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Xavier

    LOVEBOAT TALENT SHOW AND AUCTION
NATIONAL THEATER, TAIPEI
AUGUST 8

When your life has been a series of fuckups, it’s hard to believe any one thing will actually go your way. But now I’m backstage behind the velvet curtains, watching Sophie try to auction off my mural to two thousand people—and a weird hope beats in my chest.

“Now for tonight’s final item . . .”

Sophie gestures a hand at my painted dragon, hung high on the backdrop from my stage wing to hers. An electric fan makes him ripple and fly like he’s sprung to life. He’s all shades of green: like wet grass, peacock feathers, the ocean, and mint. Like the mountains of Taiwan and the coolness under a leafy tree.

At least, that’s what was in me when I painted him into existence.

“This dragon is the work of an anonymous Chien Tan student.” The microphone lifts Sophie’s voice over a blur of faces in the audience. She smooths a stray lock from her mass of black hair, which is swept off her neck and pinned with a silver clasp. “Notice the impossible number of hues in its scales. The power of its wings . . .”

Somehow, she’s making it sound real. When my whole life, Ba told me not to waste my time with art. Once he melted my pastels into a puddle and left them to harden on my desk. But this summer, I got brave and started to draw again. This dragon is the biggest thing I’ve ever done. I’ve never felt so exposed; way worse than if I ran naked across the stage.

“Do I hear three thousand NT?” Sophie asks.

To my surprise, several white paddles rise in the night.

A hundred bucks for a smear of green, blue, and gold pastels.

“Six thousand?” Sophie asks. “Twelve thousand? Picture this impressive dragon guarding the halls of your office!”

Sophie was born to command an audience. The numbers climb, making me dizzy with their speed. I couldn’t believe someone was willing to fork over a hundred US bucks. Now there are several someones willing to pay seven.

Eight.

Nine.

At a thousand US dollars, Sophie is down to three bidders. I crane my neck to see them. The darkness obscures a woman standing in the balcony, a man in the back, another to the side. Unbelievably still raising their paddles.

At five thousand US dollars, the man to the side drops out.

“And sold at two hundred thousand NT!” Sophie cries. “To the man in the white jacket. Thank you, sir, and congratulations! Please meet me at stage right after the show to claim your mural.”

The applause vibrates the floorboards beneath my feet. I nearly spill onto the stage trying to follow the spotlight as it searches the faces for the guy who shelled out over seven thousand US for my anonymous dragon—almost as much as the rest of the auction made tonight. A supporter of the arts? Or just someone who liked what he saw?

The spotlight stops on a man in a snow-white jacket and pants. Head and shoulders erect, with a familiar military bearing. He takes his seat again, raising one modest hand to acknowledge the applause.

Wait, I know him.

It’s Ba.
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Sophie

    TAIWAN TAOYUAN INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
AUGUST 9

You’re smarter than 99 percent of the planet. Last I checked, that includes most guys in existence. So why don’t you go make your own millions of dollars?

Ever’s voice plays in my head as I watch her and my cousin Rick lock into the farewell kiss of the century. They’re dressed in complementary blues, backdropped by a billboard advertising furry baby pandas arriving at the Taipei Zoo next week—it’s too bad we’ll miss them.

Debra, Laura, and a bunch of the guys are dressed in comfy chic, exchanging contact information, vowing to video chat every week. Swearing that our summer cultural immersion trip means we’ll be friends forever. Everyone scrambling to plant last seeds they hope will blossom into romance.

Not me. I’m swearing off guys for the next four years of Dartmouth. Maybe forever.

And for good reason.

Loveboat, for me, was A. DISASTER.

I threw myself at Xavier Yeh, son of Dragon Leaf CEO Jasper Yeh, because I was supposed to marry a rich husband and support my mom and four brothers. Instead, I got my heart shredded, my reputation pulverized, my eye blackened by an asshole—and I did some terrible things I will never forgive myself for. I hit rock bottom, to say the least.

Then Ever caused a cataclysmic shift to the axis of my world.

Why don’t you go make your own millions?

Now I’m going to Dartmouth. I can make my own future! Maybe every other girl already knows she can do this, but I actually, truly didn’t. But I have a second chance to blast off into the stratosphere.

I just pray I don’t get in my own way.

Like I did with Xavier.

“Boarding first class for Los Angeles,” says a woman’s voice over the PA.

I take a seat in the waiting area and open my phone to check school emails for the first time all summer. My home screen is my favorite picture, bought years ago here in Taipei—white moon lanterns floating into the night. I dig into a mess of emails—from friends, high school wrap-up . . . then one from Dartmouth jumps out at me, from a month ago.

RE: ACTION REQUESTED—SECOND NOTICE

My heart misses a beat.

“Hey, Xavier. You slumming it with the rest of us?” Marc Bell-Leong asks.

I glance up. Of course. Xavier Yeh himself is walking toward us, slouchy in his finely woven black shirt with the silver threads. Tastefully understated without even trying or caring: that’s Xavier. His wavy black hair’s falling into his eyes. He hitches up his orange Osprey backpack and tucks his sketch pad deeper under his arm.

“What happened to the private jet?” Marc asks. I hadn’t even known Xavier had one, and I’m glad I didn’t. Ooo, Xavier, let’s fly to Paris! I’d have acted like an even bigger fool.

Fortunately, Xavier isn’t judgy. We’re good. And I’m over him.

Xavier’s smile is grim. “My dad’s been pushing me to go to some school in Massachusetts. So I’m on the next flight to LA. Someone offered me a gig working on the set of a play.”

He drops into the seat beside me. “Hey, Sophie.”

