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The Arts Building had a crack in its front step. A long, jagged thing that ran from one side to the other like a fault line in miniature. Emily noticed it because Emily noticed small things, quiet things, things that didn't ask to be looked at. She stood three feet from the entrance with her second-hand Pentax K1000 pressed against her chest like a shield and her oatmeal cable-knit jumper hanging off her shoulders in the specific way that said I am not here, please do not see me, I am furniture.

Late September. A Monday. The air had that particular English chill to it, the kind that wasn't quite cold enough for a coat but made you regret not bringing one. The sky sat low and grey over the campus, a wet blanket thrown across rooftops and satellite dishes and the skeletal arms of trees that hadn't yet committed to autumn. Emily had arrived forty minutes early for her first seminar because arriving early meant choosing her seat before anyone else got there, and choosing her seat meant choosing the one in the back corner, and choosing the back corner meant three years of successful invisibility.

That was the plan. Three years. A photography degree. A quiet room in halls. A life conducted in the margins of other people's lives, unnoticed, untroubled, untouched. She'd spent her gap year rehearsing it. Twelve months at the Oxfam on the high street in Leamington Spa, sorting through dead people's cardigans and pricing up their hardbacks while her parents worried quietly downstairs. Twelve months developing film in her dad's garage with a red bulb screwed into the ceiling fitting and a plastic developing tank she'd bought off eBay for nine pounds. Twelve months not being at school anymore, not having to walk past groups of girls who talked too fast and laughed too loud and never, not once, in six years of grammar school, looked at her long enough to realise she existed.

University would be different. Not better. Just differently invisible.

She adjusted her grip on the Pentax. The leather strap was cracked and soft from someone else's decades of use, and she'd wound it twice around her wrist so it wouldn't slip. She'd bought it at a car boot sale the summer she turned sixteen, paid twenty-five pounds for it while her dad haggled the seller down from thirty, and it had been the centre of her life ever since. The weight of it, the mechanical click of the shutter, the way the world looked different through a viewfinder. Smaller. Contained. A rectangle she could control.

She should go in.

She did not go in.

She stood on the cracked step and looked at the door and thought about all the things waiting on the other side of it. A seminar room full of people who had friends already. A tutor whose name she'd forgotten. Three hours of being perceived. Three hours of her jumper not being quite oversized enough, her body not being quite invisible enough, her voice not being quite quiet enough to avoid being called on.

Her body. God. That was the thing, wasn't it. The thing she'd spent six years building an architecture of wool and cotton around. She was eighteen and she had GG breasts. GG. The letter itself sounded absurd, like a stutter, like a joke. She'd been a C cup at twelve, a DD by fourteen, and by sixteen the letters had gone past anything the shops in Leamington stocked and her mum had driven her, mortified and silent, to a specialist fitting in Birmingham where a woman with cold hands and a tape measure had said you're a 32GG, lovey, nothing to be embarrassed about and Emily had wanted to die on the spot. She wasn't embarrassed. She was something worse than embarrassed. She was visible. She was visible in a way that preceded her into rooms, that announced her before she spoke, that made boys look and girls smirk and her own reflection something she avoided in shop windows and bathroom mirrors and the black screens of turned-off televisions.

The jumpers helped. The cable-knits and the oversized cardigans and the midi skirts that fell past her knees and the opaque tights that erased the shape of her legs. She'd built a uniform. A costume. A thing that said I am a brain on legs, I am not a body, please look elsewhere. It worked. Mostly. It worked well enough to get through school without anyone touching her, kissing her, noticing her. Which was what she'd wanted. Which was definitely what she'd wanted.

Wasn't it.

She pressed the Pentax tighter against her sternum.

The other thing. The thing underneath the jumpers, underneath the shyness, underneath the carefully maintained invisibility. The thing she had never said aloud to anyone, not her mother, not her father, not the school counsellor she'd seen for four sessions in Year 12 before deciding the woman's office smelled too strongly of plug-in air freshener to be a safe space for revelation. The thing that lived in her chest like a stone she'd swallowed years ago and never quite digested.

She liked girls.

She had always liked girls. Since she was twelve and Katie Marchetti had leaned across the desk in double science and Emily had noticed the freckle on her collarbone and something had gone hot and strange and terrifying in the pit of her stomach. Since she was fourteen and she'd stayed up until two in the morning watching a French film on her laptop with the sound turned down because there was a scene where two women kissed and she'd replayed it eleven times. Since she was sixteen and she'd known, with a certainty that left no room for doubt, that she would never want a boyfriend, would never want a boy's hands on her, would never want anything except the soft impossible fantasy of a girl who looked at her the way boys in films looked at the girls they loved.

But no girl had ever looked at her. Not once. Not in Leamington Spa. Not in six years of grammar school. Not in twelve months of Oxfam Saturdays and garage darkrooms and nights lying in bed with her phone face-down on the pillow so she wouldn't be tempted to open Instagram and look at photos of girls who would never know she existed.

