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For Rosey and Laddie—
May you know that you’re loved,
even when you’re lost







EPILOGUE


Simon Snow did what he came to do.


What they all said he would do someday. He found the big baddie—he found two—and he finished them off.


He didn’t expect to live through it. And he hadn’t.


Baz once told him that everything was a story, and that Simon was the hero. They’d been dancing at the time. Touching. Baz was looking at Simon like anything was possible for them now, like love was inevitable.


Everything was a story. And Simon was the hero. He saved the day. That’s when stories end—with everyone looking ahead to “happily ever after.”


This is what happens if you try to hang on after the end. When your time has come and passed. When you’ve done the thing you were meant to do.


The theatre goes dark; the pages go blank.


Everything is a story, and Simon Snow’s is over.
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BAZ


Simon Snow is lying on the sofa.


Simon Snow is pretty much always lying on the sofa these days. With his leathery red wings tucked up behind him like a pillow and a can of cheap cider hanging off his hand.


He used to hold a sword like that. Like it was attached.


It’s finally summer in London. I’ve been studying all day—exams next week; Bunce and I are buried in books. We both pretend that Snow is studying for his exams, too. He hasn’t been at uni in weeks, I’d wager. He hasn’t been off the sofa unless it’s to go down to the corner to buy chips and cider; he ties his tail around his waist and hides his wings under a dreadful tan mackintosh—he looks like Quasimodo. Or a flasher. He looks like three kids in a trench coat pretending to be a complete wanker.


The last time I saw Snow without wings and a tail, Bunce had just got home from a lecture. She cast a concealment spell his way without even thinking about it—and he went feral on her. “For fuck’s sake, Penny, I’ll tell you if I want your magic!”


Her magic.


My magic.


It wasn’t very long ago that all the magic was his.


He was the One, wasn’t he? The most. The magic-est.


Bunce and I never leave him alone now if we can help it. We go to lectures, we study. (That’s what Bunce and I do. That’s who we are.) But there’s always one of us around—making Snow tea he won’t drink, sharing vegetables he won’t eat, asking questions he won’t answer . . .


I think he hates the sight of us most days.


I think he hates the sight of me. Maybe I should take the hint . . .


But Simon Snow has always hated the sight of me—with a few recent and bittersweet exceptions. In a way, that face he makes when I walk in the room (like he’s just remembered something awful) is the only thing that still feels familiar.


I’ve loved him through worse. I’ve loved him hopelessly . . .


So what’s a little less hope?


“I think I’m going to get a curry,” I say. “Do you want anything?”


He doesn’t turn away from the television.


I try again. “Do you want anything, Snow?”


A month ago, I would have walked to the sofa and touched his shoulder. Three months ago, I would have dropped a kiss on his cheek. Last September, when he and Bunce first moved into this flat, I would have had to pull my mouth away from his to ask the question, and he might not have let me finish.


He shakes his head.
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SIMON


Maya Angelou said that when someone shows you who they are, you should believe them.


I heard that on an inspirational television show. It came on after Law & Order, and I didn’t change the channel.


When someone shows you who they are, believe them.


That’s what I’m going to say when I break up with Baz.


I’m doing it so that he doesn’t have to.


I can tell he wants to end this. I can see it in the way he looks at me. Or in the way he doesn’t look at me—because if he did, he’d have to face what a tosser he’s saddled himself with. What an absolute loser.


Baz is at uni now. Thriving.


And he’s as handsome as ever. (More handsome than ever. Taller, bolder, with a beard now anytime he wants one. Like adolescence isn’t quite done dealing him aces.)


Everything that happened last year . . .


Everything that happened with the Mage and the Hum-drum just made Baz more of who he was meant to be. He avenged his mother. He solved the mystery that’s hung over him since he was five. He proved himself as a man and a magician.


He proved himself right: The Mage really was evil! And I really was a fraud—“the worst Chosen One who’s ever been chosen,” just like Baz used to say. He was right about me all along.


When someone shows you who they are, believe them.


When someone fucks up absolutely everything—that person is an absolute fuck-up.


I don’t know how to make it any more clear to him. I lie here on the sofa. And I don’t have any plans. And I don’t have any promise. And this is what I am.


Baz fell in love with what I was—power and potential unchecked. Nuclear bombs are nothing but potential.


Now I’m what comes after.


Now I’m the three-headed frog. The radioactive fallout.


I think Baz would have broken up with me by now if he didn’t feel so sorry for me. (And if he hadn’t promised to love me. Magicians get hung up on honour.)


