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MARIE AND HER parents were visiting her aunt across town that night. I’d gone there with Marie once before, to the stuffy house with aqua carpeting and a screened-in porch patched with duct tape. The aunt lived alone, a single woman whose markings indicated she’d never marry or pursue a lucrative career. She  chain-smoked on the porch, stabbing her cigarette butts against an antique ashtray shaped like a ﬁsh. The aunt wasn’t a modest dresser like Marie’s mother, and when I’d been there, she wore a camisole that showed  stretched-out bra straps the color of dishwater. I could picture Marie sitting in her aunt’s house that night, picking at a stale piece of coffee cake and watching the clock tick its way toward the time she could leave. 

My mother seemed in a good mood as she drove me to Marie’s house. I felt guilty for betraying her, and nervous that I’d be exposed, and afraid for what the night would bring if I succeeded in this deception. But when we arrived, I saw that Marie’s family had left lights on in all the windows, making the home look bright and safe. That, at least, was a relief. 

I unclicked my seat belt and hurriedly thanked my mother for the ride. I worried she might insist on walking me to the door. Thankfully, Cassandra appeared in the driveway just then, illuminated by the headlights. She wore a red maxi dress with a  long-sleeved cardigan. My mother waved to her. 

“Cassie looks lovely,” she said. “Chic but covered up. Just the way she should be.” 

For a moment, I felt guilty. My mother trusted me, would never suspect that I’d conspire with Cassandra in this way. There was so much she didn’t know about both of her children now. Again, my mind ﬁlled with visions of what might happen to Miles: An overdose. A respiratory infection. Slipping on ice and hitting his head. 

“Have fun tonight, and be safe,” my mother added, but her words sounded automatic. She believed I would pass an uneventful evening inside Marie’s house. She couldn’t sense that something had changed, that I was capable of deceiving her. 

I slid from the car before she could change her mind. Cassandra hurried over to me and, after one ﬁnal wave for my mother, pulled me around to the back of the house. My mother, no doubt, assumed we were going straight inside the back door. Instead we stood hidden in the shadows, our backs pressed against the aluminum siding. The neighbors next door were having a party. Twinkle lights buzzed in soft focus along the fence, and the faint sputtering of jazz drifted our way. Against this backdrop, I listened as my mother’s car pulled away and took off down the street. 

“What are we doing?” I asked Cassandra. We stood on wet grass, the dampness seeping through my shoes. When I exhaled, pale puffs of air ﬂoated away from my body. 

“Our ride will be here soon. We just need to make sure your mom is gone.” 

A pair of headlights shined into Marie’s backyard. We peered around the corner to see a blue sedan idling in the driveway. 

“That’s him,” Cassandra said. 

“Him?” 

Without answering, she took my arm and led me to the car. Cassandra threw herself into the passenger seat, but I stood frozen, staring at the driver. It was Jonah. He leaned forward, his left arm draped across the steering wheel. As I watched, his ﬁngers curled halfway into a ﬁst and then ﬂared open again. 

“I told you she wouldn’t like this,” he said. 

Cassandra turned to me. The  passenger-side window was open, placing her within my reach. 

“Get in,” she said. 

I stood motionless in the driveway. 

“If you don’t get in, where will you go?” she asked. “You’d have to walk the whole way home in the dark.” 

The neighbors with their jazz and lights, the clink of glasses. I didn’t know those people, but I could go to them, could submit to their mercy. 

“Celeste.” Cassandra leaned halfway out the window. “This party is safe. I promise. Do you really think I’d let anything happen to you?” 

Cassandra was my best friend. My foolish, vulnerable best friend sitting alone in a car with a boy. In a dreamlike state I moved to the back door, watching myself reach out and hook my ﬁngers under the handle. That handle was slick to the touch. It ﬂashed silver in my eye, blinding, a pierce as sudden as a needle. It reﬂected all the reasons girls did things they never imagined doing. 

The door heaved open with a creak. I slid onto the seat and shut myself in, away from the night. Before I was fully settled, Jonah reversed out of the driveway, shifted into drive, and pressed hard on the gas, jolting us forward and back again. I wondered how long he’d had his license. Boys could drive at sixteen, but girls had to wait until they were  eighteen—the older age assured that we’d be out of our reckless changeling periods before operating vehicles. 

“Your problem is that you take all this too seriously.” Cassandra leaned forward in her seat to peel off her cardigan. The dress underneath was sleeveless with a V neckline. Jonah swiveled his head to look, the car drifting in response. 

“Girls have been changing since the beginning of time,” Cassandra went on. She rolled the cardigan into a ball and stuffed it into the space by her feet. “If things were as bad as you like to imagine, then women would be an endangered species.” 

“I’m worried, Cassie.” My voice was small. “I’m afraid.” 

Cassandra turned around and gave me a pitying look. “Poor Celeste.” She reached over the console between the front seats to touch my cheek. I felt a spark crackle between us. “Don’t you trust me?” 