“Hey, Xavier.” His knuckles are white against his sketch pad in his lap, and smudged with blue pastel. I frown. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Just . . . can’t believe summer’s over.” He pulls paper-wrapped white rabbit candies from his pocket and offers one, then nods at my phone. “Don’t let me interrupt.”

I chew on the mild milk candy as I scan the Dartmouth email.

Dear Student,

The deadline for registration for Introduction to Artificial Intelligence has passed and we have not yet received your course fee. . . .

My stomach dips with dread and I swallow hard. “Shit.”

“What’s wrong?” Xavier asks.

“I missed a deadline. I didn’t know there was a fee, and now I’m on the waitlist for my most important class.” I should have been laser focused on Dartmouth ins and outs, but instead, I was laser focused on trying to impress Xavier.

“That sucks. But it’s just one class, right?”

“I don’t know! I’m on a special scholarship for girls in tech with a lot of requirements. If I can’t keep my scholarship, my mom can’t afford to send me to Dartmouth.” I’d have to leave . . . and then what? I need to stay on top of this. I can’t afford any more mistakes and to permanently flush my future down the drain.

My fingers shake as I sign up for the waitlist. “I’m number two hundred thirty-one! I need to find out how to get in.”

“Wish I could help,” Xavier says.

Ever’s scanning her ticket at the gate. Rick is gone.

“My flight’s boarding.” I rise, grabbing my bag. “Be careful in LA. And good luck!”

“Wait, Sophie.” Xavier’s hand closes on my wrist.

He’s looking at me with those dark brown eyes that see everything and everyone, in a way that makes my insides shrink back a bit. It’s a terrifying thing to have someone see you to your core, and not know what it is they are seeing. In Xavier’s case, he’s seen the very worst, of everything in me.

“Will I . . . ever see you again?”

He releases me, but his question stumps me. So much went wrong between us. Why would we see each other?

I’ve never been to LA. My Aunty Claire paid for my plane ticket to Taiwan. “I don’t think I’ll be in LA anytime soon. . . .”

“Well, once I finally get my trust fund, maybe I can visit. Everyone. New England in the fall is awesome. All the leaves changing colors. Maybe I can come by Dartmouth one weekend?”

So he wants to visit?

A stupid little hope flails in me, a wanting I can’t afford. Not when I need to pour every ounce of emotional energy into college.

And poor little rich boy has to wait for his trust fund so he can jet off to see his friends? Ugh. Dom Perignon problems.

Putting him in that box, at least, builds a necessary wall around my heart.

“Boarding all rows Los Angeles,” says the woman over the PA system.

“You gotta go.” Xavier gives me a one-armed hug that makes that traitorous little hope hiccup. I slip free and turn to go.

But pause at the sight of a familiar man bearing down on us, flanked by two men in navy uniforms. Steel-gray hair and a snazzy navy sports coat.

The guy who bought Xavier’s mural last night.

“Oh, shit, Xavier. Your dad’s here.”
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Xavier

Ba comes at me like a torpedo, flanked by two hulking bodyguards. His hair is cut so sharp he could grate cheese on its serrated edges. Which matches his temper when it’s directed at me.

Friends from Loveboat turn to look at him. I know he’s a big deal. He’s been on the cover of Forbes Asia three times since he took over Dragon Leaf, the company my great-grandfather started more than a hundred years ago. The logo’s even embroidered on the guards’ breast pockets: the bristly tree-like character that means “leaf,” my last name 葉, surrounded by a wreath formed by a long-bodied dragon. I hear it’s the proudest day in a guard’s or driver’s or whoever else’s life to put on that badge of Yehdom.

But not for me.

I rise warily, holding my sketchbook to my chest like a shield. I spent the morning with it sitting on the Chien Tan lawn, one last try with my worn-down pastels to hang on to the feelings I had there. My sketches are changing. The face that’s haunted my pages most of the summer has changed. For the first time, I’m not drawing Ever Wong. She chose Rick, not me, and I’ve let her go. And I’m seeing things differently now, but all these feelings are hard-won and fragile as silk threads.

Not something I want Ba to touch.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Ba grabs my arm in a pincer grip. “You were supposed to fly to Boston for classes.”

Everyone falls silent, and I wince.

“Told you already,” I say. “I’m going to LA.”

Ba yanks my sketch pad from my hands, moving so fast he blurs. Before I know what’s happening, the sketch pad whales me across the face.

“Stop!” Sophie yells. “What the hell are you doing?”

White lights swim in my vision. My head rings. Everyone else is pulling back from me, eyes cast away, hurrying onto their flight. In case the fucked-up-ness of my life might be contagious.

Ba’s shoulders surge as he tears my sketch pad in half. He hands it to his bodyguard, who tosses it in the trash bin. A book full of everything I saw all summer, transferred from my soul to my fingers to a page.

Gone.

Ba’s dark-eyed gaze is grim. Short, angry breaths heave at my chest. I want to hurt him back. I have imagined—fantasized—what would hurt him most. If he lost all his money. If the family’s reputation went down the toilet. If I had him tied up in a metal chair, helpless and powerless, while I punched him in the gut over and over.

Except I’d never even get a first punch past his guards.

Tangerine-orange silk flashes in my periphery. Sophie’s fingertips graze my elbow, a steadying gesture of support—so she’s still here. I’m surprised, actually. She was the ex from hell after we broke up, although she went through her own share of unexpected hardships. I’m not entirely sure I trust her—or at least her and me and the shitstorm we were together—but we’re on better footing. Still, I’m not sure I want her here, not right now.

“What do you want from me?” I ask Ba.