So I’ll be the one to do it. I can do it. One time, an orc-upine shot a needle into my shoulder, and I tore it out with my own teeth—I can handle pain.


I just . . .


I wanted a few more nights of this. Of him being here in the room with me, mine on the surface at least.


I’ll never have someone like Baz again. There is no one like Baz; it’s like dating someone out of a legend. He’s a heroic vampire, a gifted magician. He’s dead handsome. (I used to be someone out of a legend. I was Foretold, you know? I used to be part of the oral tradition.)


I wanted a few more nights of this . . .


But I hate watching Baz suffer. I hate being the reason he suffers.


“Baz,” I say. I sit up and set down my can of cider. (Baz hates cider, even the smell of it.)


He’s standing at the front door. “Yes?”


I swallow. “When someone shows you who they are—”


Penny bursts in then, jamming Baz’s shoulder with the door.


“For Crowley’s sake, Bunce!”


“I’ve got it!” Penny drops her backpack. She’s wearing a baggy purple T-shirt, and her dark brown hair is scraped into a messy knot at the top of her head.


“Got what?” Baz frowns.


“We”—she points at Baz and me both—“are going on holiday!”


I rub my palms into my eyes. They’re crunchy with sleep, even though I’ve been up for hours. “Not going on holiday,” I mumble.


“To America!” she persists. She pushes my feet off the sofa and sits on the arm, facing me. “To see Agatha!”


Baz barks out a laugh. “Ha! Does Agatha know we’re coming?”


“It’ll be a surprise!” Penny says.


“Surprise!” Baz sing-songs. “It’s your ex-boyfriend and his boyfriend and that girl you never liked very much!”


“Agatha likes me fine!” Penny sounds offended. “She’s just not an effusive person.”


Baz snorts. “She seemed pretty effusive about getting the fuck out of


England and away from magic.”


“I’m worried about her, if you must know. She hasn’t been returning my texts.”


“Because she doesn’t like you, Bunce.”


I look up at Penelope. “When did you last hear from Agatha?”


“A few weeks ago. Normally she’d have texted me back by now. Even if it’s just to tell me to leave her alone. And she hasn’t been posting as many photos of Lucy”—Agatha’s little dog—“on Instagram. I think she might be lonely. Depressed.”


“Depressed,” I say.


“So, is this a holiday?” Baz asks. “Or an intervention?” He’s leaning against the door with his arms crossed and his shirtsleeves pushed up. Baz always looks like he’s in an ad for expensive watches. Even when he isn’t wearing one.


“Why can’t it be both?” Penny says. “We’ve always wanted to take a road trip across America.”


Baz tilts his head. “Have we?”


Penny looks at me and smiles. “Simon and I have.”


She’s right, we have. And for a moment, I can see it: The three of us, speeding down some abandoned motorway—no, highway—in an old convertible. I’m driving. We’re all wearing sunglasses. We’re listening to the Doors, and Baz is complaining about it. But he’s got his shirt unbuttoned to his navel, so I’m not complaining about anything. The sky is huge and blue and full of lens flare. America . . .


My wings shudder. That happens now when I’m uncomfortable. “We can’t go to America.”


Penny kicks me. “Why not?”


“Because I’ll never make it through airport security.” My tail is mostly squashed beneath me at the moment, but I flick the end up around my thigh to remind her it’s there.


“I’ll coat you with spells,” she says.


“I don’t want to be coated with spells.”


“I’ve been working on a new one, Simon. It’s a thing of beauty—”


“Eight hours on an aeroplane with my wings bunched up . . .”


“The new spell makes them disappear,” she grins.


I look up at her, startled. “I don’t want them to disappear.”


That’s a lie; I want them gone. I want to be myself again. I want to be free. But . . . I can’t. Yet. I can’t explain why not. (Even to myself.)


“Temporarily,” Penny says. “I think it will just make them go away for a while, until the spell wears off.”


“What about this?” I flick my tail again.


“We’ll have to use another spell. Or you can tuck it.”


America . . .


I never really thought I’d get to America—unless I had to chase the Humdrum there.


“The thing is . . .” Penny bites her bottom lip and wrinkles her nose, like she’s both ashamed and excited. “I’ve already bought the tickets!”


“Penelope!” It’s a bad idea. I have wings. And no money. And I don’t want to get dumped by my boyfriend at the Statue of Liberty. I’d rather get dumped right here, thanks. Also I don’t know how to drive. “We can’t just—”


She starts singing “Don’t Stop Believing.” Which is hardly the United States’ national anthem, but it was our favourite song in third year, when we first said we were going to take this road trip, someday, when we’d won the war.