I turned my face to the window. We sped on toward the party, the night slipping past in pulses of light interrupted by long stretches of vacuous black. 

WE ARRIVED AT Rebecca’s house as if in a ﬂickering dream, everything emerging through fog: a side door with a split screen, a staircase leading to a basement, brown carpeting underfoot, voices drifting up from below. On our descent into the basement, Cassandra held my hand and squeezed, her palm damp and hot as a fever. 

When we reached the bottom of the stairs, we stood in a cheaply ﬁnished room. The walls were covered in paneling that made hollow sounds when I tapped it with my ﬁngernails. About twenty students were gathered in the basement, both girls and boys ranging from ﬁrst-years to fourth-years. Most were my classmates, but even so, they looked newly unfamiliar in this environment. Many of them turned to stare when Cassandra and I made our appearance. My government changeling inspection was still days away, but entering that basement and having all those eyes on me at once was an exposure as intense as standing naked before a government employee. 

I scanned the room. In the far corner, I caught a glimpse of the person more known and yet unknown to me than any other: Miles, my brother, my false twin. He wore the same collared shirt he’d put on for Cassandra’s coming-out party, but this time it was untucked, making him appear careless. He was staring straight at me, his jaw set. I could tell what he was thinking, how furious he was that I’d risk coming to this party, but I only gazed back at him wordlessly. Sometimes when I looked at my brother his image seemed to waver, my imagination conjuring blank space instead. Like my subconscious was preparing for the future without him. 

I turned to see Rebecca Delbanco at the top of the staircase, the triangle shape of her  tea-length dress ﬂaring out to ﬁll the narrow space. She was leading three girls down to join the rest of us: Janine Cotto, who was in my year and had recently changed, and two  third-year changelings. Janine stumbled to a stop once she reached me. Her eyes pooled dark, and wet enough to make her blink. She might not have mastered the high lucidity yet. I reached for her hand and pulled her closer. 

At the refreshments table, Rebecca loaded a tray with rose sherry poured into the traditional  tulip-shaped glasses. She brought the drinks our way and handed the ﬁrst one to Cassandra. 

“Don’t,” I whispered, but Cassandra jerked her shoulder, like she was brushing me off. She accepted the glass. Janine took one, too, as did the other changelings. When Rebecca offered me a ﬂute of the pale pink liquid, I made no move to accept it. She waited. She did not lower her arm. 

“It’s just rose sherry,” Janine said. 

Cassandra lifted her glass. “You drank it at my party.” 

“That’s right.” Rebecca smiled, relieved. “This is like any other party.” She pushed the glass under my nose. 

I took a step back. “I think I’ll pass.” 

“Take it,” Rebecca said evenly. “You don’t have to drink it, but at least hold it. You’ll draw less attention to yourself this way.” 

I relented and accepted the rose sherry. Rebecca let out a breath, like she’d just accomplished a major goal. 

“There now,” she said. “We can get started.” 

I adjusted my ﬂimsy scarf while Rebecca told us why we were there, in a basement with boys during the most dangerous time of our lives. 

“Diffusing the tension can help,” she explained. “That’s why  coming- out parties came into fashion. Those parties might have been enough a few decades ago, but now things are a little different. Now we need to do something on our own.” 

“Like a ritual,” Janine said. 

“Exactly.” 

I set my rose sherry down on a ledge near the basement window. I was trembling. 

“Relax,” Cassandra said quietly. “You don’t want to be like Marie.” 

I picked up the glass again. When I glanced to Miles, he looked away, as if he were too ashamed to meet my eyes. I watched him, ﬁxating on the line at the back of his neck just above his collar, where hair met skin. He struck me as defenseless. 

Rebecca was still speaking, but I’d stopped listening. I felt far removed from the others, even the other changelings. They might be new like me, and they might feel just as raw and wild and vulnerable, but they didn’t have predictions mapping out their brothers’ deaths. I was alone. 

“All right,” Rebecca said at last. “We’re ready.” 

She shook the last drop from the rose sherry bottle before setting it on its side in the middle of the ﬂoor. 

“It looks like Spin the Bottle,” I said, dismayed. 

“Not exactly,” Cassandra said. 

“Good.” I was relieved. “No kissing?” 

She didn’t answer. The boys edged closer to the bottle, and one reached down to give it a spin. 

The girls around us erupted into laughter. I glanced up to see the boy who’d  spun—a handsome, older boy with dark skin—standing over the bottle like he owned it. I felt sick as I realized what was happening. 

He was staring right at Cassandra and me. 

Mapping the Future: 

An Interpretive Guide to Women and Girls 

Sex and the Changeling 

A changeling girl may be at her most alluring, but she is also vulnerable. Her body is raw with possibilities for the future, her emotions are erratic, and she is charged with a new sex appeal when she is still too young to bear the sexual burden older girls and women can withstand. For these reasons, the changeling should refrain from intercourse. 

To bear the future is to bear the sacred, and as such, changeling girls are tasked with guarding their own bodies from sexual or physical threat. Those who behave appropriately should expect little to no difficulty in avoiding sexual contact during this time. Caution, prudence, and restraint are three of the most important qualities these girls can possess. 