“I put you in a summer program with students going to Yale, Harvard, Berkeley, Oxford. All summer, you were supposed to be learning Mandarin with them. This is what you do instead.” He gestures to the trash bin. “Now you want to go to LA so badly? Very well. You’re getting on the jet with Bernard, and Ken-Tek and Ken-Wei here will take you straight to a high school there that I’ve convinced to take you. Harvard-Westlake. I’ve set you up with an apartment to finish your senior year.”

What the fuck? He wants me to repeat high school?

“Your cousin Lulu is also a senior there. She is very studious. You will follow her lead. No more girls, no more parties. And you will graduate.”

High school again? “I’d rather pimp myself out,” I snarl.

“You need to learn to read.” He doesn’t react to what I actually say. Never does. “When I was your age, I booked my own meetings on three continents. I ran a business unit for Dragon Leaf. Your cousin has been apprenticed to your Uncle Edward since he was thirteen.”

He snaps his fingers and his bodyguards come at me. I know what’s coming. I back up. My fist strikes one in the nose. My foot pulls a grunt from the other. But it’s over in a heartbeat. I’m a black belt in tae kwon do, but Ba has three-time world champions as his bodyguards. They grab my arms in fists like iron cuffs, one on each side.

I glower at Ba. “You bring two guards to take on one son?”

“Xavier, do you want me to call someone?” Sophie’s face is full of fear. Her phone is in her hand.

“Thank you for your concern, but there’s no need,” Ba says curtly.

“Xavier?” She looks to me. The waiting area is deserted except for the gate attendant, who is looking away. Which means she’s been briefed. Yet Sophie stayed.

The rest plays out in my head: we call the airport guards, Ba flicks his wrist and sends them away. Yeh-crested or not, the entire fucking island is in his pocket.

“It’s okay, Sophie.” I force my voice steady. She’s pretty brave, actually. No one stands up to Ba. They kiss his shoes. Lick them clean. But I don’t want her witnessing things that shouldn’t be witnessed by anyone. “You need to catch your flight.”

Her eyes are dark with worry. “I—I’ll call you when we land.”

The bodyguards move me before she’s done talking. Their fists are cutting off circulation in my arms. They march me down the corridor. To anyone looking, it doesn’t look bad. Like I sprained my ankle and they’re helping. But I’ll be bruised in the morning. A reminder of who’s in charge.

For now.

Because in two more days, my trust fund vests. I’ll be in charge of my own destiny, and then I’ll hire my own bodyguards to fight off his.

Two more days, and Ba can’t ever touch me again.

He turns a corner, and the Kens steer me after him. I glance back at the LA gate. Sophie’s still watching me, cell phone raised. I wish she could unsee everything she just saw. I must look so weak and stupid to her.

Then a coffee shop comes between us, and she vanishes from sight.

Ba’s shoes make sharp clicks on the floor. “What can you do without a high school diploma, Xiang-Ping?”

“I’m doing art.”

He scoffs. “Art doesn’t make money. Even Shakespeare had the queen to pay for his scones and jam.”

He fucking knows everything. If I could put everything I know into a circle, he could draw ten concentric ones around it.

But here’s where he’s wrong. Seven fucking thousand dollars’ worth of wrong.

“Art can make money.” I match his calm voice, although everything in me wants to crow the whole ironic truth over the PA system. “That dragon mural you paid all that money for? Turns out I painted that.”

I whistle the sound effect of a missle falling, complete with splat on the ground. Who gets the last laugh now, Pops? I lift my jaw and lock eyes with him—waiting for the truth to hit him harder than my fists ever could.

“Xiang-Ping, you are so naive. If I had not intervened, your feeble little scratches would have sold like a peddler’s ware. I knew it was yours. It’s the dragon at the head of your grandfather’s dragon boat—the photo has been in our living room since before you were born. I bought it to spare us the shame.”

The truth has landed. In my gut.

“And until you graduate, I’ve locked up your trust fund.”

“What the fuck?”

“Yes, Xiang-Ping.” He smiles.

“You’re—you’re lying! It’s official.” It’s mine. “You can’t!”

“I did.”

“Ma left that trust to me before she died.” I lunge at him, wanting to claw that smugness from his face. But the irons on my arms tighten to death grips. My fists clench helplessly at air. I’m sweating suddenly; cold air from a vent blows at me, a reminder that I don’t even have the power to stop it from messing with my hair. “It was the last thing she asked for! You’re the one always talking about showing respect for her memory. She had the lawyers draw up the papers while she was in the hospital.”

“And if she were still with us, she would be as disappointed as I am. So my lawyers just undrew them.”

Ba is a billionaire for many reasons, but one of them, I’m sure, is that each preciously guarded cell of his body is oriented toward one goal:

Checkmate.

“Graduate, Xiang-Ping,” Ba says calmly, as if he doesn’t know he just detonated a grenade in my life. “Graduate from high school like the rest of the world. Attempt to become useful. Then—and only then—you’ll get your money.”
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Sophie

I worry about Xavier the whole plane ride back to the States. The red blotch rising on his cheekbone. His dad basically kidnapping him! Most of all, that helpless rage on his face—how could I have judged him for his Dom Perignon problems? I wouldn’t want his dad for all the champagne in the world.

As soon as my plane lands in LA and I have cell reception, I call Xavier. The phone rings, then goes to voice mail.

I press the phone tight to my ear as my plane slows. “Hey, it’s me. Just making sure everything’s okay. Hope you’re safe. Let me know if I can help or if you want to talk.”

I hang up slowly. Would his dad hurt him? Cut him off from friends? If Xavier’s coming here, should I report what happened?

I text him:

Checking if you’re okay. LMK if you want to talk

A minute later, my phone chimes. It slips from my fingers and I have to fish for it under the seat in front of me before I can read Xavier’s answer.

All good thanks

It’s like someone grabbed my reins and yanked me back. Whoa, horsie!