Well . . . we have won the war, haven’t we? (Never thought that would mean killing the Mage and sacrificing my own magic, but it’s still, technically, a win.)


Penny is telling me to “hold on to that feel-layy-anng.” Baz is watching us from the door.


“If you’ve already bought the tickets . . .” I say.


Penny jumps to her feet on the sofa. “Yes! We’re going on holiday!” She stops and looks at Baz. “Are you in?”


Baz is still looking at me. “If you think I’m letting you traipse around a foreign country by yourselves, especially in this political climate—”


Penelope is jumping again. “America!”
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PENELOPE


All right, so, yes, things haven’t been going so well. And I should have been the one to see it coming.


Was Simon supposed to see it coming? He doesn’t see anything coming! He’s taken aback by Tuesdays!


Was Baz supposed to see it coming? All Baz has been able to focus on for the last year is Simon; he can’t see past the hearts in his own eyes.


No, it should have been me.


But I was just so happy to be through everything. The Humdrum vanquished, the Mage revealed, most of us still alive to talk about it . . . Simon, all in one piece! Simon with extra pieces, yes, but hale and whole, with a future!


Simon Snow, in no grave danger—my most ardent prayer answered.


I just wanted to enjoy it.


I wanted to get a flat and go to university, and just be a normal teenager for once, before we left our teens behind us. I didn’t want to do anything radical—I didn’t fuck off to California and leave my magic wand behind, for example. But I wanted to relax.


Lesson learned: Relaxation is the most insidious humdrum.


We all moved to London last year and started uni, as if our world hadn’t just been turned upside down and shaken. As if Simon hadn’t just been turned inside out.


I mean—he killed the Mage, the closest thing he’d ever had to a father. It was an accident, but still.


And the Mage killed Ebb, who wasn’t exactly Simon’s mother figure, but who was definitely like his weird aunt. Ebb loved Simon. She treated him like he was one of her little goats.


So, yes, I knew that Simon had suffered—but I thought winning would make up for it. I thought victory would be enough. That relief would fill in all those holes.


I think Baz believed love would do the trick . . .


It really is a miracle that the two of them ended up together in the end. (Star-cross’d lovers. “From forth the fatal loins of these two foes.” The whole shebang.)


But it was a mistake thinking of that as an end. There is no end. Bad things happen, and then they stop, but they keep on wreaking havoc inside of people.


I know perfectly well that going on holiday isn’t going to magickally fix everything. (If there were a way to magickally fix this, I swear to Stevie I’d have figured it out by now.) But we could all use a change of scenery.


Maybe it’ll do Simon good to see himself in a new context. There are no bad memories waiting for him in America. No good ones either—but anything’s a win that gets him off the sofa.
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AGATHA


I never call Penelope back.


Who even calls people anyway? Who leaves voicemails?


Penelope Bunce. That’s who.


I’ve told her to text me like a normal person. (I texted her to tell her.)


“But you don’t reply to my texts!” she replied.


“Yes, but at least I read them, Penny. When you leave a voicemail, I just recoil in horror.”


“Well, then tell me what I need to do to get a reply, Agatha.”


I didn’t reply to that.


Because there’s nothing I could say that would satisfy her.


And because I’ve left that world behind! Including Penelope!


There’s no way to leave the World of Mages behind and hold on to Penelope Bunce—she’s the mage-iest mage of them all. She lives and breathes magic. You can’t even eat toast without Penelope magickally melting the butter.


One time, I turned my phone off to get a break from her, and it still beeped when she sent a text.


“No more magickal texts!” I texted her.


“Agatha!” she texted back. “Are you coming home for Christmas?”


I didn’t answer. I didn’t go home.


My parents were relieved, I think.


The World of Mages slipped into chaos when Simon killed the Mage. (Or when Penelope did. Or Baz. I still don’t get how it went down.)


I was nearly killed that day, too—and it wasn’t the first time. I think my parents feel partly responsible (as they should) for ever inviting Simon “the Chosen One” Snow into our lives.


Would my life have been different if I hadn’t grown up with Simon like a brother? If I hadn’t become his placeholder girlfriend?


I still would have ended up at Watford, learning magic tricks. But I wouldn’t have been standing at ground zero, year after year after year.


“When are you coming home?” Penelope texts.


I’m not, I’m tempted to reply. And why do you even care?


She and I were never best friends. I was always too posh for Penny—too shallow, too frivolous. She just wants me in her life now because I was always there before, and she’s holding on to the past as desperately as I’m trying to run from it.


