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“So where’re we going?” Thena asks, and her big brother startles so hard he almost drops into the lake. She grabs him at the last second, wrestling him back onto the ship, because the splash might wake someone up and the last thing she needs is to get caught before she even knows what she’s sneaking out to do. 

“Heck,” Rich hisses, slapping at her. “Thena! Holy crap! What are you doing?” 

“I heard you getting your clothes on in the middle of the dang night so I came and waited for you. Where are we going?” 

“I’m going! You’re going back to bed!” 

“Yeah, sure,” Thena says, and crosses her arms skeptically. “I’ll just go get Angie before I do, huh?”

“Rrrgh!” Rich growls, grabbing his head in both hands. “No, you ruin everything! Just, for once in your life can you not mess everything up for me? Go back to bed and I’ll tell you about it in the morning!”

“Fat chance!” Thena shoots back. “You’re going on an adventure! And you’re gonna be the one messing it up, because you’re a big flinchy nerd and you don’t have the guts for it! You need me along to look out for you.” 

“You’re nine!” 

“Exactly! I’m practically old enough for anything!” Thena raises her jaw challengingly. She’s not a baby or anything, she’s gonna be ten this summer and get her own data rings like any other grown-up citizen. She already does better with school sets than all her classmates, and she wins every sport anyone will let her play. If Rich is doing something sneaky and weird, he needs her help, even if he’s being a complete idiot right now. 

“You’re not old enough for this!” Rich tells her. 

“Well, why don’t we ask Angie which of us is old enough to sneak out at night? I bet she’d know!” Thena says, and makes as if to turn around and walk away. Rich immediately grabs the back of her shirt, and she turns her head just enough to grin at him maliciously. 

Rich waves his free arm around in silent frustration and finally lets her go with a big, explosive sigh, glaring at her all sulky and resigned. Thena knows that look from a heck of a lot of experience: he’s totally stumped on how to stop her from getting her way. 

“You suck so much,” Rich grumbles. “If you get us in trouble I’m gonna tell Angie it was all your fault.”

“You won’t because I won’t,” Thena says, totally pleased with herself. “So where are we going?”

Rich glares at her. “I was going to go meet Marigold and Beth and Bracket and Archie, to do this old stupid religious thing Bracket found, and it’s gonna be really late at night and really boring and just be a lot of talking out in the middle of nowhere, so if you come you’re gonna be bored the whole time and cry and try to get me to take you home early.”

“You’re doing a midnight cult thing, aren’t you?” Thena asks, thrilled. “Oh my god, you’re doing a dark ritual with Marigold and Archie, are you gonna get three-way magic-married to your crushes?”

It’s pretty dark down at the Infinity’s shadowed stern, but she can still see Rich go red just before he shoves her, so she knows he totally wants to do that, which is hilarious. She shoves him back, and he’s actually still mad enough to shove her again, which he almost never is anymore. She tackles him, shoulder-first, so hard he thumps against the railing, and laughs triumphantly as he scrambles away from her next lunge. Rich is awful at fighting: he cares too much about getting hurt and not enough about winning, while Thena doesn’t care about anything but getting her way. She could keep shoving and wrestling all night, but Rich is already surrendering.

“You’re such a wimp,” Thena hisses triumphantly, and makes as if to tackle Rich again. 

“I’d rather be a wimp than a psycho,” Rich snaps back.

Thena snickers and flips him off, still riding high, and scrambles into the Infinity’s good canoe. It’s the long sleek aluminum one that goes really fast, the kind that all the other kids her age are still too little to pilot but that she doesn’t have any trouble with. Thena knows that with her and Rich rowing together, they’ll be at the adventure in a snap. 

“Fuck! Wait up, you can’t leave me behind for my own thing!” Rich yelps, and piles in after her.

“Shhh! You’re gonna get us caught, idiot!” Thena hisses, but she’s privately shocked and delighted that Rich is using the f-word now. That’s hardcore. 

“You’re the one who’s screwing everything up already!”

With a lot of shoving and a little more arguing, they manage to get the oars sorted out and push off. Rich clicks his data rings together and pulls up a screen to point the canoe in the right direction, and they start paddling.

Even with how fast the canoe is, Thena does get bored by the time they get out to where the others should be waiting, but it’s late enough by then that it’s also exciting to be out here by themselves. She keeps her mouth stubbornly shut on any complaints because Rich would just be like, I told you so, and she’d have to push him into the lake, and it’d take even longer to get anywhere fun. 

They’re still paddling along when there comes a low call from the dark water ahead of them, “Is that Rich?”

“Yeah, it’s me, Mari,” Rich calls back, and Thena chimes in, “And me! Hi, Marigold!”

Up ahead are the dark figures of four other kids in kayaks, lower in the water than Rich and Thena in their canoe, and hard to see against the black lake and sky.

“Shh!” That’s definitely Beth, who’s even more of a nervous wimp than Rich. “You’re gonna get us caught!”