Above all, we implore changelings to recognize that the burden of maintaining purity rests on their own shoulders—it is the first grave responsibility they must face in their adult lives, and a modest price indeed for the privilege of holding the future in their skin. 
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FOR A MOMENT I could only focus on that bottle, how its open mouth was still damp from rose sherry and how it gaped in our direction, an endless dim cavity. It made me remember. 

When I was a young child, my mother and I came upon a pair of teenagers wrapped together in the park. It was dark, and they were half hidden under the feathery branches of a willow tree. I could hear their breathing, hard and fast. There was a muffled fumble, the sound of cloth rubbing against cloth, and, just before my mother hustled me away, a delicate, feminine moan. It was my ﬁrst sense of what people might do together when they were alone, how they could turn into something frantic and primal. 

That night, as a boy stood staring at Cassandra and me in Rebecca’s basement, I felt the same mixture of fear and excitement that I’d had in the park. I was repelled, and I was attracted. I wanted to look away, and I wanted to step closer. 

Once I ﬁnally realized the bottle was pointed not at me but at Cassandra, all those sensations rushed out of my body at once, leaving me 

drained and airless. 

“Good turn,” one of the boys said. “A changeling on the ﬁrst try.” 

Cassandra ran her hands over her hair. “Two minutes?” 

“Two minutes,” Rebecca conﬁrmed. 

I watched as Cassandra picked her way through the crowd, which parted in waves to let her through. Jonah frowned as she passed, but Cassandra ignored him and headed straight for a closet built under the stairs. The boy followed her inside, then pulled the closet door shut to close them in. Rebecca turned up the music and set a timer. 

I turned to Janine. “What exactly is going to happen in there?” 

“I think it’s up to Cassandra. But don’t worry, Lewis is perfectly decent.” She looked around the basement. “I hope I get your brother when the time comes. He seems like the type who will just stand there and wait it out with me.” 

I glanced at Miles. He stood apart from the others, his arms crossed. 

“There are more girls than boys,” I said. “Maybe we won’t get chosen at all.” 

The corner of Janine’s mouth twitched. “We’re the changelings. The game goes on until all of us are chosen.” 

I fell quiet. I was thinking that it was good Marie wasn’t at that party. She would never go into a closet with a boy. I understood without anyone telling me that girls could not go in the closet together, just as boys couldn’t. Young people might be more tolerant of same-sex relationships than adults, but even we had limits. 

The timer ﬁnally dinged. When Cassandra emerged from the closet, her cheeks were pink and her hair shaken loose, but she didn’t seem unhappy. Lewis came out after her, his eyes shyly ﬁxed on the ﬂoor. They separated; Lewis went to his friends while Cassandra headed to the refreshment table, where she poured herself another glass of rose sherry from a fresh bottle. She looked ﬂushed, thrilled. I could see the pulse jumping in her throat as she drank. 

The game went on, the bottle making its lazy turns to land on girl after girl. My brother did not take a turn, which the other boys did not comment on—they were too eager to spin for themselves. 

The next boy leaned into the circle to send the bottle whirling. He was a fourth-year, tall with a pale complexion. I didn’t know him. Around and around the bottle went, spinning in a drunken wobble. When it stopped, it landed on me. 

My ﬁrst instinct was to look not at the boy who’d spun but to Miles, to glimpse his reaction. I knew he’d be upset, and maybe angry, but I also thought he had no right. He’d kept this party from me, making it one more of his secrets, and it wasn’t fair. As a boy, he was allowed to come here at night, to mingle with whomever he wanted, while I was meant to be trapped at home. But if I wanted to go into the closet with a boy, as the other girls had before me, that was my choice. 

The boy who’d spun for me waited, a patch of red spreading slowly up his neck and cheeks, from either embarrassment or excitement or both. I took a tentative step toward the closet while he held back, letting me take the lead. 

Waves of energy rolled off the other girls as I passed them. They chose this ritual. Maybe not every one of them, maybe Janine or I would never have dreamed this up, but some girls chose it. They wanted to dispel the tension, to plunge off a cliff and land in water deep enough to hold them. The other side of the closet door contained a party of their friends, and besides, not much could happen in two minutes. The time it took my father to check my markings was far longer than that—the length of entire days, it seemed, compared to this. 

The closet door loomed closer now. I glanced back at the boy following me. He was blond, and as he came closer I saw that he had ﬁne silken hairs sprouting just above his eyebrows, thin cobwebs of hair that made him look delicate and soft. 

I didn’t remember opening the door or taking the ﬁrst step inside, but somehow those things must have happened. The boy entered and I focused on the green of his shirt: new-day green, fresh-lawn green. Then the door shut, and we were enveloped. My back to the wall, our breath between us. 

“I’m not sure I want to be here,” I whispered. The music on the other side of the door swelled louder. 

“We don’t have to stay.” He paused. “Not if you’re scared.” 