I was there before things fell apart.


But my coming home won’t put anything back together.


“I can’t believe you’re drinking that,” Ginger says.


We’ve just sat down to lunch and I’ve ordered the only black tea on the menu. “I can’t believe it either,” I say. “Vanilla Mint Earl Grey. My father would be appalled.”


“Stimulants,” Ginger says, shaking her head.


I add some skimmed milk to my tea. Full-fat is never an option here.


“And dairy,” Ginger groans.


All she drinks is beetroot juice. It looks exactly like blood, smells like dirt, and sometimes, like now, leaves a bright red moustache on her upper lip.


“You look like a vampire,” I say. Though she looks nothing like the only vampire I’ve ever met. Ginger has springy brown hair and freckled brown skin. Her mum is Thai and Brazilian, and her dad is from Barbados, and she’s got the brightest eyes and rosiest cheeks of anyone I’ve ever met. Maybe it’s the beetroot.


“I feel activated,” she says, spreading her fingers in the air.


“How activated?”


“At least eighty per cent. What about you?”


“Holding steady at fifteen,” I say. A waitress sets down Ginger’s quinoa bowl and my plate of avocado toast.


“Agatha,” she says, “you always say fifteen. We’ve been working the programme for three months. You’ve got to be at least sixteen per cent activated by now.”


I don’t feel any different. “Maybe some people are born inactive.”


She tuts at me. “Don’t say that! I would never have befriended an inert organism.”


I smile at Ginger. But the truth is, we were both feeling rather inert when we met. That’s how we became friends, I think—travelling in the same scene, drifting at the edge of it. I kept ending up next to Ginger in the kitchen at parties, or sitting near her on the dark part of the beach at bonfires.


San Diego has been better for me than the Watford School of Magicks ever was. I don’t miss my wand. I don’t miss the war. I don’t miss the everyday pretending that I cared about being a good mage.


But I’ll never be of this place.


I’m not like my classmates here. Or my neighbours. Or the people I meet at parties. I’ve always had Normal friends, but I never paid attention to all the small and subconscious ways people are Normal.


Like, I realized when I got here that I didn’t know how to tie my shoes. I never learned! I learned how to spell them tied instead. Which I can’t do now because I left my wand at home.


I mean, it’s fine—I just leave my shoes tied or wear sandals—but there are loads of things like that. I have to be careful about what I say out loud. To strangers. To friends. It’s too easy to blurt out something weird or ignorant. (Fortunately, I usually get a pass for being British.)


Ginger doesn’t seem to mind when I say weird things. Maybe because she’s constantly saying something a little weird. Ginger’s into neurofeedback and cupping and emotional acupressure. I mean, beyond just the “I’m from California” way. She’s a believer.


“I don’t really fit in here,” she said to me one night. We were sitting on the sand, with our toes in the surf. At the edge of the party again. Ginger was wearing a peach tank top and holding a red plastic cup. “But I don’t fit in any better anywhere else.”


It was like she’d pulled the feeling right out of my heart. I could have kissed her. (I still wish sometimes that I wanted to.) (That would feel like an answer to . . . the question of me. Then I could say, “Oh, that’s who I am. That’s why I’ve been so confused.”)


“Same,” I said.


The next time a party moved on without us, Ginger and I left and got tacos.


And the next time, we skipped the party and went straight to tacos.


We still felt strange and lost, I think, but it was good to be strange and lost together.


It was good to be lost with a friend.


Ginger’s phone chimes, reminding me that she isn’t lost anymore.


She picks it up and grins, which means Josh, and starts texting him back. I eat my avocado toast.


My phone vibrates. I take it out of my bag, then groan. Penny has finally cracked how to get me to reply to her:


“Agatha! We’re coming to see you! On holiday!”


“What?” I text back. “When?” And then—I should have said this first—“NO.”


“In two weeks!” Penny sends. “YES.”


“Penelope, no. I won’t be home.” It’s true. Ginger and I are going to the Burning Lad Festival.


“You’re lying,” Penny replies.


“Ahhhh!” Ginger is saying. It turns into “Ahhhh-gatha!”


I look up. Ginger is shaking her phone at me like it’s a lottery ticket.


“What?”


“Josh got us into that NowNext retreat!”


“Ginger, nooo . . .”


“He said he’d cover our room and everything.” Josh is thirty-two. He invented something that lets you use your phone as a thermometer. Or he was on a team that invented it. Anyway. He’s always covering something. The room, the check, the concert. Ginger never gets over it.


“Ginger, we’re going to Burning Lad that week!”