A memory flashes: a night at a club. Me clinging to his back with my hands locked around his neck, my knees gripping his waist, trying so desperately to keep him. Until Rick had to yank me down and Xavier ran off . . . and I ran after him . . .

All good thanks

This dynamic feels way too familiar. Me chasing him; him pushing me away.

My cheeks heat. I feel a little foolish as I tuck my phone away. In the Taipei airport, I just wanted to be there for him. But not picking up, not calling back, all good thanks—translation: it’s none of your business. Yet as usual, there I was in his space.

I grab my bag from the overhead compartment and head off to catch my connecting flight home to New Jersey. I can’t keep thinking about him and I sure as hell don’t want him visiting, even if that offer still stands. I have big plans: get into the AI class at Dartmouth, major in AI, work two years in a kickass job, go to business school, make my own millions—and prove to my family (and myself) that I’m not the pathetic MARRYMESOPHIE we all once thought I was.

Dartmouth.

Crisp air. Green foliage. Historic brick buildings, hot cider, and opportunities I never even dreamed off. I plunge headfirst into a weeklong firehose of information on activities, school clubs, classes, and majors. I meet all the kids in Lord Hall. I send out thirty applications for a job around campus, and most importantly, I hit up the registrar’s office, where a woman tells me to attend the first day of Introduction to Artificial Intelligence to figure out the waitlist. I’m a Sophie-make-it-right machine, putting everything back on track.

On my way to a library tour, I spot the dean of Dartmouth, glowing in a snow-white power suit: a waterfall blazer over leggy trousers that flare from her knees. She passes the white-brick Dartmouth Hall, and the effect is stately Dartmouth—inspiring and intimidating.

I snap a photo and open my Instagram account to post it. I only have a few dozen followers, but my account has been more for me to sort my favorite photos from the summer: Taipei 101, the Night Market—and about five hundred more amazing outfits like hers.

To my surprise, I have a new follower: @XavierYeh.

My heart gives a little lurch. His icon is an inky purple dragon, curled in an S shape, powerful wings spread to either side. His Chinese name, Yeh Xiang-Ping, overlaps it in artsy brushstrokes. It’s awesome—the imprint of the chop he carved into soapstone on Loveboat and used to stamp his drawings.

And he’s following me?

I pore over his account: he only joined Instagram a few days ago. He’s following three people, with eight following him. His one photo is of water dripping off the underside of a bridge, magically made all gray shades, from water to concrete to sky. It aches loneliness. Is that how he’s feeling? He can capture so much emotion in a single square, whether a painting or photo. That’s his genius.

I zoom in on his photo. The sky was that same gray in Taipei the morning I woke up beside him after Club Kiss, savoring the warmth of his body curled against my back, his hand draped over my waist, the memory of his soft lips on my skin. . . .

Stop!

I follow him back on Instagram and send a nice but not too familiar note. “Welcome to IG. Hope you’re well.”

On Saturday, I charge into a dozen part-time job interviews: with the proprietor of a chocolate shop, a librarian, a girl in the bookstore. Two cancel before I arrive. Three send a fast rejection afterward: “Sorry, we’ve filled the role with another candidate.” And the last—a clerical job for a balding guy in mismatched burnt orange—wrings his hands and says, “You’re a beautiful girl. I just don’t know if there’s a fit here.”

“I’m so confused. What did he mean?” I ask Ever on the phone that night. “I’m beautiful, therefore I’m not a fit? I’m not a fit, but should take consolation in being beautiful?”

“He regrets not being able to hire you because you’re beautiful?”

“Hope not.” I shudder, but I’m suddenly afraid she’s right. “If that’s the case, thank God it was no. I would have spent the entire term fending him off. I thought we had a very nice, professional conversation, too,” I mourn. “It’s actually kind of humiliating.”

“It’s insulting. That’s what it is.”

Thank God for Ever Wong. If she were any other girl, I’d have ended the summer as her wicked stepsister. But she’s the most gracious person I know. Beats Cinderella hands down.

“Hey, so I need your help,” she says. “I’m trying to learn how to put on eye makeup.”

“For a virtual date with Rick?” I tease. I love that my best friend is dating my best cousin.

“I wish! I’m auditioning for an international dance scholarship tomorrow. It’s for a full ride to a school of my choice, so a big deal.”

“That’s amazing!” At the end of Loveboat, Ever made the brave decision to withdraw from her seven-year med school program to pursue dance and choreography instead. We’re all rooting for her. “I’ll make you a video to help with your eye makeup after we get off, okay?”

“Thanks so much! And don’t worry about that man. You have much bigger fish to fry!”

But I do worry. My only parent is a single mom with my four brothers at home. She barely pays the bills. Without this scholarship, I’d never even be here—and I really need a job to stay.

If Xavier’s problems are vintage champagne, mine are Diet Coke.

As I head to my first class, I’m still obsessing over what went wrong with my interviews. Was I too energetic? Did I cross some invisible line?

The thing is, I can be a bit of a tornado in general.

In third grade, my teacher complained to my mom that I had impulse control problems. Once she told me to wait in my seat until she gave me permission to get up. She took the class to lunch, snapped off the lights, and left me alone in the dark. I still remember hanging on to my chair, trying to control my need to make a mad dash from the room toward people. When she returned twenty minutes later, I was so relieved and ashamed I burst into tears and promised I’d never get out of my chair without permission again. I kept that promise all year.

But I worry the tornado is still lurking. Like the horrible way I humiliated Ever over the summer because I was jealous that Xavier wanted her, the single worst thing I’ve ever done on impulse. And it’s still there inside me. Ready to bust out and destroy whatever I’m trying to build. Friendships, relationships, jobs, a new goal. A plan.