“I’m not.” All at once, that was true. He had made it so by offering a way out. 

“Good,” he said. “Because I won’t do anything you don’t want.” 

I considered him. “You’ve been in here before, I bet.” 

“Yes, but not like this. You’re my ﬁrst changeling.” 

“I’m not your anything.” 

“I know. I’m sorry, I know.” 

A deep silence, the rasp of his breath. My eyes had adjusted and snippets of light crept  in— not only from the crack beneath the door but from all around us, as if minuscule holes had been poked into the closet from all sides to shine through with light, like the mechanical star ball at the planetarium. With my high lucidity, it was enough to let me make out the outline of this boy. I could see his chest rising and falling. Time was slipping away, and he knew it. Every second must have been agony for him. 

Maybe this closet was safe. He hadn’t tried to touch me yet, and time was dropping down second by second. I took a step closer. Now I could both see it and feel it: his shaking. His entire body trembling for me, or for the idea of me, or for every newly changed woman who had ever crossed his path. 

I eased forward until my body brushed against his. I felt the jerk go through him like he’d been shocked. I held still, unable to press on and yet unwilling to pull back. Gently, he snaked an arm around my waist. We fell together at once, and it was impossible to say who advanced  ﬁrst— I just knew that one moment we were apart, and the next we were kissing. He was a soft kisser, and his hands were broad and warm on my arms, my sides, my back. I felt his lips shake, felt the beating in his chest. 

It felt good to press up against a boy, or at least this boy. Perhaps all the stories I’d heard growing  up—the ones warning me about men and boys, as if they were a different species—weren’t true. Girls were meant to wait until they’d passed out of their changeling periods before entering into relationships for safety’s sake, but how astonishing to experience these sensations now, in high lucidity, when the world was bright and better and full of pleasure. 

When the two minutes were up, we forced ourselves to pull away from each other and stumble back into the light. The bottle was already spinning again. My eyes were still adjusting when Cassandra appeared at my side. 

“See?” she said. She smiled, and I studied the sheen of her lips, their spark and fullness. I was pulled taut, humming with energy. 

“It wasn’t bad,” I admitted. 

She gave me a sideways look. “His name is Owen.” 

“Thanks. You’re right, I didn’t even know his name.” 

She laughed. “I had a feeling you two weren’t having a conversation in there.” She paused, turning serious. “You’re allowed to enjoy yourself, Celeste. It’s powerful, isn’t it?” 

I couldn’t help myself. I nodded. 

Behind us, the party continued, but the tension felt deﬂated. Owen had drifted back into the crowd. Everyone felt far away. 

“I’m getting more rose sherry,” Cassandra said. “You want some this time?” 

I shook my head. When she left, I found my gaze wandering toward Miles again. To look at him was to be snapped back to reality: my markings, his ﬁnal three years of life. I wondered if it would always be like that for me, those bursts of awareness of his fate. How I’d have to constantly remember his future like it was the past. 

Cassandra rushed past Miles toward me, her eyes lit up. She was carrying what appeared to be a pack of playing cards. 

“Look at this.” She presented the deck like a treasure. “I’ve never seen this kind in person.” 

I looked closer. She was holding not playing cards but a tarot  deck—an erotic edition. 

Miles appeared and grabbed the deck from Cassandra. 

“You shouldn’t have these.” But he cracked open the deck and poured the cards into his hand. Instead of standard-issue tarot cards, which were illustrated with trees, rivers, mountains, and animals, erotic cards showed the bodies of girls. They were a thing of great and terrible beauty. 

I watched as Miles began placing the cards one by one onto the table. Each featured a drawing of a naked girl, her markings drilled through the paper in pinprick-sized holes. When he held a card up to the lamp, light sprinkled his face in minuscule, illuminated specks. Though the bodies on those cards were illustrated, they were real. They were girls like Deirdre, changelings from all over the country who were caught and recorded against their will.  Seventy-eight girls pressed into glossy card stock and shot through with pricks of light. 

“Put that down,” I said. “It’s disgusting.” 

I didn’t mean it, not  fully—the cards were gorgeous, a work of true art. Hand-drawn images with intricately sketched borders of woven garlands. Detailed, delicate. For as long as I could remember I had always been drawn to patterns, fractals, the designs found in nature: snail shell, snowﬂake, fern frond, lightning bolt. This pattern worship was the closest I got to religion. How much easier everything would be if the tarot contained only patterns on their own, designs disconnected from the bodies of girls. But those bodies were the entire point of the erotic tarot. The girls’ skin shined  slick-bright and bold, and the markings were pierced through with the utmost precision. The future revealed. 

As girls and women, we spent our lives marked in our own private futures, but those futures were never fully our own. Family members, spouses, employers, and others made unceasing demands on what our skin foretold, and our only defense was the choice of whether to reveal our markings, and when. Yes, we needed to sign a transcript release form when applying to university or for a job, but it was our choice to apply for those jobs, our decision about who would access our transcripts and when. These cards represented anarchy, a world like the old times when women had no say over who looked and when. These cards reduced girls to mere objects to be collected and consumed and stored in a box. 