“We can go to Burning Lad next year; the desert will still be there.”


“And Josh won’t?”


She frowns at me. “You know how exclusive this retreat is.”


I stir my tea. “Not really . . .”


“Only vested members get to bring guests. And usually only one guest. I begged Josh to get you in, too.”


“Ginger . . .”


“Agatha—” She pauses to bite her bottom lip and squish up her nose, like she’s about to tell me something big. “—I think I’m going to level up. At the retreat. And I really want you to be there.”


Crowley, of course. Level up. Josh and his friends are obsessed with “levelling up” and “maximizing potential.” If you suggest brunch, they’ll be like, “Let’s change the world instead!” “Let’s climb a mountain!” “Let’s get VIP seats for the U2 concert!”


NowNext is their social club. It’s like Weight Watchers for rich men. They go to meetings and take turns saying how “activated” they are. I’ve gone to a few meetings with Ginger; they were mostly a bore. (Though there are always first-rate nibbles.) At the end of every meeting, the vested members go into a locked room and do their secret handshake or whatever.


Ginger can’t believe her luck with Josh. He’s successful; he’s ambitious; he’s fit.


(“My last boyfriend was a barista, Agatha!”


“You are also a barista, Ginger. That’s how you met.”)


She doesn’t know what Josh sees in her. I’m a little worried that he doesn’t see anything in her. That all he sees is what there is to see. That she’s young, that she’s beautiful. That she looks good on his arm.


But what do I know? Maybe they’re good for each other. They both seem to like talking about phytonutrients. And, like, meridian tapping. And Ginger really does seem at least eighty per cent activated these days.


I don’t think I’ll ever level up.


But if that’s what Ginger wants, I guess I can go along for it. She’s the best friend I’ve made here. She’ll be my friend even if I’m only ever fifteen per cent activated (and less than fifteen per cent magic). I sigh. “Fine. I’ll go.”


Ginger squeals. “Yes! It’s going to be so good!”


My phone vibrates, and I look down at it. Penelope, again:


“I’m going to call you, so we can discuss details.”


I slip the phone into my handbag without replying.
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BAZ


We’re meeting at the airport, and Snow’s already there when I arrive. At first I don’t recognize him—or it’s more like I recognize him from another time. He’s wearing jeans and Agatha’s old Watford Lacrosse sweatshirt. (I need to casually leave one of my old football shirts at his flat; he’ll wear anything he finds on the floor.) The sweatshirt is slit down the back for his wings, but there’s nothing there. Really nothing. Other spells only hide Simon’s wings; you can still see a shimmer or a shadow. Today, there’s nothing. I reach up to touch the space between his shoulder blades, but he spins around before I can.


“Hey,” he says when he sees me. He’s pulling on his hair, nervous.


My hand’s still stretched out, so I pat his shoulder. “Hey.”


“Penny’s checking us in. Or something. I didn’t have a passport.” He leans closer and whispers: “She stole someone else’s passport and magicked it.”


As if Bunce wasn’t already in deep water; we all know she used magic to buy these plane tickets. It’s one of the only laws we live by in the World of Mages—no magickal counterfeiting. We’d throw the world economy into chaos if we used magic for money. Everyone bends the rules now and then, but Bunce’s mother is on the Coven. “I hope she realizes her mother will happily surrender her to the authorities.”


Snow’s anxious: “Do you think we’ll get caught? This whole thing is stupid.”


“No.” My hand’s still on his arm, and I squeeze it. “No. It will be fine. If somebody looks suspicious, I’ll distract them by being a vampire.”


He doesn’t try to pull away from me. Perhaps because he’s out of his element, away from his worst habits. Bunce might be on to something with this change-of-scenery idea . . .


“Speaking of,” Simon says, “will you be okay on the flight?”


“Do you mean, will I lose myself to bloodlust somewhere over the Atlantic?”


He shrugs.


“I’ll be fine, Snow. It’s only eight hours. I get through every day without slaughtering people.” I’ve got through fifteen years, as a matter of fact. Not a single (vampire-related) casualty.


“What about when we get there?”


“No worries, I’ve heard that America is overrun with rats. And other animals. Grizzly bears, show dogs.”


He smiles at that, and it’s so good to see that I sling my arm around his shoulders and think about hugging him. There’s a woman standing in line near us, giving us her most aggrieved “don’t be gay” face, but I don’t care—easy moments with Simon are miserably few and far between.


Simon cares. He notices the woman, then leans over to mess with his bag—the same duffel he used to carry back at Watford. When he stands up, he’s pulled away from me.


