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The camera was a Pentax K1000, bought for twelve pounds at a car boot sale in Guildford, and Emily held it against her sternum with both hands like a priest holds a bible. Both thumbs pressed to the cold metal body. Knuckles white. If she squeezed any tighter the thing would crack.

She was standing outside the Arts Building at nine on a Monday morning in September, and she was not going in.

Not yet.

The building was red brick, three stories, ugly in the way all English colleges manage to be ugly. A noticeboard by the entrance flapped with posters for drama societies and counselling services and a band called Wet Carpet who were playing the Student Union on Friday. Students moved past her in loose clusters, laughing, hauling portfolio cases, not looking at her. Nobody looked at her. Emily had spent eighteen years perfecting the art of not being looked at and she was, by now, genuinely excellent at it.

Five foot six. Caramel brown hair pulled into a low ponytail that was already falling apart. Thick tortoiseshell glasses sliding down her nose. An oversized cable knit jumper in oatmeal that reached mid thigh and made her look like a very nervous marshmallow. Beneath it, a midi skirt in navy. Opaque tights. Flat boots. A canvas tote bag slung over one shoulder with a badge pinned near the strap that read I'D RATHER BE DEVELOPING FILM.

She looked like a librarian. She looked like she'd wandered out of a period drama about a vicar's daughter. She looked, from any reasonable distance, like the most boring person on campus, which was the entire point and always had been.

Beneath the jumper her breasts, which were a GG and had been since she was fifteen, sat high and heavy in an industrial strength bra her mum ordered from a specialist website. Beneath the skirt, beneath the opaque tights, beneath the plain cotton knickers from a Marks and Spencer multipack, her cock, which was ten inches when hard and currently, thank God, not hard, was tucked and taped with the specific brand of surgical adhesive she bought online in bulk and kept in a locked drawer in her childhood bedroom. She'd been taping since she was thirteen. She could do it in under two minutes now. Muscle memory. Like tying shoes.

The tape pulled when she walked. She was used to it.

She pushed her glasses up her nose with one finger and stared at the door and told herself to move. Feet. Forward. One and then the other. Three years. She could do three years. Keep the jumpers baggy. Keep the skirts long. Keep the friends at arm's length, or better yet, keep no friends at all. Get her photography degree. Develop her film. Go home to Mum and Dad on weekends. Don't let anyone get close enough to notice, to touch, to find out.

Three years.

Fine.

She took a breath. Adjusted her tote bag. Put one boot forward.

The door banged open and two girls came out at speed.

They were mid argument. Something about lens filters. The taller one, the one in front, was walking backwards and gesturing, and she did not see Emily, and Emily did not move in time, and they collided with a thud that knocked the Pentax out of Emily's grip and sent it tumbling toward the concrete steps.

Three things happened.

Emily yelped.

The tall girl swore.

And the small girl, the one behind, darted forward with a hand so quick it blurred and caught the camera six inches from the ground.

"Oh my God."

That was the tall one. She had both hands on Emily's shoulders, steadying her, and she was looking down at Emily with an expression of theatrical horror. She was five foot ten, at least. Maybe taller. Black hair, dead straight, so long it reached the small of her back. A sharp jaw. Grey eyes. High waisted jeans that sat on hips that curved inward to a narrow waist and then outward to a backside that was, even in Emily's panicked state, difficult not to register. A cropped vest top. No bra. The faintest shadow of dark nipples through white cotton.

"I am so sorry," the tall girl said. "I wasn't looking, I'm a disaster, are you alright?"

Emily opened her mouth.

"Your camera!" The small one, kneeling on the steps, held the Pentax up like a trophy. She was tiny. Five two, maybe less. Honey brown hair in choppy layers to her collarbones. Huge brown eyes. A face so symmetrical it looked retouched. A cropped cardigan over a vest top that showed a strip of soft stomach. Tiny gold hoops in her ears. She turned the camera over in her small hands, checking it. "It's okay. No scratches. Is this a K1000?"

Emily blinked.

"It is, isn't it? Oh my God, I love these. Where'd you find it?"

"Car boot sale," Emily said. Her voice came out approximately one octave higher than normal. "In Guildford."

"Twelve quid?"

"Twelve quid."

"Bargain." The small one stood and held the camera out, and when Emily took it their fingers touched, and the small one smiled, and the smile was warm and close and directed at Emily specifically, and Emily's stomach did something complicated.

