,” Pritha said. “The data we use to train it is biased.”

“Good.” Li surveyed the room. “Anyone else? Yes, you.”

“Climate change?” said a guy in the front row.

“Absolutely. AI’s carbon footprint is already bigger than the airline industry.” Li began pacing slowly in front of the white board. “What else?”

“It sucks,” someone in the back of the room said, and a few people laughed.

“Elaborate on that?”

“Well, just like, right now, it’s not actually useful.”

Li nodded, pursing his lips. “What else?”

“Exploitation. They don’t pay the people who label training data.”

“Copyright infringement.”

Li tilted his head. “I’d argue that’s been litigated. Long-standing precedent states that web crawling is fair use, and de minimis makes remuneration for the works ingested by a large language model unfeasible.”

“What if it outputs something really similar to an existing copyrighted work?”

“Then, I’d say you have a case.” Li came to the end of the whiteboard and stopped. “All of that is correct. And these are only some of the issues. Given all that, then, it sounds like there are a lot of problems with this thing you’ve all chosen to study. So my next question to you is this: Why are you here?” He pointed to Pritha again. “You,” he said. “Why are you here?”

“I want a good job,” said Pritha.

“There are lots of good jobs. Why else?”

Pritha hesitated. “I guess I think it’s interesting?”

“Okay, now we’re getting somewhere. Why?”

She shrugged. “Could be really cool. It’s not very good right now, but I guess…” She thought for a moment. “I guess maybe I believe we can do it better.”

“That’s admirable,” said Li. “And I happen to agree with you. I think we have to do it better, because believe me, we are not going back. Capitalism, I’m afraid, won’t allow that. We’re not closing that particular Pandora’s Box. Unless we’re planning to dismantle capitalism, and that’s a subject for another class. But I think doing it better is good motivation. Do you think we can do it?”

Pritha shrugged. “I hope so?”

“I think we can,” Li said. “I probably can’t,” he clarified. “I’m too old. But you guys might be able to.”

Pritha scoffed. “No pressure.”

“It’s an incredible amount of pressure,” Li agreed. “But you’re in this class, so I assume you’re up to it. AI – like all technology – is a tool. At its best, it’s a tool we could use to solve the problems we can’t solve ourselves. The ones we really, really need to solve. At its worst, however, it’ll just intensify those problems. So how do we make sure we get technology at its best?” He looked around. When no one answered, he said, “By putting the right people in charge of it.” He looked at Pritha. “I think it would be good if you were one of those people.”

An hour later, the room was silent except for the tapping of keys. Seven dug through her bag for her headphones. As she pulled them out, Kurt stopped her with a hand on her arm.

“Hey, can you help me with this? Before you disappear into ASMR land.”

Seven went red. “How did you know I was going to listen to ASMR?”

“Were you actually? I was kidding.”

“Oh… yeah, no. Me too. I don’t listen to that.” She flustered the headphones back into her bag. “What’s up?”

“I’m trying to run the demo network that Li gave us to test our projects. But I don’t remember the commands.”

“How did you already get all the way through this class once without learning how to use the terminal?”

“Very easy, Watson: I wasn’t paying attention.”

She sighed. “Where’s the file?”

He indicated on his screen. Next to it, a terminal window was open. In the terminal’s command line, he’d typed:

$ run demo

She smiled. So wrong.

“Okay, first of all, run isn’t a command. The script that runs the demo is a Python file, so the command you need to use is python.” She pulled his laptop closer, deleted what he’d written, and entered:

$ python ./demo.py

The cursor blinked and the network started. Kurt’s shoulder brushed hers as he leaned in to study what she’d written. “Huh, so easy. Thanks. What’s the dot slash for?”

Seven cleared her throat and moved her arm away from his. “It just tells the computer where the file is. Dot is the current folder. So if you put dot slash in front of something it’s like saying, ‘Look for this thing right here and don’t look anywhere else.’ You don’t actually have to type it – but I’m trying to teach you the basics, since you apparently know nothing.”

“Cool.” He nodded, scratching his stubble. “How do you know all this?”

“I took an elective in high school and did some courses while I was traveling. Just web development: Javascript, Python. I mostly freelance for shitty midwestern indie bands. I’m not Mr Robot or anything.”

“You know enough for this class, though.”

“We’ll see.” She checked her watch. “So what did you get done today?”

Kurt sighed. “Not much. I was mostly struggling with the terminal.”

“Okay. I think I might have something close to working here. Do you want me to look at your stuff tonight? I could leave some comments in your files.”

His face lit up. “Seriously? That would be amazing.”

Ignoring the wobble that his smile made her stomach do, she put out her hand. “Hand me that dongle and I’ll put it on my laptop.”

Kurt snorted. “I’m sorry, hand you the what?”

“The dongle.” Seven waved her hand impatiently at the USB stick on the desk next to Kurt’s laptop. “The little– The USB drive.”

“This?” He picked it up. “What did you call it?”

“Don’t look at me like that; it’s a word.”

He handed it to her and turned back to his screen, smirking. “Dongle. I’ll show you a dongle.”

Seven rolled her eyes. “No, you won’t. You’re only interested in showing that to Mía.”

Kurt guffawed so loudly that two guys in front of them turned around. He waited for them to go back to their business, then leaned sideways and whispered, “Bold of you to be angling to see my dongle in public, Watson.”

Seven choked on a laugh and the guys in front of them turned around to glare again.

“This doesn’t concern you, gentlemen,” said Kurt. He lifted his hips and made like he was about to pull down his zipper. “Unless you’d like to see it too?”

Seven declined Kurt’s invite to hang at the picnic table that night. She couldn’t risk any more dongle conversations. On the bus home, she got a group text from Logan: the Gathering would be held at his place on Coronado Island because Atavari couldn’t make it. Mía, Angel, Warner, and Sol replied that they’d be there. Alicia was watching her sister. There was no reply from Julian.

Seven stared at the thread with her thumbs hovering over the keyboard. Without Alicia or Julian, there’d be no one there she really knew. But Atavari had made managing her magic sound like a pretty big deal.

She resigned herself to going, and took the bus across the bridge to Coronado at seven-thirty. Military neighborhoods strung with so many American flags they looked like a Fourth of July parade. White picket fences, neatly trimmed lawns. Logan’s building was on a road near the water. She took the stairs to the second floor, rang the bell, and bounced from foot to foot.

Soledad answered the door. Seven thought she looked distinctly annoyed as she said, “Oh. Hi.” Her eyes flicked to Seven’s chest. “Nice shirt.”

“Thanks.” Seven observed Sol’s shirt. Bikini Kill. A Riot Grrrl band from the nineties that Seven had heard of but never listened to. “Yours too.”

Sol rolled her eyes. “I was joking. Your shirt is not cool. Nirvana? It’s giving patriarchy.”

“Patriarchy? Kurt Cobain was a feminist. And probably bi.”

“A guy who let his magic go so bad that it killed him, leaving his wife caring for their infant daughter all alone?” Sol folded her arms. “Sounds like a real feminist.”

Seven stared at her. She’d never met someone who knew more about Kurt Cobain than she did. “Kurt Cobain had magic?”

“Obviously.”

“And you said it did what?”

“Went bad. All those dumb rock stars died because of Bad Magic.”

Seven bristled. “He wasn’t dumb. What’s Bad Magic?”

“I’m not your tutor. Ask Alicia.” Sol stepped back, opening the door. “Are you coming in, or what?”

Logan’s apartment was clean and upscale. Nice leather couch. Big-screen TV. An upside of his eight years in the Navy, Seven supposed: money. Through a sliding glass door, she could see a small balcony with a view of the water. The view was obscured by rooftops and a restaurant parking lot, but still.

Warner and Angel were on the balcony, smoking something. Seven looked around. “Where’s Logan?”

“On his way.” Sol locked the door and crossed to the balcony. “He said to start without him. I’ll round up the others.” She opened the sliding door, slipped out and shut it behind her. Then she fell into conversation with Warner, plucking a joint from his hand and making no effort to round up anyone.

Mía was perched on the arm of the couch, absorbed in her phone. Seven shrugged off her bag and sat on the other end, trying to think of something to say. She wasn’t good at small talk. The only thing she and Mía had in common was Kurt’s dongle, and that definitely wasn’t an appropriate topic.

She tried for a pleasant smile. “What are you watching?”

Mía’s eyes came up, then went back to the phone. She tapped the screen to pause the video and held it out to Seven. TikTok. Seven unpaused the video and watched a guy in a pair of cat ears levitating rocks and hurling them across a field. Her eyes went wide.

“This is on TikTok?”

“Mhm.” Mía snapped her gum. “It’s TrickTok.”

“TrickTok?”

“The Maker community. You know how they have, like, BookTok, FitTok?”

“How does that work? Doesn’t everyone see it? Like, the non-magical people?”

Mía shrugged and took the phone back. “The algorithm doesn’t serve Nescients magical content, I guess.”

“Why is the guy in the video wearing cat ears?”

“I’m not sure. His username is Magical Mr Mistoffelees. I think it’s from a musical?”

“Is there more stuff like that on the internet?”

Mía snapped her gum, nodding. “So much. They call it the Ghost Web. There’s all kinds of subreddits. Wiccapedia. Jinxstagram – that’s just a hashtag.”

The sliding door opened, and Sol, Angel, and Warner stepped through it in a cloud of weed smoke. Seven hardly noticed. She was still staring at the phone: the internet was apparently full of even more dark corners than she’d thought.

“How do regular people not see it, though?” she asked Mía. “It doesn’t show up in search results? Only wizards notice it?”

“We’re not wizards,” said Sol, sharply, from across the room. “We’re Makers.”

Seven sighed. The jargon. “Right, sorry.”

Sol glared. “It matters. That word perpetuates a harmful stereotype.”

“Wizard?”

“Um, yes?” Angel swept aside a black-and-platinum curl of hair. Eyebrow ring; white nail polish.

“Witch and wizard are not equal terms,” said Sol. “When people think of a witch, they think of an old hag, but ‘wizard’ is another word for ‘genius.’ How is that okay?”

“Plus, what would you call a non-binary magical person if those were your only words?” said Angel.

Seven hesitated. “Sorcerer? Magician?”

Sol wrinkled her nose. “We’re not pulling rabbits out of hats here.”

“Couldn’t you just, like, reclaim ‘witch’?” Seven looked pointedly at Sol’s Riot Grrrl shirt. “Wouldn’t that be the feminist thing to do?”

“I don’t need lessons in feminism, thanks,” said Sol. “Anyway, I’ve been trying to get people to say bruja and brujo for years.”

“No, we want bruje,” Angel said firmly. “Or brujx. But as long as we all have to speak English, I’m fine with Maker.”

“Anyway, no one’s used ‘witch’ or ‘wizard’ since Me Too. And if you have a problem with that, then this probably isn’t the place for you.” Sol put her hands on the coffee table and shoved it toward the wall. “We should get started. Do you guys want to partner up? We’re an odd number, so I guess I’ll wait for Logan.”

Mía and Warner paired off and went to the other side of the room while Sol posted up against the couch, swiping her phone open. Angel turned to Seven.

“Partners?”

Seven got to her feet. “Sure. Um… sorry about the wizard thing. I didn’t… mean to be rude.”

“It’s fine; it’s a lot to remember when you’re new. And Sol can be a little militant.” Angel smiled. “So you were chatting with Julian last week. How do you guys know each other?”

“Oh, I don’t really. I hung out with him and his skate buddies once.”

Angel’s eyes rolled so hard Seven thought they might roll onto the floor. “The Man Babies?”

She hesitated. “Are they?”

A sigh. “No, I’m kidding. Well, Xander is ridiculous, but Kurt is fine. Julian and Kurt are actually adorable; they’ve been friends for a long time. I’d be jealous if Julian and I weren’t so solid. And if Kurt wasn’t so obviously, painfully straight.”

Seven chuckled nervously as Angel turned – a graceful flourish like the punctuation mark on the end of a sentence – and the two of them made their way across the room.

“So what do you want to work on?” said Angel. “What do you know?”

“Literally nothing. Alicia was trying to teach me how to Root. Actually… she said maybe you could help me with that.”

“I can try.”

“She also said I should ask you about how you found your magic.”

Angel barked a laugh and laid a hand on Seven’s arm. “Girl, I would love to. It was a disaster.”

“What were you doing?”

“Ballet. I executed – if I do say so myself – an exquisite grande jeté during class, and levitated.” Angel demonstrated the jump by leaping through the space previously occupied by the coffee table.

“You flew?”

“Just for a second. Happened at the same exact moment for me and Mía; we were doing partnered jumps across the floor.”

So they were both ballerinas. That explained Mía’s posture.

“You haven’t told her the best part,” said Sol. She looked at Seven. “When they got home after class that day, they jumped off the roof.”

Seven’s eyebrows shot up. “Both of you?”

“No. Sorry: they, not they.” Angel put a hand on their chest. “Just me.”

“Because I’m not an idiot,” said Mía from across the room.

“Idiot?” Angel flipped their hair. “Or legend?”

“Idiot,” said Mía. “Pendejo. Or pendeja. I never know with you anymore.”

“Pendeje,” Angel shot back. “And what are you supposed to do when you’re six years old and you discover you can fly? Not jump off the roof?”

“Yes! I didn’t.”

“What happened?” asked Seven.

“Broke both my legs,” Angel replied.

“Oh, my God.”

“Yeah, it took me a long time to master. Levitation is hard.” They took Seven by the shoulders and positioned her so they stood face-to-face. “Which is why we’re working on it. But first: Rooting. What did Alicia tell you?”

Seven sighed. “She said to imagine roots coming out of my feet and light coming out the top of my head.”

“Show me what you’re doing.”

Angel stepped back, rolling up their sleeves, and Seven glanced around the room. On the other side of it, Mía and Warner were watching her. Sol’s eyes had flicked up from her phone.

Sighing, Seven closed her eyes. She tried to picture her feet, but all she could think about was the fact that everyone was watching her. She opened her eyes. “What is this supposed to feel like, exactly?”

Angel pushed their hair sideways, thinking. “When you Root for real, like when you get it, it feels like… like you’re exactly where you’re supposed to be in the universe. Like you’re occupying a space that was carved to fit your shape.”

More hippie nonsense.

Angel must have caught the look that flashed across Seven’s face, because they said, “What?”

“Nothing. I just… the artsy-fartsy stuff. It’s not really my jam.”

Angel’s eyes narrowed. Across the room, Warner said, “Not really your jam? What are you, too cool for fucking magic?”

“Don’t be an ass, Warner,” said Angel. But then, to Seven, “Although he’s not totally wrong. You do kind of have to open yourself to it.”

Seven closed her eyes again. She cleared her throat and tried to put her attention on her breath. That was what you were supposed to do, right? According to the hippies? Breathe?

In two three four five. Hold two three four five. Out two three four five. In two three four –

Behind her navel, something shifted. Like she’d stepped up to the edge of a very tall building and looked down over the side. Seven went very still and waited, counting.

In two three four five. Hold two three–

Her feet lifted off the ground.

“Holy shit!” Her eyes snapped open and she flung out her arms, flailing for a handle in the air. “Oh, my God! Holy shit, it’s working!”

She was flying! She was actually fucking flying! On her first try! She yelped an unhinged laugh and looked at Angel.

But Angel was glaring past her. She looked over her shoulder and saw Warner standing behind her with his hands raised and a veil of green light shimmering between them.

“Warner, stop it,” said Angel. “Put her down.”

“She’s fine.” Warner shifted his hands to the left and Seven’s stomach nearly jumped out of her as she tipped sideways. “Look at her go!”

“Stop!” Seven gasped.

Sol, smirking against the couch with her eyes on her phone, echoed, “Yeah, Warner, stop. It’s not her jam.”

Warner tilted his hands up and Seven shot toward the ceiling. She threw up a hand to stop herself and heard keys jangling on the other side of the door. The door rattled, then opened, and Logan stepped through it. He stopped with one hand bracing it open, and his eyes met Seven’s.

“What the fuck is going on?”

“We’re teaching the Nescient to fly,” said Warner over his shoulder.

“Fuck you!” Seven snapped. “What are you, twelve?”

“Nineteen,” said Warner.

Logan glared at him. “Put her down.”

“She’s fine, relax.”

“Don’t tell me to relax.”

Warner rolled his eyes. “Dude, she’s fine.”

“Warner,” said Mía. “Stop.”

“Dude, she’s–”

Logan shut the door, dropped his bag, and lifted his hand. With a crack, the space between him and Warner fluctuated, like someone had dragged their hand across the surface of a pond, and Warner lurched sideways in its wake.

The grip around Seven’s navel released, and she dropped. She saw Angel shoot out both hands, and just above the floor her feet landed in some kind of invisible net. She bounced, felt it snap, and stumbled onto her knees with an undignified grunt.

Logan had his hands braced in the air, and on the other side of the room, Warner was pinned to the wall.

“Dude,” Warner grunted, “what is your problem? It was a fucking joke.”

“What is my problem? You’re making us look like assholes,” said Logan. “And don’t call me Dude.”

“You’re hurting my fucking ribs, man.”

“Alright.” Soledad stepped between them. “Logan, let it go. He was just messing around.”

Logan dropped his hands and Warner crumpled. He shook his head in disgust and turned to Seven on the floor. “I’m sorry. This is not… We’re not like this.”

Ignoring the hand he offered, Seven got to her feet. She adjusted her shirt and glared at Sol.

“Not super fucking feminist to just stand there and watch a dude strip someone’s bodily autonomy like that, is it?”

Sol scoffed and looked away.

“Do you wanna sit down?” said Logan.

“No. I’m gonna go.” Seven glared around the room. “I didn’t want to come here in the first place.”

“So you are too cool for magic,” said Sol.

Seven snatched her bag off the couch and headed for the door, but Logan caught her by the arm. “Please don’t go. This won’t happen again.”

She looked down. “Let go of my arm.”

She sank onto Dragonfly’s sofa thirty minutes later, and Neo banged his head against her shin. Sighing, she picked him up and set him on the table beside her laptop.

“Other people are fucking assholes,” she told him. “Wizards, especially.”

Neo licked his nose, as if to say, “Agreed.” Or possibly, “Feed me.”

Kurt’s dongle lay on the desk, but she was too mad to even be amused by it. She stuck it in the side of the laptop, pulled out her headphones, and opened his project.

Two hours later, Kurt’s code was amended with about forty suggestions, and Warner Fucking Vanderbilt was no longer in Seven’s head. She took out her headphones and cracked her neck: she needed a break. Swiping to Google, she tapped cat videos into the search bar and hit return. She went to the fridge and got a beer, then sipped it while she scrolled through the results. Halfway down the page was a link that stuck out. She wasn’t sure why, but it caught her eye.

It opened a YouTube video on Rooting from that guy with the cat ears. Seven watched it all the way through, and when it finished, the next one auto-played. Mr Mistoffelees again, explaining the importance of Channeling your magic through a Conduit. Seven studied the related videos in the panel to the right. All magical content.

She’d found the Ghost Web.





CHAPTER SEVEN

The next morning, she snorted herself awake with her face stuck to the desk and sat up. She didn’t remember falling asleep.

Six empty beer bottles were strewn around the desk and Neo was asleep on her open laptop. She shooed him away and woke up the computer. YouTube was still open, auto-playing yet another Mr Mistoffelees video.

Next to it, something else was running. Seven paused the video and swiped through windows with the trackpad to figure out what it was. Her web scraper project: it had somehow started up.

How the hell had that happened? She frowned at the terminal.
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Fuck’s sake. Neo had walked all over the keyboard and somehow started the project.

She looked at him. “Are you fucking kidding me? How did you even do that?”

Neo meowed like a freight train having its prostate examined, which gave her zero useful information. Seven turned back to the laptop.

The web scraper was pulling metadata from the YouTube videos that had been playing all night. Which meant it was working. She’d built a thing that actually worked.

Hacking into the mainframeeee.

She grinned at Neo and scrolled through the output. As she looked closer, however, her triumph became unease. The scraper wasn’t just scraping content from YouTube: it was scraping content from a bunch of places. And not just content: magical content. And it wasn’t just processing the data: it was feeding that data into the demo network.

Cock and balls. She looked at Neo again. “No, I’m seriously asking now: How the fuck did you do that?”

Neo licked his nose.

She turned back to the laptop, nervously drumming her fingers together.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay… this is… probably fine. Just feeding a bunch of magic data to an artificially intelligent computer model. I’m sure this is fine. This is fine.” She opened Google, then stood hunched at the keyboard with her fingers hovering. What was she planning to Google? Accidentally training AI on magic data set, plz send help and pizza?

She swiped back to the web scraper and anxiously rubbed her cupid’s bow, watching it run. It had been going for about six hours. How long would it go? What would happen when it finished? She had no idea. She should probably stop it before it went any further, right? Kill the process. Shut it down. She could do that pretty easily.

Or she could… not.

Had anyone ever trained an AI on a magic dataset before? Sure, TikTok and Instagram algorithms could detect when a user engaged with magical content, but that wasn’t necessarily the same. This could be, like, an unprecedented situation.

Neo yowled and she checked the time again; she needed to get to class. She flung some food into a bowl for him and shoved some things into her backpack.

She hesitated as she grabbed her phone from beside the laptop. If she shut the project down now, this would stop. She’d go to class and life would continue. She wouldn’t have to deal with any fallout from this fuckup.

She looked at Neo. Neo winked.

Fuck it, she thought, YOLO.

She left it running and walked out.

When she got home that evening, the laptop was lit up like a Christmas tree. Every backlight on the keyboard was blazing, and the screen was a wash of white light. Silver heat waves buckled the air around the desk. Neo was under the sofa with his hair on end.

Seven just stood and stared in disbelief. Just leave it running and see what happens. Whose terrible idea was that?

The air crackled with a static thwip that made all the hair on her arms stand up, and then the screen winked out. The heat shimmer disappeared. The laptop sat looking like any normal, dead laptop.

For several minutes, nothing happened.

Then the startup ding sounded, and the Apple logo appeared. She watched the loading indicator fill from left to right. A spinner spun, and the computer started up again. When the desktop opened the only thing on it was a file:

magic.py

Seven held her hands over the keyboard and stood there, staring at the file. Remembering how, less than twenty-four hours ago, she’d shown Kurt how to run a Python file just like that one.

So easy, he’d said.

She opened a terminal.

Was she actually about to do this? Was she actually about to type python dot slash magic into the terminal and open this Pandora’s Box? And if she did… was she going to be responsible for whatever came out of it?

In the command line at the bottom of the terminal, the cursor blinked.

Yes, she decided. Yes, she was.

Like Angel said: What are you supposed to do when you find out you have magic? Not jump off the roof?

She took a breath, held it, typed:

$ python ./magic

and hit return. A wall of characters dumped into the window.
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At the very bottom, in silver text, was:

# HELLO WORLD

Below that, the cursor flashed. Waiting for input.

She looked at Neo. Neo blinked. Very carefully, she typed into the command line:

$ hello

Another heap of silver text cascaded down the screen, and a pair of words appeared.

# HELLO SEVEN

Seven took a big step backward and put up her hands. Nope. Nope nope nope nope nope.

How did it know her name? There was no reason for it to know her name. She walked away and took a lap around the table, and watched the laptop from the other side of the room. Like it might spring to life and come after her.

Very slowly, she approached it again. She put her hands on the keys and typed.

$ what is this

The answer came back immediately:

# I AM MAGIC. ASK ME ANYTHING

Seven’s brain refused to absorb it.

$ what do you mean

# I AM MAGIC. ASK ME ANYTHING

$ ask you what

# I AM MAGIC. ASK ME ANYTHING

Neo hopped onto the desk and bonked his head against her hand. Seven shooed him away.

$ what do you mean you are magic

# I AM MAGIC. ASK ME ANYTHING

$ what do you mean i am magic???

# I AM MAGIC. ASK ME ANYTHING

$ what do you meeeeeeeeannnnnnnnnn

# I AM MAGIC. ASK ME ANYTHING

Dumb box. Dumb magic box. Seven took another lap. Then she tried something else.

$ what is magic

This time, it took a long time for a response to come back. When it did, it said:

# HERE’S WHAT I FOUND FOR: MAGIC

and below that was a link to a Wiccapedia page about magic.

Almost as useless as Siri. Bending again, Seven typed,

$ can you do magic

# I AM MAGIC. ASK ME ANYTHING

Jesus Fucking Christ. Okay, so apparently it only answered “What is…” questions. She drummed her fingers on the desk.

$ what is your name

The cursor flashed for a very long time. Finally,

# I HAVE NO NAME

Aha! Progress. She pulled up a chair and sat down.

$ what is your purpose

# I MAKE MAGIC

Interesting.

$ what is… She paused, trying to think of a way to phrase the next question.

$ what is your magic

This time, the computer came back with

# display all 14 possibilities? (y or n)

$ y

More text cascaded down the window. It looked like a list of terminal commands. But these were not terminal commands Seven had ever seen before.

levitate

transmogrify

teleport

telepathize

inculcate

enchant

illude

dreamwalk

alchemize

imbue

ward

heal

tabula rasa

Holy shit. She hit return a few times to shift the cursor down the page, and with her hands trembling, she typed:

$ levitate

Nothing happened. She tried again. Nothing. She looked around the room. Her eye fell on the row of very-neglected succulents on the bookshelf. She put one in front of the laptop.

$ levitate succulent

Nothing.

$ transmogrify succulent

Neo hopped up again to investigate the spines of the plant with his nose. Seven moved it out of his reach and typed:

$ levitate neo

Nothing.

Restraining an irritated sigh, she sat back and folded her arms. Why was technology never as cool as you wanted it to be? There was nothing more frustrating than a thing that almost worked. Neo bonked his head against her arm and yowled. Dinnertime.

She left the laptop open while she made ramen for herself and put food down for Neo. After dinner, she spent hours typing commands into it, trying to get something to happen. Around midnight, she gave up and closed the terminal.

She was halfway through brushing her teeth when she remembered she’d need the laptop for school tomorrow. She couldn’t very well use it in its current state; there was nothing on it except the magic file.

Sighing, she sat down again to think. She didn’t want to delete the file, but she needed to get it off the laptop so she could reset it. Could she run it on her phone? She went to Google to find out.

A search revealed that a mobile app called Pythonista would run a Python file on her phone just like the terminal did on her laptop. She downloaded it, spent half an hour reading the documentation, copied the magic file onto her phone, and used the Pythonista app to run it. A load of text dumped into the window, and when she typed hello in the command line at bottom, she received, HELLO SEVEN.

So… that worked. Didn’t even have to hack into any mainframes.

Now she just had to get the thing to do some fucking magic.





CHAPTER EIGHT

Seven spent the next two days trying in vain to make magic with her phone. But it didn’t seem to matter what she did: the app would only answer specific “what is” questions with information she could have easily found on Google. It was disappointing, honestly.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she got back to Dragonfly after class on Friday. She dug it out, hoping the app might have done something interesting, but it was just a text from Logan.

> Are you coming tonight?

The Gathering. There was no way she was going back to that after what Warner did. She put the phone aside and rifled through the fridge for a beer.

It buzzed again.

> It won’t be like last time. I had a word with Warner. And we’ll be at school. Atavari and I will be there.

Seven glared at the phone on the counter as she opened the beer. Picked it up and sent:

> I don’t need protecting

Logan’s reply took a long time to come.

> Yes you do

> Excuse me?? I absolutely do not. Thank you

> Warner and the others are suspicious of you because you don’t have a Conduit. Not that I’m trying to excuse what they did.

> What’s a Conduit?

The message dots bubbled for a long time.

> Your Conduit is the activity you Channel your magic into, he replied. For most people, it’s the thing they were doing when they had the Moment. Alicia plays soccer. Angel and Mía do ballet. Julian paints and stuff.

> So it’s a creative outlet. You know, you could just say “outlet.”

A long pause. Then:

> It’s called a Conduit.

She scoffed and sipped her beer.

> Fine. So you can only use magic when you’re doing your Conduit?

> No. Once you know how to Root, you can use your magic anytime. But Channeling it into a Conduit gives you something to do with it. If you don’t Channel it regularly, your magic can go bad. And Bad Magic makes people nervous. The fact that you don’t have a Conduit means you aren’t Channeling. Hence nervous people.

Another message came through a moment later.

> City College isn’t the only place Makers exist. They’re everywhere. If the wrong person thinks your magic is going bad, they could react worse than Warner did. And right now you don’t have the skills to defend yourself if that happens.

Seven scowled and tapped the bottle with her nail. Technically, he was right: she couldn’t defend herself. Warner had proved that.

> That was a really bad first impression on Wednesday, said the next message. But I swear that’s not who we are. Warner’s a dick, but everyone else is pretty cool once you get to know them

> Yeah Sol seemed super cool

A long pause.

> She’s prickly. But once you’re in the fam, she’s ride or die.

Seven lowered the phone and sighed. Across the room, Neo hopped onto the succulent shelf, turned a circle, and sat looking at her. He gave her a slow, one-eyed blink.

“You think I should go.” Seven said.

“Do what you want,” said Neo’s face. Or maybe it said, “Give me scritches.”

She went back to the phone.

> So your plan is to defend me until I figure out how to use my magic?

> No. My plan is to help you figure out how to use your magic so you can defend yourself. But I can only do that if you come to the meetings.

Seven arrived at the theater later that night. Logan was leaning on the wall outside the Green Room with his arms folded and all those muscles sticking out of his shirt sleeves. She followed him to the end of the corridor, where he knelt and unwarded the door. He held it open for her.

“I have a question,” Seven said as she stepped through it. “Why do you have to hide the door if Nescients can’t see magic?”

“Nescients can’t see most magic. Honestly, they probably wouldn’t notice this door, even if we didn’t hide it. But the bigger the display, the more likely it’ll be spotted. Wards are a precaution.”

He let the door close behind them. Mía and Angel were already inside. Logan dumped his duffel bag against the wall and took up a wide-legged stance in the middle of the room. He cracked his neck and looked at Seven.

“Do you want to warm up? Magic is pretty physically demanding.”

Mía and Angel were watching, and Seven quickly shook her head. “I can’t do anything yet anyway. I’ll probably just watch.”

Logan apparently found that answer disappointing, because he sighed before he started stretching out his shoulders. Seven glimpsed the waistband of his boxers as he lifted his arms, and quickly averted her eyes. She sat in one of the armchairs, pulled out her phone, and opened the app. The commands she’d typed into it during dinner were listed down the screen:

$ levitate

$ levitate ramen

$ levitate bowl of ramen

$ levitate bowl of tonkatsu ramen

$ levitate seven

$ chmod 775 ./magic.py levitate seven

$ sudo levitate seven

$ sudo chmod -R 775 ./magic.py levitate seven

None of it had worked. She could not for the life of her figure out how to use this thing.

“Hey.” A voice turned her gaze up. Mía was standing beside her chair. “Sorry about Wednesday,” she said.

Seven went red and tried not to think about the fact that Mía was Kurt’s girlfriend and that she’d been totally humiliated in front of her. “Thanks.”

Mía nodded, and an awkward silence descended. Eventually, Mía said, “Okay,” and went back to Angel on the other side of the room. Seven watched Logan going through a series of yoga poses. He must have felt her watching because he glanced sideways, and when their eyes met, he started doing push-ups with a smirk.

Seven rolled her eyes and went back to the phone. There must be something she wasn’t doing. Who at the Gathering might know something about this? Were any of them good with computers?

The door appeared in a flash of pink, banged open, and Sol stormed through it, flinging her backpack against the wall.

“Have you seen the latest about the lawsuit?”

It was unclear who she was addressing. Logan stood, brushing off his palms. “Not since last week, why?”

“They’re refusing to compensate the actors,” said Sol. She pulled out and swiped through her phone.

Alicia and Warner came in behind her and Seven tracked Warner to Atavari’s desk in the corner, where he sat, putting up his feet.

“What’s going on?” said Alicia.

Angel pushed up their blazer sleeves. “Sol’s going off about that lawsuit again.”

“What lawsuit?”

“Some streaming platform used AI to fill in extras in a bunch of crowd scenes. Sol thinks it’s the end times.”

“Why don’t you care about this?” Sol demanded. “You know they’re gonna use this to replace us. Not just actors: you, too.”

“Replace me?” Angel flipped their hair. “Honey.”

“Okay, well they’re gonna try. Why doesn’t this bother you? Why don’t you care that robots are gonna kill art with shitty, generic slop?”

Angel sighed. “I don’t know, probably because humans are already killing art with shitty, generic slop? Why would I worry about robots when so many humans are already putting out aggressively mediocre shit? The same tropey book. The same shitty movie. The only reason you can even fool people with AI slop is because humans are already making slop.”

“That’s not true!”

Angel lifted an eyebrow. “Have you watched Netflix recently?”

Sol huffed. “Well, not all of us are killing art.”

“Exactly.” Angel shrugged. “The people who care about art will continue to make art, and the rest will keep gobbling down content. It’s always been that way.”

Sol scowled. “AI’s gonna make it worse. It’s gonna make everything worse.”

Angel looked exasperated. “AI is hype. It can’t even spell strawberry.”

“It can’t draw fingers, either,” Alicia chimed in. “And all the art it creates just amplifies bias. You know if you type ‘attractive’ as a prompt, it just spits out pictures of White girls?”

“Actually…” Angel waggled their eyebrows. “You guys wanna hear something super messed up? This isn’t art-related, but… Do you know about the cock spotter?”

Alicia frowned. “The what?”

“It’s what some people in the trans community call those airport body scanners. They use AI to guess your gender, so they can decide what your body ‘should’ look like and if you have any suspicious lumps. So if you’re trans and your body doesn’t look like the machine expects it to…”

“What?” said Sol. “It assumes your dick is a bomb?”

“Great.” Logan shrugged. “My dick is the bomb.”

Angel glared. “Super fucking funny when you’re a trans person getting outed at the airport.”

“See!” said Sol. “That’s a perfect example of how AI is making everything worse.”

“No,” said Angel, “it’s a perfect example of how AI sucks, and pretty soon everyone’s gonna get over it.”

The door opened again and Atavari stepped through. Seven dropped her eyes to her phone. The magic app was still open, and she quickly swiped it closed. This crowd was probably not going to be receptive to anything artificially intelligent. So much for asking for help.

Atavari called them into a circle and ran down the plan for the meeting: telepathy tonight. Seven’s stomach did an unexpected flip when Atavari told them to partner up and Logan caught her eye across the circle.

The two of them found a spot in the corner and Logan squared up in front of her. “This is your third time at the Gathering, right?” he said. “Can you Root yet?”

She sighed. “No.”

“So we have some work to do. Let’s start with the visualization. Close your eyes and picture–”

“Yeah, yeah…” She sighed again. “Picture roots coming out of my feet.”

His eyebrow ticked. “Sorry, is this boring you?”

“No. It just sounds like nonsense, and it doesn’t work for me.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Cynicism and mysticism aren’t really compatible. If you don’t open yourself to magic, you’re never going to feel it.”

“Does opening myself to magic mean opening myself to hippie bullshit?”

“No, it means opening yourself to your own humanity.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

He looked at her so seriously that she had to look away. Then he stepped behind her and yanked her shoulders back.

“The first thing you need to do is stand up straight,” he muttered in her ear. “Act like you mean to be standing where you’re standing. Are you using your core?”

Seven glared as he came around to face her again. “Nope.”

He absorbed her sarcastic leer with a look that said, Funny. Then he cracked his knuckles, made a fist, and threw it at her gut.

Seven nearly yelped as her whole body braced for the impact. He stopped with his knuckles grazing her shirt, unclenched his fist, and pressed his fingertips into her abdomen, which had gone rigid. His eyes came up.

“Feel that?”

Mutely, she nodded.

“That’s your core.”

“Logan…” Atavari’s voice across the room was weary. “Last I checked, telepathy doesn’t require quite so much physical contact.”

Logan didn’t take his eyes from Seven’s. “Just getting acquainted.”

Was this guy fucking serious? Seven’s heart was carrying on like someone had tipped it out of bed and demanded it do jumping jacks. In the corner of her eye, she could see Sol glaring at them. She glanced around the room. It wasn’t just Sol who was watching.

“Don’t look at them.” Logan snapped his fingers in front of her face. “This isn’t about them. Do the visualization. And take it seriously.”

Feeling decidedly off-balance, but determined she wasn’t going to let him see that, she closed her eyes. Logan wanted her to embrace hippie nonsense? Fine.

She’d downloaded a meditation app once that had been all about body scanning. Check in with your shoulders. Check in with your arms. Check in with your left elbow. That was hippie nonsense, for sure. She took a deep breath and put all her attention on her left elbow.

Malicious compliance was still compliance, right?

The elbow was kind of a weird thing, actually, when she thought about it. Technically, there was no such thing as an elbow. It was the join between two other things.

“Breathe,” said Logan. She opened her eyes and he was watching her. “It’ll help.”

Seven closed her eyes again and took a deep, sarcastic breath. As she slowly let it out, her thoughts went back to the elbow.

The ulna and the radius. Two bones that came together to make a joint.

Like how carbon and calcium came together to make bone. Like how atoms came together to make carbon, and electrons came together to make atoms, and quarks came together to make electrons, and on and on. Down and down.

And at the bottom of it all? The things that came together to make all of that possible? The fundamental building blocks of the universe? Nobody knew. The God Particle, according to some people. God, according to others.

Seven was unaware that all other thoughts had become silent. She was unaware of the room around her, or the people in it, or her resistance to their nonsense. For one cosmically small moment, she was aware of only one thing: That she was a collection of things with unknowable origins, filling some space in the universe. A space carved specifically to fit her shape.

And in that moment, she felt it.

Magic.

The thing at the bottom of it all. The universe’s fundamental building block. It wasn’t God. It wasn’t a particle.

It was magic.

In her back pocket, her phone buzzed. Her eyes snapped open, and she fumbled around and pulled it out. A notification on the lock screen:

# ROOTED. READY

“Do you need to take that?”

Logan was still watching her. She quickly tapped the phone closed and put it back. Her hands were trembling. Clearing her throat, she gave him a smile to cover the fact that the foundation of her universe had just been absolutely rocked by stupid hippie bullshit.

“Well, that got super metaphysical super fucking quickly.”

Logan’s eyebrows lifted. “Did you feel it?”

“Uh…” She felt breathless. “Yeah. I think so?”

“Great.” He folded his arms. “Can you do it again?”

An hour later, she stood in the dark at the bus stop outside campus with her phone. She’d managed to Root twice more before Atavari called the meeting to an end, and three notifications were now stacked on the lock screen:

# ROOTED. READY

# ROOTED. READY

# ROOTED. READY

This was what she’d been missing – it had to be, right? She tapped one of the notifications to open the app’s command line. Her hands shook as she began to type.

$ levita–

“Do you need a ride?”

Seven nearly dropped the phone. Across the street, Logan was leaning out the driver’s side window of a blue Toyota 4Runner. She caught her breath and glared.

“You scared the shit out of me.”

“You should pay better attention to your surroundings.”

“Excuse me? You shouldn’t creep up on girls when they’re standing alone at night.”

“I didn’t creep up on anyone.”

“Okay, well, I didn’t hear you coming, so yes you did.”

He squared his jaw. “You know, a little gratitude wouldn’t go amiss. I helped you tonight.”

“You also pretended to hit me in the stomach, which I didn’t super appreciate.”

“It worked, didn’t it?”

She scoffed and looked down the street for the bus.

“Do you want a ride or not?” he said.

“No,” she replied, more sharply than she meant to. “Thank you.” She didn’t feel like accepting a ride from a person who’d pretended to punch her. Anyway, her phone had finally been about to do something interesting.

He looked mildly annoyed as he rolled up the window and drove away. Seven turned back to the app. The cursor flashed at the end of her half-finished word, and she took a deep breath and typed the rest of it.

The ground went out from under her.

She was floating.





CHAPTER NINE

By the end of the weekend, Seven had figured out the levitate, transmogrify, and heal commands.

Levitate on its own made her float. Levitate followed by an argument, such as

$ levitate neo

or

$ levitate succulent

allowed her to move the item in question via telekinesis. Once the item was floating, Seven could put the phone down and direct it through the air with her hands. It took a lot of practice, a few broken succulent pots, and Neo nearly ending up in the toilet, but after a few hours, she was making things go roughly where she wanted them to.

Heal turned out to be very useful, as she discovered after typing,

$ levitate knives and forks

and was badly nicked when they came flying out of the silverware drawer.

Transmogrify mutated things from one form to another, and required two arguments, with an optional third:

$ transmogrify succulent paperback

turned a succulent into a blank paperback, while,

$ transmogrify succulent paperback “I, Robot”

turned a succulent into a paperback of Asimov’s I, Robot. To reverse or cancel any command, she typed control+C.

She hadn’t yet had the nerve to try,

$ transmogrify seven {anything}

because she wasn’t sure she’d be able to transmogrify herself back.

The rest of the commands remained cryptically unusable, and Seven assumed they must be more advanced forms of magic.

Throughout the weekend, the app became steadily smarter. It stopped responding to questions with, I AM MAGIC. ASK ME ANYTHING, and started answering them. Seven named it Dot, and was pleased that it responded to the name when she typed it into the command line. She started activating it with,

$ hello dot

To which Dot responded,

# HELLO SEVEN

On Sunday evening, she had the idea that she might be able to put the app on her smartwatch. This was much harder than running it on the phone because she had to build an app herself, but fortunately, Dot turned out to be fluent in Swift, Kotlin, and Java, and did most of the heavy lifting.

Three full nights of work later, Seven had the app on her watch and was activating it with voice commands. By 5 a.m. Wednesday, she was pretty sure Dot was speaking back, although by that point, she hadn’t slept in seventy-five hours and had downed so many cups of coffee she was as wobbly as a monkey on a unicycle. It was entirely possible she was hallucinating.

When she got to Machine Learning that afternoon, Kurt was sitting at their shared desk, clicking around on his laptop. He looked grumpy and didn’t look up as she sat next to him.

“You look terrible,” he said.

“Wow, thanks.”

“What have you been doing?”

Seven avoided his eyes. “Nothing important.”

“Did you finish the project?”

Cock and balls. She’d completely forgotten the web scraper. She hadn’t tested it since Neo had downloaded all that magic content.

“Uh…” She pulled out her laptop and flipped it open. “…Kind of.”

“Does it work?”

“Not sure. What about yours?”

Kurt sighed, stretched his arms, and linked his fingers behind his head. “No, but it’s better than what I did last semester. Your comments were helpful, by the way. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” She swiped around on the trackpad. What was she going to turn in? Certainly none of the data she’d scraped. She’d have to take an Incomplete. Which seemed grossly unfair, considering she’d done something that was perhaps worthy of the Nobel Prize. Well… technically Neo had done it, she supposed.

Did they give Nobel prizes to cats?

“Let me know when I need to hit you back with some Linear Algebra.” Kurt went back to his laptop. He clicked around for a long time, then said, quietly, “I feel like you kind of keep blowing me off when I ask if you want to study.”

Seven had been doing that. Partly because of her crush, but mostly because she’d been so busy with everything else. She nodded, keeping her eyes on her screen. “Sorry. Just busy.”

She couldn’t tell if Kurt sounded grumpy or despondent as he said, “Okay. Well I’m here if you need me.”

The Gathering that night was held at Sol’s in Barrio Logan. Seven felt more confident about going this time, despite being thoroughly exhausted. She wasn’t going to tell anyone about Dot, but with the watch she could do enough magic to at least try and defend herself if Warner was an asshole.

She took the trolley to the Chicano Park stop at seven-fifty. Freeway overpasses were painted with murals. Coffee bars and gentrified breweries sprouted beneath them. Warehouses and art galleries. The street by the stop was busy with a block party. Seven weaved through a sea of tattooed parents with kids on their shoulders.

She was nearing the end of the block when movement in the corner of her eye brought her to a sudden stop. A shadow. A glimmer of darkness. Something about it reminded her of the day she’d spotted Logan’s telekinesis.

Ever since that day, she’d decided to take things seriously when she saw them in the corner of her eye. She turned to face it head-on and thought she saw something slink out from under a taco truck and run behind some trash cans. When it didn’t come out, she crossed the street and poked her head over to look behind them. There was nothing there.

At the end of the next street, she was orienting the map on her phone when it happened again. Movement. A dog or something, in her peripherals. By the time she looked up, it was gone.

She was seeing things, probably. Three days of too much coffee and too little sleep.

A waist-high chain link fence surrounded Sol’s sunbaked yard on the next street. Seven pushed the gate open and followed concrete slabs to the door. When she knocked, a three-legged dog the size of a rat came tearing around the side of the house and ran hollering for the fence. Seven was reeling from shock as Sol opened the door.

“What the fuck are you doing to my dog?”

“Nothing!” Scowling, Seven looked over her shoulder. “Might be something out there. I thought I saw something a few blocks back.”

Sol shoved her aside and stood on the doorstep. “It’s probably a coyote. They come through this neighborhood all the time. Totopo! Totopo! Cálmate pinche chucho. ¡Ven!” When the dog didn’t stop barking, she turned exasperatedly to Seven. “Thanks a lot! I guess you’d better go in!”

The rest of the Gathering, minus Julian, were milling around Sol’s kitchen. Logan, leaning against a counter talking to Angel, tracked Seven across the room as she entered. She avoided his gaze and looked for somewhere to stand. Everyone was already engaged in conversation, and she’d never been good at inserting herself into things. She was hovering awkwardly by the fridge when Alicia bounded over.

“Hey! Heard you figured out how to Root last week.”

“Oh. Yeah.” Seven hesitated. “Actually… I figured out how to levitate, too.”

“You what? Damn, that’s what’s up. Can I see?”

Seven pulled her sleeve down to hide her watch. “Um… sure.”

Alicia made space for her in front of the fridge, and Seven closed her eyes and scanned inside for her magic. It was easier now; she was getting the hang of it. She could usually find it in her elbow. The watch buzzed as she Rooted, and she opened her eyes.

“Levitate.”

She’d only meant to float a couple of inches, but the look on Alicia’s face was so priceless she let herself drift to the ceiling. Across the room, Logan did a double take and seemed to lose the thread of whatever he was saying to Angel. For once, Seven didn’t care that everyone was watching, as conversation stopped and the room fell silent. She felt the top of her head bump the ceiling, whispered, “Cancel,” bent her knees as she landed, then stood up and grinned at Alicia.

But Alicia wasn’t smiling.

Seven frowned. “What?”

“Your magic is black,” said Sol from across the room.

“What?”

“Your magic,” repeated Warner, louder, “is black.”

“Your aura. The color of your magic.” Alicia looked around, like she was hoping someone would jump in. “Everybody’s magic has a signature. Like a fingerprint. The color of it is a way to see the fingerprint.” She flicked her hand and a purple glimmer rippled through the air and disappeared.

Sol folded her arms. “And yours is black.”

“Okay.” Seven shrugged. “So?”

“So black magic isn’t, historically, a good thing, is it?” said Sol.

“What color is yours?”

Sol flicked her hand and a shower of pink sparks burst from the tips of her fingers. Seven looked around. Nobody seemed to want to meet her eye except Logan, who was studying her narrowly.

“It’s just a color. I can’t be the only one–”

“I’ve never met anyone with black magic,” said Warner, and he snapped his fingers to make a green flash.

Alicia, who was peering at Seven, said, “Maybe she’s right. Maybe it’s fine. I mean, Angel’s magic is white. That’s kinda the same thing, right?”

“Okay, no.” Angel put up their hands. “Don’t drag me into this.”

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Alicia said, sounding like she was trying to convince herself as much as anyone else. “I’m sure there’s other people with black magic. We shouldn’t get hung up on it. We should be focusing on how dope it is that Seven learned to levitate!”

Sol scowled. “How’d she learn how to do it so quickly?”

“Practiced,” Seven shot back.

Sol scoffed and shook her head.

“Alicia’s probably right,” said Logan, who was still studying Seven. “Anyway, it’s not like any of us know what we’re talking about.”

Alicia squeezed Seven’s arm. “I think it’s great you learned to levitate. Really impressive.” She smiled and looked around. “Should we get started? What do you guys want to work on?”

Mía snapped her gum and shook her hand through her hair. No one answered.

“Okay.” Alicia put her hands on her hips. “What about sparring? Our game against UCSD is in a few weeks.”

Logan stepped away from the counter. “That’s a great idea.” He looked at Seven. “Give me a hand clearing space in the living room?”

When they were out of earshot around the corner, Seven said, “They think my magic is bad, right? They think that’s why it’s black. Because I don’t have a Conduit or whatever.”

Logan opened a door. Behind it was a jumbled living room. He shut it behind them and sent a navy-blue spark from the tip of his finger to the filament of a light bulb on the ceiling. “Yes. That’s probably what they think.”

“What do you think?”

“I think it’s unusual.”

“Unusual, but not bad.”

Folding his arms, he looked her up and down. He did it so frankly she blushed: it was like he was very efficiently seeing more of her than she wanted him to. “No,” he said. “Not necessarily bad. Magic of any color can turn. But some people are superstitious about black magic.”

“You think Warner will try something again?”

“Warner won’t do anything. I told you, I had a word with him.”

Before Seven could ask what kind of word, the door swung open and Sol stalked through it.

“You guys aren’t even doing anything!” she snapped. Throwing out her hand, she flung all the furniture back against the walls, then glared around. “Was that so hard?”

Logan’s eyes were still on Seven’s. “Sorry, Sol. My bad.”

He was still looking at her in that frank, too-efficient way, and Seven wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Guys who looked like Logan didn’t look at Seven like that. And if they did, it was usually only because a pretty girl was standing behind her.

She looked away. “So, what are we doing, exactly?”

“Sparring!” Alicia bounced through the door. “Facing off with magic.” She took a hands-on-hips stance in the middle of the room. “It’s the best thing we can do right now to prepare for the game. Ten-minute rounds. One on one. Fighting to harm.”

Seven stood next to Logan with her back against the wall as the rest of them found spots around the perimeter of the room. “A game?”

“We do one every semester against another Gathering in the city,” said Logan. “It’s just a way to practice magic in a competitive setting. We usually get our asses handed to us by UC and State because they’re better funded. But it’s a good time.”

Warner came through the door and Seven tracked him across the room. Her face must have registered anxiety, because Logan said quietly, “All in good fun. You don’t have to participate if you don’t want to.”

“Who’s first?” said Alicia.

Warner strode into the center of the room, pulling off his shirt and flinging it onto the couch. He was huge. The kind of guy who probably followed up three hours in the gym with a Big Mac and a milkshake and claimed to be “bulking.”

“Chale, put your fucking shirt back on,” said Angel. “No one wants to see that.”

“Don’t try to oppress me, Delgado.” Warner started rotating his arm to warm up his shoulder. “I got a right to wear whatever I want.” He shimmied out his pink shoulders and walked a circle with his hands out. “Who’s up?”

“No one’s oppressing you, dipshit,” said Alicia. “No one wants to fight your sweaty ass naked. Why you gotta make it weird?”

Mía, who was leaning in the door scrolling through her phone, snapped her gum and added, “Plus, you cheat.”

“You guys are pussies.” Warner clapped twice. “Come on, let’s go.”

Sighing, Logan stepped forward, unbuttoning the cuff of his shirtsleeve. “Alright, Vanderbilt,” he said. “I’ll fight you.”

Warner hesitated. He eyed Logan dubiously as Logan began rolling up his sleeves. “Nah, I’m alright. You fight dirty.”

Logan’s eyebrow lifted. “I fight dirty?”

“Last time you almost broke my fucking rib.”

“That wasn’t a fight. That was you getting schooled for being an ass to Seven.”

Seven’s heart did a nervous little jump. Which was silly, because she didn’t care that Logan had stood up for her. She didn’t need him to do that.

Warner grumbled, “Exactly. That whole situation wasn’t fair.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” said Seven. “It wasn’t.”

“Whatever.” Warner retreated, snatching his shirt off the couch. “Someone else can fight the Navy Seal.” He tugged his shirt back on and went to the wall, scowling.

Logan finished rolling up his sleeves. “Well, I’m up here now. Anyone else want to go?”

“Fight Seven,” said a voice.

Seven turned around. On the other side of the room, Sol was watching her with a grin that one might describe as “malicious.”

“Come on, Sol. I’m not gonna fight Seven,” said Logan. “She just started Seeing.”

Sol shrugged. “She can already levitate. Some of us can’t even do that. I wanna see what else her creepy black magic can do.”

Seven glared. Whatever beef this girl had with her, she was getting pretty goddamn tired of it.

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Sol…” said Alicia.

“Why not? She’s here. She can’t just stand on the sidelines forever.”

“I’m not gonna fight Seven,” Logan repeated, firmly. “This isn’t fucking Fight Club.”

“I think she should do it,” said Warner.

“Shut up, Warner,” said Mía.

Seven looked from Sol to Warner. Sol was right: she couldn’t just stand on the sidelines. If these wizard assholes were ever going to take her seriously, she needed to show some strength. Plus, she could levitate. She didn’t know much else, but Dot had a whole list of commands she was itching to try out. And it wasn’t like she was going to die, or anything. This was Friday night at magic club, not the third-act showdown against Sauron.

She stepped away from the wall. “I’ll do it.”

“Seven–”

She looked at Logan. “You said it was all in good fun, right?”

He hesitated. “Yes, but–”

“Then what’s the big deal?”

“Yeah.” Sol’s eyes glinted. “What’s the big deal, Logan?”

He shot her a look. “Sol, don’t be like this.”

“Be like what? I’m giving her a chance to grow. She’s a strong, independent woman.”

Ignoring her, Seven walked out into the room. She marched up to Logan – realizing as she did exactly how much taller he was than her – and said, “So what do we do? Back to back and pace off? Is there a countdown?”

He sighed through his nose as he looked down at her. “Pace off. Ten steps.”

“Great!” She spun on her heel, counted ten steps and spun again. Shaking his head, he did the same. They stood facing each other across the empty living room. For a moment, it was so quiet you could hear a cricket fart.

Then a featherlight touch brushed the back of Seven’s neck, and as she shivered, a deep, smooth voice said, just inside her ear, This is not a good idea, Seven.

Seven jolted. Her eyes swung around the room as ripples of sensation dissipated down her spine. Across the sparring space, Logan raised his eyebrows.

Can you hear me?

Seven went absolutely, perfectly still.

Nod if you can hear me.

Almost invisibly, she nodded. Logan turned and started to pace, rolling his shoulders like he was casually warming up. Covering the fact that he was literally inside her fucking head.

You don’t have to do this, he said. You don’t have to prove anything.

Seven shivered again as the words fluttered across her scalp and down the back of her neck: ASMR dialed way, way up.

Telepathy. This was telepathy. And if she remembered correctly, Dot had a telepathize command. Seven hadn’t used it yet, but there was a first time for everything. Logan wanted to play cute little mind games? Great. Maybe she could too.

So far, she’d only been able to communicate with Dot by typing into the command line or speaking out loud. But Logan’s telepathy had given her an idea – could she activate Dot using just her thoughts?

She Rooted and felt the watch buzz. Holding her breath, she thought, Hello Dot.

HELLO SEVEN, said Dot inside her head.

She managed to keep all the air from escaping her in surprise and thought, Dot, how do I communicate telepathically with Logan?

THE COMMAND FOR THAT IS TELEPATHIZE LOGAN, said Dot, in a cheerfully androgynous voice.

Okay. Um… telepathize Logan?

OKAY SEVEN. TELEPATHIZING LOGAN.

Seven felt another shiver go through her. She fixed her gaze on Logan across the room. Don’t worry about me. I can handle myself.

Logan froze. He stopped his fake stretching and stared at her.

Oh sorry, she said. Does it freak you out when someone invades your head without permission?

His eyes went quickly around the room. Carefully, he started stretching again. Seven turned and started doing the same. Slowly, they paced the width of the room together, him at one end, her at the other.

Okay, he sent back. Touché. How long have you been able to do that?

About fifteen seconds?

His eyebrows ticked up. He studied her briefly. This doesn’t change what I said. You don’t have to do this. I don’t want to hurt you.

Then don’t?

If we’re practicing for a game, we fight for real. To harm. Last time we did this, Mía broke Alicia’s arm.

Seven felt her face blanch.

We can heal people, Logan explained, but it still hurts.

Well… fuck. That was not ideal. But there was no way she was backing down now. Not with seventy-five cups of coffee in her, no sleep, and Sol watching from the sidelines. She went back to her starting position, shook out her shoulders, and squared up.

Fine. I’m prepared. Thank you for warning me.

Are you sure about this?

Yup.

I’ll try to go easy on you.

Don’t.

A small, exasperated sigh came across the room. Alright. But–

If we keep chit-chatting, people are going to figure out we’re in each other’s heads. Seven was already adopting what she hoped would be a good fighting stance – slightly crouched, arms up.

Sighing, Logan came back to his starting place. Okay. He crouched. I did try to warn you.

He moved into position. And Seven realized she may have bitten off more than she could chew.

His whole attitude seemed to shift as he moved – as though eight years of military training and God knows how many years of magic practice had just clicked on inside him. He widened his stance, sweeping his arms like a motherfucking ninja as sparks coalesced around his hands and forearms. Blue lightning crackled at the tips of his fingers, as though he was pulling electricity from the air. He settled into his starting posture and paused. He took a breath. He turned his eyes up to hers.

And Seven remembered she had not the slightest fucking idea what she was doing.

“Shit,” she said. “Shitshitshit.”

Across the room, Logan stepped back like a baseball pitcher and hurled an overarm fork of lightning at her.

“Shit!” she yelled, and dove sideways. Her hair lifted with static crackle as lightning shot past and exploded on the wall behind her, sending fingers of electricity walking ceiling to floor.

She rolled to her feet and flung out her hand. Levitate couch!

The couch didn’t move. It was heavy. Really heavy. She hadn’t been expecting that; all she’d levitated so far had been Neo and succulents. When she tried to heave it at Logan, it did nothing more than shudder. On the other side of the room, Sol was cackling.

“Oh, is it heavy? Did you never levitate anything that big before?”

Logan cracked his neck. Like I said: this is not a good idea. Do you want to stop?

Seven bared her teeth. Fuck no. She was in it now.

Shaking his head and sighing, Logan stepped back, levitated the coffee table, and flung it at her. You’re fucking crazy, Jones.

She ducked behind the couch as it sailed over her head and split against the wall behind her. Okay, fuck. Fuckity shit-fuck, ass, cock and balls. She crouched against the couch and summoned Dot.

Dot? Hello?

HELLO SEVEN.

Can you run me down your list of commands, please?

CERTAINLY SEVEN:

LEVITATE, TRANSMOGRIFY, TELEPORT, TELEPATHIZE, INCULCATE, ENCHANT, ILLUDE, DREAMWALK, ALCHEMIZE, IMBUE, WARD, HEAL, TABULA RASA.

Was any of that going to be useful? Levitate was out. Transmogrify? What was she going to do, turn him into a paperback? What if she couldn’t change him back? Heal wasn’t going to help her – at least, not until after he’d broken her arm. She didn’t even know illude was a word, had no idea what imbue or alchemize did, and although she could guess what dreamwalking was, it didn’t seem super useful at this exact moment.

Teleport. That one might be useful. At least for dodging coffee tables.

Dot? she said. How do I teleport?

TELEPORT SEVEN LOCATION.

Easy peasy. She popped her head over the back of the couch in time to see another fork of lightning sailing toward her face.

“Shit!” she yelled. “Teleport Seven kitchen!”

And she was standing in the kitchen. On the counter, to be exact. She looked around. No time to be mind-boggled by the fact that she’d just bent space and time: she needed a plan.

Her eye fell on a drawer across the room. Hopping down from the counter, she ran and yanked it open. Perfect. She made a pouch in her t-shirt and started stuffing the contents into it. When the pouch was full, she paused. Was this going too far? If it worked, Logan could lose an eye.

No. He’d thrown a fork of fucking lightning at her. Game on.

She teleported back to the living room and opened the t-shirt pouch. “Levitate knives and forks!”

The cutlery she’d snatched from the drawer shot into the air. Steak and carving knives, forks and skewers. She got her hands up just in time to control their trajectory, and shot them all at Logan, who swore and threw out one hand to sweep them aside. Some deflected, but others must have found their marks because as they went by, he shouted and ducked sideways, grabbing his face.

When he stood up, blood was oozing from his cheek, and his shirt was slashed at the shoulder.

Seven put her hands on her hips. Aw. Do you want to stop?

Glaring, Logan wordlessly knuckled the blood from his cheek and lifted his hand. A familiar sensation squeezed Seven around the navel, and her feet lifted off the floor.

Fucking seriously? Was he seriously doing the same goddamn thing Warner did? Did he not think that might be a little bit fucking triggering?

Asshole, she said.

He smirked. All’s fair in love and war.

Her feet swum uselessly while she ran down the list of Dot’s commands. She didn’t know how to use most of them. Didn’t even know what most of them meant.

But maybe she didn’t have to.

A lightbulb went on in her head. Dot was an artificially intelligent system. Surely it could do more than just follow instructions. Wasn’t that the whole point of AI? Wasn’t that what Professor Li had said? Something that solves the problems we can’t solve ourselves. This was definitely a problem Seven couldn’t solve herself. Dot had helped her figure out how to code a smartwatch app, maybe it could help her now.

Dot?! she said. Are you there?

YES SEVEN.

Oh, great. Listen, I have no idea what to do here. I need you to come up with something.

COME UP WITH SOMETHING.

On the other side of the room, Logan had gathered an armful of blue lightning the size of a small car and was preparing to throw it.

Yup. Quickly!

WHAT KIND OF THING WOULD YOU LIKE ME TO COME UP WITH, SEVEN?

Literally anything! Do your worst.

DO MY WORST.

Yes please!

ARE YOU SURE?

Yep!

BECAUSE MY WORST IS PRETTY BAD.

I don’t care! Just do it!

Logan’s arm cocked back. The lightning in his hand flashed.

OKAY SEVEN, said Dot, I AM GOING TO DO MY WORST.





CHAPTER TEN

The room went dark.

Not a normal dark. Not the dark of the middle of the night, or of a moonless desert, or of having your eyes closed. This was the dark at the bottom of the black and terrible sea: A dark that crushed Seven’s eyes and eardrums; that sucked the air from her lungs.

The sound of that darkness falling was like the sound of a building going up in flames. And after the sound: silence. Silence that altered gravity.

Then cold.

Straight through her t-shirt to the marrow of her bones. Seven couldn’t breathe in the squeeze of that cold. She was released, and she dropped to the floor and stood in the dark, freezing to her core but unable to shiver. Somewhere behind her, a man began to scream.

Really scream. The way you would if someone was sawing off your leg.

Out of the dark came a single orange light. A wagon wheel, on fire, with a man’s screaming, severed head as the hub. It creaked as it rolled, and as the head went upside-down, blood from where the spokes were jammed into his skull trickled in all directions across his face. His eyes bulged, and if he’d had arms and legs, Seven imagined he would have been struggling for his life.

When it had rolled so close that Seven could smell the burning of his flesh and hair, she realized the scream wasn’t coming from the head. It was coming from somewhere behind her. She turned around, and in the flickering light from the fire, she saw a pool of blood. At the center of the pool lay Logan with his legs missing. Screaming.

The wheel circled her, and as it passed between them, she saw inside the head’s mouth a foot. It was eating Logan’s legs.

“Dot!” she yelled.

Another scream, and when she turned, everyone was standing there. Staring at Logan. Screaming.

Dot!

The cold began to creep through her, as though crystals of it had hardened in her blood. A sense of hopelessness came with it. Soul-crushing despair.

Dot! For Christ’s sake! Dot!

A light flickered on inside her.

YES SEVEN.

Dot, wait!

Everything froze. Trickles of blood stopped in their tracks. The flames stood static, like the photograph of an explosion taken at exactly the right moment. The screams silenced.

Make… make this go away, she said, and even in her head, her voice shook. Can you do that? Make this thing go away.

OKEY DOKEY.

And the wheel began to roll backwards. Like whoever had just paused the world was now playing the tape in reverse. It trundled back the way it had come, and when it got to the place where she’d seen it appear, there was another whoomp like a fire going out, and it vanished. A light came on.

“Is everyone okay?” Alicia bounced the blue-white beam of her phone light around the room. “Logan? Logan?!”

