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CHAPTER ONE

$ cd projects/freelance/website && code.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

$ npx gatsby develop

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

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

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

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

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

> Free for a chat?

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

> Sure

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

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

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

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

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

“Fine, fine. Dad’s here.”

“Hello, Seven!”

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

“What’s happening, then?” said Dad.

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

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

Mom squinted. “What are you drinking there?”

“Diet Coke.”

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

Mom sighed. “No, Doug, it’s booze.”

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

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

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

“Cartagena?”

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

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

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

“Why not?”

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

“You’re stranded!”

“I’m not stranded.”

“Your words, Seven.”

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

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

“For as long as it takes, Mom.”

“For as long as what takes?”

“I don’t know… Life?”

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

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

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

“How do you know?”

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

“What? You can’t do that.”

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

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

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

“Why?”

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

“Why not?”

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

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

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

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

“I’m making money.”

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

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

“Yep.”

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

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

“You have enough money?” Mom prodded.

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

“So, no.”

“Can you just please leave me alone?”

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

“College is a racket.”

“College is not a racket.”

“That’s what Dad said.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What about Uncle Tim?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Judas.

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

“You converted my room?!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And then what?” Mom demanded.

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

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

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

“Not by yourself, you don’t!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





CHAPTER TWO

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

“No way.” Seven had stared at him.

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

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

“Nope. Sell it back to you, maybe.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Nice haircut.”

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

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

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

Seven pulled out her laptop and didn’t respond.

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

“Seven. Jones.”

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

“Uh huh.”

“Where are you from?”

Seven kept her eyes forward. “Here.”

“Where’d you go to high school?”

“Patrick Henry.”

“Me too! What year did you graduate?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That was pretty close,” said the voice.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s your name?”

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

“I’m Kurt. Kurt Cobain.”

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

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

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

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

“Where are you headed?”

Seven kept walking. “Intro to Machine Learning.”

“Oh! AI? So you’re a CS major?”

“No.”

“Do you think you’re gonna be?”

A sigh. “I don’t know.”

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

“Is it?”

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

Ameliorating. Okay, Stanford.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Idiot.

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

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

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

“Oh. Yeah, it’s my first week.”

“Where did you come from?”

“Uh–” She frowned.

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

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

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

“How long is a while?”

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

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

“But you’re taking Machine Learning?”

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

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

“What about you? What’s your major?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Ah.” Kurt smiled. “Magic.”

“Uh huh.”

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

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

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

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

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

Seven’s eyebrows lifted. “Why?”

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

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

“Magic,” he called back.

“Fuck off.”

“Eight o’clock!”

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

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

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

Yes, she realized, that was probably it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

She shrugged. “None of your business.”

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

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

“What does it mean?” Seven asked.

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

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

“What’s Halmi?”

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

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

Seven scowled. “Yours is Xander.”

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

“Sevenxander.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey! I see you over there!”

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

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

“The cops?”

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

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

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

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

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

“What the fuck does that mean?”

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

Seven rolled her eyes. “My hero.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was locked.

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

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

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

Every door she tried was locked.

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

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

Or… was it shrinking?

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

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

Some kind of fucked-up Alice in Wonderland shit.

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

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

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

And in the middle of it, Alicia was levitating.





CHAPTER THREE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t know… I didn’t–”

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

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

“Seven? What are you doing here?”

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

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

“Did you tell her to come here?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Seven, was it?”

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

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

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

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

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

“He had a family emergency,” said Mike.

“But we could text him?”

“And tell him what?”

“That a Nescient got through our wards?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Seven stared at her.

“When did you first start Seeing?”

Seven continued to stare.

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

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

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

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

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

“Alicia, stop talking,” said Mike.

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

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

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

“Alicia…” said Mike.

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

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

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

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

“Alicia!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We don’t know she’s a Nescient!”

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

“So what are you suggesting?” said Sol.

“I think we should Tabula Rasa her.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Well it’s something!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Can we call him?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“She’s fucking going!” yelled Sol.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He shut his eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

She couldn’t remember anything after that.

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

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

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

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

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

“Rough night?”

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

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

“I assume so.”

“You don’t know?”

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

“So you don’t remember?” Alicia said.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

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

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

“So glad you approve.”

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

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

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

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