He pats his thigh, nervously checking his tail.


I’m still not sure why Snow gave himself a tail . . .


The wings, I understand. They were a necessity, he needed to escape. But why the tail? It’s long and red and ropey, with a black spade at the tip. If the tail has a use, I haven’t figured it out. He isn’t putting it to one, anyway.


Bunce thinks that in the moment, Simon was actually turning into a dragon, not just wishing for wings.


Which doesn’t explain why he still has them, more than a year later. Snow gave up his magic—all of it—to defeat the Insidious Humdrum. So it’s not like he’s using magic to maintain his dragon parts, and most spells would have worn off by now.


“But it wasn’t a spell,” Bunce said the last time we talked about this. “He transformed himself.”


Simon’s still touching his thigh, smoothing down the back of his jeans. I try to reassure him. “No one can see it,” I say.


“I’m just nervous. I’ve never flown before.”


I laugh. (I mean, he does have wings.)


“In a plane,” he says.


“It’ll be fine. And if it isn’t—say, if the engines die—will you save me? Will you fly me out the nearest exit?”


His face falls. “Do the engines do that? Just die?”


I bump my shoulder against his. “Promise you’ll save me first even if there are women and children.”


“If the engines die,” he says, “you and Penny better fix them. Have you been practising the spells?”


“I don’t know any plane-engine-preserving spells, do you, Bunce?”


Bunce has walked up with our boarding passes. “Plane-engine-preserving?” she repeats.


“You know, in case of critical engine failure.”


“Simon can save me,” she says.


“He’s already saving me.”


“I’m saving the women and children!” Snow says.


“Technically,” I say, “you won’t have wings.”
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SIMON


I half expect to get stopped when I go through the security scanner. “Sir, we just need to pat down your tail.” But it’s all fine, just like Baz and Penny said it would be. I wouldn’t be surprised if Penelope jammed the machine. As soon as we’re through security, Penny buys me a bag of jelly babies and a Coke. (I’m skint; she and Baz are covering the whole trip.)


I’ve never been in an airport before. I spend an hour pacing and rolling my shoulders; they feel too light. There’s really nothing back there. I keep leaning back against walls to check. I go to the men’s room and pull up my shirt, looking over my shoulder at the mirror. Nothing but freckles.


When I come out, Baz and Penny are queued up to get on the plane, and Penelope is motioning for me to hurry up. I squeeze behind her, jostling no one with my wings. I’m thinking of everything I could do like this. Get on the Tube. See a film. Stand next to someone at a urinal without knocking him over.


I would never have fit on the plane with my wings. I couldn’t have got down the aisle without clipping everyone who was already sitting.


Baz moans when we get to our seats—in the middle of a row, at the back of the plane. “For snake’s sake, Bunce, you couldn’t spring for first class when you were stealing our tickets?”


“We’re keeping a low profile,” she says.


“I could keep a low profile in first class.”


I pull him down. It’s a tight fit between me and the lady on the other side. (She’s wearing a cross. That’s handy—Baz won’t be tempted to bite her.)


It feels good to sit back and push my shoulders directly against the seat. My spine pops. It feels good to sit this close to Baz. And the lady with the cross can’t get mad at us because we have to sit this close. It’s sitting in economy that’s making us gay.


Not that she will get mad at us necessarily . . . You just never know when someone’s going to make you feel bad about what you are. The last time Baz and I held hands in public, some girl with a nose ring took offence. If you can’t trust people with nose rings to be open-minded, who’s left?


Baz said the girl wasn’t looking at us funny—he said her face just looked like that. “That woman has a miserable aspect. She put that hoop through her septum to distract from it.” He also says I can’t assume that everyone who frowns at me is frowning because I’m with a boy. “Some people just won’t like you, Simon. I didn’t like you for years.”


That was . . . months ago. The girl with the nose ring. Us holding hands. It was snowing.


I think about taking Baz’s hand now—I reach out, but he picks up a magazine and starts flipping through it.


Eight hours in the air. Penny says we can watch films. And that they’ll bring us food constantly. She says we’ll forget we’re over the ocean after a few minutes, and it’ll just be boring.


We’re flying into Chicago, so that Penny can see Micah. She’s hoping he’ll decide to come along with us on our road trip. “He says he has to work. But maybe he’ll change his mind.”


Baz’s knees are pressed up against the seat ahead of him. (All his height’s in his legs. Torso-to-torso, we’re the same height. I might even be taller.) The person sitting there pushes her seat back, and Baz yelps.


“You could magic yourself more space,” I say.