Someone knocks into me, rushing for the auditorium doors just ahead. He’s followed by a stampede of students, some clad in flannel pajamas, others in jeans, some in Star Wars T-shirts. Not a blush of color, which makes me look down at my azure long-line top. Did I overdress?

I follow them to find Introduction to Artificial Intelligence packed with more people than the New York City subway during rush hour. The sheer number of students is terrifying—they fill the rows across four sections, with dozens racing the aisles, searching for seats. Mostly guys. How many are trying to get off the waitlist, too?

“Gödel’s incompleteness theorem is nothing more than a formalization of ‘This statement is false,’” says a redheaded guy squeezing past me, talking to another guy.

“It’s more complicated than a liar’s paradox,” his pal argues. “If you look at—”

Um, help! What language are they speaking? Part of me wants to about-face and make a run for it before someone demands to know why I’m here. But this class is my ticket to my new future.

Taking a deep breath, I plunge down the aisle.

At the blackboard, Professor Michael Horvath is chalking his name in bold script. He’s young, in his early thirties. Handsome in a classical Greek statue way, with a strong nose and thick Beethoven-like brown hair. Great clothes—under his checkered blue sports coat, his vest is an exciting, violently orange print. My favorite color.

With relief, I spot a few open seats up front. I’m not usually a front-row student myself, but it’s a new me!

“Excuse me. Excuse me.” I squeeze past students all the way to the front and drop into a blue velour seat opposite the podium. I snap a photo of the professor’s killer outfit, feeling more optimistic already.

“Hey, how’s it going?” A guy takes the seat beside me, making me jump. “Whoa, sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Um, no. Hi.”

The sleeves of his blue button-down are rolled back to his elbows, the hem untucked over skinny black jeans. His black hair is closely cropped. Slightly more Asian than Asian American in style. He sets a sleek black-leather backpack at his feet. Canali— whoa, costs a thousand bucks, at least.

“I’m Victor.” He flashes a nice smile, and I recognize the, uh, interest behind it. After so many years of chasing boys, you develop a radar.

My instinct is to bolt. But there’s nowhere to go. Every seat in front is filled.

“I’m Sophie.”

“Nice to meet you. Do you go by Sophie? Or a nickname?”

“Just Sophie.”

He cocks his head. “You need a nickname.”

“Never had one.” I smile, going along with it. “Unless you count my dad calling me Cha Siu-Bao Face when I was a kid.”

He laughs. “Pork Bun Face. I like it.”

I’ve never shared that, but something about him invites realness. I used to love the idea that I was a warm delicious thing to my dad. But then he left. I guess I haven’t really thought of it since.

“Hey, Victor, can we catch you after class?” Two guys in sports jerseys stop before us, blocking Professor Horvath. “We want your take on our Kaggle competition entry.”

“Sure, no problem.” They flash a thumbs-up and head off, and he turns back to me. “You must be a frosh.”

My smile turns rueful. “It’s that obvious?”

“No. But we’ve never met.”

“And you’ve met all three thousand upperclassmen?”

“I would’ve remembered you.”

Boy radar! Ding ding ding! But it’s a new me. Which means it’s time to deflect.

“Are you a sophomore? Junior?” I ask.

“Senior. I’m one of the TAs for this class. If you need help, that’s why I’m here.”

“Oh!” A teaching assistant! No wonder those guys wanted to talk to him.

“How was your summer?” he asks. “Did you study? Travel?”

“Both. Sort of. I was in Taipei for a language program—”

“Get out of here. Loveboat?”

“Yeah. You’ve been?”

“My family’s from Taipei. My cousins have gone, but I missed out. That’s why I’m still single.” He winks theatrically. “So you came back with a boyfriend, I assume?”

“Even better.” It’s the perfect opportunity to let him know where things stand. “I got all guys out of my system. Forever.”

He cocks his head. “How’s that?”

“I dated Mr. Mistake and learned my lesson. Now I’m fully focused and ready to crush it with my career. This class is my first step.”

There—flag planted. Although I feel a twinge of guilt—it’s not really fair to reduce Xavier to Mr. Mistake, when I was a major part of the mistake. But Victor’s brows rise. It’s possible I’ve impressed him.

“Please take your seats,” Horvath says into his microphone. Voices begin to die down.

“Well, you’re right about this class,” Victor whispers. “Horvath is a rising star. He’s the youngest to make tenure at Dartmouth. He knows the heads of AI at Facebook, Apple, Netflix—you name it. Everyone who comes out of his lab gets their pick of AI internships in Silicon Valley. Our head TA’s interning for Google AI. He’s set for life.”

A Google internship? I sit up straighter. The professor is plugging a cord from the podium into his laptop.

“Is that why you’re here?” I ask.

“No. I work for my family,” he says. “But that’s why this class is jammed with upperclassmen. It’s his last year teaching at Dartmouth.”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

“Yale lured him away. Big new lab and all. This is the last chance to have him. You’re lucky you got in. Most freshmen don’t.”

“Oh, no. I’m actually on the waitlist—”

“Excuse me, this row is TAs only.” A guy holding a briefcase, sandy hair prematurely graying in streaks, scowls down at me. He carries himself with authority.

I glance at Victor, who gives me a yeah, sorry shrug. “Guess we’re out of seats up here.”

The whole front row of guys—professor-like themselves—turns toward me as I rise. Someone in the row behind snickers, and my face warms. TAs only—how did I not know? But then again, I’ve never competed in a place like this before. I can’t afford to do anything to screw up my chances of getting into this class. Especially since this is the professor’s last.

Music begins to play. Two wall-length screens fill with the revolving image of a gray brain and Introduction to Artificial Intelligence.

“Down in front,” someone yells, annoyed.