Miles continued ﬂipping through the deck as Rebecca veered toward us. 

“Give those to me.” Her voice sounded strained and raw. When she held out her hand for the deck, her ﬁngers shook. 

“These cards are beautiful,” Miles said, “and the people who illustrate them earn a lot of money. But it’s wrong, and you know it.” 

“I just wanted to see how they were made. I’m not going to keep them.” Rebecca’s face was red. “Now give them back.” 

Miles handed the deck to Rebecca but retained a single card that he held to his chest, the side with the girl pressed against his shirt. We could see the arrangement of her markings on the other side. We could see through her. 

“Like I said, I’m taking them back the next chance I get.” Rebecca’s hand was still extended, waiting for the last card. She looked hopeless like that, and it didn’t help that we all knew she couldn’t return the cards. She must have purchased them on the sly from one of the  back- alley vendors outside the interpretation district. 

Miles ﬂipped the card around so we could all see it. The girl had short brown hair, green eyes, skin dappled with tight clusters of markings all over. My brother gripped the card so tightly his whole arm was trembling. 

“That’s Elizabeth,” he said. 

“You knew her?” I asked, surprised. 

“I had pastels with her my ﬁrst year at art camp,” he said. “She lived on the far east side of the city, so she had to take two buses to get to camp. She even went to one of our school dances. But then she disappeared.” 

Rebecca snatched the card from Miles. 

“I didn’t realize that deck had a girl from town when I bought it,” she said. “I’m not a  monster—I love the cards for their art. That’s all.” 

A commotion in the corner of the basement drew our attention away from Rebecca. Jonah was circling Janine, grabbing her lightly around the waist. Every time she stepped back from him, he came closer. Meanwhile, another boy began chasing a  third-year changeling through the basement. They were both laughing, but the girl was red in the face and out of breath, her eyes startled. 

“Stop it,” Rebecca called. “We have these parties to prove we can be trusted with one another. But we can’t, can we?” She crammed the tarot cards back into the deck. “No one can be trusted. Not a single one of us.” 

I glanced reﬂexively at Miles, but he didn’t react. When I turned to Cassandra, she looked worried. That shook me more than anything— that the behavior of those boys frightened even my boldest and bravest friend. 

Rebecca wiped her eyes. “All right,” she said. “The party’s over. I’ve had enough.” 

No one said anything. 

“I said the party’s over,” Rebecca repeated, louder this time. She picked up an empty bottle of rose sherry. “My parents will be back soon, anyway. It’s time to leave.” 

With some reluctance, we started edging toward the stairs. Cassandra and I stuck together, so close our arms were touching. 

“I don’t want to go home yet,” I whispered. 

“I knew it.” She was smiling. “I knew you hadn’t lost your fun side.” 

We joined the crush of bodies moving up the stairs and ﬂowing out the side door. Once outside, everyone stopped, as if unsure how to make use of this unexpected freedom. Maybe we thought Rebecca would follow and tell us what to do. Maybe this was all part of the plan in the ﬁrst place, a sort of initiation. 

But it wasn’t. Rebecca shut the door against us, and then she locked it. 
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WE MOVED LIKE a pack, beasts in the night. Boys, girls, changelings, all together. The boys who’d driven to Rebecca’s house offered rides to as many people as they could ﬁt in their cars, but the other girls and I knew better than to accept. After witnessing the scene in the basement, Cassandra even refused to ride with Jonah. She’d planned for him to drive us back to Marie’s house, where my mother would eventually pick us both up, but now that was all ruined. Now we were set loose into the night instead. 

“You need to stay with me every second,” Miles said. He was on foot like the rest of us, with no choice but to join the crowd. We moved as a group from Rebecca’s house to the safest place we could think of: the First Friday celebration in the interpretation district, which was less than a mile away and would be our best chance of ﬁnding taxis driven by women. As long as we walked there together, we’d be protected by our numbers and by the First Friday festivities. This was the night interpreters cracked open their ﬁnest editions of Mapping the Future, wiped their crystal balls clean of ﬁngerprints, and lured in customers with brie and chardonnay. The event would be crowded, electric,  alive—a haven for changelings. 

All my life I’d been told to never venture out at nighttime once I changed, and yet there I was, doing it anyway. It was thrilling. Only hours before, I would have been terriﬁed by the mere prospect. Now, excitement zipped along my body like a live wire. Maybe that time in the closet with Owen, those two minutes of security and desire, had changed me. Maybe Cassandra had been right about everything all along: being a changeling was powerful, and beautiful, and alluring. Fear was nothing but a distraction from the wonders newly available to us. 

The larger group from Rebecca’s party broke apart when we approached the crowds of First Friday. Janine and the other two changelings set about ﬁnding taxis they’d feel safe in, but Miles, Cassandra, and I continued on foot together. 

“We’re heading straight to Julia’s,” Miles said. “I don’t care if it’s First Friday. No detours.” 