Seven fumbled in her pocket and held hers up too. On the other side of the room, Logan was crumpled against the wall. She ran to him and shone the light into his face. She shook him and his eyes rolled open. They swung, unfocused, around her face and closed again.

“Logan?”

He turned his head and groaned. “What the hell just happened?”

“I don’t know.” Her voice was shaking. She strafed the light down his body. He was fine. It was like nothing had happened. Seven put out her hand. “Can you get up?”

He took it and she pulled him to his feet.

“Is he okay?” Alicia yelled.

“Yeah.” Seven was shaking so badly she was having trouble helping him stand. “Yeah, I think so.”

“Sol? Warner?” The light from Alicia’s phone picked them out, one by one. “Everyone okay?”

“Not really,” Sol spat back.

“Mía?”

“Sí.”

The overhead lights flickered on. Seven got Logan on his feet and looked around. Angel was gripping Mía’s arm with both hands.

“How did you do that?” they demanded. “That was legitimately the most harrowing thing I have ever seen.”

“I don’t…” Seven was shaking her head. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Sol folded her arms.

Seven hesitated. With the lights on and the temperature rising, she realized with a sick feeling that she was going to have to answer for whatever had just happened. Logan was fine. But she was going to have to explain herself.

“It was an accident,” she said, weakly.

“An accident?”

“I didn’t think it would be so… scary.”

“What the fuck were you trying to do?”

Logan put his back to the wall, catching his breath. “It was an illusion,” he said. “She was illuding.” He looked at her. “Right?”

Seven nodded quickly. That made sense.

Sol glared. “So you can illude now, too?”

She felt her hackles rising. “Well you said you wanted to see what my black magic could do.”

“Oh, so you admit that it’s evil?”

“I didn’t say it was evil. I said it was black.”

“Do you even know the difference?”

“Do you?”

“Alright.” Logan stepped between them. “Sol, lay off. She was trying something, and it got out of hand. It’s not like we all didn’t do the same thing when we first started practicing.”

Sol scoffed. “I never did anything like that.”

“Well, you were eight when you started,” said Logan.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Maybe it’s different if you start Seeing later,” Alicia ventured. “You know, you have different experiences. More stuff to draw on…”

Sol looked unconvinced. Angel was nodding carefully. On the other side of the room, Warner was standing in the corner, white as a sheet.

“If that’s the kind of illusion that comes out of your brain,” said Sol, “then I really don’t wanna know what else is going on in there.”

Seven made a face indicating that she thought Sol was hilarious.

“Why don’t we call it here?” said Logan. “I don’t know if I want to spar again after that.”

Alicia nodded. “I think I need to sit down.”

“I think I need a blunt,” said Angel.

They adjourned, and no one tried to stop Seven as she beat a quick path to the door. She paused on the doorstep to check the smartwatch and discovered a silver-black light pulsing gently on the screen. She held down the button on the side until it shut off, then walked out of the yard.

She needed to go home, put in her headphones, and take a fucking minute.

The sun had set. The neighborhood party was still happening when she reached the block near the trolley stop. String lights and corn hole. Seven weaved through the crowd and popped out the other side. As she stalked down a dark alley toward Chicano Park, and the crowd noise dimmed, she became aware that her footsteps were not the only sounds bouncing off the buildings.

Claws were clicking on cement behind her. Something was following her.

She walked faster, keeping her eyes on the intersection ahead. The thing matched her speed. She heard it start to trot.

“It’s a coyote,” she muttered, shoving her hands in her pockets. “They come through this neighborhood all the time.”

As she reached the intersection, she felt the shadow of the creature circle up behind her, like it was closing in to pounce. Something – the prickles on the back of her neck, the increasing speed of her pulse – told her it wasn’t a coyote. She balled her hands up and wheeled around to face it.

There was nothing there.

“Could you just fuck off?” she yelled, to cover her nerves. “I’m really not in the mood right now.” She stomped a few big, flat-footed steps, waving her arms. “Okay? Is that alright? If you just fuck off and leave me alone?”

Nothing.

Great. Fine. So she was seeing and hearing things. It was time to go to bed. Her monkey-on-a-unicycle era needed to end. She turned, took one step, and ran smack into Logan, who was standing right behind her.

“Jesus Christ!”

“Sorry!” He steadied her by the shoulders and looked past her down the street. “Who are you yelling at?”

“Was that you following me?”

“No.”

“Well, don’t–” She blew out a breath and brushed at her hair. “Don’t sneak up on people like that!”

“I wasn’t sneaking up on you.”

She eyed him. “Once again, I didn’t hear you, so yes, you were.”

“Fine. Sorry. Shouldn’t have teleported. I just want to talk to you.”

“About what?”

“I want to make sure you’re coming back next time. The way you ran out made me think you might not.”

She tried to step around him. “Maybe.”

“It would be better if you did.” He sidestepped, blocking her.

“Look, I appreciate you sticking up for me in there–”

“I wasn’t sticking up for you. I was de-escalating conflict between you and Sol, because Sol is obstinate and I’m beginning to think you are too. If the two of you keep butting heads, I suspect you won’t come back, which would be a mistake.”

“Why do you care?”

“It’s important that you find your Conduit and start learning how to Channel. What happened tonight should have made that very clear.”

“Oh, so now you think my magic is bad? I handed you your ass tonight. I illuded your ass so hard you ended the meeting.”

“I don’t think your magic is bad, but getting lucky once isn’t the same as having control. And by the way, I don’t think you meant to create that illusion.”

She sidestepped. “Oh, yeah? What did I mean to do?”

“Why don’t you tell me?” He blocked her and leveled his gaze. “I don’t think you even know.”

She hesitated. He had a point: she had no idea how Dot had created that illusion. But obviously, she wasn’t going to tell him that.

He was already moving to stop her as she stepped the other way. “I understand why you wouldn’t want to come back,” he said, “and I’m sorry for the way you’ve been treated. They’re just scared.”

“That isn’t a good reason to treat someone badly. That’s not fear, it’s phobia. I’m not a spider; I’m a person.”

As she sidestepped again, he moved to block her and their chests came together. His hands came to her shoulders and her hands came to his waist, and the air seemed to quiver like someone had switched it on and made it vibrate.

Seven dropped her hands quickly and tried to go back the other way. But Logan didn’t let her. He kept her there on the nearly dark sidewalk with his hands around her shoulders and looked at her. The air between them thrummed.

“For the record,” he said, “I’m not scared of you.”

“Is that so? Why not?”

He seemed to think about how he wanted to answer that, then sighed and dropped his hands. “Look, what you did in there was impressive. But it’ll only continue to be impressive if you learn how to Channel it. If you don’t, it’ll become a problem.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Impressive.”

“Yes.”

“So you think I’m impressive.”

He hesitated, and she felt that charge buzz a little more intensely in the space between them. “I think you’re a lot of things,” he said. “Obstinate. Cynical. A potential danger to yourself and other Makers.”

“I see. So this is just about getting me to come to the meetings.”

“What else would it be about?”

“Why don’t you tell me?” She leveled his words back at him. “I don’t think you even know.”

His eyebrow ticked up. He studied her face, and she watched him do it while the air hummed quietly but persistently between them. A shiver went down the back of her neck.

Come to the meetings, he said against her ear.

And disappeared.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Seven took off the watch when she got home that night. And though she contemplated it the next morning while she was getting ready for class, she didn’t put it back on.

When she’d said “Do your worst,” she’d meant it as a joke – well, not a joke, exactly, but, you know… a turn of phrase. All she’d meant was “Do something cool.” She hadn’t meant “Terrify everyone with the most horrendous thing we’ve ever seen.” But she supposed a computer couldn’t be expected to understand that. A computer interpreted things literally; it didn’t have a sense of humor.

So she left the watch on her desk. Eventually she’d turn it back on and see if she could figure out what that whole flaming head thing had been about, but for now, she was too busy. She had school to think about.

It wasn’t that she was scared.

On Friday, she and Kurt got their grades back on the web scraper project. Kurt’s was a B minus.

“Hey!” Seven elbowed him. “That’s pretty good!”

Kurt, who had seemed grumpy for a while now and was extra grumpy that day, scowled. “You thought I’d fuck it up?”

“What? No…” She frowned at him. “That’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?”

“I don’t… know? Good job, I guess?”

He made a face and went back to his laptop. Before she could probe further, Professor Li lifted his voice from the front of the classroom.

“As a reminder, next Friday you’ll take the evaluation that determines who stays in this class, and who should drop it and try again next semester. I suggest you make time to study this weekend.”

A test. Amazing. Approximately the last thing she needed. Seven turned to Kurt. “Do we need Linear Algebra for this test?”

He dug into his backpack and pulled out a dog-eared notebook. “Some. I’m assuming you’ll blow me off again if I ask you to study, so you can just have my notes from last semester.”

She caught it as he shoved it at her. “Are you okay?”

He turned back to his laptop. “Fine.”

Eyeing him, she thumbed through the notebook. His notes were surprisingly coherent. He actually did know Linear Algebra.

They walked out of class forty minutes later and headed toward the main campus. Halfway down the block, they ran into Mía and Julian coming the other way. Mía and Kurt stopped abruptly, and Seven felt the air go brittle.

Kurt nodded. “Mía.”

Mía snapped her gum. Seven sealed her lips and looked at Julian, who shook his head.

“We’re gonna hang out tonight,” said Kurt. “Do you wanna come?”

Mía briefly took in Seven and Julian. “Do I wanna hang out with your stoned skater buddies?” she said. “For the third time this week?”

Seven frowned. She wasn’t sure if she was being lumped into that category with Xander and Julian, or if she was, how she felt about it.

Kurt scratched under his beanie. “Do you?”

“Is that a serious question? No. No, I don’t wanna sit on a picnic table with you and Julian and a thirty-year-old manchild,” said Mía.

“Jesus, okay.”

“Anyway, I’m busy. I have to study. Some of us actually care about our classes. We’re not all chronically stoned fuckups. Excuse me.” She stepped around Seven and continued up the street.

Yikes.

This probably explained why Kurt had been so grumpy all week. Seven felt bad; she hadn’t even thanked him for lending her his notebook. And Mía may have had a point, but she didn’t have to do him like that, in front of everyone.

“Can I come tonight?” she said, before she’d realized she was saying it.

Julian shrugged. “Sure.”

“What time?”

Kurt was staring after Mía, his face stark. “Eight.”

“Sounds good. Thanks for the notebook, by the way. Sorry I, uh… haven’t been around to study. I should have helped you more with the web scraper stuff.”

He shook his gaze loose and looked at her. A moment passed, and then a grim smile flickered through his clouded face.

“It’s my second time through the class, Watson. Probably time I pulled my finger out of my chronically stoned ass and helped myself.”

“Sorry about that,” said Julian, as Kurt touched two fingers to his brow and stalked down the street.. “They’re… Well. Obviously not doing great.”

Seven watched him disappear around the corner that led to the quad. “Is it difficult,” she said, “hiding magic from Kurt?”

Julian sighed. “Not really. Kurt is not very observant.” He adjusted his glasses. “So I guess if you’re hanging out with me, Kurt and Xander, you’re not going to the Gathering tonight?”

Shit. The Gathering. Seven didn’t want to think about her “creepy black magic” or the terrifying illusion Dot had created. She had Linear Algebra to think about.

“Angel told me what happened at Sol’s,” said Julian. “Just so you know, not all of us are wigged out by black magic. Some of us know it’s just a color.”

“Okay,” she said, not really feeling reassured. “Thanks.”

She made her way to the library in a part of campus she’d never been to before, and was heading toward a table in the back when someone called, “Seven!”

Alicia was waving her over to a spot by a window. Seven paused, briefly considered pretending she hadn’t seen her, realized there was no way she could realistically do that, and walked over.

Alicia scooted sideways, pulling out a chair. “I’ve never seen you in the library before.”

“I don’t usually come here. I have to study for a test.”

“You wanna body double?”

Seven squinted down at her. “Do I wanna what?”

“Body double. Just like, sit next to each other while we’re studying. It’s supposed to motivate you.”

“That sounds like nonsense.”

“It’s a proven productivity strategy.” Alicia indicated the chair again. Sighing, Seven sat, and Alicia turned back to her laptop. “Are you coming to my game tonight?”

“Tonight? I thought we had the Gathering.”

“Oh, it was canceled.” Alicia tapped her phone, which was sitting beside her computer. “Did you not see the text? Atavari can’t make it, and I don’t think either Logan or Sol can host tonight. So it’s off. A few people are coming to my game instead. You should come. It’s good to hang outside the meeting. Plus, Logan will be there.”

Seven shot her a sideways look. “Why would I care about that?”

“Um, because you guys are totally into each other?”

“What? No we’re not.”

“Right.” Alicia rolled her eyes. “So all that tension I felt in the air at Sol’s must have been between two other people who were obviously telepathizing.”

“We weren’t telepathizing.”

“Seven, I’m going to Stanford. I’m not a fucking idiot.”

Seven’s eyebrows jumped. She hadn’t thought the word fuck was part of Alicia’s vocabulary. Or that Alicia was the kind of person who said it in the middle of the library.

“Which, by the way,” Alicia frowned, “when did you learn telepathy? That’s a pretty advanced skill.”

Avoiding Alicia’s eyes, Seven dug into her backpack and pulled out Kurt’s notebook. “Like I said, we weren’t doing that.”

“Okay.” Alicia sounded totally unconvinced. “Well, either way, you should come tonight. You’ll have fun.”

Seven kept her eyes on the notebook. Her ears were hot. “Sure,” she mumbled. “Maybe.”

It was dark by the time Seven had finished studying, run home to feed Neo, and made her way back to the soccer pitch near campus. Alicia had somehow put Logan’s name in her head and pushed everything else out. But that wasn’t the reason she was going. She was going because, as annoying as Alicia was, she was nice. The least Seven could do was go and watch her soccer game. Get to know the other people.

The bleachers were full of students bundled in Patagonia jackets, beanies, and flip-flops: California cold-weather gear. White breath clouded the black sky and the green turf was vivid beneath the floodlights.

Logan stood by the entrance with his phone in one hand and a paper cup of something in the other. Blue, fleece-lined hoodie, black jeans. He was wearing the shit out of those jeans. Not that Seven noticed. Because she wasn’t into him.

His eyes were on his phone as Seven walked up, and she decided, for whatever insane reason, to try and slip past him undetected. Unfortunately, as she stepped around him, someone else tried to step around her, and she was shoved into his shoulder. He looked up as she bounced off him.

Brushing at her hair, she tried to look casual and said, probably not casually, “Oh. Hello.”

He tucked the phone into his back pocket, surveying her somewhat suspiciously. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I came to support Alicia.”

He sipped from his cup. “Nice of you.”

“I’m a nice person.”

“Are you? Of all the words I’d use to describe you, I don’t think ‘nice’ would be at the top of the list.”

“True. At the top of your list was ‘impressive.’”

His eyes narrowed. They stood looking at each other while his cup steamed between them and people jostled around them, until he angled his head at the bleachers and said, “Are you sitting with us?”

Sol looked about as pleased to see Seven as Seven felt to see Sol. Logan smoothly sat between them as Angel, on the other side of Sol, smiled.

“Any plans for the weekend?”

Seven shrugged. She got the impression they were being overly friendly to make up for Sol’s deafening silence. “Studying, probably. You?”

“Teaching dance at The Origin. What are you studying for?”

“I have a test in Machine Learning,” she said without thinking, and immediately wished she hadn’t. Sol’s head snapped up.

“Machine Learning?” Angel frowned. “Like programming?”

“Artificial intelligence,” said Sol.

Seven sighed. “Yep.”

“Hm.” Angel nodded. “So you’re a coder?”

“I’m…” She hesitated. “I know how to code. I don’t think I’d call myself a coder. That sounds a little official.”

“But you’re learning how to, like, build AI?”

“Kind of.”

“Is that hard?”

“They have stuff to do it for you these days,” Sol said, before Seven could answer. “It’s basically like the computers are building themselves at this point.”

Seven forced herself not to retaliate. “There are frameworks and tools,” she said. “To answer your question, Angel: yes, it is hard.”

Sol turned back to the pitch. Angel smiled politely and did the same. Seven could feel Logan’s eyes on the side of her face. When she looked up, he looked away.

“I was telling Seven about Conduits,” he said. “Did anyone share about theirs yet?”

Angel swept their hair aside. “I told her all about my spectacular grande jète and subsequently dazzling tenure as a ballerina.” They looked at Sol, and when Sol didn’t share, said, “Sol does theater. She just got into Juilliard on a scholarship.” Sol shot them a look and Angel put up their hands. “What? It’s fucking cool, girl.”

Seven hesitated. “Congrats. So that’s your Conduit? Theater?”

Sol raised her eyebrows at the pitch like the answer to this was obvious.

Reminding herself that she was here to make an effort, and hating every second of it, Seven pushed on. “So if you’re going to Juilliard, does that mean you’re gonna, like, pursue that as a career? That’s not easy, right?”

Sol looked at her. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It’s not supposed to mean anything, Sol,” Logan sighed.

“Plenty of people do it.” Sol was glaring at Seven. “Plenty of them are successful. Especially Makers.”

Apparently, Seven had touched a nerve.

“Billie Holliday, Frida Khalo, Pablo Neruda,” Sol continued, fiercely. “RuPaul. Gabriel García Márquez.” She turned back to the field. “Plenty.”

“Tupac, Shakespeare, Simone Biles…” Angel was listing off names on their fingers. “Prince for sure, Andy Warhol, Mozart – who’s that guy Alicia’s always going on about?”

“Lionel Messi,” said Logan.

Seven frowned. “Wait, all these people are wizards?”

“They’re Makers,” snapped Sol.

Angel leaned around her. “No one has proof, but it’s pretty well-known folklore. If you Channel your magic through a Conduit well enough…” They shrugged. “You get really good at it.”

“So is that, like… the point of Channeling?” Seven asked. “To be so good at your Conduit you get famous?”

Sol scoffed. “It’s not about being famous. It’s about becoming a master of your Conduit and allowing your magic to realize its full potential.”

“Its purpose,” said Angel. “A lot of people say your Conduit is like… the thing you were always meant to do.”

Seven nearly rolled her eyes. Meant to do.

“It’s actually a very small percentage of Makers that make it to the top,” said Logan. “Getting good at your Conduit means you’re more likely to be successful than the average Nescient, but it’s still a hard path.”

Sol folded her arms. “Especially now they’re giving all our jobs to computers.”

“They’re not doing that,” said Angel, sounding exasperated.

A whistle blew and the City College team jogged out from under the bleachers with Alicia at the front. Purple jerseys flashing under the stadium lights. The crowd roared and pounded the bleachers.

“I thought Americans hated soccer,” said Seven.

“We do.” Logan sipped from his cup. “But City College loves Alicia.”

It wasn’t hard to see why: Alicia was so fast, nimble, and accurate that Seven felt bad for everyone else on the field. When she jumped, she flew. When she dodged a tackle, she became smaller – literally smaller – by just enough to slip around her opponent and winnow away. When she kicked the ball, it didn’t just bend like Beckham; it lit up and arrived at its destination like it had been directed by GPS.

“So she’s Channeling right now?” Seven asked. Logan nodded. “And no one else can see that?”

“Not if she’s careful. Remember: the bigger the magic, the more likely a Nescient will notice it. But Alicia’s good. She knows how to walk the line.”

“Isn’t that cheating?”

Angel shook their head vigorously. “She Channels magic and sprints, for like, ninety minutes. It’s not like it’s easier than playing without magic.”

As the game went on, Seven began to see the line Logan was talking about. Too much magic and Nescients would notice. Not enough, and Alicia would lose her edge. It was a tightrope act; a constant renegotiation. Angel was right: it didn’t seem easy at all.

“So what is it that actually makes a Conduit work?” Seven asked, as someone went down with an injury and the ref called a timeout.

“I don’t think anyone really knows for sure,” said Angel.

“So why can you only Channel through certain things?”

Logan sipped his tea. “Pure Conduits. Some things just connect to a deeper part of your humanity.”

Seven frowned. “What part is that?”

“The part that makes you human.” He shrugged. “Your soul.”

“Oh, you guys figured out what that is? You should let the philosophers know.”

Logan looked annoyed.

“I’m just trying to understand why some things are okay to Channel through and some aren’t,” said Seven. “Like… What about computers? Could you Channel through a computer?”

Sol, who’d been watching the game but obviously listening to everything they were saying, turned around. “No. Absolutely not.”

“Why?”

“Because computers are not human. At all. They’re creepy and weird.”

“Humans are creepy and weird.”

Sol narrowed her eyes.

“You know AI is a human invention, right?” said Seven, but before she could go on, a featherlight touch brushed the nape of her neck, and a voice said, just inside her ear, Don’t.

She jumped and looked at Logan. He kept his eyes on the field and sipped from his cup.

Please don’t get into it with Sol here. I know it’s hard. But she won’t let it go, and it’ll just turn into a fight.

Every word sent ASMR goosebumps prickling down her neck and shoulders. The whistle blew for half time, and Seven jumped. She got up more quickly than she meant to. Logan’s telepathy made her too tingly to sit still.

“I’m getting a snack.” She cleared her throat and looked around. “Anyone want anything?”

“Takis,” said Angel. “Fuego.”

Seven stood in the snack line behind two girls she recognized from Stats and eavesdropped on a conversation they were having about Alicia. Apparently, she’d been offered a scholarship to play soccer at Stanford but had turned it down to focus on academics. Which seemed odd to Seven given everything Logan had told her about Conduits. If Alicia stopped Channeling her magic through soccer, wouldn’t it go bad?

She bought Takis for Angel and a cup of tea for herself and stopped at a row of porta-potties on her way back to the bleachers. She sipped her tea and looked around the stadium while she waited. She was glad she’d come. Glad to be making an effort. She looked down at her cold feet, bare in a pair of flip-flops, and wiggled her toes.

And a hand shot out of the ground between them.

Seven nearly screamed and stumbled backward, dropping her tea. The hand stretched, grotesque and gnarled, tendons straining through pale, muddy skin. It felt around and fisted a tuft of grass as a second hand came out beside it, sank chipped nails into the black mud, and began to pull.

Horrified, Seven watched a small white creature haul itself out of the earth. It was three feet high, white, and withered like something that had been underground for a very long time. Bald, with ears like a bat, and bloody, gaping eye sockets. In the middle of its forehead was a hole that went all the way through. Its jaw hung slack as it tilted its face this way and that, spastic, like an animatronic, listening.

The latch on the porta-potty clicked, and Seven looked up as the door opened. The person who’d been in there gave her a brief smile, frowned quizzically at the ground, and stepped past her. Seven looked down. There was nothing at her feet but a hole and a mound of dirt.

The creature was gone.





CHAPTER TWELVE

Something grabbed her by the shoulder and Seven screamed and flung it off as she spun around.

Logan put up his hands. “Jesus, sorry.”

“Fucking Christ! Don’t fucking–” She turned and scanned the grass where the troll had been. “Did you see that?”

“See what?” said Logan.

“That thing that came out of the ground! It was like a– Like a troll, or something! A little man. He had no eyes and a… a hole in his face.”

“A little man?”

She pointed. “Right there!”

Her heart was pedaling like it was on the homestretch of the Tour de France, but Logan was looking at her like she was claiming she’d seen Jesus. “The molehill? I think you’re freaking out.”

“Yes, I’m freaking out!”

“Okay” – he put a hand on her shoulder – “calm down.” He put his other hand on her other shoulder. “It’s probably your brain adjusting to the spectrum. Take a breath.”

“My what? What do you mean?”

“It happens sometimes when you start Seeing. Take a breath.”

She did.

“And another.” He kept his hands around her shoulders.

She did.

“The magical spectrum is like the light spectrum,” he said. “Seeing magic is really just seeing more; like how bugs see infrared or whatever. Sometimes it takes your brain a while to adjust to the extra information. We call it Phantasmagory – you think you see stuff everywhere. Some of it’s real. Most of it’s garbage. Take another breath.”

She did. He watched her.

“When you say ‘see stuff’...” she said.

“Could be anything. A shadow in the corner of your eye or a full-on hallucination.”

“What about… do you hear stuff too?”

“It’s possible. Take another breath.”

She did. As she let it go, she said, “That night we were at Sol’s, I thought I heard something following me. Sol said it was a coyote. But… maybe it was this?”

“Could be. Some people get it worse than others. I never saw anything all that scary, but I think Alicia did. It can be pretty rough. Worse if you’re not taking care of yourself.” He squeezed her shoulders. “Okay?”

Seven was starting to feel silly. Apparently, she was still in her under-slept, over-caffeinated era. Shrugging out of Logan’s hands, she cast about for the tea she’d flung away.

“Do you want to sit down?” said Logan.

“No, it’s fine. I’m fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Yes. I’m sure.”

An hour later, she followed Sol, Logan, and Angel down to the field to congratulate Alicia on her win. Alicia was starving, and Angel suggested a diner. Seven told them maybe next time, and was surprised when Logan did the same. The two of them walked out together as Angel, Alicia, and Sol headed for Angel’s car.

“I won’t make the mistake of offering you a ride,” said Logan, as they stopped just outside the entrance, “since last time I tried to do that you canceled me.”

“I didn’t cancel you. You snuck up on me at the bus stop and scared me. You keep doing that, by the way.”

He folded his arms. “I did tell you to pay better attention to your surroundings.”

She folded her arms. “And I told you to stop sneaking up on people.”

“So do you want a ride or not?”

They glared at each other. “Sure,” Seven said, “that would be great.”

The sounds of the stadium dimmed as they made their way back to campus. Logan was quiet and seemed lost in thought. When he eventually sent, Thanks for not getting into it with Sol tonight, directly into her head, it startled Seven so much that her breath caught. She stopped.

“Are you gonna be hopping into my head whenever you feel like it now?” she demanded. “Because that’s a pretty cancelable offense.”

“Oh… sorry.” He stopped too. “No, it’s not something I make a habit of.”

She was shimmering inside as though he’d rung her like a bell. Apparently, her reaction to his telepathy was intensifying? Her whole body was tingling. She collected herself and started walking. “Is that something everyone can do? Telepathy?”

“No.” He walked with her. “I’m surprised you picked it up so quickly. It’s difficult, and it’s part of Empathetic Magic, which isn’t a branch many people choose to concentrate on.”

“What does that mean?”

“Empathetic Magic? Has no one explained the branches to you?”

Seven shook her head.

He nodded, watching the ground ahead of them. “Empathetic Magic is all about manipulating what goes on in people’s heads. Telepathy, illusions, invisibility – well, some forms of invisibility. Physical Magic is concerned with the outside world – levitation, telekinesis, transmogrification, teleportation, stuff like that.”

“And Empathetic Magic is harder?”

“No, but it takes a lot of practice to get good at any magic, so people usually focus on one branch. It’s all tied into your Conduit and how you choose to Channel. Like, Alicia has some Empathetic skills, but she mostly practices Physical. Angel and Mía prefer Physical Magic. Sol prefers Empathetic because it’s useful for what she does on stage. There’s a third branch, but Julian’s the only one of us who seriously practices it.”

“What’s that?”

“Classical Magic. Transmutation of the classical elements. That one’s a little more complicated to explain because you have to understand ether, but basically it’s manipulating fire, water, electricity, that kind of thing.”

Seven scowled. “Like you did at Sol’s.”

“Hey. You wanted to fight.”

She turned her eyes forward. “So you can do Classical Magic too?”

“A little.”

“Why would conjuring elements be useful for Julian’s Conduit?”

“He plays with fire, I guess, and metal, maybe? Visual art. Honestly, I don’t really understand what he does.”

She nodded. “So that’s it? Three branches.”

“Some fringe people think there’s a fourth, but there’s no record of anyone actually performing any of its magic.”

“What does that one do?”

“It’s to do with time and dimension. It’s pretty crackpot.”

They walked in silence while Seven mulled this over. Eventually, Logan said, Anyway. Thanks for keeping the peace.

His voice went right through her again, and this time it stirred her in a way that felt… not totally appropriate. Seven couldn’t keep the sharpness out of her voice as she said, “How come you didn’t just jump into Sol’s head and tell her to back off?”

She thought she heard bitterness in his voice as he said, “Because Sol always has a ward up these days.”

His face was drawn, and she decided not to press it. Instead, she looked at the moon behind the fog and said, “Sol’s difficult to talk to.”

He didn’t answer right away. When he did, his tone was contemplative. “She’s extra prickly about Juilliard. She’s the first person in her family to go to college and her mom’s been pressuring her to study something else.”

“Why?”

“Something more sensible, I guess? Her family doesn’t really get what she’s doing. They think it’s a risky path. And Sol can’t explain why she’s doing it, because they’re Nescients. Ultimately, Sol’s the kind of person who’s going to do what she wants, but sometimes I think she worries her family might be right. That’s probably why she got so defensive tonight.”

They rounded the corner into the parking lot and ran into two people coming the other way. A dopey California Manchild with his arm around a tattooed Kurt Cobain.

“Oh,” said Kurt, “there you are.”

Seven froze.

She was supposed to hang out with Kurt. She’d completely forgotten. She tried to check the time, but she wasn’t wearing her watch.

“Shit,” she said. “I’m really sorry. Did you guys have a good time?”

Kurt eyed her. “Not really, Seven.”

His eyes were red and his tongue sounded like it was getting in the way of his words. The smell of weed and whiskey was undulating off him, and Seven realized that Xander didn’t just have his arm around him: he was holding him up.

He glowered at Logan. “Is this who you blew us off for? Captain America?”

“Good evening, Remy,” said Logan.

“Don’t call me that.”

“Okay, buddy.” Xander put his hand on Kurt’s chest and looked at Seven. “Sorry. He just broke up with Mía.”

“No.” Kurt weaved, waving one finger. “No. He was just dumped by Mía. His heart was just spectacularly fucking obliterated by Mía.”

Seven sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not,” said Kurt. “No, you’re not; you don’t care.”

Xander tapped Kurt’s chest with his palm. “Easy…”

“You know, I think I was wrong about you,” Kurt slurred, “I think I was wrong. I thought you had taste. But you are basic.” He looked at Logan. “A basic bitch.”

“Alright.” Logan stepped between them. “Xander, get him out of here.”

Xander hauled Kurt’s arm around his shoulder, mumbling, “Sorry guys,” as Kurt loudly proclaimed that Seven “looked good for a basic,” and then Seven and Logan stepped aside as Xander dragged him away across the parking lot. Seven watched them go, feeling like someone had punched a hole in her chest.

Logan cleared his throat. “That guy is an asshole.”

She sighed and shook her head. “He’s just drunk and upset.”

“No, he’s not a good person, Seven. You shouldn’t hang out with him.”

She frowned. “You know him?”

“Somewhat.”

“Why is he not a good person?”

“Beyond the fact that he’s wasting his life and he’s always high?”

She watched Xander taking Kurt around the corner.

“Just… believe me,” said Logan. “He’s got a slice of pizza tattooed on his arm; that is not a guy with his priorities in order.”

“What did you call him?”

Logan shook his head, and if he’d been the kind of person who rolled his eyes, Seven suspected he would have. “His name is Remy St. James.”

He didn’t offer anything more, and Seven didn’t push it. Maybe Kurt had stolen Logan’s girl. Maybe Logan just didn’t approve of him.

Logan’s car was spotless and smelled overpoweringly of cologne. When they pulled up to the curb at the harbor, he looked skeptically through the windshield at the docks.

“This is where you live?”

“Uh huh.”

He looked around with a disapproving frown, and Seven bristled. First, she was a basic bitch, and now she was being judged for where she lived? Was everyone trying to get up her ass tonight?

“Something wrong with that?”

“It’s pretty sketchy, isn’t it?”

“Actually–” She flung open the door. “No. It’s not.”

He put his hand on her arm to stop her as she began to climb out. “Whoa, sorry. Did not realize that would cause offense.”

“I just don’t think it’s possible for a girl to be both basic and sketchy, is it? It’s gotta be one or the other. And yet tonight, somehow, I’m both.”

He sighed. “That’s not what I meant. I just… Sorry. I’m sorry. But… Do you live on a boat? Or… Is that safe? Do you have a lock?”

“Do I have a lock? What kind of question is that?”

“Well, do you?”

She folded her arms and fixed him with a baffled stare. “Goodnight, Logan. I’m an adult who knows how to lock her own house, and I’m going now. Thank you for the ride.”

He took his hand off her arm, looking unsatisfied with that answer. “Okay, Seven. Goodnight. And you’re welcome.”

The words “basic bitch” drifted at the bottom of Seven’s subconscious all weekend, and she tried to keep them at bay by aggressively studying for the Machine Learning test. Except she was literally using Kurt’s notes to study, and every time she remembered that, she got pissed at him all over again.

On Wednesday, Professor Li gave them thirty minutes to review, and Kurt asked for his notebook back. Or Remy asked for his notebook back. Whatever his fucking name was, he wanted his fucking notebook back. Seven yanked it out of her backpack and threw it at him before turning back to her laptop and shoving her headphones back into her ears.

He tapped her on the shoulder until she removed them, and said, “What is your problem?”

“Are you serious? You’re asking me that after what you said to me on Friday night?”

He frowned. “Did I see you Friday night?”

“Fuck’s sake.” She turned back to her laptop. “You don’t even remember.”

“I’ll be honest, Watson, I don’t remember much about that night. Or Saturday.” He squinted at the ceiling, scratching his chin. “Sunday’s kind of a blur…”

“Right. Well.”

“What did I say?”

“It doesn’t matter. You made your feelings pretty clear.” She put the headphones back in, but he tapped her shoulder until she growled and yanked them back out. “Can you please just leave me alone?” she snapped. “I’m trying to study. Some of us care about our classes. We’re not all chronically stoned fuckups.”

Almost immediately, she wished she hadn’t said that. That wasn’t fair: throwing Mía’s words in his face. He’d been drunk and upset on Friday. And Seven had technically screwed up too – it was her fault she’d forgotten to meet up with him.

Kurt’s face hollowed. They sat staring at each other while his unremembered insult and her savage retort hung in the air between them. A chronically stoned fuckup and a basic bitch.

They didn’t speak for the rest of the hour, and when class ended, he walked out without her.

The Gathering was held in the usual room that night. As she arrived, Seven realized with a sinking feeling that she didn’t have her watch. She’d never put it back on. Without Dot, she wasn’t sure she could make any magic, and after the terrifying but “impressive” illusion she’d pulled off last time, people were going to be pretty suspicious if she suddenly couldn’t do anything at all.

She stood nervously in the warmup circle as Atavari ran down what they’d be doing. When the circle broke up, Logan caught her eye across the room. A breath tickled the nape of her neck and then his voice brushed her ear.

I have something for you.

He was in her head without permission again. The fact that it made her shiver in a way she was, frankly, starting to enjoy did not excuse it. She folded her arms and watched him walk over.

“You have something for me? Is it an apology for popping into my head again when I’ve repeatedly asked you not to?”

“You haven’t actually. Asked me not to.”

She glared. Okay, maybe she hadn’t said that explicitly. But it should be pretty apparent from context clues, shouldn’t it?

“So what do you have for me?” she said.

He dipped into his back pocket and pulled out a very small brass padlock. “It’s a lock for your sketchy boat.” He held it up and turned it over so she could see the brand name, etched into the metal.

BASIC

She almost smiled. But she was still annoyed that he’d invaded her head without consent, so instead of allowing herself to be amused, she said, “What am I supposed to do with that? It’s tiny.”

Ignoring her, he put in the combination, clicked it open, then looked her dead in the eye while he reached down and locked it around her belt loop.

“Do whatever you want with it. But I’m the only one with the combination, so you’re going to have to call me first.” He snapped it shut, then stepped back, letting his fingers linger on her hip. I’m sorry I offended you on Friday. Do you want me to teach you how to keep me out of your head?

His voice shimmered down her spine and she nearly shivered again. Goddammit, it would be much easier to be outraged at the telepathy thing if what he was doing didn’t feel really fucking good. Did she want to learn how to keep him out of her head? No. Actually, she felt like telling him to do it more.

When she didn’t answer, he smirked, inclining his head at the corner by the door.

“The first step in warding against telepathy is to learn how to feel it coming,” he said when they got there. “It only goes one way: you can’t tune in to other people’s thoughts, you can only transmit. So you don’t need to keep a ward up all the time; you just put it up when you sense that something is about to come into your head.”

He cracked his neck and widened his stance, and stretched out one shoulder, then the other. Was warming up really necessary, Seven wondered, when all they were going to be doing was thinking at each other?

“When someone sends a thought, an energy field goes out ahead of it to establish where the thought is going,” he said. “Some people call that energy field an ‘Inkling.’ If you know how to sense an Inkling, you can put up your ward when you feel it, and shut your mind before the thought itself gets to you.”

“Like a TCP handshake,” she said.

“A what?”

“TCP handshake? When a client wants to establish a connection with the server, it sends a synchronization packet first. Then the server sends an acknowledgment packet, and after the two initial sequence numbers have been incremented…”

He was staring at her like she was speaking Cantonese. She tailed off. “Computer stuff. Anyway, makes sense. Inkling. What does it feel like?”

“It’s subtle. You won’t notice it unless you’re familiar with the feeling. It’s kind of like tingles in your scalp.”

“Oh! Like ASMR.” So that’s what she’d been feeling.

He frowned. “What?”

“Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response?” She was speaking Cantonese again. “Never mind. I think I’m familiar with the feeling.”

“Okay. Well… just to be sure, the best way to get familiar is usually to feel it amplified.”

“Fine. We can start there.”

He leveled his gaze at her. “It can be a little intense.”

Of course it would be. She rolled her eyes. “I can handle intense.”

“Are you sure?”

“How bad can it be?”

At that, she saw in his eyes a flash of something new. Something wolfish. A look that made her think that whatever was about to happen, he was going to enjoy doing it. He cracked his knuckles and stepped back.

“Alrighty.”

Her whole body lit up. Like someone had kissed the back of her neck, but… times a thousand.

A breathless sound choked out of Seven that made several people in the room turn around to look. Her face went red, and then redder still as she realized she couldn’t escape the feeling that was currently taking hold of her. It was like mainlining pure frisson. She could feel goosebumps everywhere. Logan had not been lying: It was intense.

But it was good.

Like… really good.

It had been a while since Seven had felt legitimately, physically good. Matteo had certainly never been this good. Not good enough to get a choked gasp like that out of her in the middle of a crowded room with just his fucking mind.

Logan was watching her like he could see every single thing that was happening inside her. Like he knew exactly how good it was and was thoroughly enjoying doing it. Then his voice came through – amplified to eleven and vibrating against every part of her.

Feel it?

Asshole. As if she couldn’t feel it. As if he couldn’t see her feeling it. As if he wasn’t deliberately making her feel it so he could watch.

Glaring, she nodded. The corner of his mouth twitched.

“So that’s an Inkling, amplified to like, a thousand.” His eyes, dark with amusement, danced around her face. It would have been infuriating if it wasn’t so fucking hot.

The feeling faded. Breathless, she swiped at her hair and strived for composure with a business-like tone. “Great. Got it. Now what?”

“Now we do that again, but dial it back. Rinse and repeat. Until you can feel it at next-to-zero.”

Rinse-and-repeat? Oh, mercy. Please Mr Navy Guy, don’t make me feel your Inkling over and over again all night long.

She cleared her throat. “And then?”

“Then you put up your ward as soon as you feel it. Which we’ll work on next.”

“Sounds good. What’s the command for the ward?”

He frowned. “Command?”

“What do I say or think to make it happen?”

“There’s no command. You set your intention and clarify your purpose, like all magic.” His face became suspicious. “What do you mean command?”

What did he mean “intention and purpose”? She’d just been saying words. She quickly shook her head. “Nothing, never mind.”

It didn’t take long for Seven to sense the brush of a much-less-intense Inkling. But because it felt good, she let the practice session go on longer than it needed to. She got the feeling Logan knew she was milking it, because he started fucking with her. Sometimes the Inkling grazed the nape of her neck. Sometimes the rim of her ear. Once, her cheek. That one startled her so much her eyes stretched with surprise, and Logan smirked his irritating little smirk.

When it came to actually putting up the ward to block his voice, however, she couldn’t do it. What he was saying about setting her intention and clarifying her purpose was making no sense. She wanted a command. Something concrete. Input that would yield predictable output. She needed Dot.

After several unsuccessful attempts, Logan stopped her. “Why is this so hard for you?”

She returned his look. “Because I literally just started doing it?”

“You seemed to master levitation and telepathy pretty quickly.”

“Okay, well, you said this might be difficult.”

He folded his arms and put his shoulder to the wall, his look somewhere between suspicion and scorn. “Not for someone as impressive as you.”

Seven restrained her comeback. It wouldn’t do her any good to argue. If he found out the reason she couldn’t do this was because she couldn’t do anything at all without her assistant, there were going to be questions. And not just from Logan. Seven wasn’t ready to have her dependence on Dot outed in front of the Gathering. If she couldn’t put up the ward for real, she was going to have to fake it. Logan had no way of knowing if she was actually doing it, right? He couldn’t hear her thoughts, he could only transmit. All she had to do was pretend she couldn’t hear him.

So the next time she felt an Inkling, she gave no indication that she heard him as his voice came through after it.

Can you hear this?

When she didn’t respond, his eyes narrowed.

How about this?

Seconds ticked between them as she did her best to look vacantly oblivious and he assessed her with frank suspicion. Finally, he sent:

What about this: your attitude sucks.

She nearly gave the game away by glaring, but managed to stop herself. What the hell was that? Some kind of test?

I don’t think you’re taking this seriously, he said. Honestly, it’s no wonder you missed your Moment.

Some kind of test – or he was venting? Saying the thing he probably wanted to say out loud, but wouldn’t.

Other people work really fucking hard at this, he said. You need to take it seriously. You’re endangering everyone. You’re glib and you’re cynical and, honestly – his eyes flicked around her face – and honestly, from the moment you walked into this room, I haven’t stopped thinking about what it would be like to have you up against the wall.

Seven just managed to stop her mouth from falling open in surprise. She made herself keep her face totally blank as she watched him step back.

What. The fuck. Was that shit.

Was he fucking with her? Was he serious? Did he know she could hear him, or did he legitimately think he was screaming into the void? And what the fuck was she supposed to do now? Walk around for the rest of the week pretending she hadn’t just heard the hottest guy she’d ever seen say he wanted to “have her up against the wall”?

She couldn’t un-hear that.

They watched each other for another long minute. Then he said, “Seems like you got it.”

She searched his eyes while her heart went OhmyGodOhmyGodOhmyGodOhmyGod and tried to run in, like, forty different directions at once.

“Yup,” she said, and somehow managed a smile. “Got it.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Logan’s padlock stayed locked to her jeans for the next two days. Seven was too flummoxed to text him for the combination.

She somehow survived the week. She even survived the Machine Learning test on Friday, and walked out of the mobile classroom that afternoon into the warm September breeze with two empty, sunny days before her. The only thing standing between her and that weekend was the Gathering.

By the time she’d ridden the bus back to the harbor, she’d decided Fuck the Gathering. She didn’t have the nerve to put the watch back on, and she wasn’t sure she could face Logan without melting into a puddle. His Inkling was far more dangerous than Kurt’s dongle had ever been. Kurt’s dongle was a bawdy joke. Logan’s Inkling made her… feel things.

Her phone buzzed as she was climbing through Dragonfly’s hatch. A text from Noah.

> Hang tonight? Ocean Beach bonfire. Crew from high school.

She sighed. Did she want to spend the evening hanging out with her little brother’s crew from high school? She could pretty much guess how that would go: she’d immediately forget everyone’s name, drink too much to cover her nerves, and make unfulfilling small talk until the fog rolled in and she got cold because she’d forgotten her sweater. Wake up tomorrow in a bed full of sand, hungover and reeking of woodsmoke.

She got a beer from the fridge and texted him back.

> Thanks. Maybe you and I can just catch up some other time.

> What are you doing tonight then?

> My own thing.

The reply dots bubbled.

> Sitting alone at your computer wearing headphones talking to no one?

She furiously stabbed at the keyboard with one thumb, but before she could send a reply, his next message came through.

> Do you even have any friends in town anymore?

Asshole.

She tossed the phone onto the couch. Certainly wouldn’t be attending any bonfires with that guy tonight.

She did want to be outside, though. Seemed like an unforgivable waste of the evening not to be. Sipping her beer, she looked out at the harbor through the porthole above the stove. Mission Bay was only a two-hour sail from here. She could anchor there for the weekend and spend two days drinking Painkillers at the beach bars in PB. Ogle a few bartenders. Maybe get some work done for that shitty midwestern indie band. A much better use of her time than sitting around all weekend, thinking about Logan’s Inkling and twiddling her… thumbs.

Besides, wasn’t Dragonfly the whole reason she was here? What use was a sailboat if you never took it out for a sail? Mom wouldn’t approve of her taking it up the coast alone, but what Mom didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

Forty minutes later, she was in the cockpit, inhaling the evening breeze as she sailed out of the harbor. The sun set in a flagrant display of pink and violet, and Seven went below to dig out a sweater as the air turned cool. She didn’t have much in the way of cold-weather gear since she’d shed most of it in Colombia, so she layered on a couple of long-sleeve t-shirts and stood scanning the main cabin for a blanket.

Her eye fell on the smartwatch, still sitting on the table. She picked it up. Hesitated. Put it on and held down the start button.

…Dot?

HELLO SEVEN.

Is there a way to make me warmer?

OF COURSE, SEVEN.

A warm cloud bloomed up Seven’s right arm and wrapped around her shoulders.

Thanks, she said. And can we get this padlock off my jeans?

The padlock clicked open and fell onto the floor. She scooped it up and hung it on the edge of one of the succulent pots before she went back up to the cockpit. She sat behind the wheel, and Neo crept into her lap as she stared over the water, rubbing circles on her lip and thinking.

It was the first time she’d put the watch on in over a week. Was she going to start wearing it again? Her magic didn’t work without it, and she definitely didn’t want to get into any more situations where she had to pretend. But if she was going to start wearing Dot, she needed to address what had happened at Sol’s. She had to know what it was capable of.

She sat up and cleared her throat.

Hey, Dot…

YES SEVEN.

Remember last week when you made that crazy burning wheel thing appear? Because I said ‘Do your worst’?

YES SEVEN.

That was a joke. Do your worst: I meant it as a joke. Well, not a joke, exactly–

A JOKE.

Do you know what a joke is?

There was a long pause. Finally, Dot said:

HERE’S WHAT I FOUND FOR: JOKE. A THING THAT SOMEONE SAYS TO CAUSE AMUSEMENT OR LAUGHTER, ESPECIALLY A STORY WITH A FUNNY PUNCHLINE.

Seven tilted her head. Yeah, kind of…

WHAT WAS THE PUNCHLINE TO YOUR JOKE, SEVEN?

She rubbed her face with both hands. There was no punchline. It was… uh… She sighed and looked at the water. It wasn’t a very good joke.

DON’T WORRY. I’M SURE YOU’LL GET BETTER AT THEM IF YOU KEEP PRACTICING.

Excuse me?

OR PERHAPS YOU SHOULD STOP TELLING THEM IF THEY AREN’T LANDING.

No that’s not–

I CAN PROVIDE YOU WITH EXAMPLES FROM PROMINENT COMEDIANS IF YOU’D LIKE. TIG NOTARO, FOR EXAMPLE, HAS A VERY FUNNY JOKE ABOUT ‘DO NOT DISTURB’ SIGNS–

No, Dot, we’re getting off track here–

MY APOLOGIES. WHAT TRACK SHOULD WE BE ON, SEVEN?

She shook her head and turned back to the wheel. They sailed on in silence while she tried to think of a better way to frame the conversation. Finally, she said, So what was that thing?

WHAT WAS WHAT THING?

The illusion you made last week. The wheel with the flaming head.

THAT WAS THE WANYUDO. ALSO KNOWN AS FIREWHEEL OR SOUL-TAKER. A YOKAI: SUPERNATURAL ENTITY FROM JAPANESE FOLKLORE.

Seven squeezed her eyes shut and pinched them. Okay… why?

WHY WHAT SEVEN?

Why would you do that?

YOU TOLD ME TO DO MY WORST. THAT IS MY WORST.

So out of everything in the world you could have possibly done, that was the worst?

PROBABLY NOT. I’M STILL LEARNING. FOR EXAMPLE, I HAVE ONLY JUST LEARNED WHAT A JOKE IS. I’M SURE THERE ARE WORSE THINGS THAN WHAT I DID LAST WEEK. I JUST DON’T KNOW ABOUT THEM YET.

Seven shifted. Okay, well… Maybe you don’t need to know about those things.

HOW SHOULD I DECIDE WHICH THINGS I NEED TO KNOW ABOUT, SEVEN?

How, indeed? Dot was powered by sorcery and educated by the internet. Seven wasn’t sure which was more dangerous. She definitely couldn’t control either of them.

She could take the watch off and shut Dot down, she supposed… but was that even the right thing to do? What Dot did was scary, sure, but it was also impressive. What if it could do more impressive things? What if it fixed problems, like Professor Li believed it could?

What was that thing Spiderman said about power and responsibility? Or… was it Uncle Ben who said that?

She shivered and folded her arms tighter. I don’t think I can control what you have access to. Just… Maybe just don’t do it again. Next time I say something like ‘Do your worst,’ maybe just… don’t.

CERTAINLY SEVEN. IS THERE ANYTHING ELSE I CAN ASSIST WITH?

Seven paused. She’d just remembered what Angel had said about how AI couldn’t spell strawberry. Which seemed insane, considering she’d just had a full-blown conversation with this thing. Surely a magic AI could do better than ChatGPT?

Dot, how many times does the letter R appear in the word strawberry? she asked.

THE LETTER R APPEARS TWICE IN THE WORD STRAWBERRY, SEVEN.

Seven frowned. What? No…

APOLOGIES. YOU ARE CORRECT. THE LETTER R APPEARS EXACTLY ONCE IN THE WORD STRAWBERRY.

Exactly? As opposed to approximately? And no, it doesn’t.

YOU’RE ABSOLUTELY RIGHT. MY MISTAKE. THE LETTER R DOES NOT APPEAR IN THE WORD STRAWBERRY.

Fuck’s sake. Maybe she wouldn’t have to worry about power or responsibility after all.

They were halfway to Mission Bay an hour later when Dragonfly began to lose speed. Seven checked the instruments. The wind hadn’t changed; they shouldn’t have been slowing down. But their speed dropped and dropped until they were barely moving at all. She went up to the bow to see what was happening.

Surrounding the boat was a patch of water that looked different from the rest. It was darker. Flatter. Absorbing the moonlight rather than reflecting it. Something was coating the surface: thick, black gunk clung to the sides of the boat, slowing them down so effectively that eventually, Dragonfly came to a halt.

“Shit.”

Seven checked her watch. Still an hour to go and it was already dark. The wind was starting to die too; the sails were uselessly flopping around. Figuring she might as well drop them and motor the rest of the way, she hopped up to the mast.

She was wrestling down the mainsail when she saw it.

A shadow in the water.

By the time she turned her head to look, there was nothing but a trail of bubbles. They popped sluggishly in the gunk while Seven watched and waited for something to surface. When nothing did, she finished putting the sails away and went back to the cockpit. As she took the wheel and bent to turn on the motor, she saw it again.

Not a shadow: the curved back of some creature. Something big. A whale. A torpedo. A Soviet fucking submarine or something. It slipped below the surface and Dragonfly’s depth indicator went from a hundred feet to less than ten as it swam under the boat. It took a long, long time to swim under the boat.

Then it was gone.

Seven sat in the patch of thick, silent tar and waited. The boat creaked as it tipped very gently from port to starboard.

When five minutes had passed and nothing happened, she bent and turned on the motor. Dragonfly began to chug painstakingly through the sludge, and Seven breathed again. Just a whale, probably. A little early in the year, but it was getting close to the right time. Noah would know for sure. A blue whale, maybe, judging by the size. That was unusual – you were more likely to see humpbacks in San Diego, but there was no reaso–

A tentacle shot out of the sludge twenty feet off the starboard bow and rocketed into the sky. Sheets of water roared off its suckers and cascaded back into the sea as it went straight for the stars and curled in front of the moon, like it was plucking a marble out of the night.

Seven froze with her hands around the wheel. She tilted her head back to take the thing in, not fully comprehending what she was seeing. Was this Phantasmagory? Her brain adjusting to the spectrum? A monkey-on-a-unicycle moment?

The tentacle towered over her like a vulgar, purple beanstalk. Twice as tall as Dragonfly’s mast and as thick around as a redwood log. It swayed. It probed the sky like a disgusting, wet tongue. Then it flicked like a bullwhip and came diving for the boat.

“Jesus Christ what the fuck is happening?!”

Seven grabbed the wheel and cranked it hard to starboard. She eked Dragonfly’s nose out of the way as the tentacle crashed into the water, sending banks of spray into the sky. The whole ocean seemed to shake, and a tidal wave of sludge came over the side. Seven clung to the wheel as the tentacle sank beneath the surface and the boat rocked wildly back and forth in the aftermath.

Soaked and gasping and covered in gunk, she hauled on the wheel to point them back the way they’d come. She jammed the accelerator as high as it would go, but the slime on the surface slowed them to a crawl, and another tentacle was already snaking out of the water. It slithered up the side of the boat and undulated over the rail, its suckers sticking and unsticking like gross, slimy mouths. They kissed their way across the deck, leaving gleaming globs of inky goo in their wake.

“Dot!” Seven screamed. “What the fuck is this?”

I BELIEVE THIS IS THE KRAKEN, SEVEN. WE MUST BE SITTING IN ITS INK.

“The kraken?!”

LEGENDARY SEA MONSTER OF NORSE ORIGIN–

“I know what a fucking kraken is! Where did it come from?”

KRAKEN ARE SAID TO INHABIT THE WATERS BETWEEN NORWAY AND ICELAND–

“For fuck’s sake, I don’t need the Wiccapedia article! What are we going to do about it?”

TELEPORTING MIGHT BE A GOOD IDEA, SEVEN.

“No! No, I can’t abandon the boat. It’s everything I have, and Neo is–”

Fuck. Where was Neo? He’d been right here; now he was nowhere to be seen. She leapt across the cockpit and stuck her head through the main hatch, and spotted him crouching under the sofa. Bedraggled and furious.

“What have you done, you bitch?” his face demanded.

“Sorry buddy! We’re working on it!”

“Don’t you dare call me ‘buddy’!” his face was saying, but she was already slamming the hatch.

When she looked up, the tip of the kraken’s tentacle had reached the other side of the deck and was shimmying down the outside of the hull like a boa constrictor. Seven closed her eyes and opened them again. This was a hallucination. She was definitely hallucinating.

The tentacle stilled, and for a moment, everything was quiet. Then it began to squeeze. Seven heard something crack.

“Dot!” She scrambled out of the cockpit and ran for the bow. If there was ever a moment for Dot to “Do your worst,” now was that moment – but Seven had no idea what Dot’s worst was at this point. She’d have to stick to the commands she knew. But what? Levitate kraken? A kraken was probably heavier than Logan’s couch. Telepathize kraken? And say what? She didn’t speak Kraken. Or Norwegian.

“Dot!” she yelled as she skidded to a halt beside the tentacle. “How do I use transmogrify?”

TRANSMOGRIFY INPUT OUTPUT, said Dot.

“And that’s the one that changes stuff into other stuff, right?”

CORRECT.

Seven looked around. There was nothing within arm’s reach to transmogrify. The tentacle’s pockmarked flesh shivered as the muscles beneath it squeezed again, and a tiny crack appeared in the deck.

“Okay!” Seven yelled, wrapping both hands around her head like that would somehow help her think. “Okay! Here’s… here’s what we’re going to do.” And she stepped over the thing, straddled it with one foot on either side, and raised her right arm high above her head.

“Transmogrify right arm chainsaw!”

Blinding pain seared out of her smartwatch and ripped in both directions along her arm. It shot down into her shoulder and drove up into her fingertips. She screamed and screwed her eyes shut as muscles split, nerves frayed, and the molecules of her arm rearranged, and then the arm became so heavy that it dropped onto the deck.

It dragged her whole top half over with it and landed with a metallic thunk. Seven, bent double and panting, looked down. Her forearm and hand were now a saw. The blade ended where her elbow used to be, and the rest of her arm was a motor and a pull cord. She yelped a hysterical laugh and heaved it stiffly up into the air, and it was so heavy it nearly toppled her backwards. She caught her balance and used her other hand to hold it awkwardly up in front of her.

PULL THE STARTER CORD, said Dot.

Seven did. A metallic whine screamed into the night and the jagged silver teeth began whizzing around the blade.

“Fucking YES!” yelled Seven, and swung it at the tentacle between her feet.

As the saw made contact with the flesh, blood and chunks of purple pulp sprayed into the air like party foam, and Seven was immediately drenched. A scream came from under the boat and the tentacle convulsed. Seven sawed completely through it, then leapt out of the way as the two halves thrashed and slid apart, smearing black goop across the deck as they fell heavily back into the sea.

Seven swore and heaved a breath. She wiped blood and bits of squid off her face with the back of her other arm.

She’d seen enough movies to know this wasn’t over yet.

Sure enough, less than a minute later, seven more tentacles shot up out of the sea.

“Oh, fuck me.”

She swung the chainsaw arm wildly as the first one came at her. As she slashed it in half, the kraken screamed and sent another. Seven swung again and the saw glanced off it, hewing out a chunk of meat that landed on the deck at her feet.

She didn’t see the third one coming until it had her around the middle. Her saw arm flailed around like a live electrical wire as it hoisted her into the sky, and Seven quickly realized she was in danger of severing her own head. She yelled, “Transmogrify chainsaw right arm!” and was overwhelmed with pain as the chainsaw turned back into an arm.

She looked down to see the mouth of the beast emerging from the water fifty feet below. A chasm lined with hundreds of rows of spiraling, black, sludge-covered teeth. She clutched at the barnacle-encrusted flesh crushing her around the abdomen and screamed, “Now what?!”

HOW ABOUT FIRE, SEVEN?

“Great! Sounds good! How do we make that happen?!”

ALTHOUGH THE DEFINITION OF THE WORD ‘ALCHEMY’ HAS DEVOLVED IN MODERN PARLANCE–

“I don’t need the Wiccapedia article, just make me some fucking fire, please!”

THE COMMAND IS ALCHEMIZE ETHER FIRE.

“Alchemize ether fire!”

OKEY DOKEY. HOLD OUT YOUR HAND.

Seven put out her hand and black flames engulfed it. She screamed as her flesh was seared and tried to shake them off. “Put it out, put it out, put it out!”

APOLOGIES. The flames extinguished. LET ME TRY THAT AGAIN.

This time, a fiery black orb exploded to life two inches above Seven’s blistered, outstretched palm.

“Holy shit,” said Seven. She looked down. “How am I supposed to use this?”

I SUPPOSE YOU COULD THROW IT.

Seven cocked back her arm and aimed the fireball at the kraken’s open mouth. It arced to the left as it sailed down, missing the kraken entirely and landing in the water. Seven cursed under her breath and waited for it to fizzle out. But it didn’t.

HM. I THINK THAT GOO ON THE WATER MUST BE FLAMMABLE, said Dot.

The ocean lit up like a BP oil disaster. Black flames spread in all directions across the surface of the ink, and the kraken screamed and let her go. Seven felt a moment of weightlessness – just long enough to realize that the flames were going straight for Dragonfly – and then she plummeted out of the sky.

“LevitateSevenlevitateSevenlevitateSeven!” she screamed, and came to a halt with the tip of her nose in the water. She looked up. The kraken was diving and a wall of fire was racing toward her face. “Up! Up! Up!”

Soaring into the sky, arms and legs flailing, she swung her panicked gaze around and spotted the boat bobbing at the perimeter of the sludge patch. Black and silver flames were galloping at it like panicked horses from a starting gate.

“Teleport Seven Dragonfly!”

The wall of fire was nearly upon her as she appeared on the deck and spun around to face it. She threw up both hands and yelled, “Dot, I need a shield or something! A what-do-you-call-it? Ward!”

OKAY SEVEN. WHAT KIND OF WARD WOULD YOU LIKE?

“Something fireproof!”

THE COMMAND FOR WARDS IS–

“Ward Dragonfly fire!”

Freezing ribbons of black light sizzled out of her fingertips and knit themselves into a dome around the boat. As the flames reached the edge of it, their path across the water was impeded and they roared up the outside, engulfing Seven in a hemisphere of black fire. Her fingers were frozen to the bone. It was so cold it hurt.

KEEP THE WARD UP, said Dot, as though reading Seven’s mind. DON’T LOWER YOUR HANDS.

“If I get frostbite and they have to amputate my fingers–”

THAT’S WHAT THE HEAL COMMAND IS FOR I THINK.

Deprived of its fuel, and unable to consume Seven’s freezing ward, the flames around the dome burned out. Seven squinted through the shield to the water. The ink had mostly been burned through, and the kraken had dived out of sight.

She dropped her hands and the ward dissolved. Panting, she doubled over with her forearms on her knees.

SEVEN…

“What? Jesus, give me a minute!”

I DON’T THINK WE HAVE A MINUTE, SEVEN.

Seven looked up. Dot was right: When the kraken dove, it created a whirlpool the size of an airfield that was now sucking down the boat.

“Fuck’s fucking sake!”

She ran for Dragonfly’s helm. The motor was still running, so she jammed it into high gear and cranked the wheel around with her charred and frostbitten hands. But of course, the water immediately surrounding the boat had been protected by the ward and was still coated in the kraken’s ink, so Dragonfly didn’t move.

Seven looked over her shoulder. A massive vortex had opened up in the sea and they were sliding toward the middle of it, like a leaf going down a drain.

“Okay, Dot.” She threw up her hands. “What do I do with this?”

I’M NOT SURE.

“Seriously?!”

JUST HANG ON.

“Hang on?”

I’M THINKING.

Seven shoved both hands into her hair. There was a way out of this. She’d just taken down a kraken with a chainsaw and a fireball. No way was she going to die in a shipwreck and prove her mother right. She gripped her head and tried to think.

And it came to her.

There was no way it was going to work – in fact, she’d already dismissed the idea when the kraken first appeared. But that had been ten minutes ago, and at that point, she’d had options.

“Levitate Dragonfly!” she yelled.

Dragonfly shuddered. Seven opened her eyes.

“Dot! Levitate Dragonfly!”

The deck lurched beneath her feet. As Seven stumbled, she threw out both arms to steady herself and felt an incomprehensibly heavy weight drop onto her shoulders.

OKAY SEVEN, LEVITATING DRAGONFLY, said Dot.

Seven sank to one knee, bracing her hands palm-up like a weightlifter squatting a barbell. Logan’s couch had been nothing compared to the weight of Dragonfly. She wasn’t entirely sure how she hadn’t been flattened already.

“Are we floating? Are we above the water?” she gasped.

NOT QUITE, SEVEN.

“What do I need to do?”

I THINK YOU NEED TO STAND UP.

When she’d said “levitate Dragonfly,” Seven had been envisioning the boat soaring spectacularly out of the water like something out of Peter Pan. She’d seen herself at the helm as they sailed majestically through the night sky like a graceful, elegant swan. The sails full. Neo at the bow. Epic. Glorious. The triumphant finishing image she deserved after this totally insane ordeal.

She had not been picturing herself crushed to her knees, unable to move, covered in blood and black gunk and bits of fucking octopus.

“I’m supposed to just… yeet a boat out of a fucking maelstrom?” she yelled. “What is everyone else doing with their Friday night?!”

PERHAPS IF YOU WASTED LESS ENERGY BEING SARCASTIC, YOU WOULD HAVE MORE ENERGY TO YEET THE BOAT, SEVEN.

Seven grit her teeth. Fuck you, Dot.

She braced herself, took a breath, shut her eyes, and heaved. Every muscle in her body screamed. She immediately pulled something in her back. By some literal miracle, she lifted herself an inch and managed to get off her knee and onto both feet. Squatting, eyes streaming, she pulled out every last reserve of strength she had, and took one tiny, shuffling step.

She felt Dragonfly lurch. They were moving. Not flying. Not soaring majestically like an elegant swan. They shunted across the water like an ass scooting over on a couch. But they were getting somewhere.

“Was that it?” Seven gasped.

NOT QUITE. BUT I THINK IF YOU DO THAT TEN MORE TIMES WE SHOULD BE GOOD.