“No one’s out here but us, Bethlehem,” Thena says scornfully as the canoe draws closer.

“Rich, you brought your little sister?” Archie asks, like he thinks that’s hilarious.

“Fuck you!” Thena says. 

A hush falls over the group, and then Beth goes, “You can’t say that!” deliciously scandalized. Everyone laughs at her, even Rich. 

“Thena’s cool,” Mari says, and with a little more laughing from the other kids, that’s that. Mari is thirteen already and the local expert on coolness, and her unqualified approval warms Thena all the way down to her fingertips.

Rich and Thena guide the canoe up close to the others’ kayaks, back-paddling a little to stop before they drift past the group. The lake is calm and still, and the night is so dark Thena can’t see the other kids’ expressions clearly, just the pale or dark blurs of their faces and arms.

“Okay, so,” Archie says, “I have the kitchen knife! Are we ready, can we start yet?”

“What, uh, what do we need a knife for?” Rich asks, his voice going a little rough around the edges with alarm.

“Bracket, did you bring the sacrifice?” Mari says impressively.

“Yeah, I got it!” Bracket says. “One black chicken, ready to go.”

There’s an angry burbling, then the deeply unpleasant sound of a really angry chicken. 

“Haha, she’s mad,” Bracket says. “I put her in a bag but like, she keeps waking up and yelling.”

“We’re going to sacrifice a chicken?” Rich asks. “No one told me that!” He sounds really upset. Thena doesn’t feel great about this either, actually. 

“Well, how would you propose we wake up the spirit of the lake and bind her to answer three questions?” Mari asks, sounding amused. “We told you it was a voodoo ritual, Rich. The blood sacrifice is an obvious part of the deal.”

“Yeah, but, that’s not, that’s, c’mon,” Rich says weakly. “Voudoun’s a whole religion, like, it’s not, it’s not just killing animals. That’s messed up.”

“Don’t call a whole religion messed up, man,” Bracket laughs. “That’s so intolerant!” 

“Yeah, Rich, have a little respect for other people’s sacred systems,” Mari goes on. “This is a whole, real, authentic voudoun ritual we’re gonna do, it’s actual magic. I thought you knew that when I asked if you were up for it. I thought you were on board.”

Thena sees the pale flash of Rich’s too-wide eyes in the dark as he looks around at his friends, then twists and looks at her. He looks scared, and sick, and miserable. She’s not sure what she’s feeling, herself. 

“I mean, I was, I am, I—magic’s cool and all, but. I mean...”

“Don’t you want to know some of the secrets the lake knows?” Mari asks. “Infinite knowledge, Rich. Real magic. You can’t tell me you don’t want that.”

“No, I do!” Rich says. “I do, it’s really cool! I just. I dunno.”

“I mean, yeah, you don’t know yet,” Archie says, “cuz we haven’t summoned the spirit and asked her questions yet! So let’s do it, right?”

“Yeah!” Bracket cheers.

“Yeah, let’s,” Beth says.

“Yes,” Mari says, in a steady, stately tone. “It’s time. Rich, come in closer. Bracket, Archie, you too.”

“Oh, right,” Archie says, and Archie and Bracket maneuver their short, stubby kiddie kayaks into closer proximity by the prow of Rich and Thena’s canoe. Thena sits up really tall in her seat and feels more mature than ever.

“Form a pentagram,” Mari orders, and clicks her rings to make a glowing green screen that starts to play creepy, quiet music full of chanting and drums. The light makes the water look weird, and it makes the other kids in their boats look kind of spooky, too, like they’re real witches or ghosts or something, instead of just a bunch of kids. Mari looks especially cool, all decked out in necklaces with skulls and bones on them. Thena still feels pretty smug, though, because even though everyone else is older than her, Mari and Rich are the only ones who are bigger.

“Here!” Bracket says, grabbing the canoe for stability, and shoves an angrily clucking sack at Rich.

“What, okay,” Rich says, carefully taking the sack. Bracket shifts his kayak closer to Beth’s, joining the other kids in maneuvering around to form the points of a star with the canoe.

Archie grabs the other side of the canoe, leans far over and holds out his kitchen knife. “Here, you need this, too.”

“What, why?!” Rich says, sounding panicked.

“Well of course we need you to do the sacrifice,” Mari says, like it’s obvious. 

“Why,” Rich repeats. 

“Yeah, Rich isn’t your guy for killing anything,” Thena points out. That makes no sense. Rich is pretty good at fixing stuff and building things, and he always helps Thena out with puzzle games, but he doesn’t even like killing bugs. Thena teased him into a shoe-throwing contest once, and he threw his sandal hard enough to knock a seagull off the railing of the boat, and he freaked out because it just floated on the lake in a daze for a while. He wouldn’t stop crying until after it finally shook itself and flew away.

“Well, none of us can do it,” Archie says reasonably, distracted from trying to see if he’s at the right spot between Mari and the canoe. “We don’t know how. But you’re
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