The night did feel harmless, robust with activity. Once we’d crossed under the Future as Fate arch, the streets grew thick with tourists. We sidestepped street vendors and shrieking children and the out-of- town fathers who swiveled their heads in our direction. It was like being at the summer festival, an event that felt safe and familiar with a touch of dark allure. The colors, the sounds, the laughter, the ﬁzz of champagne—it was a brilliant place to experience through the lens of high lucidity. 

We found Julia standing on the sidewalk outside her townhouse. When she caught sight of us, she tilted her head and gave Miles a questioning look. 

“Isn’t this a surprise,” she said as we approached. 

“Our plans tonight changed last minute,” Miles said. “First Friday was our safest bet.” 

“Why aren’t you inside, giving readings?” Cassandra asked her. 

Julia tugged at her sweater. “I don’t participate in First Friday. It’s a bit vulgar, isn’t it? I just stepped out for some air and got lost in people watching.” 

Cassandra eyed a family of four gathered around a storefront. “Seems like giving readings on First Friday would be a good way to make some money.” 

Julia smiled wryly. “Ah. An opportunist.” Her gaze wandered from Cassandra and reached mine. Her eyes looked gray in the dim light of the street lamp. Unﬂinching. 

“We need a ride home,” Miles said. 

Genuine concern crossed Julia’s face. “My car hasn’t been ﬁxed yet. I’ll have to call one of your parents to come get you.” 

“No,” Cassandra said quickly. “We can ﬁnd a taxi driven by a woman.” 

Julia frowned. “No taxis. Let me ask a friend of mine to drive you home instead. Someone trustworthy. Come on inside while I call her.” 

I glanced at the crowds over my shoulder, drawn to the activity and the hint of wonder in the air. I was still carrying the energy from my time with Owen, my newfound strength and sense of control, and I wanted it to last. 

“Maybe we could stay out a little longer,” I said. 

Julia was already on the stoop. She looked back at me, alarmed. “You still need to be careful, even on First Friday.” 

“Please.” I worried that if I stepped inside Julia’s place, I’d lose  myself— that I’d succumb to a reading, that she would learn all my secrets. “We’ll stay on this street and come back within a half hour.” 

“There’s no risk,” Cassandra said. “There are children everywhere, families, lots of women.” 

“That’s true,” Miles added. I looked to him with surprise. “And I’d be with them every minute. I promise.” 

Julia gave Miles a long, shrewd look. “Fine. Thirty minutes, then straight back here for your ride home. But you should cover up, Cassie. Here, take my sweater.” She started to shrug out of her baggy gray zip-up, but Cassandra shook her head. 

“No, thanks,” she said, and I thought of her cardigan still crumpled on the ﬂoor of Jonah’s car. “It doesn’t go with my dress.” 

The sweater was already halfway off Julia’s left shoulder. She let it hover there for a moment before pulling it back on. She did this so casually that I thought she must have known from the start that Cassandra would reject her offer. I imagined Julia as a master reader, someone who had access to a set of markings more detailed than any that could exist on a single woman: a whole universe of markings, a multiverse, every moment of every day plotted out in a map only she could see. It was an impossible fantasy, but being around Julia knocked my sense of reality  off-kilter. 

“Don’t leave this street,” Julia said. “Stay in busy areas, and don’t get separated.” 

That simple expression—don’t get  separated— was enough to remind me of my brother’s fate. I studied Miles as we headed back into the crowds and thought he seemed healthy and  self- assured, at the start of a long adult life. It was agony to be the only person in the world to know the truth. More than that, it was  lonely—a pure,  cracked-open loneliness that came not only from carrying this secret about my brother, but also from knowing there was nothing I could do to save him. 

THE THREE OF us gravitated to a storefront across the street. The neon sign read Chloe’s Interpretation, and in the window, a novelty crystal ball glowed a garish blue. 

“I love it.” Cassandra brightened. “Let’s get readings.” 

Miles shook his head. “Frauds like this have no respect for the art of interpretation.” 

“That’s not what this is about,” Cassandra told him. “This is for fun. It’s entertainment, and it’s perfectly allowed.” 

It was true. Mapping the Future even included a brief section on the matter, titled “On Charlatans,” which issued warnings about false interpreters while acknowledging that not all such interpreters were of malicious intent. Instead, their businesses amounted to a fantasy, which some customers were happy to pay for. “On Charlatans” explained that scarves, costumes, crystal balls, scented candles, and other such frippery signaled interpretation services designated for entertainment value only. The ridiculous glowing ball in Chloe’s window was a clear sign that this was not an authentic interpretation business. 

Cassandra was already opening the door, making the chimes jangle. Inside, we were met by plumes of incense smoke curling from the mantel. The room’s décor matched that smell—candelabras, scarves, crystals dangling from the ﬁreplace. The proprietor, Chloe, was nowhere to be seen, but a handful of customers waited for her services: three women, one man who stood upon our entrance and planted himself in the far corner, and two boys too young to react as men would to our presence. But like all children, they gravitated toward us. With gentle hands open like starﬁsh, they patted our legs, our hips, our stomachs, anything they could reach. Their mothers stood back, watching wearily, and when one of them met my eyes, she looked away, like she was ashamed for the both of us. 