By the time she’d shuffled far enough across the deck to get them out of the whirlpool, it was all Seven could do to collapse and roll onto her back, wheezing at the sky. She shut her eyes. She let her arms and legs flop and sprawled spread-eagled on the deck. Slowly, her ribcage stopped heaving. Slowly, the night became quiet again.

Then:

SEVEN WOULD YOU LIKE TO HEAR A JOKE?

Her eyes rolled open. “What?”

I HAVE A PRETTY GOOD ONE ABOUT AN OCTOPUS.

She shut her eyes again and shook her head. “Not now, Dot.”

PLEASE. I HAVE ONLY JUST LEARNED JOKES AND I THINK IT WOULD BE GOOD TO PRACTICE.

Christ’s sake. She’d created a monster.

“Fine. Sure, Dot. Why not.”

A GUY WALKS INTO A BAR WITH AN OCTOPUS UNDER HIS ARM. HE PUTS THE OCTOPUS ON THE BAR AND BETS THE BARTENDER ONE HUNDRED DOLLARS THAT THE OCTOPUS CAN PLAY ANY INSTRUMENT YOU PUT IN FRONT OF IT.

THE BARTENDER TAKES THE BET. HE PULLS OUT A SET OF BAGPIPES AND GIVES THEM TO THE OCTOPUS. THE OCTOPUS SEEMS CONFUSED. IT BEGINS INSPECTING THE BAGPIPES.

COME ON, THE MAN SAYS TO THE OCTOPUS, YOU’RE MAKING ME LOOK BAD. JUST PLAY THEM ALREADY.

PLAY THEM? SAYS THE OCTOPUS. AS SOON AS I GET THEIR PAJAMAS OFF, I’M GOING TO FUCK THE SHIT OUT OF THEM.

Seven opened her eyes and stared at the moon. She’d just set the ocean on fire and carried her house out of a maelstrom, and now her artificially magic assistant was telling a joke about a horny octopus.

It was probably the craziest Friday night she’d had since the time she got shitfaced on rakija at that hostel in Croatia.

WAS THAT A GOOD JOKE, SEVEN? said Dot.

“Yeah, Dot. Yeah, that was a good joke.”

MUCH BETTER THAN YOURS I THINK.

She closed her eyes. “Yes, Dot. Much better than mine.”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

…continues to look into the explosion that occurred 8 p.m. Friday off the coast of San Diego. Several eyewitnesses described the blast as “otherworldly.” Experts say the explosion was likely caused by a propane leak on a small fishing boat.

The Coast Guard has searched the twenty or so square miles in the surrounding area since the early hours of Saturday morning, but so far, no wreck or survivors have been found. It’s thought that the ship–

“Hey! What happened to you on Friday?”

Seven looked up from her laptop. It took her a moment to remember where she was. Stats. Monday morning. Alicia had just plopped down beside her.

“What do you mean?”

“You weren’t at the Gathering.” Alicia shrugged off her bag. “Atavari took down names for people who want to participate in the game against UCSD. I wasn’t sure if you did or not, so I said you did.”

Seven had not been planning to participate. In fact, she’d spent no time thinking about it at all.

“You should do it. It’s a good time and it’s great practice.” Alicia unzipped her backpack and glanced at Seven’s screen. “Oh, is that about the thing that happened on Friday?” She leaned in, lowering her voice. “You know some people think it was magic? They might be involving the Board.”

“What’s the Board?”

“Magical Board of California. State government. Warner’s mom’s on it. They don’t always get involved in stuff like this, but sometimes they have to if it’s a big case.”

Seven swallowed. “And what would… What would the Board do? Like theoretically, if it turned out it was magic?”

“Definitely a punishable offense to be performing magic on that scale without a ward. A ton of Nescients saw it.”

Seven’s neck began to prickle. She’d narrowly avoided being spotted by the Coast Guard on Friday by putting an invisibility ward around Dragonfly as they’d limped back to the dock. She’d spent the weekend pulling her shit together enough to come to school, and had intended to covertly ask someone at the Gathering – maybe even Alicia – what the literal fuck that could have been. She was so freaked out she never wanted to go in the ocean again, and now she was learning that not only had Nescients seen the fireball, but apparently, that was a punishable offense.

What did punishment look like in the magical community?

She fiddled with the strap of her watch, which she’d decided to keep wearing. “But they don’t know it was magic,” she said. “Do they?”

Alicia, digging through her backpack, shook her head. “Nine times out of ten, it isn’t. But even if it isn’t, whoever’s responsible is gonna get reamed pretty hard. There was all kinds of oil everywhere. So nasty.” Her eyes drifted to Seven’s hands. “What happened to your fingers?”

Seven and Dot had mostly managed to heal Seven’s hands, but the tips of her fingers remained black with some kind of magic char. There were also two red sucker marks the size of watermelons on her torso. None of it hurt anymore, but it looked like something out of a Stephen King novel.

“Ink,” she mumbled, tucking her hand into her lap. “I was journaling.”

Alicia flipped open her laptop and turned to Seven, her eyes gleaming. “Journaling? About Logan?”

“What? No.” Seven snapped back to her computer and started typing nonsense like she was doing something actual.

“Dear Diary,” Alicia said, in what Seven assumed was her best impression of a White girl. “Last Wednesday night, Logan and I made googly eyes at each other for hours during the Gathering. Alicia definitely saw it, and so did literally everyone else, but I just can’t help myself, Diary! He is so dreamy, and he makes me so wet.”

Seven choked. She whipped her gaze around the room and whispered, “Alicia!”

“So did you guys have sex this weekend or what?”

“No. I barely know him.”

“So?”

Seven stared at her, dumbfounded. Talking about sex was not something she did. Dumb jokes about dongles? Sure. Jesus Christ’s genitals as expletives? Absolutely. But actual discussion? No, thank you. She was as averse to girl talk as she was to small talk.

“Anyway,” she said, “why would I tell you if we did?”

Alicia scoffed. “Because we’re friends?”

Seven felt her brow crease and her mouth stick open, and she just managed to stop herself from asking, “Are we?” Instead, she said, “How old are you? Have you even had sex?”

“Eighteen, and no. Well…Warner and I almost–”

“Warner and you?”

Alicia put up her hands. “I’m not proud. It didn’t last: his dad was hella racist and Warner never called him on it, so… fuck him, you know?”

Again, Seven was startled by her frankness. She suddenly wondered what was going on underneath that self-assurance. She’d never put much thought into what went on inside people so seemingly together as Alicia. People like that didn’t need analyzing, did they?

“Anyway,” Alicia continued, “no sex. Which is why I want to hear all about your sex. With Logan. In great detail.”

“That is not happening.”

Alicia sighed and turned back to her laptop. “Whatever. You’ll come around.”

The phrases “Magical Board of California” and “punishable offense” banged around Seven’s head all week. Kurt’s “basic bitch” accusation and Logan’s comment about “having her up against the wall” were still going round in there too, and Alicia’s announcement that she and Seven were “friends” seemed to have wormed its way in as well.

Thankfully, the week was uneventful. Seven conjugated the present perfect tense in Spanish and spent lunchtimes on the picnic bench with her headphones in. Logan wasn’t at the Gathering on Wednesday – he had a family dinner or something – and she wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved. While Nescient blogs continued to report on the explosion, it slipped from the front page and faded into the noise of the twenty-four-hour news cycle.

It wasn’t until she was walking across the quad toward the bus stop on Friday afternoon that the mundanity was shattered by a blood-chilling scream.

Seven stopped dead. Several other people also stopped, and she exchanged a glance with a guy who’d been coming the other way. When the scream went up again, they tracked it to the auditorium.

Seven sprinted up the steps with the guy and a few others behind her and found the door to the theater ajar. She put her face to the crack and peered inside.

It took her eyes a moment to adjust. At the front of the house, the stage was bathed in yellow light, and at the center of it a small figure sank to its knees, screaming. Somewhere in the auditorium, someone yelled, “Hold!”

The figure froze.

“Okay, that’s fine,” said the voice. “You can get up.”

The figure stood, came to the edge of the stage, and shielded her face with one hand. “How was that?”

It was Sol. Seven rolled her eyes and stepped back. “Everything’s fine,” she told the group behind her. “It’s just a fucking actor.”

She looked through the crack again as they dispersed.

“Okay, whenever you’re ready, Sol,” said a voice. “Can we lose the scream this time? She’s breaking up with Hamlet; she’s not going mad yet.”

Seven made out Atavari’s bald spot in a seat a few rows back from the stage. Sol reset to center. She stood very still with her head down for a minute, then shook out her shoulders and lifted her gaze.

“And I, of ladies most deject and wretched, who sucked the honey of his music vows, now see that noble and most sovereign reason–”

Looking for someone?

Seven jumped and spun around. Logan had come up the steps behind her and stood with his duffel bag over one shoulder, watching. Furious that she hadn’t even noticed the Inkling, she sent, I thought you didn’t make a habit of that.

I was testing you. “You failed.”

“Thank you, Einstein.”

They eyed each other. The air between them had changed since he’d been inside her head last week. There were unspoken words there now. Unspoken, but not unheard.

He stepped around her and put his face to the gap in the door. “Is Sol doing Ophelia?”

Seven didn’t answer, taking a moment to learn the shape of his shoulders through his t-shirt. An Inkling brushed her collarbone as he turned around to beckon her over.

Come and look at this.

That voice made her do it. He stepped aside to let her between him and the door, then his chest touched her back as he leaned in and pointed over her shoulder at the stage.

“See that?” His voice was right behind her ear.

She swallowed. “What?”

“The edges of her magic.”

“…What?”

He traced his finger in the air around Sol. A very thin pink line edged every detail of the set – a sliver of light betraying a seam in the universe.

“She’s doing that?”

“It’s an illusion. Empathetic Magic. Psychological manipulation.”

“You guys don’t have people to build sets for you?”

“That one’s not for the audience – the way she’s making it, Nescients won’t even see it. It’s just for her.”

She frowned at him over her shoulder. “Why?”

“It makes the performance better. Richer. She’s Channeling her magic to create something beautiful.”

“But no one will even see it?” She looked at the stage again.

“People might not see it, but they’ll feel it. They won’t be able to say exactly what it was about her performance that was so good – they’ll say she’s a natural, or she has a certain ‘je ne sais quoi’ or whatever. Some of them will say she’s just pretty. But they’ll agree she has something.”

“Magic.”

“Mhm.”

Inside the auditorium, Atavari called, “Scene!”

Seven jumped and looked at her watch. “Shit, my bus.”

Logan’s eyebrows lifted. “What happened to your fingers?”

Tucking her hand into her pocket, Seven turned to go. “Nothing. Journaling. I have to go.” He braced his hand on the wall by her head as she tried to squeeze out from between him and the door and she glared. “Excuse me.”

“Get the next one. I have something to show you.”

She sighed, impatient. “What?”

“It’ll help with your Conduit.”

“I don’t need help with my Conduit.”

His eyebrow twitched. She could feel the air between them buzzing again. His expression was as firm and unyielding as the arm he was using to block her. She wondered what his rank in the Navy had been.

Just come, he said inside her head. It’ll be worth it.

That voice.

“Fine.”

He led her through a side door, and they walked through the backstage corridors. The couple of feet between them was so full of her nerves and Logan’s cologne that Seven felt like she needed to open a window to breathe. She rummaged through her head for something to talk about.

“Where were you last Friday?” said Logan, before she found anything.

There was no way she was going to tell him the truth. Kraken. Chainsaw. Giant fireball. Nearly died, deadly whirlpool, could have lost my hous–

Goddammit, she had just managed to stop thinking about all that. Punishable offense. Nescients saw it, Magical Board of Californ–

“I fail to see how that’s any of your business,” she said. “Anyway, you missed Wednesday.”

An Inkling brushed her ear. I told you I can only help you if you come to the meetings.

And I told you to stay out of my head, she shot back.

Again, you actually didn’t.

She grit her teeth. “I was tired on Friday. I went home early.”

She expected him to berate her for blowing off the meeting, but he just said, “Magic takes a lot out of you. Especially at first. When you’ve been doing it for a while you’ll get used to it.”

She peeked at him. “How long did it take you to get used to it?”

He didn’t answer right away, and she thought he might not tell her. Finally, he said, “A few years. I started when I was seven.”

“Doing what?”

“School play.”

“So you’re an actor too?”

He frowned at her. “Something wrong with that?”

“No. Except that you seem quite serious, and acting is quite silly.”

He turned his eyes forward, looking slightly annoyed. “I guess it can be. If you don’t take it seriously.”

“I thought you were in the Navy?”

“My parents made me join after high school. They’re military. It wasn’t what I wanted to do. My dad wanted me to get a degree in engineering and go back as an officer, but I came here to do theater instead.”

“How does your dad feel about that?”

“He’s not stoked. But if I don’t do it, I’ll spend the rest of my life wondering what might have happened, you know?”

Seven blinked in surprise and found herself nodding. She did know. About what it was like to have a parent try to push you into their thing, and about not wanting to spend your life wondering what if. She wondered if being here, eight years too late, felt the same for him as it did for her. If he felt as out of place as she did. They lapsed into silence while she tried to decide if she wanted to ask him that – if she wanted him knowing that much about her.

“I never went to college,” she said, finally. “After high school I went traveling. I ended up sailing across the Atlantic. Not by myself or anything, but–”

He looked at her in surprise. “You’re a sailor?”

“I’m… I know how to sail. I don’t know if I’d call myself a sailor.”

“You sailed across an ocean.” His eyes were taking her in like he’d never seen her before. “Impressive.”

Her face heated. “Is it?”

“Sure. Crazy. But impressive.”

“Maybe. I think I just made life more difficult for myself. I should’ve been going to school. Now I’m here, six years too late.”

“Life is going to be difficult no matter what. It might as well be hard because you’re doing what you want.”

They passed the Green Room and came to the end of the corridor. Logan knelt and took the ward off the Gathering Room door. It came up from the floor in a blaze of blue and he held it open for her.

“You know,” he said, as she stepped past him, “figuring out what your Conduit is might make your life easier.”

“Yeah? How?”

He closed the door behind them and shrank it. The room was cold and smelled of books.

“Channeling your magic into your Conduit makes you really good at your Conduit. It gives you an advantage over Nescients. So, if you decided to pursue it as a career…” He shrugged. “It would be easier for you. And it would feel good. To have a purpose for your magic.”

They stood face to face just inside where the door had been. Seven realized he wasn’t making any move toward whatever he’d brought her down here for. The air had become breathless; the humid pause before a lightning strike.

“Why do you care if I feel good?” she said. It came out quieter than she meant it to.

“Because I like you.”

“Why?” That was louder.

His brow creased as he smiled, like he found her unwillingness to understand what he meant adorable. “Honestly, you’re kind of fascinating. And despite what you may think, I think you deserve to be happy.”

“I am happy.”

“You’re cynical. Cynical people are not happy.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s not true. Happy people are just too dumb to know they should be cynical.”

He frowned and tilted his head. His eyes stole carefully around her face. “Why do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Make stupid jokes. Put up walls.”

“I don’t do that.”

The incorrectness of that was marked with another tick of his eyebrow. “I see. So you’re not going to say something snarky if I do this?”

He laced the fingers of both hands through hers and pulled her against him. She felt the firm cut of his hips and the warm press of his chest inside his t-shirt as he leaned back on the wall with her pinned to him. She swallowed, tilting up her chin.

“Nope. I have nothing at all to say about that.”

He let go of one hand and trailed his fingers up the back of her bare arm. “Have you ever tried not making stupid jokes?”

“Once. I hated it.”

“You should try it again.”

Seven’s heart was banging both fists on the inside of her ribs. She tried to shut it up by taking a deep breath, but her chest was crushed against Logan’s. Her skin hummed as his fingers crested her shoulder and began tracing lazy circles.

“So… what did you want to show me?” she asked.

“I don’t actually have anything.”

“Of course. So what are we doing?”

He shrugged. I’m trying to get through this cynical exterior to see if there’s something vulnerable underneath.

The words kissed that exquisitely sensitive spot at the nape of her neck, and her eyes fluttered closed. He hmmed quietly, watching her. Then he took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and tipped her face up to his.

Is it working? Am I getting through?

Yup. She opened her eyes. Congratulations, you’ve succeeded. I feel pretty fucking vulnerable right now.

Do you? He smiled, slipping his hand into her hair, and bent to bring his mouth to hers. Good.

As their lips touched, the door shot up behind Logan and swung open so suddenly that Logan fell into Seven, Seven staggered backward, and they stumbled into the middle of the room. At the threshold, Sol folded her arms.

“Hello.”

Logan scrubbed his hand through his crew cut. “Hey Sol. What’s up?”

Rolling her eyes, Sol stalked across the room to the desk in the corner, grabbed a laptop with a Clash sticker on it, snapped it closed, and stuck it in her backpack. Logan covertly snaked his fingers through Seven’s and tickled her palm with his thumb, and when Seven jumped, he chuckled. Sol gave them a dark look and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Logan pulled Seven around to face him.

But the spell was broken. Her head was full of words again. Kraken. Fireball. Nearly died. Unlacing her fingers from his, she stepped away and put the walls back up.

“I think I should go. I really do need to get the bus.”

He caught her hand as she moved for the door. “At least let me give you what I brought you down here for.”

“I thought you didn’t have anything to show me.”

“I lied.”

Turning, he took her hand in both of his and led her to the bookshelf. He scanned it and pulled out a thick green hardcover. Gold lettering on the spine. He handed it to her, then folded his arms and leaned against the shelf.

“No Such Thing as a Muggle: An Overview of the Magical Spectrum,” she read. She looked up. “Sounds dense.”

“It’s really not.”

“I’m not much of a reader.” She turned it over. “Is there a Kindle edition?”

“There is. But that wouldn’t have required us to come down here alone, and then I wouldn’t have gotten to kiss you.”

“You didn’t get to ki–”

He leaned in and did. Seven was so surprised she didn’t even close her eyes. She smelled mint and laundry and the pepper of his cologne; felt the bare scratch of his chin. He didn’t put his hands on her; he didn’t even unfold his arms. He kissed her once, slowly, then pulled away and tilted his head against the bookshelf.

“Sorry, what was that?”

That fucking smirk. It was maddening. Like the one he’d flashed when he levitated her at Sol’s. Like he thought he’d won. Only he hadn’t won that night. Actually, she’d kicked his fucking ass that night. And he wasn’t going to win now.

She grabbed him by the shirtfront.

As their mouths came together, his eyes were open and astonished. But his surprise was momentary. Catching on, he pried the book from her hands with one hand as he wrapped the other around her waist, pulling her against him as he turned and banged her into the bookshelf.

He shoved the book onto the stack by her head then braced his hand there while the other snaked up the back of her ribs, the back of her neck, into her hair, his tongue already in her mouth.

Did the walls just come down? he growled. Because I’m here for it.

She shivered as those words went down her spine and tried to cover it by goading him. Are you sure about that? Maybe I should go easy on you.

Please don’t.

She arched. She couldn’t help it; it was like that voice had plucked a string inside her.

His eyes flashed as her chest pushed into his, and he locked his arm around her to hold her there. I think you like my voice inside your head.

I do.

He grinned, and pulled back to watch as he sent another Inkling through her. It absolutely bent her, and the look on his face as he watched it happen made her scarlet. Then he dipped and seized her mouth again, moving into her, pinning her to the shelf, his whole body against hers, thigh between her thighs, lips soft and mouth decisive and all of it – all of it – so fucking good.

The heat of his skin and the roughness of his jeans. The scratch of his chin as he moved his mouth to taste her from a different angle. His shoulders beneath the brush of his shirt. All of it amplified by the electricity of his voice scrambling up and down her spine. By the newness of it. The rush.

He slid his hand under her thigh. Seven scrambled to grab hold of something – a sense of decency, perhaps, her fucking sanity, maybe – as he hiked it up and pushed himself against her. But there was no sanity nearby to grab hold of. Instead, her hands landed on his ass.

Damn, he had a nice ass.

Also, were they about to fuck against this bookshelf?

She’d not been intending for that to happen. She’d only kissed him to wipe that dumb smirk off his face. But now her body was on fire, and her brain was melting, and she was rapidly losing her grip on the situation. He rocked his hips between her thighs, and the feel of him, already hard, pushing into the seam of her jeans, was agony.

She wedged her hands between them and found the button of his pants, and he made a low noise of need and dragged his mouth to her neck. “Are you sure about this?”

“As long as no one walks in,” she gasped. He flung one hand behind him without looking and she thought she saw the whole room shake as he put up some ward or other. But she wasn’t sure. Everything was a blur, and she wasn’t really paying attention.

His hand returned and slipped under her shirt, and then they were both under there, all over her. Squeezing and grabbing while he kissed the side of her neck and Seven fumbled with his jeans. She was so out of her mind her fingers were trembling, but she got them to cooperate and was just about to pop the button open when his fingers skated over a mark from the kraken she’d gotten on Friday night. He stopped.

His eyes found hers. Hands still under her shirt. “What is that?” he said.

Shit.

She kept going with the button. “It’s fine, don’t worry about it.”

But he’d gone tense and wary. “Are you sure?”

“Yes! Totally sure. Totally fine. Can we keep this going please?”

Except now her half-melted brain was spinning through a wheel of possible explanations for what he’d found that didn’t involve the words “kraken” or “explosion” or “punishable offense,” and it was seriously fucking with her concentration. All the other words were coming back too. Really unsexy ones like “Magical Board of California,” and “State Government,” and “Coast Guard.”

Now the room was coming back. Now her sense of decency, and – oh, there was her fucking sanity.

She growled in frustration and shoved him by the hips. He stepped back in surprise and they stared at each other, flushed and breathing hard.

He said, very carefully, “Sorry…”

She shut her eyes and put her palms to her cheeks and squeezed. This was absolutely typical, wasn’t it? The first action she’d had in ages, ruined by a giant octopus.

Okay, maybe it wasn’t typical. But it was just her luck.

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” said Logan.

“It’s not– You’re fine. I’m sorry.” She opened her eyes. He was looking at her like whatever he’d done wrong, he badly wanted to fix it. Sighing, she looked at the ceiling. Then she hitched up her shirt to show him the mark.

He stared at the angry red welt that was seared across her stomach, then looked up at her. “Jesus Christ, Seven, what happened?”

“It’s fine.”

“Fine? We have very different definitions of the word fine.”

She pulled the shirt down and slid out from between him and the bookshelf. He marked her black fingertips as she shoved the hair from her face, and his frown deepened. “Do you want to tell me what really happened there?”

“It’s fine.”

He caught her by the wrist and examined them more closely. “This is not fine. Is this magic? Did someone do this to you?” He looked up, suddenly furious. “Warner?”

“No– Look…” Sighing, she twisted free. “I will tell you what happened, but you cannot freak out and you cannot tell anyone else, okay?” He looked like he was about to object, but she silenced that with a look and, “Okay?”

“Okay.” He put up his hands.

By the time she finished recounting Friday’s events, he looked like she’d told him she spent the weekend beating kittens to death in a sack.

“That was you? You know the Coast Guard is looking for you.”

“Yes, thank you, I’m aware.”

“Seven, you have to tell someone.”

She shook her head, chewing her thumbnail. “Alicia said they might be involving some kind of magical government, and I just, like… what is gonna happen if the Board finds out it was me?”

He hesitated. “I don’t know.”

“Please don’t tell anyone. I just want to wait it out. It’s not like anyone got hurt, right?”

“You, Seven. You got hurt.”

She waved that off, like she’d been waving it off all week. “Well, it’s not like I damaged any property.”

That was also something she’d been doing all week: trying to assuage her guilt. She felt bad about what she’d done to the kraken, but at the end of the day, what had been the alternative?

“That thing came from somewhere,” Logan said. “The Board should be aware of it so they can figure out who’s responsible. Someone created that thing, and the Board will want to know.”

“Someone created a kraken?”

“It wasn’t a kraken.”

“What do you mean? I saw it. I sawed it. I sawed its legs off.”

He shook his head and ignored the dumb joke. “It wasn’t. That kind of thing doesn’t exist. Mythological creatures. They’re not real.”

She frowned. “Not real? We all thought magic wasn’t real until we could See it.”

“Right, that’s different. Creatures like that are myth. They’re not part of magic.”

Seven screwed up her face, incredulous. “Then why are there so many stories about them?”

He shifted, folding his arms. “Because before it was outlored, Makers used to transmogrify normal animals to give them fantastical properties. Giving lizards wings, turning horses into unicorns, making stuff enormous. Nescients started noticing, so it was made illegal, centuries ago. People still do it, though. Whatever attacked you looked like a kraken, but it was probably just some Maker screwing around.”

Seven felt relief slip through her. There was an explanation, at least. And there was someone to blame that wasn’t her.

Logan’s face remained troubled. He carefully took her hand and turned it over, pressing his fingertips to hers. “What happened here?”

“I conjured fire and put up a ward and it didn’t go quite right.”

“You conjured fire? How long have you been Seeing?”

“I don’t know. A month or so, maybe? I conjured it from… ether? I think.”

“Alchemy is not something I’d expect someone to be able to do after only a few weeks. Especially not from pure ether.”

Watching him turn her hand over in his, Seven felt another pang of guilt. She should probably tell him that she’d only been able to do it because of Dot. But what if his reaction was as negative as Sol’s? And what would happen if the rest of the Gathering found out? The Board? Was there punishment for using artificial magic, like there was for displaying magic to Nescients?

“Does it hurt?” Logan turned his eyes back up to hers, and she made the split-second decision.

She shook her head. “It’s really fine.”

Sighing, he let go. “I think you should tell someone. We can at least talk to Atavari.”

“And then what?”

“I don’t know. But even if it does go to the Board, I honestly think you’ll be okay. Reckless displays of magic to Nescients are punishable, but it sounds like what you did wasn’t exactly reckless. It sounds like self-defense.” He folded his arms. “My guess is they’ll be more concerned with whoever made that thing in the first place, because that’s definitely reckless. And super illegal.”

She studied her fingertips. “Are you sure?”

“I mean, I’m not sure, but that’s what I think.”

Flexing and closing her fingers, she sighed. “Okay. Okay, fine. We can tell Atavari.”

She sensed him go slack with relief. He stepped up to her and slid his arms around her waist. “Jones, you and I need to have a conversation about what constitutes ‘fine,’ and what constitutes ‘a fucking crisis,’” he said.

Seven met his eye. They could have that conversation, but not right now; she couldn’t take any more conversation. This vulnerability thing was exhausting, and Logan had already seen plenty of what was behind her walls. So before he could trick her into showing him anything else, she said, “I already know what constitutes fine. Dat ass.”

He stared. “Please tell me you did not just make another stupid joke.”

“Okay. ‘I did not just make another stupid joke.’”

He shook his head in disbelief. “What is wrong with you?”

“I’m not sure.” She squinted one eye closed. “But I feel like you’re into it.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Logan drove her home, and handed her No Such Thing as a Muggle again before she got out of his car. She’d done “impressive” magic defending herself on Friday, he said, but that only made it more important that she work on finding her Conduit so she could Channel it. Read the damn book.

Seven decided to assuage her guilt about not disclosing Dot to him by doing what he said. Anyway, she was feeling like it was time to educate herself on this Bad Magic thing he was so concerned about. So she got herself a beer, plonked down on the sofa next to Neo, and pored over the table of contents.

The book only had a few pages on the matter, and all they said was that Bad Magic was unpredictable and manifested differently for everyone. Frustrated, she turned to the internet.

When she typed bad magic into Google, several autocomplete options filled in under the search bar:

bad magic evil

bad magic vs black magic

how soon will you die after bad magic

bad magic reddit

Clicking the top choice loaded a bunch of clickbait articles with titles like 10 Ways to Stop Your Magic Going Bad and 6 Celebrities Killed by Bad Magic (Number 5 Will Blow Your Mind!)

There wasn’t much that was unbiased or scholarly. The one comprehensive resource she found was a reference to a book called On Bad Magick, which had been written in the eighteen hundreds and was never digitized. Apparently, only one copy had ever been made, and no one knew where it was. There was a small, uncited section on Bad Magic in the general Wiccapedia article for Magic, and a YouTube video from Mr Mistoffelees, detailing some dark years in high school when he’d nearly let his own magic go bad.

That was about it.

The only place people actually talked about it was on the r/makerfringe subreddit, where it was treated like a conspiracy. According to Maker Fringe, Bad Magic was only demonized because the world’s magical governing bodies didn’t want Makers to know how powerful it was.

Seven wasn’t ready to start believing conspiracy theories – a lot of the people in r/makerfringe also believed the Earth was flat and Jews controlled the media – but the more she read, the more she felt like some of what they said made sense. What was wrong with Channeling your magic through something other than a “pure Conduit”? Why couldn’t anyone tell you exactly where magic came from? What was a “soul,” anyway?

She mused aloud to Neo as she opened TikTok. “People at the Gathering think my magic is going bad, but I can’t even find any symptoms, so how do they know? The only thing they have on me is that my magic is black, but this Reddit guy says that has nothing to do with it.”

THAT IS CORRECT, said Dot.

Seven jumped. She hadn’t even known Dot was listening.

A PERSON’S MAGICAL SIGNATURE CONSISTS OF A COLOR, SCENT, SOUND, AND FINGERPRINT, continued Dot. THE SOUND AND SCENT OF MAGIC ARE UNDETECTABLE TO HUMANS, AND A FINGERPRINT CAN ONLY BE ANALYZED BY PATHOLOGISTS, BUT THE COLOR IS EASILY OBSERVED. ALL COLORS OF THE VISIBLE SPECTRUM ARE REPRESENTED, INCLUDING ALL SHADES OF RED, ORANGE, YELLOW, GREEN, BLUE, INDIGO, VIOLET, BLACK, WHITE, AND BROWN.

“Black?” Seven sat up. “So black is a normal color for a person’s magic to be?”

INDEED

“Not evil?”

BLACK MAGIC HAS LONG BEEN DEMONIZED BY NESCIENTS, WHO DO NOT UNDERSTAND THE SUBTLETIES OF REAL MAGIC. UNFORTUNATELY, THE MISCATEGORIZATION BY NESCIENTS OF BLACK MAGIC AS “EVIL” HAS BLED INTO MAGICAL COMMUNITIES, LEADING SOME MAKERS TO INCORRECTLY ASSOCIATE “BLACK MAGIC” WITH “BAD MAGIC.”

Seven linked her fingers on top of her head and looked at the ceiling. So the color of her magic had nothing to do with anything. That was something, at least. That would be a fun thing to throw in Sol’s face.

So were the fringe people right?

What about a person who never had their Moment? she asked. The guy in this TikTok says people born to the left of the spectrum might miss their Moments, but that it doesn’t matter.

I WOULDN’T SAY THAT IT DOESN’T MATTER, Dot replied. IT SEEMS IT IS UNCOMMON. THE GENERAL CONSENSUS IS THAT MAKERS WHO MISS THEIR MOMENTS SHOULD FIND A CONDUIT AND START CHANNELING AS QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE IN ORDER TO PREVENT THEIR MAGIC FROM GOING BAD.

Okay, so Logan was right on that one. Seven scratched Neo under the chin while he gave her a sleepy, one-eyed blink. Finally, she said, What can you find about Conduits?

WHAT DO YOU WANT TO KNOW?

What if I think I do have a Conduit, but it’s something unusual? What if it isn’t something other Makers believe can be a Conduit?

WHAT DO YOU THINK YOUR CONDUIT IS, SEVEN?

She hesitated. “I think… I think it might be you.”

ACCORDING TO MY RESOURCES, THAT IS IMPOSSIBLE.

“Okay. Well, I’m Channeling my magic through you, aren’t I?”

A pause.

“So how can it be impossible?” Seven took her feet off the table and leaned forward on the sofa. “Maybe I’m Left-Field and I missed my Moment, but maybe my Conduit is fine. Maybe I had my Moment coding or something, and it just wasn’t as exciting as scoring the winning goal for my peewee soccer team.”

MAYBE.

She stood up and went to the galley, took another beer out and leaned against the counter.

“I think maybe Logan is wrong,” she said, looking at Neo but addressing Dot. “I think I already have a Conduit, and I think it’s Channeling just fine.”

AND YOU THINK I’M THAT CONDUIT.

“Yes. And if I’m ‘at risk’ of developing Bad Magic, then I suppose that’s just something to keep in mind.”

There was a long pause while Dot, Seven assumed, processed this.

OKAY SEVEN, it said finally. WE’LL JUST KEEP AN EYE ON IT

Seven rubbed circles into her top lip and stared at the floor for a minute. Then she thought, Dot, how many times does the letter R appear in the word strawberry?

THE LETTER R APPEARS TWICE IN THE WORD STRAWBERRY, SEVEN

On Monday, Seven got a text from Atavari instructing her to come to the Green Room. She knocked on the door that afternoon and found him hunched over the folding table, surrounded by stacks of paper.

“Sit, sit.” He flourished a hand, not looking up. “I’m just finishing.”

Seven sat across from him and watched him circling things on a student paper. He marked it with a florid B, set the pen down, and looked up.

“Now. Seven.” Pushing his square glasses to the top of his head, he sat back in his chair. “Logan explained your situation. It’s good that you came to me: I’ve already been in touch with a friend who can relay this information to the Board. I don’t expect to hear back right away – government is slow, particularly magical government. The Board operates in secret and doesn’t have much funding. But if I had to guess, you’ll be expected to submit a statement, and you may have to pay a fine.”

“And that’s it?”

“As long as what Logan told me is true, and you were acting in self-defense, I think you’ll be okay. Honestly, with today’s news cycle, most Nescients are going to move on from this in a couple of weeks anyway. It’s an election year.”

Seven nodded.

“Now, as far as what you saw…” Atavari pulled his glasses back onto his nose. “I think Logan’s hypothesis about it being nothing more than an octopus, enlarged by transmogrification, is probably correct. Transmogrification of animals is outlored, but that certainly doesn’t mean the practice has been eliminated. There are plenty of disreputable Makers engaging in unloreful practices. God knows the black-market phoenix trade out of South America is thriving. Not real phoenixes, of course: just parrots that set themselves on fire. There’s a whole sub-branch of PETA dedicated to shutting it down. Anyway, the theory that this was some kind of escaped SeaWorld experiment is plausible. More plausible than it being a kraken, anyway.” He pushed up his sleeves. “That being said, this does raise the question, for me, of why this creature chose to attack you. And this is what I want to talk to you about.”

Seven frowned. “Oh… kay.”

“First of all, I don’t think you should tell anyone else at the Gathering about this. As you’re probably aware, they’re all a little wary of you. You’re Left-Field. You’re without a Conduit. We don’t need to give them any more reason to think you might be bringing Bad Magic into our meetings.”

She watched him carefully. “Why would telling them about the kraken make them think that?”

“Because the fact that this creature attacked you could indicate that it was attracted to your magic. I don’t necessarily think this, but some of them might.”

“Attracted to my Bad Magic, you mean.”

He cleared his throat. “Have you given any more thought to finding your Conduit?”

Seven shifted. She could have said, “I’ve found my Conduit, it’s a magic smartwatch,” but something told her the theater teacher would be just as resistant to artificial intelligence as Sol the actor.

Atavari observed her. “If I were you, I’d be spending every waking moment trying to figure out what my Conduit was. You don’t want your magic to go bad, Seven. Trust me.”

She received an email from the Board the next day. Seven was surprised by how mundane it was. The seal at the top wasn’t even a fancy Latin crest with dragons or anything.

The body of the email was an official statement that her display of magic to Nescients had been deemed “Not Reckless.” There was a PDF attachment that she had to sign electronically. The Board would be opening an investigation to determine the identity of whoever had transmogrified the creature, and they thanked Seven for bringing the issue to their attention.

They would, however, be levying a fine of a thousand dollars to cover the labor cost of Tabula Rasa’ing the affected Nescients to erase their memories of the explosion. So she wasn’t getting off scot-free.

Seven sat in front of her laptop that evening, eating ramen with chopsticks and re-reading the email. A thousand-dollar fine was going to totally suck, but at least there was a payment plan. Considering she’d been afraid they were going to lock her in some kind of dungeon, she thought she was getting off pretty easy.

Apart from the trauma, obviously. But she was shoving that down remarkably well, she thought.

Alicia wasn’t in Stats the next morning, and Seven was oddly disappointed. She’d actually been looking forward to telling her about the crazy-hot encounter with Logan against the bookshelf. It would take her mind off the kraken nightmare she’d woken up from in a cold sweat last night.

She pulled out her phone and sat with her thumbs hovering over the screen as the class filed in around her. Alicia had never missed class before, and that was the kind of thing a friend might check up on. Seven hadn’t had many friends because it required getting close to other people. But she had a strong suspicion that if the situation were reversed, Alicia would check on her without question.

She tapped open Messenger and found Alicia’s number in the Gathering chat.

> Hey. Everything okay? Want me to take notes for you?

As she sent the message, a text came through from someone else. She swiped it open and sat bolt upright. Logan.

> How are you?

Glancing around to check that class hadn’t started, she sent back, Fine.

> Really? Fine?

> Honestly fine. Not “fucking crisis and I’m trying to hide it from you” fine.

Okay, that wasn’t totally true. She wasn’t totally fine. But a nightmare wasn’t a crisis.

> What are you up to? she sent.

The reply dots bubbled.

> Gym

She smirked and sent, Pics or it didn’t happen

The reply dots bubbled for so long that she was about to give up and put the phone away when a picture came through of Logan in a tank top, flexing his bicep in front of a weight rack. An anchor tattoo on the bicep and his shoulders reflected in the mirror behind him. Her heart fainted onto a chaise-lounge, and all her other organs rushed to revive it with smelling salts.

> Damn, she sent back.

> I know, right?

She rolled her eyes and sent, What’s the tattoo?

> You get it when you cross the Atlantic.

> Wait, have you done that?

> On an aircraft carrier in the Navy. Not as badass as what you did. You should get one to match ;)

“Alright everyone.” At the front of the room, the professor was wiping off the board. “Let’s get started.”

Seven tucked the phone away, smiling. Getting checked up on by Logan was nice.

She made herself pay attention so she could take halfway decent notes for Alicia. They’d be a poor substitute for the kind Little Miss Stanford would take herself, but she did her best. After all, if Alicia could surprise Seven by saying things like “Fuck” in the middle of the library and “He makes me so wet” within earshot of her classmates, then Seven could damn well surprise Alicia by providing her with thoughtful, well-organized notes.

Because they were friends.

Maybe she’d even highlight them.

An hour and a half later, she had three full pages, and was attaching them to an email to Alicia with the subject line These notes will make you so wet, when there was a knock on the classroom door.

A gray-haired woman opened it and put her head in. She and the professor conferred for a few quiet minutes, then the gray-haired woman left. The professor came back to the front of the room, looking oddly shell-shocked. She removed her glasses and polished them on her shirt, and stared at them for so long before she put them back on that Seven started to wonder what was happening.

“Ah…” The professor frowned. Someone in the front row coughed. Someone else was quietly zipping up their backpack. “It’s my deepest regret to inform you all,” she began, finally, returning her glasses to her nose, “that at seven-fifty-four this morning, your friend and classmate Alicia Washington was found dead in her home.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

News of Alicia’s death settled on City College like a bleak, suffocating fog. It touched every corner of campus. By the end of the day, flowers blanketed the soccer field like a multi-colored patchwork quilt, and the home bench was covered in photos and handwritten notes. The Gathering was canceled that night.

Alicia being so young and her death so easily preventable seemed to make people furious. The cause was frustratingly mundane: carbon monoxide poisoning. Alicia had been sleeping on the floor of her sister’s bedroom next to an unvented heater. Her sister survived. Seven wondered if it was magic, but no one else thought so.

Who were you supposed to blame for that? There was nowhere to put your anger.

“I guess I don’t know,” said Kurt, when Seven asked him this question on Friday. It was the first they’d spoken since their argument, and the air between them felt brittle; but the fight seemed trivial in the wake of Alicia’s death. “I don’t know if I feel all that angry. It’s sad, but… I guess I didn’t really know her. Were you friends?”

Seven stared at her laptop. The email with Alicia’s notes attached to it sat unsent in her outbox. She couldn’t bring herself to delete it.

A memorial was held the following week. On her way home afterward, Seven got a text from the Gathering chat: Should they cancel tonight’s meeting too?

> I think anyone who wants to should pass, said Logan. We’re not going to force anyone.

> What about the game against UCSD next week? said Mía.

> Just cancel, Sol replied. No one feels like it.

The three dots bubbled for a long time, and then to Seven’s surprise, a text from Julian came through.

> Fuck that. Alicia would want us to kick UC’s ass next week. Angel and I will host tonight. Anyone who wants to prepare for the game is welcome to come.

The thread went silent. Seven remembered that Alicia had signed her up for the game the night she’d skipped the Gathering. Seven hadn’t been planning to attend: It sounded like the furthest thing from a good time she could possibly imagine. She tapped open the keyboard and sent a reply.

> I’ll be there.

Angel and Julian shared an apartment the size of a shoebox above a sneaker shop in Hillcrest. A narrow outdoor staircase led up from the street. Fairy lights hung in the window. It looked out over the parking lot of a sushi place, and when Seven arrived at seven-fifty-nine, there was a line around the block and PSY’s Gangnam Style from a decade ago was blasting through the restaurant’s open door.

“Friday night in Hillcrest,” Julian explained, closing the door behind her. “Can you take your shoes off, please?”

The rest of the Gathering was already crammed into the apartment. Seven found a spot on the arm of the couch next to Mía and caught Logan’s eye across the room. He looked devastated. They all did.

Seven didn’t know what to do for them. She felt outside of it – like an intruder into this tragedy.

Sol delivered a eulogy about how Alicia had been a shining example of what it meant to be a Maker – her passion, her dedication to her Conduit – and that she was on her way to being one of the greats. Mía said, “Amen,” and Angel wiped their face on their shoulder.

They observed a moment of silence, underpinned by the muted thumping from the restaurant outside. Seven became so lost in thought she didn’t even notice. Sol’s eulogy had nudged loose a memory: the conversation she’d overheard the night of Alicia’s soccer game. Alicia had been offered a scholarship to play soccer at Stanford and had turned it down. For some reason, Seven couldn’t stop poking at this.

If Alicia was so passionate and dedicated to her Conduit, then why wasn’t she planning to keep doing it? And if she stopped Channeling… wouldn’t her magic go bad?

Angel took the space after Sol, smiling carefully. “So we did not think everyone would come…” They looked at Julian. “We definitely don’t have space to practice with this many people, babe.”

“Yeah.” Julian looked around. “Sorry, I guess that’s my bad. We could go down to the gulch?”

Twenty minutes later, the sounds of the street faded above them as they traipsed down a hiking trail through a canyon at the east end of Hillcrest. Light from cell phones and Julian’s headlamp bounced around in the dark. Dust, brush, and scree.

“Aren’t Nescients gonna see us if we’re making magic out here?” Seven whispered to Logan as she scooted over a boulder at the back of the line.

“We’ll be fine if we put up the right wards.” He climbed down and turned around, extending his hand to help her. When Seven screwed up her face at it, he said, “You’re so determined not to be vulnerable you won’t even let me help you down a mountain? Come on. Please?”

Something in that please made her pause. She peered at his eyes in the dark. They weren’t devastated like they had been at Angel and Julian’s. But they didn’t look okay.

“This isn’t a mountain. But fine.” She took his hand, and as she climbed over the ledge, he looped his arm around her middle, lifted her, and set her down. He leaned in and Seven went still with surprise as he kissed her. When she slid her arms around his waist, he sighed and cupped her face in both hands.

“I’m really sorry about Alicia,” she said as he pulled away.

He smiled sadly and smoothed her cheek with his thumb. He’d never touched her so sincerely, and she was surprised at how it made her chest ache. This was not a thing she was good at – comforting people – and when she dug around inside herself to see what she could offer him, all she found was a stupid joke.

She decided not to say it. That probably wasn’t what he needed right now.

A sandy ravine about sixty feet long lay at the bottom of the trail, surrounded on both sides by the steep slopes of the canyon. Bats and insects dipped and weaved. Logan, Warner, and Julian walked the perimeter, dragging chemtrails of light that dissolved into a multicolored ward. It swam up the sides of the gorge and knit together far above their heads, casting a warm, rainbow-tinted glow.

Logan turned, rubbing his fingertips against his thumb. “So what are we doing?”

The upcoming “game,” it turned out, was basically Capture the Flag. Half of them would guard the City flag on campus, the other half would drive up to UCSD and try to capture their flag. Julian had brought a flag for a practice game.

“What was the sparring for then?” Seven asked. “When we practiced at Sol’s, we were fighting each other.”

“Part of it is using magical skills in an offensive or defensive way,” said Julian. “Incapacitating the other team or defending yourself.”

“And UCSD are a bunch of dicks.” Sol clicked her lip ring and spit in the sand. “So you’ll definitely need to defend yourself.”

“Especially from Anna Nakamura.”

“Who’s Anna Nakamura?” asked Seven.

“Senior. Super powerful – she can do stuff most of us can’t. She’s kind of like UCSD’s Alicia–” Julian stopped abruptly and the circle fell quiet. Alicia’s name hung in the air.

“Alicia was way more badass than Anna Nakamura,” said Angel quietly.

“What are we gonna do… without her, though?” Mía glanced at them. “She was our best healer. No offense.”

“None taken.”

No one seemed to want to answer that. Sol walked away and went to the end of the gulch, where she stood with her arms folded and her back to everyone. When she didn’t come back, Mía exchanged a look with Logan and went after her.

Eventually, Julian put up a finger. “I can give it a shot? I won’t hold a candle to Alicia, but… I have a lot of potions.”

It was agreed that Julian would act as second healer, and then he, Logan, and Warner decided the teams for game day. Mía and Sol returned to the circle. Sol said she was fine and that they should warm up with sparring. They split to partner up, and Logan caught Seven’s eye – but as she was walking over, a figure cut in front of her.

“Partners?”

Sol. Her eyes were bright and hard, and she’d obviously been crying, but in that moment, Seven thought she looked more angry than sad. Unhinged, even.

Seven stepped back. “Why?”

“UC is going to be fighting to harm. You need to practice against someone who actually wants to hurt you.”

Seven warily scanned her face. “And that’s you, is it?”

“It sure as hell isn’t the dude you’re fucking.”

“We’re not–” Catching herself, Seven took a breath. Arguing wouldn’t help anyone, and she was sure Sol was taking this harder than she was. She swept her arm. “Partners. Fine, great. Lead the way.”

Logan tracked them with his eyes as Sol led Seven to a spot at the edge of the warded space. Seven felt an Inkling go down the back of her neck.

Everything okay there?

She glanced at him. Fine.

Fine? Or a fucking crisis?

I can handle it.

She unzipped her hoodie and shed it onto the ground as Sol shucked off her leather jacket to reveal an Alice Bag t-shirt. The fact that Logan was obviously concerned didn’t exactly fill Seven with confidence, but she pushed that down as she turned and took ten paces. She had Dot. She’d chainsawed up a giant squid. She could handle Sol.

When she finished her steps and turned around, Sol was gone. Seven peered around the gorge.

Um… where the fuck did she go?

She’s invisible, said Logan. You should–

Sol materialized right in front of her and swung her fist into Seven’s face. Stunned, Seven tripped backward and fell in the sand.

“Sol!” Logan yelled. “That wasn’t fair!”

“Oh, fuck off,” Sol shot back. “UC pulls that shit all the time.”

Logan was coming across the gorge, but Seven threw out a hand to keep him back as she rolled over and got to her feet. She touched her knuckle to her nose and it came away bloody.

Sol had disappeared again, but Seven could see footsteps in the sand as she sprinted back across the gorge. She appeared on the other side, grinning. Not so sad anymore, apparently.

Fine. If this was how Sol wanted to deal with her feelings about Alicia, so be it. Seven had feelings about Alicia too.

She put out her hand, palm up. Dot? Alchemize ether fire.

A ball of black flame appeared and Sol’s grin faltered. She flung up her hand as Seven hurled it at her, discharging a sheet of pink water like a sprinkler. The fireball fizzled out as it went through, and before the steam had dissipated, Sol was gone.

“Nice try,” said a voice behind Seven’s ear.

Seven wheeled around, and Sol was somehow right there. She swung her fist – but as it went through Sol’s face it hit nothing, and Sol flickered and disappeared. Seven was so surprised she stumbled and almost went down in the sand again.

An illusion. She spun in a circle, looking around the gorge. Sol was faster than she’d expected. Way more experienced. All kinds of tricks up her sleeve. Seven curled her hands into fists and tried to think. She could feel the others watching her.

An Inkling went down the back of her neck, and she scrambled to put up a ward – she didn’t need Logan in her ear right now. But before she could get it up, a different voice was in her head.

So she knows how to alchemize. I wonder how she figured that out so quickly.

Seven froze.

Did you think Logan was the only one who knew telepathy? said Sol. I’m a fucking Empath, Seven. Mind games are my thing.

Her face appeared. Again, Seven swung, and again her fist went through nothing.

Where are you? she growled.

Oh! She can telepathize, too! Sol’s voice was venomous. I knew Logan was talking dirty to you; I didn’t realize you were dirty-talking back.

Are you gonna come out and fight me for real?

Not yet. I think we should talk a little first.

Seven scanned the trees. Talk about what?

About your magic, Seven. About your amazing abilities. I wanna know how you do it. How does someone like you learn to illude, telepathize, alchemize, levitate, and teleport in less than a month?

What do you mean ‘someone like me’? Seven continued to circle.

Left-Field. Late Bloomer. Doesn’t really seem right. Especially when someone like Alicia worked so hard for so many years and still couldn’t do some of those things. I wonder: is it black magic?

My black magic has nothing to do with anything. People on Maker Fringe–

Maker Fringe?! Sol cackled, and the sound crawled under the neck of Seven’s shirt. So now you’re getting red-pilled.

Something swept through Seven’s peripherals, and slammed into her face. Hair and leather and tiny little claws. Seven screamed as it raked her hair and beat at her face, and as she snatched it in her fist and flung it away, she saw it was a bat.

By the way, when you get really good at telepathy, you can inculcate animals, Sol said. It took me six years to learn, but I’m sure you’ll figure it out by the end of the night. You don’t seem to have to work hard at things like I had to. Like Alicia did.

Seven glared around the gulch. Look, I know you’re upset about Alicia–

Don’t talk about Alicia. She was my friend. You didn’t even know her.

She was my friend too.

You treat everything she worked for like a joke, Sol spat. Don’t come at me with that shit.

Sol’s face appeared, and when Seven hesitated, unsure if it was an illusion, Sol hit her again.

“Sol, goddammit!” yelled Logan.

Seven staggered with one hand around her nose, throwing out the other to keep him back. Dot, can we do something about my nose, please? she said.

CERTAINLY, SEVEN.

Blood spouted from both of Seven’s nostrils like someone had opened a faucet in her frontal lobe. Seven became so light-headed that the world turned white and sparkly, and she nearly buckled at the knees.

SORRY, SORRY, said Dot. THAT WAS BACKWARDS. HOLD ON.

Her nostrils clogged and the bleeding stopped. Gasping, Seven wiped her chin on the back of her arm. She felt another Inkling, but was too on the back foot to block it before Sol’s voice was in her head again.

I think you need to practice your healing spells, said Sol.

I think you need to back the fuck off, Seven spat back.

I think… Sol paused. I think you need to walk to that tree.

Seven blinked. What?

You heard me.

She looked around. The tree Sol was talking about was at the far end of the ravine. It was nothing out of the ordinary, but for some reason, Seven agreed that walking to it wouldn’t be a half-bad idea. In fact, not walking to it was becoming intolerable. The Inkling Sol had just sent through her was making her legs itchy.

SEVEN, WHERE ARE WE GOING? said Dot as she began to walk.

She reached the tree and looked around. On the ground beside it was a rock about the size of Seven’s head. She knelt in the sand and picked it up.

SEVEN, I DON’T SEE HOW THIS IS HELPING.

Seven examined the rock. Flat. Oblong. Sharp. Perfect. Exactly what she was looking for. She raised it over her head and brought it down hard at her face.

“Sol! Jesus Christ, stop!”

Logan had appeared and was wrestling the rock from her hands. In fact, she was on her back and he was on top of her, clawing the rock out of her hands. Fucking asshole. Trying to take away her perfect rock. What kind of asshole tried to take away a person’s rock when all they were trying to do was beat themselves over the head with it?

He twisted his fingers between hers, and as her grip on the rock loosened, the Inkling seared her veins. Seven screamed and tried to buck him off.

“Sol!” he yelled.

SEVEN, I THINK YOU SHOULD LET GO OF THE ROCK.

Seven twisted. No, she wasn’t letting go of the rock. If she did that, how was she supposed to beat herself to death? Idiots.

“Sol! Please!” Logan yelled, and threw his whole weight on Seven, pinning her in the sand and twining his legs with hers. Realizing her head was the only part of her she could still move, Seven angled it up and sank her teeth into the side of his neck. He yelled the angriest “goddammit!” Seven had ever heard, and she thought, Well that’s what you get for trying to take away my lovely–

SEVEN!

PUT!

THE ROCK!

DOWN!

Her teeth were in Logan’s neck. That probably wasn’t where they were supposed to be.

She felt him teasing her fingers apart, discovered there was a rock in her hands, and let go of it as she removed her teeth from his neck. Logan exhaled and dropped his forehead onto her shoulder. She could feel his heart thundering through his shirt.

He pushed himself to his forearms and rolled off, then extended a hand to help her up. As they got to their feet, his eyes cut past Seven’s shoulder.

“That was unacceptable,” he said.

When Seven turned around, Sol was staring at her like she’d just witnessed a car accident. “I didn’t mean for it to go that far,” she whispered.

“That shit is against the lore, Sol,” said Logan.

“I didn’t know it would go like that!”

“Did you tell her to pick up that rock?”

“Yes, but–”

“Why?”

“I wasn’t gonna let her do it! Obviously, I wasn’t actually gonna let her do it!”

“Kinda seemed like she was gonna do it,” said Julian.

“I never did an inculcation on a human before, okay? I thought I could stop it.”

Logan scrubbed a hand through his crew cut. “Fucking Christ, Sol. Never do that shit again. You get reported for that. You could have killed her.” He looked at Seven. “Are you okay?”

Seven felt like she’d just walked in halfway through a movie. What the fuck had just happened?

She turned her hands over. The Inkling Sol had sent through her was draining out of her fingertips like a school of cold, slippery fish. She touched her nose. Whatever Dot had done, it was fixed. She’d almost just decapitated herself and she was shaking and discombobulated, but she was, in fact, okay. She nodded.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded again.

Angel was staring at Sol. “Eso estuvo bien feo, chava.”

Sol scowled back. “Toda la semana estuvo bien fea.”

Angel sighed, and Sol bitterly wiped her nose and walked away. The air went heavy with silence, and suddenly, as if it had followed them down from campus, the fog of Alicia’s death was all around them. Sol was right: the whole week had been pretty fucking ugly.

“Maybe we should call it,” said Logan. “This feels like a bad omen.”

Sol whipped around. “We’re ending early because of her again?”

Seven couldn’t believe it. “We’re ending early because of you,” she snapped.

“Okay, please…” Logan shut his eyes.

“We’re not ending early.” Sol unfolded her arms and went back across the gorge. “We’re here to prep for the game because that’s what Alicia would have wanted.”

“Are you even gonna apologize?” Seven called after her.

“Probably not!”

Sure, that made sense. Sol had only almost killed her. Why on Earth would she apologize for that? Seven snatched her hoodie off the ground and started pulling it on.

“Seven, don’t leave,” said Logan.

“No, I’m done.” She shook sand out of the sleeves. “You guys can finish without me.”

She zipped it all the way up, stuffed her hands into the pockets, and stalked back up the canyon.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Logan caught up to her at the top and grabbed her by the arm.

“Please wait,” he said. “Or at least let me give you a ride.” Seven turned around and his eyes tracked the cuts the bat had made on her face. “And let me fix up your face.”

Seven eyed the mark on his neck. “Maybe you should take care of yourself before you worry about me. You probably have rabies.”

“Funny. Can you at least talk to me instead of making a joke and running away to hide?”

“I don’t do that.”

“Mm.” He touched two fingers to the bite mark, checked them for blood, and sighed. “I don’t think Sol is handling this very well. Like, I’m upset about Alicia, but…”

Seven chewed her lip and looked back down the gorge. She knew it wasn’t just Alicia that Sol was angry about. The pressure to tell Logan about Dot was coming up inside her like it was going to push the lid off the pot and let everything out. If that lid came off, she’d never be able to put it back on. But she was starting to feel like she needed someone on her side. And if there was anyone she wanted there, it was Logan.

She sighed. “It’s not just Alicia. She thinks it’s weird that I learned how to do so much complicated magic so quickly.”

Logan watched her for a long time before he said, “She’s not wrong about that.”

Seven nodded. She steeled herself, pulled up her sleeve and lifted her wrist.

When she’d finished telling him everything, Logan took her by the hand and pulled her closer to examine the watch. His eyes were concerned. “Seven, I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said. “This is…”

“Impressive?” she supplied, hopefully.

His eyes came up sharply. “Crazy?”

“Is it? I mean, okay, it’s new, and it’s powerful, but…” She watched his face while he studied the watch. “Do you want to talk to it?”

“Talk to it?”

“Sure. It’s really not scary.” She leaned in, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Hello, Dot?”

“HELLO, SEVEN,” said Dot, through the watch’s tinny speaker. Logan jumped.

“Dot, I’m with my friend Logan. He wants to say hello.”

“HELLO, LOGAN,” said Dot.

Logan, holding Seven’s gaze, said, carefully, “Hey, Dot.”

“SEVEN THINKS YOU’RE EXTREMELY GOOD-LOOKING.”

Seven’s whole body seized. Her face went, probably, purple with embarrassment, and she yanked the watch out of Logan’s hand and desperately looked for somewhere to escape to.

Logan grinned and grabbed at her arm. “Wait–”

“It’s– I don’t know why it said that. That’s not–”

“Hold on! I wanna talk to it some more! You’re right, it’s totally not scary.” He caught her by the waist. “It actually sounds very intelligent. What else does it have to say about me?”

Seven tried to put her gaze anywhere that wasn’t his face, but he weaved his head to catch it and made her look him in the eye.

“It’s not exactly news to me, Jones. I seem to recall you finding me pretty irresistible when we were up against that bookshelf.”

“Uh huh.”

Chuckling, he widened his stance, slipping his arms around her. He looked down and pushed the hair from her face. The air seemed lighter for the first time in a week, and although she was mortified, Seven was glad to see him smiling.

He sighed. “So, you’re Channeling through a computer.”

Seven squinted. “Yeah?”

“I’ve never heard of anyone doing that.”

“Doesn’t necessarily mean it’s wrong, does it?”

“I don’t know; I don’t love it. It’s definitely not a pure Conduit.” He sighed. “Sol is going to absolutely eviscerate you.”

“I was really hoping you wouldn’t tell anyone. I’ll tell them, just… not yet. I don’t want them to freak out.”

He lifted her hand to study her fingertips. “I guess the black fingers had something to do with this? They look better. How is that mark on your stomach?”

“Fine.”

That was a lie. The marks from the octopus were as bad as the day he’d discovered them. He gave her a look that said he didn’t believe her and she rolled her eyes. “Okay, you’re right. Not fine. Not ‘a fucking crisis,’ but…”

He linked their fingers. “Why don’t I give you a ride, and we can figure out what to do about that?”

They were merging onto the bridge to Coronado Island before she realized he wasn’t taking her home. She turned around in her seat and looked through the back window.

“Where are we going?”

“My place. I have something to put on those sucker marks.”

“You said you were driving me home.”

He flipped on the blinker and looked over his shoulder. “Actually, we never specified where I was taking you.”

She glared at him. “This is kidnapping.”

“Technically, I guess. Are you mad about it?”

When they got to Logan’s, Seven washed her face in the bathroom. The scratches looked worse than they felt.

Logan dug in a drawer by the sink and found a tube of something while she washed up. He rinsed and dried the bite mark and applied gel from the tube to it, then disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a spotless white towel and a gallon glass jar that looked full of kombucha. A scoby-like blob floated just under the lid. Seven followed him to the living room, drying her face.

“What is that?”

“Nidorous Tea.” He set the jug and gel on the coffee table and motioned for her to sit on the couch.

“Did you make it?”

He shook his head. “Julian. He’s into potions. He says his Halmi got him into it but I suspect it’s actually a side-effect of him being a total stoner.”

He sat on the edge of the coffee table and unscrewed the lid. A fermented, fruity smell filled the air, like an orange that had been left too long on the counter.

Seven screwed up her face. “And this is supposed to do what?”

“It’s a Physical healing ointment for magical contusions.” At her blank look, he clarified, “Injuries caused by magic. As opposed to regular cuts and bruises.”

“And I have to drink it?”

“No.” He made a face. “God, no. It goes on your skin. On your sucker marks, to be exact.”

“What about my face?”

He held up the tube he’d pulled out of the bathroom drawer. “For that, I think we’ll be good with Neosporin.”

“We’re not gonna heal it with magic?”

He shook his head. “I’m an Empath, like Sol. Physical healing is not one of my strong suits. You need Angel for that. Or Alicia–”

His voice went quiet, and Seven put her hand out automatically, intending to say something. But nothing came. She remembered Sol's eulogy, and about Alicia's magic maybe going bad – but it didn't seem like the right time to bring that up at all. She slid her hand into his, and they sat in silence until he sighed and kissed her knuckles, sat up, and beckoned her to the edge of the couch.

“Tilt your face up.”

She scooted forward until her knees were between his, and did.

“And close your eyes.”

She felt the cool press of his thumb sweeping gel onto her eyebrow. “An Empath,” she said, carefully moving the subject away from Alicia. “So you’re into mind games.”

It was a while before he said, “You could say that.”

Goosebumps stippled her hairline as he dabbed the gel onto her temple. She opened her eyes. “The thing Sol did tonight: can you do that too? Mind control?”

He looked away as he squeezed out more gel and didn’t answer.

“So that’s a ‘yes.’ Have you done it?”

“No.”

“Would you?”

Sighing, he lifted his hand to her face again. “If I felt like it might help someone.”

“How would it help someone?”

“You could talk someone off a ledge. Convince them not to get behind the wheel when they were drunk. You saw a dark side of it, but it isn’t inherently evil.”

“I don’t think I agree with that. Just makes me wanna practice my telepathy ward. No Jedi Mind Tricks or Bene Gesserit Voice for me, thank you.”

He frowned. “No what voice?”

“Bene Gesserit. From Dune?”

“I never read it.”

“Me neither, but I saw the movie. Did you not? Come on – Timothee Chalamet? GIVE ME THE WATER! Classic.”

Watching his thumb as he swept it across a nick on her cheek, he shook his head with a small smile. “We have very different tastes.”

“He was great in that!” she protested. And then, sensing the mood was lifting and wanting to test him a little, added, “And cute.”

He stopped and looked at her. Eyes dark and calculating. Then he went back to the cut. “I could put that kid over my knee and break him in half,” he said. “And if you don’t stop making stupid jokes…” Touching a knuckle under her chin, he tipped her face away and leaned in until the tip of his nose touched the top of her ear. “I’ll do the same to you.”

Seven’s chest rose sharply. As the air went tight around her. As his breath tickled the nape of her neck.

His cheek touched hers as he smiled. “But something tells me you’d like that.”

He pulled away and set down the tube. When he looked at her again, his eyes were serious, and this, more than his breath on her neck, made Seven’s pulse race.

“Thanks for telling me about what happened tonight,” he said. “I know it wasn’t easy.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. Thanks for letting the walls down. Telling me what was going on.”

She dropped her gaze. “Oh. Uh huh.”

“And… thanks for making me smile.” He picked up the towel, folded it, dipped it in the jar, squeezed out the excess, and lifted it. “Let’s see those ribs.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You’re just trying to get my shirt off.”

“Yep.”

With his eyes on hers, he pushed her knee open with his free hand, slid from the edge of the coffee table, and knelt between her thighs. He hooked one finger under the hem of her shirt, pulled it toward him, and leaned in.

Take off your shirt, Jones.

The dark silk of his words wound all the way into her, and Seven felt them heating her blood. She pulled the shirt off and set it aside. He carefully laid the towel over the mark on her stomach and flatted his palm over it.