"I'm Melissa," the small one said. "Mel. This idiot who nearly killed you is Jess."

"I said sorry!" The tall one, Jess, squeezed Emily's shoulders once and then let go. "I'm Jessica. What's your name?"

"Emily."

"Emily. Cute. Are you Photography?"

Emily nodded.

"Same! Both of us. We were just arguing about whether UV filters are actually worth it or if they're a scam."

"They're a scam," Emily said, before she could stop herself, and then immediately wished she could swallow the words back because both girls were looking at her now with their full attention, which was a lot of attention, and Emily was not built for a lot of attention.

Jessica laughed. A big, bright, carrying laugh. The kind that turned heads across the courtyard. "See? She agrees with me. Mel, you're outvoted."

"I'm not outvoted, you bullied a stranger into supporting you."

"I didn't bully her, she's a free thinker. Emily, you're a free thinker."

Emily, who was still holding the Pentax against her chest like a shield, managed a small smile.

Melissa was looking at her. Properly looking. Head tilted, one earring catching the light. "Are you in the nine thirty seminar?"

"I think so."

"Come sit with us."

It was not a question. Melissa took Emily's elbow and turned her toward the door, and Jessica fell into step on Emily's other side, and the three of them went through the entrance together, and Emily thought, very clearly and very loudly, oh no.

The seminar room was on the second floor. Long tables arranged in a U shape. A projector. A whiteboard. A tutor called Graham who had a ponytail and called everyone "team." Sixteen students filing in, portfolio cases banging against chair legs. Emily was steered to a seat in the middle of the U, Melissa on her left, Jessica on her right, their bags dumped on the floor around her like a barricade.

"So, Emily." Jessica swung her chair sideways to face her. Long legs crossed. One Doc Marten bouncing. "Where are you from?"

"Surrey."

"Ooh. Posh."

"It's not posh, it's just, it's quite quiet, actually."

"What kind of photography do you do?"

"Film, mostly. Black and white. I like developing my own prints."

"She has a K1000," Melissa added, leaning across Emily to talk to Jessica, which put Melissa's face about four inches from Emily's and filled Emily's entire sensory field with vanilla and warm skin.

"Vintage girl," Jessica said. "I love that. I'm all digital. Mel does fashion stuff."

"Editorial," Melissa corrected.

"Same thing."

"It is not the same thing, and I will die on this hill."

Emily, between them, turned her head left to right like a spectator at tennis. They argued the way people argue when they've known each other for years, except they'd only met three weeks ago during freshers' week, a fact Jessica delivered unprompted.

"We bonded over hating the icebreaker games," Jessica explained. "You know the ones. Say your name and a fun fact. Mel's fun fact was that she has forty eight thousand Instagram followers."

"Forty nine now."

"My fun fact was that I can fit my whole fist in my mouth."

Emily choked on nothing.

"It's true. Want to see?"

"She doesn't want to see, Jess. Leave her alone, she looks terrified."

Emily was not terrified. Emily was sitting between two of the most beautiful girls she had ever seen in real life and her entire nervous system was on high alert and her cock, taped and tucked and compressed into nothing beneath three layers of fabric, twitched. Just once. A warning shot.

She pressed her thighs together under the table.

Cold thoughts. Dentist appointments. Dad's car insurance renewal. The inside of a filing cabinet.

The seminar started. Graham talked about the module handbook. Emily took notes in a small leather journal her mum had bought her. Jessica drew tiny faces in the margins of hers. Melissa's hand, resting on the table between them, drifted sideways during a discussion about coursework deadlines and landed on Emily's wrist. Just resting there. Warm.

Emily stopped breathing.

"You alright, Ems?"

Melissa. Looking at her with those enormous brown eyes.

"Fine," Emily whispered. "Just, um. Concentrating."

Melissa smiled. Squeezed her wrist once. Left her hand there for the rest of the hour.

By the time the seminar ended, Emily had two phone numbers saved in her phone, a coffee order memorised backwards (oat flat white for Jessica, caramel latte for Melissa), and a notification from a new group chat.

THE COVEN ✨📸

Jessica had sent the first message at 10:47am, during Graham's explanation of the darkroom booking system.

Right. This is us now. The three of us. Coven rules apply.

Melissa, thirty seconds later.

What are coven rules?

Jessica.

I'll make them up as we go. Rule one. Emily has to come to everything we invite her to.