Miles studied a long strand of crystals and frowned. It mattered to him, that there was a dividing line in the world between the real interpreters, like Julia, and the charlatans, like Chloe. The sheer scarves tossed over lampshades, the incense, the set of runes on the  mantel— it was all an affront to his own aspirations. As a boy, he couldn’t even rise to the level of Chloe’s false work. 

I had long ago accepted that the interpretation district was a place of contrasts: light and dark, virtue and greed, beauty and terror. So I was not surprised when a young girl of about twelve appeared from the back rooms projecting both innocence and calculation. She wore a lavender dress with a broad ribbon tied around the waist, but she also carried a clipboard and cast a shrewd gaze upon the customers. 

The lone man waved to get the girl’s attention. 

“Is my wife about ﬁnished?” he asked. 

The girl checked her clipboard. “Soon. Aunt Chloe is just being thorough, I’m sure. It’s important to be thorough in a reading, isn’t it?” 

When Miles heard this, he laughed. 

“In the meantime,” the girl continued, “I’d be happy to bring you some tea. Just give me one moment.” She looked over to Cassandra and me, her eyes narrowing. “What about you?” she asked. “Will you be joining Ms. 

Chloe for a reading?” 

I shook my head, but Cassandra’s response was immediate. 

“Yes,” she said. “I’d love a reading.” 

The girl pulled a pen from the top of the clipboard and held it poised over the page. “What do you  prefer—tarot, crystal ball, palm reading? Focus on love, health, ﬁnancial success?” 

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m a changeling. I’d like a reading of my markings.” 

The girl gave a slight nod. “Good choice. We prioritize changeling readings. Chloe will be ready for you soon. If you need anything in the meantime, please call for me. My name is  Angel— I’m Chloe’s niece.” She turned to leave. 

As soon as Angel disappeared into the back, I pulled Cassandra toward me. I had a bad feeling, something creeping along the edges of my mind like a lingering nightmare. 

“Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” I said. 

Cassandra gently shook me off. “Celeste, it’s packed in here. There are witnesses all over the place. Nothing could happen.” 

“She’s right. There’s less risk for you here than out on the streets,” Miles said. He paused. “Maybe you should get a reading, too, Celeste. It wouldn’t be real, not like if Julia did it. This could be for fun.” 

“I don’t want a reading tonight, Miles.” 

“Fine, I’m sorry. It was just a suggestion.” 

Angel reappeared carrying a tray containing a teapot, several thick clay cups, and a stack of ginger cookies. She set the tray on the coffee table and offered tea to the man waiting for his wife. She held out the next cup for me. 

“Here,” she said, and this time her smile felt genuine. I brought the tea close and inhaled. It smelled sweet and mild. It made me think of meadows and sunshine and childhood. 

Cassandra and Miles both turned down the tea, though Miles accepted a cookie, which he ate in three bites. Angel left the room again, and I took a tiny sip of tea. It tasted marvelous, like honeysuckle and fresh rain, and its warmth spread through my body. 

Feeling relaxed, I wandered over to the couch and sat. The cushions were worn and well used. I sank down and sipped my tea. I could taste everything, from the earthy scent of the soil the tea grew in to the sunshine that dried the leaves. When I blinked, tiny blond sparks lit up near my eyelashes. Cassandra was right to tell me to stop worrying and enjoy this time. Being a changeling truly was astounding. 

I closed my eyes. A moment later, the couch shifted, sinking a little deeper. When I registered the new  smell—a pungent soapy scent, with a dash of cologne—I opened my eyes. 

It was the man from the corner. He blew gently across his cup of tea. 

“Just keep looking straight ahead,” he said. His words were so slow and deep I almost didn’t hear him. “How does ﬁve hundred sound?” 

“For what?” My voice faltered. 

“One hour,” he said. “We’ll get a hotel room. It will take a little planning to make sure my wife is distracted elsewhere, but I can handle that.” 

I swallowed. “What do you think I am?” 

“I know exactly what you are.” Slowly, gently, in a way that I wasn’t even sure it was happening, his left hand shifted to brush against my thigh. I was wearing long pants, but I felt his hand like a jolt anyway. “You’re ripe,” he said. “I know how you girls are. When it comes down to it, you want it as much as us.” 

“Five hundred?” I repeated. I was thinking of girls who had lost their way, girls without homes or parents, girls who were compelled to accept offers like this. If everything went quickly, they would never have to ﬁle a report or go to a hospital. If they were careful, their records would remain clean. 

“Okay,” he said. “Six ﬁfty.” His hand was hot against my leg. “But I won’t go higher than that. It becomes a bad deal. Some girls go as low as three hundred, you know.” 