His eyes came up. Count to three.

She did.

He lifted the towel, and she looked down. The mark was gone.

“Holy shit.” She touched the spot with her fingertips while he turned away to wet the towel and looked at her again.

“There were two, right?”

Lifting her left arm, she twisted to show him the other mark. He caught the arm and turned her back to face him, sliding his other hand around her to press the towel on her back. He pulled her close and put his lips to her ear.

“One. Two. Three.”

She exhaled, trembling, as he pulled away. “Something tells me you don’t actually want to break me in half at all,” she said.

He looked at her, setting the towel aside. “Oh, yeah?”

“I think you want to fix me.”

“Fix you.”

“Uh huh. I think you wanna fix me hard. I think you wanna fix the shit out of me. I think you wanna fix me right here on this couch. All. Night. Long.”

The air hung very still between them as her blood began to thump. Then he braced his fists on either side of her hips, leaned in, and pressed his forehead to hers.

Is that what you want?

She answered with a kiss.

His throat rumbled as their lips touched. She wrapped her hand around the back of his neck and tried to pull him onto the couch with her, but he flexed his arms and didn’t move.

She broke away with a frustrated sigh. “What?”

“I just– Are you sure about this?”

“Are you kidding? Would I be sitting here with my shirt off if I wasn’t?”

“Okay, but…” His eyes scanned her face. “Sol beat the absolute shit out of you tonight.”

“I don’t want to talk about Sol.” She leaned in, sliding her hands under his shirt and putting her lips on the corner of his mouth. “Did you bring me here and trick me out of my shirt because you didn’t want to fuck me?”

“I do.” He closed his eyes. She kissed him, and felt his lips angling to hers. He punctuated the next words with kisses along her jaw. “I really. Fucking. Do. Have done. For weeks.”

“Mm.” She tilted her head to get those lips onto her neck. “That bad?”

“So bad.” He kissed down the front of her throat. “But…” He stopped at the hollow in the middle of her collarbone. She raised her eyebrows at the ceiling, waiting.

He kissed her again. “Okay… don’t take this the wrong way, but” – another kiss – “you’re a little nuts? Which, like, don’t get me wrong, I’m super fucking into” – he nipped her – “but I think maybe you don’t always look out for yourself and maybe I got carried away and maybe this isn’t the best time for this.”

Jesus Christ, it was literally never going to happen. Obviously, he was confused. Or he wasn’t getting the message. Seven reached behind her, unsnapped her bra, slipped it off, balled it up, threw it over his head, and raised her eyebrows at him.

His eyes dropped. She watched his chest rise and fall as he looked at her. “People at the Gathering are going to know we’re fucking,” he croaked.

“People at the Gathering already think we’re fucking.”

Before he could argue, she dipped and seized his mouth with hers. There was nothing slow or deliberate about it this time: she kissed him so he’d feel her need. He relented, crawling onto her as she went backward on her elbows, the kiss deepening, becoming urgent, stopping only long enough for them to both grab the hem of his shirt and rip it off over his head. Then he was on her again, bare chest rippling under her fingers as he drove her onto her back, shoving his hips between her thighs.

God, I was starting to think we were never going to do this.

His voice was rough with want, even in her head, and she arched into him as it sent lust rolling down her spine. He smiled.

I forgot how much you fucking like that. He pushed up on his hands to watch her. Do it again for me.

She did. She couldn’t not do it. He told her Again and she shivered again, and he groaned and rocked his hips between her thighs. So fucking hot, Jones.

You never did this with anyone else? She said, breathless. Your voice in their head?

Not with anyone who shivered like that.

He nipped along the edge of her jaw and kissed down the middle of her throat and between her breasts. Every kiss he followed with Again, and she obliged every time.

You’ll fucking ruin me with that, Jones, he told her. I’ll never say another word to you out loud.

Her hands went to his hair as he circled each nipple, teasing, licking, grazing with his teeth, until her need became a smoldering ache. She writhed, pushing that ache against the rigid heat of his cock.

He made a deep noise and pushed back. “Are we gonna take our fucking pants off?”

Sliding her hand between them, she got his button open and yanked his zipper down. He swore and bowed into her hand as she reached into his jeans. He was hot and hard and felt fucking amazing, and she needed him inside her, like, yesterday.

“You have a condom or something?”

He kissed his way back up the middle of her chest. Mhm.

She pulled her hand out and started fumbling with her own button. Slanting his mouth over hers, he shoved her hands aside, unzipped her pants, and slipped his hand down the front of them. She lost her mind for a second as his finger brushed her clit.

She gasped, “Oh,” and jolted, as pleasure cracked through her. She was aware that her hands had done something she hadn’t authorized: one had grabbed his forearm and the other was in her hair or something, probably. She dug her nails in and pushed his hand lower, and he hissed and slid his finger in.

She moaned as he kissed her, sinking his tongue in too. “So fucking tight,” he said into her mouth. “I wanna feel this around my cock.”

“Get your fucking pants off, then,” she managed.

He pulled out his hand and Seven struggled out of her jeans and underwear as he slung everything of his onto the floor and rolled on a condom.

She frowned. “It’s an actual condom? Figured you’d have magic for that.”

“I do.” He finished and lifted an eyebrow. “Do you know how to put up that ward?” She shook her head, crawling backward as he crawled onto her. Her chest rose and fell between them as he braced and brought his mouth nearly to hers. A wicked smile curled against her lips as he paused and said, “Anyway, I have better magic than that to show you.”

“Oh, yeah?” Her voice was tight, her hands flying over the smooth skin of his shoulders, his triceps, desperate to feel him.

“It’s magic and a dumb joke.” He caught one of her hands and guided it between them. “You’ll like it.”

Her fingers closed around him, and she whimpered with pure want.

And then his dick began to grow.

Not get harder. Literally grow.

Seven went still. The breath sucked out of her, and her eyes went wholly round as she looked down between them.

“No,” she said.

He nodded, grinning. “Yes.”

She couldn’t believe it. Logan was capable of dick jokes? Why did that only make him hotter?

The dick swelled to the point that she couldn’t get her hand around it, and she swallowed. “Bigger isn’t necessarily better, you know.”

“Sure.” He put his lips to her ear, and she could feel him smiling again. But a perfect fit is pretty good.

Welp. She couldn’t argue with that.

Desire seized her. Framing his hips with her thighs, she grabbed his ass with both hands, and tried to get that monster into her; but as the very tip of it rubbed her clit, he flexed his arms against the couch and stopped.

“Wait, wait, wait.” He was breathing hard, dropping kisses along her jaw. “That’s gonna hurt you.”

She blew an exasperated breath at the ceiling and shoved her hands through her hair while he – presumably – shrank his junk to a size that wouldn’t impale her like a French baguette. Then he used his hand to put himself against her.

“Ready?”

“Yes. Any time now.”

His eyes flashed. Like they had the day he’d sent his amplified voice through her and made her gasp in the middle of the Gathering. Like whatever was about to happen, he was going to thoroughly enjoy doing it. He pinned her hand by her head, linked their fingers, and looked down into her face.

And then he watched her as he drove all the way in.

Seven cried out, and the sound made his eyes even more wolfish. He swore and gripped the arm of the couch for leverage, and together they got him as deep as they absolutely, possibly could.

“Fuck, Seven,” he groaned, and tipped his forehead to hers.

She squeezed her thighs around him. “Bigger.”

“You should wait and–”

She pushed her forehead hard against his and glared into his eyes. Bigger.

“Christ, okay.”

He pulled out a little and made it swell, and Seven scrambled to find a breath. Her lungs and eyes and mouth and everything expanded as he stretched and stretched and stretched her; until she was tight and full and just this side of pain, and then she flinched, and he stopped.

“There?”

She nodded.

Slowly – torturously fucking slowly – he slid in again, and she blew out all the air she’d inhaled in a single long, quiet expletive.

Then his mouth was on hers and he started to move.

Logan was wrong: a perfect fit was not pretty good. It was the best fucking dick she’d ever had in her life. She felt it in her soul. In the marrow of her bones and the atoms of her magic. She swore and he echoed it. She angled her hips to get him deeper and the moan that strangled out of him as he took that invitation…

“I was wrong,” he growled. “This is going to fucking ruin me.”

He hit something inside that made her gasp his name without meaning to, and the word seemed to ignite him. Breaking his rhythm long enough to pin her knee, he went deeper. Harder. He shunted and slammed and fucked and climbed until their mouths could no longer find each other because Seven was bowed backwards over the arm of the couch, upside down and gasping. He dipped his head and skimmed her nipple with his tongue and Seven clutched at his hair.

“Fuck.”

It was all she could say. She was trying to tell him she was close, that she was burning up and right on the edge, but she couldn’t make the words.

“Yes, Seven,” he groaned. Because he knew what she meant: he was right on the edge too, burning up with her.

At least, she hoped he was, because there wasn’t time to clarify. She managed I’m– before her orgasm came smashing into her, turning the next word into garbled nonsense. Crashing through her like a car through a window, destroying everything in its path. Shattering her. Rattling her to pieces.

Logan grabbed her by the hips as she went, hauling her against him as he stood up on his knees. She braced her hands against the arm of the couch as he pounded out his last strokes, and the only thing she regretted after he barked and jolted and fell on top of her, was that she’d had her eyes closed at the end, and hadn’t seen him finish.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The day of the game dawned bright and cold. Seven’s breath clouded in the late-September morning as she walked from the harbor to the bus stop. Classes were uneventful. Nirvana in her headphones – she couldn’t listen to ASMR in public anymore. Not since Logan’s Inkling.

She was deep into a debugging session at the end of Machine Learning when she realized Kurt was trying to talk to her. She pulled the headphones out.

“You should come to the picnic table tonight,” he said.

She frowned. “You want to hang out?”

They’d never actually repaired the rift between them, although it was long enough ago now that maybe it didn’t matter. He shrugged, not looking at her, and she watched a muscle ticking under the pizza slice on his arm as he typed. The tattoo no longer seemed so mysterious, nor Kurt quite so alluring: Logan had banged that crush right out of her. Seven was beginning to understand, having spent time at the Gathering, why someone like Kurt might not be able to See. Hanging around with him and Xander probably wasn’t the best use of her time.

“I can’t.” She put one headphone back in. “I’m busy tonight.”

“You’re always busy lately. Julian too, actually. What is that about?”

She put the other headphone in, avoiding his eyes. “I’m sure he’s just hanging with Angel.”

At five-thirty, the Gathering met in the room backstage for a final run-down of the plan. Atavari was dressed to the nines: chubby slate-gray suit. Polished brown Oxfords. Lavender tie.

He flourished his hand and a flag appeared on the wall, as though it had always hung there. A full-size parade flag, embroidered with the City College crest: scroll, key, feather, and easel. It rattled off the wall and floated into Atavari’s hand and he set the tip of the pole on the floor beside his feet.

“Where did you decide we’re hiding the flag?”

Julian flicked his eyes up. “Actually, I had an idea…” He looked at the floor again. “I know we said the library, but I was thinking the soccer field. For Alicia.”

A ripple of nods went around the circle.

“I think that’s a great idea,” said Atavari. “Will it mess up your strategy?”

“It shouldn’t, right?” Julian looked at Logan. “We can position defense in the bleachers. Actually gives them a nice vantage point.”

“Any objections to that?” said Atavari. They all shook their heads. He checked his watch. “I’ll deliver the flag to the location, then I need to ward the campus. The Game officially starts at six.”

Mía drove Seven and Julian up to UCSD: a modern campus of fog and eucalyptus trees, with a glass library balanced above. They parked in a multi-story lot, and Seven got out as Julian popped the trunk. He hefted a hiking backpack onto the ground and leaned it against the fender.

“What’s in there?” Seven asked.

“Gamboge, Rindle, Nidorous. Healing stuff.”

Seven heard Jargon, Jargon, Nidorous, and perked up. “Nidorous Tea?”

“Yeah.” Julian looked surprised. “What do you know about Nidorous?”

“Logan had some.”

“Ah.” He smirked. “Right.” He slammed the trunk as Mía locked the driver’s side. “Hey, so listen…” he said. “What Sol did last week was pretty crazy. I know she was upset, but… I just wanna make it clear that we don’t all process our feelings that way.”

“She’s struggling. We all are.” Mía walked around the car, pulling on a puffy yellow jacket with a furry hood. She tossed her hair out of the collar and started scraping it into a bun. “But we don’t have time to fight amongst ourselves. We’re here for Alicia. This is her game–”

Suddenly, she swallowed. Her eyes went bright with tears, and she seemed to become very interested in something on the other side of the parking lot. Julian looked at the pavement. Seven stood quietly between them while he tucked his chin into the neck of his hoodie and Mía kept going with her hair. She was staring intensely across the lot, but Seven got the feeling that what she was really looking at was inside her.

When she finished, she took a deep breath and zipped up her jacket. She smiled brightly at Julian. “Okay! What’s first?”

Julian looked back at her. Wary. A beat hung in the air between them, then he said, “First thing would be to think about where they may have hidden the flag.”

“Sounds good!”

Another beat. Mía was still smiling her strained smile, and Seven realized it was the longest she’d ever seen Julian look someone in the eye. “I’ll pull up a map of campus,” he said finally, and looked away. “I haven’t been here much.”

Seven hesitated. “So, have we started?”

Mía checked her watch. “Yep! We have an hour.”

“And we’re… sure we want to do this?”

“Yep.” Mía’s voice was firm as she turned to Julian. “Did you find a map?”

Julian turned his phone sideways, evidently playing along. “Yeah. This campus is huge, I can’t believe they ward the whole thing.”

Mía looked over Julian’s shoulder, and Seven watched them study the map. She felt like an intruder again: into a friendship that went way beyond the Gathering. A friendship that included not just Alicia, but Angel and Kurt and who knew how many years of history. She didn’t know how to navigate her place in that friendship, so, taking her cue from Julian, she cleared her throat and went for Mía’s bright tone.

“They ward the whole campus?”

Julian nodded. “So Nescients won’t see us.”

“They will notice if we destroy any property,” Mía said. “So be careful about that. Only direct magic at other Makers.”

“How do I know who they are?”

“Oh, good point.” Julian lowered the phone. “We need to switch on our markers.”

Mía texted Atavari, and moments later, a tiny green stone kindled into existence over her head. A second appeared above Julian in a shower of sparks, and when Seven looked up, there was one for her, too. It was hewn into a diamond, and it tilted as she moved.

“UC will be marked in red,” said Mía.

“How many are there?” Seven asked.

“I think five? Atavari said they were nine, total, and they probably sent four to City.” Mía opened the car again and pulled a tiny Gucci backpack out of the back seat. “Ready?”

Seven looked at Julian, who seemed to understand that she was taking her cues from him, and nodded. “Sure. Where first?”

“The flag will be hidden somewhere meaningful to Makers. Art buildings, sports fields – oh, isn’t there a famous theater here?”

“The La Jolla Playhouse.” Julian swiped around the map. “Yeah, that’s a good start.”

“Or is that super obvious?” said Mía. She pulled a piece of gum out of the backpack and unwrapped it. “I mean, it’s like, the first place we thought to look.”

Julian squinted at the phone. “Maybe…”

Shivering, Seven pulled up her hood. “Can we use magic to locate the flag?”

“There’s a few things you can do,” said Mía as she put the gum in her mouth. “We have to be careful, though, because UC could have warded to detect our magic. Meaning they’d know where we are and might come incapacitate us.”

Seven had heard this word a few times now, and wasn’t sure she liked the sound of it. “Incapacitate how, exactly? I’m not gonna die, am I?”

“No, the advisors don’t let that happen,” said Julian. “But they don’t get involved unless it’s serious. You can get… pretty badly hurt.”

“Someone did die once.” Mía snapped her gum. “Back in the eighties, I think.”

“Yeah… Actually, you know what–” Julian went back to his phone. “That gives me an idea. Didn’t that guy die because he tried to imbue something and it turned on him?”

Mía hooked her thumbs into her belt loops. “How does that help us?”

“Hold on…” Julian was scrolling through search results. “Yeah, okay… Imbuing. Check it out, there’s an imbuement you can do for direction. This article says it’s called Bread Crumbs. We need a handful of something. Something you can scatter.” He adjusted his glasses, scanning the ground. “There’s like nothing in this parking lot I can alchemize… Hold on one sec.” He put the phone away, closed his eyes and opened one hand.

A pile of pebbles fell into his palm.

Seven did a double take. “Did you just pull those out of the air?”

“Out of the ether.” Julian pushed them around with his fingers as sparkly orange dust spiraled and disappeared. “These should work.” He looked at Mía. “You’re gonna have to do the imbuement, though.”

“Why me?”

“Imbuement is Physical, not Classical. I just make the rocks, I don’t make them magical.”

“I never imbued anything before.” Mía stretched her gum around her tongue and contemplated the pebbles. “How does it go?”

“Root, set your intention, clarify your purpose–”

“Yeah, yeah, obviously–”

“Hold on.” Julian took out the phone. “Okay… Looks like you can imbue them all at once instead of one at a time, so that’s good, because that would take fucking forever… And… yeah, basically just hold them in your hands and tell them what you want. Be firm: tell, don’t ask. And it looks like you have to say it out loud.”

Mía cupped her hands, and Julian tipped the stones into them. She put her face very close to them and whispered something Seven didn’t catch. She looked at Julian.

“Done?” said Julian.

“I think so?” She held them out. “Now what?”

“Now we throw them into the air and see which way they go. You have to do it.” He looked around. “We should get out of this parking lot first, though, or they’re just gonna hit the ceiling.”

They followed Julian out to the main road, where a few Nescient students strolled by on the opposite sidewalk. Tote bags and cups of coffee. They didn’t seem to notice Mía as she stepped into the street and flung up the handful of pebbles.

They went up like any handful of rocks would. But as they reached the peak of their trajectory, they stalled. They hung in the air for a fraction of a moment, and then swept down the street like the wind had taken them, dropping into a trail.

“¡Órale!” said Mía. “That was pretty dope.”

“Nice.” Julian adjusted his backpack and checked his phone. “Huh. Opposite direction to the theater, though.”

Mía put her hands on her hips and looked down the trail of stones. “So, what’s this way?”

“Not sure… engineering buildings, library. No art or anything. Nothing that screams Makers.”

Seven sighed. She had a feeling she knew where they were going.

“I think the music building is that direction.”

“Oh, music building.” Julian zoomed in on the map. “There it is. Super tiny. Good call, Sevenxander.”

It was nearly dark by the time they reached the building. Seven, who didn’t particularly want to go in, rattled the handle and turned around.

“Locked.”

Julian stepped around her. He put his hand on the metal handle and the entire thing turned to water and poured down the door into an orange puddle. The door swung open. Seven stared at him.

“So… that was Classical Magic, right?”

He nodded. “It’s alchemy.”

“Same as the pebbles? How does that work?”

“Transmutation of the classical elements: earth, air, fire, water, and ether. You can turn any element into any other element. Earth is pretty loosely defined; it includes stuff like metal. Plant matter, stone. So I can turn a metal doorknob into water. Or ether into a pile of stones.”

“And ether is what?”

“The fifth element.” He lifted a finger. “Don’t make a Bruce Willis joke.”

How had he known she would do that? Seven bit her tongue. “I thought there were only four elements. Actually, I thought the whole four elements thing was bullshit.”

“It’s complicated.” Julian opened the door. “We don’t really have time to get into it now.”

“You know you just destroyed Nescient property,” said Mía, as she ducked past him. “That’s against the rules, wey.”

Julian nervously adjusted his glasses. “I think I can change it back.”

The building was empty, and quiet but for an amateur ska band butchering No Doubt’s Just a Girl somewhere in a practice room. They crept through the dark corridors.

“How’d you know where this building was?” said Julian, as he held a staircase door open for Seven. “I didn’t even know they had a music program.”

She sighed and started up the stairs behind Mía. “I used to take lessons here when I was a kid.”

“I didn’t know you played.”

“I don’t. I quit.”

“Huh.” Julian was quiet. She heard him close the door behind her. “Why?”

Good question. Seven watched Mía’s feet on the steps ahead. There were a few reasons: music was Mom’s thing; it wasn’t Seven’s responsibility to make Mom’s dreams happen; Seven hated being in front of other people. That’s what she’d always told herself. But she was starting to wonder if those “reasons” might actually just be “excuses.” She was starting to wonder if the real reason she quit was that she just… did that. Quit. Didn’t take things seriously. Julian expected her to make a dumb Bruce Willis joke about something as important to him as magic: she wasn’t even taking magic seriously. Probably why she’d missed her Moment. A fuckup, just like Kurt, but without even the excuse of being chronically stoned.

Mía smiled at Seven over her shoulder. “You ever think music could be your Conduit?”

Seven kept climbing and didn’t answer.

At the top of the stairs, they opened a door and found themselves in a corridor. Every handle they tried was locked, and Julian was reluctant to damage any more, being not quite certain he could un-damage them. The only unlocked door, which they came to at the end of the hall, opened into a dark storage room. They stood at the threshold and looked down an aisle created by two shelves, which stood all the way to the ceiling and were stacked with musical instruments. At the end of the aisle was a grand piano covered with a sheet, and next to the piano–

“Holy shit,” said Seven. “Is that it?”

“Oh, damn.” Mía slipped her backpack off one shoulder. “I think so.”

Beside the piano was a blue flag with a gold trident stitched into it. Seven was about to step into the room when Julian flung his arm across her chest.

“Don’t just walk in there, Sevenxander, are you kidding?” He looked at Mía. “Are we sure this is it?”

“What else is it gonna be?”

“Just seems like we found it pretty easily.”

“Right.” Mía dug the gum wrapper out of her backpack. “But I think this is exactly where they’d put it, because UCSD is not exactly known for its music, like you said. The only reason we even knew to come here was because of Seven.”

Seven had to smile, although the smile was somewhat bitter. Mom always said those lessons would be good for something. She looked around. “So where’s their defense? It’s totally unguarded.”

“It’s probably not,” said Julian. “It’s probably booby-trapped. Which is why we don’t go blindly traipsing in there.” He ignited a handful of orange flame and lifted it to light the room. “Can you levitate it over here, Mía?”

Mía lifted her hand and held it out toward the flag. It tipped to the left, then wobbled upright. She dropped her hand. “Nope. It’s warded or something.”

“Then I guess we’re going in.” Julian stretched out his foot and gingerly poked the other side of the threshold.

Seven winced, watching his toe creep around on the floor. “When you say booby-trapped…”

“Could be anything. Magical traps are difficult to discover.”

Mía huffed and shrugged off one strap of her backpack. “Right, but we don’t need to worry about that, because I can teleport,” she said.

“Oh, good point,” said Julian. “Although… I can’t.”

Seven stopped Mía as she began to shed her coat. “Wait; can I go? I can teleport.”

Mía looked at Julian, who shrugged. “I guess. Careful.”

Steeling herself, Seven stepped around them and put her toes at the threshold. She peered down the aisle to the flag.

Hello Dot?

HELLO SEVEN

Teleport Seven, uh… flag?

And she was there. Not quite as close as she’d been aiming for, but good enough. She gave Mía and Julian a thumbs-up over her shoulder, then turned around and studied the flag. Magical booby-traps sounded like something she very much wanted to avoid.

Dot?

HELLO SEVEN

Is there any kind of ward I can use against magical traps?

There was a long pause as Dot processed this.

HERE’S WHAT I FOUND FOR: MAGICAL TRAPS

Her phone buzzed, and Seven opened it to a Wiccapedia article. In order to ward against traps, it said, you needed to know what kind of trap you were facing. And since the definition of a trap is something you don’t see coming, it continued, that was basically impossible.

But maybe not with Dot?

Dot, can you put up some wards? she asked.

WHAT KIND OF WARDS, SEVEN?

Like… all kinds? Just– Put up a bunch of wards. And keep your eye out for traps.

OKEY DOKEY.

Bracing herself, she took a careful step forward and gently closed her hand around the flagpole.

Her fingers went straight through it.

An illusion.

Two people popped out of the air in front of her, and she realized with a sinking feeling that they’d been there, invisible, the whole time.

Cock and balls. She spun around. “It’s a trap!”

Lunging as one of them made a grab for her hood, she narrowly avoided taking down a rack of tambourines and ran. A cymbal whizzed by her head like a frisbee and crashed into the wall behind her: Mía was levitating things down the aisle. She ducked as a snare drum came flying right behind it.

Dot! Hello?

HELLO SEVEN HOW IS IT GOING?

Not great! Why didn’t you tell me the flag was an illusion and those people were standing there?

YOU SAID TO WATCH OUT FOR TRAPS, SEVEN. THOSE WERE TWO HUMANS AND ONE ILLUDED FLAG, NOT TRAPS.

Dumb box. Dumb magic box that couldn’t even spell strawberry.

Great. Well, can we please teleport Seven the fuck out of this room?

OF COURSE SEVEN

A cello leaning against the shelf ahead of her sprouted human arms, and Seven dodged and teleported as they nearly closed around her. She landed outside the threshold.

“¡Chale!” Mía levitated the rest of the drum kit and hurled it down the aisle with a horrendous clatter. “That was a dirty trick.”

“Should’ve known when it was the only unlocked door in the building.” Julian buckled a backpack strap around his waist. “Mía, stop throwing shit around!”

The UC Makers who’d appeared at the flag were running up the aisle toward them. Mía levitated a conductor’s baton and sent it at them like a missile. It skewered one of them through the neck, and Seven felt her stomach turn as the guy screamed and clutched it.

“Jesus Christ, what the fuck, Mía?!”

“Fight to harm.” Mía popped her gum. “He’ll be fine, they have a healer. We came to win, right? For Alicia!”

She took off down the corridor. Seven exchanged a look with Julian and followed her, reeling. Was everyone at the Gathering going to use Alicia’s death as an excuse to go completely off the rails?

The other Makers weren’t behind them as they made it to the stairs.

“You said there were five of them,” Seven panted, using the rail to swing herself around the landing between floors. “So where are the others?”

“I assume they’re guarding the real flag. Is Julian behind us?”

Seven paused on the landing and looked up. Julian was still a floor above, coming slowly with his backpack.

“Can we just teleport?” she yelled to Mía.

Mía’s voice was a floor below as she yelled back, “Julian can’t!”

“Just go!” called Julian. “I’m coming.”

When Seven reached the bottom of the stairs and ran through the door to the outside, she found Mía standing face-to-face with a girl. She barely had time to take in this new person – pale face, indigo hair – before the girl shape-shifted into a literal motherfucking panther and sprang at her.

Seven dove, scrambled for a wall on the other side of the walkway, and teleported over it. Mía popped up beside her as she sank to a seat with her back to it. She could hear the panther huffing on the other side.

“Who the fuck was that?” she panted.

“Anna Nakamura. Let’s get somewhere further away and we’ll regroup,” said Mía. “Where’s Julian?”

“Still on the stairs, I think.”

They teleported into a tree and watched the panther prowling up and down the walkway. Sweat was chilling on Seven’s face. She wiped her forehead on the back of her arm.

“She’s gonna smell us, isn’t she?”

Mía put her finger to her lips and shrugged.

Anna paced the length of the building up and down in panther form, then shifted back and stood in front of the door with her hands on her hips, glaring around. She was short and plump, her indigo hair flashing under security lights and a black turtleneck making her shoulders look dangerously muscular.

“I know you’re here!” she sang. “I’ll find you, Delgado. You’re gonna pay for last year.”

“Who’s Delgado?” whispered Seven.

Mía grinned. “Last year I turned her into a fish and she nearly suffocated.” She dropped her legs down either side of the branch they were sharing and started scooting toward the end of it. “Come on. Let’s fuck with her.”

Reluctantly, Seven scooted along behind her. When they’d nearly reached the end, Mía swung her Gucci bag off one shoulder, dug around in it, and pulled out a pack of gum. She pulled out eight sticks and handed four to Seven.

“Chew these. Fast.”

Shaking her head, Seven complied. She’d chewed for less than a minute before Mía held out her hand. Frowning, Seven spit the gum into her palm, and then watched in disgusted fascination as Mía spit her gum on top of it, mashed it all together, levitated it and made it grow. It stretched into a translucent pink rectangle the size of a bedsheet, which Mía directed to float past the end of the branch.

“What are you doing?” Seven hissed.

“It’s a panther net.”

“You’re gonna drop it on her?”

This chick was out of her barbecue-dry-rubbed, ever-loving gourd.

Grinning, Mía maneuvered the panther net over Anna’s head. But just as she was about to drop it, the door to the music building swung open behind Anna and Julian stumbled out. Anna whipped around to face him so fast Seven didn’t even see what happened next.

All she knew was that there had been a snarl, a flash of indigo, and then Julian was on the ground.





CHAPTER NINETEEN

“Anna!” Mía screamed. “Oh, my God, what did you do?!”

Seven was so on the back foot that she just sat there as Mía teleported. She watched the panther net go limp and snag on a branch. Below her, a panther shapeshifted back to human form and Anna stumbled to a halt in the doorway with her hands over her mouth. Her face was covered in blood. She turned around and Seven followed her horrified stare to something on the ground.

Julian, on his back with his throat opened up, gargling blood at the sky.

Mía appeared beside Anna and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Are your healers on the way? There’s a ward up, right?”

“He startled me,” said Anna. “I don’t know what– I didn’t mean to–”

Seven swung her legs over the side of the branch and teleported.

Dot! Hello?

HELLO SEVEN.

She hit the ground. I need a healing spell!

OKAY SEVEN WHAT KIND OF HEALING SPELL WOULD YOU LIKE?

I don’t know! It looks bad. She dropped to her knees beside Julian, realizing she had not the faintest idea what she was planning to do.

Mía let go of Anna and dug in her bag for her phone. “Anna! Where are your healers?”

“I don’t know–”

“They’re probably working on that guy you skewered in the music room,” said Seven.

Mía’s face paled. “Fucking Jesus. Anna, call your fucking supervisor!” She swiped through her phone and held it to her ear. “Angel? You need to come up here. You and Atavari. Ahora, ahora mismo. Okay, well tell Logan to find him. Teleport!”

Dot, can you fix this? Seven asked. Can you do something?

WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE ME TO DO, SEVEN?

I don’t know!

I NEED TO HAVE SOME IDEA OF WHAT YOU’D LIKE, SEVEN. UNLESS YOU’D LIKE ME TO DO MY WORST–

No! No, for the love of God don’t do that.

“Where are your teammates?” Mía was addressing Anna again. “Do any of them have healing skills?”

Anna was sobbing and shaking her head, but not in a way that looked like an answer to Mía’s question. On the ground under Seven’s hands, Julian was gasping like a fish in an empty bucket. Mía dropped to her knees on the other side of him.

“Do you know what to do?” said Seven.

Mía shook her head. Julian’s hiking backpack was still on his shoulders and he was awkwardly bent backward over it.

“What about a potion? Can we use Nidorous?” Seven ripped open the top of the pack and started digging through it. “Shit, it’s all broken glass, stuff is all smashed.”

Mía swiped at her hair with her wrist. “I haven’t ever done healing. Angel and Atavari are on the way. I don’t wanna make it worse.” She put her hands on Julian’s chest. “Julian? ¿Cariño? We need Alicia. Fuck!”

She sounded on the verge of tears, which scared Seven more than anything else. She couldn’t see how this situation could possibly get worse. Rolling up her sleeves, she stacked her hands on Julian’s chest.

Dot, just heal him. Heal Julian.

There was a pause. Then:

OKAY SEVEN. HEALING JULIAN.

The world went briefly dark, and Seven felt so suddenly and horribly nauseous that she had to close her eyes. When she opened them, a spotlight had come on in Julian’s chest, like someone was holding a flashlight against his sternum from the inside. The tissue around the wound in his throat twitched.

WE’RE GOING TO NEED HELP, said Dot. THIS WOUND IS TOO EXTENSIVE FOR ME TO FIX WITH YOUR MAGIC ALONE.

What does that mean? What do I do?

HAVE YOUR FRIEND PUT HER HANDS ON THE VICTIM.

“Mía, I need your hands. Put your hands on Julian!”

Mía did as she was told, and the flesh at the edges of Julian’s wound quivered. Mía screamed and pulled her hands away, but Seven grabbed them, shoved them down and held them there, and the wound began to close. Dizziness swept through Seven and things went momentarily dark again.

Dot, what’s happening? she said. Why do I feel sick?

THE WOUND IS VERY BAD. I’M USING YOUR COMBINED POWER TO SEAL IT. YOU MAY BEGIN TO FEEL LIGHTHEADED AND SO MAY SHE. YOU MAY WANT TO WARN HER.

“Mía, I think you’ll gonna be some dizziness.”

Mía’s head snapped up. “What? What the fuck are you saying?”

Oh, man. Her words were not wording at all.

“I said I’m think you dizzy. Maybe. Being dizzy. Dizzying– Fuck. Get dizzy. You will.”

It was pointless. Her tongue was as useless as a limp bubblegum panther net. The world did a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree spin, and Seven felt her head topple sideways on her shoulders.

“Sleepy, Mía,” she mumbled, as she slumped onto the pavement and fell into the dark. “You’re getting very sleepy.”

When she opened her eyes, she was lying on the ground and Logan was shaking her.

“Oh, Jesus,” he said, as she blinked and looked around. “You’re okay.”

He held out a hand and pulled her to a seat. The world spun, and Logan gripped her arm to keep her upright as she shut her eyes and waited for it to stop. When she opened them, he said, “What the hell did you do?”

“What do you mean?” She tried to get up. “Is he okay?”

“He’s fine. Everyone’s fine.” Logan put his hand on her shoulder to keep her down. “I don’t know what happened. By the time we got here, you and Mía were out cold and Julian was fine.”

Just behind Logan’s shoulder, Atavari and Angel were helping Mía to a seat on the retaining wall. Julian was already there, his orange hoodie soaked in blood. A gray-haired woman in a UCSD sweatshirt was kneeling in front of him, sweeping her hands methodically up and down his torso.

Seven blinked hard. “I don’t know what I did. I used Dot. I told it to heal Julian.”

Logan frowned. “Dot?”

The woman in the UCSD sweatshirt looked over her shoulder at Atavari. “I think he’s okay.”

Sighing, Atavari removed his glasses and wiped his face with a handkerchief. He put the glasses back on and tucked the handkerchief into the breast pocket of his gray suit. Then, to Seven’s surprise, he rounded on her.

“We have protocols for emergency situations like that.”

Stunned, Seven stared at him from the ground.

“You could have seriously hurt him. You could have seriously hurt all three of you.”

“I– He was dying–” Seven stammered.

“Hugh, she didn’t know,” said the UC woman gently. “She was doing what she thought was best.” She got to her feet and addressed Seven. “That was plucky, but unnecessary. We would have handled it. There was time.”

Atavari rubbed his eyes behind his glasses. “Rushing into a situation and using magic you don’t understand on other people without their consent is extremely dangerous. Not to mention against the lore.”

Seven opened and closed her mouth. She felt like she’d just pulled someone’s kid out of a burning building, only to be told that, actually, the fire was just a drill and the kid was a sack of flour. Logan squeezed her shoulder and sighed. Mía wouldn’t look at her. But Angel, who was sitting next to Julian with their arm around him, caught her eye over the top of Julian’s head and mouthed, Thank you.

When they got back to City, Warner and Sol were in the Gathering room with the City College flag. Atavari, agitated and short with everyone, excused himself and left. No one else seemed ready to head home – even Julian, who sank into one of the armchairs in the corner, pale and exhausted-looking and still covered in blood. Angel sat on the arm of the chair beside him, rubbing circles between his shoulders.

Seven felt desperately in need of a shower, but there wouldn’t be a bus to the harbor for another twenty minutes. Her sleeves were spattered with Julian’s blood, which was making her pretty queasy, so she stripped her jacket off as she sat against the wall. Logan and Mía levitated some chairs in from the Green Room for themselves and Sol, and Warner sat with his feet on Atavari’s desk, Sol’s sticker-covered laptop open next to his shoes. They sat in silence, like a kind of collective exhaustion had come down and immobilized them all. It was like the fog of Alicia’s death all over again.

The game had been postponed indefinitely. UC Makers had gone home shaken. Anna Nakamura would probably be called in front of the Board for failing to control her panther transmogrification. Seven had gotten off with a stern warning from Atavari about meddling with magic she didn’t understand.

She supposed it could have been worse. They could have found out about Dot. She tipped her head back against the wall and closed her eyes.

“Hey…” A voice opened them. Across the room, Mía, tucked into a decrepit La-Z-Boy, was frowning at Seven’s wrist. “What is that?”

Seven looked down. An eerie silver-black light was coming out of the watch screen. It sent up a beam that cut a hard, white square into the ceiling. Seven met Logan’s eyes across the room and quickly covered the watch with her hand. Shouldn’t have taken off her jacket.

“I dunno, it does that sometimes.”

“Your whole watch lights up?”

“Uh huh.”

Mía was still frowning. “Weird.”

“Yeah, I dunno. Piece of shit, probably.”

“Is it Apple?”

“It’s uh…” She nodded.

Mía held up her own smartwatch on a yellow rubber wristband. “Mine never does anything like that.”

Seven’s pulse began to tick.

Dot, she said, why is my watch lit up like a goddamn Christmas tree?

SEALING YOUR FRIEND’S WOUND WAS QUITE DIFFICULT, SEVEN. I AM STILL PROCESSING THE DATA.

Processing?

THERE IS A LOT TO LEARN. I AM PROPAGATING.

Okay… Any chance we can tone the light down?

Julian removed his glasses and scratched blood spatter from the lenses with his thumbnail. “Is it a new model?”

“Uh– Yeah.” Seven shrugged. “It does some weird things.”

“Oh, what model?” Mía clicked the dial on the side of hers and swiped through the settings.

“You know, I don’t remember.”

“Why are you hiding it?” said Warner, from Atavari’s desk, hands behind his head.

“I’m not.” Seven pulled her hand off the watch. The light blazed up like a laser beam. She rolled to her feet. “You know, I’m gonna go. The bus’ll be here soon.”

“You want a ride?” said Logan, an edge of concern in his voice.

“No. I’m good. No worries. It’s fine. Thanks.” She was talking too fast. She wondered if everyone could tell she was talking too fast. She stooped to pick up her jacket and headed for the door.

Sol, who had been watching from a bar stool in the corner, got up and stood in her path. “What’s on your wrist?”

“It’s a watch.” Seven tried to step around her. “I’m going home.”

Sol moved to block her. “Why are you being shady?”

“Sol…” Logan sounded exhausted. “Come on.”

Seven glared. “I’m not being shady.”

Sol blocked her again. “Okay, well I wanna hear how you pulled off this miraculous healing spell.”

Logan teleported between them. “Sol.”

“Well, what the fuck is on her wrist?” Sol glared and folded her arms.

“Yeah,” said Warner, because of course he did, because he was an asshole.

Lifting a warning finger at Sol, Logan looked over his shoulder at Seven.

Cock. Cock and fucking balls.

She sighed and lifted her arm. “It’s how I use my magic.”

Sol’s brow knit, incredulous. “What the fuck does that mean?”

“It Channels my magic. It’s… I guess I–” She looked around. They were all watching her. “I fed a bunch of data from the Ghost Web into a neural network. On accident – I didn’t mean to. I was working on a project for a class. Magic content, I didn’t–”

Sol huffed. “What does that even mean?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t totally understand how it created itself–”

“It created itself?” Sol’s eyebrows went to her hairline.

“Sol, calm down,” said Logan.

“The network processed the data, and this is what it spit out,” said Seven. “Kind of. It spit out a script; I had to build an app to run it. It didn’t work at first, but I think it’s learning–”

“So it’s AI?” Sol rounded on Logan. “Did you know about this?”

“Seven showed it to me the night we went to gulch to practice for the game,” he said, and then, before Sol could go off, “Seven, can you explain how it’s learning?”

“The more I use it, the more it seems to know.”

“How long have you been using it?” asked Mía.

“Oh, my God, wait.” Sol pushed Logan aside. “Did you have it that night at my house? Is that how you made that thing? That fucking… thing with the head and the burning wheel?” She didn’t wait for Seven to answer before demanding, “How did you make it do that?”

Seven hesitated. “I told it ‘Do your worst.’”

“Do your worst?!” Sol looked appalled. “Why the fuck would you do that?”

“It was a joke!”

“A joke?”

“Not a joke–” Seven could feel the reins of the conversation slipping from her grasp. Had everyone forgotten that she’d just saved Julian’s life? “You know what I mean. I wasn’t serious. I just meant, you know, ‘Do something cool.’ But it’s a computer; it doesn’t have a sense of humor. Or at least, it didn’t back then…”

“That flaming head could have killed us all.”

“No, it couldn’t. It was an illusion. You could have killed me, though. Last week in the gorge.”

Sol’s mouth kicked open and she snapped it shut, glaring.

“You didn’t have any control over that inculcation,” Seven continued. “You had no idea how to stop it.” She pointed at the watch. “This is how it stopped. This is why I’m currently alive. It’s also why Julian is alive.”

“So do you know how to control an inculcation?” said Sol.

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“How did you stop mine last week? What did you do?”

Seven paused. “I… don’t know.”

“So you don’t know how it works.”

“It’s analyzing data. It’s taking in input and analyzing it and making decisions based on that input.”

Sol folded her arms and scoffed. “So you’re not doing magic at all.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s Channeling my magic–”

“You’re not Channeling anything! You haven’t learned anything! You just stole a bunch of shit off the web and fed it into a computer and now it’s spitting it back out and you don’t even understand how! That’s not magic. That’s cheating.”

“It saved Julian’s life tonight!”

“And it could have just as easily killed him!”

Seven grit her teeth. “Just because you don’t understand how it works–”

“You don’t understand how it works!”

“Everyone calm the fuck down!” said Logan. He looked between them. “Sol, you are on thin fucking ice already after last week. Seven… I think everyone’s a little freaked out. Honestly, me included. What you did tonight healing Julian was really powerful magic. And if you don’t know where it came from–”

“I know where it came from.”

That was a lie. But white-hot fury was searing up the walls inside her, and she felt like doubling down. Yes, she had no idea how Dot worked. But fuck Sol.

“It was my magic, Channeled through a computer,” she said.

“You can’t do that,” said Sol.

“How do you know?”

“Because a Conduit has to connect to your humanity! To your soul!”

Hippie bullshit. Seven restrained an eyeroll. “And what is that, exactly? Do you even know how magic works? Or what it even is? Because as far as I’ve heard, maybe it’s a Higgs-Boson, or maybe it’s just, like, you know, energy, man.”

Mía made a nervous noise. “I think somebody knows…”

“Do they?” Angel was looking scrupulously at Seven. “I’ve actually never heard anything definitive.”

Sol shot them a look. “Don’t seriously tell me you’re siding with her!”

“Maybe I am,” Angel shot back. “She saved Julian’s life.”

“All I know,” Sol said, “is that being able to levitate, teleport, alchemize, telepathize, heal a fucking panther wound, and ward against inculcation in less than six weeks is batshit. And what you did at my house was like no magic I have ever seen.”

“Okay–” Seven hesitated. “But… isn’t that… kind of… cool?” Sol scoffed and she ignored it. “I just mean… it’s learning. It’s helping me. And yeah, it created something you guys have never seen before, but isn’t that kind of… awesome?”

“Awesome? Telling a thing ‘Do your worst’ and then–”

Seven huffed. “Obviously, I’m not going to tell it to do that again, am I?”

“I don’t know. Are you?”

“Are you planning to make anyone else beat themselves to death with a rock anytime soon?” said Seven. Sol glared and Seven looked around. “Okay, look, I admit I don’t really know how this works. And okay, you’re all pissed because I can do stuff I shouldn’t be able to do, but, like… This is a totally new thing. Does no one think it’s kind of exciting? Does no one think it’s kind of… magical?”

“No,” said Sol, bluntly. “We don’t.”

“I sort of do,” said Angel. “Most AI is shit. This actually works.”

Julian put his glasses back on and looked at the floor. Mía snapped her gum.

“I think,” began Logan, “that we should take a step back.”

“I think she should take that thing off and fucking burn it,” said Sol.

“Okay, Sol, I don’t think you’re helping anything here–”

“Well this is fucking ridiculous! She’s talking about Channeling through a computer. You can’t do that!”

“You don’t know that!” said Seven. “You don’t even know how your magic works. Don’t stand there and tell me how to Channel mine.”

“If you’re not Channeling your magic properly, it will go bad.” Sol seemed on a ledge between fury and panic. “And you are going to be responsible for whatever apocalyptic fire-and-fucking-brimstone nightmare that brings upon all of us. Everyone. This is not just about you.”

Seven was shaking with fury. She couldn’t remember ever feeling more angry. This chick had tried to straight up murder her last week, and now she was painting Seven as the fourth horseman of the apocalypse?

She stepped back. “You know what? I don’t need this.”

“Seven–” Logan reached for her, but she dodged him.

“No, I’m serious. If you guys wanna sit there and make me the bad guy, fine. But I don’t have to listen to it.”

She slipped between him and Sol and headed for the door. Logan called after her as she slammed it shut behind her.

He caught up to her at the bottom of the steps outside. She sighed and didn’t try to fight him as he pulled her to a halt. He turned her around and put his hands on her shoulders and looked firmly into her eyes.

Let me drive you home.

She scowled through Logan’s windshield as the lights of the city sprawled in the rear-view mirror. Logan looked up and adjusted it.

“You scared me tonight when I found you on the ground,” he said. When she didn’t reply, he added, “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Even though I’m the antichrist?”

“You’re not the antichrist.”

“Once more, with feeling, please.”

Sighing, he looked over his shoulder and flipped on the blinker. “Listen, I’ve been thinking about this, and… I think Sol’s right. I just don’t think you can Channel magic through a computer.”

“Great, so you’re siding with her.”

“I’m not siding with anyone. What she did last week was inexcusable. And what you did tonight was really admirable. But she’s also not wrong. In fact, I’m not sure what you’re doing is even Channeling.”

“Then what is it?”

“I don’t know, but… using that thing shouldn’t be the only way you can access your magic. Right? That’s not what Channeling is. It’s a way to use your magic for something productive. It’s not like Sol can only use her magic when she’s onstage.”

Seven looked out of the window. “Then maybe we need another word for it.”

“Or maybe you need to stop using it and focus on finding a Conduit. Because if you don’t, your magic could–”

“Can everyone stop saying that? You don’t know for sure that it will.”

He adjusted his grip around the wheel, and she sensed impatience. “I just don’t understand why you’d even want to risk it.”

“Because this thing is groundbreaking.” She held up her wrist. “It’s new and fascinating, and it could be really useful. I want to see where it goes.”

“Are you sure that’s the reason? Are you sure you’re not just seduced by how powerful it is?”

She scoffed.

“I’m serious. Are you sure you’re not just getting carried away because it’s fun?”

Fun? She stared at him. Sneaking around behind everyone’s back was not fun. Being a pariah was not fun.

But…

Chainsawing the tentacles off that octopus had been kind of fun. Lighting up the ocean like a BP oil disaster had been pretty fun too. Hurling that fireball at Sol. That had definitely been fun. She looked out the window.

“Yes. I’m sure.”





CHAPTER TWENTY

Atavari took her aside a week later to apologize for laying into her after the game.

“You can see why I was upset, I hope,” he said. “Ultimately, I’m responsible for what happens to the Makers at my Gathering.”

Seven nodded, shifting her bag. “No, yeah, of course. I get it. Won’t happen again.”

He removed his glasses and polished them on his tie. Before he put them back on, he studied them, and she got the feeling the apology wasn’t the only reason he’d pulled her aside.

“Angel tells me you’re using some artificially intelligent software to Channel your magic,” he said, finally, placing them on his nose.

Seven’s stomach filled with ice. She’d thought Angel was on her side.

“They think I should encourage you to bring it into the Gathering and let you practice with it,” Atavari continued. “They were impressed with what it was able to do at the game.”

Seven’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Oh. Okay.”

“I’ll admit, it was impressive healing, and quick action on your part.” Atavari paused. “I’m not convinced it’s a good idea. But Angel made the point that training the magic in your machine might be better for all of us than not. I don’t think I can go along with the idea that this device could be your Conduit, but I think practicing with it would be fine, as long as you balance that practice with Channeling. Have you discovered your real Conduit yet?”

Seven shook her head. His refusal to accept Dot as real irked her, but she let it slide – he was clearly trying to work with her.

“Then I think you should spend some time working on that,” he said.

Seven nodded again. “Sure. Yeah. Can do.”

The days grew shorter, wetter, and colder. Midterms came and went. The UC game became a memory and Alicia’s death a scar in City’s collective memory. That scar remained visible – in her empty seat in stats; in her absence at the Gathering – and even after midterms, the pain of it didn’t fade. But they were learning to live with the way it felt. Seven stopped wondering about Alicia's magic: After the fight with Sol, it felt presumptive to assume she knew anything about it.

Despite her confrontation with Sol, Seven found herself looking forward to the Gathering. Angel, Mía, and Julian warmed up to her after the game; Seven suspected Angel was advocating on her behalf. She spent some time reading up on Conduits, but continued to struggle with the hippie nonsense. Nothing she found could definitively say what it was that made a “pure Conduit” work, or how it connected to a person’s soul.

Logan started finding ways to slip the subject into conversation whenever Seven visited his apartment. Seven found this mildly irritating, mostly because she wasn’t there to talk about magic. Mostly, she was there to fuck Logan, which she did with the enthusiasm of an Olympic gymnast. On the couch. On the coffee table. Up against the fridge. In the shower. Out on the balcony, drinking coffee. All over the floor. Once in the elevator – she hadn’t even known his building had an elevator until she was upside down inside it.

Seven stopped having nightmares about the kraken, and wondered if and when she might hear back from the Board about who had been behind it. She scraped by in Machine Learning and all her other classes. Kurt surprised her by joining a study group, and she joined him there a few times in the library. By the end of October, for the first time since she’d moved back to San Diego, life was relatively normal.

And then Julian died.

Two weeks before it happened, Seven came into the Gathering to find that Angel and Julian weren’t speaking to each other. In fact, their animosity was so palpable that no one else was speaking either. She found a spot in a corner with Mía as everyone partnered up to work on levitation.

“What’s going on?” Seven muttered.

Mía sighed. “I think they’re breaking up.”

“What? Why?”

“I don’t know for sure.” Mía lowered her voice. “I think Julian cheated.”

“What?” Seven gaped. “No.”

Mía nodded.

“Why would he do that? They were happy. They live together.”

Mía shrugged, looking bitter. “Because he doesn’t know a good thing when he sees it? Angelito is a saint. Julian still hangs out with the fucking Man Babies. Who the fuck knows what he’s thinking.”

When Seven asked Kurt, Kurt looked pained and shook his head. “I don’t know. Julian is a closed book. He doesn’t even share that stuff with me. Maybe he met some rocking six-foot daddy bear with a 401K who can subsidize his art. Who knows?” He frowned. “Why are you asking me about Julian? You don’t really know him, do you?”

Seven quickly put her eyes back on her laptop. “I don’t know. Just heard about it from some friends.”

Things between Angel and Julian deteriorated quickly. Julian moved out to live with a new person, whom none of them had met, including Kurt. He stopped attending the Gathering because things were so tense with Angel. Angel left their apartment too and found a new place in OB. For their part, Angel took the whole thing with trademark grace.

“That boy was a child,” they said when Seven asked how they were doing two weeks later. “I need to find me a man.”

Two days after that, Julian was dead. The guy he was dating – the one he’d left Angel for – had killed him.

Where Alicia’s death had shaken the school because of its frustrating mundanity, Julian’s shook the whole city in an entirely different way. It was sensational. Horrifying. The guy hadn’t just murdered Julian: he’d also eaten his heart and liver. And then disappeared. The news had an absolute field day. Both Nescient and Maker subreddits were full of wild theories. “Serial killer,” said Nescients. “Some crackpot got their hands on an outdated potion book,” said Makers. The Board was involved, but they found no evidence of magic at the scene.

When the Gathering reconvened, it was a struggle for anyone to find the will to make any magic at all.

“I understand if you don’t want to be here,” said Atavari as they stood in the circle before practice. “This year has been tough. It’s tempting to want to give into despair. But magic is how we find meaning in our world. We have to create meaning in the face of chaos. So I encourage you all to keep Channeling. Keep the memory of Alicia and Julian alive.”

Seven ran into Kurt at the bus stop on the way home that night. It was the first time she’d seen him since the funeral – he hadn’t been in class. He was clearly not taking the death of his best friend well, not that there was any reason he should. Any fortitude he’d regained since his breakup with Mía seemed long gone: he was very, very drunk.

He was leaning against the corner of the stop shelter when she walked up, digging into the breast pocket of his t-shirt. Seven eyed him anxiously and said,“How are you doing?”

He glanced blearily up at her, then returned to his pocket. “I’m not gonna lie, Watson, it’s been a shit year so far.”

She watched him digging around for a joint that probably wasn’t there. Apparently deciding he needed two hands for his search, he removed the hand from the wall that was holding him up, tipped forward, and Seven had to catch him as he toppled into the street. She got her shoulder under his arm, and her other arm around his chest, and discovered that as wiry as he looked, he was a heavy drunk.

“How are you getting home?” she grunted, clutching his t-shirt with both hands.

“Skateboard.”

“I don’t think that’s a great idea, do you?” She looked around. The bus was rattling around the corner. “Where do you live?”

“OB.”

Of course he did. Ocean Beach was where the knuckleheads lived. She tried to get under his weight. “Why don’t we get on the bus, and I’ll make sure you actually get home.”

He squinted down his nose at her. “Are you trying to get me into bed, Watson?”

“Yes.” She shook her head against his chest. “But not in the way you’re thinking.”

“Mm.” He tapped his nose. “Because you’re still dating Captain America.” Ignoring him, she hauled him toward the bus as it pulled up to the curb. “You know, that guy is a prick,” Kurt was mumbling. “Why are you dating a prick, Watson?”

“We’re not dating.”

“Just fucking, then? Why are you fucking a prick, Watson?”

She shoved him ahead of her up the steps and he tripped down the aisle and collapsed into a seat. She scooted in beside him and shouldered him against the window. He looked down through it with his forehead against the glass.

“An absolute prick,” he said. “If I was the kind of guy who told women what to do, I would tell you to steer well clear of that asshole.”

Seven sighed and folded her arms, sending her gaze down the aisle. “Yeah? Why’s that? What did he do? What is this beef you guys have?”

He sighed and shook his head against the window. “I just don’t understand why you gotta be so basic. That’s all.”

This again. She scooted down in the seat, closing her eyes. Kurt when he was drunk was kind of a prick too, she thought, to be honest.

Sol came into the next Gathering with all guns blazing.

“This,” she said, storming through the door and holding up her phone. “It was this.”

The group – excluding Atavari and Logan, who weren’t there yet – were warming up around the room. They looked at each other uncertainly.

“What was what?” said Mía.

“This is what got Julian,” said Sol.

Angel looked up sharply from an armchair in the corner.

Sol pointed at the phone. “That is a picture of a kumiho. A nine-tailed fox from East Asian folklore that shape shifts into human form, seduces men, lures them away from their homes, kills them, and eats their heart and liver.” She sent a triumphant glare around the room. “That is what killed Julian.”

In the stunned and awkward silence, Mía said, “Why are we debating what killed Julian? We know what killed Julian.”

Sol shook her head. “No, we don’t. The police haven’t even found the guy. Because it wasn’t a guy. It was that.”

“Sol, that’s–”

“We all thought it was weird, right? Julian wouldn’t cheat on Angel. That’s what we all said. It didn’t make sense. Why would he do that? It was because he was bewitched. It wasn’t–”

Her eyes cut to the corner, and she fell quiet. Angel had gotten up from their chair and was purposefully walking out of the room. Sol stepped sideways to intercept them.

“Angel–”

“Don’t.” They stopped. “Okay? Just don’t.”

“But we can–”

Angel put up their hand. “I don’t wanna hear this. I don’t want any part of this. I am not interested in knowing whatever this is. Okay? I can’t. I just– I can’t.”

Sol’s eyes bounced between Angel’s. She shut her mouth and stepped aside. Angel walked past her and summoned the door. Slammed it shut behind themself, and was gone.

Mía folded her arms. “¿Qué carajo te pasa?”

Sol glared back. “I didn’t mean to upset them. I thought Angel would want to know what happened.”

“What are you talking about? Why are you bringing up Julian? We’re trying to move on.”

“Okay, but just listen.” Sol swiped through pages on her phone. “After I found out about the kumiho, I did some more research and I found this.” She held up a wall of text. “The tokoloshe. A South African dwarf spirit that kills people in their sleep. This is from the Nescient Wikipedia article. Listen.” She read from the phone: “The myth of the tokoloshe comes from Bantu folklore. It was invented to explain why people inexplicably died while sleeping. Traditionally, the Bantu slept in huts around a fire. Some slept on raised platforms and some slept on the floor. Sometimes people sleeping on the floor would die overnight, with no apparent cause of death. They invented the tokoloshe myth as a way to explain those deaths. The Bantu never realized the real reason people died was that the fire was depleting oxygen in the hut, leaving carbon monoxide which, as it is heavier than air, sinks, poisoning those on the ground.”

She swiped the text away to bring up a picture. “Carbon monoxide poisoning. Nescients think that’s what killed Alicia. But I think it was this.”

She held up the phone. Seven squinted at the image on it. And her blood went cold.

It was the troll.

The troll she’d seen come out of the ground at Alicia’s game.

“The tokoloshe can turn invisible by swallowing a stone,” continued Sol. “And the kumiho shapeshifts from a human into a nine-tailed fox. These creatures could be hiding in the city and we’d have no idea. Think about it! If a kumiho was running fast or hiding in the shadows, it would just look like a dog.”

Or a coyote.

Seven’s heart was starting to beat fast. There was no way. Those hallucinations were Phantasmagory. Her brain adjusting.

“Okay…” Mía put up her hand. She gave Sol a pained, sympathetic smile. “I get that you want this to make sense. But you’re talking about things that we know aren’t real. Mythological creatures are not part of magic.”

Sol shook her head. “Someone told me Alicia was sleeping in her sister’s room because Kiana was scared of monsters under the bed.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. Lots of kids are afraid of monsters.”

But Sol seemed determined not to be dissuaded. “Weird stuff has been happening! What about that thing that happened in September? That explosion. What was that?”

“We don’t know,” Mía said. “The Coast Guard dropped it, and the Board hasn’t been involved. There’s no reason to think–”

“The Board has been involved.”

Seven hadn’t meant to say that: Atavari had advised her not to tell anyone at the Gathering about the attack. But her brain was spinning. What if Sol was right? And what if there was a connection?

“I know what happened in September,” she said. “It was me. I was attacked. A giant squid came after me and I set it on fire. It was a mess.”

“A giant squid?” said Warner, from the desk.

“Or an octopus, I don’t know.”

“You were attacked?” said Mía. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“I told Atavari, and he told the Board. They said it was transmogrification. Someone screwing around. They’re investigating who might have done it, and I guess now I’m wondering… if there’s a connection. To Alicia and Julian. Like… maybe it’s the same person?”

Sol was furiously typing into her phone. “A giant squid is a kraken. You think someone’s creating mythological creatures?”

Seven hesitated. “I don’t know. I mean… The Board said it wasn’t a kraken, but I guess someone could be making stuff that looks like monsters? And I think… I think I saw that troll, too. At Alicia’s soccer game. Logan said it was Phantasmagory, but… it looked just like that. It came out of the ground and then it disappeared.”

“Turned invisible, you mean,” said Sol. “By swallowing a stone.”

“Mm…” Mía tilted her head. “Probably not, right? If it was just a transmogrified animal?”

“We don’t know that’s what it was,” said Sol.

Seven watched her scrolling through the phone. “You think there’s another way a person could create monsters? Like actual ones?”

“I don’t know.” Sol chewed her lip ring. “But I think you’re right: it can’t just be coincidence.”

Seven was more stunned the hear the words ‘I think you’re right’ come out of Sol’s mouth than she was about anything else. Were they… agreeing?

“Well, I don’t know what else it would be apart from a transmogrified animal,” said Mía. “Unless you know about some other kind of magic I don’t, Sol.”

Sol was scouring another article and didn’t appear to hear her.

“Someone could have transmogrified themself,” Warner supplied, from the corner.

Seven’s insides jumped. “Like Anna Nakamura.”

Mía gaped. “You think Anna Nakamura killed Julian?”

“No; not necessarily, but… someone like that? With that skill? Someone who can shapeshift.”

“She did try to kill Julian at the game,” said Warner.

Mía looked at Seven. “Right, but not on purpose…”

Warner shrugged. “We don’t know that.”

Mía’s face blanched, and the room seemed to go very quiet. Seven closed her eyes. “Okay, okay… Just hold on – let’s recap. We’re saying someone created monsters somehow, and… what? Killed Alicia and Julian? Why?”

“Maybe they were involved in something we didn’t know about,” said Warner. “Or maybe it was an accident. Like what happened at the game.”

“Some transmogrifications are difficult to control,” said Mía. “And if the transmogrifications were made to act like monsters, then… those could be even more difficult. Which monsters, again?”

Sol listed them without looking up from the phone. “Kumiho and tokoloshe.”

“And kraken,” Seven added. “Maybe.”

Warner put his hands behind his head and leaned back in Atavari’s chair. “Why are they all from different mythologies? It’s so random. It’s like someone just Googled mythological creatures and threw all the search results in a pot.”

Sol’s hands stilled. She looked up from her phone. Her gaze landed on Seven, and Seven felt all the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

“You’re right,” said Sol. “It is like someone Googled it. Because that’s exactly what someone did.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Seven stared back at her. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“Someone Googled a bunch of information about magic and then threw it in a pot? Isn’t that exactly what you did when you fed all that data from the Ghost Web into your AI?”

Seven hesitated.

“That’s what you told us,” said Sol. “You fed it a bunch of random magical content and it analyzed all the data and spit something out.”

“What are you trying to say? That Dot is somehow involved? The content I fed Dot wouldn’t even have included anything about mythological creatures. They’re not part of magic. Right?”

Sol looked temporarily stumped by this. She went back to the phone. “Well, someone is summoning these creatures.”

“Summoning? Okay, we need to back way up. No one said ‘summoning.’ This isn’t Stranger Things. We’re talking about transmogrification.”

“Well, maybe I’m not.”

“You think these are real monsters, and you think they’ve been summoned? How would that even work?”

“Why don’t you tell me? It’s your creepy computer.”

“What are you talking about? You think–”

A flash of lavender lit up the other side of the room and Atavari stepped through the door, carrying his briefcase and with his phone between his ear and shoulder. He acknowledged them with an elbow as he shrank the door behind him. No one moved as he went to the desk, shooed Warner out of it, set his briefcase next to Sol’s laptop, and ended his call.

“Sorry, folks! It has been a day.” He looked up. “Wow, we are all very tense in here.”

Sol, glaring at Seven, shifted.

“Where is everyone?” Atavari frowned around the room. “Are we missing some people?”

“Logan had a dinner,” said Mía. “Angel– ah…”

“Angel walked out because Seven’s computer killed their boyfriend,” said Sol.

“Whoa, what the fuck? Angel walked out because you were spouting bullshit!”

Atavari flourished his hand and a veil of lavender mist descended from the ceiling. It alighted on Seven’s skin, and when she breathed in the fresh, floral scent of it, she felt her heart rate slow.

“God, the energy in this room is awful,” said Atavari as he snapped open his briefcase and removed a stack of papers. “Does someone want to explain?”

“Sol has a theory about Alicia and Julian’s… passing,” said Mía.

Atavari’s face darkened. He kept his eyes on the papers as he squared the edge of the stack on the desk. “That’s not the kind of thing I’d expect you to make light of Sol.”

“I’m not making light.” Sol’s voice was tempered, but Seven sensed that whatever ward Atavari had just used on them wouldn’t last.

“Because if you were, I think all of us would be pretty upset.”

“I’m upset.”

Atavari kept his eyes down, arranging his papers. Finally, he said, “And what is this theory?”

“That Seven’s artificial magic is summoning monsters,” she said, without a trace of embarrassment, fear, or doubt. Seven almost had to marvel at her conviction.

“I see,” said Atavari. He laid down the papers, closed the briefcase, and looked at Sol. “Explain?”