So. The plan. Three years. Invisible. A degree. A career. A life conducted safely behind the viewfinder, looking at the world but never, never being in it.

She would go inside now.

She would go inside in one minute.

She would go inside in thirty seconds.

The door banged open.

It happened fast. Two girls, mid-stride, mid-sentence, came through the door at a speed that suggested they'd been walking and talking for some time and hadn't registered the obstacle of a girl standing frozen on the step. The tall one hit Emily's shoulder. The short one collided with Emily's hip. The Pentax slipped from Emily's grip and tumbled, slow-motion, strap unwinding from her wrist, toward the concrete.

The short one caught it.

Six inches from the ground. A hand darting out, quick, certain, and the Pentax was safe in a palm that was small and manicured and painted a shade of dusty rose. Emily stared at the hand. The hand was attached to a girl. The girl was five foot two, honey-brown hair in choppy layers to her collarbone, enormous brown eyes, a tiny nose, a mouth that seemed to pout even though she was smiling, small gold hoops in her ears. She wore a cropped cardigan over a white vest top and a denim skirt and she was holding Emily's camera like it was made of glass.

"Oh my god, I'm so sorry, that was all us, are you okay?"

That was the tall one. Emily turned. The tall one had both hands on Emily's shoulders, which meant the tall one was touching her, which meant Emily needed to recalibrate her entire nervous system. The tall one was five foot ten. Black hair, dead straight, falling to the small of her back. Sharp jaw. High cheekbones. Grey eyes. A leather jacket over a vest top and high-waisted jeans and Doc Martens and a long silver chain around her neck and no bra. No bra was obvious because the vest was white and thin and Emily's brain short-circuited for a full second before she managed to drag her gaze up to the girl's face.

"I'm, sorry, no, I'm fine, sorry, I was just standing, sorry."

Three sorries. A new record for a single sentence.

The tall one grinned. A wide, open, unembarrassed grin that took up her whole face.

"Don't apologise, we literally body-checked you. Mel, give her her camera back, stop cradling it like a baby."

The short one. Mel. She held the Pentax out, and when Emily took it their fingers touched for a quarter of a second. The girl's skin was warm.

"It's beautiful. A K1000? That's, like, a proper camera. Film?"

Emily nodded. Her mouth had forgotten how to make words.

"I love film. I've got a Canonet but the light meter's broken so everything comes out blown out. Are you on the photography course? The nine-thirty?"

Emily nodded again. The tall one's hands were still on her shoulders.

"Perfect. We're going that way. I'm Jess. This is Mel. You're coming with us."

It wasn't a question. The tall one, Jess, released Emily's shoulders and took a step toward the door. The short one, Mel, did something worse. She took Emily's elbow. Gently. With the specific casual intimacy of a girl who touched people as naturally as breathing. Her fingers curled into the crook of Emily's arm and she steered her, not forcefully but not optionally, through the door and into the building.

The Arts Building corridor was long and beige and smelled like instant coffee and carpet cleaner. Emily walked between them. Jess on her right, talking at speed about the portfolio she'd submitted and whether the course would actually teach them anything or just make them buy expensive paper. Mel on her left, still holding her elbow, occasionally squeezing it when she agreed with something Jess said. Emily said nothing. Emily was being carried along by a current she hadn't chosen to enter and didn't know how to exit and wasn't entirely sure she wanted to exit.

Mel looked up at her. Those enormous brown eyes, close, warm, the specific quality of a person who is actually looking at you rather than past you.

"What's your name?"

"Emily." It came out quiet. Almost inaudible.

"Emily." Mel said it like she was tasting it. "That's lovely. I'm Melissa but literally no one calls me that."

"And I'm Jessica but if you call me Jessica I'll assume you're my mum and you're about to tell me off."

Emily's mouth did something. A small thing. A twitch at the corners. It might have been a smile. It had been a while since she'd made one voluntarily.

They reached the seminar room. The door was open. Inside, a scattering of students in various states of morning reluctance. Mel guided Emily to a cluster of three seats at the back, two rows from the corner. Not quite the corner. Close enough. Emily sat.

Mel sat next to her. Jess threw herself into the seat on Emily's other side, legs sprawling immediately, boots crossed at the ankle, leaning back like she owned the room and the room was grateful for it.

"Right," Jess announced, pulling out her phone. "I'm making a group chat. Photography course power trio. What's your number, Emily?"

Emily told her. Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. She was being included. She was being chosen. Two girls she had known for four minutes were building a space and putting her in it and she had not asked for it and she had not earned it and she did not understand it.

Jess typed. Mel leaned across Emily to look at Jess's phone, and her hair brushed Emily's shoulder, and Emily's lungs stopped working for two full seconds.

"What should we call it?" Mel turned her face toward Emily. Very close. Six inches. Her breath smelled like mint. "The group chat. We need a name."