I trained my eyes on Cassandra and Miles across the room. They were talking intensely. I noticed how Cassandra moved in front of my brother, how she leaned forward and smiled, how her skin glowed in the low light of the  shawl-draped lamp. I saw the way my brother’s left hand reﬂexively curled in a ﬁst every now and then, an unconscious resistance to her charms. 

The spots in my eyes exploded into color, streaks of rainbow blotting my vision. I blinked hard, but the colors remained. I was hearing things, too—distant bells, the sound of the ocean, a  far-off door slamming shut. 

“If you’re not looking for business, you’d better leave. This is no place for changelings.” The warmth from the man’s hand traveled even farther up my thigh. “But you know what I think? That you need the money, and that the two of us are in a position to help each other.” 

I wanted to call for help, or slap his hand away, or at least form the word no, but my body felt too heavy and slow to take even the simplest action. Breathing was all I could manage, and in this way I felt newly awakened as a changeling once more: fresh, raw, and out of control. 

A woman stepped into the room then from the back. In the time it took her to appear in the doorway, the man’s hand miraculously lifted from my leg and he shifted away from me quickly, as if I might burn him. 

“I had the most wonderful reading,” the woman said. She came toward the couch to address the man next to me. She had vivid, deep-black hair pulled into a tight ballerina’s bun. Her skin was smooth and  young-looking, her neck dotted with jewels that sparkled when she moved. She was radiant. Chloe had told her so many wonderful things, she was explaining to her husband. She felt, at last, that she had a good sense of direction. 

When the woman’s gaze drifted my way, she stopped smiling. 

“Glad it went well,” the man said quickly. He stood. I could smell his sweat, his fear. I could see a bit of red creep up his neck. “Let’s go,” he added, and started pulling his wife away. She gave me a long, deadly look before they clattered out the door. 

I was still holding the teacup, my hands trembling. Miles crossed the room and pried the cup from me. “Relax,” he said. 

I didn’t know how to tell him what had happened, how that man had propositioned me and how I’d felt unable to stop him. Already guilt was creeping in, the realization that I was failing to protect myself. So I didn’t tell Miles. I didn’t say anything. 

Angel appeared in the doorway and looked across the room toward Cassandra. “Chloe will see you now, miss.” 

Cassandra smiled and smoothed her hair. She might have still been half drunk on rose sherry. She was probably not herself. I wanted to reach out to her, to touch her  skin—to comfort myself with the reality of her body, as if this alone could keep her safe. 

But I made no move, and Cassandra followed Angel, disappearing into the darkness. 
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ONCE CASSANDRA WAS gone, Miles examined my teacup. He turned it around and around in his hands, rolling it between his palms, inhaling the lingering scent of tea. A single speck of a tea leaf clung to the inside of the cup; he caught it on his ﬁngertip and brought it close to study it. 

“Did Cassie drink any tea?” he asked. 

I shook my head, feeling dreamy and small. “Just that man.” 

“Celeste. Listen.” His voice sounded stern. “I think you might have been drugged.” 

I laughed. 

“It’s not funny.” 

I laughed a moment longer before the sound splintered and broke. 

Miles watched me closely. “You’re not acting like yourself.” 

“I should ﬁnd Cassie.” I rose to my feet unsteadily. 

Miles was at my side, letting me lean on him. “We need to go.” His voice was so very quiet, but I heard it. I felt I could hear everything, all over the world. I just needed to tune in. 

“We can’t leave her here,” I said, and I veered toward the hallway where Cassandra had disappeared. Miles came with me, holding on to my elbow. I knew as if by instinct where to go: to the door at the end of the hallway, the door that was open just enough to reveal cracks of light around the edges. When I put my hand on this door and pushed, it opened at once. 

Miles and I found ourselves in a  well- appointed office with ﬂoor- to-ceiling bookshelves and antique furniture. Chloe, a  middle- aged woman wearing a barrage of costume jewelry, sat at a table before a spread of tarot cards. Cassandra stood in front of her. She was fully dressed, her arms crossed in deﬁance. My throat hitched at the sight of my friend, how alive and strong she appeared. Some part of me must have sensed the coming separation, our future breach already growing like a crack on an iced-  over lake. 

“You’re not listening. My markings indicate I’ll get into medical school,” Cassandra was telling Chloe. “Julia said so, and she’s a much better interpreter than you’ll ever be.” 

Chloe blinked. She wore so much eye makeup I could see clumps of mascara even from my position at the door. Her face appeared lined and worn, exhausted. 

“This is ridiculous,” Cassandra went on. She smacked her hand against Chloe’s table. “Are you even listening? You’re wrong, and I want my money back.” Her voice broke, and she turned to face Miles and me. “Will one of you please tell her what Julia  said—that I’ll get into medical school and become a doctor. It’s fated. It is. Tell her.” 

Miles held up his hands. “Cassie, please calm down.” 

“Would someone like a reading?” Chloe asked. She was staring, crestfallen, at the table before her. One by one, she slid off her clunky rings and left them glittering against the velvet tablecloth. “I offer tarot
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