Emily stared at her phone on the bus home. The screen glowed in the grey afternoon light. She read the messages four times.

She had not been invited to anything by anyone her own age in approximately two years.

Her thumbs hovered.

Okay, she typed. Then deleted it. Then typed it again. Then added a smiley face. Then deleted the smiley face. Then added it back.

She sent it.

Two typing bubbles appeared instantly.

Melissa: Yay!! 💕

Jessica: She said yes. Mel. She said yes. We've got her.

Emily put her phone face down on her lap, leaned her head against the window of the bus, and stared at the passing rooftops, and the warm feeling in her chest was so unfamiliar it took her three stops to identify it.

It was belonging.

She was in so much trouble.
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By Thursday of the first week, Emily knew the following things about her new friends.

Jessica Simpson. Yes, like the singer. No, she had not forgiven her mother. Eighteen. Five ten. Born in a commuter town half an hour from campus. Dad an engineer, mum a solicitor, younger brother at boarding school. Wanted to be a portrait photographer. Thought she was going to be Rankin, said so without irony, and Emily believed her because Jessica said everything like she'd already decided it was true and the universe just hadn't caught up yet.

Jessica was loud. Not aggressive loud. Joyous loud. She talked the way other people breathed, constantly and without thinking about it, a rolling stream of observations and jokes and questions and declarations that filled whatever room she was in until the room felt smaller and brighter and more alive. She had been shushed in the college library twice in four days and had absorbed none of it. She swore casually and often. She called everyone "babe." She had a laugh that came from somewhere deep in her chest and rolled out of her like a wave, and every time Emily heard it her skin prickled and her stomach dropped half an inch.

Jessica had opinions about everything. She had opinions about lens filters and coffee shops and the correct way to queue and the photography tutor's ponytail and the weather and the font on the module handbook and whether crisps counted as a meal and whether Melissa's Instagram aesthetic was "too curated" and whether Emily's jumper was "cute or, like, a cry for help."

"It's a jumper," Emily had said, weakly, on the second day, when Jessica had tugged at the hem in the corridor outside their seminar.

"It's a tent, Ems. You could camp in this. There could be a family of four in here. Are there? Is there a family of four in your jumper?"

"No."

"Then why is it this big?"

Emily had pulled the hem down tighter and changed the subject, and Jessica had let her, but Jessica's grey eyes had narrowed for half a second in a way that suggested she was filing the information away for later.

Melissa Jones. Eighteen. Five two. From a red brick semi in the same leafy suburb as Jessica. Mum a nurse, dad in IT, younger brother called Toby who played football and was embarrassed by her at all times. Studying photography with a specialism in fashion editorial. Had forty nine thousand followers on Instagram. Had been told she could go professional. Wasn't sure yet.

Melissa was quieter than Jessica, but quieter than Jessica still meant louder than most people. She had a soft voice, pitched slightly higher than expected from her face, breathy when she was interested in something, which seemed to be often. She said "aww" a lot. She said "babe" and "sweetie." She said "oh my God" like punctuation, inserting it between clauses the way other people used commas.

She was touchy. Not strategically. Constitutionally. She put her hand on Emily's arm when she spoke to her. She squeezed Emily's shoulder when she sat down. She tucked a strand of Emily's hair behind her ear on Wednesday afternoon without asking or commenting, just reached over and did it, and Emily had gone so still and so red that Melissa had laughed, gently, and said "sorry, it was in your face, I couldn't help it."

Emily had never been touched this much by anyone who wasn't her mother.

Melissa was pretty in a way that was almost aggressive. The huge brown eyes. The tiny nose. The mouth that pouted even when she was concentrating on a reading. The choppy honey hair that was always, somehow, perfect. The cropped cardigans over tiny vest tops. The denim skirts that stopped mid thigh. The small gold chains at her throat. The manicured nails that changed colour every few days. She was a small girl in small clothes and she moved through spaces like she'd been told her whole life that people would look at her and had decided, calmly, to give them something worth looking at.

Together they were impossible. Emily walked between them across campus and felt like a wren between two peacocks. Jessica on one side, all legs and sharp jaw and swinging black hair. Melissa on the other, all curves and soft skin and gold jewellery catching the light. Emily in the middle, in her tent jumper and her midi skirt and her tortoiseshell glasses, clutching her tote bag and wondering how, specifically, she had ended up here.
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