Emily opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"I don't know. Sorry."

"Stop saying sorry!" Jess laughed. "We'll figure it out. Something witchy. Something powerful. Something that says don't mess with us, we've got cameras."

"The Coven," Mel said. Soft. Sure.

"The Coven. Yes. Perfect. Mel, you genius." Jess typed it in. "The Coven, sparkle emoji, camera emoji. Done. We're official."

Emily's phone buzzed in the pocket of her jumper. She pulled it out. A new WhatsApp group. THE COVEN with a sparkle and a camera. Two messages already.

Jess: first official meeting of the coven

Mel: emily welcome to the best decision of your life x

Emily stared at the screen. The tutor walked in, a middle-aged man with a ponytail and a coffee stain on his shirt. Mel's hand dropped onto Emily's wrist and rested there while the tutor talked about module outlines and assessment criteria and things Emily could not process because a girl was touching her voluntarily and the girl smelled like vanilla and the world had tilted forty-five degrees on its axis in the space of ten minutes.

She had come here to be invisible.

She was not going to be invisible.

She was in so much trouble.
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The week moved like a river Emily had been dropped into without warning.

Monday became Tuesday became Wednesday became Thursday, and at each stage there was Jess, there was Mel, there was a saved seat and a texted good morning and a lunch that appeared without Emily having to ask for it. It was the specific velocity of being absorbed. Emily had seen it happen to other people at school, the effortless social gravity of the popular, the collected, the comfortable. She had never been on the receiving end of it. She had never been the object someone decided to pull into orbit.

Jess decided things. That was what Jess did. She decided that Emily was interesting on Monday morning and by Monday afternoon she had decided that Emily was a genius, and by Tuesday lunchtime she had decided that Emily was theirs. It wasn't aggressive. It wasn't possessive. It was joyous. Jess operated on a frequency of pure declaration. She said things and they became true and nobody seemed to find this strange.

"Emily's a proper artist, you know. Mel, have you seen her portfolio? She showed me before Graham started and it's insane. Like actually insane. She does these long-exposure things at night with car headlights and they look like paintings."

This in the cafeteria on Tuesday, over plates of dubious pasta. Emily's ears burned. She hadn't shown Jess her portfolio. Jess had grabbed her phone during the seminar break and scrolled through her camera roll without asking and Emily had been too startled to object.

Mel had her chin propped on her fist, looking at Emily with those enormous eyes. "Show me later?"

"They're not, they're not that good, I just, it's just a hobby."

"A hobby." Jess kicked Emily's ankle lightly under the table. "Right. And Picasso was just a bloke who liked doodling. Show Mel later."

Emily showed Mel later. Wednesday afternoon, on a bench in the courtyard, their knees touching because the bench was small and Mel sat close. Mel scrolled through Emily's photos slowly, silently, her thumb swiping with care like she was turning the pages of something valuable. She didn't say anything for a long time. When she looked up, her eyes were different. Warmer. Impressed in a way that seemed personal.

"Ems, these are stunning."

Ems. A nickname. Emily had never had a nickname. At school she'd been Myers in PE and Emily in the register and nothing else, because nicknames implied intimacy and intimacy implied someone paying attention and nobody had paid attention.

"Thank you." Her voice was very small.

"The one of the bridge. With the reflection. That's, like, gallery stuff."

"It's just the canal near my parents' house, it's nothing special."

"It's special because you took it." Mel said this like it was obvious. Like it was a fact of the universe that Emily's eye made things more than they were. Emily didn't know what to do with that. She looked at her own hands in her lap and said nothing and Mel's hand came to rest on top of hers and stayed there for six seconds before Mel pointed at the screen again and asked about the aperture settings.

The WhatsApp group was alive all day, every day. Jess sent voice notes. Mel sent photos of her nails and her coffee and her cat and sunsets from her bus window. Emily sent photos too, carefully chosen, never of herself, always of things she'd seen. A puddle reflecting clouds. A peeling poster on a lamppost. The shadow of a bicycle rack at four o'clock when the sun was low. Jess called her a free thinker. Mel called her talented. Jess called her our girl.

Our girl.

The first time it appeared in the chat, Emily read it three times. It was Wednesday evening, gone ten, and Jess had sent a photo of her own dinner with the caption made this for our girl Emily tomorrow, hope she likes Thai curry. Mel had responded with five heart emojis. Emily had responded with you didn't have to do that! and Jess had sent back our girl doesn't get a say in being fed, those are the rules.

Our girl. Emily turned the phrase over in her head like a smooth stone she'd picked up on a beach. It meant nothing. It was how Jess talked. Jess called the barista in the campus coffee shop babe and the librarian darling and her own mother, during a phone call Emily had overhead on Tuesday, woman. Pet names were currency to Jess, distributed freely, meaning nothing specific. Our girl.
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