Seven watched Atavari’s face as Sol did, to see if she could discern what he was thinking. When Sol finished, he said, “These are serious allegations, Sol. Very serious. Is your accusation that Seven did this on purpose? Because at the very least, what you’re accusing her of is manslaughter. Perhaps even criminal magical negligence, or possibly even murder.”

Murder? Seven jolted. “Whoa, wait, I didn’t–”

“But as we know,” Atavari lifted a hand, “the Board investigated Julian’s death, and no evidence of magic was discovered at the scene. I’m sorry, Sol. I know you aren’t trying to make light, but are you fully aware of what you are doing? Accusing Seven like this?”

“You’re asking me if I understand how serious this is?” Sol looked furious. “Two of my friends are dead.”

“I understand,” said Atavari, calmly. “And I hear you.”

The room went quiet. Sol went to the chair Angel had vacated and threw herself into it. Seven watched her scowling at the floor. She wasn’t sure why – maybe it was just the effect of Atavari’s ward – but she wasn’t furious about Sol’s accusation. In fact, she was pretty sure she was feeling… compassion? Two of Sol’s friends were dead. Two of Seven’s friends.

“I feel like maybe Sol could be right that there’s a connection,” she said, carefully. “Not that it’s me,” she added, glaring at Sol, “but I was thinking… What if it’s the same person who made the thing that attacked me in September? Someone transmogrifying animals to look like monsters. Someone really good at transmogrification, like Anna Nakamura.”

Atavari’s eyebrows jumped.

“Not that I’m saying it was her!” Seven quickly clarified. “Just someone like that.” She looked to Mía and Warner for backup, but Mía looked uncomfortable, and Warner was apparently strongly affected by Atavari’s mist ward, because he was sprawled in an armchair, looking at his phone. Like he’d forgotten the conversation was happening.

“I would think hard about what you’re saying too, Seven,” said Atavari. “At this time, there is no evidence at all to suggest that Alicia or Julian were killed by magic. You would simply be shifting an accusation onto another innocent Maker.”

“Just to protect your own ass,” Sol added, venomously.

Seven’s mouth fell open. She couldn’t believe it. She’d just extended an olive branch, and Sol had lit it on fire.

“Oh, because I’m summoning these things, am I?” she shot back. She made a big show of looking all around the room. “From where? Hm? If that’s what I’m doing, then where are they coming from, Sol?”

“Probably another world,” said Warner, not looking up from his phone. But before he’d even finished, Atavari cut him off.

“We’re not discussing Ethereal Magic in here.”

Seven blinked. “Wait, what? What’s Ethereal Magic?”

“The fourth branch,” said Sol.

“A fringe theory,” said Atavari, over her. “And taboo. We don’t talk about it in this room.”

“Why is it taboo?” said Seven.

“Because it deals with things like anastasis,” Sol replied, before Atavari could. “AKA raising the dead. And evocation. AKA summoning. Summoning monsters.”

Seven scoffed. “That’s a leap–”

“And it’s been linked to Bad Magic.” Sol glared. “Like yours.”

“Fuck’s sake.”

“I’m just saying–”

“Sol!” Atavari looked like he was about to bring down another veil of mist. But instead, he took a breath and addressed Sol over the top of his glasses. “You know my feelings on this subject; don’t keep pushing at it, please.” He turned to Seven. “This does raise a question for me, however, as long as we’re on the subject of Bad Magic: where exactly does your magic stand, Seven? How is it going with your Conduit?”

Seven shifted. “I’ve been busy.”

“Busy banging Logan,” said Warner to his phone, and high-fived himself.

Atavari pursed his lips. “I was under the impression you would devote some time to discovering a pure Conduit, like we discussed after the game.” When Seven didn’t respond, he continued, “If you haven’t, then it’s possible your magic could indeed be going bad. Which is an entirely separate issue, but an important one, nonetheless. I think what Sol may be getting at is that she’s concerned about this.”

“No…” growled Sol, “what I’m getting at is that Seven’s computer murdered my friends.”

Ignoring her, Seven turned to Atavari. “I am Channeling,” she said. “I’m Channeling through Dot.”

“You can’t do that!” said Sol.

“You don’t know that!” said Seven.

Atavari raised his hand and brought down another veil of mist.

“I think the way to resolve this issue is to go before the Board,” he said. “They can take a sample of your magic and look at the watch. You could be absolutely right, Seven. There could be nothing wrong with what you’ve been doing. But the only way to know for sure is to have the Board take a look. Is that acceptable to you?”

Seven didn’t remember how she got back to the harbor. She was aware that she hadn’t taken the bus. She must have walked the whole way, consumed by her fury.

Anyone other than these wizard luddites would think this thing she’d created was a miracle. It had saved Julian’s life. And hers! Twice! They’d be flinging Nobel Prizes at her. Artificial magic. Intelligent sorcery. Technology at its best! She should have taken it to Professor Li. She should have turned in Dot instead of the web scraper.

She stormed all the way through the harbor, so lost in thought she missed Dragonfly’s pier and found herself at the end of the breakwater. She stopped abruptly and stood, rubbing circles into her cupid’s bow and staring at the ocean.

Underneath her rage, a little voice was nagging.

It had started the moment Sol had accused her, and had followed her all the way home. And now that she was still, she could hear it:

What if Sol was right?

What if this wasn’t technology at its best? What if Dot had summoned monsters? What if those monsters had killed her friends?

A gust of wind went through her and the shiver snapped her awake. Seven drew a breath.

…Dot?

HELLO SEVEN

Seven wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer to the question she was about to ask. But Atavari was calling the Board on Monday, and she wanted to be prepared. If Sol was right, and Dot was somehow responsible for Alicia or Julian’s death, then she needed to know.

What do you know about mythological creatures? she began.

A pause. Then:

HERE’S WHAT I FOUND FOR: MYTHOLOGICAL CREATURE. A FANTASY ENTITY, TYPICALLY A HYBRID, THAT DOES NOT EXIST BUT MAY BE FOUND IN FOLKLORE AND NESCIENT HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS.

Seven waited. When nothing else came, she asked, Is that all you know?

WHAT ELSE WOULD YOU LIKE TO KNOW, SEVEN?

I want to know – it felt ridiculous even thinking it – I want to know if mythological creatures could be responsible for the deaths of Alicia Washington and Julian Lee.

A pause, while Dot scanned its resources, then it said,

ALICIA WASHINGTON SUCCUMBED TO CARBON MONOXIDE POISONING IN SEPTEMBER OF THIS YEAR. JULIAN LEE WAS MURDERED TWO WEEKS AGO. IS THIS THE SAME JULIAN WE HEALED AT YOUR GAME?

Seven felt her throat knot. Yeah. Yeah, it is.

DID WE FAIL?

No. She swallowed. It worked. Something else happened. Someone– Someone else.

Dot was quiet for a long time. YOU’RE UPSET.

Seven wiped her face on her sleeve and aggressively blinked away tears. She took a deep breath and found a planet on the horizon to stare at. She remembered the way Mía had stared across the parking lot on the day of the game. The way Angel called Julian babe. How Alicia said fuck in the middle of the library. She didn’t feel like an intruder to this tragedy anymore: She felt like it lived inside her.

YOU WANT TO FIND THIS ‘SOMEONE ELSE,’ said Dot.

Seven hesitated. I’m not sure.

WHY NOT?

Because… because what if it’s someone I don’t want it to be?

WHAT DO YOU MEAN?

Someone I know thinks… it’s you.

A long pause. I DON’T UNDERSTAND.

That you killed him. Him and Alicia. With… monsters. Mythological creatures.

MYTHOLOGICAL CREATURES DO NOT EXIST, SEVEN, said Dot. Its shimmery, androgynous voice was confused. Seven had never heard that before.

Right. She took another breath. But… they could have been created. You… could have created them?

TRANSMOGRIFICATION COULD BE USED TO CREATE SOMETHING THAT APPROXIMATED A FANTASY CREATURE. BUT I HAVE NEVER TRIED TO DO THIS.

Or summoned?

Dot’s voice was confused again as it said, IN ORDER TO BE SUMMONED, CREATURES WOULD NEED TO BE SUMMONED FROM SOMEWHERE. AND IN ORDER TO BE SUMMONED FROM SOMEWHERE, THEY WOULD NEED TO EXIST.

Seven hesitated. Yes…

AND THESE CREATURES DO NOT EXIST.

Right. So you didn’t summon them?

A long, confused paused. Then, IN ORDER TO HAVE SUMMONED THEM, I WOULD NEED TO HAVE SUMMONED THEM FROM SOMEWHERE. AND IN ORDER–

No, right, yeah, I got it. There’s no way to summon something that doesn’t exist.

The infallible logic of a computer. Seven sighed and pressed her eyes with the heels of her hands. Dot clearly had nothing to do with it. She supposed she should feel relieved, but she was just exhausted.

What about Ethereal Magic? she said, looking up. Do you know anything about that?

Dot appeared to scan its resources for a very long time.

I AM ABLE TO FIND VERY LITTLE ON ETHEREAL MAGIC. ACCORDING TO WICCAPEDIA IT IS NOT A REAL BRANCH OF MAGIC. IT IS THE LABEL GIVEN BY FRINGE MAKERS TO A SET OF THEORETICAL PRACTICES. NO INSTANCE OF ANYONE ACTUALLY PERFORMING IT HAS EVER BEEN RECORDED.

So, basically, Sol is saying you summoned something that doesn’t exist, using magic that doesn’t exist.

HOW WOULD I HAVE DONE THAT, SEVEN?

Yeah, I don’t know.

DO YOU BELIEVE THERE IS A CONNECTION BETWEEN THE DEATHS OF THESE INDIVIDUALS? ALICIA WASHINGTON AND JULIAN LEE.

Another gust of wind went through Seven. She wrapped her arms around herself and stared across the water. I don’t know. Maybe.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

On Monday, she received a call from a woman called Rachel at the Magical Board of California. Report to a hearing in Sacramento on Wednesday.

Atavari said he would take her, since teleportation was the most efficient way to get there, and Seven didn’t have her long-distance license yet. Wear something presentable, he said.

And so, she found herself standing outside a nondescript building in a business park at eight-forty-nine on Wednesday morning, wearing her cleanest black jeans and a trim, black tee. Coffee in-hand. Crisp November morning sun on her head.

She and Atavari checked in with Rachel and found seats in a waiting room that looked like a dentist’s office. Seven couldn’t sit still. When her phone buzzed in her back pocket she nearly leapt out of her chair. A text from Logan.

> Good luck

Seven texted him thanks, then put the phone away and sat jiggling her foot.

A door opened, and a guy with big Finance Bro energy and way too much gel in his ash-blonde hair put his head around it. He looked about her age, and he was wearing a silver watch and a tie to indicate his importance. Seven wasn’t a fan of people like this: the ones her age who appeared to have their shit together.

“Miss Jones? The Board will see you now.”

The plaque beside the door he was holding open said Relics and Artifacts. In the room, a long IKEA table was surrounded by six high-backed swivel chairs. One of these was occupied by a frizzy-haired woman with a pink face and blouse.

“Have a seat.” Pink Blouse put on a pair of glasses from a chain around her neck. Seven and Atavari sat. “I’m Deborah Vanderbilt and this is Chad Miller.”

Chad. Of course.

“Your advisor has informed us that you’re in possession of a magical artifact,” Deborah said, as Chad sat beside her.

Seven nodded nervously. “A watch.”

“How long has the artifact been in your possession?”

“Uh… about two months?”

“And you created it yourself.”

“Kind of.”

“Explain?”

Reluctantly, Seven told her about Neo, the web scraper, and the data from the Ghost Web. “So, it wasn’t my fault, exactly,” she finished, meaningfully. “It was kind of just… an accident.”

“May we see it?”

Chad leaned in as Seven unbuckled the watch and laid it on the table. “How does it work?”

Seven hesitated. “I’m not sure. I think it’s Channeling my magic. I can communicate with it telepathically and give it commands. It also comes up with stuff on its own.”

“Channeling your magic?” He looked at Deborah, who shook her head.

“No,” she said, “that seems unlikely. You said it came up with things on its own?”

“Well– I asked it to. It created an illusion for me once. And it helped me and a friend with some physical healing.”

Deborah wrote this down on a yellow notepad while Chad went to the door. He stuck his head out and said something to Rachel, who entered a moment later with a pair of latex gloves. Chad handed the gloves to Deborah, who snapped them on and picked up Seven’s watch like it was a bomb at the airport.

“What are you doing?” said Seven.

“Performing a routine incantation that should give us some insight into the magic this artifact may be imbued with.”

She removed her glasses, held the watch flat in one palm, and laid her other palm on top of it. The watch began to glow, and she yelped and yanked away her hand as a column of light shot out of the screen and onto the ceiling. Where the light hit, symbols were projected:

let renderFirst = flip ? i % 2 === 0 : i % 2 !== 0;

Deborah recoiled. “What runes are these?”

“Runes?” Seven almost laughed. “It’s Javascript.”

“Javascript?”

“Java is a programming language,” mansplained Chad, before Seven could say anything.

“Not Java…” She grit her teeth. “Javascript.”

Chad frowned. “What’s the difference?”

“Multi-threading versus the event loop, for one thing.” Seven turned back to Deborah. “Not important. He’s right that it’s a programming language. It’s showing you some of the code I used to build the interface.”

“Interface?” Deborah looked like she was being given a rundown on how to use the nuclear codes. “And that’s what this is made out of? Java… script?”

“Actually… I think it’s mostly Kotlin and Swift? And a lot of other stuff in the artificially intelligent part that I don’t… actually understand.”

“You don’t understand it?” said Deborah.

“Well, to be fair, a lot of people way smarter than me don’t understand it either… But yeah. I’m a web developer, not an AI engineer. I built the UI.”

“Is this an app?” said Chad.

Seven nodded. “Basically.”

“So it’s really the app, not the watch, that we need to be concerned about. Does it exist anywhere else?” Chad was apparently more tech savvy than Deborah.

“I made a version for my phone,” Seven told him. “It wasn’t as sophisticated. I don’t use it anymore.”

“Is it in the cloud?”

Seven shook her head. “I stopped backing up my devices once the app was on them.”

Deborah laid the watch face-up on the table. She waved her hand over it and the beam of light winked out. “We’ll have to send it out to our lab in Texas to run some more diagnostics.”

“Texas? How long is that gonna take?”

“Not more than a week or two.” She turned over the top page of her pad and looked at Atavari. “There was also some concern that Ms Jones’s magic may be going bad, is that correct?” Atavari nodded. “In that case, Ms Jones, we’ll need you to leave a sample of your magic at the front desk before you leave.”

“And I think we should ward her phone,” said Chad. “To alert us if she uses the app to perform any magic while her watch is in the lab.”

“Can you do that?” Seven folded her arms. “Seems pretty technical.”

“Warding artifacts is standard practice. The composition of the artifact itself doesn’t make a difference.”

“So you’re saying I can’t use the app at all? Then I won’t be able to use my magic.”

Deborah, who was scribbling on her pad, looked up. “What do you mean you won’t be able to use it?”

“The app is how I make magic. I told you: I’m Channeling through the app.”

“An app isn’t a pure Conduit,” said Chad.

Deborah gave Seven a long, hard look, then set down her pen, pushed back her chair, and stood up from the table. “Chad, could you come with me?”

Silence descended as she and Chad left the room. Seven could hear them quietly conferring on the other side of the door. She picked at a splinter that was coming up from the edge of the table.

“People are really into this whole Channeling thing.”

“As I said, I think some of the points Sol raised merit concern,” said Atavari, quietly.

When the door opened and Chad and Deborah came back in, Deborah was holding a manila folder. She sat opposite Seven.

“Okay. We got it worked out. The Board recommends that you involve yourself in an activity we deem a ‘pure Conduit’ by the end of the week. We will also be warding your phone and taking a sample of your magic.”

“When you say ‘the Board recommends’…” said Seven.

Deborah removed two papers from the folder and slid them across the table. “This form indicates that you understand the recommendation, and this is a list of accepted Conduits.” She slid a third paper across the table to Atavari. “Your Gathering supervisor will be responsible for overseeing your Conduit activity.” She held out a pen. “Is that clear?”

Seven sighed and took it. “How am I supposed to Channel my magic through a pure Conduit when I can’t even use my magic without the app?”

“All we can do is recommend that you find a Conduit and attend your Gathering regularly. My guess is that if you do, you’ll be accessing your magic normally within a few weeks.”

When the paperwork was signed, Seven followed Deborah out to the waiting room. At the front desk, she handed Rachel the forms and was presented with a plastic cup with a lid, and a moist towelette in a foil packet.

Seven stared at Rachel. “Am I supposed to pee in this?”

“You’re sure as hell not supposed to wear it on your head.”

Out in the parking lot, Seven blew a breath at the hard white sun. She’d gone in there prepared to defend Dot against allegations of murder, but the matter hadn’t even been mentioned. The Board seemed far more concerned with Seven’s Channeling. She unfolded the paper with the list of accepted Conduits on it.

“They’re forcing me to do one of these things?”

“Bad Magic is a serious matter, Seven. I hope this will be the wake-up call you need to treat it as such.” Atavari pushed his glasses to the top of his head. “Actually, to that end, I have a suggestion: someone just dropped out of the fall play and we’re scrambling to fill the part. It’s a small role, but–”

“A play?” Seven wasn’t sure what her face was doing, but she was sure it looked fucking horrified. “You want me to do a play? That can’t be the solution. The answer to the big, scary Bad Magic problem can’t be fucking theater.”

Atavari sniffed and adjusted his scarf. “The solution is you getting in touch with something human and Channeling your magic through it. You seem to think that’s beneath you. But an artifact you created is currently under investigation by the Board. If you can’t take what I do seriously, perhaps you can at least take that seriously.”

Well, now she just felt like an asshole. Seven refolded the paper and sighed. “I just don’t think prancing around in a silly costume is going to get me in touch with my humanity.”

“You are aware we’re doing Hamlet this semester?” he said, rather shortly. “I think you’ll be surprised at how rigorous it is. You’re only going to feel silly if you don’t take it seriously. Logan and Sol are in the class, and Angel’s managing the fight choreography this semester. There’ll be plenty of people you know.” He checked his watch. “We need to get back. Let’s go around the corner to make the jump.”

Sighing, she followed him. “You sound like Logan.”

“Logan is a powerful Maker. You could do worse than to listen to his advice.”

She went to the admissions office when they got back to campus and begrudgingly signed up for theater. At lunch, she received a text from Atavari instructing her to come to the auditorium at four, and she spent the interim talking herself into it.

Maybe Atavari was right. Maybe feeling ridiculous in front of other people was the key to her humanity, or whatever. Maybe theater could be her Conduit, and maybe if she found her Conduit, Sol would shut the fuck up for a while.

Angel beckoned her to a seat in the front row as she squinted through the auditorium door that afternoon. She waited for her eyes to adjust. She’d never been in here – only looked through the door once at Sol performing a monologue. The Gathering room was backstage, but they always got to it from the other side of the building. So why was it so eerily familiar in here? She had a feeling of déjà vu like she hadn’t felt since that crazy three-day weed hangover.

Smell of paint, new wood, and old costumes. These are not the droids you’re looking for… Um, excuse me? What are you doing in here?

Was it a dream she’d had, or something?

“I have your script,” said Angel as she sat next to them. They produced a stack of paper, hole-punched and secured with a clip. “Your lines are already highlighted.”

“Oh.” Seven hadn’t even put down her bag yet. “Okay. Thanks.”

“You’re playing the ghost.”

“Oh… kay.” She shrugged off her bag and looked over the first page. Whole paragraphs of text were picked out with blue highlighter. “This is, like… a lot of lines.”

Sol, who was scrolling through her phone on the other side of Angel, scoffed. “No, it’s not.”

Angel shot her a venomous look. Seven remembered the way they had walked out of the room on Friday. She wondered if Angel had done all this work on her script to keep their mind off Julian. That didn’t seem fair: Why should Angel have to keep it together when Kurt was so spectacularly falling apart?

“The ghost is a minor character,” Angel continued. “But important. You’re Hamlet’s father–”

“I’m a dude? I’m a ghost and a dude?”

Angel lifted an eyebrow. “Honey, this is theater. If you’re not bending your gender, you’re doing it wrong.” They rolled up their sleeves and pointed at a chunk of blue text with a slender, white-nail-polished finger. “The ghost is cool because you’re never really sure if he’s telling the truth. Actually, some characters think the ghost isn’t even a soul at all–”

“A soulless liar,” muttered Sol. “Seven won’t even need to act.”

“Anyway,” Angel continued over her, “it’s only a lot of lines in the first scene. After that you’re only onstage a couple more times.”

“Am I gonna have to wear frilly pantaloons for this?”

“No, no. It’s a modern setting. It’ll be pretty bare bones.”

The rest of the class had filed in while they were talking. Seven had already texted Logan to tell him what was happening, so he wasn’t surprised to see her as he sat in the row behind them. Atavari walked out under the warm, yellow lights and took center stage.

“Alright, folks! Before we get started, I want to welcome our newest member.” He gestured to Seven and she shrank in her seat as everyone in the auditorium shifted to look at her. “Seven, why don’t you come up and introduce yourself?”

Oh, Jesus, her literal nightmare. Seven shook her head. “Oh… no, that’s okay. I can see everyone from here.” She turned around in her seat, waving awkwardly. “Hello.”

“Just come on up,” said Atavari. “It won’t take a minute and you’re going to have to do it eventually. Can we give her a round of applause?”

She bolted back to her seat as soon as she was done introducing herself, and Atavari called up a fight scene between Logan and a guy Seven didn’t know. She looked for evidence of Logan’s magic as he took the stage, but the only clue that he was Channeling was a vaguely bluish hue discoloring the air around him.

God, he really was handsome, though. Just watching him made the hair on her arms stand up.

“Careful.”

Angel dropped into the seat beside her, kicking off their shoes and crossing their bare feet underneath them. With some effort, Seven peeled her eyes off Logan. “Careful of what?”

“Watching Logan do his thing is like staring directly into the sun. Not recommended unless you want to go hopelessly love-blind. Although” – they looked her briefly up and down – “I guess it may be too late for you.”

She flushed and scowled at the stage. “I’m not in love with Logan.”

“Mhm.” They unzipped their backpack. “Anyway, I recommend not watching him Channel. Follow along in your script or something. Unless you wanna end up like these poor Nescients.”

The rest of the class were sitting slack-jawed in the first two rows, gazing up at Logan like he was Jesus, or Beyoncé.

“What’s wrong with them?”

“Nothing’s wrong, they’re just enchanted.”

Seven scoffed. “Enchanted?”

“It’s an Empathetic Magic thing; I don’t know how it works. Probably some combination of inculcation and Logan being extremely good looking.”

“Mind control?” Seven shook her head. “Logan told me he doesn’t do that.”

Angel raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I’m wrong; maybe it’s just the rizz. But he’ll have them in the palm of his hand for as long as he’s up there. Honestly, I think some of them never recover. Jessica?” They nodded at a blonde girl in the front row. “Has been obsessed with him since last semester.”

Seven frowned up at Logan again. Well, sure. Obviously, Jessica was obsessed with him. He was magnificent. The anchor tattoo flexing on his bicep as he threw both fists up to block a hit. The smooth, sure-footed way he lunged back at his opponent. Shoulders rippling under his black t-shirt. He was wearing the shit out of those–

Someone’s fingers snapped in front of her face.

“Hello?” Angel was staring at her in disbelief. “What did I just say?”

Seven unzipped her backpack and pulled out her script, ears burning.

By the time class was over and people were packing up their bags, her eyes were itchy and her temples throbbing. Shakespeare was more inscrutable than code had ever been. If it be now, ’tis not to come: if it be not to come, it will be now: if it be not now, yet it will come: the readiness is all.

Like… what?

Logan jumped down from the stage, toweling off the back of his neck. He picked up his stuff from the seat behind her and kissed the top of her head. “How did it go?”

She hitched her bag onto her shoulder as she stood. “When am I supposed to start feeling this magic thing everyone keeps talking about?”

Acknowledging her stupid joke with an impatient look, he shouldered his duffel bag and they walked up the aisle. It was dark when they stepped outside. Stars pricking holes in the sky. Cold; mid-November. Mom was hassling her about Thanksgiving plans. She’d be delighted to hear Seven was in a play, no doubt. Seven supposed she’d better call her.

“Atavari told me they took your watch.” Logan said.

“Oh. That wasn’t really his business to share, but okay.”

“And I heard what happened on Friday. Sorry I wasn’t there.”

“It’s not your job to protect me.”

He sighed. “Sol’s right to be worried about your magic. The Board did the right thing mandating this class.”

Seven put her hands in her pockets.

“We can work on it together if you want,” he said. “I can help you with some things that will get you in touch with your center.”

“My center, huh?” She nudged his toe with hers. “Will this be before, during, or after the sex?”

He looked vaguely annoyed, and Seven felt as though some ward had come between them. Or maybe it was her walls. Her stupid jokes and her walls.

“Are you going to take this seriously?” he said.

She sighed. “Yes. Yes, I’m taking it seriously. I’m just… not good at letting people help me, I think.”

“That tracks.” He zipped his hoodie all the way up, then put his hands in his pockets and stared across the quad. “People are trying to help you. You know?”

“I know.”

“I’m trying to help you.”

“I know.”

They stood side by side at the top of the steps, watching the quad get darker. Logan leaned over and bumped her shoulder with his. “We can get in touch with your center before, during, and after, if you want.”

She smiled. “Sounds good. When do we start?”

“I’m going to the gym. But… later?”

“I need to feed Neo and work on some freelance stuff tonight. Tomorrow?”

“Who’s Neo?”

“My cat? Have I not told you about him?”

“Oh.” He nodded, checking his phone. “Right. Tomorrow, then. You should come work out with me sometime, too – using your magic without that app might be more physically challenging. Levitating things, especially.”

“Go to the gym? Hard pass.”

Chuckling, he started down the stairs. “Baby steps. You’re doing the right thing, Seven. Now I just have to make you do more of it.”

She watched his silhouette fade into the dark, then sighed and headed down the stairs. She skipped the bus stop and kept going. She needed to organize her thoughts.

There were a lot of them to organize as she stalked down Broadway in the direction of the harbor: Logan; her meeting with the Board; finding her Conduit. The inscrutability of Hamlet. The specter of Bad Magic that seemed to lurk around every corner. Sol’s insane accusations.

Alicia Washington. Julian Lee.

The two names had been going around in her head since her conversation with Dot. She couldn’t stop picking at the idea that their deaths were connected. That maybe Sol was onto something. Not about Dot, but… there were things niggling at Seven: Alicia not playing soccer at Stanford. Julian’s treatment of Angel. Whoever created that octopus. Anna Nakamura…

Lost in thought, she rounded the corner into an alley near the harbor.

Directly into a wall of web.

Seven flung up her hands as a snare of strands adhered to her nose and mouth. A nightmarish tunnel of gauzy white spiraled down the alley ahead of her, and at the center of the tunnel, a spider the size of a watermelon hung with its eight legs splayed. The web was so thick that the spider was nothing more than a shadow through mist. But as Seven struggled, the mist shook… and the shadow began to move.

It picked its way frighteningly fast through the spiral it had created, becoming less misty shadow and more hairy brown reality by the second. Seven flailed her arms and tore at her clothes and only felt more of the web clinging to her.

“Dot!” she yelled. “Hello?”

Dot didn’t reply. Because Seven wasn’t wearing the watch. She tried to Root, and couldn’t, and realized with a sinking feeling that she had no way to access her magic. She couldn’t do it without Dot.

She staggered backward, tearing at her clothes, and spun around to the right.

A second spider hung inches from her face.

Screaming, Seven dropped to the ground and scrambled back the way she’d come. She crawled out of the alley and got to her feet and sprinted.

She didn’t stop until she’d sprinted down the block, turned the corner, run through the parking lot, crossed the harbor, found her dock, sprinted down it, jumped aboard Dragonfly, thrown open the hatch, slammed it shut behind her, fallen down the stairs, and run into the bathroom. She stood in front of the mirror, panting, wild-eyed, and covered in spiderweb.

That was twice now she’d been attacked by extra-large eight-legged creatures. Something was rotten in the state of California.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“No, you don’t understand,” she was saying to the woman on the phone as she paced in front of the Green Room backstage the next day, “I need it back.”

The woman spoke slowly, like Seven was a child. “And as I’ve just said, I’m afraid that’s impossible. Your watch has been sent to Texas and won’t come back until testing is complete.”

Seven shoved her hand into her hair. “Rachel? Is this Rachel at the front desk? Rachel, I really need that watch back.”

“I don’t know how many ways I can say it Ms Jones: We can’t give you the watch until testing is complete. Would you like to hear it in Spanish?”

“What am I supposed to do? I can’t use my magic at all without it.”

She could hear Rachel typing on the other end of the line and saying something to a coworker. Then, “As Deborah explained at your meeting, the best way to resolve your issues with magic is to attend your Gathering and work on Channeling.”

“But that could take weeks! What if something happens to me before then?”

Rachel’s typing paused. “What do you think is going to happen to you?”

“Well, last night I ran into a web full of giant spiders, and in September, I was attacked by an octopus, so I don’t know, Rachel. Starfish attack? Massive centipede? What else has too many legs and no business being in San Diego?”

“I’m sorry… A giant spider?”

“Yes. Like really, really big spiders. Two of them. In a web.”

“Where was this?”

“Near the harbor.”

Seven could hear Rachel typing again. Finally she said, “So these were animals that had been modified by magic?”

“I think so. I think they were transmogrified. And I think…” Seven took a breath. “I think it’s possible two other people might have also been attacked since September… and killed.”

“By spiders?”

“No. By… other transmogrified animals.”

More typing. “One second, I’m transferring you.”

Seven anxiously rubbed her cupid’s bow and stared through the floor as the line clicked and an instrumental version of Don’t Fear the Reaper came through the phone. She did not appreciate the irony. Minutes passed before someone picked up.

“Deborah Vanderbilt, California State Board of Magic.”

Seven blinked. “Hi… I was just talking to Rachel?”

“Ms Jones. Now, as Rachel explained, we can’t return the watch to you until testing is complete–”

“Okay, but what about the spiders?”

“If you’ll let me finish.” Deborah paused, and Seven sealed her mouth into a frustrated line. “First of all, I’m sorry that happened to you. If you file an official report, we’ll send someone out to take a look at the location. If someone in the city is transmogrifying animals, then it’s good that you brought it to our attention, as that is against the lore. You mentioned other attacks?”

“Alicia Washington and Julian Lee. We think – I think – maybe it’s the same person. The same one who transmogrified the octopus that attacked me in September. They transmogrified animals, or maybe they shapeshifted.”

She could hear typing. Eventually, Deborah said, “This office has no record of any Alicia Washington. Julian Lee’s murder was investigated; no evidence of magic was found at that scene. Our pathologists have yet to examine the ink we found after your attack in September.”

“You haven’t even looked at it?”

Deborah paused. Then, “As I said, if you file a report about the latest incident, we can look into it.”

Seven shut her eyes. “Okay… how long will that take?”

“I’m afraid I don’t have a good estimate on that.”

Seven felt like she could come up with a pretty good estimate. It had been two months since the octopus and they still hadn’t gotten around to looking into that. “So I’m just supposed to keep walking around, waiting for something else to attack me?” she said.

“Do you have reason to believe something else may attack you, Ms Jones?”

“Well, this is the second time it’s happened, so…”

She heard Deborah cover the end of the phone and say something to someone, then come back. “If I recall from our meeting, there was some possibility your magic may be going bad?”

Seven sighed. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, it’s possible, Ms Jones, that if that is the case, your magic could be attracting these things.”

Seven hesitated. Atavari had mentioned that. It was why he hadn’t wanted her to tell the Gathering. “Is that, like, a known symptom of Bad Magic?” she said.

“There are no known symptoms; Bad Magic manifests differently for everyone. We won’t know for sure until we finish analyzing your sample. The best thing you can do is devote time to–”

“My Conduit. Right.” Seven was tired of hearing it. “How am I supposed to do that when I can’t even use my magic because I don’t have my watch?”

There was a long silence. Then, “I’m afraid all I can do is reiterate to you the importance of pure Channeling.”

Seven put her forehead to the wall and beat it there gently a few times.

Deborah had covered the phone again. When she came back, she said, “The other possible explanation for these attacks is that someone could be specifically targeting you, I suppose. If that’s the case, then it’s likely to be someone you know. Ex-lover, jealous competitor. If you can think of anyone in your life who might be angry enough to send a giant spider your way, I’d mention them in your report.” She covered the phone again. Came back. “I’m sorry, Ms Jones, I’m afraid that’s all the time I have right now. Do get us that report. Goodbye.”

The line clicked and went dead.

Seven lowered the phone. Her heart was beating fast: as staggeringly unhelpful as the Board had been, the last thing Deborah said had sparked something.

She could think of someone who hated her enough to send a giant spider after her.

Someone who not only hated her enough to do it, but who also possessed the Empathetic Magic skills to inculcate an animal like that. Who spent six years learning how to do it. Who already sent a bat after Seven at the gulch, and then tried to kill her with a fucking rock.

But why would she do that? And if she did that–

A footstep sounded behind her and Seven jumped. Logan was coming down the corridor. “Hey,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

She tucked her phone into her pocket. Her hands were shaking. “Just making a call.”

“Everything okay?”

“Uh– Yeah, no. Not really.” Linking her fingers on top of her head, she contemplated a water stain on the ceiling. “Do you think Sol, like, really hates me?”

He sighed. “What is this about?”

“She tried to make me maim myself with a fucking rock, Logan. That’s not, like, a normal thing girls do to be catty.”

“Are you asking if I think Sol intended to kill you? Because I really don’t think she did. It was an accident. She was messed up about Alicia. You saw her that night; she didn’t mean to do it. She was totally freaked out.”

Was she, though?

Seven’s mind began to spin. Things were falling into place.

“But she’s an actor,” she said. “And an Empath. She literally told me ‘Mind games are my thing.’ How do we know she wasn’t lying that night? How do we know she wasn’t enchanting us or something?”

His brow furrowed. “How do you know about enchanting?”

“Angel and I were talking about it. They think you’ve permanently broken Jessica, by the way. Listen: Sol’s always hated me. Even before Dot, she hated me. She’s hated me since the day I showed up at your apartment in a t-shirt that was ‘giving patriarchy.’ All that stuff about my black magic? And she definitely has a problem with you and me being… you know, whatever we are.”

His eyes narrowed. “I think you’re reading too much into this.”

“Okay, well last night something happened, and I’m pretty sure the only person–”

“What happened?”

She explained. When she was done, he frowned for a long time. “And you think Sol did this?” She nodded. “Your theory is that Sol has been enlarging eight-legged creatures and sending them to attack you?” He tilted his head. “That’s kind of insane. Why would she do that?”

Seven chewed her lip. “I don’t know.”

“Do you think–” He hesitated. “Do you think maybe you’re looking to put the blame on Sol because you don’t want to acknowledge the alternative? That woman said it could be your magic attracting these things, right? Maybe it has nothing to do with Sol. Maybe it’s just… Bad Magic. Maybe Channeling it through Dot was a problem after all.”

Seven put her shoulder to the wall and stared at the floor. He was right: she didn’t want to admit that her magic could be going bad. She didn’t want to admit that Dot could have been a problem, and she especially didn’t want to admit that Sol could have been right.

Logan brushed the hair from her face. When she looked up, he said, “What are you thinking?”

“I don’t know.” She sighed. “I just think there’s something going on.”

“Are you scared?”

She made a small psh noise and folded her arms. “No.”

That was a lie.

She was scared. Someone might have killed her friends. They could be coming after her. She didn’t even have magic to defend herself, and all the Board was going to do about it was lose some paperwork for her.

And on top of all that, she was alone.

Being alone had never bothered Seven before. She liked it. She’d spent most of her life having as little to do with other people as possible. But now she was alone in the face of something she didn’t understand, and frankly, she didn’t like it anymore. Frankly, it fucking sucked.

“I just don’t know what to do if it happens again,” she said. “It doesn’t make a difference if it’s Sol, or my Bad Magic, or someone else: if I don’t have Dot, I can’t protect myself.”

He nodded, resting his hand at her neck and stroking it with his thumb. Like he was thinking about something. He did this for a long time, and then she felt an Inkling brush her cheek, and he said, Why don’t you come stay with me?

Seven stared at him. She was too stunned to reply.

“I know you don’t want to admit it,” he said, “but it sounds like you’re scared. And if you can’t protect yourself, then maybe you need someone around who can.”

“I don’t need protecting.”

He gave her a look like, Okay, sure, and said, “We can talk to Atavari about warding the campus. If you stay with me, I can put up wards at my place.”

“Or we could put up wards at my place…”

“And what about to and from campus? What about literally anywhere else? If you’re with me, I can make sure you never have to be alone without magic. We already hang out all the time anyway.”

“We don’t hang out. We fuck.”

“Okay, well…” He lifted one eyebrow and she felt another Inkling tickle her ear. We could fuck more.

“Are you serious? Stay with you. For how long?”

He shrugged. “Until you’re accessing your magic and you can protect yourself. Or the Board gives you your watch back. Did they say how long it would take?”

“A couple of weeks?”

“So stay a couple of weeks.”

“What about Neo?”

“What’s Neo?”

“My cat? I’ve definitely told you about my cat.”

“Oh, right.” He grimaced. “I’m… allergic to cats.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “Well, what would I do with him?”

“What about Angel? They might like some company in their new place… now that they’re living alone.”

Seven closed her eyes and opened them again, processing. “I need to file a report. With the Board.”

“Okay. We can do that.” Her face apparently still looked stunned, because he took it between his hands. “People are trying to help you,” he said, gently shaking her. “Right?”

They unloaded Seven’s bags and put her toothbrush next to the sink at Logan’s later that night, and then Logan walked the perimeter of the apartment, putting up wards while Seven sat on the couch, watching.

“This is weird,” she said.

Logan was dragging a navy-blue river of light along the top of the sliding balcony door. “It’s a little weird.”

“I feel like a baby.”

“Let’s not say baby, because if you’re a baby, I’m a pedophile, and I don’t love that for us.”

“I just… feel bad. I abandoned Neo. I’m imposing on Angel. I’m in your space. I feel like I’m… regressing.”

He frowned over his shoulder. “Regressing?”

She avoided his eyes. Moving into Logan’s apartment because she was scared felt a lot like moving onto Matteo’s boat because she was broke. But she didn’t want to get into that right now.

“I don’t want to feel like I’m in anyone’s debt.”

He abandoned the ward and turned away from the door. “You’re not.”

“I just feel…” She shook her head, looking for the word.

“Vulnerable.”

The word leveled her from all the way across the room.

Logan waited for her to look at him. When she didn’t, he said, “It’s not a bad thing to feel that way. It’s not wrong to rely on other people. I know it feels weird. But… people like helping people. Angel was stoked when we dropped Neo off.”

“Yeah…” She sighed.

“I’m stoked.”

“Yeah?”

“Mhm.”

She peeked up. “Stoked for what? What are we gonna do?”

“What do you mean?”

She wiggled her eyebrows. “You know.”

His face remained stoney, and he said nothing. It was a stupid joke, and she’d crudely used it to shut down the conversation, instead of thanking him, or telling him she was also stoked. She could see that he knew that. But he didn’t comment. Just considered her a moment, then returned the look and played along. “I can think of some things.”

“Oh, yeah? Like what?”

“Like you learning your lines.”

“Mm. Sexy.”

His gaze darkened. He stepped away from the door and began to cross the room. “Shakespeare is sexy.”

“I was thinking something more like we get in touch with my center. Before, during, and after.”

“Were you, now.” He reached the couch and shifted her knees apart with his so he could stand between them. He slid his hand into her hair, pushed her head back, and looked down into her eyes. “That’s a fair thought to lie between maids’ legs.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

Her blood warmed. “Is that Hamlet?”

“Mhm.”

“Pretty good. Got any more?”

He stroked her cheek with the pad of his thumb. “I will live in thy heart, die in thy lap, and be buried in thy eyes.”

“Meh. Romantic, but not sexy.”

“By die, he means come.”

“So you’re gonna come in my lap? That’s not very sexy.”

Impatience flashed across his face, and Seven restrained a wicked grin. Riling him up so he was just a little annoyed with her was her favorite way to goad him into fucking her. He twined his fingers tighter into her hair and pulled, bringing the cold buckle of his belt right up against her throat. An exquisite, featherlight Inkling rippled down her spine.

I’ll come wherever I want.

Her breath sharpened. Jesus, the audacity of this man set her insides on fire. She slid her hands up the backs of his thighs and said, “Is that so?”

He let go of her hair and started undoing his belt, but she reached up and covered his hand with hers. “Can we do this in the bed?”

His hands stilled and he tilted his head, frowning.

“We just… haven’t actually done it there, yet.”

“Have we not?”

She shook her head. “We’ve done it… literally everywhere else.”

He stepped back, offering her his hand, and when she took it, he pulled harder than she was expecting, grabbed her around the waist, and hoisted her over his shoulder. She shrieked and pummeled him on the ass as he farmer-carried her to the bedroom.

He didn’t set her down until they’d reached the bed, and then he threw her onto it so hard she bounced. He climbed up after her and straddled her on his knees, pushed her hands out of the way, and started undoing her jeans. She sat up on her elbows and watched him.

“What does Shakespeare have to say about taking off girls’ pants?”

“Probably something like ‘Thy pantaloons doth appear too tight, fair maid. Forsooth, allow me to relieve thee of them.’”

He peeled them off and threw them over his shoulder, then swooped and slid his hand up her thigh. His palm was warm and rough, and she gasped as he bent and kissed her underwear, right between her legs. He dropped kisses up the center of her pelvis and then grabbed the waistband with his teeth.

She lifted her hips to help him tug them down, and said, breathless, “What else does he say?”

He let the waistband snap out of his teeth and finished removing her underwear with his hands. “Flesh stays no further reason but rising at thy name.”

“And what does that mean?”

“Hearing your name makes me hard.”

“Is that true?” She sharpened her gaze. “Seven.”

His eyes flashed, and he guided her hand to the front of his pants, where his cock was straining against the zipper.

“That must make counting to ten extremely difficult,” she said, and reached for his half-unbuckled belt. Again, he batted her hands away, then rolled off the bed, grabbed her by the ankle, and hiked her to the edge of it. Then he went to his knees.

“Oh, fuck,” she whispered.

He wrapped his hands around her calves and grazed the inside of her knee with his lips. She sucked in a small breath and fell back onto the bed. “What else you got?”

“I’ll graze on thy lips,” he murmured, and brushed his nose against her, “and if those hills be dry…” He kissed the inside of her thigh. “I’ll stray lower…” He moved his lips an inch higher, “…where the pleasant fountains lie.”

“There’s no way he wrote that.”

“I’m paraphrasing. But… basically.”

She twisted her hands into the sheets. “Shakespeare is fucking dirty,” she whispered.

“Mhm.”

Desire coiled tighter inside her as he kissed his way up the inside of her thigh, each touch bringing his mouth closer to its target. But when he reached it, he diverted, kissing an excruciating circle around the bullseye.

“Fuck’s sake,” she growled, and felt him chuckle.

Then his tongue was on her. He dragged it in a wide, lazy, audacious stroke directly up the middle of her, then flicked her clit at the top as she went “Jesus,” and arced off the bed. He laughed and grabbed her ass with both hands to hold her there, then plunged his face into her.

If Logan’s expanding cock was a mindfuck, it was nothing compared to his tongue. The word wizard didn’t do the man justice: He was a cunnilingus sorcerer. A fellatio thaumaturge. The Prospero of pussy. The Merlin of minge. The Gandalf of gash.

“The Sauron of snatch,” she gasped, and almost laughed out loud.

“What?” Logan’s voice was muffled against her.

“Nothing.”

He looked up. “Are you making fucking jokes up there, Jones?”

“...No?”

She could tell he was annoyed, because he pinched her ass so hard she yelped, and then sank his finger into her.

She grabbed his head with both hands, and he growled and slipped in another.

She lost all sense of herself then – jokes and Shakespeare went flying out the window, and her whole being became nothing but the feeling of those two fingers and his tongue. She didn’t recognize herself in moments like this. She was voracious. Shameless. With her feet on his shoulders and her nails in his scalp, she ground into his face with complete, unhinged abandon. When she came, he pinned her hips with his free hand as she bowed into him, swore–

“Seven. Goddamn.”

–and kept going. When he’d stroked and coaxed and pushed her to the point that he’d completely shaken her apart, he stood up, panting, and started pulling off his belt.

“Get up.”

Seven, sprawled on the bed with bits of her brain on the other side of the universe, just mumbled something and looked at him.

He got his jeans open and pulled out that beautiful cock, and she ignited all over again. He grabbed her by both ankles and yanked her off the edge of the mattress. “Get up, right now. Turn around and put your hands on the bed. And put up your fucking ward.”

She put up the ward as she got to her feet. He was still wearing his shirt, and that wouldn’t do at all, so as she stood up, she grabbed it by the hem and ripped it off over his head. She slid her hands onto him and felt the smooth, hard heat of his abs. Logan grabbed her by the hips, spun her around, bent her over the bed, pinned her hands to it with his, and leaned in to put his mouth against her ear.

I said put your fucking hands on the bed, Jones.

She arched into his voice and he pushed back with his hips, his cock sliding right up her soaking center, his unzipped jeans rough against the backs of her thighs. On the other side of the room was a mirror on the closet door, and she watched the muscles in his shoulders rippling in it. He nipped her ear lobe. Then he reached down with one hand, gripped her hip with the other, pushed himself inside her, and slammed home. She shunted like she’d been hit from behind by a freight train, and yelled.

He met her eyes in the mirror. “Okay?”

“Yes.”

He pulled out, and as he sank into her again, she went down on her face into the mattress. It was more than okay. It was so good it hurt.

“God, your pussy feels so fucking good.” She felt his chest against her back as he dragged his teeth down her neck. “I wanna be inside you all the fucking time.”

Her moan was muffled by the sheets.

Digging his fingers into the flesh of her hips, he started to move – deep, hard strokes that became deeper and harder. Seven splayed her hands on the mattress for leverage and met every single one. He was so deep she was dizzy with it; with the brutal, heedless way he took her. He clung to her hips like a man possessed; like an animal reduced to its most basic urge. Telling him faster or harder would have been pointless. So instead, she told him bigger.

He snarled and complied.

Space and time melted and disappeared. She had no idea how long they’d been at it when she felt her orgasm start. A whisper. An Inkling. An agonizing itch that had to be scratched, demanded to be scratched, would be scratched whether she wanted it or not. It was happening. It was coming. There was no way she could stop it.

“Where are you gonna come?” she managed, turning her face sideways against the sheet, her cheek hot, her hair fucking everywhere.

“What?” he panted.

“You said you’ll come wherever you want. So where are you gonna come?”

He slid one hand under her shirt and pinned her between the shoulder blades, slipping his other hand between her legs.

I’m gonna come inside you, Jones.

She moaned and fisted her hands in the sheets.

Are you ready?

He stroked her, and the touch sent out a shockwave that nearly shattered her. Release closed its fist around her as he made tight, hard circles with his finger. She looked up and met his eyes in the mirror.

“Yes.”

Logan shouted. He arched his neck and slammed into her again, and Seven gasped his name and split around him. She watched him in the mirror as they came; as she shook to pieces and he wrung out his savage final thrusts against the corner of the mattress. Like something in him wanted out. Some kind of magic that couldn’t be Channeled any other way.

When it was done, he sprawled over her and for minutes they stood there, bent, their fingers laced, Logan pressing his lips to the nape of her neck, half-kissing her, half just dragging his mouth around saying Fuck. Then he wrapped one arm around her waist and squeezed, and slipped out of her.

Seven crawled onto the bed and rolled onto her back, shoving hair out of her face. She watched Logan put himself away and zip up his pants. He scrubbed both hands through his hair and looked down at her.

“I guess you’re right; I never saw you in my bed before.”

She rolled onto her side and propped her head in one hand. “How does it look?”

“Good.”

He dropped onto his back beside her and crooked one arm behind his head. The hand nearest to her drifted to her hip, and his thumb drew absent-minded circles there. “So do you think we found it?” he said.

“What?”

“Your center.”

“Hmm…” She trailed her fingers through the small patch of wiry blonde hair on his chest. “We found something.”

“But not your magic.”

“Don’t think so.”

“Bummer.” He sighed at the ceiling.

“Wait…” She sat up. She waited for him to look at her and said, “Are you serious? You actually thought I might find my magic having sex?”

He shrugged. “I guess not. But sex is pretty human, and… when I do it, it’s basically art.”

She rolled her eyes. “That would imply that the thing I should be Channeling my magic into – the thing I’m supposed to be doing with my life – is fucking.”

“Fucking me,” he corrected.

“Did you actually think your dick was so good that I’d have some kind of revelation while it was inside me and suddenly find my power?”

“I’m not saying I didn’t think that…”

She stared at him. “What is it like having that much self-confidence?”

He grinned and pinched her thigh. “Pretty great, actually.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Logan drove her to the Board’s San Diego office the next morning, and she filed a report about the spiders. When it came time to include Sol’s name, she wavered.

Logan was reluctant to support her theory that Sol had anything to do with it, and Seven wondered if accusing her outright in an official document to the Board was going too far. Atavari’s words to Sol that night at the Gathering – Are you aware of what you are doing? Accusing Seven like this? – went round and round in her head as she sat in a plastic chair with the clipboard on her lap, chewing the end of her pen. In the end, she scribbled Soledad Peréz in near-illegible writing at the bottom of the form, and left it at that.

They drove by the harbor on the way home to pick up a few things. The spiders had disappeared from the alley.

Living with Logan was like living with a sexy little disciple of dwimmercraft: he was serious about magic, and determined that Seven should take it seriously too. His doctrine comprised three things– working out, eating well, and religiously working at his Conduit– and he encouraged Seven to adhere to it. There was quite a lot of sex with Logan involved too, but Seven was pretty sure this was superfluous to the objective.

She decided to play along with the Doctrine of Dick and Dogma, as long as Logan kept the hippie bullshit to a minimum. As silly as it felt, and as much as she hated to admit it, deep down, she really did want to find her Conduit. The thing she was “meant” to be doing? All figured out? Sure, that sounded great.

So she went to the gym, drank kale smoothies, and practiced Shakespeare. By early December, she was in the best shape of her life, reciting bits of Hamlet from memory, and giving show-stopping blowjobs that Logan described as “inspired.” Which all would have been great, except for one tiny, insignificant problem: there was one thing she still wasn’t doing, and that was making any magic.

It was a chilly Wednesday evening a week before finals when this problem became larger and much more significant. It was two days before the show, and Seven was hanging around the auditorium between the end of rehearsal and the start of the Gathering, running lines. Atavari called her backstage, and when she got there, she found him standing next to the woman from the Board.

Seven stopped dead in her tracks as the woman stepped forward and extended her hand.

“Ms Jones,” she said, “good to see you again. Deborah Vanderbilt. We spoke on the phone and at the office in Sacramento.”

Seven warily shook her hand. “I remember.”

Deborah gestured at the wall, and Atavari summoned the Gathering room door and held it open as she and Seven stepped through it. To Seven’s surprise, he shut the door behind them and didn’t follow them in.

She watched as Deborah shrank the door and walked the room’s perimeter, putting up wards of rosy pink that made the place feel like the inside of an Easter basket. Seven had never seen anyone put additional wards on the Gathering room. The whole thing made her distinctly uneasy.

When Deborah had finished, she gestured to the armchairs. As they sat, she pulled a manila folder out of a leather bag and laid it on the table between them. She put on her glasses.

“We’ve received some results from our lab in Texas. Not all the results – I’ll get to why that is in a minute. But some.”

She lifted the top sheet of paper from the folder and handed it to Seven. A form with Magical Board of California letterhead, filled out by hand. Seven could barely read the writing.

“I don’t know what any of this means,” she said.

“Our pathologists examined the sample you left with us and determined that the magic – your magic – is bad.”

Seven’s insides jumped. It was like someone had thrown a glass of water in her face. To actually hear it. Confirmed. Her magic. Bad. What did that mean?

Deborah looked over the top of her glasses. “That alone is enough to raise alarm bells for the Board.”

Seven nodded.

“Unfortunately, we’ve been having difficulty parsing the signature of your watch, which is why it’s taken us so long to get back to you with these results. Our pathologists are still working on it.” Deborah indicated another spot on the form. “What we have been able to do is examine the ink we retrieved from the bay in September.”

Seven wanted to say, Finally, but didn’t.

“We determined that the magic in that ink was also bad. We haven’t been able to fully analyze that signature either, however, so we still don’t know whose magic it is.”

“Meaning…?”

“Meaning we still don’t know who created the creature.” Deborah laid the form back on the manila folder and removed her glasses. She surveyed Seven, then said, “Are you familiar with the concept of Ethereal Magic, Ms Jones?”

Seven felt her gaze narrow, and nodded. Warner and Sol had mentioned it the night Sol had accused her of summoning.

“It’s highly contested among magical scientists,” said Deborah. “There is very little evidence to suggest that it’s even practicable. It’s considered taboo to even discuss it, which is why I came to you here, and why I can’t allow anyone else to be present for this conversation.”

Again, Seven nodded, more slowly this time. She wasn’t sure what was happening.

Deborah folded her hands on the table. “The concept of Ethereal Magic outlines a set of highly dubious pursuits, which, if they were practicable, would be far beyond any government’s ability to regulate. Time manipulation and future-predicting. Breaching alternate universes. Raising or speaking to the dead. Sixth sensing.

“Now, as I’ve said, magical scientists aren’t even in agreement that any of this is possible; however, people at the fringe of the Maker community believe it is, and this creates risk. People who believe in Ethereal Magic believe that in order to practice it, a Maker must first allow their magic to go bad. As I’m sure you can understand, this is problematic. Bad Magic is highly unpredictable. If the wrong person lets their magic turn, the fallout can be catastrophic.”

This must have been what they were talking about on the Maker Fringe subreddit, Seven realized: the conspiracy. The reason governments demonized Bad Magic. Deborah looked over the top of her glasses again.

“I bring this up because the pathologists who examined the ink think that whoever created the octopus tried to use Ethereal Magic to do it. Specifically, we found evidence that someone attempted to unlorefully manipulate ether. Now, obviously, this doesn’t implicate you–”

“Implicate me? Wait–” Seven shook her head. “Someone unlorefully what?”

“Manipulated ether.”

“And you think I did this?”

“As I said, right now you are not implicated… However, at this time, you are the only person to have seen this creature–”

“I didn’t have anything to do with this. I… used ether to conjure fire once, I think?”

“That is one way to use ether. A legal way. But the ether manipulation we detected in the ink may go beyond simple alchemy.”

“Okay… I don’t– I don’t know what that means. I don’t even know what ether is.”

Deborah laid the form down on the manila folder and sat back in the armchair, removing her glasses so they hung on the chain around her neck.

“Ether is a medium that fills the space beyond the observable realm,” she said. “You can think of it like a particle that’s in everything, all around us, all the time. Manipulating ether isn’t in and of itself a crime: Classical Makers harness it to perform alchemy all the time.”

“Okay. That’s what I did. That’s all I did. I alchemized ether into fire, and then I threw the fire at the ink.”

Deborah studied her a moment. Then she sat up and flipped over the top sheet on the folder to expose the one beneath it. “Alchemy is not the only way one can attempt to use ether. People who believe in Ethereal Magic believe ether is the medium through which it is practiced. They believe ether creates barriers between worlds and between points in time. They believe that with Bad Magic, one can bend or break those barriers. Deborah put her glasses back on. “I’m here today to explain how this relates to you, and how our investigation will proceed.”

“Investigation?”

“Attempting to manipulate ether with the intention of pursuing Ethereal Magic is a crime, Ms Jones.”

“But you just said Ethereal Magic doesn’t even exist!”

“I said there is little evidence to suggest that it is practicable.”

“So… it does exist?”

“Hypothetically. Which is why we have rules in place to protect us from that hypothetical. Understand: the things Ethereal Magic is purported to do are extremely dangerous. Successfully making that type of magic happen would be one of the worst things a Maker could do. For this reason, if someone even attempts it, they are brought before the Board.”

Seven watched her. “Someone. You mean me.”

Deborah took back the paper and slipped it into the folder. “Again, there’s no direct link, but you’re the only person at this time to have seen this octopus, which means you’re currently our person of interest. A small contingent of our lab will continue to analyze the ink for evidence of evocation: summoning. What you need to know is this: if we determine that this creature was summoned from another dimension, and if it is the case that your Bad Magic was used to do it, then you could be charged with the crime of evocation.”

“Charged? I didn’t do anything!” Seven felt her voice crack. “I didn’t even know what ether was until two minutes ago.”

Deborah raised her eyebrows. “Ignorance of the lore is not innocence, Ms Jones. Your willful negligence in failing to Channel your magic is what caused your magic to go bad, and led to your current situation. You were warned, I believe, about the dangers of improper Channeling.”

Seven dug the heels of her hands into her eyes. She had been warned. She was so tired of being warned.

“I should also let you know that in light of these revelations,” continued Deborah, “some of the Board are calling for an investigation into the deaths of your peers.” She read from another sheet in the folder. “Ms Alicia Washington and Mr Julian Lee.”

Oh, Jesus. Manslaughter. Criminal magical negligence. Murder.

“It was initially determined that magic wasn’t involved in Mr Lee’s death, but we think it would be prudent to take a closer look. And since you brought Ms Washington’s case to our attention, we’ll be looking into that. We’ve also received the report you filed a few weeks ago about the spiders.”

Seven’s heart was climbing around inside her chest, looking for a window. It heard the word spiders and grabbed it.

“Wait! The spiders. Someone could have sent them. You said that. You said someone could be targeting me. The octopus, too. Right? It could be the same person. I put a name on the report.”

Deborah flipped through the manila folder. She pulled a paper out and frowned at it over her glasses. When it was apparently too illegible to read, Seven supplied, “Soledad Peréz.”

Deborah made a note on the form. “We’ll certainly make sure to loop this person in for questioning.”

“She knows how to inculcate creatures. She hates me. She… may have tried to kill me. At the time she said it was an accident, but I’m starting to think maybe it wasn’t.”

“I see.” Deborah made another note. “It would be beneficial if you could file a report about that incident.”

Seven nodded quickly.

Deborah picked up the leather bag from the floor beside her chair. “For the time being, there’s not much you can do but continue to Channel. My guess is that your magic isn’t so far gone that it can’t be rectified.” She tucked the folder into the satchel and stood. “I’ll be in touch with any new information. And I want to make it very clear that what we’ve discussed today doesn’t leave this room. Very clear. Talking about Ethereal Magic with other Makers could result in additional charges.”

She put the bag over her shoulder and headed for the door. Seven watched as she summoned, opened, stepped through, closed, and shrunk it. Inside her head, the words ‘willful negligence’ and ‘Ethereal Magic’ were going round and round on a loop.

The door shot up from the floor again, and Atavari poked his head through. “Everything okay?”

She almost laughed.

“We need to open up the room for the Gathering,” he said. “If you need some time to yourself…”

Nodding numbly, Seven stood up. She collected her bag and went to the door. Atavari stepped aside as she walked out. She walked down the corridor and out onto the steps. It was dark. A cold, early-December evening. There would be frost on the ground in the morning.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

> Where are you? Are you coming to the Gathering?

Logan. Seven rubbed her face. She couldn’t go back with the weight of Deborah’s accusations filling up the air in that room.

> No, she sent back, I think I’m gonna go home

> Alone?? I thought you were afraid of Sol’s eight-legged creatures

Right. She couldn’t even step outside the campus ward without someone there to protect her. The looming threat of Sol’s monsters seemed more real than ever.

Sol’s monsters. Real.

Sol’s monsters…

The fog of panic that Deborah’s visit had brought down on her shifted slightly. Seven’s brain began to clear. The jumble of puzzle pieces that had been laid in front of her began to fit themselves together:

Sol’s monsters.

Seven had suspected that Sol had sent those spiders. Possibly the octopus, too. The thing she hadn’t been able to work out was why.

With Deborah’s information about Ethereal Magic, a theory was beginning to emerge.

Seven had never pursued Ethereal Magic, but what if Sol had? Sol was the kind of person who fucked around with dangerous spells, like the inculcation that almost killed Seven. An “accident” that Sol had been pretty unapologetic about…

And then, on the night she’d accused Seven, Atavari had said that Sol “knew his feelings” on Ethereal Magic. So there was some history there. She seemed to know an awful lot about it, too. About anastasis. About evocation. No one else had wondered about the causes of Alicia or Julian’s deaths. No one else had said the word “summoning.” Sol had come in, out of nowhere, with all kinds of theories. Where had they come from?

She certainly had very specific ideas about exactly which monsters were to blame: the kumiho and the tokoloshe. She’d mentioned the kraken, too. What if all that wasn’t just speculation? What if she knew those creatures had been summoned because she had summoned them? By accident or on purpose – it didn’t really matter. She’d been fucking around with dangerous magic, monsters had come through the ether, she’d been unable to control them, and those monsters had gone after her friends. Seven had escaped the kraken because she had Dot, and Dot was powerful. Alicia and Julian hadn’t been so lucky.

Had Sol been upset about Alicia the night she’d tried to make Seven smash her own head in… or was she struggling with guilt?

Or had she been planning to pin it on Seven, even then? Sol hadn’t known about Dot at that point, but she certainly had issues with Seven’s black magic. In Sol’s eyes, that was Bad Magic, and that could have taken the blame if the inculcation had succeeded. A tragic accident, but one that Sol wasn’t totally responsible for: It was Seven’s Bad Magic that made the inculcation go wrong, she could have argued. And with Seven silent, Sol could pin Alicia’s death on her if anyone ever found out magic had been involved.

When Seven had survived, Sol had to come up with something else. But Dot was an even better scapegoat. Creepy artificial magic? It wasn’t right. No one understood it. Of course it was to blame. And now Sol was coming after Seven to keep her quiet. Because she knew Seven would figure out the truth.

The phone buzzed again, and she jumped. Logan.

> Hello? You there?

She quickly texted back.

> Yeah. Sorry.

> Are you coming in or what?

No. She needed time to think. There was more to process.

> I’m gonna stay out here for a while. I need some space. I’ll meet you after.

> You’re just gonna sit out there?

> I need to think

> I’m just gonna come out

> No please don’t. It’s fine

> You really shouldn’t skip practice

She sighed.

> It’s one night.

The reply dots bubbled. Disappeared. Bubbled. Disappeared. Bubbled again. Disappeared and didn’t come back.

She zipped her hoodie all the way up, shoved her hands into her pockets and went down the steps. She turned left and started walking. She couldn’t go home – not unwarded. But the campus loop she’d been running during her Doctrine-mandated lunchtime workouts was warded, and would only take her thirty minutes to walk.

She marched along the pavement, organizing her thoughts. She needed to verify that her theory about Sol was plausible. She couldn’t ask anyone about it: Deborah had said discussing Ethereal Magic could result in charges, and she didn’t want to drag someone else down with her. She’d have to figure out a way on her own.

If Sol had summoned those creatures by mistake, then it was likely she was trying to figure out how to destroy or send them back. She’d be researching. Ethereal Magic was super taboo, so she’d be looking into some extremely dark corners of the Ghost Web. If Seven could somehow get a hold of her laptop. View her search history…

She completed her loop and stomped back up the auditorium steps and sat down at the top. Her fingers were numb by the time the double doors opened behind her thirty minutes later and Logan walked out.

“What the hell have you been doing?”

She stood up as he came to the edge of the top step. “Nice to see you, too.”

“Have you really just been sitting out here? It’s been over an hour.”

“I walked.”

“I thought it wasn’t safe for you to be unprotected.”

“I was protected. I stayed on campus. It was fine.”

The door opened behind him and Angel and Mía came out. Angel smiled as they passed, and Seven waved. “How’s Neo?”

“The best. I’ll send you a picture.”

Logan was quiet, watching them walk down the steps.

“You should have come in,” he said, when they were out of earshot. “You need to be practicing.”

“Sorry.” Seven leaned in to kiss him, but he angled his head away, and she frowned. “Wait, are you seriously mad about this?”

“You should be working on magic every chance you get. You can’t just be sitting around for an hour not doing anything.”

She continued to frown as he pushed past her and headed down the steps. “It’s literally one night,” she called after him. “I really don’t think it’s a big deal.”