I hug my backpack and duck out of the line of sight. The aisle steps are packed with seated students, so I have to pick my way through bags and fingers, earning glares from a few guys craning to see. By the time I join the crowd standing in the back, my face is hot and damp.

I hug my bag tighter. I have to keep the tornado under control. My phone chimes, and I yank it out to silence it. Fortunately, the professor is occupied speaking to his TAs. Class hasn’t started yet, so why is everyone so worked up?

A notification bubble has popped up on my phone. It’s a post from Ever in the Loveboat alum chat group I put together to keep us all in touch.

Ever: Hey guys, I’m a finalist for a dance scholarship! I’m going back to Taipei next weekend for the last round of auditions!

Sophie: congrats! That’s amazing!

Ever: @Sophie i looked super profesh thanks to your eye makeup video

Sophie: Yes, ALL ME. I practically did the dancing for you

Rick: wish I could go too

Debra: can I see the makeup video? I need it

Laura: me too?

Sophie: sure, I’ll post on my TikTok

Marc: I’d come to Taipei if I could afford tix

Sophie: we all would! Go get that scholarship, E!

As Professor Horvath returns to his podium, I upload the eye makeup video for Debra and Laura and tuck my phone away. I’m so proud of Ever I could sing it from the back of this auditorium. She’s going after her dreams.

And now I’m here to go after mine.

A video of Harrison Ford plays on the screens. Han Solo! His gray hair hangs neatly over his lined face. He raises a blue Yeti mug at us.

“Welcome to Introduction to Artificial Intelligence,” he says. “You’re in for the ride of a lifetime with my good friend Professor Horvath. I want to personally wish you well as you start the year. Also, I’m not actually Harrison Ford. I’m a deep fake. But I wish you well nonetheless.”

I laugh with the class as Professor Horvath takes center stage, hooking a thumb in his pants pocket. “Welcome, as my good friend Harrison Ford said. First, a word to those on the waitlist, as I know we have several hundred anxiously waiting. I’m sorry to say we are simply limited by auditorium capacity. I encourage you to find alternative classes, but if you are still hoping for the Horvath touch, please audit the class for now and submit your project proposals for the first assignment, which I will tell you about shortly. If spots open in the next two weeks, I will admit waitlisted students based on the quality of your proposals.”

A few groans go up. A guy in the seat in front of me heads for the doors.

The guy beside me motions to the empty seat. I almost refuse on principle, but I focus better when I can take notes, so I drop into it. This arrangement is actually good news for me. If I can jump the waitlist line with a kickass proposal, then I actually have a real shot at getting in.

“Now, onward. AI is revolutionizing everything from robotics to energy to healthcare, and everything in between. You will learn the fundamentals of artificial intelligence and how to build algorithms that are changing our world. Chatbots that talk to people. Tools to help doctors.”

He launches into a world I’ve only ever associated with gamers. I type furiously, taking notes like I never have. I google (google!) every other word he says and scan Wikipedia for context—deep learning, deep fakes, chatbots. I’m going to learn the secrets to unlocking the universe. I’m going to learn magic.

Horvath introduces his ten teaching assistants. Turns out Victor is the only TA who isn’t a grad student—impressive. The guy whose seat I took is the head TA, ugh! Hopefully, he won’t remember me. I hang on to every word as Horvath lays out course expectations. It seems pretty different than high school. Our grade is all based on one major project: build a functioning AI program, to be turned in for grading in three chunks.

Another flutter of nervousness shifts my insides. This class is harder than anything I’ve taken before. A guy in front of me is already programming, his black screen flooded with white lines of code. I don’t know anything about what’s-his-name’s theorem. Godiva? Godel? My cousin Rick is always chatting with friends on super-secure text messaging apps and playing AI-powered role-playing games. And me . . .

You’re smarter than 99 percent of the planet, Ever’s voice chides me.

“These projects are an opportunity for all of us to learn, myself included,” Horvath concludes. “So no duplications—I’ll authorize on a first-come, first-serve basis. Submit all proposals by Friday for my TAs to review. Any questions?”

The auditorium is silent as a tomb. I can sense the intimidation. This professor is SO HUGE.

“Very well, then—”

I raise my hand.

“Yes?”

Three hundred pairs of eyes swivel toward me. I shrink a bit, but it’s too late to retract.

“Do you want projects focused on deep learning, or can we explore reinforcement learning?”

“Excellent question.” He shades his eyes to peer up the rows at me. “Your name?”

“Um, Sophie. Sophie Ha.”

“Well, Sophie. I’ll cover that in the next lectures. But briefly, deep learning learns from a training set of data, while reinforcement learning learns dynamically through trial and error. Both are fair game, although my personal view is that many of the exciting developments lie at the intersection of both, as with DeepMind’s AlphaGo.” He gives me a smile like maybe I’ve impressed him. “Other questions?”

A hand goes up in front. “Is it true this is your last class at Dartmouth?”

“I’m afraid so.” Professor Horvath rubs the back of his hair, rueful. “This is indeed the last chance to join the Horvath conspiracy before I move it to Yale.”

More groans. A guy in a dirty white hat a few rows down to the left inserts a prong from his computer into a receptor. “Male and female. Get it?” he snickers to his seatmate. I ball a fist to keep from tossing my cell phone at his head.

“Something funny?” asks Horvath.

Dang. He has eagle ears. The guy sits up straight.

“No, sir.”

“What is your name?”

“Jake Boneh.”

“Please leave.”

His eyes bulge. “Leave?”

“My class.” A stunned silence follows. “Your seat will be given to someone who respects this subject and is eager to do the work.”

“Damn,” whispers the blond guy beside me.

“Is he allowed to do that?” I whisper back.

“Guess so.”