“Can’t. I’m saving my magic.” He angles his knees towards mine. “Just in case I have to ‘Float like a butterfly’ this entire plane.”
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PENELOPE


I’ve been dating Micah since he came to Watford as an American exchange student our fourth year.


America doesn’t have magickal schools of its own. Most countries don’t. Sometimes foreign families send their kids to Watford for a year for the cultural experience. “And because no one offers the magickal foundation we do,” Mum likes to say. “No one.” (She’s Watford’s headmistress now, and she’s very proud.) American children go to Normal schools and learn their magic at home. “Imagine learning only the spells your parents can teach you. No elocution, no linguistics, no forensics.”


Micah’s elocution is very good—and he’s bilingual, so he can cast in Spanish. (That only works in Spanish-speaking areas, but Spanish is a growing language!)


I know everyone at Watford thought that Micah was basically my imaginary boyfriend all these years, but for us, it was very real. We communicated by letter and email. We Skyped. And then we FaceTimed. We even talked on the phone sometimes.


We went three years without seeing each other in person. Then, two years ago, I spent the summer with Micah’s family in Chicago, and as real as our relationship was before, it became more real.


I would have gone back to visit him after we finished school; I was going to. But we were all in a state of shock, with the Humdrum gone and the Mage dead. (I didn’t even go back to Watford our final term. Miss Possibelf came to London to give me my exams.) Simon was shattered. I couldn’t bugger off to Chicago and leave him alone—he was already more alone than ever.


Anyway, Micah was cool about it all. He agreed that my staying in London was the best thing for the time being. The plan was, I’d come and visit him, just as soon as things got better. We both agreed.


We didn’t have a plan for if they got worse.
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AGATHA


I thought the retreat would be at a hotel. But Josh drives us to a gated house inside a gated community. He’s got a sports car that doesn’t make any noise and doesn’t use any fuel and doesn’t have much of a back seat.


“This neighbourhood is almost all NowNext members,” he says. “Most of the founders live here.”


Ginger looks impressed. I try to look polite.


We’re greeted by a competent young woman, covered in tattoos and thoroughly pierced. She’s the most decorative thing in the house. All of the NowNext meetings are in places like this: cavernous homes, minimally adorned. This one is the most cavernous, most minimal yet—like someone’s making a real show of how much space they have to fill with nothing. My mum would go blind from the lack of upholstery and wall decor.


Personally, I’d rather be at a hotel than this big, empty house; when Ginger and I get to our room, the door doesn’t have a lock.


“I don’t know why you’re unpacking,” I say to her. “I know you’ll be staying with Josh.”


“Nope,” she says. “It’s members only in that wing of the house. You’re stuck with me every night.”


Ginger doesn’t want to miss a minute of the retreat’s programming. She drags me to the welcome party out on the deck. We drink champagne cocktails, and no one asks me if I’m twenty-one. (I’m four months shy.) It’s mostly men here. A few women. All the vested members wear gold pins—little figures of eight. (The pins remind me of a relic my parents keep in our bathroom, a silver snake eating its tail, that’s supposed to keep basilisks from coming up the pipes.)


After the welcome party, there’s meditation in one room and an investing seminar in another. Ginger and Josh and I choose to meditate. I like meditation. It’s quiet, at least.


Then we’re all supposed to gather for a big keynote talk—“The Myth of Mortality”—in one of the ballroom-sized sitting rooms. Whoever lives here must own fifty sofas, all of them black or white or creamy-nothing coloured. And all so sleek that they keep their shape even when you’re sitting on them.


I spend twenty minutes fidgeting. It’s practically like being at church. The guy talking says that Normals—well, human beings—were put on this earth to live forever, and it’s only sin and shame and environmental factors that got in the way. He has Ginger at “environmental factors.”


It sounds like crap to me. Even magicians can’t live forever, and we’ve got thousands of spells on our side. “Living is dying,” my father says. He’s the best magickal doctor in England. He can cure anything that can be cured. But he can’t cure death. Or as he says, “I can’t cure life.”


I try to be bored by the talk, but I’m irritated. I’m irritated by everyone nodding along to this nonsense. Do they really think they can cheat death with tropical juices and positive thinking? It reminds me of the Mage.


Which reminds me of that night on the Tower.


And Ebb.


I stand up. I tell Ginger that I’m going to find a bathroom, but I just want to get away. I end up in an empty room on the other side of the main floor, a library with a big window overlooking a golf course.


I was supposed to be at a festival this week. I bought body paint and sewed feathers on to my bikini. It was going to be ridiculous and brilliant. Not like this—ridiculous and sad.