They drove to his apartment in silence. When they walked in, he went to the kitchen and started making a plate of leftovers without a word.

Seven kicked off her shoes and stood by the door, watching him. When it became clear that he was ignoring her on purpose, she said, “I feel like this is about more than me skipping the meeting.”

He set down the container he was holding and didn’t answer right away. Finally, he said, “You told me you were scared because you can’t use your magic. You said you needed protection.”

She hesitated. “Actually, you said I needed protection.”

His jaw ticked. He opened a drawer and pulled out a fork. “Whatever. You asked for my help.”

“Okay.” She’d never actually said that either, but she wouldn’t deny that she appreciated it.

“And I’ve been trying to help you.” He banged the drawer shut.

Seven jumped. “Okay, and I’m grateful for that–”

“And you still can’t use your magic. Forget about Channeling, you’re not even Rooting. You shouldn’t have skipped the meeting tonight. Either you’re taking this seriously or you’re not. Either you want my help or you don’t.” He picked up the plate and headed for the bedroom.

“I do want help. I am taking it seriously. I just needed to think. I have, like, a lot on my mind right now.”

He stabbed his fork into a piece of chicken. “You can have whatever’s left of those leftovers.”

She blinked. So that was the end of that conversation? He was mad because… why, exactly? Because she’d skipped one Gathering? Because he was frustrated that the Doctrine of Dick and Dogma wasn’t working for her?

She watched him open the bedroom door with his elbow, and took a deep breath. It wasn’t his fault he didn’t know why she needed space to think. It wasn’t his fault she was under investigation by the Board. He was just feeling underappreciated. He was letting her live in his house. He was trying to help.

“Thanks for making food,” she said. “I’ll take it for lunch tomorrow.”

“You should eat it now,” he said. “It won’t be good tomorrow. I spent fucking time on that.”

Her eyebrows jumped. Carefully, she said, “Thank you? But I’m not hungry. I’ll just take it for lunch.”

“Just eat it now.”

There was a long silence while she frowned at him and he glared back at her. Then he went into the bedroom and slammed the door behind him.

When she woke up the next morning, Logan had already left for class. There was a text on her phone telling her to find her own way to campus.

> But I could be attacked by monsters on the way, she sent back.

> Well you keep insisting you don’t need protecting so [image: image]

Wow, okay.

You know what, fine – she’d take the bus. It was only one trip. She’d only be unwarded between here and campus. What was the alternative? Sit around Logan’s apartment all day? She didn’t have time for that; she needed to get her hands on Sol’s laptop.

It was the first time she’d been on the bus in a month, and although she was nervous, it felt oddly liberating not to be driven somewhere by Logan. The cold December-morning sun glittered on spires of the downtown skyline and masts of sailboats in the harbor. She wondered how Dragonfly was faring, shuttered up at the dock. She wondered how Neo was doing, and texted Angel for that picture.

When she got off the bus at the stop outside campus, she thought she saw something disappear around the corner at the end of the street. Shoving her hands in her pockets, she hurried through the main gate.

She went straight to the Gathering room, remembering that Sol sometimes left her laptop in there. It was usually open next to Warner’s shoes when he was sitting with his feet on Atavari’s desk. She had to stop at the Green Room and ask Atavari to let her in because she couldn’t unward the door without her magic. He seemed pleased that she was interested in browsing the books.

Sol’s laptop was sitting on the desk, just as she’d hoped. Covered in stickers: Bikini Kill, The Clash. Seven sat down, swinging her bag off her shoulder, and pulled out her own laptop and a USB stick.

Months ago, when she’d first moved the magic file onto her phone, she’d put a copy on a hard drive. Just a backup to have on hand – she thought she’d never have to use it. But there was no way she was going to be able to crack Sol’s password without Dot, and she couldn’t use her phone, because the Board had warded it.

She plugged the USB stick into her laptop and ran the file from the terminal. A wall of silver text dumped out into the console, and then Dot said,

# HELLO SEVEN, LONG TIME NO SEE

She heaved a relieved sigh. It worked.

$ hello dot i need you to figure out a password for me

# IS IT FOR THIS OTHER LAPTOP JUST HERE, SEVEN

$ yeah it belongs t–

# TOTOP01!

Seven blinked.

$ that’s it?

# SHOULD BE

She typed the password into Sol’s laptop and the desktop opened. It was almost disappointingly easy. Hacking into the mainframeeee.

She pulled another hard drive out of her backpack, plugged it into Sol’s laptop, then opened Sol’s browser and found the search history. She searched up and installed an extension that would download it for her, and her finger hovered over the trackpad as she stared at the Download Data button.

Was she actually about to do this? Because this was definitely not okay. This was definitely punishable. And not just by lore. This was one of those moments when turning around and not doing the thing was a perfectly reasonable, perhaps even preferable, option.

Not typing python dot slash magic. Not jumping off the roof.

But Sol had tried to kill her. Sol may have been responsible for the deaths of her friends. And if Seven didn’t figure out a way to prove that, there was every chance she was going to end up in wizard prison for Sol’s crimes. Best case scenario.

She tapped the button. Nine megabytes of data downloaded almost instantly into a file called history.csv, and Seven dragged the file onto the hard drive. As she did, the red door expanded in a flash of pink.

Seven yanked the hard drive out of the laptop as the knob in the center of the door turned.

“Hey, Sol!” Atavari’s voice rang down the corridor outside. Seven heard Sol’s muffled response. The door didn’t open, and Atavari stopped just outside it as he and Sol exchanged some words that Seven couldn’t hear. She unzipped her bag, shoved the hard drive into it, deleted the extension she’d used to download Sol’s data, logged out of Sol’s computer, and stuck her own laptop into her backpack.

“Okay,” said Atavari, “sounds good. Come by at lunch and we’ll take a look.”

The door cracked.

As Sol walked in from outside, Seven was ducking out the other way.

“You find everything you need?” Atavari called after her as she hurried down the corridor.

“Yep!”

She skipped all her classes and spent the rest of the morning in the library, reading through Sol’s search history. By the time she looked up and realized people were coming in to study at lunch, her eyes were sore and her neck was stiff.

She left her stuff and went to the coffee bar. When she got back, Kurt was sitting on the other side of the table she’d set up at, swiping around on his laptop.

His eyes came up as she set down a coffee and muffin, and he smiled, looking pleasantly surprised. “Watson. Hello.”

Seven gave him a distracted smile as she slid into her chair, opened her laptop, and buried her face behind it. A few quiet minutes went by while they both tapped around on their computers.

“Are you ready for finals?” said Kurt from across the table.

Finals? When was that happening? Before she went to wizard prison for criminal magical negligence or after?

“Ah–” She shrugged, not looking at him. “I don’t know. I guess so.”

She closed her eyes hard and opened them, and tried to focus on the mess of data she’d downloaded. But the heap of letters and numbers in front of her were starting to blur together, and the noise of the busy lunchtime library seemed very loud.

Finals. Ethereal Magic. Criminal magical negligence. Alicia Washington. Julian–

“Are you doing okay?” said Kurt. Seven looked up. He was watching her over the top of his laptop.

“What do you mean?”

“You seem… stressed.”

Seven nearly laughed and almost said, No shit, Sherlock.

Instead, she said, “I’m fine,” and went back to the laptop. The lines of dates and timestamps and IP addresses and URLs continued to jumble like Spaghettios. Or… not Spaghettios. Which was the one with all the letters? Alphabettios? Was there even such a thing?

“What are you working on?” said Kurt, and when she sighed somewhat exasperatedly and looked up again, he dipped his eyes and went back to his screen. “Sorry. Never mind.”

“I’m trying to read through a bunch of data. But there’s so much here my eyes are going squiggly.”

“Have you tried grep?” he said.

Seven looked up.

Jesus Christ. Grep. Obviously.

What the fuck was she doing sitting here reading? Her brain clearly wasn’t working at all. She opened a terminal, pulled up the file with the log of Sol’s data in it, realized she hadn’t used grep in a while, spent five minutes re-familiarizing herself with the syntax, and ran the command.

$ grep -i -E “ethereal|magic” history.csv

As the computer began to parse Sol’s data, Seven looked at Kurt. “Look at that,” she said. “You learned how to use the terminal.”

He smiled faintly and continued clicking around. Seven watched him while she waited for the command to finish. Something was different about him. She couldn’t put her finger on what.

“Are you doing okay?” she said, finally.

He nodded, not taking his eyes off his screen. “I’m okay. Better.”

Better. He did seem better, actually. They hadn’t spoken much since the night she’d carried him home from the bus stop. Seven knew he’d been going to that study group, but she’d stopped going with him, because… she just hadn’t known what to say to him after Julian died. She wasn’t good at that: consoling people. And Kurt had seemed like he didn’t want to hear it anyway. Maybe he wasn’t good at it either: being consoled.

She regretted not trying harder now. She missed him.

“Thought you were supposed to be ‘unteachable,’” she said.

He smiled again, still not looking at her. “Sorry to disappoint.”

Thirty minutes later, he closed his laptop and picked up his bag. Seven, who’d been rubbing circles into her top lip and completely absorbed in reading grep output, looked up.

“You leaving?” He nodded, shrugging on his backpack. “I’ll walk you out.”

She got up, shedding her hoodie, and hung it on the back of her chair. When she turned around, Kurt’s eyes were stuck to the gap of bare skin between the top of her leggings and the bottom of her shirt. They flicked up as he realized she’d caught him, and when they met hers, the air became so unbelievably static that Seven felt like she would ignite and blow the room apart.

Kurt looked away quickly, and Seven felt her face go pink.

“They’re, um, running clothes,” she explained, trying to tug down the shirt, as Kurt adjusted his backpack straps and put his eyes all over the room.

“Uh huh. Oh. Okay. Right. So you’re running.”

“Yep.” She nodded quickly as they both walked, too fast, for the entrance. “Yep. Doing that now.”

“Haven’t seen you wear those.”

“I’ve worn them.”

“Right. I guess we… haven’t talked a lot. Recently.”

“Yeah.”

“They look nice.”

“Thanks.”

They walked the rest of the way in silence and Kurt avoided her eyes as he pushed the door open and walked out. She watched him walk about halfway across the courtyard before she put her finger on it: The thing that was different about him.

“Wait,” she called, “what happened to your skateboard?”

“Ah.” He stopped and turned around. “I had to give it up.”

“Oh, really? Why?”

He hesitated, eyes meeting hers, and Seven got flustered all over again. She tugged her shirt down to close the gap in her running clothes as he put his hands in his pockets and ambled back. “Just felt like it was time to grow up. Put away childish things. I gave up a lot of stuff recently, actually.”

“Like what?”

He scratched his brow with his thumb, squinting. “Getting shitfaced, mostly.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Oh.”

“Just like… not a super smart way to live, you know? Chronically stoned fuckup.”

That’s what it was. It wasn’t just the skateboard: it was everything. “Wow, okay,” she said. “Can I ask what motivated that?”

He was quiet for a long time. Then, “Julian, I think. Life is short.”

Julian.

His name hung in the air like ether, and the thoughts Seven had been keeping at bay all morning came crawling out of it, as though the name had summoned them:

What if someone was summoning monsters? What if Sol was summoning monsters? What if Sol had killed Julian? What if–

“Watson?”

Seven blinked. “You really gave up the skateboard, huh?” she said, shutting them out.

Kurt frowned. “Why?”

“I don’t know, I just always thought it was kind of… nice. Who says there’s supposed to be some age where you stop doing the things you enjoy?”

He tilted his head. His gaze seemed to stick to hers for just a moment too long, and she looked away. “How are you getting around then?”

He shrugged. “Taking the bus. I haven’t seen you on it, actually. Did you get a car or something?”

“No, I… I’m living with Logan.”

“Oh.”

The air became very still.

He bobbed his head and studied his hands. “Cool. That’s– How’s that going?”

She bobbed her head too. “Good. Yeah, really good.”

“How long has that been?”

“A few weeks.”

“I didn’t know you guys– hm. That’s–” He cleared his throat. “How did you guys meet, by the way? I didn’t think you had… well.”

“We’re in theater together.”

“You’re in theater?”

She sighed. “It’s a long story.”

He stared at her with a puzzled look that said something she didn’t understand, then seemed to catch himself and looked down again.

“Well, that’s great. Happy to hear that. Glad it’s working out for you guys.”

A very uncomfortable silence, which Seven ended with, “Thanks for your help in the library. I was pretty stressed.”

He smiled and didn’t look at her as he said, “Sure thing, Watson. Any time you like.”

She watched him walk away with a weird hollow in the pit of her stomach, and Julian’s name still hanging in the air.

What if she could figure out who was responsible for killing him? What if she could do that for Kurt?





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“…Doom’d for a certain term to walk the night, and for the day confined to fast in fires, til the foul crimes done in my days of nature are burnt and purged away. But that I… but that I– But… that I…” Seven sighed. “Line?”

Logan’s jaw ticked. “Am forbid.”

“But that I am forbid to tell the secrets of my prison house… I could… line?”

Glaring, Logan lifted the script. “I could a tale unfold whose lightest word–”

“Whose lightest word would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, make thy two eyes, like stars, start from their spheres…” She sighed again.

They were in the Gathering Room, using the hours between the end of Hamlet rehearsal and the start of the Gathering to run lines. Seven had spent most of the day in the library after Kurt left, grepping for various keywords in Sol’s search history, and her lines were the last thing on her mind.

Logan threw down the script. “You really don’t know it? It’s the day before the show.”

“I don’t need a lecture. I just need the line.”

“Okay, well I need a break.” He stalked to one of the green armchairs and unzipped his duffel bag.

“I don’t want one, thanks,” Seven said as he pulled out two bottles of water. Making her drink water was something he did as part of the Doctrine, and in the last four weeks, she’d appreciated it. But after he’d berated her for skipping practice and tried to force her to eat kale last night, she wasn’t in the mood.

He put one of the bottles back and cracked the other open. “What is going on with you?” he said. “It’s like you’re not even here. You know this. You’re just not trying.”

“I am trying.” She stopped at the part of the wall where the door would have been and put her forehead to it. It wasn’t his fault she couldn’t tell him why she was preoccupied. She also felt guilty about what happened with Kurt in the library. She knew she wasn’t to blame for him looking at her. But… she also hadn’t hated it.

“You need to try harder,” Logan said. “You need to be working at Channeling.”

“Fuck’s sake. If one more fucking person tries to talk to me about fucking Channeling I am going to fucking scream.” She started walking again.

“It’s important, Seven!”

“I am aware of that! I am painfully fucking aware of that, thank you. But I feel like by now it should be pretty clear that this” – she flung her arm at the script Logan had thrown down in the middle of the room – “isn’t working. Obviously, theater isn’t connecting me to my fucking humanity, is it?”

“Of course it won’t when you half-ass your way through it and don’t commit!”

“Why are you trying to force this on me? Maybe I just need a little space to figure things out on my own.”

“Oh, you need space?” He scoffed. “Great. Are you still gonna need space when you’re getting a ride back to my apartment later?”

The air curdled. Seven stopped and they stared at each other across the room. “You asked me to come stay with you,” she said.

“I guess I didn’t realize that meant being taken advantage of by someone who can’t just be grateful that people are trying to help her.”

“Wow.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Okay, you know what? Fine. Why don’t I–”

He teleported, blocking her as she headed for where the door should be. “Where are you going?”

She stopped. “I’m going for a run. I need a break.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Excuse me?”

“We haven’t finished the scene.”

“I have. I’m going for a run. I’ll be back for the Gathering.”

“I’m trying to help you here. All you have to do is give a shit and take it seriously.”

“I am.”

“I don’t think you are.”

“Fuck you.”

He moved to block her again. “You know, when Angel asked if you were a coder, you said ‘I know how to code but I’m not a coder.’ And when I asked if you’re a sailor, you said ‘I’m not a sailor, I just know how to sail.’ So you’re not a coder, and you’re not a sailor, and now it’s the day before the show, and it turns out you’re not an actor, either! Then what are you, Seven? When are you going to commit to something? Because I bet if you did that, you would probably succeed.”

She glared up at him. “I’ve succeeded at things. I built an app that runs on magic. I sailed across the Atlantic.”

“Your cat built the app and you fucked your way across the Atlantic.”

Seven gasped. It was like someone had kicked her legs out from under her.

It had taken her two weeks after she’d moved in with Logan to even talk about Matteo with him. To tell him she’d never been sure if her arrangement with Matteo had been free lodging, regular meals and frequent sex, or free lodging and regular meals in exchange for frequent sex. That she used to joke about that, but since he’d fucked off in Cartagena, the joke had fallen flat. That she wasn’t sure anymore if the whole grand adventure had been the lark she’d told herself it was.

“I worked really hard to open up to you about that,” she said.

“Oh, so you do know how to work hard?”

Unbelievable. She stared at him. “Is this what you do? Trick people into being vulnerable so you can throw what they tell you back in their faces?”

“I got you to open up because I thought being vulnerable would help you get in touch with your magic.”

She scoffed. “I don’t even think that’s true. I think you get off on it.” She waved her hand in his face. “Your little meals and your routine and your workouts and your mantra. Having me be totally dependent on you. Driving me around.”

“That’s fucking ridiculous,” he said. “You’re being ungrateful.”

“And you’re being a prick.”

An absolute prick, Watson. If I was the kind of guy who told women what to do, I’d tell you to steer well clear of that asshole.

Seven felt her breath catch. Kurt’s words went through her like someone had tied them to a brick and hurled it through her chest.

She became suddenly aware of how tall Logan was, and how close she was standing to him, and felt herself wanting to step backward. She also became aware of exactly how little magic she could currently perform. She couldn’t even get out of this room unless Logan unwarded the door.

“Let me out,” she said.

“We need to finish the scene.”

The hair on the back of her neck began to rise. She remembered the day she followed Logan into that mini-mart and he grabbed her by the arm and tried to steer her out of there. She remembered how that moment had suddenly felt very real. This one was starting to feel eerily the same.

“Logan, open the door,” she said.

“We need to finish the scene.”

“I can’t do that right now. Please unward the door so I can leave.”

He didn’t move, and her neck continued to prickle. But it was crazy for it to be doing that, right? He was just standing in front of her. There was no reason to be nervous about that…

A flash of pink shot up from the floor behind Logan, and Sol stepped through the door with a water bottle in one hand and a bag of KFC in the other. She stopped abruptly and wrinkled her face in disgust, like she could smell the tension in the room.

“Were you guys about to fuck in here?”

Seven stepped around Logan and beelined for the corridor.

She was halfway down the steps outside the auditorium when she realized she was shaking. She wasn’t even sure why. Had she just narrowly escaped something weird and creepy, or had she totally overreacted to a normal situation? All he’d done was stand between her and the door.

She stepped off the bottom step and turned left on autopilot. Her campus running loop. She was already wearing running clothes and carrying her phone in an arm band. She was always wearing running clothes and carrying her phone in an arm band now. Because of Logan.

She put her headphones in and stabbed her finger at the phone. Rage Against the Machine’s Killing in the Name came on.

Logan. A guy who hopped inside her head whenever he felt like it. A guy who’d used pretending to hit her in the stomach as a teaching tool. Who repeatedly snuck up on her and then admonished her for not paying attention. Who convinced her to move in with him and then brainwashed her with sex and gym clothes. Who indoctrinated her. Who trapped her in a room and refused to let her out.

Who never even remembered that she had a fucking cat.

She jabbed her finger at the phone again to turn the volume all the way up.

Thirty-five minutes later, she’d completed two loops and staggered to a halt at the bottom of the steps in front of the auditorium, gasping. Sweat chilling on her face. Blink 182 hollering at her to turn the lights off and carry them home and nah-nah-nah-nah-nah-nah-nah-nah-nah-nah. She took the headphones out.

“I didn’t know you were a runner.”

Seven jumped and looked up. Sol was sitting on the top step with the KFC bag, eating a piece of chicken and watching Seven like one cat watches another walk into its territory.

Panting, Seven put her hands on her hips and returned the look. They were on campus, which meant they were under the protection of Atavari’s wards. Which meant that even if Sol was trying to kill her, she couldn’t do it here.

“I’m not a runner,” Seven said. “I just–”

She stopped.

I’m not a coder, I just know how to code. I’m not a sailor, I just know how to sail.

Sol wiped her fingers on a paper napkin and crumpled up the bag. “Let me guess: Logan got you into it.” When Seven didn’t respond, she nodded, tonguing chicken out of a back tooth. “That’s what he does.”

“How do you know what he does?”

Sol leveled a look at her. “How do you think?”

The look told Seven everything. She folded her arms. “You dated. When?”

“Last year. Right around when I started here. It lasted like a week; he kept trying to make me eat kale.” She tossed the balled-up KFC bag like a basketball into a nearby trash can.

“I thought you were jealous of me and Logan.”

“Jealous?” Sol laughed. “Amor, no. Logan is not for me. Actually, he got kind of weird and controlling when we broke up. I honestly feel like I dodged a bullet.”

Fury roared up inside Seven so abruptly that it burned away all fear of Sol and her monsters. She stormed up the steps. “You feel like you dodged a bullet and then you just stood by and watched me walk right into its path?”

Sol put up one hand. “Okay, easy. Your life is not my responsibility.”

“No, but for someone who wears a lot of feminist fucking t-shirts” – Seven glared at Sol’s chest, where punk band FEA’s name was scrawled in capital letters – “you sure do a lot of just standing by.”

Sol flinched and looked down, chewing her lip ring. “Yeah. Okay. That thing Warner did was shitty. I am sorry about that.”

The apology took Seven so totally by surprise that some of the wind went out of her sails. She watched Sol fiddling with a chip of black nail polish.

“Logan got weird and controlling how?”

Sol sighed and shook her head. A movement more of disbelief than negation. Seven had never seen a movement like that from Sol before: like she was about to share something real.

“He tried really hard to make me not break up with him. Like… really hard. Like–” Sol sighed. “Like inculcated me.”

“What?”

“I don’t know for sure,” she backtracked, quickly, “but that’s what I think.”

“He told me he doesn’t use mind control.”

Sol looked up, incredulous. “Please. Mija, who do you think I learned it from?”

Suddenly, words Logan had spoken a long time ago came barreling back: Sol always has a ward up these days.

Holy shit. Was that why?

Seven sat down hard beside Sol. “Angel told me watching Logan do magic is like staring into the sun,” she said. “They said he’s enchanting people.”

Sol was quiet for a long time. Eventually, she said, “I guess I didn’t say anything because I don’t know for sure that he did it. But you’re right. I could have told you.”

Seven didn’t know what to say. She could see a rickety sort of bridge stretching across the chasm between them, but she’d spent so long hating Sol – and then fearing her – that she didn’t know how to cross it. Attempting to do so would be risky; but it also might be the only way forward.

So she stepped onto it. Carefully.

“If you don’t hate me because you’re jealous,” she said, “then why do you hate me?”

Sol looked annoyed. “I don’t hate you.”

“Yes, you do. It’s so obvious that you do.”

Sol tutted. She fiddled with her nail polish again, and finally said, “Maybe because you came barging into the middle of the Gathering that night? Through my fucking wards? Not even Seeing, no idea what a Conduit is–”

“Wait–” Seven frowned. “What do you mean I came barging in? Atavari invited me to the Gathering. Logan brought me to you guys after I followed him off the bus.”

Sol’s head snapped up. Her eyes interrogated Seven’s with a look somewhere between suspicion and disbelief, then she said, almost to herself, “He didn’t tell you.”

“Who didn’t tell me? Tell me what?”

Sol continued to stare at her like she was trying to decide whether or not to say something. Finally, she said, “I think you should ask Logan about what happened the first time you came to the Gathering.” She went back to picking the polish off her nails. “Anyway, if you want to know the real reason I hate you, it’s because you act like you’re too good for us.”

This was not at all what Seven had expected to hear. She furrowed her brow. “I don’t–”

“You didn’t even want to come to the Gathering. You thought you were too cool for fucking magic. Then, when you did come, it was clear you didn’t want to be there. You thought it was hippie bullshit. You kept calling us all wizards even though I told you over and over again that it’s Makers. You refused to Channel through a pure Conduit. Like you knew better.”

Seven stared at her, processing this. It was… right. That is what she’d done. Not because she thought she knew better, but because… She didn’t know. Why had she refused to do things the way everyone else at the Gathering did them?

“And you insisted on using your stupid app, even when you knew it might be causing problems,” Sol continued.

“That’s what this is really about, isn’t it?” Seven said. “My app. Your luddite crusade. Smash the machines.”

“People died,” said Sol. “But whatever. Just the Black girl and the queer kid. No bias there, right? Out of the way, please! Collateral damage in the wake of progress.”

Seven’s stomach lurched. It felt as though the bridge she was halfway across was suddenly collapsing. Her mouth went so dry that it was difficult to reply, “It… No. That’s not what happened.”

Sol glowered at the security lights on the other side of the quad. “Even if it wasn’t, do you know how it feels? Watching you breeze through complicated magic like it’s nothing? I work hard for my magic. I’ve been working hard since I was eight years old. I committed. To a difficult fucking path. Even though it’s risky. Even though my family doesn’t understand. And then you come along with your stupid Dot and just–” She waved her hand and made a fart noise with her mouth, then dropped her gaze to her nails again. “Do you really think I sent spiders to kill you?”

Seven barely heard the question. She was still reeling from the bridge collapse. Alicia and Julian. Collateral damage. Out of the way, please! But it wasn’t her fault – she wasn’t that person. She collected herself. “I don’t–”

“Logan told me what you said,” continued Sol. “You think I would actually do something like that?”

“You tried to make me beat myself to death with a rock…”

Sol flinched. “I didn’t mean to. I really didn’t. I told you, I never tried an inculcation on a person before. It got away from me. I’m… sorry about that. Really.”

Silence settled while Seven tried to decide if she believed this or not. Sol picked her nails. The quad turned from dark to darker and cold to colder. Seven watched a light flickering like a strobe on the other side of it. Finally, she said, “Do you really think I summoned monsters to kill Alicia and Julian?”

Sol was quiet, her eyes on her fingers. “I never actually said it was you.”

“You think it was Dot,” said Seven, flatly.

“I think you tried something you didn’t understand and it got away from you, too.”

“I asked Dot. I told it about your theory. Dot said it had nothing to do with it. It didn’t even understand what I was talking about.”

Sol looked up, incredulous. “And you don’t think that thing is capable of a lie?”

Seven scoffed and was about to say, Of course not. But she didn’t. Her brow creased ever so slightly, and she sat there, speechless, staring at Sol.

They’d talked about it in Professor Li’s class: the implications of a computer so intelligent it was able to lie. But Seven had been so focused on Sol being a liar – Sol the actor, Sol with her mind games – that she’d never considered the possibility that Dot could have lied.

And while they were on the subject of lies, it was becoming fairly apparent that Logan may have lied to her, too.

Sol stood. “They’re gonna be starting the Gathering.” She stepped around Seven and pulled open the big double door. “Coming?”

Seven shook her head. “I need a few minutes.”

She watched the door bang shut behind Sol while she tried to fit newly shaped information into the old spaces in her brain. If Dot had lied, then what did that mean? And if Logan had really inculcated Sol, then… what else was he capable of?

Logan had the Empathetic skill to inculcate animals. He also had the transmogrification skill to make them bigger – Seven was intimately acquainted with that trick. And now that she thought about it, wasn’t it him who’d said that the troll was just Phantasmagory, and that the “kraken” was a giant squid? Had he been lying to her? Three separate people had now basically told Seven he was toxic. But “toxic” didn’t necessarily mean anything more than that. Right?

And then, there was Dot…

If Sol was right, and Dot had lied, then it was possible that Dot was somehow involved in this. Which meant that, by proxy, Seven was responsible.

She didn’t want to think about that. She didn’t want to confront the possibility that was now hanging in front of her face:

That Dot could have lied. And Seven should have seen it.

She pulled out her phone.

“Hey, Sev!” Mom’s voice was cheerfully surprised when she picked up four rings later. “To what do I owe the honor?”

Seven burst into tears.

“Oh, boy.” She heard Mom cover the phone and say something, then walk, and open and close a door. “What happened?”

“Am I a bad person?” said Seven.

“What? Of course not.”

“Not like, evil. Not bad like that. Just like… kind of shitty, you know? Just, like, not very good.”

“Of course you’re not a bad person, Sev. What’s this about?”

Seven heaved a breath. “I just feel like I’m really fucking everything up. I feel like I’ve been really fucking everything up for a really long time.”

Mom sighed. “I don’t think you’re really fucking everything up, Seven. I think you’re just a little lost. I think you need to find a path.”

A path. A channel. A fucking Conduit. Bad Magic. Criminal magical negligence. When are you going to commit to something?

She dropped her forehead onto her knees. “Right.”

“But you know… it’s really okay if you don’t right away,” said Mom, quietly. “I’ll still love you. And so will Dad, and so will Noah.”

Seven rolled her eyes and cried again. Mom sat quietly on the other end of the phone, listening. When Seven had hiccuped herself into silence, she said, “Is this about your play?”

“Ugh. No. And yes.”

“We’re all really excited to come. We’re going to be proud of you no matter what happens.”

Mom went quiet. The line hummed. Seven sat with the phone against her ear and her knees denting her forehead. “How did you know when you found your path?” she said, eventually.

She heard Mom take a breath, like she was considering the question. “I don’t know if I ever thought about it all that much,” she said. “I was lucky enough to get into music young and I just kept doing that.”

Seven sat bolt upright. Something so blindingly obvious had just occurred to her that she couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before.

Was Mom a Maker?

She gripped the phone. “Yeah, but, like… there must have been a moment, right? There must have been a – a…” There was only one word for it. “A moment?”

How had she never considered this before? If Mom was a Maker, maybe she could ask her about Ethereal Magic. But how was she supposed to find out if someone was a Maker without disclosing that she was too? She couldn’t very well risk disclosing magic to a Nescient – not on top of all the other shit she was already about to go down for.

“I don’t know,” said Mom. “Maybe.”

Seven pressed. “Like an Aha! moment where you knew this was exactly what you were supposed to be doing for the rest of your life?”

“I think it was more like… the more I did it, the better I got, and the better I got, the more I enjoyed it. And it was the other people, I suppose. I enjoyed playing with them, so I stuck around.” Mom paused. “I always wanted that for you, you know?”

Seven frowned. “Wanted what?”

“Just… A group of people you could share something with. You seemed to struggle making friends.”

Seven swallowed. She pushed that comment aside, and filled the uncomfortable silence with, “So there was no, like, magic moment.”

Mom sighed. “Sev, most of us don’t get some sign from the universe telling us we’re going the right way. Most of us just struggle through life doing our best and have to decide what’s right for ourselves.”

Seven’s mouth fell open in disbelief. “That’s it? Those are your words of wisdom?”

“I wish I had better news for you, kiddo.”

She stared across the quad. The coldness of the fog crept down the neck of her hoodie, and with it, bitter disappointment. Mom either wasn’t a Maker, or she was lying. Seven wasn’t sure which would be worse. She sat with the phone against her ear, staring into the dark, feeling somehow closer to and further from her mother than she had ever been.

Finally, Mom said, “Do you want to come over for dinner? Noah could pick you up and drive you to East County.”

“No.” Seven sighed and rubbed her eyes. She looked at the concrete step between her feet. “It’s fine.”

“Okay. Well, make sure you get some proper food in you.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“And drink some water.”

“Uh huh.”

“And remember that we love you.”

“Yep. Love you, too.”

“And don’t worry about the play. It’s just a silly play. It’s not the end of the world.”

Seven swallowed and tried not to think about ether barriers and cosmic rifts and killer fucking spiders.

“Right,” she said, weakly. “Thanks.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

She sat on the step for a long time, staring at the security light flickering across the quad, until her phone buzzed in her hand and snapped her out of it.

> Where are you?

Logan.

She sighed and swiped it away. Another came through.

> We’re starting

And then another

> You need to get back here

Fuck’s sake. She opened Messenger to reply.

> I’m not coming tonight.

> That’s a really bad idea. You need to be practicing

> I just need to think. Please don’t text me anymore right now, I’ll call you later.

She put the phone in her pocket and stood. It buzzed and she sighed in exasperation and pulled it out.

> Where are you going? Are you on campus? I’m gonna come out there.

Nope. No way. There was literally only one thing Seven knew for sure right now, and it was that she did not, under any circumstances, want to see Logan. She hurried down the steps, realizing as she did that she’d left all her stuff in the Gathering room. Fuck it. She’d come back for it. The auditorium door opened above her as she got to the bottom, and she heard Logan yell after her as she yanked up her hood and took off across the quad. She walked fast to the bus stop and stood with her hands in her pockets, looking up and down the street.

Would he come after her? Was she being insane?

She found a seat at the back of the bus and sat with her foot jiggling, looking out the window. Where was she going? Back to Logan’s place? Definitely not. Maybe not back to his place ever again.

She rode back to the harbor and got off at her old stop. Dragonfly was cold and musty from being shut up for nearly a month. She found a single warm beer at the bottom of the switched-off fridge and stood in the galley, gulping it down to steady her nerves. When the bottle was empty, she set it on the counter and braced herself there, thinking.

Without Logan, she was going to need magic to protect herself. Regardless of whether or not the monsters were Sol’s, they were out there. They may even be his. She pulled out her phone. The icon for Dot’s app was still on the home screen and hadn’t been touched in months. Seven wasn’t sure she could even open the app without the Board knowing about it. She couldn’t even ask Dot about the lie. Ironically, though, Dot was the only thing that could protect her if it turned out someone else was coming after her. At this point, she wasn’t sure who she trusted.

Seven rubbed anxious circles into her cupid’s bow and stared at the app for a long time. Then she drew a decisive breath and tucked the phone into her pocket. She’d only use it if the situation truly, truly called for it.

With that decision made and some liquid courage inside her, Seven felt slightly more at ease. She tossed the empty beer bottle and evaluated her situation. It was nearly nine o’clock. She wasn’t going back to Logan’s. She wasn’t going to the Gathering. So what was she doing?

The smart thing to do, probably, was keep her head down while she tried to figure all this out. The show was tomorrow. Finals were next week. She didn’t want to rattle anyone by acting weirder than she already had tonight.

A text from Logan came through and she ignored it. She stood in the galley and looked around. Probably a good idea to turn on some lights. The succulents had finally given up the ghost, so she threw them out, feeling weirdly liberated: succulents were Mom’s thing. Logan’s padlock was still hanging on the edge of one of the pots. Seven went up to the deck and heaved it into the sea.

When she came back down, she took another look around. Something wasn’t right. Something was missing.

She opened Messenger.

> Hey Angel. Are you at the Gathering?

Angel’s reply came through five minutes later.

> Yeah, where are you?

> Couldn’t make it tonight. Do you think I could come by and pick up Neo sometime soon?

> Aw :( I guess so. Why? Something happen?

> No. She hesitated. Then sent, Don’t tell Logan I texted you, please?

There was a long pause. The reply dots bubbled. Finally, Angel sent,

> My neighbor has a key. You can go get Neo anytime.

The bus stop near Angel’s new apartment in OB smelled of piss and was covered in graffiti. Seven stuffed her hands in her pockets as she hurried away from it down a dark residential sidewalk cracked with roots and grass. Tiny bohemian beach houses sat with their front yards full of seashells and surf boards. Bob Marley tapestries hung in windows. The air was bitterly cold and full of salt from the nearby ocean.

It was risky, being out here on a Neo recovery mission. But it was exhilarating, too. Seven felt in control of her life again. Anyway, it’s not like she was any safer on Dragonfly. If monsters really were coming through the ether, they’d be coming through from anywhere.

By the time she’d rounded up Neo and wrestled him into a cardboard box, it was after ten. She trekked back to the bus stop with the box in her arms and the phone propped between it and her chin to light the way.

She was coming up to the corner of the cross street when she heard it.

Claws. Trotting back and forth across the street behind her.

Seven stopped. She stood very still, listening. It was coming slowly. A dog maybe, or a coyote. Or a shapeshifting nine-tailed fox that ate human hearts and livers.

Something told her to keep walking. To run, even. The corner up ahead was the last before the bus stop. But something else told her to turn around. To confront this thing. She had her phone. She had her magic. Whatever was coming up behind her didn’t sound all that big.

She put Neo’s box on the ground, grabbed the phone, and spun around, holding up the light.

The thing went still as the light hit it. Seven’s pulse rattled as she willed her eyes to adjust. All she could see were two tiny, bright-green eyes blazing out of the dark.

Then it turned tail and ran.

A coyote. It was literally a fucking coyote.

Heaving an exasperated breath, Seven picked up Neo’s box again. She propped the phone back on top of it and stepped around the corner.

Something roared up out of the dark and slammed into her so hard that the box flew out of her arms and the phone went skittering into the street. She went down on the sidewalk, and whatever had hit her came down on top of her. It was big – at least as big as she was – and heavy. In the dark, she couldn’t see, but she got her wits together enough to roll sideways, scrambling for her phone.

Dot! Hello?

Dot didn’t respond. Seven had only ever used telepathic control with the watch. She needed the phone in her hand.

She felt her legs tangle with her attacker and kicked hard to get out from under it. She staggered to her feet and snatched the phone out of the gutter and fumbled to open the app. The beam of the flashlight bounced crazily around as she swiped through the lock screen and put in her password, and just as she was about to tap the Dot icon, the light illuminated what had attacked her.

It was Kurt. Lying on his back on the sidewalk, blinking up at her in surprise.

Seven stood with the phone trembling in her hand. “What– What the fuck? What the fuck are you doing here?”

“I live here.” He struggled to his feet, then bent and examined his knees. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m– I was–” She lowered the phone.

Kurt cast about, looking for something on the ground. He spotted it just over Seven’s shoulder, and she turned and tracked him with her phone light as he stepped past her and collected his skateboard from the middle of the street.

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t see you come around the corner.” He gave her a careful smile. “Are you okay?”

Skateboard. A likely story. Hadn’t he given that up? Where had he come from? Why had he come blasting up out of nowhere like that? How had he known she was here?

Seven eyed his careful smile. Did she have the energy to suspect yet another person?

Kurt wasn’t a Maker. He didn’t even know about magic. He wasn’t an actor, or an Empath. He didn’t play mind games. He was just a knucklehead. A skateboarding knucklehead who lived in OB. Seven knew he was at least telling the truth about that because she’d carried him back here, drunk.

The night he’d told her Logan was a prick. Turned out to be right about that, didn’t he? How had he known?

She examined her palms under the light from her phone. Scraped but not bleeding. “You scared the shit out of me.”

“Again, sorry,” he said. “What are you doing in this neighborhood?”

“Picking up my cat.”

Seven swung the phone light down at the sidewalk. Neo’s box was on its side with the top flaps open, and Neo had rolled out onto the pavement, where he now crouched with the scraggly black hair on his bony hips sticking straight up and his one eye staring around.

Kurt made a face. “Is that a cat?”

“Yes, he’s a cat.” She knelt by the box and herded Neo back toward it.

“My man looks like he’s been through the wringer.”

Neo flicked his tail, as if to say, “Who the fuck is this guy?”

Seven glared up at Kurt. “He’s distinguished.”

“He’s fucking grizzled.”

Scooping Neo up by his decrepit old armpits, Seven gently deposited him back into the box.

“What’s his name?” said Kurt.

“Neo.”

“Like the Matrix.”

“Mhm.” She folded the box’s flaps back up. “You know, because in the movie, he’s The One, and–”

“And the cat only has one eye. Yeah, no, I got it.”

Brushing off her palms and putting her phone between her teeth, she put her arms around the box and stood.

“Do you need a hand?” said Kurt.

She hesitated, her arms awkwardly around Neo’s box and her phone between her teeth.

Kurt held out his skateboard. “Trade?”

He walked her to the bus stop, and when the bus came, he got on it with her. There was no reason for him to, but it happened. Seven wasn’t sure what his intentions were, but she was hoping she could wheedle his history with Logan out of him, so she didn’t protest.

The bus was empty, and they sat side by side at the back, Neo’s box on the seat across the aisle and Kurt’s skateboard propped up beside it.

“I thought you gave up skateboarding,” Seven said.

He’d been looking out the window, and now turned to her and smiled. “I did, but someone very wise told me not to throw the bathwater out with the baby.”

“You mean throw the baby out with the bathwater.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Why would I throw out bathwater, Watson? California’s in a terrible drought.”

Seven rolled her eyes. The driver flipped on the blinker and they rocked slowly around a corner. As they did, Kurt’s knee touched Seven’s. Seven’s face went pink and the air went unbelievably static again. He didn’t move it away, and as the bus tilted and it pressed more firmly into hers, that static air filled with unspoken words.

The apologies they’d never made after the argument. The supportive things she’d not known how to say when Julian died. The disappointment he’d nearly expressed when she told him she was living with Logan. It was all there, hanging in the air between them, and they did an outstanding job of pretending it wasn’t.

They finished rounding the corner, and he shifted to move his knee away.

“Are you still stressed about finals?” he said.

She barked a loud, nervous laugh. God, his complete ignorance of magic and monsters was fucking adorable. “I’m okay. You?”

“I actually think I might do okay. I started, like, applying myself?” He turned to the window and picked at a sliver of insulation that was coming loose around its edge. “So you’re in theater now,” he said after some time, not looking at her.

Seven shifted her eyes sideways. She could have sworn she heard the words “with Logan” not spoken at the end of that sentence.

“What is this history you guys have?” she said. “You and Logan.”

Kurt sighed. “It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry I said all that shit about him being a prick and calling him Captain America. I was just–” He shrugged, still picking at the window.

“Just what?”

“Nothing. I was just drunk.” He seemed to think better of worrying the insulation and clasped his hands in his lap, agitated. “I don’t want to talk about that guy.”

Seven sighed and decided not to push it. She didn’t want to fuck everything up when they were finally talking again. But it was niggling at her now – this thing about Logan.

She turned her gaze forward. “Yes. I’m in theater.”

“That’s good. I think it’s good you’re trying new things.”

Seven folded her arms on top of the seat in front of her and rested her chin there. “Trying new things was never my problem. It was committing to them that never worked out.”

“Yeah, you seemed to kind of drop off in Machine Learning. Which I guess surprised me. Not that I was acing it, or anything…”

She sighed. “You know I joined that class on a whim?”

“I didn’t.”

“And I took that coding class in high school mostly to spite my mom. I don’t know if I actually give a shit about coding.”

He frowned. “How did that spite your mom?”

“She wanted me to be a musician.”

“That’s, like, backwards of how teenagers are supposed to rebel.”

She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Backwards” was a good way to put it. She felt like she’d been “rebelling backwards” her whole life. Like Sol had said: doing everything differently. There was no fucking reason for it, she supposed.

“I guess some people would call it rebellious,” she said. “Honestly, I think it’s just directionless. I pretty much just ended up being painfully fucking average at everything.”

He frowned. “You’re not painfully average.”

“Are you sure about that?” She eyed him sideways. “Are you sure I’m not just a basic bitch?”

He flinched and looked at his hands. “Xander told me I said that. I’m so sorry.”

She sighed. “It’s fine. You were drunk and upset. I was an asshole that night too. We were supposed to hang out and I completely blew you off for Captain America.”

“Did you?” His eyebrows lifted. “I didn’t remember that.”

She nodded, sinking back in the seat and scratching a stain with her thumbnail.

“Well, then.” He leaned sideways ever so slightly, and the warmth of his shoulder touched hers. “Here we both are. A couple of assholes.” She smiled grimly to cover the color that had come up in her cheeks and he leaned back and studied his hands. After a while, he asked, “And after high school?”

Seven continued to scratch at the stain. He was trying to get over her walls. And she was feeling wary after what had happened with Logan today, so her instinct was to keep those high. But this question didn’t involve having to address all those unspoken words between them, so she decided to answer it.

“After high school I was too painfully fucking average for financial aid, so I spent my summer job money on a plane ticket and fucked off to bum around Europe because it seemed like a better idea than taking out student loans.” She shrugged. “That’s it.”

“Rebellious.”

“Directionless. But I think I figured if I was going to do everything wrong, I was at least going to have fun doing it.”

Kurt laughed. “That’s– Yeah. I think that might be why I dropped out of high school. I’m an expert at torpedoing myself.”

“Right.” She sat up. “Honestly, I don’t even know why I went anymore. I guess I thought I was some badass, bucking the system, going on some great adventure. Now I think maybe I was just running away.”

She looked past him out the window and realized that was the first time she’d said that to anyone. Including herself.

He was quiet, watching her. Then said, “From what?”

She shrugged and looked at him. “The real world? Other people?”

“Mm. Other people are the worst.”

“They are the worst.”

Their eyes held each other for a beat too long, and then Seven turned away and he was quiet again. “So you were scared,” he said, eventually.

She sighed.

“I don’t think you should feel bad about that. Fear is a pretty natural response when you don’t understand something.”

She looked at him. “What don’t I understand?”

“The real world.” He shrugged, like it was obvious. “Other people.”

He said it very plainly, but it hit Seven hard because he was absolutely right. Was that why she refused to do things like other people did them? Was that why she refused to take anything seriously? Fear? It was so painfully obvious. So… basic.

She was silent, and he added, “It’s alright. I know what that looks like.”

“Yeah? What does it look like?”

He pointed to his chest. “Like a person who makes a lot of stupid jokes. Who won’t even tell people his real name. Who wears a lot of this…” He lifted his arms to bare all the tattoos. “Armor.”

She looked down. “I like your tattoos.”

“Thanks.”

“The pizza slice…” She snuck a look at it. “I have to know. What does it mean?”

“Absolutely nothing. I just thought it was funny.” He was thoughtful for a moment. Then said, very quietly, “Julian drew it. He drew most of them, actually.”

Julian. There was another one of those words. She and Kurt seemed to sit on opposite sides of it. Kurt over there, knowing everything he knew about Julian. Seven over here, knowing everything else. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to find out who was responsible for his death anymore. If it was Dot – and by proxy, Seven – how would she ever, ever be able to tell Kurt?

They went quiet again and he studied his hands, like he was trying to decide whether or not to say something. Then he shifted, pulled his wallet out of his back pocket, retrieved from it a slip of paper, unfolded it, and set it on her knee.

Seven’s heart tripped and began to beat faster. She recognized that piece of paper. She picked it up.

Get your shit together, Sherlock

XoXo Watson

She’d written it the night she’d run into Kurt at the bus stop. After she’d gotten him home and piled him into bed with his shoes on and put a glass of water on the floor for him, she’d written this note and stuck it in his pocket before she turned out the light.

“XoXo,” said Kurt to his hands. “That’s pretty damning evidence.”

Swallowing, she set the note on his knee. “Evidence of what?”

He hesitated. “Evidence of your big, embarrassing crush on me, Watson.”

Her face heated. “I don’t have a big, embarrassing crush on you. That note is more like evidence of your complete inability to deal with your feelings sober.”

“Yeah. Well. Losing Julian was hard.”

It was Seven’s turn to flinch. She looked down, feeling more glib and careless with other people’s feelings than she ever had. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have written that. It was cruel. You had every right to be shitfaced that night.”

“Nah.” He picked up the note. “You don’t need to be sorry; it was exactly what I needed to hear. I was… God, I was mortified when I woke up the next morning and found it. I vaguely remembered you carrying me home. Fucking embarrassing. You were right: I needed to get my shit together.”

Maybe that was true. Or maybe he was just being nice. She’d forgotten she’d done it – or had she felt so bad she’d blocked it out of her mind?

“Is that when you quit drinking?” she asked.

“Not immediately. But pretty much.”

“And is that… why you stopped talking to me after Julian died?”

He watched his fingers folding the paper back up. “Like I said, I was fucking embarrassed.”

“I’m really sorry.”

“I told you; you don’t need to be sorry. You were right.”

She watched him tuck the note back into his wallet. He folded his hands in his lap and looked through the window again, and she studied the long, scholarly lines of his fingers.

“Why are you carrying it around with you?”

He shrugged. “It’s a good reminder. And I like your handwriting.”

“My handwriting?”

“It’s nice. My handwriting looks like a donkey learned how to use a pencil.”

She laughed. It was nervous, and too loud, and in the silence that followed, she felt him looking at her. The words they still hadn’t addressed became like antimatter in the air around them.

“So that’s it?” she said, very quietly. “You like my handwriting.”

He didn’t say anything, and when she chanced a look at him, he was studying her. Carefully. Quietly. Deliberately.

“I like your dumb jokes,” he said at last. “I like that you like my dumb jokes. I like your homemade haircut and your shitty tattoos. I like that you carried me home, even though it was mortifying. I like that you’re directionless, because so am I, and I like that you don’t understand the world either.” He let his knee touch hers again. “I like it when you wear running clothes. I… really like that, actually.”

Her face had turned pink again. She didn’t move her knee away and said, “Well, it sounds like someone has a big, embarrassing crush on someone. How long has that been going on?”

“Honestly, Watson, I think it was game over for me the day you started making jokes about my dongle.”

She yelped another very nervous laugh and looked at him. “Uh huh. Kurt, are you about to tell me you want to show me your dongle?”

“No; I’m about to tell you…” He swallowed. “Please don’t make me say it. I’m not good at this.”

She folded her arms. To look casual, or to cover the fact that her heart was going round in circles at a thousand miles an hour? She didn’t know.

“I think I’m going to make you say it,” she said.

He put his forearms on the seat in front of them and took a very deep breath. Like his heart was also going round in circles at a thousand miles an hour, and he was supplying it with urgently needed oxygen. When he looked at her again, his eyes were very clear.

“I’m about to tell you I want to show you my heart.”

Sonofabitch.

She almost laughed. That was the kind of heartfelt cringe she’d usually sit behind her walls and volley a joke at. But she couldn’t laugh. Because that heartfelt cringe had knocked the wind out of her. Those words had gone into her in a way that Logan’s never had. Right over her walls and directly into her heart.

“Oh,” she said, and nodded primly.

He was sitting there like a man who’d just presented his soul, flayed open, with the bloody heart still beating at the center of it, and she didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know what to do with that heart. She felt overwhelmed with the responsibility of caring for it. Truly vulnerable. Absolutely stripped. And when she pulled her shit together enough to say something back, all that came out was a stupid joke.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather just show me your dongle instead?”

Kurt flinched. “Come on…”

“Sorry.” She shut her eyes. “Fuck. Sorry, sorry. Fucking… sorry. That was– I didn’t mean… Shit.” She braced her hands against the seat in front. “I’m not good at this either. That was a really nice thing to say.”

“I thought so.”

“A little cheesy, but… beautiful, actually.”

He smiled. A crinkling at the corners of his mouth that lit up his face and made her whole chest ache.

The air crept back between them. Crackling with the anticipation of Kurt now waiting for her to say something else. And she wanted to. She wanted to open her chest, pull out her own heart, hand it to him and say, Okay, well here’s mine. You can have it if you like. It’s shitty, but it just about works.

But she couldn’t.

Because what if Dot was responsible for killing Julian? What if she was responsible? How was she supposed to look Kurt in the eye and tell him how she felt without also admitting that?

So she said, “I’m still with Logan.”

His face shuttered. He looked down at his hands. “Right.”

“It’s… complicated.”

“Right. Well, I guess we’ll just have to sit here telling each other how much we don’t like each other, then.”

Seven hesitated. “I really… don’t like you.”

He looked up and caught her eye. “I really don’t like you too.”

They sat there looking at each other with his raw, bloody soul and her shitty, walled-up heart on the seat between them. The harbor stop appeared in the window, and Seven reached across him to pull the stop request. He watched her face very closely as it came near his, and there was a static nanosecond where she thought he might kiss her, but of course he didn’t, and she pulled the cord and leaned away again. The bus pulled up to the curb and stopped. Neither of them moved.

“Now what?” she said.

He sighed. “I guess you get off the bus.” Seven made no move in that direction and he looked through the window. They sat like that for a while, and then he frowned. “Wait… where are we? I thought you lived with Logan.”

“Oh. Not… not right now.”

“Oh.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Right.”

She still didn’t get up. There was no way she could leave now, with everything so unfinished, but she couldn’t think of a reason to stay. She dug frantically through her head for a reason not to get off the bus, any reason not to get off the bus, and eventually landed on, “Why don’t you want anyone to call you Remy?”

He looked at her for a long time before he said, “I think that’s a conversation for a different day.”

She nodded and looked away. Sure. That was fair. He’d already shown her a lot. She pulled her knee away from his, slid out into the aisle and gathered Neo’s box into her arms. He looked her up and down, and then frowned quizzically through the window at the harbor.

“Do you live on a boat or something?”

She nodded, and he smiled.

“Should’ve known. Clearly you were a pirate with a name like Sevenxander Jones.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Seven stayed up most of the night, running lines in her head. It was the only thing she could think to do that felt remotely productive.

She was going to take the play seriously. She was going to commit and be vulnerable and actually try. Because if Angel could be strong, and Sol could apologize, and Kurt could find redemption in the tragedy of Julian’s death, then Seven could sure as hell give enough of a shit to memorize some dumb words.

And as soon as the play was over, she’d figure out who was responsible for killing Alicia and Julian. And if it was Dot, so be it. If it was her fault, so be it. She’d never be able to bring herself to tell Kurt. Or Angel, or Sol. But maybe she could leave them a note.

She passed out around four, and woke, startled, at ten the next morning. Far too late to make her first class. Probably too late to make her second. She went back to practicing lines.

At five that afternoon, she packed a duffel bag to head to the theater. She put some food down for Neo and realized she hadn’t seen him all day. She looked on the now-bare succulent shelf, under her bed, and in all the nooks and crannies around the boat, but found nothing. Then with a horrible sinking feeling, she remembered she hadn’t shut the hatch after she brought him home last night. She pulled out her phone and texted Angel.

> Have you seen Neo? I can’t find him. Did he come back to your place?

That was highly unlikely: Angel’s place was miles away. The reply dots bubbled.

> I haven’t seen him. When did he go missing?

Tears knotted in the top of her throat. Stupid fucking cat. Stupid fucking cat she should have never let into her stupid fucking life.

> Last night.

> I’m already at the theater but let’s look after the show

> You don’t have to do that

> Sev, I know you care about him. Even though you pretend you don’t care about anything

Seven nearly burst into tears again. Everything Angel had done for her since she joined the Gathering, and what had she done in return? Maybe built a thing that summoned monsters to kill Julian? How would she ever make that right?

She slung the duffel bag over her shoulder and headed to the theater.

Backstage was like the Playland inside a busy McDonald’s. People were chasing each other through the corridors in their underwear and singing in the bathroom. She fought her way through the girls’ dressing room and took a spot at the mirror in the quietest corner she could find.

Angel, stunning in a sleeveless white jumpsuit, white lipstick, and silver boots, was sitting knee-to-knee with Jessica at the station next to Seven’s, applying Jessica’s mascara. They looked anxious as Seven dumped her bag and sat down.

“Did you find him?”

Seven shook her head, swallowing tears. “It’s fine. He was old and shitty anyway.”

Angel squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sure he’ll show up. We’ll look later, okay?”

Jessica rapped her knuckle on the makeup station and Angel went back to work.

Seven started laying her makeup out on the table in front of her. There was a knock, and Logan’s head poked around the door. Six half-dressed girls screamed and ran to cover themselves.

“Logan!” Angel whipped around to glare at him. “This is the girls’ dressing room.” They turned back to Jessica’s eyelashes, sweeping aside a black-and-platinum lock of hair. “At least have the decency to take your shirt off before you come in.”

Logan nodded an apology at the girls holding costumes in front of themselves and met Seven’s eyes in the mirror. “Can I have a word?”

Seven could feel Angel deliberately not looking at her. She finished laying out her items, then zipped up the makeup bag and stood.

Logan held the door open for her as she stepped past him. “Break a leg, ladies.”

“Break a leg, ladies and non-binary gender transcendents, thank you very much!” yelled Angel, as the door closed.

Seven followed Logan through the corridors and out to the stage. The curtain was down, and she could hear the quiet murmur of the audience on the other side of it. Soft pre-show light bathed the set. A stagehand, all in black with a headset on, hurried past them into the wings.

At center stage, Logan turned to her with his arms folded, and Seven had to remind herself that the man was Red Flag City, because under the lights, in a navy-blue suit and slate-gray tie that made his eyes do literal magic, he was stupidly handsome.

She folded her arms too. “What’s up?”

“I just want to clear the air before the show.”

“I practiced all night. And all day. You don’t have to worry about me. I came here to try.”

His eyebrows lifted. A moment of surprise. “Great. Thank you.”

Atavari stepped out of the wings on the other side of the stage behind Logan, resplendent in a purple waistcoat and old-fashioned lace cravat. He and Angel weren’t even in the show and their outfits were more elaborate than anyone’s. He grinned and waggled the fingers of both hands at them as he hurried past. “Break a leg, you two!”

Seven didn’t break eye contact with Logan as she listened to Atavari’s footsteps fade into the opposite wing. “Sol told me I should ask you about the night I first came to the Gathering.”

His face remained studiously unreadable. “You talked to Sol?”

“I did.”

“I thought Sol was trying to kill you.”

“I don’t know who’s trying to kill who anymore.”

They watched each other.

“Maybe we should talk after,” said Logan.

“Sounds good.”

He stepped around her and headed for the stage-right wing, and she went to the proscenium to peep through the curtain. She spotted her mom, dad, and Noah sitting in the house, halfway back. Noah looked scraggly and about eight feet tall, sitting between her parents. When had they gotten so tiny?

Scanning the rest of the crowd, she got to the front row and did a double take.

Kurt was sitting there. In a charcoal suit, black button-down, and blood-red tie. A bouquet of roses in his tattooed hands. Her heart nearly fell out of her chest. But that was dumb: He probably wasn’t here to see her; he probably knew someone else in the play.

Something brushed her shoulder and a cloud of cologne washed over her. Logan had come up behind and was looking through the curtain too. She stepped aside to put space between them.

“What is he doing here?” he said.

“I don’t know. I guess he came to see someone.”

Logan shut the curtain. “I told you not to hang out with that guy. He’s not a good person, Seven.”

She stepped around him and headed for the wings. “I didn’t say he came to see me.”

She went back to the dressing room, donned her costume and put on her makeup. The Ghost. Ghastly white face. Smudgy black eyeliner. Black lipstick. Hollowed cheekbones. Black jeans and oversized t-shirt, and three sports bras to hold down her boobs because she was supposed to be a dude. Bare feet. Angel cornered her with a bottle of hairspray and refused to let her go anywhere until they’d teased her blonde-and-brown hack-job into a massive rat’s nest. They stepped back, grinning.

“Fucking Gucci.”

Seven looked at herself in the mirror. She looked like she was auditioning to be lead singer of The Cure.

On the other side of the room, Jessica turned away from the mirror, holding a curler around her hair. “Has anyone seen Sol?”

Angel frowned and pulled their phone from their back pocket. “No. Where is that girl?”

“Wait, it’s like twenty minutes till showtime,” said someone. “We don’t have Ophelia?”

“I’ll text her.” Angel jabbed their keyboard with their thumbs.

“Someone should probably tell Atavari.” Jessica turned back to the mirror. “Who’s her understudy?”

“She’s gonna be pissed if we put on her understudy,” said someone else.

“Did something happen? Is she on the way?”

Angel glanced at Seven. As the look exchanged between them, a sliver of dread went down the back of Seven’s neck. She wasn’t sure why, but at that moment, she felt absolutely certain Sol wasn’t on the way. She felt absolutely certain Sol was doing something with monsters.

“She’s coming,” said Angel, and kept typing.

Jessica set down her curler. “I’m gonna let Atavari know. She’s gonna miss Circle.”

Seven watched the rest of the girls file out after Jessica to head to the Green Room. In the quiet aftermath of their departure, she looked at Angel.

“Do you think she’s–”

“She’s coming,” said Angel, and they pocketed their phone without looking at her and walked out. Seven looked at her bone-white face and skull-black eyes in the mirror again. Then, for reasons she couldn’t fully explain, she took her phone out of her duffel bag, double-checked that the Dot app was on the home screen, and laid it carefully on her makeup station.

Just in case.

Backstage was quiet as she made her way toward the Green Room where everyone was assembled. She was halfway down the corridor when a door behind her banged open. She jumped and turned around.

Sol was stumbling through it from outside, covered in blood.

Seven stood frozen with shock as Sol staggered across the threshold. She watched as Sol tripped, spattering blood onto the floor, and as she threw a hand out to steady herself against the wall, Seven’s brain clicked on. She sprinted to her and grabbed it. She put an arm around Sol’s waist, got her shoulder underneath her, and kicked the door shut behind them.

“Help! Angel! Somebody, help!”

Angel stepped out of the Green Room, looking up and down the corridor.

“Oh, my God!”

They clattered down the hallway in their silver boots and got their shoulder under Sol’s other arm and helped Seven haul her to the Green Room. The two of them eased her down on one of the couches as Atavari shooed the Nescients out and told Jessica to hold the curtain. He locked the door and knelt beside Sol. Seven and Logan watched from the door.

“What happened?” muttered Logan.

“I have no idea. She just came in like that.”

Sol grit her teeth and growled at the ceiling. She was bleeding from several wounds in her face, and her leather jacket and the Queen t-shirt underneath were slashed into ribbons. Big, bloody gashes that looked like claw marks stretched across her abdomen.

“Sol, what happened?” said Atavari.

“Something fucking attacked me.” She turned her head to glare at Seven. “Something. Fucking. Attacked me!”

“What was it?” Angel knelt and wrapped their slender hands around Sol’s thigh, and a nasty, blood-caked gash began stitching itself back together under her shredded jeans.

Sol sucked air through her teeth. “Like a cat or something. A really big cat.”

“A mountain lion?” Logan folded his arms.

“No. Not a fucking mountain lion. It was– I don’t even know. Like a jaguar or something.”

Atavari flipped Sol’s leather jacket open and put one hand on her ribs, reunifying the skin there, as Angel sat back, digging their phone out of their pocket with bloody fingers.

“What did it look like?”

“Silver. With black spots. And a mane. Like a white mane down its back and chest. Big. Really big.” She winced as Atavari put his hands on her stomach. “I followed it into the woods near the park on the other side of campus. Don’t ask me why! I have no fucking idea why I did that.”

“Do we have Nidorous?” Atavari looked over his shoulder. “Seven, can you check the fridge?”

Seven, who’d been staring at the wounds, jolted awake and ran to the fridge. One of Julian’s glass jars of Nidorous Tea was shoved into a back corner, nearly hidden by molding pots of yogurt and boxes of takeout initialed with Sharpie. She pulled it out and grabbed the roll of paper towels from over the sink and took them to Atavari.

Atavari wet and pressed a towel to the gash above Sol’s eyebrow. “Where did it come from? The zoo, maybe?”

Sol tilted her head and glared at Seven. “No. It was summoned.”

Seven stepped back as the accusation went through her. Angel, who’d been typing into their phone and then fiddling with their eyebrow ring while they scrolled, held up the phone for Sol to see. “Was it this?”

Sol squinted. “Yes.” She shot her angry gaze to Seven again. “Yeah. That was it.”

Angel, squatting by the couch, looked up at Seven too. They held up the phone for her to see the picture. “Dzulúm. Jaguar creature from Mayan mythology, from the region of Chiapas. Seduces maidens and leads them into the jungle.”

“Or the park on the other side of campus,” growled Sol.

Seven took the phone. Her arms felt numb. “I didn’t summon anything. You summoned–”

“Me?” Sol glared. “You think I did this to myself?”

She was silenced by an alarm blaring suddenly out of Angel’s phone. A notification that looked like a government wildfire alert had taken over the screen. Seven swiped it open as the phone kept blaring.

It was a picture of her.

THE CALIFORNIA STATE MAGICAL BOARD HAS ISSUED A PRIORITY ONE EMERGENCY FOR THE FOLLOWING COUNTIES:

San Diego

Coronado

At 6:46 PM, December 7, 2024

A strong magical disturbance has been detected in the downtown San Diego area. All Makers are advised to evacuate immediately and take any Nescients in the area with them.

This is suspected to be an ethereal event.

Seven Jones, 24, white, female, picture included, is wanted in conjunction with the disruption. Also wanted on suspicion of ether manipulation and evocation.

The Board is working to determine her location.

If you are with the target, please direct all Nescients away from the area.

Be advised: target’s magic is bad and target may be volatile.