“But . . . but I got in through the lottery,” Jake stammers. “I want to learn about AI.”

“Victor, please update the roster. Good news for those of you still on the waitlist—we have our first open slot.”

In the front row, Victor’s black head of hair bobs in a nod.

So there’s a chance, but damn is right. One toe out of line—and BAM! Not a system that sets up a tornado for success. Another little shudder spasms through me and I sit up straighter.

“As for the rest of you, get to know one another,” Horvath continues. “You’ll be leaning on one another not just for this class, but the rest of your careers. You are the future of this field.” He smiles. “Cheers.”

The students begin to gather their bags. My phone buzzes with a text.

Victor here. Nice job, Sophie.

Huh. He must have access to my number as a TA. Nice job doing what?

“Wow. Day one and Horvath knows your name,” says the guy beside me. He’s wearing a Yoda T-shirt. “How did you even know about that stuff—reinforcement?”

“Reinforcement learning. I read about it while he was lecturing.”

“You absorbed all that on the spot? During the lecture?”

“I was trying to catch up,” I explain. “I’ve never done anything like this, but I’m so excited for the project. I really want to get in.”

“I may drop off the waitlist. He’s a hardass.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” And can I hack it? It won’t be easy, but I want to. If I can conquer this class, I can conquer anything. “Look at what he’s teaching us,” I say. “It’s like magic!”

“I understood a quarter of what he said.”

I frown. Is he exaggerating?

“Also, it’s a waste to do a proposal for a class you might not even get into. Not to mention risky to pin your whole grade on one project.”

“Oh, but I have so many ideas.”

“Like what?”

“Like a stylist bot that tells you the best outfits for your body type. Trends change so fast. And not everyone has the patience or eye for clothes—like my brothers.” The reminder of my four little guys back home makes my throat ache. “Wouldn’t that be useful?”

He shoves his laptop into his bag, preparing to leave. “Definitely sounds more magic than science. I need to keep my GPA up. This class is too cutthroat. Good luck, Sophie Ha.”

I frown at his back as he heads off. Am I being unrealistic?

“Excuse me. Are you Sophie?”

I turn. An Asian American girl with startlingly blue eyes is standing in the aisle. Contacts? Her chin-length black hair frames an oval face. Her green Dartmouth sweatshirt has an untouched newness to it, and a tastefully small logo.

“Yes, have we met?” I join her in the aisle.

She holds out a slim hand, from which dangles an exquisite bracelet of twisted strands of cherry blossoms, each made from tiny pearls centered on a rose-gold blossom.

“No, but I’m Emma Shin.”

“Love your bracelet.” I shake her hand. “And your eyes.” It’s a weird thing to say, but I can’t help but be curious.

“The bracelet’s a present, with these.” She touches a matching blossom on her ear. “And the eyes . . .” She shifts her fingers to her temple. “Someone in the family tree was indiscreet.”

I laugh with her—I like her already.

“I’m a freshman, too,” she says. “Victor sent me your way. He thought we could be study buddies.” She gestures toward the TAs, now gathered with the professor.

“How thoughtful of him. But I’m actually on the waitlist.”

“You should have a good shot—they need more girls. Just have a solid proposal.”

“I hope so!” I just don’t want my gender to be a disadvantage. “What are you doing your project on?”

“Something with satellite imagery. Environmental. I program a bit, but no formal classes. My dad was a CS major here. He and Professor Horvath had the same mentor.”

“Oh, wow, really? So you know him already?”

“I feel like I do.” She smiles. “Victor mentioned you were on Loveboat this summer? I was at the Ocean campus.”

“Oh, Ocean!” Loveboat had two campuses that didn’t mix. With a thousand kids attending, it makes sense I’d run into another Dartmouth freshman. “I’m sorry you missed out.” I smile. Ocean campus was isolated on the northern shore, far from the sizzling Night Markets and culture of Taipei.

“Seriously, all we could do was drink in the dorms and sing bad karaoke.”

“Hope you got into some trouble,” I tease.

“Our claim to fame is that ten guys broke into an antique shop.”

“How rock star!”

She laughs. “That was Ocean. So glamorous. But we heard about your amazing talent show.”

“Really? That was a good time.” I flash my phone at her. “I started a Loveboat alum group—I’ll add you. What’s your handle? We’re at forty-four people now, lots of fun threads and it’s getting chaotic. Feel free to invite friends. The more the merrier.”

I add @Emma as a few guys barrel by toward the professor. A zipper scratches my shoulder and another body knocks me into Emma. She catches me, surprisingly sturdy.

“I shouldn’t have worn heels.” I rub the sting ruefully. “Didn’t realize it was the wild west in here.” I think of Professor Horvath’s words. I’ll need friends to make it through this class, and Dartmouth, and we already have a good energy together. I lift my bag onto my shoulder. “I brought mooncakes from home, if you want to come by later?”

She smiles. “Yes! I love mooncakes. I’m going to introduce myself to Professor Horvath now. My dad emailed him about me.” She nods toward the crowd surrounding the professor so thickly that only his yellow hair is visible. “Want to come along?” Emma shoulders her bag. “Good to make a personal connection if you’re trying to get in off the list.”

“Oh, um . . .” Talking to Horvath feels like a big step. But apparently everyone is doing it. She’s right. With this much competition, I need to show Horvath how serious I am about his class. Reinforce the positive first impression. “Sure.” I start down the aisle as a new video loads onto the double screens. “Maybe I can run my project idea by him—”

“. . . and don’t forget to reapply your lipstick right before. It will make everything pop.”

My recorded voice booms through the auditorium. Voices die down as, to my horror, my face fills the screens. I’m magnified a hundred times, revealing my every pore and the zit over my eyebrow. Onscreen, my hand raises a tube of lipstick to my lips.