I dig around for the emergency fag I keep in my handbag. I never really smoked back in England. Simon and Penny hated it, and, like I said, my dad’s a doctor. But then I moved to California, where literally no one smokes, and having a cigarette now and then feels like toasting the Queen.


I’ll bet whoever owns this house would flip their shit if I lit up.


I hold the cig between my fingers and cast, “Fire burn and cauldron bubble!”—one of three spells I can manage without a wand, and the only one I can cast under my breath. (A rare talent I carefully avoided cultivating once I saw how much it pleased my mother.) The tip lights up. I inhale, then blow the smoke directly onto a shelf of books.


“Got one of those I could bum?”


I look back at the door. There’s a man standing there. Wearing a stupid figure of eight pin.


“Sorry,” I say, “it’s my last one.”


He steps into the library. He’s a little older than me—a little young by NowNext standards, but as clean-cut and cross-trained as the rest. I like the idea of befouling one of them. A cigarette could ruin his whole programme for the week. He’ll have to confess and cleanse and maybe even fast.


“You can have a drag,” I say.


He leaves the door open, which I appreciate. (Fucking men, always trying to trap you alone.) And comes over to lean against the shelves next to me. I hand him the cigarette, and he takes a deep inhale.


“You’ll never be immortal now,” I say.


He laughs, choking a little on the smoke. Some leaks out his nose. “Damn,” he says. “I had so many plans.”


“Tell me one.”


“To cure cancer with gene therapy.” He’s being sincere, I think.


“Sorry, darling, you’ve got the wrong room. Your lot’s next door.”


“You’re not buying it?” he asks.


“I’m not.”


“Then why are you here?”


“Because I heard there would be lymphatic massages and vegan cupcakes.”


“There will be,” he says. He’s smiling.


I sigh, blowing smoke just past his face. “I’m here with a friend.”


He nods, looking at me. He’s admiring my hair. Which happens. My hair is long and light blonde. “Butter blonde,” Simon used to call it. No one I know here eats butter.


“You’re buying it,” I say, looking at his pin. “Or bought it.”


“Founded it,” he says.


“Really?” He can’t be more than twenty-five. “Huh. Were you a teenage phenomenon?”


“Sort of.”


I glance at the bookshelves around me. They’re all modern books, lots of paperbacks. Nothing leather-bound just for show.


“You don’t seem impressed,” he says.


I shrug. “I know the type.”


My fag has burned down to the filter. I look around for somewhere to stub it out. He lifts a bronze dish off the desk; it’s some sort of award. “Here.”


“I’m disrespectful,” I say, “but I’m not rude.”


He laughs. He’s a bit good-looking when he laughs. “It’s okay. It’s mine.”


I stub out my cigarette. “This is your house?”


“Uh-huh. Does that impress you?”


“Morgana, no. What does someone your age need a golf course for?”


“I like golf,” he says. “And I like having a big house. For weekends like this.”


“It takes all kinds, I suppose.”


“You can be cynical if you want.”


“I am.”


“But cynicism doesn’t accomplish anything.”


“Untrue,” I say. “Cynicism saves lives.”


“Never.”


“There are so many things that will never kill me because I wouldn’t be caught dead doing them.”


“Like what?”


I brush ash off my dress. “Mountain climbing.”


“Is that cynicism or cowardice?”


“Honestly—” I pause. “What’s your name?”


“Braden.”


“Of course it is . . .” I mumble, taking him in. “Honestly, Braden, I’m too cynical to care.”


He takes a step closer. “I’d like to change your mind.”


“Thanks, but I’ve just got out of a cult. I’m not looking for a rebound cult.”


He smiles. He’s flirting with me now. “We aren’t a cult.”


“You are, I think.” I’m not quite flirting back.


“Is the Catholic Church a cult?”


“Yes. Are you actually comparing yourself to Catholicism?”


He pulls his head back. “Wait, you think the Church is a cult?”


We look in each other’s eyes. He’s thinking that mine are an unusual shade of brown. I’m relieved when he doesn’t say so.


“We just want to help people,” he says.


“You want to help yourselves,” I correct.


“One, we count as people, and two, why not help ourselves? We’re the difference-makers.”


“That sounds like a made-up word, Braden.” Braden is a made-up name.


“I’m okay with making up words,” he says. “I want to remake the world. The people in the next room? They’re already changing the world. I’m here to nourish and encourage them so that they can maximize their impact.”


“That’s why I left that room,” I say. “The last thing I want is to make a difference.”
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