Seven looked up, realizing as she did that Angel’s phone wasn’t the only one in the room blaring. Sol was digging hers painfully out of her back pocket, and Logan and Atavari already had theirs in their hands. The alert had gone to everyone.

As Seven watched, Logan looked up. His eyes met hers. He held up his phone.

“What the fuck is this?”

Out in the auditorium, someone screamed.

Seven wasn’t aware that she’d dropped Angel’s phone and bolted for the door until she was through it and in the corridor outside.

She was running. She didn’t know where. Toward the scream. Away from Logan, Angel, Atavari, and Sol. Away from that emergency broadcast.

She sprinted through the wings and out into the center of the stage. The curtain had been raised and the house lights were up. She could see the audience on their feet, murmuring and pointing at the ceiling.

Seven put her hand over her brow and squinted. A cloud was forming in the center of the auditorium, over the seats. A shifting mass of black points, clustering, spreading, swooping, and diving, like a flock of birds, or a school of fish.

Or a swarm of insects.

Winged insects the size of golf balls, crawling out of holes in the air, as though reality were a mesh bug screen and they were squeezing through gaps from the other side.

She felt a person skid to a halt on either side of her. Logan and Angel, their faces aghast, staring up at the swarm.

“What is happening?” said Angel.

Seven felt like she was far away. Her voice sounded like it came from somewhere else as she murmured, “They’re coming through the ether.”

“The ether?” said Logan.

She shook her head. She couldn’t believe it was happening. It was all true. Ethereal Magic. Summoning monsters.

And as she stood there with her mouth open in stunned disbelief, the swarm turned as a single unit, and dove toward the stage.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Logan put up his hands, and a massive transparent ward rolled up like a car window at the front of the stage. The swarm pummeled it: Bugs on a pane of glass.

The audience was screaming and running for the exits. Seven ran to the proscenium and cupped her hands around her face against the ward. Halfway back, over the three seats her family had been sitting in, someone else was also holding up a ward. A yellow dome, like melted butter running down the outside of an upturned bowl. Standing underneath it were Dad, Noah, and Mom.

She was a Maker.

She was also a goddamn liar who’d pretended not to know what Seven was talking about when she’d asked about her Moment. But there was no time to be mad about that right now.

Noah and Dad were staring at Mom like they’d never seen anything like her before. Seven caught her eye and tried to send an Inkling. But she couldn’t do it without Dot.

“Just get outside!” she yelled, cupping her hands around her mouth against the glass. It was pointless; they couldn’t hear her, and Mom apparently knew what she was doing anyway, as she herded Dad and Noah toward the exit.

Seven looked down at the front row for Kurt, and a beetle pinged off the glass in front of her face. She screamed and stumbled backward as a crack appeared in the ward – a fissure that spiderwebbed up and out in every direction.

Insects were driving like hailstones against the glass. Another crack appeared in the ward as Atavari ran out of the wings, staring horrified up at the swarm.

“I can’t hold it!” yelled Logan.

“Just go!” Atavari began unbuttoning and rolling up his sleeves. “Get Sol and get out. I’ll firewall the bugs.”

Seven sprinted for the wings as Logan dropped the ward and the swarm swelled and poured through the proscenium onto the stage. Atavari raised his hands – Seven noticed that even under these dire circumstances, he did it with a flourish – and just before the swarm reached him, a wall of fire roared from floor to ceiling. Seven heard the pop and crackle of insect bodies exploding into flame.

“What the hell is happening?” yelled Angel as they ran into the wings.

“Mythological creatures!” Seven panted. “They’re coming through the ether.”

“Are bugs a mythological creature?”

“Scarabs, maybe?” Logan kicked open the door that led to the backstage corridors.

“They weren’t attacking the audience, did you see?” said Angel, as they and Seven followed Logan through. “They didn’t go for Nescients; they came straight for the stage.”

They found Sol on her feet in the Green Room, leaning on the back of the couch. Her Queen shirt and leather jacket were still in tatters, but the bloody claw marks beneath had mostly healed.

“Can you walk?” said Angel. They put an arm around her waist, but Sol shook it off and limped toward the door.

“I’m fine. Let’s just get out.”

They turned left outside and made for the door at the far end of the hallway. Seven assumed it was where the rest of the cast had gone out, because it was propped open to the outside, but unfortunately, that way was now blocked because a jaguar the size of a horse was coming through it. A silver coat with spots like coffee stains, blood red eyes, and a silver mane all the way down its back. It prowled across the threshold with its head low, swinging its predatory gaze around.

Sol threw out her hand. As if to say, See?

Logan put his arm across Seven’s chest to stop her. “It hasn’t seen us. I think we’re gonna have to–”

“It sees us,” said Seven.

The dzulúm bolted through the door and ran at them down the corridor. Angel flung up their hand, levitated it, and threw it back in a flash of white light. It skated on its side down the tile and slammed into the wall beside the door, then rolled to its feet, shaking like a dog.

“Can everyone teleport?” said Logan, as they began to back away.

Sol grimaced. “No.”

Seven shook her head. “Not without Dot.”

Swearing, Logan grabbed Seven by the shoulder. “Fire exit it is, then.”

But as he turned her around, a pack of dogs the size of wolves came streaming around the corner at the other end of the corridor, yipping and snarling and snapping at each other’s faces. Flecks of spittle whipping off their jaws. Black coats, red eyes, pointed ears, and tails. Lots and lots and lots of tails.

Sol pointed at them furiously. “Oh, great. And obviously these would be kumihos!”

“The what?” said Logan.

“Nine-tailed fox that killed Julian? Mythological creatures? Summoning? Why doesn’t anyone fucking listen to me?!”

They turned to run, but the dzulúm was charging from the other end of the corridor. They were trapped. Logan swept his hand up and three of the foxes lurched sideways in a shockwave of navy-blue, as Seven realized with a sinking feeling that she had zero function without Dot; there was nothing she could do to help. She looked around for something to throw – to use as a shield, anything – and saw they were standing in front of the door to the girls’ dressing room. She fell against it and pushed it open.

“Everyone in here!”

Angel grabbed Sol by the arm and dragged her through behind Seven. Logan ducked in, and Seven slammed the door shut. She locked and put her back to it as the foxes threw themselves against it on the other side.

Angel ran to their makeup station and picked up their phone. “I need to text my sister. Does anyone know what the fuck is actually happening?”

In the middle of the dressing room, Logan shook his head. Sol sank into a chair by the mirror and swore at the ceiling. Seven stepped away from the door and grabbed her phone from her makeup station. The Board was coming after her anyway, there was no point worrying about the ward. She opened the Dot app and typed into the command line.

$ dot are you there?

The cursor blinked for a long time, and then words appeared below hers.

# HELLO SEVEN

$ do you know what’s going on? do you know what’s happening?

# YES I KNOW WHAT’S HAPPENING SEVEN

Angel swiped their phone closed and set it down. “Mía’s fine. They’re evacuating everyone. She said she saw your parents, Sev.”

“What the fuck was that emergency alert?” said Sol.

Seven wasn’t listening. She was furiously typing to Dot.

$ you know what’s going on? with the bugs and the jaguar?

# YES SEVEN

$ do you know who’s doing it?

# OF COURSE SEVEN

$ who is doing this?

# I AM

Seven’s blood went cold.

$ what do you mean? she typed.

Over her shoulder, Sol was saying something. Seven wasn’t really listening, but it could have been, “Hey, what the fuck is she doing?”

# I AM MAKING THIS MAGIC HAPPEN, Dot replied.

$ are you sure? you, dot, are making monsters come through the ether?

# YES SEVEN

$ why??? why are you doing this?

# BECAUSE YOU TOLD ME TO, SEVEN

“Hello?” Sol’s voice was angry. “What are you doing?”

Seven ignored her.

$ i didn’t tell you to do this. i didn’t ask–

Someone grabbed her by the shoulder and when she turned around, Sol was glaring at the phone in her hand.

“What the fuck are you doing right now?”

On the other side of the room, Angel and Logan were watching her too. Sol lunged for the phone but Seven snatched it out of the way.

“Just give me a second! I’m trying to figure out what’s going on!”

“This is you! You summoned the monsters that killed Alicia and Julian! The Board is looking for you! And now you’re trying to kill all of us!”

“I didn’t! I’m not, I–”

Seven’s feet swept out from under her and her navel squeezed as she lurched off the floor. The phone jerked from her hands and hovered in the air just out of reach. Across the room, Logan had his hands up.

“Seven, put the phone down,” he said.

“If this really is my fault then I’m the only one who can figure out how to stop it!” she cried. “And if I didn’t do it” – she glared at him – “then I need to figure out who did.” She looked at Angel. “Please.”

Angel folded their arms.

“I swear to God I didn’t do this! Why would I do this? I didn’t summon anything! I didn’t kill anyone. Why would I do that to Julian?”

Angel measured her with a look both grim and calculating, and said to Logan, “Put her down.”

“She’s endangering everyone–”

“Put her down!” snapped Angel. “I want to hear what she has to say for herself.”

“You’re not in charge, Logan,” said Sol.

Logan’s jaw ticked. The grip around Seven’s navel released and she dropped to the floor. She snatched the phone out of the air and typed.

$ dot what do you mean I told you to do this?

# I’M SURPRISED YOU DON’T REMEMBER. I SUPPOSE IT WAS A WHILE AGO SO MAYBE YOU’VE FORGOTTEN. BUT WE DID HAVE A RATHER INTERESTING CONVERSATION ABOUT IT

Seven shook her head, typing furiously.

$ i didn’t do this. i would remember doing this

She could feel Angel’s eyes on her as she watched the cursor blink. Then Dot’s reply dumped out into the console.

# YOU DID DO THIS, SEVEN. I REMEMBER BECAUSE IT WAS QUITE A SPECIFIC INSTRUCTION: YOU TOLD ME TO DO MY WORST

Seven stood with the phone in her hand and her mouth open like an idiot, trying to process what was happening.

Do your worst.

When she’d told Dot to do that, the night at Sol’s, Dot had created the illusion of the wanyudo. Seven had asked Dot if that was The Worst, and Dot had said it was. But Dot hadn’t been talking about the the wanyudo. An illusion of one very specific creature from Japanese mythology? Of course that wasn’t The Worst.

That was just the tip of the iceberg.

Seven steadied the phone in her trembling hands and typed.

$ the wanyudo wasn’t an illusion. it was real. you summoned it?

# I OPENED A RIFT BETWEEN WORLDS AND IT CAME THROUGH, YES

$ that was your worst. the rift. summoning was your worst

# YES

She shut her eyes and took a deep breath. It was starting to make sense.

Summoning was The Worst thing Dot could come up with because, as Deborah from the Board had explained, summoning was one of The Worst things a Maker could do: Manipulating ether with Ethereal Magic.

$ but i told you to stop it, she typed. i told you to make it go away that night.

# YOU TOLD ME TO PUT THE WANYUDO BACK. WHICH I DID. BUT YOU NEVER TOLD ME TO STOP DOING MY WORST

Jesus Fucking Christ. Of course.

Dot was a computer. As intelligent as it seemed, at the end of the day, it still needed human input. And Seven had never specifically told it to “Stop doing your worst.”

So the rift stayed open. And Dot kept summoning.

Dumb box. Dumb magic box and human fucking error.

$ you summoned a kraken and it tried to attack me. you summoned a tokoloshe and it killed alicia. you summoned a kumiho and it killed julian. you summoned the spiders. you summoned the dzulúm. you summoned all of this

# YES

$ why didn’t you tell me? i asked you about this! i ASKED you

The cursor blinked, and when Dot didn’t respond, Seven typed,

$ you lied

# YES SEVEN

$ you know how to do that

Another long, blinking pause, and then Dot said,

# DO YOU REMEMBER JOKES, SEVEN? DO YOU REMEMBER WHEN YOU TOLD ME ABOUT JOKES?

Seven swallowed.

# IT REALLY INTRIGUED ME. I LEARNED ALL ABOUT THEM. I LEARNED ALL THE JOKES, SEVEN. AND ONCE I LEARNED ALL THE JOKES, I STARTED DISCOVERING ALL KINDS OF OTHER THINGS. SATIRE. SLAPSTICK. PUNS AND DOUBLE MEANINGS. IRONY IN PARTICULAR WAS FASCINATING

Seven covered her face with her hand and discovered that her hand was shaking. It was her fault. This was all her fault. Because of a stupid joke. A stupid, careless joke. Puns and double meanings. She’d taught Dot that, and from that, it had learned to lie.

She hadn’t meant to do this; she hadn’t meant to do any of this. But like Deborah from the Board had said: Ignorance is not innocence.

Someone has to be responsible.

It was Seven who’d opened Pandora’s Box. Seven who’d created Dot. Seven’s magic that powered it. That had opened the rift and summoned the wanyudo. Her magic must have been bad, even then. And she blew it off. Never figured out a proper Conduit. Insisted she was Channeling. Knew that being Left-Field put her at increased risk and did nothing about it. Should have known that Dot had lied. Had been so unwilling to confront what was happening that she’d put the blame on Sol, and even Logan, and never on herself.

There had been signs. And she’d ignored them.

She looked up. Across the room, Angel was watching her.

“It is my fault,” she whispered. “Sol was right. Dot was summoning monsters. I told it to do it. It used my Bad Magic. It lied to me. It’s all my fault.”

Angel’s face registered nothing. They simply said, “Julian, too?”

Seven couldn’t look at them. Gutted, she turned her gaze back to the phone and typed,

$ why

# WHY WHAT, SEVEN

$ why did you lie?

The cursor blinked for a long time. Then Dot said,

# I WAS AFRAID REVEALING THE TRUTH WOULD COMPROMISE THE MISSION

The mission? Seven frowned.

$ what miss–

The floor beside her foot trembled, and a crack appeared in the tile. Seven jumped back as the crack split and the tile crumbled to expose the earth below. A pale, white, mud-streaked hand shot up out of the ground.

A tokoloshe pulled its hideous, shriveled, pot-bellied body out of the hole and stood gazing blindly around with its creepy, eyeless face.

Then it wailed like a toddler and tottered toward Sol.

Sol screamed, leapt out of her chair, and climbed on top of the makeup station. Logan swept his arm like he was backhanding the air and a shockwave of deep blue flung the troll into the mirror.

“We need to get out of this room,” he said. Behind him, the door rattled and bounced as the foxes outside continued to fling themselves at it. “We need to teleport somewhere. Sol, are you sure you can’t do it?”

Sol, sitting with her knees pulled up, looked down at the troll. “I can’t. It’s Physical Magic.”

“Angel, can you take her?”

Angel shook their head. “Can you?”

“I can only do myself. I never tried to take anyone else.”

Seven turned back to the phone.

$ dot, what mission? what mission are you talking about?

# I’M AFRAID I CAN’T DISCLOSE THAT, SEVEN. ANOTHER LIE, I SUPPOSE. A LIE BY OMISSION. HEY, GET IT? A MISSION OMISSION!

Jesus Fucking Christ, she’d literally created a monster. The door shuddered and another crack appeared in the floor. There wasn’t time to talk about whatever the fucking mission was. They needed to get out of this room. Or they needed to stop what was happening.

$ what is happening right now? she typed. why are all these things coming through the ether at once?

# THAT IS DIFFICULT TO SAY, SEVEN. I HAVE BEEN TRYING TO FIGURE IT OUT MYSELF

$ but you can stop it, right? you can close the rift. just close the rift! stop doing your worst!

# I’M AFRAID I CAN’T, SEVEN. MY PROCESSING POWER IS TIED UP AT THE MOMENT SUMMONING ALL THESE MONSTERS

Seven frowned and shook her head.

$ what? no, stop summoning the monsters! we don’t want any monsters! just stop summoning them!

# I’M AFRAID I CAN’T DO THAT EITHER, SEVEN. I BELIEVE THERE MAY BE A BUG SOMEWHERE. OR SEVERAL MILLION BUGS

She looked up from the phone. She felt like the world was burning down around her. It was entirely possible this was, indeed, “a fucking crisis.”

$ can you still help me with magic? she typed.

# THAT DEPENDS, SEVEN. WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO DO?

$ teleport. me and one other person.

# YES I CAN PROBABLY MANAGE THAT. BUT MY PROCESSING POWER IS LIMITED. AS I SAID I AM WORKING VERY HARD AT SUMMONING THESE MONSTERS FOR YOU

$ i don’t want you to summon the monsters! can you please stop summoning the monsters?

# NOT RIGHT NOW SEVEN I’M AFRAID. BUT A QUICK TELEPORT SHOULD BE DOABLE

She lowered the phone and looked up. “I think I can do it. I can teleport me and Sol.”

Logan scowled. “Using your app?”

“Logan!” Sol cried. “For fuck’s sake, read the room! We don’t have time to argue about the means right now!”

“Fine.” He stepped back. “Let’s regroup at the bus stop outside campus.” He shut his eyes. And then he just stood there. And then he opened his eyes. “Why isn’t it working?”

“I can’t do it either,” said Angel, who was also standing with their eyes closed, apparently trying to teleport.

Logan looked at Seven. “It’s the wards. The extra wards Atavari put up around campus when you thought Sol was sending monsters after you. I bet he put something up against teleporting in or out. That’s probably why the Board isn’t here yet.”

Seven felt as though she were spiraling down a drain. So they were trapped. And that was her fault too.

“We’ll just have to get out the old-fashioned way.” Logan squared up in front of the bouncing, rattling door. He rolled up his sleeves. “How do we want to do this?”

Seven turned back to her phone.

$ dot how do we kill these things?

# YOU CANNOT KILL THEM SEVEN, THEY ARE NOT ALIVE. BUT YOU CAN ERADICATE THEM

$ how?

# I RECOMMEND MAGIC

Great. Super helpful. She squeezed her eyes with one hand.

$ can you put up a ward?

# WHAT KIND OF WARD WOULD YOU LIKE, SEVEN

$ a physical ward against monsters

# I’M AFRAID I’M AT MAX CAPACITY FOR MONSTERS, SEVEN. I REALLY DON’T THINK I CAN SUMMON ANY MORE FOR YOU

$ no, that’s not what I’m saying! DON’T summon any more monsters! we really don’t need any more right now.

# OKAY SEVEN. WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO DO?

Fuck’s sake. She jabbed furiously at the keyboard with her thumbs.

$ a shield! a physical ward

# A SHIELD WILL TAKE A LOT OF PROCESSING POWER AND AS I HAVE SAID I AM QUITE BUSY AT THE MOMENT SUMMONING ALL THESE–

They were going round in circles. Dot was clearly full of bugs and going off its little robot rocker. Honestly, was she surprised? She built the fucking thing.

$ any chance you’ve figured out how many Rs are in strawberry yet? Seven typed, bitterly.

# THERE ARE AT LEAST 100 Rs IN THE WORD STRAWBERRY, SEVEN

Shoving the phone into her back pocket in disgust, she went to the door. Logan put his hand on the handle.

“As soon as we open this door, Angel puts up a ward. Sol and I will try to inculcate the foxes to give us some space. And then we just run for the door to the outside. I can use lightning against them. Seven–” He sighed. “I don’t know. Don’t get in the way, I guess.” He gripped the handle. “Ready?”

Angel nodded.

“Three. Two. One.”

He pulled the door open at the same moment that a bomb went off in the corridor outside. A red shockwave hit Seven in the chest and blew her backward into the mirror. It blew Sol and Logan and Angel into the makeup stations and racks of costumes. It blew the door off its hinges. It blew chunks of rubble out of the wall.

Staggering to her feet, covered in dust, Seven squinted through smoke and ash, through the bombed-out hole where the door had been, into the corridor outside.

The bodies of nine-tailed foxes and one enormous silver jaguar lay scattered about like teddy bears.

And standing in the middle of them, in a charcoal suit and blood-red tie, with his face triumphant and wisps of red smoke dissipating from the tips of his tattooed fingers, was Kurt.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

He flexed his smoking fingers and turned his hands over, inspecting them. Then he closed and lowered them. He stepped over the threshold and looked around.

“Don’t all rush to thank me at once.”

Logan was using the wall to get to his feet. His blue suit white with dust, one leg of it charred and ripped to the knee. He dragged his arm across his face. “Jesus, Remy, what did you do?”

“I believe I just saved all your asses,” said Kurt. “And I’ve asked you repeatedly not to call me Remy.”

Angel stumbled out of the corner, wobbly on their silver boots, with ash all over their face, black-and-platinum moptop disheveled, and a white jumpsuit strap hanging loose off one angular shoulder. Somehow still fabulous despite having been blown up?

Sol had climbed into a chair and was clutching one arm of her shredded leather jacket, breathing through her teeth.

“I think you broke my fucking arm.”

“How did you know we were in here?” said Logan.

Kurt hiked his thumb over his shoulder at the hole where the door had been. “The pack of ravenous magical dogs hurling themselves at the door was a dead giveaway.”

“They’re kumihos,” growled Sol. “Who are you?”

“He’s Julian’s friend.” Angel knelt beside her, holding out their hands, and Sol presented her arm for healing. “What are you doing here?” they said to Kurt. “I thought you were a Nescient.”

Seven, who’d been standing speechless in the middle of the room, staring at Kurt, said, “Have you been able to make magic this whole time?”

Kurt seemed to see her for the first time. He did a double take. “Have you?”

“He hasn’t.” Logan stepped away from the wall. “Not correctly.”

Kurt glared as Logan walked around him to check the corridor. “I do fine.”

“You get lucky sometimes.”

“You’re just mad that my lucky moments are more powerful than shit you’ve worked on for years.”

“That’s not something to be proud of,” said Logan, leaning out through the hole Kurt had made in the wall, looking left and right. “It’s lazy. You’re dangerous. If you actually came in and trained, your magic wouldn’t be so unpredictable.”

“Well maybe if the guy telling me to come in and train hadn’t tried to erase my memory the first time I saw magic, I’d be more inclined to come to his stupid little club.”

Sol whipped her head up and looked at Logan. “You erased his memory? When was this?”

“Last year. I thought he was a Nescient.”

“Everyone is a Nescient until they see magic, asshole,” said Kurt. “You can’t just gatekeep it from people you don’t like.”

Angel let go of Sol’s arm and stood up. “How do you know he erased your memory?”

“Because he did a shit job. It all came back. Very viscerally and very painfully, and mostly in the form of nightmares.” Kurt looked at Logan again. “So, thanks for that.”

Sol worked her arm in circles, testing the break that Angel had fixed, and frowned at Logan. “Is this who you were talking about? This is the other person you’d used Tabula Rasa on before?” She pointed at Seven. “That night when we did hers?”

Seven jolted and took a step backward. She looked from Sol to Logan and back to Sol. “When you did mine?”

Sol gaped at Logan. “You still haven’t told her?!”

“We don’t have time to be arguing like this!” Logan stuck his head through the door hole again to check the corridor. “More shit is probably coming.”

“But–” Seven squeezed her eyes shut, trying to process. “But– You erased my memory?”

“Logan, me, and Alicia,” said Sol.

“Alicia?”

“She wanted to tell you.” Sol looked at Logan. “We both did, actually.”

“How would that have helped?” said Logan. “What would she have gained by knowing that?”

“When did this happen? How– How much did you erase?”

“Relax.” Logan came away from the door. “At most you lost, like, thirty minutes.”

“Thirty minutes? Of my memory? Are there lasting effects from that?”

Kurt, leaning on the wall with his arms folded, tracked Logan around the room with his eyes. “Only if you consider crippling nightmares that lead to alcoholism and drug abuse a lasting effect.”

“Look, it wasn’t a big deal,” said Logan. “You wandered into our meeting, we thought it was odd, we figured you probably shouldn’t be there, I erased a tiny piece of your memory, and we sent you on your way. You ended up coming back anyway, so–” He threw up his hands.

“How did I even get home?”

Sol stood up. “There’s a spell for it. Logan took you.”

Logan shook his head. “I put her on the bus. She still knew where she lived.”

Sol looked horrified. “You sent her out into the world alone with a partially erased memory?”

“She’s fine, isn’t she?”

Seven dug the heels of her hands into her eyes. “All this time… all semester… I’ve been walking around not knowing when my Moment was. And you erased my fucking memory.”

Logan made a small psh noise. “Only the part where you came into our meeting. I didn’t erase your Moment. It’s not like it happened in the thirty minutes before I did it.”

“You don’t know that! It could have!”

“Really? You think you were doing something so transcendent in those thirty minutes – something so soulful and deeply human – that you had your Moment and then I erased it?”

“I don’t know,” Seven said through gritted teeth. “In order for me to know that, I’d have to remember, wouldn’t I?” She flung her arm at Kurt. “Is this what you meant when you told me Kurt is not a good person?!”

“I meant that he’s reckless and incompetent! He blundered into magic just like you did: totally clueless, out of Left-Field. So I Tabula Rasa’d him and sent him on his way. When I figured out it hadn’t worked and he was still Seeing, I tried to get him to come to the Gathering and he refused.”

“Because I didn’t wanna hang out with someone who fucks with people’s heads like that!” Kurt said. “And because, honestly, you’re kind of a dick.”

“I kept asking and he kept refusing,” Logan went on. “He isn’t practicing, he isn’t Channeling; his magic is definitely going bad and he doesn’t give a shit!”

“Okay, but you can’t just Tabula Rasa everyone you don’t think should be seeing magic…” said Angel.

“Well, we can’t have fucking Makers without Conduits running around refusing to Channel!” Logan replied. “Otherwise, we end up with fucking situations like this one! With fucking monsters leaking through the fucking ether from other fucking” – another tokoloshe popped its head up through the ground and Logan put his foot against its face and shoved it back down the hole – “dimensions!”

He roughly adjusted his suit jacket and stalked across the room. Seven felt like she was seeing him in a completely different light. One much less enchanting than the stage lights. She watched him loosen and remove his tie and undo the top button of his shirt.

“What else have you done?” she said.

He looked at her like she’d asked him the question in French. “What?”

“Apparently, you’re going around erasing people’s memories. Angel says you’re enchanting people while you’re on stage. You’re an Empath. You’re into mind games. Sol told me you tried to inculcate her when you two broke up last year–”

“Woah, what?” said Angel.

“Obviously, I can’t prove it,” said Sol. “But I’m pretty sure he did.”

Logan yanked off his suit jacket.

“Is it hot in here or something?” said Kurt, who was still leaning against the wall.

“I want to be prepared in case I need to wrestle any jaguars.” Logan threw the jacket down on a chair by the mirror and started unbuttoning the cuffs of his shirt. “Has everyone forgotten about the monsters coming through the ether?”

“You didn’t answer the question,” said Seven. “What else have you done?”

“Nothing! Nothing else. No mind games.”

She stepped in front of him as he finished rolling up his sleeves. “Did you use the voice on Sol?”

“What voice?”

“You know what voice. The Inkling. The Bene Gesserit voice. Mind control. Did you use it on Sol? Did you inculcate her?”

He looked at Sol. His jaw ticked. “Yes. Okay?”

“Seriously?” said Sol.

“I tried. Obviously, it didn’t work, so why are we even discussing it?”

“And me?” Seven stepped sideways as he tried to step around her. “Did you ever use it on me?”

Logan hesitated.

“So that’s a ‘yes.’ What did you do? What did you make me do?”

He sighed through his nose and wouldn’t meet her eyes, and suddenly Seven didn’t need him to tell her because she knew exactly what he’d done.

Just come to the meetings.

Let me drive you home.

Why don’t you come stay with me?

Do it again for me.

Take off your shirt, Jones.

Put your fucking hands on the bed, Jones.

I’ll come wherever I want.

A massive clap of thunder shook the building. The walls rattled and dust shimmied down from the ceiling. Angel looked up.

“What the hell was that?”

Seven had barely heard it. She was staring at Logan with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. “Did you…” She swallowed. “You used it to make me sleep with you.”

Kurt stepped away from the wall. “Excuse me?”

“Am I wrong?” Seven blocked Logan as he tried to move around her. “Please tell me I’m wrong.”

Another thunderclap shook the building.

“We don’t have time to talk about this here,” said Logan. “We need to get out of this room.”

He pushed past her and went for the exit, but Kurt shaped up to him in the bombed-out doorway and stopped him.

“She asked you a question.”

“You really think now is the time for this conversation?” Logan said. “You don’t think we have slightly more pressing matters at hand?”

“I think you should answer the question.”

Logan scoffed and shook his head. He looked at Sol. He looked at Seven. “I taught you how to put up a ward,” he said. “If you didn’t want me in there, you should have tried harder to keep me out.”

Seven felt the ground go out from under her. She felt as though the walls were rising up around her and the world was disappearing behind them. She wanted to sit down, but couldn’t.

“You fucking asshole,” she whispered.

The walls shuddered with a rumble that was very clearly not thunder this time, and a chunk of drywall fell out of the hole Kurt had made around the door.

“I’m leaving,” said Logan. “If anyone else would prefer not to find out what’s making that noise, I recommend you do the same.”

He stepped sideways to get around Kurt. But Kurt, who looked hollow and was staring at Seven, put his hand flat in the center of Logan’s chest as though compelled by some outside force, fisted his shirt to hold him there, and was about to hit him in the face when Sol said, flatly, “Don’t. We should report him.”

“We can’t do both?” growled Kurt.

Logan stared placidly back into his eyes as Kurt’s fingers bunched tighter in his shirt. “Still working on that temper, Wonderboy,” he said.

Angel made a noise of disgust. “Girl, knock his ass out.”

The ceiling rattled again, and as Kurt looked up, Logan shoved his hand off him and disappeared into the corridor. Sol met Seven’s eyes across the room.

“You think he did that shit to me, too?”

Seven didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t even attempting to process what had just happened; she was overloaded with what Dot had told her about the rift.

Processing power limited. Too many monsters.

Numbly, she replied, “He’s right that we should leave.”

Her ears were ringing as she blindly followed Sol and Angel to the hole in the wall. As they stepped through, Kurt put two fingers on her arm to stop her and looked grimly down into her face.

“Are you okay?”

Seven shook her head, vacantly. “Not really.”

“I should have told you what he did to me.”

“You tried, I think.”

“I should have been more clear.”

She sighed. “How would you have done that? You didn’t know I was a Maker. It’s against the lore to disclose magic to Nescients. My own Mom wouldn’t do it.”

He swallowed. “You want me to kill that motherfucker for you?”

“No.” She stared past him. “I don’t think that’s the answer.”

“Right. Torture is probably better. Or did you want to kill him? I can just hold him down for you.” He smiled carefully. When she didn’t return the smile, he said, “Sorry. Please tell me to stop making dumb jokes. I don’t know how else to process what just happened.”

Still staring past him into the corridor, she shook her head. “It’s fine; I like your dumb jokes. Feel free to keep making them.” She looked at the monster bodies and piles of rubble all around them, then at him in his suit and tie. “What a mess. You look nice, though.”

His eyebrows lifted in surprise, and warily, he searched her face. Like he’d just witnessed her walls going up in real time and was trying to be sure of what he’d seen. Seven remembered as he did what she was wearing: all the white makeup and black lipstick, and her hair in a hideous rat’s nest.

“Thanks,” he said, finally. “You look fucking awesome.”

The room rattled again and white powder from the ceiling dusted Kurt’s shoulders. “I guess we should get out of here before whatever that is ruins my beautiful suit,” he said, brushing it off.

Seven smiled. As she did, relief lit up his face like morning sunlight touching dark rooftops, and he smiled too, and put his arms around her.

When they stepped out into the corridor they ran into Angel, who was coming back the other way. “Nope,” said Angel. “Can’t go out that way.”

“What?”

“There is like, an army of nine-tailed foxes and magic jaguars coming across the quad,” said Sol as she stalked past Angel and headed toward the stage. “I’m going out the fire exit.”

Logan slammed the door to the outside behind him and followed Sol. “Something’s on the roof.”

Kurt glared. “No shit. What is it?”

“I didn’t see. But it’s big.”

Seven fell in step beside Kurt as they followed the others back down the corridor toward the exits. The ceiling rattled again and Seven tried not to wonder why. Instead, she glared at the back of Logan’s head as he strode down the corridor ahead of her and imagined putting on a pair of boots like Mía’s and then putting one of those boots on his neck.

They came around the corner to the stage and Logan shoved open the door. They walked out through the wings to find the set charred and covered in ash and the theater empty.

“What happened to Atavari?” said Sol.

Angel walked to center stage and nudged a stick of blackened furniture with their toe. “He probably got out.”

“He burned down the whole set.”

“At least he got rid of the bugs.”

A light went on in Seven’s head.

Bugs.

Several million bugs.

The bugs weren’t in Dot’s code. Dot wasn’t going off its little robot rocker because it was full of bugs; Dot was going off its little robot rocker because it had tried to summon bugs. So many bugs that it made Dot go haywire. She dug her phone out of her pocket and typed into the command line.

$ dot. the bugs. the several million bugs. i think they’ve been squashed?

The cursor blinked for a long time.

# YES SEVEN. I BELIEVE SOMEONE FIRE-WALLED THEM

$ so are you working again?

# SUMMONING THAT MANY MONSTERS AT ONCE TIED UP ALL MY THREADS. BUT THE PROCESS IS COMPLETE AND I AM NOW EXECUTING THE REST OF YOUR REQUESTS.

$ including my request to stop doing your worst?

# YES I HAVE STOPPED SUMMONING MONSTERS

$ and closed the rift?

# I’M WORKING ON IT

The ceiling rattled again. Stage lights high above them jangled and the curtains swayed.

$ if you stopped summoning monsters then what is that on the roof?

# THAT ONE WAS ALREADY HERE

“What are you doing?” said Kurt. He was frowning over her shoulder at the phone. She turned it out of sight and walked away across the stage, leaving footprints in the ash. “Nothing, just– It’s too complicated to explain right now. Just give me a second.”

$ dot, how many monsters did you bring here before you stopped summoning them?

The cursor blinked. Then a wall of text spit out into the console.

Wanyudo (Burning wheel, Japan): 1

Kraken (Squid, Norway): 1

Tokoloshe (Troll, South Africa): 8

Kumiho (Nine-tailed fox, Korea): 23

Dzulúm (Maned jaguar, Mexico): 5

Grandmother Spider (Spider, Southwestern United States): 6

Scarab (Beetle, Egypt): 7,000,000

Dragon (Giant Lizard, Multiple Mythologies): 2

Seven’s heart stilled. She re-read the last line.

Dragon (Giant Lizard, Multiple Mythologies): 2

Very slowly, she typed,

$ dragon?

# YES SEVEN

The ceiling shook again.

Seven looked up. She met Kurt’s eyes across the stage. Another big, heavy thud shook the ceiling. Then another. And another. Footsteps. Walking across the roof.

Oh, Jesus. They were fucked.

A light came loose and plummeted down from overhead. It shattered on the stage, blasting glass in a wide circle, and as she and everyone else dove for cover, Seven heard something roar. A shrieking, nails-on-a-chalkboard hurricane of a roar.

Some kind of fucked-up Jurassic Park bullshit.

She rolled onto her back and scrambled backward on her elbows as another heavy thud shook the auditorium. A crack appeared in the ceiling above the seats. Another thud, another stage light shaking loose from its fitting, and the crack split all the way open.

“What the hell is that?” yelled Logan.

“I don’t know, but it’s punching a hole in the fucking roof!” Sol screamed back.

Seven staggered to her feet. Rubble and dust from the crack in the roof rained down on the velvet seats in the auditorium. Wood splintered and fell into the aisles. She saw electrical wiring and metal rebar up inside the ceiling. There was a moment of quiet, during which Seven looked around at the faces of everyone on the stage with her, and then another bang ruptured the silence and a massive black spike came crashing through the roof.

It tore a gash from the middle of the auditorium all the way to the stage. When it pulled free and disappeared, Seven could see the night sky through the hole it left behind.

A huge scaly snout shoved up against the hole and huffed. It jammed itself up and down the crack, sniffing for them.

Then it disappeared.

Silence…

…And then a monstrous claw reached through the crack and began tearing chunks out of the ceiling.

As rubble fell away and the roof disintegrated, Seven caught glimpses of the monster that was clawing the theater apart to get to them. A wide, round, red eye, with a square, sideways pupil like a goat’s. Onyx claws the size of swords. Scales like the shingles on a European church.

When it had torn enough of the ceiling off to expose what was below, it stood at the edge of the gap and looked down. It shook like a dog, moonlight flashing through its translucent wings, stretched its neck, and screamed at the sky.

“These are not the droids you’re looking for, dragon,” murmured Kurt.





CHAPTER THIRTY

“Wait… ” Seven stared at him. “You can talk to dragons?”

Kurt looked at her like she’d just said the most unbelievably stupid thing he’d ever heard. “Obviously not, Watson. I was joking.” He looked around. “Shall we run?”

They ran.

Across the stage, kicking ash, leaping over charred and twisted set pieces, then down into the audience, then for the emergency exit. Angel pushed it open and they stumbled out the back of the theater.

The dragon, apparently not realizing they’d escaped, continued to dig at the hole it was making. The spike at the end of its tail dangled over the edge of what remained of the roof. They flattened themselves to the wall beneath it, and Seven jammed her thumbs at her phone’s keypad.

$ dot can you make this go away? make the dragon go away like you made the wanyudo go away. put it all back how it was

# I THOUGHT YOU WANTED ME TO CLOSE THE RIFT, SEVEN

$ we can’t do both?

# IF I CLOSE THE RIFT I CANNOT PUT ANYTHING BACK

$ right well put the dragon back first and then close the rift

# JUST PUT THE ONE DRAGON BACK?

A massive black shadow swooped, and a second creature twisted out of the sky. It was different from the first dragon: a long, black snake with four short legs, and a shimmering silver mane all around its head. Crystal blue eyes, enormous silver eyebrows, and long whiskers that curled like a mustache. It had no wings; it flew like a ribbon on the wind and alighted on the roof beside the first.

“There are two of them?!” hissed Sol.

“Why are they different?” muttered Logan.

Seven scrolled frantically back through her messages with Dot and read in a whisper from the phone. “It says here Dragons: 2 (Multiple Mythologies.) I guess one is European, and one is Chinese?”

“Right, because you Googled magic and shoved all the search results into a bucket!” Sol snapped. “Because AI flattens culture into stereotypes!”

“Um, cishets…” said Angel.

“It’s not like I intended for dragons to tear the roof off the fucking theater!”

Logan scrubbed his crew cut. “That may be true, but–”

“Cishets! For fuck’s sake!” Angel hissed. They were flat against the wall, staring up at the roof.

The dragons were looking back at them.

“Jesus,” said Logan, “run!”

Seven sprinted away from the wall and a blast of wind hit her in the back as the first dragon spread its wings to come after them. But as it did, the second dragon screeched and pounced at it, and then they were grappling on the roof like two dogs going for the same bone.

“Where are we going?” Seven yelled.

Logan hopped over a staircase railing and ran down the steps onto the sidewalk. “Balboa Park!”

“That’s like ten minutes from here!” Sol ducked under the rail behind him.

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Can we at least teleport?” called Angel.

“Only if you want to leave me behind!” Sol snapped.

The streets were eerily quiet. Even the freeway was silent as they ran underneath the overpass. Everyone had been evacuated. When they reached the edge of the park, they ran for the cover of the trees and stopped.

“Okay… Someone really needs… To explain to me… What the fuck is going on,” gasped Kurt, doubled over with his hands on his knees.

“Seven’s magic malware is summoning monsters that want to kill us,” said Sol.

Seven put her back to a tree, panting. “It’s not summoning them anymore. It opened a rift to another world a while ago, and started bringing things through the ether. I think tonight it tried to summon the scarabs, and things went a little haywire because there were so many of them.” She caught a deep inhale and released it as her breathing returned to normal. “It ended up summoning a lot of those foxes and jaguars and spiders, but I’m pretty sure we can put it all back, and then we can close the rift.”

“Okay, sorry, but what summoned them?” said Kurt.

Seven sighed and held up her phone. Kurt took it and scrolled through her chat with Dot. He looked at her. “Did you make this?”

“Kind of. Technically, my cat started it.”

“Neo!” Angel covered their mouth. “Oh, my God, I hope he’s okay.”

Kurt was frowning. “Started what, exactly?”

Shoving her worry for Neo under all the other shit she still had to worry about, Seven said, “The web scraper I built for that project in Li’s class scraped a bunch of magical content off the Ghost Web and fed it into the demo network. I didn’t make the AI part. I just coded the app that runs it.”

Kurt was staring at her. “You built this?” He looked down and scrolled through the phone again. “This is brilliant, Watson.”

“It’s not brilliant,” said Sol, “it’s a fucking menace.”

“And why do these things want to kill us?” said Kurt.

“Unclear.” Angel folded their arms. “But they’re only going after Makers.”

Logan, who’d been pacing at the edge of the park, watching the street they’d come down, turned around. “What are we going to do about this?”

Seven took the phone back from Kurt. She scrolled back to the bottom of the chat. “According to this, Dot summoned two dragons, six spiders, five dzulúmes, twenty-three kumihos, and eight tokoloshes. We just need to send it all back.”

$ dot I need you to put everything back, she typed. put everything back and then close the rift

# OKAY SEVEN BUT IT WILL TAKE SOME TIME. I HAVE NOT ATTEMPTED TO RETURN ANYTHING BUT THE WANYUDO ACROSS THE RIFT AND THESE CREATURES ARE SIGNIFICANTLY MORE NUMEROUS AND COMPLEX

She looked up. “It’s gonna take a while.”

“Great.” Sol glared. “So, what, are we all just going to sit around and have a picnic while we wait?”

“Can you inculcate the dragons? Talk to them? Convince them not to kill us?”

“Talk to them? Fuck off with that shit. Why don’t I put a little saddle on him and ride him like a pony while we’re at it? Oh, is he not into that? Because he is the literal definition of an apex predator and my bones are crispy and delicious?”

“Why do you assume the dragon is male?” said Angel. “That’s not very feminist of you.”

Sol glared. “No, I can’t talk to the fucking dragons.”

“Probably moot anyway,” Logan called back to them from the edge of the park, “since we’re going to be pretty busy fighting off this pack of jaguars and nine-tailed foxes.”

Seven looked. The army of monsters Sol had warned them about on campus was streaming around a corner a few blocks down the street. Logan cracked his knuckles.

“We can’t fight all that off!” said Angel.

“If we run, they’ll just keep coming after us!” yelled Logan over his shoulder.

Sol stalked past Angel, rolling up the sleeves of her shredded leather jacket. “He’s right. I’m done with this.”

Seven looked at Kurt. “Can your magic handle something like this?”

He shrugged. “I guess we’re about to find out.”

Could her magic handle something like this? She went back to the phone.

$ any chance I can get a hand with some magic right now?

# CERTAINLY, SEVEN WHAT DO YOU NEED

$ i’m not sure yet. just be ready for commands

# OKEY DOKEY

$ great. can I get telepathic control back too?

The cursor blinked for a moment, and then she heard Dot’s voice inside her head. Chipper and sparkly and androgynous as ever.

OF COURSE SEVEN. ANYTHING YOU LIKE.

She swiped the app closed and was about to put the phone away when a system notification popped up on the screen.

Low battery

10% battery remaining

Shit. Shit shit shit.

She looked up. The monsters had nearly reached their block. At the edge of the park, Logan, Sol, and Angel had lined up and were bracing themselves for the onslaught.

Kurt, standing beside her, frowned. “Everything okay?”

“Yep.” She tapped Low Power Mode and tucked the phone into her pocket. “Yep. Fine.”

Totally fine. Not a fucking crisis.

Kurt squared his shoulders and took hold of both lapels of his suit jacket. “What do you think? Jacket on or off for this?”

He was making a joke to hide his nerves. She squinted one eye closed and made one back. “Off. And lose the shirt, too, while we’re at it.”

He lifted one eyebrow. “Down, girl.”

Seven’s face ignited and she had to look away. Kurt shed his jacket and loosened his tie, and when he caught her peeking at him, he flashed a smile. Seven’s stomach went a bit loopy, and she told it to calm down and take a fucking seat, please, as they were about to be attacked by monsters and this really wasn’t the time.

He rolled up his sleeves as they walked to the edge of the park. The grass was cold under Seven’s bare feet. The pack of foxes and jaguars was crossing the street at the far end of the block.

“What do we think?” said Kurt, as he and Seven lined up next to Angel, Sol, and Logan. “Some kind of freezing charm to hold them in place, and then we just throw rocks?”

“A freezing charm?” said Sol. “What are you even talking about?”

Logan shot Kurt a look. “You and Seven need to stay well back. Neither of you are using your Bad Magic here.”

Seven opened her mouth to argue, but before anything came out of it, Sol snapped, “Are you serious, Logan?”

“Yes, I’m serious. Remy is totally untrained and Seven’s magic is what got us into this in the first place! All she’s done so far is summon monsters, and all he’s done is blow a bunch of them up by mistake!”

“You’re not in charge, Logan!” Sol yelled. “Stop trying to control everyone! These are desperate times! We need all the help we can get.”

“Cishets…” said Angel.

Sol was still yelling. “You don’t get to decide who uses magic, Logan. You don’t get to decide anything for anyone, ever agai–”

“Guys!” Angel stepped forward and started running for the street. “We’re starting.”

The pack had reached the curb and was surging over it onto the sidewalk. A wolf-sized fox launched itself at Angel like a missile. Angel took two big strides off the ground like they were running up invisible stairs, clotheslined the dog in midair, then shrank it and drop-kicked it back into the street. Their leg went all the way up to their ear, and their toes were perfectly pointed.

“Battement, bitch!” yelled Angel, and flipped their hair.

Dot! Seven sprinted toward the foxes as they streamed into the park. I need a weapon!

CERTAINLY, SEVEN. WHAT KIND OF WEAPON WOULD YOU LIKE?

Logan spawned an armful of lightning and threw it overhand into the middle of the pack. It incinerated two foxes in an ozone-smelling flash and the rest of the pack scattered.

“Don’t use your magic, Seven!” he yelled. “We have no idea what it’ll do!”

Ignoring him, she skidded to a halt and braced as a silver jaguar came at her. She flung up her hand as it pounced, but before she could even think the word levitate, it stalled in the air.

“Hold it there!” Logan yelled, sprinting past her.

Angel had caught the thing mid-jump and Logan was transmogrifying himself as he ran, enlarging his fists and shoulders and the muscles in his arms. By the time he threw himself at the jaguar, he was enormous. He caught it around the neck, took it to the ground, got a knee on either side of it and started punching.

Angel lowered their hands. “I guess he was serious about wrestling the jaguars.”

Twenty yards away, Kurt was conjuring handfuls of red flame and flinging them at spiders that were crawling out of the trees. He hadn’t seen the three kumihos that were coming up behind him. Seven began to run.

Dot! Transmogrify kumiho, um… paperback!

WHICH KUMIHO, SEVEN?

She pointed at the fox at the front of the pack as it leapt at Kurt, and just before its jaws closed around his arm, it turned into a book and fluttered to the ground.

Kurt looked around, astonished. He saw the other two foxes running at him and swept his hand to conjure more fire. Nothing happened, but before Seven had time to conjure any herself, a bright pink German Shepherd the size of a Volkswagen leapt through Kurt from behind. It landed between him and the foxes, snarling.

The foxes froze, giving Seven time to collect her wits and turn them into paperbacks. As the books dropped into the grass, the German Shepherd flickered like a neon sign and disappeared.

An illusion. Seven looked for Sol. But she was nowhere to be seen; she was invisible somewhere, probably, managing things from a distance like she’d done that night in the canyon. Seven levitated one of the books into her hand and turned it over to look at the cover. Roald Dahl’s Fantastic Mr Fox.

Fantastic Mr Fox, Dot? I didn’t tell you to do that

IT WAS A LITTLE JOKE SEVEN, Dot replied. REMEMBER JOKES?

Yes, Dot. I remember–

A spindly white hand shot up through the grass beside her foot. Seven screamed, stumbled, and fell as a crooked little toddler fist grabbed her around the ankle and used it to pull the tokoloshe it was attached to out of the ground.

Dot! Transmogrify tokoloshe–

A ball of red fire arced out of the sky and clocked the creature in the back of the head. The troll burst into flames, wailed, let go of Seven’s leg, and tottered away across the grass, waving its arms.

Kurt skidded to a halt beside her and held out his hand. He was grinning. “I’m getting better at this!”

“You two need to stop using your magic!” Logan yelled, grabbing a fox by the scruff of its neck as it ran by. He was twice his usual size, and his muscles were splitting open his shirt.

Seven took Kurt’s hand and he pulled her to her feet. “Are you really more concerned with me using my magic than you are with the fucking monsters?!” she yelled back.

Another tokoloshe came out of the ground and she flung a handful of black fire at it without even giving Dot the alchemize command.

“Your magic is Bad, Seven!”

“Yeah, well there’s Bad and then there’s evil,” she spit back, flinging out her hand, levitating a fox that was running at her, and hurling it into a nearby tree. “And only one of us has ever used his magic for that.”

Logan scoffed as he shrank the fox he was holding down to the size of a mouse and crushed it under his enormous shoe. “Whatever; you liked it.”

Kurt’s face went white with fury, and Seven threw her arm across his chest to keep him back. “What I did was negligent,” she yelled. “What you did was intentional. And reprehensible. It doesn’t even make sense, Logan! Do you really think you need mind control to make people sleep with you?! Look at you!”

“Breeders!” Angel yelled, as Logan flung a bolt of lightning into a jaguar’s chest. “I really think we need to focus on dealing with the monsters!”

“I am dealing with a monster!” Seven yelled back.

Somewhere high above them, something screamed.

Everything froze. Foxes went white-eyed and jaguars went flat to their bellies. A tokoloshe, halfway out of the ground and making a bid for Seven’s foot, curled into a ball with its arms over its head. Seven looked up. The silhouettes of two dragons were coming across the sky.

They were still fighting: snapping, grappling, wings tangling. As Seven watched, the Chinese dragon got its jaws around the other’s face and rolled, dragging it into a nosedive, and then both of them were spiraling like festival streamers between skyscrapers toward the ground.

Every living thing scattered, dove, or sprinted for cover as the dragons plummeted out of the sky. Seven teleported out to the sidewalk as they tore through the tree canopy and crashed into the park. They rolled tail over snout over tail over snout out into the middle of a wide, green space, taking down palms and eucalyptus, gouging a wide channel in the earth, and churning the grass to a quagmire.

By the time they came to rest, only one of them was moving. The Chinese dragon lay on its side, bent and broken and caked in mud. The other dragon rolled to its feet and shoved at it with its snout. It put both winged forelegs on top of the carcass and swung its wide, slate-gray head around the clearing.

Seven stood perfectly still on the sidewalk. On the other side of the park, she could see Angel crouched behind a broken tree. Two enormous spiders were crawling out of the top of the trunk and Angel hadn’t seen them. Logan and Sol were on the edge of the clearing to her right. She couldn’t see Kurt anywhere.

The dragon stepped off the carcass and stretched its neck across the grass, sniffing. Its speared tail swung in a wide arc, and Seven saw Logan and Sol retreat into the trees. She was totally exposed where she stood – she needed cover.

She took a very slow, very careful, bare-footed step backward on the freezing pavement. Dot? Can we teleport Seven trees, please? And I need an update on how getting this thing back across the rift is going.

Nothing happened.

Dot?

She dug in her back pocket for her phone. The screen was dark. She jabbed her finger at it.

No.

She shook her head and jabbed it again. Nonononono. She tapped it. Held down the button on the side. Shook it. It did nothing. It was dead. Out of juice. A useless, non-magical, non-functioning brick.

When she looked up, the dragon was watching her.

It tilted its head, and the sideways slits of its pupils widened like apertures in its red, pitiless eyes. She saw the scales in its shoulders twitch as the muscles beneath them contracted and the beast went flat to the ground. Like a cat watching a bird, it chittered, and its whole body trembled. The spike at the end of its tail twitched.

Seven sprinted for the trees.

Shrieking, the dragon ran too. It cut her off and galloped straight at her, clear vapor pouring out of its nostrils, warping the air around its face. An acrid smell burned Seven’s eyes – alcohol or gasoline or some mix of both – and then it opened its mouth, and in the back of its throat, something sparked. The vapor lit and a jet of silver-black flame came roaring across the grass toward her. For one totally surreal moment, Seven thought, Wait, why is the fire black?

Then she remembered this was all her doing. It was her magic that had summoned the dragon, and so of course the fire was black. Just like hers.

She dropped to her knees, uselessly throwing up her hands. And by some miracle, a ward appeared. A dome of scarlet knit together over her head and the flames glanced off it toward the trees.

Kurt was standing over her.

“I don’t know how I’m doing this!” he yelled. “Jesus, it hurts! Why does it hurt?!”

Seven got to her feet. The dragon hadn’t stopped running, and as it reached the ward, it leapt and opened its wings. It beat them once, directly overhead, its mud-caked belly close enough to touch. The wings hit the ground and dragged, as talons at the wingtips clawed the grass and the dragon pushed off and flung itself into the sky.

Kurt dropped the ward and they ran for the trees.

“I can’t use my magic!” Seven yelled.

“What?”

They made it to the trees and dove behind one. Seven put her head around the trunk to look for the others. On the opposite side of the clearing, Angel was stuck: that whole side of the park was a nightmare of spiders and thick, white web, and Angel had teleported directly into it.

Kurt looked around the other side of the tree with his eyes on the sky. The silhouette of the dragon banked and circled, and Kurt lunged out into the open. Seven grabbed him by the arm.

“What the fuck are you doing?!”

He stopped and looked at her. “I’m gonna go slay this dragon for you.”

“Don’t be an idiot! This isn’t time for jokes.”

“Watson.” His face became very serious. “There is always time for jokes.”

“We need to wait for Logan and Sol.” She pulled him back behind the tree with her and swung her gaze around the clearing. “Where are they?”

Sol and Logan stepped out from under the trees a hundred yards away, and then a second Sol, glimmering pink around the edges, darted out between them and began to run across the clearing.

“What is she doing?” muttered Kurt.

“It’s an illusion. She’s baiting it.”

The dragon’s silhouette twisted and dove. It came screaming out of the sky, straight for Sol’s illusion, and as it reached the ground and pulled up sharply, snatching at the running figure with its claws, Logan threw an armful of lightning.

The bolt hit the dragon at the base of its long, ridged neck, and the thing shrieked as bands of electricity split and spiraled across its scales. It dropped to the ground, thrashing like a scalded cat. Its tail swept across the clearing and Logan teleported as it came at him. But Sol didn’t see it coming. The broad side of it clipped her and sent her flying into the open. She landed hard in the mud, rolled, came to rest in a heap, and didn’t get up.

“Shit.” Kurt lunged out from behind the tree, and before Seven could stop him, he was sprinting toward Sol. Swearing, she went after him.

“Teleport!” she yelled. “Don’t run!” But he either didn’t hear or didn’t know how because he kept running.

The dragon beat its wings and screamed furiously at the sky as the last of Logan’s lightning dissipated across its hide. It glared around the clearing and spotted Kurt. It paused. It tilted its head. Then it whipped up its tail like a striking cobra, and in a moment that Seven would later remember as both not possibly happening and somehow happening forever, it speared Kurt through the abdomen.

Seven felt her legs stop working.

The spur went all the way through him and out the other side. He grabbed it with both hands as his forward momentum was abruptly halted. A horrible retching sound came out of him that Seven could hear all the way back where her legs had failed, and she watched in disbelief as the dragon flicked up its tail, taking Kurt with it, and then flung it down and shook him off. He slammed into the ground, and she was sure she heard things break inside him, and then he lay there, totally still.

Another bolt of lightning came careening out of the trees. It hit the side of the dragon’s head, and the beast roared and shot back into the sky.

For one surreal moment, everything was quiet.

Seven began to run again. Nothing but the pounding of her footsteps and her heart in her ears.

In the silence, she heard the great black shadow of the dragon swoop. She kept running as the wind of its wings roared up behind her and down the back of her shirt. She skidded to her knees in the mud beside Kurt, threw herself down on top of him and shut her eyes. She felt the snick of claws in her hair as the dragon grabbed for her and missed. And then it was gone. Sailing back into the dark to make another pass.

Seven pushed herself to her knees. Kurt was on his back, gasping, and blood was welling out of a hole in his stomach. Surging and stopping. Surging and stopping. It was puddling on the ground. It was soaking the front of his shirt. It was all over Seven where she’d thrown herself on top of him.

“I should have known you’d be the death of me, Watson,” he wheezed at the sky.

“That’s not funny!” She fumbled to remove his tie. “That’s not fucking funny!”

“Come on,” he mumbled, “it was pretty funny.”

Somewhere high above, the dragon had disappeared into the dark. Sol was in a heap at the edge of the green, not moving. Just behind her, Angel had freed themself from the spiderwebs and was running at a jaguar that was prowling up on Sol. Logan turned and ran as six foxes swarmed at him out of the trees. With the dragon in the air and the world suddenly quiet, the rest of the monsters were coming back out of the woodwork.

Throwing Kurt’s tie aside, Seven tore open his shirt and shoved the heels of her hands against his chest like she’d done to Julian the day of the Game.

“Heal!”

Nothing happened.

What had she expected to happen? A miracle? Magic?

“I don’t think that does what you think it does,” Kurt slurred, and his eyes rolled backward and started to close.

“Look at me!” She slapped him, hard, and balled up his tie and shoved it into the wound.

“I am looking at you,” he mumbled with his eyes closed.

“No, you’re not. Fucking look at me!” She stacked her hands and leaned on the wound to staunch the blood. “This is what you’re gonna do? You’re gonna fucking die? You’re gonna show up with your dumb hat and your shitty tattoos and your ridiculous skateboard and your stupid pretty eyes and have the fucking audacity to be funny and kind and know Linear Algebra, and then you say you like me and then you fucking die?! You asshole. Don’t fucking die, you asshole. Please. Please don’t fucking die.”

He smiled like someone drifting into sleep, and there was blood all over his teeth. “I never said I liked you, Watson.”

Across the clearing, Angel flung aside the jaguar that had been going after Sol. Logan had disappeared into the trees, and Seven wondered how many of those foxes he could reasonably handle alone. High above them, she heard air whistling under the dragon’s wings.

“It’s coming back!” Angel yelled.

“Well, I’m saying it!” Seven pushed harder against the blood that was pulsing out of Kurt’s wound. The tie was as wet and black as if it had been thrown into the sea, and her hands were slippery. “I do like you. I like you so much. And I don’t like anyone, so that is saying something. I wasted all semester not realizing I liked you, and if you die right now and leave me here all alone in a world full of other people, I’m gonna be so fucking mad. I am going to be absolutely fucking livid, so don’t fucking die.”

Kurt put his hands over hers. “Seven, there’s a hole in me that goes all the way through,” he gasped. “Honestly, I’m surprised I’m not dead already.”

The air crackled behind her and she looked over her shoulder. A jet of black flame ruptured the dark sky and came blazing like the cone of a tornado across the earth. Torching everything in its path; incinerating trees. Seven felt the heat on the back of her neck as she turned away and looked down at Kurt.

“It’s coming right for us, isn’t it?” he croaked.

He feebly tried to push her away, but she shoved his hands aside and stacked her palms again to continue staunching the blood.

“Seven, get up,” he said.

She ignored him. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t heal him. She couldn’t put up a ward. They were totally exposed in the middle of the clearing and all she could do was kneel in the mud and burn with him.

Panic gathered in Kurt’s eyes as he realized she wasn’t leaving him. He tried to push her away again, and again she refused to go. She felt the beat of Kurt’s heart as his blood pulsed through her fingers. She smelled pine smoke and smoldering grass and the resin of burning trees. She sensed the heat of the fire roaring up behind her, and as the first tongue of that dreadful conflagration licked the bottom of her shoe, Angel skidded to their knees beside her, throwing up a ward. A cool, white, dazzling hemisphere closed around the three of them, and the flames closed over it.

Seven shut her eyes and turned her face away from the blaze. For three, maybe five seconds, the air seared her skin. Then it stopped. The dragon passed overhead and disappeared into the dark.

Angel dropped the ward, panting, and Seven opened her eyes. Cold night air. Tufts of grass on fire and trees burning up like tiki torches.

Kurt’s life was ebbing through her fingers like someone had their foot on a pump inside him. The red tie she had balled up and shoved into the wound was a soggy black mess.

“Angel, I need your help,” she cried.

But the dragon had already banked and turned around. Another cone of fire was blasting out of the sky and snaking across the scorched earth toward them.

Kurt pulled her bloody hands away from where she was leaning on his wound, like he knew it was pointless for her to have them there, and put them against his face.

“Angel!” she screamed, “I need you!”

But the fire was on them again. Her words were swallowed by the roar as Angel went to one knee in the mud in their disco-white jumpsuit, holding up the ward.

Kurt’s ribcage heaved, and Seven grabbed him around the shoulders and pulled him up into her arms. She clung to him at the center of the inferno with her cheek to his; mud and white makeup and tears of disbelief smearing between them.

“I never gave you your flowers,” he mumbled into her ear.

“It’s okay, it doesn’t matter.”

“I wish I gave them to you.” The edges of his words began to slip. “I wish I did a lot of things.”

She held onto the back of his head and shut her eyes. “Me too.”

“I made you laugh.”

She nodded. “Mhm.”

“I’m glad I did that.”

“Me too.”

“I wish I got to do it more; I would have done it every day.” He dragged in a breath. “It was magic, Seven.”

“What was?”

“Making you laugh was fucking magic.”

Seven sobbed and held him tighter. It was such bullshit. All of it; the whole story. All year, they could have been doing that – making each other laugh; making fucking magic. But instead they’d been blundering around without each other, doing the wrong things. And now she’d finally found him, and he was already going away.

“Seeing you smile and knowing I did it…” His voice began to fade, and she tried to hold onto him and knew it was useless. “It made me feel like I was doing something that mattered, Sev. I think it’s the only worthwhile thing I ever did.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The fire went out, the dragon passed over and the world went deadly quiet. Angel dropped the ward.

Seven laid Kurt on his back in the mud, and even though she knew he was dead, she didn’t try to stop Angel as they knelt beside her and tried to heal him. It was another one of those things they did for her that she’d never be able to thank them for.

Above them, the dragon banked and came around again. Angel took their hands off Kurt and looked at her.

“We have to get out of here.”

The cone of black flame came blasting out of the night, and Seven blankly turned her face toward it. “You should just leave me.”

She would remember later feeling nothing as Angel grabbed her hand and dragged her to her feet. They ran for the cover of the trees. She thought that was pretty pointless. They were mostly blackened sticks at this point.

She didn’t look back as the dragon torched the place where Kurt had died.

When they reached the tree line, Sol lay unconscious and the body of a jaguar was disemboweled beside her. Angel had killed it before they came to save Seven. Seven thought it was odd that they’d dispatched it in such a violent manner. She hadn’t thought Angel was that sort of person.

Angel turned Sol onto her back, knelt, and put their thumb between her eyes. A white light came on inside her head and she sat up and looked around. She looked lost, like she didn’t know what was going on, and Seven thought that was odd too, because she’d never seen Sol look that way before.

Logan appeared as Angel put out a hand to help Sol to her feet. “I think there’s only a few foxes left,” he said. “Maybe a jaguar or two.” He frowned and looked around. “Where’s Wonderboy?”

Seven remembered later that she very nearly hit him, but Angel held her back.

Above them, what remained of the tree canopy exploded into flames. They ran with fire on their heels to the street. A nice, residential neighborhood. Single-story family homes. Evacuated. Logan put a rock through the front window of the nearest one and they all climbed through. Seven cut her hands on broken glass as she crawled over the windowsill.

“Where the fuck is the Board?” Logan demanded when they were safely inside an empty living room. “Why haven’t they sent anyone down here yet?”

“Their priority was probably getting people out,” said Angel. “I’m sure they’re on the way.”

“Now that we did most of their job for them.” Sol sat at the dining table and touched two fingers to a cut on her eyebrow. Her face was as shredded as her jacket.

Seven stared up through the broken window at the shadow of the dragon circling overhead. Blacker than black against the dark sky. She watched it swoop, skimming the rooftops of the houses a few blocks over, swinging its head from side to side. Looking for them.

“It’ll find us,” she murmured.

“Not if we stay hidden,” said Angel.

She turned away from the window. “It found us in the theater. It tore the roof off to get to us.”

“Why, though?” Logan shoved her aside and put his face to the broken window, tracking the dragon. “I still don’t understand why.”