“Oh my God!” My makeup video. For Ever. Not for anyone else’s eyes, and definitely not these three hundred people and Professor Horvath.

But below the screen, Professor Horvath tips back to look, along with the rest of the auditorium. “What’s this?”

A few people laugh. Someone wolf-whistles and heads turn my way.

Emma’s eyes widen with shock. “That’s you.”

“Turn it off!” I cry. It’s obvious what’s happened: in this room full of hackers, someone looked up Sophie Ha online.

But there’s no turning it off. And I know exactly what’s coming next.

On the screen, heartbeat-red lipstick smears over my lips, which blot together with excruciating slowness.

“They won’t be able to ree-zeist you.” I roll my Rs with a fake accent.

Then the Sophie onscreen blows a kiss at Professor Horvath and the entire future of the field.
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Xavier

LOS ANGELES

Sophie stayed at the Taipei airport when everyone else took off. She called to make sure I was okay. That’s her instinct—she does what she says she’ll do. Underneath all the layers, she’s a good person. Turns out breaking up was one of the few good decisions she and I made on Loveboat. Now everything is less complicated.

I voice-dictate a text back and let her know I’m fine. But I’m not.

I’m trapped in Yehdom.

Ba set me up with a studio apartment on the third floor of a building with a crystal-blue pool, owned by the Yehs. The doorman wears the golden Yeh crest on his purple cap. Ken-Tek and Ken-Wei, still crest labeled, take turns guarding my door. Maid service drops off a steel-cut oatmeal bar for breakfast and gourmet beef noodle soup for dinner.

It’s hell.

Then again, Sophie’s worried about losing her scholarship. Having to drop out of Dartmouth. She’d have every right to say to me, “There are worse things than being forced to stay in a fancy pad and go to a fancy private school. So stop feeling sorry for yourself.”

And she’d be dead right.

I run a coin over the backs of my knuckles and glance at the Kens. Is it worth trying to make a break for it? My arms are still bruised from their grip. The door opens and the Kens admit the caterer, carrying a cupcake lit by a single candle. It may as well be Yeh-branded, too.

Because all the teakwood lounge chairs in LA can’t make up for the fact that I’m a prisoner on my eighteenth birthday.

On the first day of school, early September, the Kens escort me down the street to the Harvard-Westlake campus. It’s all orange clay roofs and white stucco walls, Spanish architecture and about a thousand kids—movie star kids, film producer kids, kids who can read as easily as comb their fingers through sand.

The breeze is warm. It smells like eucalyptus, which I like. But I shiver as I climb the steps after Ken-Tek. I don’t know anyone here, except my cousin Lulu, the studious senior. I remember when she got in, and how impossibly hard that was. Ba made sure to tell me. Now I’m supposed to find her and follow her good behavior. But when has that plan ever worked?

In the office, a receptionist moves aside her pot of minty herbs. She gives me a toothy smile.

“You must be Xavier.”

“Yeah. That’s me.” I brace for what always comes next, when you talk to authorities. Behind me, Ken-Tek and Ken-Wei pretend to blend into the fleur-de-lys wallpaper.

“We may have had a scheduling mixup yesterday. You and your dad missed your meeting with your education specialist. We had a video call arranged?”

Right. Ba didn’t bother to show either? Nice. Then again, Ed meetings have never been his thing.

“I don’t need anyone else breathing down my neck.”

Her smile dims. “We’re here as resources for you.”

I’m silent. The deal was school, not extra meetings.

Last night I got myself a new sketch pad. I drew a series of horizontal boxes one inside the other, getting smaller and smaller, until there was just a dot in the middle, but I know it keeps on going. Emptiness inside emptiness. That’s what it means to come back to high school. If repeating senior year is what I need to do to break Ba’s choke hold, I will—but my last shreds of pride won’t let him overrun me completely.

She stands. “Well, come along. The dean is looking forward to meeting you.”

I follow her past a few seated kids who watch me curiously. They’ve noticed the bodyguards. I shrink a bit, wishing I were invisible.

The dean’s office is basically a western version of Ba’s home office, with dark paneled walls and a bus-sized desk. Leafy potted plants brighten the room, but Dean Ramchandran himself is as dull as a foggy window: gray from hair to button-down shirt to the square rims of his glasses, which he puts on when he sees me.

“Xavier, so glad to have you. Please. Take a seat.”

I slide into the chair opposite him.

“We’re here to make sure you have a terrific year.” Ramchandran’s leather seat squeaks as he sits back. “I know you were put through the wringer at your old school.” The wringer. There’s the Dragon Leaf spin doctors hard at work. I fucking flat-out failed. But victims are more sympathetic than slackers, and so that’s me: the misunderstood kid, poorly served by his previous institution.

“But I promised your father we would get you to the finish line.”

“Let me guess.” I lean back in my seat, mirroring him. “You don’t get your fat wire transfer unless I graduate.”

Ramchandran shifts uncomfortably. “Your father is very generous—”

“My father never gets taken for a ride,” I say. “If you don’t deliver, neither will he.”

The dean tugs at his collar, then continues as if I haven’t spoken. “We have specialists eager to meet you. They’ll run assessments this afternoon. We’ll go over your learning plan—based on the materials your father sent over, we’re providing full accommodations. A reduced load. Eliminate the foreign language requirement since you don’t need that additional complexity. Audiobooks. Double time for essays. Your locker, in the science wing beside the yellow fire extinguisher, has been specially arranged for you. We’ll all work together to get you through this year.” He pushes a small paper box and an envelope toward me. “This is a reader pen, and—”

“I get it.” I have no idea what a reader pen is, and I don’t understand half of what he’s
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