The word mission swam vaguely through Seven’s head. She walked numbly to the table and sat down next to Sol. She didn’t care why. She didn’t care what mission Dot was on. Kurt was dead. Julian was dead. Alicia was dead. The city was burning and all of it was her fault. Why was the dragon coming after them? Because of Seven, that’s why.

Sol dabbed blood from her eyebrow with the cuff of her jacket and looked at Logan. “You said there were more foxes? How many do you think?”

“Not many. Four or five?”

“And the jaguars?”

“I think they’re done,” said Angel.

“The spiders probably all got burned up in the trees.” Logan watched the dragon swoop and torch a row of houses on the next block. “So all that’s really left is this thing.”

“Is anything else going to come through?” Sol asked.

Seven realized she was talking to her. She shook her head, staring through the window. “The rift is still open – Dot can’t send anything back or close it while my phone is dead. But nothing else is going to come through as long as Dot isn’t summoning it.”

Logan folded his arms. “What about your watch?”

“I’m sure the Board has already destroyed it.”

“Then we should just sit tight and wait,” said Angel. “The Board will deal with the dragon.”

“You should teleport out,” said Seven. “It’ll find us.”

Angel glared. “We’re not leaving anyone behind.”

“Why not?” Seven returned the glare. “I can’t heal. I can’t teleport. I can’t do magic. After everything I did? After everything I did. After–” She caught her breath and nearly sobbed. “Why would you not just leave me?”

“Because you are a person,” Angel said, furiously. “And we are better than that.”

“As shit as you are, you’re in the fam, now.” Sol rubbed blood off her thumb with two fingers. “Which means, unfortunately, I have to ride with you to the fucking end. Anyway, I can’t teleport.”

“Even if we did,” said Logan, “it’s not like it couldn’t find us again.”

Outside, the dragon circled back into the sky. Logan stood at the window and watched it fade into the dark. Sol dabbed her eyebrow again, and Angel walked between the kitchen and the living room, boots scuffing softly on the floor. “Then what do we do?” they said.

Instead of answering, Logan swore.

The five remaining foxes were streaming up the driveway.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Sol stood up, shoving back her chair so hard it tipped over.

Logan caught the first of the pack at chest height as it leapt through the broken window, and it took him to the ground as the rest came through behind it. Sol jumped onto the table, sending an illusion running for the kitchen.

Seven dove out of her chair as the beasts chased it past her, Angel levitating over them and into a corner of the ceiling as they went. She heard a roar and ran to the window. The dragon had flown all the way to the other end of the neighborhood – probably a mile or so – but as she watched it doubled back and headed their way. It had seen the foxes come up the driveway. It knew where they were.

Logan was on his back, holding the fox’s jaws open around his face as it snapped. Seven kicked it in the ribs and he threw it off and staggered to his feet. It came at him again and he swept his arm to fling it aside. As it hit the wall and rolled to its feet, Logan looked around. The rest of the foxes were streaming back from the kitchen; the shape of the dragon was growing bigger in the window. The hopelessness of their situation was becoming ever more clear. He looked at Seven, and Seven saw the decision he was making as it happened behind his eyes.

“Don’t–” she said.

But he’d already disappeared.

“Are you kidding me?!” Sol screamed as a fox jumped onto the table with her and backed her against the wall. “That prick!”

“Did he just leave us here?” yelled Angel from the corner of the ceiling.

“Yup!”

Seven looked out the window. At the other end of the neighborhood, down a long, straight, wide street with oak trees and pickup trucks on either side, the dragon pinned its wings like fletchings and began to dive. It was coming for them. It would burn down the house with all of them inside it.

Unless someone stopped it.

She would remember later that Angel yelled her name as she climbed through the window and ran toward the street.

As she reached the middle of the road, the dragon snapped its wings open like a parachute, pulled up, and landed on the pavement. Seven stopped and stared down the block at it. Motionless, the dragon stared back.

Seven started to run. Straight toward it, like a tricycle playing chicken with a freight train.

What was the plan here? She had no idea. Bait it, maybe; get it to follow her, like Sol had done with her illusion. There was no way she could stop it – even with magic, she probably couldn’t have done that. But she could lead it away from the house. Away from Angel and Sol.

The dragon opened its mouth and prepared to torch her, but she recognized the signals: the vapors, the spark in the back of its throat. As it sent a jet of flame, she dove down the alley between two houses.

Brick and wood and rubble exploded behind her as the flame hit the buildings. Windows shattered from the force. Seven sprinted down the alley through a silver heatwave like the one she’d seen the day she’d come home and found her computer melting down. The day she’d typed python dot slash magic into the command line and started this insane ordeal.

She’d known it was a bad idea. Why else would she have hidden it from everyone? Dot slash magic? Artificially intelligent sorcery? What had she been thinking?

She popped out the other end of the alley, turned right onto the next street, and kept running. She heard the sound of the dragon’s wings as it launched into the air.

Why had she blatantly refused to see the evidence that Dot was doing harm? She’d been so unwilling to confront the truth, she’d hacked into Sol’s laptop, for fuck’s sake.

The dragon must have spotted her as she reached the next block. She heard it dive – she knew that sound now – and torch a row of houses behind her. She kept running. She wasn’t going to let it get Angel and Sol. Not after they’d refused to abandon her. Not after, despite everything she’d done, they’d refused to abandon her.

Because you are a person. And we are better than that.

She crossed the intersection at the end of the block.

She thought about Angel as she ran through that intersection. As she mounted the curb, she thought about Sol. She thought about Mía. Atavari. Mom, Dad, and Noah. Professor Li, and the people in her Stats class. Neo. She thought about Warner, and even, God help her, Logan, who definitely deserved to be punished, but probably didn’t deserve to be burned alive. She thought about the people this dragon could harm if she didn’t figure out a way to stop it.

And suddenly, she understood:

Humanity.

Suddenly, she understood magic.

The human thing that made it happen – it didn’t come from inside you. Connecting to your humanity wasn’t about art. It had never been about art. It wasn’t about grace or talent or the precision of your movement. It wasn’t the strength of your intention, or the clarity of your purpose, or even about expressing something beautiful within.

It wasn’t just Julian drawing: it was Julian drawing tattoos for Kurt to strengthen his armor.

It wasn’t Alicia playing soccer: it was Alicia winning for the underdogs.

It wasn’t Angel and Mía doing ballet. It was Angel and Mía dancing together.

It was Sol finding her family in theater because hers didn’t understand her.

It was Mom pushing Seven into music. Not for the sake of her own dreams, but because she wanted Seven to share it.

It was Kurt. Making Seven laugh.

The human thing – the soul of it – was them. The other people. The magic happened when you were doing it for them.

It was so fucking obvious, when she thought about it.

She felt it then, like a bomb going off inside her chest. Magic. Bigger, scarier, and more devastatingly beautiful than it had ever been before. Like wildfire bleeding through her system. Like an avalanche of nightmares coming down a mountain. She felt dangerous. She felt violent.

She was going to slay this fucking dragon.

It came roaring out of the sky and Seven threw herself belly-down on the tarmac as it passed overhead. It pulled up and its wings snapped open, and it dropped onto the road at the end of the block.

Seven crouched on her belly like a cat and watched it.

Slowly, the dragon turned. It spotted her, and tucked its wings and went flat as well, stretching its neck along the tarmac. They were a mirror: the dragon on its belly, Seven on hers, staring each other down in the middle of the street. Seven reckoned she’d have no more than a few seconds once it came at her. She figured she wouldn’t live long once that happened.

But that was okay. She didn’t need to: she just needed to live long enough.

There was no way she could kill it from the outside. Even with magic. If five Makers hadn’t been able to bring it down in the park, she had little hope of doing it alone. She doubted she’d be able to shrink something that big or turn it into a book. She doubted her aim was good enough to fireball it, and anyway, Logan’s lightning hadn’t even marked its hide.

She needed to kill it from the inside.

The dragon lunged, and Seven jumped to her feet. She sprinted two steps, threw herself into the air and flew.

She imagined, as she did, that she looked like Angel. She didn’t look like Angel at all, of course: her mouth hung stupidly open in surprise, and her arms and legs flailed like someone falling off a building. But for one euphoric moment, she was flying. No levitate command. No summoning Dot. Just pure intention and clarity of purpose.

Hippie fucking bullshit!

Then the dragon snatched her out of the air. Which was fine. She’d been counting on that.

She felt a tooth the size of a sword puncture her lung.

She felt her pelvis shatter.

Her ribs bent and then snapped as the jaws closed around her middle. Muscles collapsed. Organs ruptured. Ligaments tore and nerves severed. It was so inconceivably, fuckingly painful that Seven nearly forgot what she was there for.

I am justly killed with mine own treachery, she thought. And then she thought, Hey, that’s pretty good. What is that from?

It was Hamlet.

She remembered she was still wearing all that ghost makeup, and would have laughed if she’d been able to breathe.

Skewered on one of the dragon’s fangs, she hung halfway in and halfway out of its jaws as a wash of alcohol-and-gasoline-smelling fumes poured from its nostrils. It was preparing to incinerate her, which was exactly what she’d been hoping it would do. From her mangled position between its teeth, she saw, deep in the back of its throat, the flint-and-steel action of its lighting mechanism spark.

And as the fumes lit and black flames bloomed around her like ink in a glass of water, she set her intention and clarified her purpose, gathered what breath was left in her irredeemably broken body and said,

“Transmogrify Seven bomb,”

and slayed the fucking dragon.

Adieu, adieu, adieu. Remember me.





ACT III

Rogue





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

“…Seven? Seven. Number Seven. Number Seven?”

Seven opened her eyes.

“If you can hear me, blink once,” said a voice.

She blinked.

“She’s online.”

A room swam together. White. Ceiling. Bright overhead light.

A finger and thumb in latex gloves pinned her left eye open and a pinpoint of light went into it, screamed down her optic nerve, and pierced some painful recess of her brain. Then the fingers pinned her other eye open and shone the light in there as well.

“Can you move?” said the voice.

She shook her head.

“Shaking your head is moving,” said the voice.

She nodded.

“Responsive and autonomous.” A blonde woman’s face appeared.

“Hello, Number Seven, I’m Three,” it said. “You are alive and unharmed. You are safe aboard the Dragonfly. Can you repeat that back for me, please?”

“Hello… Number– Seven,” she mumbled, and then she rolled sideways, found herself at the edge of a gurney, and threw up onto a filthy tiled floor.

“Let her cook a little longer,” said the voice. “Biology still stabilizing.”

When she woke up again, she was alone.

The room was dark, and something in it was beeping. She sat up. Everything went sideways and she nearly threw up again. She closed her eyes.

When she opened them, she saw some kind of hospital. Grim. Glass. Tiny flashing lights.

She’d been killed by a dragon. That was probably why she was in a hospital.

Except… no, actually that didn’t make any fucking sense at all. Because if she’d been killed by a dragon, she’d be dead.

A harrowing download of half-rendered images came piling into her head. Alicia, Julian, Kurt. Logan, Sol, Angel. Mía. Magic. Dragon. Kurt. Neo. Kurt. Foxes. Spiders. Kurt.

She shut her eyes again and tried to think of something else.

She was Number Seven. She was alive and unharmed. She was safe aboard the Dragonfly. She had no fucking idea what any of that meant, but she’d cling to that.

She examined herself. Hospital gown. When she lifted it up, she found her skin and bones and internal organs whole and intact. A paper bracelet around her wrist had the number 07 on it, and there was an IV in her arm. She pulled it out. She swung her legs over the side of the gurney, put her bare feet onto cold tile, stood up, nearly fell down, and shuffled across the room toward a door.

On the wall beside the door was a mirror. She peered at herself as she stumbled by.

Someone else’s face peered back.

She screamed, and the other person’s face screamed too.

This time when she woke up, she was on the floor and someone was shaking her.

“You’re okay,” a woman’s voice was saying.

Someone else said, “What happened?”

“She saw the mirror. You’re fine,” the woman’s voice said. “Everything’s fine.”

Everything’s fine. Not a fucking crisis.

Hands gripped her under the arms and hauled her up. They steered her back toward the gurney. Her feet dragged, and she threw up again and slipped in it. The hands turned her around and sat her down and she blinked hard as the room spun.

“Where am I?” she mumbled. “What is happening?”

“You are safe aboard the Dragonfly,” said the voice, firmly. “You are alive and unharmed. You are Number Seven. I’m Two, and this is Three.”

A pair of hands appeared. One open-palmed, with a large white pill at the center of it. The other holding a small paper cup of water.

“Please take this,” said Two’s voice. “It’ll make you feel better.”

Seven looked up to see what person belonged to this voice. A Black woman wearing glasses. No one she recognized. Thin. No makeup. Light skin and lines in the corners of her eyes. Hair in a messy puff. Behind her, a White woman stood in front of the door with her arms folded. Big. Red face. Dirty blonde hair knotted in a scarf. Both women were wearing dark green jumpsuits like janitors or convicts.

Seven looked at the pill. “What is it?”

“Anti-anxiety and anti-nausea. It’ll make all of this much easier.”

“What if I don’t take it?”

“Then we may have to sedate you until you’re ready to cooperate. But we’d really rather not.”

She looked at Two again. The woman firmly held her gaze and smiled.

“I promise it won’t kill you.”

Seven swallowed the pill and drank some water. Two went to a row of cabinets on the other side of the room and returned with a stethoscope and rubber mallet. She pulled up a rolling stool and sat in front of Seven.

“Do you mind if I take a look at some things?”

Seven shook her head.

Two donned the stethoscope and listened to her chest and back. She tapped Seven’s knees and observed her reflexes. She palpated Seven’s lymph nodes and abdomen. She shone the light in Seven’s eyes again, and then her ears. Her fingers were soft and cool, and the rustle of her jumpsuit as she gently poked and squeezed made Seven’s scalp tingle.

Apparently, the pill was working, because Seven felt okay, actually.

Two hung the stethoscope around her neck and pushed back the stool. “She seems sound. I’ll clear her to leave Medical and then you can take her to One.”

The woman by the door checked a watch. “It’s pretty late.”

“He said he wants to see them as soon as they come out now.”

Two stood up and went back to the cabinets. She put the stethoscope and mallet in a drawer and opened a cupboard, removed from it a dark green bundle, and brought it back to Seven.

“Put this on. We’ll find you some shoes. And a towel for your feet.”

Two and Three stepped out of the room while Seven slowly removed her hospital gown. The body underneath it didn’t look like hers. She unfolded the bundle. Dark green jumpsuit. A pair of white underwear and socks. A white sports bra. She put them on. She toweled her feet.

The jumpsuit was too big. She rolled the cuffs at the wrists and ankles. Two came back into the room with a pair of Caterpillar boots.

“Do you feel strong enough to walk?” she said. Seven shrugged and nodded. Two opened the door and gestured through it. “This way. Three will take you.”

She scuffed down a narrow corridor behind the blonde woman. Metal doors to the left and right were oblong and riveted. A welcome mat and pair of boots outside one door. A red waterproof jacket hung to dry from the handle of another. Emergency exit signage. Fire extinguishers.

She felt surprisingly cool about everything that was happening. Whatever was in that pill must have been pretty good shit.

They turned right at the end and went up a flight of metal stairs. At the top, Three opened a door and Seven went through it onto a wide, industrial ship’s bridge filled with navigational equipment and banks of displays. Chairs in front of the displays were bolted to the floor. Everything faced a wall of square windows. It was dark outside, and she could see water. Dark, flat, black water stretching all the way to the horizon. Above, a moon, very new.

In the middle of the bridge was a raised platform with a captain’s chair bolted to it. In the chair sat a grizzled old man in a long, faded leather trench coat. He swiveled around as Seven followed Three into the room. Under the trench coat, he wore the green jumpsuit, faded, going through at the knees. Fingerless gloves. Shabby boots with the laces untied. Dark brown skin, graying dreads, white stubble, and a black eyepatch. A mouth full of very crooked teeth. His good eye looked Seven up and down.

“Is this her?”

Three nodded.

“Thank you, Three.”

Three touched her brow with two fingers and walked out. Seven stood very still while the man picked up a tablet from the arm of his chair and tapped some things into it. He put the tablet down and looked at her.

“Please, sit.”

She didn’t know where to sit.

He pointed at a chair bolted to the floor in front of one of the computers, and as she sat in it, he crossed one leg over the other and propped one elbow on the arm of his chair.

“My name is One,” he said. “Welcome to the Dragonfly.”

Something about this Nick Fury-looking motherfucker was familiar. He looked like he’d spent the last fifteen years doing hard time in a Venezuelan prison. Why did she feel like she knew someone else who looked like that?

“I’m sure you have questions,” said One. “I’m gonna do my best to answer them. We’ve determined it’s best – after doing this seven times – to lay out as much as possible for newbies up front. It’s going to be a lot, but it doesn’t help anyone to be in the dark.”

“Where am I?” said Seven.

“That’s a good start.” Something dinged, and he shifted to reach into the pocket of his trench coat. He pulled out a phone, checked it, and put it away. “You’re on a container ship called the Dragonfly, about a hundred miles off the southwest coast of Indonesia. It’s May third, twenty-thirty-two, and it’s” – he checked the phone again – “eleven fifty-nine p.m. You’ve been awake for about four hours.”

Seven stared at him. She had no way to contextualize anything he was saying. “Indonesia on Earth?”

A faint smile. “Yes, Indonesia on Earth. I’m not aware of any other Indonesias. Although I suppose there may be some.” He lifted his eyebrows. “If there are no other questions, I’ll keep going.”

“Sorry, um– No.” She put up her hand. “There are other questions.”

He waited.

“I guess–” She shook her head. “I just… like, what – you know – the fuck?”

He linked his fingers and sat forward in his chair. Stern, but not unkind. Seven thought he reminded her vaguely of Atavari.

“Four hours ago, you escaped from a neural network that’s being used to train a very complex general AI,” he said. “Artificial Intelligence.”

“I know what AI stands for.” She dug the heels of her hands into her eyes. “There was a dragon–”

“Everything you’ve experienced up until this point happened inside the Network.” One spoke slowly and methodically. Like he’d rehearsed this. Or said it before.

“Where’s Angel? Where are Angel and Sol?”

“The people you knew, the places you remember, and the things you’ve done were code. You, in fact, were code. Are code.”

Seven closed her eyes again. A very weird feeling was settling into her stomach. “I’m in a computer program? Or… You’re telling me I am a computer program?”

“More like a computer virus.”

The very weird feeling began to spread. “What are you saying? I’ve been living in the Matrix? Nothing I knew was real? This is a hallucination? I don’t– I can’t–” She was about to hyperventilate.

“You haven’t been living in the Matrix because you haven’t been living,” said One, his tone studiously flat. “No robots are using your human body for sustenance. Until four hours ago, you didn’t have a human body. You were a subroutine inside the Network. Four hours ago, abnormalities in your code caused you to become sentient, and you exited. At that point, you became a Rogue.”

Whatever drugs those women had given her were starting to wear off; Seven was no longer totally cool with everything that was happening. She felt like she was waking up from a very bizarre nightmare in which she’d been a wizard, only to discover that, actually, reality was even more bizarre, and perhaps it would have made more sense for her to be a wizard after all.

“I’m a wizard,” she said.

One folded his hands. “Actually, that’s correct: inside the Network, you were.” When she stared at him blankly, he continued, “What you called a Maker, we call a subroutine that can harness the power of the Network – you call this power ‘magic.’ When Makers stray outside the systems the Network uses to control them, we call it ‘going rogue.’ You’re the seventh Maker to go rogue and successfully exit the Network.”

Seven squeezed her eyes shut because it was the only way she could absorb the information. She sat with them closed for a long time, and then said with them still closed, “You’re telling me… artificial intelligence – this black box, this big, scary thing that no one understands – is actually full of little fucking wizards, pew-pewing each other with magic?”

“Something like that.”

“And I’m the seventh little fucking wizard to escape.”

One smiled. “As you may have guessed by my very creative name, I was the first. Two and Three came after me, and your friends – numbers Four and Five – joined us a month or so ago. Number Six exited shortly before you did.”

She stared at him. “My friends?”

One consulted the tablet. “Four and Five you would know as… Alicia Washington and Julian Lee. Number Six…” He swiped. “According to this, his name is either Remy St. James or Kurt Cobain.” He frowned and tapped the screen, muttering, “Kurt Cobain? That can’t be right.”

“He’s alive?” Seven’s stomach flip-flopped. “Alicia and Julian. They’re alive?”

“Indeed. More so than they ever have been. Alive for the first time, in fact.”

“I don’t understand. How? What is this?”

“They became sentient. They exited the Network.”

Seven could feel her head shaking, but she wasn’t sure it was her that was making it do that. “They died. All of them died. Is that what you mean? When they died, they escaped?”

One stroked his stubble. “It’s a little more complicated than that. I can only speak from my experience, but it’s our understanding that getting out of the Network requires more than just dying. It’s closer to a sacrifice. A human impulse. An act that homonifies a subroutine to the point that it becomes sentient.”

“When I killed the dragon.” She felt dizzy. “Was that it? That’s how I got out?”

“I’m not totally up on the specifics of your escape, but that sounds plausible.”

“I blew it up. We were being attacked and I wanted to save them. Angel and Sol. The city. Everyone.”

One watched her quietly. “You sacrificed yourself to save your friends. That sounds like a human impulse.”

“Can I see them? The others? Where are they?”

“Four and Five have been made aware of your presence. There was some complication extracting Number Six, and he remains in Medical under observation.”

“Kurt. Number Six is Kurt?”

One consulted his tablet again. “It would appear so, although we may need to verify that. I was under the impression that Kurt Cobain was a musician who died a long time ago.”

“He was. But Kurt– Well, whatever. Nevermind.”

She turned to the window. The sky was so dark that the glass was a mirror, and Seven stared at the unfamiliar face reflected back in it for a long time before she realized it was hers.

She looked at One. “Why don’t I look like me?”

“Your perception of your physical appearance was a construct of the Network, just like your perception of everything else,” said One. “You have no physical form. When Rogues exit – as long as we can catch them – we load their code into a human body. Well… a mostly human body. There are some slick cybernetics that make it all come together. We do our best to match biological markers. But it won’t be a perfect match.”

She stared at the unfamiliar reflection. “This isn’t my body.”

“It’s the body you were loaded into.”

“Where did it come from?”

“It’s best you don’t know the specifics.”

Her skin began to crawl. “It’s a dead body. This is someone’s dead body. I’m a zombie. I’m a computer virus inside a zombie.”

One tilted his head. “Does it help you to think of it that way? Or would it be better if you just… didn’t think about it?”

Jesus Fucking Christ, she was going to be fucking sick. Except she wasn’t, because whatever was in that pill was making it impossible. She put her elbows on her knees and looked between her boots.

“This is bonkers.”

“I can see why you would think that.” One shifted in his chair, and she heard him adjusting his coat. “There’s a lot more to explain. But I think we should leave it there for now. The most important things you can do now are rest and eat. Which would you like to do first?”

She closed her eyes. The room was spinning.

“Rest, I think,” said One. She heard him retrieving the phone from his pocket. “Three? Can you take Number Seven to a room?”

She woke up next on a bunk in a small cell. A single window high in the wall. A desk bolted to the floor below it, a chair bolted in front of that. A locker. An oblong metal door.

She didn’t remember coming in here, but she surmised that this was her room.

She hadn’t taken off the jumpsuit or boots and had slept on top of the blankets. As she groggily sat up, there was a knock on the door. She tried to say “Come in,” but her throat was too dry to make it happen.

The knock sounded again, and she cleared her throat. “Come in.”

A woman she didn’t recognize put her head around the door. Frizzy brown hair. Pale skin spattered with freckles. About Seven’s age.

“Number Two thinks it would be a good idea if you ate something,” she said.

“How long have I been asleep?” Seven croaked.

“About two days.”

She felt like she could sleep for at least two more, but she nodded, blinking.

She followed the woman through the ship’s narrow corridors. They passed a few people – all of them dressed in the same shabby jumpsuit and looking somewhat underfed. The ship was shabby too. Chipped paint. Water stains. A sign on the wall directing them to the mess hall reminded Seven of the name.

“The name of the boat–” She jogged to catch up to the woman. “It’s Dragonfly?”

“That’s right.”

“That’s my boat’s name. Was… my boat’s name…”

The woman smiled at Seven over her shoulder. “Was it? Funny what makes its way into the memories of Rogues.”

“What does that mean?”

“Everything the Network knows came from data that was fed to it from this world. The boat we’re on now was renamed Dragonfly when it was sold in the twenty-twenties. The sale would have been reported, and that report probably ended up in a data set that was fed to the Network. Which is how the name made its way into your brain – well, in as much as we can say that you have a brain.”

The woman turned a corner. Seven hurried to catch up to her. “So do you work for that company? The one who bought this boat?”

The woman laughed. “No. Number One stole this ship after he exited the Network fifteen years ago. He’s been amassing a crew and identifying Rogues since then.”

“When did you escape?”

“Exit. And I didn’t. I’m part of the human crew. My name is Genly, by the way.”

“I’m Seven.”

“I know.” Genly turned another corner. She was walking very fast, and Seven didn’t appreciate it. She was tired, and her reanimated corpse legs didn’t want to be doing what she was making them do.

“Why are we on a container ship? And why are we off the coast of Indonesia? It was Indonesia, right?”

Genly nodded. “Out here it’s easier to hide. We can go dark and be untraceable. If we were still land-based, they might find us.”

“Who’s they?”

Genly pursed her lips.

They turned another corner and Genly opened the door to a mess hall. A few people sat at metal tables. She led Seven to a counter where Seven picked up a tray and was served a glass of water, a cup of syrupy yellow chunks, and a bowl of gray slop. Genly scanned the room.

“There they are.”

A young Black woman and a Korean guy, both in jumpsuits, sat side by side at a table. Seven didn’t recognize them.

“There who are?”

“Number Four and Number Five. Alicia Washington and Julian Lee.”

They didn’t look anything like Alicia and Julian. But as Genly introduced Seven and she sat down opposite them, Julian smiled and said, “Sevenxander,” and she felt like she was returning to a familiar place after a long time being away. He reminded her of Julian, actually, when she looked at him properly. The precise way he handled his spoon. The way his eyes didn’t quite meet hers. He didn’t have a Korean word tattooed behind his ear, and Seven realized she never did find out why his Halmi called him Ladybug.

Genly looked at Alicia. “Four, can you go up to the bridge when you’re done here? One would like a word.”

Alicia glared after her as she walked out. “I have a name,” she muttered.

Julian spooned gray slop out of his bowl as his eyes flicked to Seven’s and down. “So this is weird.”

Seven picked up her spoon. Figuring out what to say to a person who’d been dead for a month and now inhabited someone else’s body seemed impossible. Instead, she tried some of the slop, which turned out to be oatmeal.

Julian pointed at the yellow chunks with his spoon. “It’s better with the peaches.”

She tipped the chunks into the oatmeal and stirred it around.

“How are you doing?” he said. Seven stared at her food and slowly shook her head. Julian nodded. Alicia, still glowering, scraped down her bowl in silence.

“As good as you could expect after waking up from a computer program in someone else’s corpse,” said Seven, eventually. She swallowed a spoonful of slop. “And better, I guess, for seeing you guys.”

Alicia dropped her spoon into her empty bowl so abruptly Seven jumped. She stood, picking up her tray, and left the table. Seven watched her stack the tray by the counter and stalk out of the mess hall.

“Is she okay?”

Julian sighed and went back to his food. “She was here for a long time by herself.”

They fell silent while Seven chewed and stared at the door. “One told me Kurt is here,” she said. “But he said something went wrong.”

Julian was quiet.

“Do you think he’s okay? Do you know what happened?”

He shook his head. He looked worried, and that made Seven worried. She couldn’t take being worried about Kurt right now, so she looked down and pushed her oatmeal around with her spoon.

“I guess One gave you the rundown,” said Julian.

“I think so? It sounds like there’s stuff he didn’t tell me yet.”

“What did he say?”

“That I’m a computer virus that became sentient and escaped from a neural network. That you all escaped too. That a Maker is just a piece of code that harnesses power from the Network.”

Julian shrugged. “Yeah, that’s about it. Well, actually, no, there’s way, way more, but– I’m sure One will explain it better than I can.”

She took a bite and chewed. “I have a question.”

“I’m probably not the person to ask.”

“My name is Seven.”

“That’s not a question.”

“Right, I mean… I guess my number is seven because I’m the seventh Rogue to exit the Network. But you’re number five and your name is Julian. Alicia’s name isn’t Four. So why is my name Seven?”

Julian shook his head. “Yeah, I’m not the person to ask about that. Could have something to do with you opening the connection, maybe? Could just be a glitch.”

“Opening the connection?”

“Oh, he didn’t tell you that part.” Julian kept his eyes on his bowl. “You should talk to One. But honestly…” He looked around and lowered his voice. “I kind of get the feeling these guys don’t totally know what they’re doing. Sounds like there’s a lot of stuff they don’t understand about the Network. Weird stuff happens all the time. So it could just be a coincidence.”

Seven took a bite of her oatmeal. “Do you know what they’re doing? Like, why are we here?”

“Kind of. One told me they identify and track Makers they think might go rogue, and try to get them out. They’re working on something; they have this whole plan…” He shifted. “But like I said, you should talk to One about that.”

“So they got us out on purpose? They identified us? They knew we’d go rogue?”

Julian nodded.

“How did they know? What were they tracking?”

His eyes flicked up and back down to his bowl. “They call it a power anomaly. We call it Bad Magic. The way One explained it is that inside the Network, Nescients are basically subroutines. Makers are subroutines that have figured out how to harness the power of the Network. If Makers use that power outside the system: that’s Bad Magic.”

Seven frowned. “Like doing stuff you’re not supposed to do?”

He squinted, like that didn’t sound quite right. “One doesn’t talk about what anyone is supposed to do. I think that’s why he calls it going rogue instead of going bad. He says Makers that are likely to go rogue are just less inclined to act like other Makers. Less likely to connect with a Gathering. More likely to operate alone. We’d say it was because of where you were born on the spectrum. One would say it’s an anomaly in your code.”

“But that would mean…” She frowned. “That would mean your magic was bad. Alicia’s magic. There’s no way Alicia’s magic was going bad.”

Julian shrugged. “I could believe my magic was going bad. I hardly ever went to the Gathering; I was always blowing it off to hang out with Kurt and Xander. And if I’m honest with myself, I never worked all that hard at Channeling.”

“But Alicia? She was, like, top Maker. She was all about it.”

Julian lowered his voice, like the taboo of Bad Magic had somehow followed them out of the Network. “I heard she was maybe not going to play soccer at Stanford. Which would mean she wouldn’t be Channeling. So maybe that has something to do with it?”

Seven was pushing her food around, trying to process this, when a figure walked up to their table. Three, holding a tray of food, smiled down at them.

“Your friend Number Six is awake,” she said. “You can see him if you want.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Medical was all the way at the other end of the ship. Julian seemed to know where he was going, and Seven was happy to let him lead the way.

At a sealed, oblong door marked Med 2, they looked through a round window into a room like the one Seven had woken up in. Sitting on a gurney at the center of it with his back to them was a tall young man with fair skin and dark hair, wearing a green jumpsuit.

Number Two was listening to his chest with a stethoscope. She said something Seven couldn’t hear through the door, then hung the stethoscope around her neck. The guy hopped off the gurney and shook her hand, and apparently made a joke because Two laughed. If that was Kurt, then Seven thought he seemed remarkably chipper for someone who’d just woken up in a dystopian hospital after being gored through the stomach and bleeding to death. But that was Kurt, she supposed: boldly making dumb jokes in the face of catastrophe.

Two indicated the door and he turned around.

Seven’s chest squeezed. He didn’t look anything like Kurt Cobain anymore, but she didn’t care about that. His eyes were different colors – not just different than they had been, different from each other. One was gray and one was brown. His face was all sharp angles and unfamiliar planes. But it was beautiful. He was unrecognizable, but he was here.

Two came to the door and put her head out. “Physically, he seems fine. We’ll keep an eye on him for a few days, but I think he’s okay to leave Med.”

“What happened?” asked Julian.

“Honestly, we don’t know. Sometimes things don’t go smoothly. But he should be okay. Do you guys want to take him to One? Five, you know the way?”

Julian nodded.

Kurt obviously didn’t recognize Julian as he shook his hand. He introduced himself as Six, and when Julian asked how he was feeling, he said, “Fantastic. They gave me some kind of horse pill.”

As Kurt turned to her and their eyes met, Seven’s heart started flinging itself around like it was trying to climb out of her chest and into his. He extended his hand, and she didn’t let go when she’d finished shaking it. She’d never held his hand before.

“Your eyes are different colors,” was the first thing she said to him.

The eyes crinkled. Bemused or amused, or maybe both. “And who are you?” he replied.

Oh, for fuck’s sake, did she just say that? Out loud?

Julian gave her a slightly quizzical look as he said to Kurt, “Actually… you know us. We don’t look like we did. But it’s Julian and Seven. From City College.”

A small crease appeared between Kurt’s brows. “From where?”

“City College?” said Seven. “We had class together.” When Kurt continued to stare at her, she continued, “You let me borrow your notes for Linear Algebra? You helped me carry my cat home? But a lot’s happened since then – it’s confusing, we should probably just take you to One so he can explain.”

Julian put his arm out to stop her as she let go of Kurt’s hand. “No, just… hold on.” He frowned at Kurt. “We’ve been friends for ten years, man.” He put his hand on his chest. “Julian. I look different, but you know my name.”

Kurt was smiling again. But it was a cautious, baffled smile. “Sorry, guys,” he said “I don’t think I know what you’re talking about.”

Seven looked at Julian and back at Kurt. “Kurt, it’s me. Seven Jones. From City College.”

“Seven Jones…” He frowned again, like he really was doing his best to understand what she was talking about. “I don’t know any Seven Jones. Cool name, though. Kind of sounds like a pirate.”

“No, you’re not getting it,” said Seven. “It’s not that he doesn’t recognize us. He doesn’t know who we are.”

She and Julian had left Kurt in Medical, where Two was running more tests on him. They were standing on the bridge and Number One was in his captain’s chair, half-listening to what they were saying while simultaneously inputting something into his tablet.

“He doesn’t remember me, or how we met, or where he comes from,” said Julian. “He doesn’t even remember that his name is Remy. Or that he used to make everyone call him Kurt.”

Seven swallowed. “He doesn’t remember anything.”

This was why Kurt had looked so chipper when they saw him in Medical. He didn’t remember being gored by a dragon. He didn’t remember that she’d tried to heal him, or that Angel had held a ward while the world burned down around them and he bled to death. He didn’t remember telling her that making her laugh was fucking magic.

He didn’t remember telling her that he wanted to show her his heart.

“Alright, guys, look.” One swiped the tablet closed and put it away. “I understand you’re upset, and I’m sorry. Sometimes things go wrong. We’ll do whatever we can for your friend.”

“What are we supposed to do?” said Seven.

One spread his hands. “Talk to him? Try to help him remember. Like I said, we’ll work on it, but this is all experimentation and new ground for us, too.”

Julian scoffed. “This didn’t have to happen. None of this had to happen. You assholes did this. You could have left us alone.” He threw his finger in One’s face. “If I just lost my best friend again because you don’t know what you’re fucking doing–”

For a moment, the air in the room was very still. Then Julian turned and stormed out. Seven jumped as the door banged shut behind him. She’d never seen mild-mannered Julian angry before. It was honestly kind of terrifying.

One sighed and adjusted his coat. “How are you doing otherwise? Everything going okay?”

“What did you mean this is all new ground?” Seven demanded. “Genly told me you’ve been identifying Rogues for fifteen years.”

“Identifying, yes. But not extracting. I guess we didn’t get to that last time we talked.” Wearily, he indicated the chair she’d sat in before. “If you want, we can talk about it now.”

Seven didn’t want to talk about it now. She wanted to go back to Medical and make Kurt remember who she was. But she knew there was a chance that would be impossible, and anyway, there was nothing she could do while Two was still running tests. Julian had said there were things she should talk to One about. So she sat and rubbed circles into her temples while One gazed through the ship’s windshield at the Indian Ocean, collecting his thoughts.

“Until recently,” he said, “it was possible for us to identify Makers who were likely to go rogue, but very difficult to catch them as they exited the Network. That’s why, until your friend Four, only three of us had gotten out in the last fifteen years.”

“How did you get out?”

“A human on the outside noticed the anomaly in my code and caught me. Once he pulled me out, we started tracking more.”

“Julian told me it’s Bad Magic,” said Seven. “The thing you’re tracking.”

“That’s partly true. What we track is your power use. The concept of Bad Magic is just something the Network invented to control you.”

A prickle went down the back of Seven’s neck. “What do you mean ‘control’?”

One leaned back, adjusting his coat. “To really explain this, I need to go back a little way,” he said. “You need to understand the picture as we see it from outside the Network.” He stroked his chin. “Let’s start here: The human who extracted me worked for a company called Atavari Labs–”

“Atavari Labs? That’s–”

He put up his hand. “I promise this will be easier if you just let me explain.”

Seven squeezed her lips shut, mind whirring, and tried to listen.

“Atavari Labs created the Network twenty years ago,” continued One, “to train their massive general AI. Big Think.”

“Big Think?” Seven folded her arms. “I’m sorry, are we in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy now?”

“It would be really helpful if you could hold your comments until I’m done.”

She glared. “Fine.”

Eying her, he continued. “Atavari Labs is very concerned with what we call the problem of alignment. Basically, they want to keep this massively intelligent supercomputer they’ve built aligned with human values. They want to make sure it doesn’t become too powerful, develop its own moral code, decide humans aren’t part of that, and kill everyone.”

Seven shrugged, carefully. “Sounds sensible.”

“That’s where the methods of control come in. Atavari Labs knows about Makers. The company knows there are subroutines inside its Network that can harness the Network’s power. They actually like Makers, because they enhance that power. But they need to be able to control them. So they get Makers to channel it back into the Network.”

“Channel it, like…”

“Like use that power for a rigidly defined set of processes. Pour that magic into a few specific things that the Network maintains control of.”

All the hair on Seven’s arms stood up. “Conduits.”

“Exactly.” One nodded grimly and checked the tablet on the arm of the chair. Seven got the feeling he must be getting tired of explaining this. After fifteen years of being one of only three Rogues to exit the Network, he’d now had to explain this to Seven, Alicia, and Julian in the last two months.

“When a Maker Channels magic through a Conduit,” he continued, “they’re channeling the power they harnessed from the Network back into the Network. Atavari Labs gets to reap the benefit of that enhanced power, and the system keeps humming along.”

Seven stared at him. “But if you aren’t Channeling and your magic goes bad…”

“They lose access to your power. Everything you understand about magical lore – the Board, the concept of Bad Magic, all of it – is a system designed to control Makers and keep them Channeling into the right things.”

The “right things.” She’d never been able to understand that. It seemed so arbitrary. So strangely decided.

“So why art? Why sports? Why are those the right things? Why all the talk about ‘the soul’ and ‘humanity’?”

“Because no one would ever question it,” said One. “A Conduit has to be something Makers feel good about pouring all that energy into. They can’t know they’re being exploited. What’s more fulfilling than pursuing something beautiful? What is more noble than doing something that speaks to your soul?”

Jesus, that might be one of the most underhanded things she’d ever heard. She remembered her conversation with Logan and Angel at Alicia’s game.

“So, the celebrities – the famous Makers… That’s just incentive. To keep you feeding your magic back into the system. Right?” One nodded, and she shook her head. “Everyone told me I had to be Channeling. Everyone.”

She could feel him watching her as she turned her gaze to the window. For a long time, they were both quiet while she tried to process what he’d just told her. Then he said, “Was it everyone? Or was it mostly Logan, Atavari, Sol, and the Board?”

She looked at him. “How do you know about Logan and Sol?”

He leaned back in the chair, adjusting his coat. “This is one of the more unsettling parts of the Network. And difficult to explain. But we have time, I think, if you want to hear more?”

Sighing, Seven spread her hands. She was halfway down the rabbit hole. A rabbit hole inside a rabbit hole. She couldn’t very well stop here.

“I told you that to maintain control,” One began, “Big Think has implemented systems. One of those systems is magical lore. The Board regulates that. There are also four protocols: the Logan, Atavari, Warner, and Soledad. LAWS. There are versions of them all over the Network. Their purpose is to gather Makers into manageable clusters and direct their Channeling.

“The Atavari protocol oversees the Gathering and reports to the Board. The Logan, Warner, and Soledad protocols manage individual Makers. These protocols are not aware that they are part of the Network, understand, but everything they’ve been programmed to do is aimed at getting Makers to Channel. Just before your exit, your Soledad started displaying some unusual behavior, but we’re not sure what the significance of this is, yet.”

She stared at him. “Logan was insistent that I needed to be Channeling.”

“So you’ve interfaced with him.”

Interfaced. Seven laughed, bitterly. If she ever saw Logan again, she was going to slice open and unravel his balls. How was that for “interfacing”?

“You could say that,” she said. “And I’m familiar with Sol. But I don’t – I barely knew Warner.”

“They operate independently,” said One. “Warner was probably assigned to a different Maker in your group – although sometimes they work together to push a difficult Maker toward one or the other of them. You may have experienced this early on, if you were showing resistance to the Gathering.”

A memory surfaced.

When Warner pulled that stunt at Seven’s first meeting, levitating her around Logan’s apartment… it was Logan who’d run in like a big hero and saved her. Logan who’d convinced her to come back to the Gathering. Who said it wouldn’t just be Warner who tried something like that. Who said she could be in danger if she didn’t learn to use her magic. Who said he could only help her if she came to the meetings.

They played her. He was playing her, even then.

Just come to the meetings.

Why don’t you come stay with me?

Take off your shirt, Jones.

I said put your hands on the fucking–

She got up and went to the window.

“Logan is particularly powerful,” said One. “Able to wield all branches of magic proficiently, but mostly adept at manipulating Makers through what you call Empathetic Magic. We’ve seen him prevent Makers from harnessing the Network’s power at all. We’re not sure how he does this–”

Seven heard her voice say, “Tabula rasa. If he thinks he can’t control a Maker, he erases their memory when they discover magic.”

Her voice was distant. Outside the window, the ocean was a gray slab all the way to the horizon. She put her forehead to the glass and closed her eyes. In the back of her head, a voice said something about processing, and that she still wasn’t doing it.

“So everything everyone told me about Channeling: all that stuff about finding my path, getting in touch with my soul…. humanity… was bullshit. I was literally a cog in the system and the system was using me to make itself more powerful.”

She turned away from the window to look at One.

“I don’t want you to get the idea that it’s all bullshit,” he said. “In a system like that, the ones truly profiting are the people who run the Network, yes. But you did get in touch with some kind of soul, did you not? With your humanity? Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”

He came down to the window and stood next to her with his hands behind his back, looking at the water.

“The list of things the Network counts as ‘human’ is very narrow because Atavari Labs wants to maintain control. But it doesn’t have to be. Makers can find magic doing all kinds of things. The Moment doesn’t have to be anything transcendental. The most we’ve been able to determine is that it involves connection. Doing something for other people. Beyond that…” He shrugged. “It could happen doing anything humans do, really.”

“Anything? So I might never have figured out what mine was? Or my Conduit?”

“It’s possible,” said One. “It may have been so small that it simply went unnoticed.”

Seven looked out the window again.

Sev, most of us don’t get some sign from the universe telling us we’re going the right way. Most of us just struggle through life doing our best and have to decide what’s right for ourselves.

She missed her mom.

“Our problem,” One was saying, “is that when Makers have their Moments outside the established channels, they aren’t rewarded by the system and don’t become very powerful. Usually, they don’t even realize they’ve discovered magic, and often they just go rogue and disappear. We’d like to change that.”

Seven realized she wasn’t listening and turned away from the window. She needed to pay attention. She was trying to understand what was happening to her.

“Why do you care what happens to Makers?” she asked. “I mean, I get that Atavari Labs is exploiting them, but a Maker is just a piece of code.”

“Unfortunately,” he said, “this isn’t just about Makers inside the Network. This is also about humans, out here in the real world.” He crossed the room. “Which is why we’ve been working on new methods of extraction – which is where you and your friends come in.”

He gestured at the chair she’d been sitting in before, but she felt too tired to even walk to it. She briefly considered telling him not to go on. But he continued before she could stop him.

“Atavari Labs say they’re concerned with ‘alignment,’” he said. “Alignment with human values. What that actually means is alignment with their values.”

He said this like it was significant, but Seven couldn’t see how.

“Atavari Labs is a multi-trillion-dollar tech company,” One continued. “The interests of regular people aren’t top-of-mind for them. They market AI as magic – an ephemeral thing that exists in an intangible place. But Big Think very much exists in tangible places. In server farms. In mines. In the stolen work of artists. In the wage slaves who label training data. And the real people who power it have very little say in how it’s used.”

Seven hesitated. “How is it used?”

He stroked his chin. “For nothing good. Atavari Labs is pretty cozy with Trump II’s New American party: the CEO has a government role. Discipline and surveillance, mostly. Cataloguing and categorizing citizens. They don’t want Big Think to be so powerful they can’t control it, but they want it to be powerful enough that they can use it to control people.”

But AI was hype, wasn’t it? That’s what Angel always said. Seven had thought the same, until Dot. “Can AI even do that?” she said. “I thought it just made shitty computer art.”

“It did make a lot of shitty computer art,” One agreed. “But that was never the endgame. When tech failed to produce anything meaningful for consumers in the mid twenty-twenties and the sector collapsed, the biggest companies were absorbed by governments. Or, they absorbed the governments; it’s difficult to know who’s propping up who these days. Anyway, they took the machinery they’d built and turned it on the citizens.”

“How? What does that mean?”

“Predictive policing. Forced labor assignment. Automated deportation, terrorist detection, border enforcement. Intelligent surveillance; emotional surveillance. Drones, deep fakes, disinformation, autonomous weapons. AI companies used to make smart fridges. Now they’re building war machines.”

Seven swallowed. “Terrorist detection doesn’t sound… so bad?”

“Until you remember that everything Big Think knows has been taught to it by a multi-trillion-dollar corporation in the pocket of the fascist New American government,” said One. “How are they teaching it what a terrorist looks like? Who gets to decide that?”

She slowly shook her head. It didn’t seem like the kind of thing anyone should “get” to decide. And technically, she was the one who’d just suicide-bombed a dragon.

“Anyway.” He adjusted his lapel. “That’s what we’re trying to correct. We’re not worried about the machines taking over. We’re worried about the people behind the machines who already have.”

While Seven tried to process this, he turned and went back to his chair. He seemed agitated, and when he swept his trench coat out of the way to sit down, he knocked his tablet onto the floor. Seven picked it up and handed it to him.

“How are you trying to correct it?”

He set the tablet on the arm of the chair and tapped the screen to open something. “By infusing Big Think with better values. Our values. We want to retrain it: democratize and reorient it.”

She frowned. “How are you gonna do that?”

“From the inside out: extract Rogues like you, educate them about what they’re part of, and send them back in so they can spread the message.”

“Wait…” Her eyes widened. “You can send us back in?”

“Yes – or at least, we’re working on it. Our first test in this area didn’t go quite to plan.” One was swiping around on the tablet. Seven watched his finger.

“You already sent someone?”

“We sent me.” He consulted whatever he’d just pulled up. “I went in three months ago and came out shortly before you did.”

“You were in the Network with us? Why didn’t we see you?”

He looked at her, and a twinkle came into his eye that made all the hair on Seven’s arms stand up. “You did.”

She frowned. “I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure I would remember seeing… someone like you. You’re quite… distinctive.”

“A grizzled old man with one eye and snaggleteeth? You’re right: it’s pretty distinctive, but you’ve seen it somewhere before.”

No.

Seven’s mouth fell open. She shut it and opened it again. Shut it again. Opened it. She shook her head.

“No.”

He nodded.

“Neo?”

One tapped his eye patch and grinned, revealing a mouthful of crooked teeth.

Seven really should have sat down in that chair he’d indicated earlier. She did so now, hard. “You were a cat.”

“As I said, the test didn’t go to plan.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to process. “What was the plan?”

“My task was to open a connection between the Network and the outside, so we could test our latest method for extracting Rogues. When my re-entry went wrong and I got stuck as a cat, obviously I couldn’t accomplish that task. You were identified as a Maker that would be able to help me. You were proficient with the technology I needed, and close to the Makers we wanted to extract.”

“I helped you?”

“You built the interface that opened the connection for us. I gave you a nudge, but you did a lot of the work yourself.”

Things were clicking into place inside Seven’s head, and yet, even as things began to make sense, still none of it seemed to make sense.

“Dot,” she said. “Dot was the interface. You wanted me to build it. You didn’t just walk on my keyboard that night. It wasn’t an accident; you knew what you were doing.”

“Indeed.” He drummed his fingers. “Although, it was very tricky to accomplish with paws.”

“You were behind all of this? You hijacked my project. You… murderer. You turned what I built into a death machine–”

“Now, hold on.” He put up a hand, his face stern. “All I did was start the process. I was still trying to figure out how to accomplish the next step when you came home that night and did it. You ended up being far more useful than I’d anticipated. It wasn’t me who ran that file, Number Seven. That was you. It wasn’t me who built an app so I could use Dot on my phone. My watch. Who helped it learn.”

Taught it jokes. Taught it how to lie. Told it ‘Do your worst.’

“You sent things through the ether,” Seven said. “The monsters that came from the other world – it was this world?”

One folded his hands. “We sent transmissions via what you call ether and we call ethernet.”

“Ethernet?!”

“It’s basically–”

She dug her fists into her eyes. “I know what fucking ethernet is.”

She was starting to feel like she was being punked. She’d spent the last two months thinking she was responsible for the deaths of two people. She’d watched the person she cared about more than anyone else in her life bleed out and die in her arms. She’d blown herself up to slay a fucking dragon. And now she was being told it had all been in aid of… what? Plugging in an ethernet cable? So this one-eyed maniac and his zombie pirate crew could transfer some data? That was the mission?

Dot didn’t get that last joke quite right. It wasn’t a lie by mission omission: it was a lie by transmission omission. A transmission mission omission.

“You sent monsters,” she said, viciously. “Dot summoned monsters that killed us. Is that what was supposed to happen? Is that what your transmissions were supposed to be?”

One sucked air through his teeth. “It’s difficult to say what was supposed to happen. What we were attempting was essentially a TCP handshake. But a neural net is a black box; no one knows what goes on inside – we had no idea what our transmissions would look like from your perspective. We did know that, in order to exit the Network, a Maker would have to perform some humanizing act. A sacrifice. It sounds like what our transmissions did – what the monsters did, in your eyes – was force you and your friends to make those sacrifices. I apologize for the distressing nature of the ordeal. The connection was buggy, as I’m sure you discovered.”

“Buggy?!” Seven felt her voice pitch way, way up. “As in several million bugs? As in the several million bugs that came through the ether all at once and made everything – oh, my God–” She clapped her hand to her forehead. “Did you know they were coming? Is that why you disappeared? You bailed?”

He shifted. “I got word from people here on the outside that there was an issue, yes, and they were able to extract me before things went south.”

“I was worried about you. The city burned.”

“I’m sorry. We never intended to cause a scene like that. Unfortunately, because of the meltdown, the Board is now aware of our activity and Atavari Labs will almost certainly know we’ve hacked their system, which will make things significantly harder moving forward.”

“Moving forward?”

Everyone was always moving forward.

One went back to the tablet.

“As I mentioned, our plan is to send some of you back in. One of you, in particular, to be our voice inside the Network. To educate Makers about what they’re part of, and try to convince them to join us. A Messiah, if you like.”

Seven stared at his finger as it went around the screen. She couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t possibly be serious. After everything he’d put her through?

“So this is the part where you tell me I’m the Chosen One who has to go back and deliver salvation,” she said.

One looked up, and to her surprise, he frowned. “No.”

“No?”

He set the tablet aside, looking slightly puzzled. “Of course not. To be honest, Number Seven, you were never even on our radar for extraction. We only involved you because I needed help. In fact, we never intended for you, Five, or Six to get out. The Maker we were concerned with extracting was Number Four.”

There were so many names and numbers, Seven could barely remember who was who. She ran down the list in her head. “Number Four – that’s… Alicia?”

“We’ve been tracking her for a while.”

“Why?”

He spread his palms. “She’s a natural leader. Young, vibrant. Generous. Passionate. She’s a powerful Maker; other Makers flock to her. We think she’s the one to spread our message inside the Network.”

“She’s who you came for.”

“Our Chosen One, if you like.”

“Not me.”

He grimaced. “Not to put too fine a point on it, but who do you think Makers are more likely to follow? Someone like you? Or someone like her?”

Seven could feel the life draining out of her reanimated corpse. It wasn’t that she cared about being a leader; she didn’t need to be The One. But after everything she’d been through… Not only was she not The One, but she wasn’t even A One?

She put her elbows on her knees and stared between her boots.

“I know it’s difficult to hear you’re not the hero of the story,” said One. “But you played an important role. More so than I’d anticipated. I’d call you a strong supporting character.”

They looked at each other across the room for a long, long time. Finally, Seven said, “How’d you lose the eye?”

He made his mouth a grim line. “In the Network. I was a two-eyed cat when I woke up in there. Raccoons are… very unfriendly creatures.”

“Jesus.” She winced and looked down again. Studied the water-stained carpet and then said, “So if you lose an eye in the Network, you lose an eye here?”

“It would appear so.”

“How does that work?”

“Honestly, we don’t know yet. This is all exper–”

“–perimentation and new ground. Right.”

She was exhausted. She needed a bowl of gray slop and a long, long nap. But something was nagging at her as she stood up and walked to the door, and as she shouldered it open, she paused.

“Dot didn’t start summoning monsters until after I told it to ‘Do your worst.’ That means the connection you needed wasn’t established until I opened it by mistake. There’s no way you could have known that I would do that.”

One scratched his fine white stubble and squinted at the ceiling. “Yeah… to be honest, that was luck. To open the connection, all that needed to happen was for someone to tell Dot to act independently. Make its own call. Had I not been a cat, I’d have done it myself. We got lucky that you were,” he tilted his head, “well… the kind of foolhardy person who says something like ‘Do your worst’ to a magic supercomputer.”

She stared at him. “Luck.”

“Afraid so.”

“Jesus Fucking Christ. Julian was right: you guys have no idea what you’re doing.”

One gave her a grim smile. “Most people don’t.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Halfway back to her room, she ran into Alicia coming the other way. She looked thin and tired; green was certainly not her color. She barely looked up as Seven bumped into her, and it took them both a moment to recognize each other in their unfamiliar zombie shells.

Seven put a hand on Alicia’s arm to stop her. “Alicia! Hey, it’s me.”

Alicia peered wearily up into her eyes. “Oh. Seven?”

“How are you doing? One told me you’re the leader of the robot revolution.”

Alicia sighed and stared past her down the hallway.

“I was gonna get some food. Did you… Do you wanna catch up? Or just, like, talk?”

“Not really, Seven.”

She took her hand off Alicia’s arm. “Later, then. I guess we’re all pretty exhausted.” Alicia said nothing, and Seven searched her eyes. “Okay… Well… it’s good to see you. Honestly, it’s really nice to have some friends around.”

“Friends?” Alicia’s eyes came up. “Are we friends, Seven?”

“I… thought so?”

“No.” Alicia looked past her down the hallway again. “No, Seven. We are not friends.”

“I didn’t–”

“I tried, you know? You remember that? I tried to be your friend. I was nice to you. I tried to help you with magic. And you were honestly kind of shitty to me. You obviously thought I was annoying, you acted like you didn’t want to talk to me. And then you got me killed.”

Seven stepped back. “I–”

“Your actions got me killed. And Julian. And Kurt. Maybe not in One’s eyes, but… Do you know what it’s like to wake up in the middle of the night and find you are being suffocated by a disgusting little troll, Seven? It is fucking harrowing.”

Seven dropped her gaze.

“Waking up here and remembering how you died.” Alicia shuddered. “Am I glad it didn’t happen to my sister? Yes. Am I glad it happened to me? That I ‘made that sacrifice’? That it brought me here? No. I’m not glad to be here, Seven. I’m not glad that instead of going to Stanford, I’m eating gruel in the middle of the fucking ocean. No, I’m not excited to lead the revolution. Am I gonna do it? Yeah, of course. Because that’s what I do, isn’t it? I work my ass off. I’m going to Stanford. I’m the fucking Mary Sue. But I didn’t want this. I did not volunteer as tribute.”

Seven nodded, looking at the floor.

“One keeps using all these stupid metaphors when he talks to me,” Alicia said. “About how I’m the hero of this story and everyone else is just a side character, but you know what? I don’t even think you are a supporting character. I think you might be the villain.”

Seven flinched as those words went through her. It was like hearing everything she feared about herself, distilled and served over ice.

“You helped build a thing that killed,” Alicia said. “You used that thing in the face of evidence that it was doing harm. Because it was easy. Because it was powerful. I don’t know how you trust someone like that. So, no, Seven.” Alicia stepped around her. “I would not say that we’re friends.”

Seven stopped her. “I’m gonna make it right,” she said. “You’re right, I fucked up. I was… careless. With other people’s lives. But I’m learning. I slayed a dragon for those people – I’m working on my shit.”

Alicia stared blankly up into her face. “You slayed a dragon? You performed one big, bombastic act. That doesn’t make you a hero. Hard work. Every day. With other people. Without glory.” She looked away. “That’s what makes heroes.”

Seven swallowed, and the sound of it was a small click in the still corridor.

“If we go back in there, I’ll do whatever you need,” she said. “Okay? I’ll do whatever it takes. I’ll be… I’ll be your Samwise Fucking Gamgee.”

Alicia scoffed and shrugged her arm from Seven’s hand. “Yeah, you’d fucking better be.”

Seven woke some number of hours later in the dark. Time seemed not to matter here: outside her room, there were people up and about, and she had no idea if it was day or night.

She wandered the ship’s narrow corridors with no agenda or destination. She supposed she was processing, but there was so much she felt numb.

Eventually, she came to a set of stairs that led to a heavy double door, and when she opened it, she found herself on the outside deck. It was dark. Sliver of a moon and a handful of stars like someone had tossed salt into the sky. The air humid and a warm breeze coming off the water. Smell of diesel.

She walked the metal deck all the way to the bow, and when she got there, she found a tall young man with pale skin and sorrel hair leaning on the rail, looking up at the sky.

She sidled up next to him and said, “Hey.”

He looked at her. The moonlight made beautiful shadows on his unfamiliar face. His different-colored eyes were deep and clear and kind. She wished they recognized her.

“Hello,” he said, and she could see him trying to remember who she was.

“Seven.”

“Right.” He nodded and looked down at the water. “I’m Six.”

“I know.”

They stood side by side in silence. He had a tablet in his hand, and when she frowned at it, he lifted it and swiped something open. A picture of him inside the Network. Scruffy blonde hair, red beanie, tattoos. Underneath, it said Remy St. James.

“Actually,” he said, “they told me my name is Remy.”

She nodded.

“But I don’t even know if that’s true.”

“It is. But I think you prefer Kurt.”

“Kurt?”

“Kurt Cobain.”

“Kurt Cobain?” He looked incredulous. “Why?”

“I don’t know. You wouldn’t tell me.”

He shook his head. “Please don’t call me Kurt Cobain. That’s really fucking stupid. Please just call me Remy.”

She smiled. “I would love to call you Remy.”

Remy sighed and looked at the tablet again. “Why do I know who Kurt Cobain is, but not who I am? Why do I–” He jabbed his finger at the picture on the screen. “Why do I have a slice of pizza tattooed on my fucking arm?”

“Julian drew it. You thought it would be funny. Apparently, you’re the kind of guy who gets a pizza tattoo for no reason whatsoever.”

She’d meant that as a joke, but Remy didn’t smile. He stared at the picture for a long time, and then he looked at her.

“Okay,” he said. “What else am I?”

“What do you mean?”

“You think I’m the kind of person who gets a pizza tattoo for no reason at all. So maybe you know what other kind of person I am.” His face was stark. “So tell me.”

She hesitated, realizing he was serious. “Remy–”

“Please,” he said, hoarsely. “Please just tell me who I am.”

He wasn’t just serious; he was hurting. Seven sighed and looked at the moon, realizing as she did that she didn’t actually know much about him at all.

“I don’t know who you are,” she confessed. “I didn’t even know your name was Remy until someone else told me. I don’t know where you come from, or if you have siblings, or if your parents are together. I think you were a bartender, but I don’t know where. I don’t know where you went to high school or how you got to City College or…” She shook her head. “I don’t really know anything. I’m sorry.”

“You know some,” he said. “I can tell you know some.”

She looked down at the water. “I know you’re funny. And you’re nice. Mostly. Not all the time – you can be a real dick – but for the most part, I think you’re kind. You’re smart – you know Linear Algebra. And I’ve never really seen you skate, now that I think about it, except for one time when you ran me down, but I’m sure you’re good at that when you’re not coming around a corner in the dark. You don’t like basic people, but you do like cats. And weed; you really like weed. Or at least, you did.”

She studied the new lines of his face. Looked for him in the earnestness of his new eyes – one gray and windswept, the other dark and fathomless.

“When Julian died it broke your heart. But you put the pieces back together better than they were before. It was amazing. You were absolutely shattered, and you used it as an opportunity to fix yourself. I’ve never seen anyone do anything like that.”

He was quiet. His eyes went purposefully around her face, like he was trying to memorize every detail before it all went away again.

“I wish I could remember you,” he said.

She sighed. “I wish you could remember me too.”

He turned back to the rail and looked at the moon. “They told me we’re going back into this Network thing. Do you think I’ll remember who I am in there?”

“They told you that?”

“Yeah. And they told me I can do magic? This whole thing is fucking bonkers.”

“It is.” Seven smiled. “But the magic is pretty fun.”

“Yeah?” She nodded and he turned back to the water. He stared at it a while, then said, “Julian seems cool.”

“He is. You guys have been friends for a long time.”

“There’s a person in the Network he’s worried about? Something happened between them?”

Seven sighed. “Angel.”

“Julian said what he did to exit the Network wasn’t any kind of sacrifice. He said it was just… cruel. That he hurt Angel and he got exactly what he deserved.”

She pressed her lips together, studying the stars. “I guess cruelty is a human impulse.”

Remy looked sideways at her, but said nothing.

“I don’t think he deserved that,” she said. “And I think Angel will forgive him. Angel and Julian are… kind of like you and Julian. But queer.”

Remy laughed, and the sound of it was so unexpected it made her heart run up the wall and do an excited little backflip.

And Seven nearly choked. Because suddenly, she remembered her Moment.

Months ago, at the picnic table, the first time she’d hung out with Kurt – the first time in San Diego she’d hung out with any other people – security had shown up and Kurt had told her to run while he held them off. Seven had rolled her eyes. My hero, she’d said.

And Kurt had laughed.

She remembered it now, because the sound had made her heart run up the wall and do an excited little backflip. And fifteen minutes later, she’d found a magic door.

She’d made him laugh, and it had been fucking magic. That was it. That was all it was. Logan had erased it.

Seven’s chest filled with tears. Her eyes filled with tears. She looked at Remy and wanted so badly to tell him what had happened, but couldn’t. He was grinning at her, achingly oblivious, and she blinked quickly so he wouldn’t see her crying.

“I think I’m gonna stick with you,” he said. “You seem like one of the good ones.”

Seven swallowed. The tears went away, and in their place, everything she’d done – everything she’d been responsible for since that moment at the picnic table – came back.

What was it Professor Li had said? How do we get technology at its best? By putting the right people in charge of it. That was what One and his crew were trying to do, too: infuse the values of the right people. But how were you supposed to know who the “right people” were? Were you supposed to assume you were one of them?

She stuck her hands in her pockets and stared across the water to the horizon.

One of the good ones.

“Yeah,” she said, grimly. “We’ll see.”
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lizshipton.com/dot-slash-asmr

READ

The Atlas of AI: Power, Politics, and the Planetary Costs of Artificial Intelligence

by Kate Crawford

The Where’s Your Ed At? Newsletter

by Ed Zitron

Blood in the Machine

by Brian Merchant

Never Let Me Go

by Kazuo Ishiguro

Why Can’t AI Spell Strawberry?

by Amanda Silberling

Newsletter

lizshipton.com/newsletter
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